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In conclusion: The candidates on social media 

The lists of electoral districts are public, so the candidates’ positions on the list change according to the number 

of votes they receive. Having a higher position on the list of a particular district does not ensure that a 

candidates is elected, as candidates who are lower on the national list can pass them even if they have fewer 

votes and, thus, be elected instead. Thus, Nutt with 1,968 votes (RPU, 29th on the national list), Hanso with 

1,575 votes (SDE, 32nd), Vaarmann with 1,745 votes (Centre Party, 76th), and Korobeinik with 2,057 votes 

(Reform Party, 58th) had a good enough result that would have carried them straight to Riigikogu if Estonia had 

a system of open national lists. With the current system, however, (when comparing the number of votes71 to 

the positions on the national lists) there were quite a few candidates who were elected to the parliament who 

received considerably less votes than other candidates. The media as well as party leaders talk about the results 

of the elections as the will of the people72 but the closed national lists obviously reflect the party leaderships’ 

wishes in terms of who should be in the parliament. Such a system ensures that some candidates never have the 

chance to get elected to the parliament, whereas the ones favoured by party leaders would be elected due to 

their position on the national list and despite the modest amount of votes cast in their favour by the voters. 

Some examples: Kallo (Centre Party) – 308 votes (5th position on the national list), Raudne (RPU) – 774 votes 

(16th), Lillo (Reform Party) – 474 votes (11th). Laanet with 2,566 votes (43rd on the national list and 2nd in the 

district) would be an exception. He was elected due to a good position on the district list as well as the support of 

the party and voters. 

This might be due to the fact that in many major parties the positions on the list are decided by a limited circle of 

people. The position on the national and district lists becomes more important than the number of votes. This 

means that party members are distrustful of and unwilling to help one another, which was indeed seen on social 

media. The members of the same party were competitors in the same district, fighting for the same votes. 

The candidates from the same parties were all lone rangers; it was rare to see candidates make references to or 

recommendations for one another, post messages of fellow candidates’ future events and activities, or support 

one another in the comments. The candidates in the same district kept their distance and were more willing to 

support candidates in neighbouring districts than in their district. Some were willing to support candidates from 

other parties, neglecting those from their own party. Thus, it can be concluded that the candidates see 

themselves as competitors rather than teammates. 

It was assumed that the candidates joining Facebook a few months before the elections were hopelessly late. 

The analysis shows that there were those who created an account only in the last months before the elections as 

well as those whose pages were present since 2007. However, in both cases, the amount of contacts, friends, 

and posts was very different and not based on the campaigns or the candidates’ activeness. The deciding factor 

was the candidates’ fame. Some of them could gather as many friends in a few months as others could in three 

years. There were those who decided to follow the others’ example and create a support page on the last 

moment but, sensing that this yielded little additional support, went back to conveying their messages on the 

friend page, thus, hopelessly confusing the two pages. Sometimes, even the photos on the two pages were 

identical. According to the analysis, friend accounts were more attractive than fan/support pages. 

A Facebook user who does not write anything; who does not have messages, thoughts, or views; and whose wall 

only shows the user quickly adding numerous strangers as friends is as good as buying a book with covers but 

no pages. It seemed that many candidates’ messages during the elections period were fragmented – only few 

pages revealed the candidate’s central interests, their programme and views as well as their aims and skills.  

                                                     
71 Estonian National Electoral Committee http://www.vvk.ee/varasemad/?v=rk2011 

72 Editorial: The People Have Spoken, Postimees, March 7, 2011:   http://poliitika.postimees.ee/?id=398500  
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Among the candidates analysed, there were also those who wrote and posted non-stop and were willing to 

participate in longer discussions should anyone initiate them. Their days seemed to pass in the networks and in 

front of a computer. 

On Facebook, there was little campaigning going on – even friends and fans were passive in spreading the 

candidates’ messages; more often, they simply clicked the passive “Like” button.   

