= . .
3 social sciences

Article

Political Leaders in the APP Ecosystem

Raquel Quevedo-Redondo 1, Nuria Navarro-Sierra
and Salvador Gomez-Garcia

check for

updates
Citation: Quevedo-Redondo, Raquel,
Nuria Navarro-Sierra, Salome
Berrocal-Gonzalo, and Salvador
Gomez-Garcia. 2021. Political
Leaders in the APP Ecosystem. Social
Sciences 10: 307. https://doi.org/
10.3390/s0csci10080307

Academic Editor:

Andreu Casero-Ripollés

Received: 30 June 2021
Accepted: 10 August 2021
Published: 13 August 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

2,#(), Salome Berrocal-Gonzalo 1

1

Department of Early Modern History, Modern History and History of America, Journalism and
Audiovisual Communication and Advertising, Faculty of Philosophy and Literature,
University of Valladolid, 47011 Valladolid, Spain; raquel.quevedo.redondo@uva.es (R.Q.-R.);
salomeb@hmca.uva.es (S.B.-G.); salvadorgomez@hmca.uva.es (S.G.-G.)

Department of Communication and Sociology, Faculty of Communication Sciences,

Rey Juan Carlos University (URJC), 28942 Madrid, Spain

*  Correspondence: nuria.navarro.sierra@urjc.es

Abstract: This article analyzes the process of symbolic and critical-discursive construction of applica-
tions developed for mobile devices for some of the world’s most important heads of state through
their manifestation in the ecosystem of mobile applications for iOS and Android. The sample includes
233 applications of 45 politicians from 37 countries. A content analysis-based method was applied
to the discourse of these apps and users’ comments. The results reveal the dominant discourses in
this scenario and identify the characteristics that influence their popularity, the influence of viral
content and their reception in the connection between the mobile ecosystem and the political sphere.
The discourse on the apps reveals a commercial interest and the existence of a diffuse diffusion of

political commitment in terms of entertainment, parody and virality.
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1. Introduction

The emergence of interactive and networked technologies is democratizing the con-
struction and perception of social knowledge, the power structures in daily life, and
civic and political engagement (Glas et al. 2019). In this way, seemingly innocuous
content such as games about personalities from the political sphere for mobile devices
can lead citizens to cross the fine line that today separates full political personalization
from indiscriminate government spectacle that is not limited to strategic vote-catching
(Berrocal 2003; Balmas and Sheafer 2013; Segado-Boj et al. 2015; Lopez-Meri et al. 2020;
Zamora Medina et al. 2021).

This scenario raises the question of the utility of apps to enhance electoral engagement
with those who hold or aspire to positions of power. On the one hand, it is assumed that
while political information is ubiquitous on the internet, people under the age of 25 are not
interested in it because of the traditional framework on which it is built. In this context, it
seems possible that applications that focus on entertainment may solve part of the above
problem. However, researcher Tamara Small points out the risk of assuming that young
people will be attracted to content simply because it is published in a familiar and easily
accessible interface (Scherer 2016).

With this in mind, this study aims to explore the characteristics of mobile device app
use in political discourse, both in terms of the features of leaders who manifest most and
the ways in which app users receive this content. To achieve this, we take the “ludification
of culture” (Raessens 2014) as a starting point for the different ways to achieve the so-called
“pop politics” (Mazzoleni and Sfardini 2009) and its transmedial narration (Durantez-Stolle
and Martinez-Sanz 2019). These factors contribute to the transfer of interest from the
spectacularization of political activities to the development of new mobile applications
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(Shankland 2008; Tau 2012; Vazquez-Sande 2016; Gémez-Garcia et al. 2019; Navarro-Sierra
and Quevedo-Redondo 2020; Zamora-Medina et al. 2020; Cervi and Marin-Lladé 2021).

The objective of this study is to analyze the construction of some of the main global
leaders through their manifestation in the ecosystem of mobile entertainment applications
for iOS and Android. In other words, the aim is to explore the sphere of contemporary
“gamecracy” or “gamocracy” (Gekker 2012) and to explore a new way of engaging with
government, as well as to reflect on the “casual politicking” (Gekker 2019) that is currently
driving a different kind of engagement.

