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Abstract: It has become increasingly popular for scholars to investigate the technology of political,
personal microtargeting (PMT). We review a sample of 62 research articles in the field of political
PMT and argue that these studies can be grouped according to different orientations: an
interpretative orientation, either expressing hopes for voter mobilisation or strong concerns for
democracy and voter manipulation, or a descriptive orientation, viewing PMT as a supplement to
the traditional elements of political campaigns. We argue that these two orientations must
continuously be mixed thoughtfully in a pragmatic approach that addresses public concerns on
highly empirical grounds to avoid technological myths.
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Introduction

Social media (SoMe) has become an integrated element of most political cam-
paigning. Politicians have acquired increasingly effective tools to ‘microtarget’ vot-
ers, which has resulted in a growing academic focus on the controversial manipu-
lative influence of digitalised political campaigns. For 20 years, scholars have
studied the tools of digital political campaigning in disciplines ranging from mar-
keting and communication studies to political science. Recently, there has been an
increase in academic interest in the manipulative effects of these new tools (Bald-
win-Philippi, 2019). This review seeks to investigate existing research on personal
microtargeting (PMT). We argue for a need to recap and examine how the study of
the phenomenon has developed, how the academic field is structured and espe-
cially how the field of research has addressed the growing public concerns. Ac-
cording to Baldwin-Philippi (2019), current imaginaries of digital political cam-
paign tools encompass both the hopes and fears of how digital technology will
shape politics and democracy. We aim to study if these imaginaries can also be
found in research in the scientific literature on PMT. We do so by categorising key
contributions to the field from 2006—2022 as either interpretative (expressing ei-
ther hopes for voter mobilisation or strong concerns for democracy and voter ma-
nipulation) or as descriptive, viewing PMT as a supplement to the traditional ele-
ments of political campaigns.

Our paper is a semi-systematic review of the academic political PMT literature. We
therefore seek to investigate how the research field of political PMT has evolved. This
research question is examined in two steps. First, we examine the PMT field by
mapping the themes in the existing literature. Second, we examine and categorise
the type of study in the publications to see how public concern of PMT is ad-
dressed in the literature. Our purpose is not to clarify if public concerns of PMT are
justified, but merely to clarify if the academic literature thoroughly addresses the
concerns.

The next section presents our analytical strategy for the review. After a method-
ological section, we present the sample of the publications we have collected. We
provide insight on the influence of the 2016 Cambridge Analytica (CA) scandal on
the balance of descriptive and interpretative studies by dividing the publications
we found into different orientations: interpretative (both positive and negative),
descriptive and a mix of interpretative/descriptive. We find clear connections be-
tween the orientation and type of study in the publication. Finally, we argue for a
stronger, pragmatic approach between the two orientations, combining research in
public concerns for PMT with empirical studies, and our closing discussion on the
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future direction of the field of study highlights further gaps detected in the sam-
ple.

Background

Political campaigning has moved into a new phase in which digital technology is
used to launch the sophisticated microtargeting of segmented groups of voters,
donors and supporters (Bennett, 2015; Bimber, 2014; Cacciotto, 2017,
Holtzhausen, 2016; Nickerson & Rogers, 2014). Social monitoring companies (e.g.,
IBM, Meltwater) now offer to assist politicians to target voters based on psycho-
metrics (psychological measurement). These data sets are applied in modern polit-
ical communication to set the agenda and mobilise voters using PMT technology.
This development has generated significant attention, especially related to presi-
dential election campaigns in the US. The US presidential campaigns in 2008,
2012 and 2016 introduced the use of digital campaigning. This is especially true of
the big data consultants for the 2016 Trump Campaign, the British firm Cambridge
Analytica, who received enormous press coverage (Cadwalladr, 2018; Lapowsky,
2017). To indicate the importance of the events in 2016, a simple Google Trends
news search for the term ‘political microtargeting’ (see Figure 1) compared to the
term ‘digital political campaign’ indicates an increase in the public interest and
awareness of the phenomenon since 2016.