The hypothesis that a large number of friends online could be reflected in the outcome of the elections was not 

confirmed. There is no correlation. One could have only 28 fans and get almost 800 votes, but one could also 

have 5,000 friends and only receive 300 votes or have 600 fans and receive 19,000 votes. 

The same people who considered candidates with similar views their friends were also friends with candidates 

whose parties have very different views, so it is very difficult to say how many fans/friends/supporters a 

candidate had. But this is part and parcel of life in Estonia where everyone knows everyone else or at least 

knows someone who knows someone or is friends with someone running for parliament. The Estonians prefer to 

observe others on social media instead of voicing their own views or opinions publicly. 

Hence, a recommendation for the future – when campaigning on social media, you should keep your personal 

friends and your political campaign separate. They do not support each other but rather tend to create difficult 

choices as to what and in what manner you can post on your wall. 

There were also frequent examples of people who pollute social media – they had set up a page but then lost the 

interest or energy to do something with it and, as a result, there are empty pages decorated only with someone’s 

name. 

There is a long way to go in terms of e-literacy in social media. When a person has decided to run for parliament 

and has few resources, social media could become an extremely important channel where a successful campaign 

could be run with a small amount of money and few resources. 

In conclusion 

• Should a friend or fan page be set up? 

• Candidates’ campaigns in social media are largely random. 

• Party loyalties are often not visible on the pages.  

• There is no information regarding the campaigns found on the candidates’ personal profiles other than 

campaign photos and candidate numbers.  

• Communication is generally one-sided. 

• Candidates do not or cannot use Facebook to advance their campaigns and their pages are generally 

intended for personal use while still being open to everyone. 

• Posts related to the elections are limited to listing one’s candidate number; sometimes, voters are 

invited to meet the candidates. 

• Closed profiles: fan pages open to everyone should have been preferred. 

• The number of friends increases before the elections. 

• The higher the position on the candidates’ list, the more active; the lower the position, the more 

passive. 

• Top candidates (7 out of 10) remain loyal to traditional channels (not all top candidates are on 

Facebook). 

• If there were no media, there would be nothing to post. 

• There are both passionate and passive candidates. 

• The greater the number of friends/supporters, the more mutual the communication. 

• More friends does not equal more votes in the elections. This means that the friends/supporters and the 

voters might not be the same people. 

• People can be Facebook friends with the People’s Union, the Russian Party, and the Green Party 

simultaneously. 
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• If you do not post for yourself, no one else will either. 

• Use of Twitter is non-existent. 

• YouTube: there is only so much information as the party itself has provided. 

• Virtual pollution – neglected and incomplete accounts. 

• The proper use of social media in the campaigns still has to be learnt. 

• Candidates’ information and overviews of their political views are lacking. 

• The voters do not receive a clear message about what unites the candidates on the same party lists or 

what would be the shared goals they would want to achieve on Riigikogu. 

• It is unclear why the candidates are on Facebook and what they aim to achieve there. 

• The votes received in the elections in relation to the number of friends/supporters the candidate or party 

had on Facebook does not seem to suggest that the candidates more active on Facebook would be 

ensured a better result in the elections. 

• Candidates’ partial inability to use social media has no effect on the votes received. 

• People are friends/supporters of more than one candidate from more than one party, so no candidate 

might have friends/supporters who would be loyal only to them. 

• Candidates’ Facebook pages do not convey the parties’ central values or views during the elections 

period. 

• Candidates’ Facebook pages generally contain everyday information and personal relationships. 

• People become the candidates’ friends or supporters out of curiosity rather than out of a genuine wish to 

participate in politics and support the candidates. 
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F) Parties’ evaluation of online campaigns  

Both the parties’ and the candidates’ campaigns on social media networks suggest that the networks did not 

have a defining role in the 2011 Riigikogu elections. However, in comparison to previous elections and their 

evaluation, it can be said that their role is growing steadily.  

Interviews with party representatives and campaign managers were conducted in order to assess the importance 

of campaigns conducted in virtual environments.  

