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Political parties’ use of the Internet in election campaigns as well as in their internal communication 

have triggered the attention of party scholars in the past one and a half decades. However, most previous 

accounts focused on established parties that introduced online communication as a complementary 

channel to traditional means of communication, thus limiting the scope of its impact. 

Arguably, online communication can influence power relations more drastically in parties which 

implemented it as a dominant form of interaction, allowing their members to participate in a wide range 

of activities through the Internet, including leadership selection, candidate selection and policy 

consultation – activities whose accessibility and inclusiveness are essential to intra-party democracy. 

The preponderance of the Internet in party activities is especially typical in new, anti-establishment 

parties founded in the mid-2000s and in the aftermath of the financial crisis, which led Helen Margetts 

to claim the emergence of cyber parties. Parties belonging to this type typically use the Internet to 

increase participation, and offer supporters rights traditionally associated with formal membership. 

In my paper I will evaluate whether and to what extent this extension of the rights and participatory 

opportunities granted to supporters through online platforms influence power relations between what 

Katz and Mair’s cartel party theory coins the “three faces” of party organization: the party in public 

office (parliament), the party in central office (administration) and the party on the ground (rank-and-

file membership). In particular, I will assess whether online participation gives genuine power to 

ordinary members vis-à-vis the party leadership in influencing candidate selection. 

This will be done by analyzing the candidate selection processes of two recently founded, anti-elitist 

cyber parties: the Five Star Movement and Podemos during the periods leading up to the 2013 Italian 

and the 2015 Spanish general elections. Data will include blog posts and online discussions related to 

candidate lists, media announcements of individual candidates and lists, and the results of online 

primaries as well as the procedures adopted for their execution. The primary ambition of the paper lies 

in identifying which actors were dominant in each stage of the candidate selection process, where 

initiatives originated from, how they were approved, and whether and by whom they were modified 

after being subjected to a membership vote. More broadly, the study will contribute to an ongoing 

discussion regarding the potential of the Internet in making political parties more internally democratic.  

Preliminary findings indicate that although the openness of online primaries grants members significant 

power in selecting party candidates, the outcome of the process can be manipulated in three ways: first, 

by party elites’ disproportional access to resources which allow them to dominate, channel and control 

debates over candidacy, second, by establishing majoritarian voting systems such as preferential block 

voting that favour strong, cohesive lists of candidates and thus undermine competitiveness, and third, 

by allowing lists to be unilaterally modified following primaries. 