S

I Note

FIGURE 1: “Digital political campaign” (red) with “political microtargeting” (blue) (Google Trends).

Early increases in interest can be explained by the Howard Dean’s campaign in
2004 and Barack Obama’s 2008 and 2012 election campaigns. The dramatic in-
crease in public interest in 2016 can be explained by the Trump campaign togeth-
er with the CA/Facebook-scandal. These events have publicly highlighted the abili-
ty of political actors to monitor the online behavioural patterns of individual citi-
zens — and not least to subsequently tailor messages to them. We therefore seek



4 Internet Policy Review 12(1) | 2023

to address whether the public concerns after 2016 also affected the scientific liter-
ature on data-driven campaigning.

Baldwin-Philippi (2019) discusses this increased interest in digitalised political
campaign tools as expressions of ‘data-imaginaries’ that encompass counter-posi-
tions of both the hopes and fears of how digital technology will shape politics and
democracy. The hope imaginaries are grounded by faith in enhanced networked,
deliberative power symmetry, accompanied by a vision of digitalisation and SoMe
used to increase the bottom-up mobilisation of citizens in political issues. #MeToo
represents a profound example of this vision. The fear imaginaries are spurred by
the NSA spying scandal in 2013 and the Facebook scandal in 2018. However, the
scientific discourse on the subject also communicates hopes and fears. According
to Lilleker (2016, p. 237), most studies find that SoMe has improved the interactivi-
ty of campaigns with their followers, adding a stronger deliberative element. Other
scholars argue that digital political campaign tools create a danger for surveil-
lance and the violation of privacy rights (Holtzhausen, 2016, p. 33), and that it may
create a shift towards hyper-management and control of citizens (Bimber, 2014)
through PMT manipulation. Our purpose is to map the scientific discourse on these
matters by categorising key contributions to the field from 2005—-2022 as either
descriptive in their assessment of modern political campaigns, or as interpretative.
We take a normative stance, stretching either the deliberative potential of digi-
talised political campaigns or critically stretching the manipulative risk associated
with political PMT. To specify, we primarily focus on the literature dealing with
tools in digitalised political campaigns and argue that elements of the descriptive
and interpretative orientations can be combined in the same publication, which we
see as a third category.

Method and analytical strategy

To investigate the academic field of political PMT thoroughly, we adopt a semi-sys-
tematic approach that synthesises argumentative, integrative and historical ap-
proaches (Snyder, 2019). These approaches are included to ensure a thorough re-
view encapsulating the complexity of the field. The historical review focuses on
how the field has developed chronologically. We limited the search to 2006—2022.
The year 2006 is partly chosen to give a full range of time, since digital tools were
introduced to political campaigning by Dean in 2004, and partly to gain a suffi-
cient timespan on both sides of 2016. In the integrative overview, it is important to
detect the themes and topics in the literature. We detect the topics in an explo-
rative coding of the articles and classify the publications in our sample with re-
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spect to three different themes:

1. Communicative context (CC), which encompasses issues of communication
surrounding political PMT, such as strategy, hybrid media system or the
digital transformation of the media system.

2. Political context (P), which encompasses political issues surrounding
political PMT, such as voter behaviour, law (GDPR, privacy) and/or the
importance of national political culture.

3. PMT technique in focus (M), which encompasses PMT-focused
technological issues, such as new technological developments or the
efficiency of PMT techniques.

The argumentative approach focuses on the constraints in the literature (Davis et
al., 2014) and investigates the different orientations in it. To begin with, the acade-
mic literature addressing political PMT cannot be structured by using the same po-
sitions found in the broader societal data imaginaries of both hopes and fears for
how digital technology shapes politics and democracy (see Baldwin-Phillippi,
2019). To have a more adequate categorisation of the field, we adopt:

1. Adescriptive orientation, where PMTs are viewed merely as a new tool in
the digital campaigning toolbox.

2. An interpretative orientation including both positive (hope) and negative
(fear) assessments of PMT.

3. An orientation where the elements of the descriptive and interpretative
orientations are combined in the same publication.