A comparison of the parties revealed that the most active Facebook users were the Reform Party and the RPU 

who were followed by the SDE and the Green Party, the Centre Party, and the People’s Union. Minor parties 

played a marginal role. Social networks were used more by parties on the right of the political scale and in the 

coalition than by parties on the left and in the opposition.  

The candidates’ social networks pages were characterised by the modest use of these networks as campaign 

tools; equally modest were the candidates’ answers to our interview questionnaires. The questionnaires were 

presented to the candidates after the elections with the aim of finding out what they thought about using social 

media in the campaigns. As previously stated, social networks were dominated by personal topics and 

communication, everyday information, and so forth. Some candidates clearly targeted the voters, had a political 

message, and made references to the party programme. Only a few candidates had a fan or support page 

intended entirely to support the campaign. It seemed that candidates were ashamed to acknowledge a 

connection to their party, to present their views, and to be running for parliament. This might be due to the low 

standing of parties and politicians in the society. It was also discovered that candidates from the same party are 

competitors (at least in the same district) and do not wish to advance their competitors’ campaigns.  

It was also found that the number of friends and the result in the elections do not correlate to a high degree and 

that the candidates’ fame is more important than the time spent on a social network.  

After the Riigikogu elections, interviews based on questionnaires were conducted among the candidates. 

Unfortunately, the feedback was modest, although contacts with both the campaign managers and party 

representatives were good and their support in forwarding the questionnaires was very important. It became 

clear that the parties most willing to respond were also the parties that were most active in social media, 

although the Reform Party’s candidates remained as closed off as their accounts on social media. Independent 

candidates were active in giving feedback, but their answers primarily expressed negative views on e-voting.  

The candidates’ assessments of the importance of social media in political campaigns differ considerably, making 

it difficult to categorise their attitudes and opinions. The candidates were fairly unanimous in stating that social 

media has not really taken root as a campaign tool and does not greatly affect the results of the elections. At the 

same time, there is a clear tendency that suggests that the role of social networks will increase in future 

elections. The money spent on campaigns on social media is fairly small compared to traditional campaigns.  

The questionnaires also showed that, usually, it were the candidates themselves who managed the campaigns on 

social networks. Campaigns organised by the party were considerably weaker online than on traditional channels. 

The campaigns were often random and unsystematic. Experts had been consulted in setting up the websites but 

not in the campaign itself.  

Social media budgets compared to the budgets of traditional campaigns (the numbers can be compared with the 

data from the Riigikogu anti-corruption committee) were modest. It should be noted that the current system of 

reporting campaign costs does not give a clear overview of how the parties and candidates actually spend the 

money. During the Riigikogu elections, 92% of the candidates spent up to 500 EUR on their social media 

campaigns and only 8% spent up to 1500 EUR. Expense receipts point to expenses related to the Internet, but 

the specific costs are not listed.  



2011 Riigikogu elections: Analysis of online campaigns 

150 

The electronic environments were dominated by Facebook (89%) which was followed by blogs (70%), YouTube 

(48%), Twitter, and Facebook campaign pages (30%).  

60% considered social networks either very important, important, or average in their campaigns. However, this 

was not seen in practice, so this assessment could be somewhat emotional.  

People were not very satisfied with social networks. Facebook came in first, but only with 35%. This suggests 

that the candidates did not see the desired results on social media, but this could also be due to the candidates’ 

limited ability to use social media. 

The candidates were not very focused on reaching a specific target group through social media. 26% (which was 

the highest percentage) said they found friends by looking at people’s photos. 

The impact of social networks, however, was considered remarkably great. 58% replied that it was very big, big 

or medium. The analysis, on the contrary, does not reveal such an impact, so this assessment is in contradiction 

with how satisfied the candidates were with social networks.  

Facebook (40%) and online newspapers (36%) were the most used electronic environments that featured most 

advertisements. Among the latter, the e-debate on Pärnu Postimees received positive comments.  

When asked what they would change in using social networks, the candidates answered – nothing. This is, again, 

in contradiction with the low level of satisfaction with social networks but it could, also, mean that the candidates 

have not really thought about the networks or made use of their full potential. 