We will also explore differences in the types of study used in publications with dif-
ferent orientations to see if their respective arguments are based on empirical
grounds, especially when it comes to addressing public concerns. Our analytical
strategy is summarised in Table 1 below.

TABLE 1: Overview of semi-systematic review of political PMT literature

ELEMENT CENTRAL QUESTION
1 Historical How does the field develop before and after 2016?
2 Integrative What themes are addressed before and after 20167

What orientations (descriptive/interpretative (neg. vs. pos.)) do publications have before and after

3 Argumentative 20162

We accessed Web of Science and searched for the following term: ‘microtargeting;
as part of the topic (title, abstract, keywords), in the period 2006—2022 (the search
produced very few hits before 2006). Though 2022 is an incomplete year at the
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time of research, we included three articles from 2022 to gain as many articles as
possible (in consequence, the incompleteness of 2022 is a minor bias in our re-
sults, though it does not change our main conclusions). The result of our search
was a 99-article sample. From this sample, we only included articles related to the
categories Political Science, Communication, Law, Computer Science Information
Systems and Social Sciences Interdisciplinary. Overall, the most articles were in
the field of Political Science (24), Communication (19) and Law (9). The excluded
articles were related to very different disciplines (e.g., marketing, neurosurgery,
bioresearch). A further assessment of each publication found eight articles not rel-
evant to our topic. Furthermore, we could not find or access six publications listed
in the sample. The result was a revised list of 33 articles. To this list we added 29
relevant research publications we knew of or found using Google Scholar (chapters
from edited volumes, for example). These publications were not found on the Web
of Science. Our final sample encompasses 62 publications. We cannot claim that
this sample of articles is exhaustive when it comes to research investigating politi-
cal PMT, since related search terms like ‘big data’, ‘data-driven campaign’ etc. are
not included in the sample. However, we will argue that the inclusion of all rele-
vant articles in the Web of Science sample secure a high degree of representation
of the possible orientations in the field regarding time, themes, topics and types of
study.

Findings and framing the body of literature

Table 2 (see Appendix) categorises the publications in our sample with respect to
year, theme, topics and position (interpretative vs. descriptive). As Figure 2 shows,
the number of publications is increasing over time, albeit with a decline in recent
years (even if you disregard the incomplete year of 2022). The clear majority of the
publications have been published since 2016, which indicates how the increased
public interest since 2016 (see above) is also reflected by an increase in research
interest in the field. Many of these publications mention the CA scandal and its
role in the US16 election, indicating that the 2016 events drove the boom in the
literature.
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2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

FIGURE 2: Number of publications 2009-2022 (the year 2022 is incomplete).

Integrative: What themes and topics are addressed before and
after 20167

Twenty-one publications focus on the communication context of PMT, five of which
focus on the (efficiency of) campaign strategy (Aagaard, 2019; Cacciatore et al.,
2016; Lilleker, 2016; Panagopoulos, 2016; Solovey, 2017). Five further publications
deal with the communicative context in relation to the effects and efficiency of po-
litical PMT (Baldwin-Philippi, 2019; Burge et al., 2020; Cacciotto, 2017; Endres &
Kelly, 2018; Haenschen & Jennings, 2019).

The political context of PMT is the most common theme in the sample, encom-
passing 30 publications in total. Among the topics in this theme are the regulation
of political PMT. Ten of the 30 publications deal with different aspects regulating
political PMT (GDPR, privacy, etc.) (Bennett, 2016; Bodo et al., 2017; Zuiderveen
Borgesius et al., 2018; Chester & Montgomery, 2019; Hu, 2020; Nenadic¢, 2019;
Rhum, 2021; Rubinstein, 2014). Another important topic in this theme is national
political culture as a variable in the use of political PMT during a campaign. While
many of the publications related to the political context theme deal with US con-
ditions, a range of publications also study experiences from other countries. Eight
publications in total focus on national cultural experiences (Anstead, 2017; Dobber
et al.,, 2017; Dommett & Power, 2019; Jungherr, 2016; Kruschinski & Haller, 2017;
Medina Serrano et al., 2020; Papakyriakopoulos et al., 2018; Patten, 2017). Two of
them (Dobber et al., 2017; Nenadic, 2019) investigate the European approach, es-
pecially the GDPR-framework for political PMT. Bayer (2020) addresses PMTs as vi-
olations of human rights. Hu (2020) focuses mainly on the solutions for US data
protection in the light of the CA scandal, arguing that the Federal Trade Commis-
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sion is not doing enough to protect data. Two publications (Bennett, 2016; Dobber
et al., 2017) have a profound comparative focus. At least nine of the publications
examine European conditions: Anstead (2017) and Dommett and Power (2019) in-
vestigate the British case, Dobber et al. (2017) study Dutch experiences, while
Jungherr (2016), Kruschinski and Haller (2017) and Serrano et al. (2020) investi-
gate the German case. Many of the publications related to the political context
theme are interpretative (negative). We address this issue in the next section.

As Figure 3 illustrates, many of the publications focusing on the political context
of PMT were published in or after 2016, which again indicates increased public
concern (privacy issues, political manipulation) for the negative effects of political
PMT. In contrast, an example of a pre-2016 contribution is Bennett (2015), who ad-
dresses digital transformation, arguing that digital surveillance might even rein-
force democracy, since politicians can more easily mobilise voters if they know
their preferences. Again, this indicates a shift in the literature in light of the Trump
2016 victory.

2009 20102011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

14
12
10

L T e R LI * =

M Political context M Communicative context M Microtargeting technology

FIGURE 3: Themes in PMT literature 2009-2022 (the year 2022 is incomplete).

Eleven publications investigate technology related to PMT or the efficiency of PMT.
One example is Dobber et al. (2021), who investigates the effects of political PMT
using so-called deepfakes on voters. While publications dealing with the commu-
nicative and political context seem to decline again in 2021, publications studying
the efficiency of the political PMT technology seem to be increasing. This develop-
ment could possibly indicate a new stream of research literature dealing much
more with the technological capabilities behind political PMT.
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Argumentative: What orientations can be found before and after
2016?

Next, we have categorised the publications as descriptive, interpretative (negative
or positive) or a mix of both. An ‘interpretative’ categorisation indicates that the
publication either expresses negative beliefs based on democratic concerns or,
conversely, expresses positive deliberative democratic hope regarding political
PMT. In contrast, categorisation as ‘descriptive’ indicates that the publication
overtly tends to see political PMT as (just) a new tool that can help improve the
analytical basis for digital campaigning. It is also possible to categorise the publi-
cation in the middle, containing a balance or mix of both descriptive and interpre-
tative elements (again, either containing positive or negative orientations).

What different orientations can be found?

As shown in Figure 4, aside from interpretative positive, there is a clear increase in
all types of orientations. Firstly, we see a rise in more descriptive publications in
2016 (mainly publications detecting and describing the phenomenon) and then a
rise in both interpretative (negative) publications and those containing both de-
scriptive/interpretative elements. Both of these categories consist of publications
that are critical towards the consequences of political PMT and take public con-
cerns into account.

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 201% 2020 2021 2022

== Descriptive

== Interpretative, negative

== Interpretative, positive
Descriptive/interpretative

FIGURE 4: Orientations in the sample 2009-2022 (the year 2022 is incomplete).
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Interpretative publications