The use of text messages was next to non-existent. 0% responded “Yes” and 56% responded “No” suggesting 

that text messages did serve an indirect campaign purpose. The reason here could lie in the high cost of text 

messages. The use of e-mails by the parties and candidates was very different. Similar differences could be seen 

in the assessment of the possibilities to provide feedback.  

When asked if voters were given the opportunity to give feedback and communicate with the parties/candidates 

through e-channels, most candidates replied that their personal e-mail addresses were visible on Facebook as 

well as on their blogs. Feedback tended to be of a random nature and the responders preferred to remain 

anonymous. Thus, despite the number of Facebook friends, potential voters are passive in mutual 

communication. It is also possible that people are unwilling to show their preferences and reveal the people they 

plan to vote for. For example, among one candidate’s nearly 800 friends/fans, there were only around ten people 

who had publicly stated that they were going to vote for them. 

A separate topic in the questionnaire was the candidates’ attitudes towards e-voting. Different answers were 

given when asked if the candidate’s party considered e-voting important and propagated it. The general 

impression was that e-voting was left up to the voters and that the parties did not considerably focus on 

propagating e-voting. At the same time, many candidates did seem to consider e-voting important. The attitude 

towards honest e-voting differed as well. No one argued with the statement that e-voting should be honest, but 

some candidates had reservations about the possibility of ensuring the honesty. There was no across-the-board 

trust towards e-voting.  

The candidates’ Facebook pages were considered the most memorable websites, but Facebook and blogs were 

also mentioned. Although the candidates’ pages were not used much, the attitude towards them indicates that 

they have a lot of potential in future elections.  

In evaluating the professionalism of social media, the Reform Party, the RPU, the SDE as well as some individual 

candidates were pointed out. Marko Mihkelson’s blog merited attention. Somewhat surprisingly, Leo Kunnas’s 

campaign and Valdo Paddar’s “dark horse” received high praise, although they were not very professional and 

did not have a great impact. This might be due to the subjective opinions of the supporters of these candidates. 

At the same time, not enough people answered this question to form a critical mass that could serve as a basis 

for an objective assessment.  
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Among the surprises of social network campaigns, Mart Nutt, Ingvar Tshizhikov, and Siiri Sisask were mentioned. 

There were also references to the positive “sweaters” campaign. Still, some candidates said that there were no 

surprises or that there were many surprises.  

In conclusion, the candidates were convinced that the importance of social networks as campaign tools was on 

an inevitable increase. At the same time, social media does not push other means of campaigning aside but 

forces them to rearrange. For example, connections between different campaign methods will increase and there 

will be more references between the media (social media introduces the campaign organised elsewhere; the TV, 

radio, print media, and street campaigns will, in turn, direct people to social networks).    

G) Election games 

The researchers were surprised by the huge popularity of different elections-related games and applications in 

the online campaigns in these elections; so much so that, differently from the original methodology, we 

considered it relevant to briefly address this aspect in the Results chapter. 

The Voter Compass created by the e‐Governance Academy and the Estonian Public Broad‐

casting Company 

The specific aim of the project was to assist voters in making their decision in the Riigikogu elections in March by 

offering an Internet-based voter compass that would allow voters to compare their and the parties’ views on 

numerous key issues.   

The compass created quite a stir in both traditional media and online environments. Lengthier discussions on the 

topic were found in a dozen blogs and several forums and after the compass was set up Facebook became a very 

popular arena in which people shared their results with the Facebook community. 

The feedback given (immediate, collected from different online environments, etc.) shows that the opportunity 

created by the compass to compare personal views on key social issues with the parties’ views turned out to be 

surprisingly popular. In designing the project, the aim set was to reach ten to twenty thousand users but, in the 

end, the compass made 111,535 recommendations (users staying on the page for longer than 2 minutes were 

counted). Many visitors used the compass several times and the total of compass uses reached 163,715 in the 

end. 

The aim of the project was certainly not to affect anyone’s choice in the elections but we believe that the 

compass did offer some ideas and support to most voters to help them critically assess and analyse the promises 

made in the election debates. The compass provided a visual map of the parties’ positions on the political 

landscape and placed the users on the same map, thus, helping to clarify the political landscape. 

Delfi election game: Elections warmup 

According to Delfi itself, the pre-elections warm-up game available on their website was a political game. As Delfi 

stated: "We repeat: this is a realistic game which aims to emphasise the importance of elections and to urge 

people to vote. We recommend that everyone make their own choice because every choice is the right choice 

and no one has the right to criticise it. Delfi offers the opportunity to play the pre-elections game and then vote 

during the advanced voting period or at the booths on March 6 with fellow Estonian citizens. In counting the 

votes, we have taken into account the principle of the simple quota and the distribution of mandates between 

districts used in the elections. Every vote counts!" 

Continuing the game and choosing an electoral district, the user could move on to the party they assumed they 

would vote for before reaching individual candidates. Then, a specific candidate could be chosen. Once this was 

done, a sign saying “Vote for candidate XXXX XXXX“ would appear. 
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But then a sign appeared saying: "Dear voter! In order to vote we ask you to identify yourselves using your 

Facebook accounts. This is necessary to avoid spam and to verify that you are old enough to vote (at least 18 

years old). Delfi will not make your personal information available to third parties and will use it only for the 

project "Delfi pre-elections." Voting at the Delfi pre-elections will not be shown on your or your friends’ Facebook 

walls." 

Was this still a game or did it become real with real names and identified voters? 

Subsection 60 of the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia, which specifies the procedure for elections, states 

that every citizen who has the right to vote can participate in free elections. It is the voters’ decision whether to 

attend the election or not. Delfi readers had, in this instance, decided that they wanted to participate in the 

election game and expressed the wish to do so. At the same time, the same section in the law states that in 

secret elections every voter has to be able to vote so that no one else could discover (without them wanting this 

to be known) whether and how they voted. Under normal conditions, this is ensured by the rules of the polling 

stations and voting booths. In e-voting, this is ensured by the existence of the so-called virtual voting booth, 

that is, the possibility to change one’s vote and with the supremacy of the paper ballot. 

“Delfi pre-elections are not connected to the 2011 Riigikogu elections. Vote for candidate XXXX XXXX" and 

CLICK. See your results!” 

Nevertheless, as the voting is connected to Facebook accounts where most people use their real names and in a 

situation where the voter has no knowledge of what his or her ”click” will be used for (whether to rank the 

candidates or to connect it to some other information), how will it be recorded, and what does it mean to have 

oneself identified with one’s Facebook account, what are the advantages and disadvantages of this, it is our 

opinion that this particular pre-elections game is in contradiction with the Good Election Practices and, in fact, 

with the law.  

We understand that the aim was to avoid people over-clicking but connecting the vote to a person’s Facebook 

account where they use their real names is not good for the voter or Delfi. Articles can be commented upon 

anonymously as much as anyone wants, yet they demand to know your real identity before you vote. Not 

everyone is Eva EvaEva or Old Cop.  

Other applications or games do not ask the potential voters to identify themselves. 

If the Good Election Practices should apply to people running for parliament, should they not also apply to media 

outlets? 
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IV Conclusion: The entire campaign 

Below, the results of the analysis are summarized but not as distinct categories but as general tendencies and 

characteristics. 

The Conclusion is structured as follows: first, the entire campaign is evaluated on the basis of adherence to the 

Good Election Practices; then, some of the more vivid examples are presented. 

Adherence to the Good Election Practices 

In order to provide additional input for the Estonian Election Watchdogs73, the University of Tartu students 

involved in the research analysed online campaigns with special focus on the adherence to the Good Election 

Practices. 

The MA students of communication management chose main examples from the Internet environments in which 

politicians intimidate voters, criticise, or mock their competitors. 

The researchers, for example, brought out a post from a Centre Party blog in the Lääne county written by Jaanus 

Karilaid that talked about how the RPU and the Reform Party would ensure inflation and unemployment; 

illustrated with a visual message as well74.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the Good Election Practices, campaign promises should focus on party politics not on the good and 

bad sides of specific people or groups which is why the post is in contradiction with the practices. 