Twenty publications in the sample can be categorised as interpretative, only two of
which are positive (Murray & Scime, 2010; Nielsen, 2011), both predating 2016. As
indicated above, most of the interpretative publications (14) are from after 2016,
again indicating a critical turn in the literature after the CA/Facebook scandal. The
rise of interpretative (negative) publications culminates in 2019. Many of these
studies focus on voter surveillance and privacy issues. Gorton (2016) emphasises
how politicians can manipulate voters using PMT technologies. Holtzhausen
(2016) addresses the potential threats of big data, arguing that its use in political
communication can have harmful effects on democracy due to discriminatory ef-
fects toward different voter groups. Hegazy (2019) addresses the concern with and
need for the regulation of big data; he argues that the Trump 2016 SoMe strategy
was a game changer for political campaigns. Burkell and Regan (2019) reinforce
these arguments in their essay, arguing that PMT can undermine voter autonomy
and manipulate voters, since it can activate unconscious biases and impact voter
preferences without them noticing. Chester and Montgomery (2017) also argue
that the use of big data in campaigns is highly manipulative, since voters are not
informed about the mechanisms behind PMT. Susser et al. (2019) emphasise how
PMT can undermine voter autonomy and argue that voters must be aware of mar-
keting tools to minimise online manipulation. Kusche (2020) compares political
clientelism and data-field campaigning in a theoretical paper, which argues that
while personalised, data-driven campaigns can mobilise marginalised voters, per-
sonalised political content can at the same time detach voters from potential col-
lectives and communities. Bayer (2020) stresses the conflict between political PMT
and voter rights, arguing that PMT is incompatible with the right to receive infor-
mation.

Descriptive publications

Twenty-seven publications in our sample are categorised with a descriptive orien-
tation, with a clear increase of publications in 2016 to 2020 (and then apparently
a decline in 2021). In general, these studies perceive PMT more as just another
tool in the political campaigning toolbox than as a game changer for political
campaigning. Four descriptive studies were published prior to 2016; two are es-
says, one is a quantitative study, and one is a review. Bimber (2014) discusses the
different effects of data-driven campaigns. He also focuses on the possibility for
politicians to create a network with their potential voters and for donors to donate
to politicians. Similarly, Nickerson and Rogers (2014) argue in an essay that, de-
spite electoral benefits, data-driven campaigns have limited significance and that
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digital tools do not change the nature of political campaigns. Bennett (2015) theo-
retically examines voter surveillance, arguing that it is present in political cam-
paigns and might transform how political campaigns are conducted. Vergeer
(2015) reviews different studies that have examined Twitter as a tool for politi-
cians and concludes that Twitter is more popular during election periods than oth-
erwise.

Eighteen of the descriptive publications are published after 2016. Both theoretical
and empirical studies are prevalent. Bodo et al. (2017) presents elements sur-
rounding PMT that require further attention; they highlight the need for a non-US
focus in the literature, since national context can play a crucial role, and they ar-
gue that comparative research is much needed. Cacciotto (2017) highlights how
the popularity of digitalised politics in the US will also become increasingly popu-
lar in Europe and South America. Dobber et al. (2017) investigate the extent to
which campaigners in the Netherlands use PMT strategies, based on 11 interviews
with campaign leaders. The study investigates the 2017 Dutch election as a case,
concluding that parties in proportional representation systems can also use PMT
as a campaign tool. Baldwin-Philippi (2019) reviews the societal imaginaries in the
light of Trump 2016. Somewhat similarly, Aagaard (2019) also describes the use of
big data in Trump 2016, arguing that big data can be an effective tool for politi-
cians, although other factors, such as the audience and candidates, remain rele-
vant. However, Aagaard (2019) also emphasises that the use of big data can con-
flict with democratic values. Benkler et al. (2020) use quantitative data, arguing
that the effective spread of Trump’s misinformation could be ascribed to his posi-
tion as president and therefore his privileged position in the mass media coupled
together with his SoMe use.