                                                     
73 The Estonian Election Watchdogs was the joint project of the National Broadcasting Company and the Network of Estonian NonProfit 

Organizations in which several experts comment on the adherence to the Good Election Practices prior to the Riigikogu elections. The text 

of the Practices can be found at www.ngo.ee/valimised. The election watchdogs’ entries can be found at: 

http://valimised.err.ee/?Leht=ValimisteValvurid  

74 Jaanus Karilaid. Lääne county, the Centre Party (blog),  You Can Be Certain of Inflation and Unemployment, February 1, 2011: 

http://laanemaa.keskerakond.ee/jaanus-karilaid/70-void-kindel-olla-hinnatousus-ja-toopuuduses.html 
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The previous Riigikogu and local elections have traditionally been based on the opposition of and political conflict 

between the two major parties (the Centre Party and the Reform Party). Although the campaigns generally 

allowed one to hope that such bickering would not be seen, the last stage of the elections period saw instances in 

which voters were intimidated with the possible victory of the opposing party. 

 

On Friday, February 18, the Reform 

Party posted a campaign video on 

YouTube entitled “There’s no 

difference”75 the main aim of which 

was to oppose them to the Centre 

Party by posing hypothetical thesis as 

to what would have been done or left 

undone over the past four years, had 

the Centre Party been in office.  

 

Thus, in order to activate their voters in 2011, the Reform Party used intimidation through opposition – if people 

do not vote for them, the next prime minister could be asking money from Russia and Estonia would run into 

debt.  

The MA students also bring out Edgar Savisaar’s blog76 that they have called an aggressive blog as the first thing 

seen on the page is not the Centre Party slogans but blinking banners with texts that criticise Jürgen Ligi, the 

Minister of Finance from the Reform Party; and Tõnis Lukas, the Minister of Education and Research from the 

RPU.  

 

The sentences have been torn out of context and serve as attacks against the competing parties and this is not 

all: as the page is scrolled down, next to a video presenting the Centre Party’s election promises and Savisaar’s 

webcam feed, one can also see a squirrel running in a wheel next to whom there is a clock counting down the 

time left until the Reform Party fulfils their promises. 

                                                     
75 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uHw2zbG6GXE&feature=autoplay&list=ULZG5bscmH9aE&index=24&playnext=1  

76 http://www.keskerakond.ee/savisaar/   
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Thus, in the opinion of the students, the Centre Party leader’s blog focuses on criticising other parties and 

pointing out their bad sides rather than on presenting the party’s election promises and addressing relevant 

issues, which is in contradiction with the Good Election Practices.  

The students also state that candidates running for parliament use intimidation among other well-known tools of 

propaganda. 

The top candidate of the Centre Party in Võru, Valga and Põlva counties, Heimar Lenk, is another example of a 

candidate who intimidates people – among other things, he writes in his blog77 that if the Reform Party remains 

in power for long, the state pension will disappear and the country will become poorer and poorer if the current 

style of government continues. 

                                                     
77 http://heimarlenk.blogspot.com/   
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The trends and characteristics of the Estonian campaigns 

How  should  one  answer  the  question  posed  in  the  process  of  designing  this  extensive 
study: Whether  the electorate’s possibilities  to get  thorough, updated and balanced 
information in order to make an informed decision in the elections have significantly 
improved with the development of  information society? Another question pertains to 
interactivity: do citizens receive feedback and is there a dialogue with them?   
 
First of all, it can be concluded that the 2011 elections were broadly characterised by an even greater presence 

of the parties and candidates on the Internet. However, there were no success stories as striking as the 

independent candidate Indrek Tarand’s success in the European Parliament elections. It seems surprising that 

the free men and the independent candidates were relatively passive on social media. At the same time, the 

current campaign had no specific examples of the environments not being used according to their rules (The 

European Parliament campaign saw the People’s Union post sections of their press released and so forth on their 

Twitter page within the limit of the 140 characters.).  

Whereas the previous elections were characterised by extensive use of Twitter, these elections saw candidates 

move primarily to Facebook which suggests that its superficiality and the limit of 140 characters is considered 

too restrictive.  

Facebook does not have quite the influence sometimes assumed – the number of votes is not connected to the 

number of friends, proven, for example, by Evelyn Sepp who had the most friends on Facebook (over 5,000) but 

who received votes over ten times less than that. 

The most important thing about all the environments separately is that, compared to previous studies, the 

parties’ official websites are considerably more connected and directly linked to social media (for example, the 

Reform Party links almost every paper and newspaper on Facebook, the Centre Party campaigns a lot through 

blogs and links to them). Three parties have directly invested in updating their websites before the elections.  

Among all the parties on social media, the Reform Party can be pointed out as the most active party – they 

have 2,300 people who “Like” them on Facebook, 420 followers on Twitter, 25 videos on YouTube. Nevertheless, 

the parties’ use of social media remains modest – it seems that the candidates are allowed to operate on social 

media on their own and this is not interfered with or coordinated. 

Candidates’ overall activities in different environments are characterised by individuality and mixed roles. As 

a rule, candidates do not refer to their fellow candidates in the same district. In a way, this is understandable – 

the candidates from the same party are competitors in the same district fighting for the same votes. In an open 

list, the candidate’s position on the list changes according to the number of votes receive, so a competitor’s good 

result might lessen the candidate’s chances of getting elected.  

At the same time, we would recommend that in the future politicians keep their roles as politicians and as 

regular nice people separate on Facebook and blogs. At the moment, many candidates’ personal and political 

lives are utterly mixed up (for example, there is a female politician who has posts concerning her party’s 

programme on Facebook next to posts about how soft her cat’s paws are and so forth). Some candidates have 

two pages that present identical information and are connected with links. In general, it can be said that the 

candidates who are active on social media are not usually active in other environments. The parties’ top ten 

candidates are usually not found on Facebook and the Facebook page of an average politician is still a fairly 

empty book.  

 

As a general tendency and, primarily, in comparison to previous studies, the so-called cross-referencing of 

channels stands out (meaning that YouTube videos are commented on Facebook, etc.). The elections are also 



2011 Riigikogu elections: Analysis of online campaigns 

157 

characterised by the fact that the parties’ official websites are a place to show their strengths and aspirations, 

whereas social media is the place to point to the weaknesses and sins of the competitors. 

Although previous studies of online environments during elections in the United States (Wattal et al. 2010) show 

that, at least in the States, blogs are an even more influential campaign tools than Web 2.0, less than half of 

Estonian politicians’ blogs from the elections period had any kind of political, party-specific, ideological, or 

elections-related messages. More often, they are places where games are played and where people communicate 

with their friends and family. A positive example here is the RPU some of whose members had very good blogs.   

It can also be concluded that when, for example, the Centre Party reacts to something (even something 

published in traditional media) they do so primarily on their members’ blogs. 

The Reform Party candidates’ blogs are dominated by a corporate identity meaning that they use the same 

design. However, there were some exceptions. Keit Pentus’s Estonian blog follows the standard design but her 

Russian blog is content-filled and unique. Tõnis Kõiv’s blog is more interactive than those of his fellow candidates 

(one can, for instance, sign up for a free visit to the Paide tower). This is one of the few examples of entertaining 

elements on the blogs next to the Green Party’s candidate Marek Strandberg’s caricatures. 

What should be stressed is that in online newspapers and local papers, the campaigns are very modest 

compared to previous elections. Small budgets are probably the main reason why online media features so few 

campaign elements besides the candidates’ photos and numbers (one of the more memorable examples would 

be Jaanus Rahumägi’s so-called election game in which people are called to clean up Tallinn (see the chapter on 

online media for more detail). 