Interpretative-descriptive publications

While 47 of the publications in the sample can be categorised in the more extreme
orientations of interpretative or descriptive, 15 publications contain both interpre-
tative and descriptive elements in their approach to PMT. However, the interpreta-
tive element in these publications always leans towards a negative view of PMT.
The interpretative-descriptive studies vary in their topics. One focus of the publi-
cations emphasise the effects and efficiency of PMTs (Lavigne, 2021). Two of the
studies focus on legal issues (e.g., GDPR, privacy). Dobber et al. (2019) examine
GDPR and PMT regulations in Europe. Zuiderveen Borgesius et al. (2018) focus on
privacy issues related to campaign strategy. Four of the publications encompass
experiences from specific countries (Anstead, 2017; Dobber et al., 2019; Dommett
& Power, 2019; Papakyriakopoulos et al., 2018; Patten, 2017).
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Thirteen of the 15 interpretative-descriptive publications are written after 2016,
nine of which are empirical studies. Again, this indicates an increase in research
interest after 2016 on both empirical grounds and with interpretative (negative)
orientations. Ten of the fifteen publications are empirical studies, some of which
do in fact address public concerns regarding the manipulative effect of PMT on cit-
izens. One example is Anstead (2017), who interviewed more than 30 political
practitioners to investigate data-driven campaigning in the UK and found that not
all parties have the same options for data-driven campaigns. Another example is
Owen (2018), who argues that digital technology changes the media campaign en-
vironment and that the ‘'new media’ are changing elections fundamentally by influ-
encing media coverage and voter behaviour. Yet another example is Dommett and
Power (2019), who accommodate concerns with the lack of transparency in digi-
talised political marketing and investigate transparency in political advertising on
Facebook in the UK, arguing that British campaign rules do not ensure voter trans-
parency.

To sum up, the categorisation shows that our sample does in fact contain clusters
of publications that are highly interpretative (the vast majority are negative) or de-
scriptive. The interpretative publications, many of which are published after 2016,
focus on the negative impact of PMTs on voters and the erosion of democracy. The
descriptive publications focus more on the general digitalised transformation of
political communication. The sample also contains 15 publications containing
both interpretative and descriptive elements, all published in 2016 or later. In fact,
the mixed interpretative-descriptive orientation in our sample is significant, which
points to a more pragmatic approach to the field of study, where public concerns
are addressed.

What types of studies can be found in the different orientations?

We have also categorised the publications regarding the type of study (essay, theo-
ry, empirical (quant./qual. and other (reviews, field experiments etc.). As Figure 5
shows, there is an increase in all types of studies after 2016 (also pre-2016, when
it comes to essays), although there is less of an increase in theoretical publica-
tions. There is also a decline in all types of studies in recent years, but to a lesser
degree in empirical, quantitative studies. The introduction of the Facebook Ad li-
brary (current version since May 2018) may very well have had an impact on the
growth of quantitative studies. Several of the publications refer to or use data from
the Ad library.
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2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

== Empirical, quant. ==Empirical, quali. =—Essay Thearetical ==0ther

FIGURE 5: Types of studies 2009-2022 (the year 2022 is incomplete).

As Figure 6 clearly shows, researchers do different types of study depending on
the orientation of their publication. Descriptive oriented publications tend to be
based on empirical studies (both quantitative and qualitative) compared to espe-
cially interpretative, negative oriented publications. Fifteen (of 27) descriptive
publications are empirical, nine of which are quantitative and six are qualitative.
Of the 20 interpretative publications, eight are essays and four are theoretical de-
velopments of the field, while only five are empirical. This distribution indicates
that there is a link between type of study and orientation of publication; when it
comes to descriptive/interpretative publications, nine (of 15) are empirical (5
quantitative, 4 qualitative) publications. Again, this distribution indicates a link be-
tween type of study and orientation of publication.

T

Descriptive Interpretative, negative  Descriptive/interpretative  Interpretative, positive

[
=

L= R T - I - - Y =)

M Empirical, quant. MMEmpirical, quali. M Essay Theaoretical I Other

FIGURE 6: Types of studies with different orientations.



14 Internet Policy Review 12(1) | 2023

To sum up, the two orientations of descriptive and interpretative publications also
tend to be associated with different types of studies. Of the 20 interpretative pub-
lications, 12 are either essays or theoretical developments of the field, 14 of which
are published after 2016. Of the 27 descriptive publications, only eight are essays
or theoretical papers, while 15 are empirical studies (9 quantitative, 6 qualitative).
In line with the increase in research interest, only four of the descriptive publica-
tions are published before 2016. Furthermore, nine of the 15 publications cate-
gorised as a mix of interpretative-descriptive orientation address public concerns
on empirical grounds. So, overall, the general tendency in the sample is that the
more descriptive the orientation, the more likely it is that the publication is based
on empirical (especially quantitative) research, but the less it may take public con-
cerns into account.