It should be noted that, although three parties have slogans such as “Enough,” “New beginning,” and “It’s 

time,” there is very little innovation in online environments. There were also few examples of making use of the 

ability to respond quickly to questions on social media, as well as few examples of humour being used as Indrek 

Tarand did in the above mentioned successful European Parliament campaign. There is one such instance – the 

RPU’s so-called “sweaters” video78.   

The general openness that characterises social media is not always present when politicians use social media. For 

example, the students who analysed the elections sometimes found it difficult to become accepted as candidates’ 

friends and the criteria for getting accepted were often unclear. 

Nevertheless, in looking at all the environments (including traditional media), it can be concluded that in these 

elections the political argument was clearer and the online environment was more informative than ever before. 

This effect is increased by the numerous election games that were discussed in detail at the beginning of this 

chapter. 

Looking at the different theoretical treatments of e-democracy, it seems that the effect of e-voting on the 

development of democracy has been greatly debated. In the 2011 elections, the number of e-votes was 

remarkable – more than 140,000 people cast their votes online. Without underestimating this convenient way of 

fulfilling one’s civic duty, it is the opinion of the author of this paper that e-voting does not really have such a 

great effect on voter turnout; it does, however, leave a mark on online environments. It seems logical to assume 

that people voting online also find their pre-elections information online. The parties have also sensed such a 

connection, so during these elections two parties (the RPU and the Reform Party) added direct links to the e-

voting environment to their online campaigns when e-voting began. The RPU was especially careful in trying to 

make the process as convenient and quick (and as automatic?) process as possible – in different environments 

voters were asked the question “Do you agree with the plan to offer free higher education? Click here and vote 

for it!” (by clicking the banner with this campaign promise, the voter was taken to the e-voting environment). 

                                                     
78 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9qwTKVEBLAY   
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One theoretical discussion that can also be seen in Pipa Norris’s study of 15 European Union members (Norris 

2003) proceeds from the question whether online campaigns are targeted towards and mainly reach the people 

who are already politically active or is there a chance to reach people who would remain passive in the context of 

traditional media and traditional campaigns. A similar discussion has been on the foreground of academic debate 

before. The ability of online campaigns to increase political activeness is proven by Boogers and Voermann 

(2003) on the basis of an analysis of the 2002 Dutch elections; they claim that the majority of people searching 

for elections-related information online are namely those who are unsure of their preferences. Thus, the content 

and professionalism of online campaigns could be considered vital in shaping their decisions.  

Looking back at the election results (although one cannot point to a direct link between the success (or failure) 

of online campaigns and the final results as there is a plethora of other factors), we as researchers can 

nevertheless offer some interpretations and point to the following. For example, the success of the SDE does not 

seem so surprising if one takes a look at the party’s and its candidates’ relevant and active representation and 

unified form and visual design on different channels.  

The Green Party, who focused on very humane issues (for instance, the question of increasing creativity in 

schools and ending cruelty towards animals) but failed to exceed the simple quota in the end, put forth an online 

campaign that was utterly passive, and the contribution of their free men to social media was surprisingly 

limited. 

An exception could be the independent candidate Leo Kunnas whose online campaign was more frightening and 

provocative but who, despite that, received a considerable amount of votes (almost 3,000 votes which was, 

however, not enough to get elected). 

The e-Governance Academy has every intention of analysing the online campaigns of future elections as well, 

given the (financial) opportunity. It is also clear that, as the environments and their use develop, so too have to 

develop the methods of their analysis. Clear trends and developments in political online communication can only 

be identified through similar studies conducted over a long period of time and if methods are used in a manner 

that makes comparisons possible.  

It is also important to analyse politicians’ e-activeness and use of new media outside elections. We will probably 

not leave the freshly elected Riigikogu alone and will analyse the members of parliaments’ use of the Internet 

and social media between elections as well79. 

 

                                                     
79 The E-Governance Academy evaluated this with the previous Riigikogu as well and saw that 37 out of the 101 members were present 

on social media. The panel awarded the grand prize to a politician who made 997 blog posts, had 1,633 friends on Facebook, and 1,601 

followers on Twitter during the period of observation. 
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