Conclusions

Our review is based on a narrow sample of PMT publications, which limits our abil-
ity to generalise with the much broader field of digital political campaign litera-
ture. However, we believe we detect important tendencies in the field of PMT re-
search. Our findings reveal the clear tendencies of different types of studies de-
pending on the orientation the publication takes. The descriptive approach con-
tains more empirical research than the critical one, which contains a high number
of philosophical and theoretical essays. The more descriptive the orientation, the
more likely it is that the publication is based on an empirical (especially quantita-
tive) research design, but the less it takes public concerns into account. In that
sense, it could be argued that the PMT research field does not address public con-
cerns on profound empirical grounds. However, the PMT literature does in fact en-
compass a more pragmatic approach to the subject that takes public concerns into
account and does so on a rather empirical basis. While 10 of the 15 interpretative-
descriptive publications are based on empirical evidence, the interpretative-de-
scriptive publications tend to be declining in recent years (the year 2022 is incom-
plete). This decline suggests that a need remains to take public concerns into ac-
count in an interpretative-descriptive research design that encompasses (especial-
ly quantitative) empirical data.

TABLE 3: Results of review

ELEMENT OF CENTRAL
REVIEW QUESTION

How does the
1 Historical field develop There is a surge in publications after 2016 and a decrease in recent years.
before and after
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ELEMENT OF CENTRAL

REVIEW QUESTION
20167

What themes

Few publications before 2016, mainly focusing on the communication context.
After 2016, privacy, legislation and voter manipulation become dominant
topics. Later, the efficiency of PMT becomes an important topic.

and topics are
addressed before
and after 20167

2 Integrative

What
orientations
(interpretative/
descriptive) are
addressed before
and after 20167

There is an increase in publications, with both descriptive and interpretative
(negative) orientations as well a mix of descriptive-interpretative (negative)
after 2016. There seems to be a connection between orientation and type of
study; the more descriptive: the more empirical; whereas the more
interpretative: the more theoretical or essayistic.

3 Argumentative

Our review generally reveals a continued need for collaboration across the aisle
between the more theoretical essays raising concerns for the public (and the more
empirical) demarcated studies that can confirm or dismiss concerns regarding vot-
er manipulation and democracy (cf. Table 3). Future research should explore such a
pragmatic approach more thoroughly. We are aware that this may be difficult,
however, due to the lack of transparency among the digital platforms that political
campaigns often use. Our review also indicates that new tools, such as Facebook’s
Crowdtangle and the Ad library, may push a new era of efficiency studies, but to
address public concerns on empirical grounds, scholars may need to base their re-
search on more experimental research if digital platforms are not made more
transparent.

Although our sample is limited, Table 2 indicates that there might be a range of
additional political communication topics that are not covered sufficiently in the
field of research and should be explored further. Topics that are scarcely men-
tioned in the sample include research into the impact of PMT on voters, compara-
tive research, automation and the persuasion effect of digital tools other than so-
cial media. Our sample contains limited research investigating the effect on voters,
such as voter perception of PMT and the impact on voter behaviour. A limited
number of articles (6) in the sample empirically investigate the impact on voter
behaviour (Burge et al., 2020; Endres & Kelly, 2018; Haenschen, 2022; Haenschen
& Jennings, 2019; Lavigne, 2021; Zarouali et al., 2020). This might be explained by
our search criteria. There is a growing literature on voting and political behaviour
in the digital age (see, e.g., Rogers et al., 2013), which is obviously not caught by
our sample. However, the result still indicates a limited degree of congruence be-
tween digital campaign literature and voter behaviour.

A range of topics seem to attract little or no coverage in the publications included
in our sample. When it comes to additional political campaign types, there is no
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link to research in negative campaigning or permanent campaigning (Norris &
Reif, 1997), nor is there any link to research investigating how other types of polit-
ical actors use digital campaign tools. While the focus in our sample of publica-
tions is almost exclusively on political parties, it must be noted that organised in-
terests, social movements, NGOs, state agencies and public affairs departments in
private companies are all also capable of engaging in PMT campaigning.
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