1.1. Politainment and Spectacularization

From an eminently theoretical point of view, for authors such as Raymond Williams
(1993), there are four common uses of the term “popular”. Therefore, this term is under-
stood not only as that which attracts the interest of a large number of people but also as
anything that we consider rather frivolous or light, that deliberately tries to captivate the
masses and the forms of culture created by individuals—such as “emirecs”, understood
as people who send out and receive digital content (Aparici and Garcia-Marin 2018) or
groups for the enjoyment of the citizenry. These meanings are embedded into some of the
main approaches to popular culture (Grindstaff 2008; Martin-Quevedo et al. 2019), which
not only encompass several objects of study but also tend to consider “pop” as something
imposed from outside.

Since the 1980s, there has been an inclination to believe that there are external actors
who promote the penetration of an “inauthentic” commercial culture “for the people” and
“totally controlled” (Bennett 1986) to exploit the benefits of “soft power” (Nye 1990) and to
direct the interest of the population towards its real goal. This goal may be to win votes,
satirize a government leader through memes or television parodies, or simply to fire up
the “political fandom” (Highfield et al. 2013; Dean 2017; Penney 2017; Quevedo-Redondo
and Portalés-Oliva 2017). This phenomenon is understood as a mixture of curiosity about
institutions and a predisposition to practice the cult of celebrity (Penney 2017).

With the wide range of apps that, according to Vazquez-Sande, are useful for parties
and candidates when they rely on “gamification” (Vazquez-Sande 2016), it is possible to
stimulate segments of “soft voters” (Kenski et al. 2010), inform users about outstanding
events or even increase the popularity of certain rulers. Regardless of the purpose for
which creative audiences develop applications apart from professional political strategies,
when talking about mobile devices as a means of mass communication (Ahonen 2008), they
refer to tools that enable the successful attraction of the desired audience through direct,
viral, relational, interactive, promotional and location-based content as a “key element of
one-to-one marketing” (Gomez-Tinoco 2010, p. 246).

As argued by politainment researchers such as Street (1997), Wheeler (2013) or Berrocal
(2017), spectacularization is one way to bring the message closer to apathetic citizens who
are not interested in the future of government. So, personalization promoted by the app
ecosystem is expected to add a dimension over time that is more engaging, entertaining and
directly relates to the mainstream culture disseminated by mass media (Martel 2011). In
this way, social science researchers find an emerging line in gamification that looks towards
a utilitarian line: serious games. In this sense, the combination of casual games, aimed
at a wide audience (Juul 2010; Gekker 2019), and newsgames (Gomez-Garcia et al. 2021)
stand out to promote the discussion of controversial issues. All this, without forgetting
that the design of these products not only meets the entertainment needs of the audience,
but also provides them with a completely new experience that encompasses everything
from decision-making to cognitive processes. (Wan and Shao 2019).

Newsgames present information in an “interesting and authentic” way, which is why
Wan and Shao (2019) argue that through them, audiences finally pay more attention to
government affairs and become closer to both those in power and the mainstream media.
With this in mind, and without going into the evaluation of video games in which the player
is simply trying to make fun of a political party or perform “cathartic” acts (Lopez-DeAnda
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and Cedefio-Navarro 2014), two types of studies support the framework of reference of
this research:

1.  Descriptive contributions based on app analysis and the gamification of politics
(Gutiérrez-Rubi 2014; Vazquez-Sande 2016; Gomez-Garcia et al. 2019; Gil-Torres et al.
2020).

2. Work that aims to introduce concepts such as “gamocracy” or “politicking” into
academia, which have so far found little acceptance (Gekker 2012, 2019; Navarro-
Sierra and Quevedo-Redondo 2020; Gonzalez-Gonzalez and Navarro-Adelantado
2021). These concepts are inspired by the intention to promote political engagement
through playful agency.

This article belongs to the first category, after completing the revision that made it
possible to narrow down the antecedents of this research and connect it to the phenomenon
of political personalization.

1.2. From Apps to Casual Politicking

The increasing visibility of political app use is something that authors such as Shank-
land (2008) and Tau (2012) have noted in the presidential campaigns that Barack Obama led
in 2008 and 2012. These analyses are complemented by others who focus interpretive efforts
on activism and turnout and political satire (Kleina 2020). As Vazquez-Sande observes
in his study of the use of these applications in Spain, 20% of them have a “ludic-parodic”
goal (2016), compared to those created for informative purposes, those intended to allow
direct communication between candidates and voters, those designed to provide “civic
value” (Sandoval-Almazan et al. 2012), and those simply intended to share news about a
particular political party.

Studies such as those by Rojas and Puig-i-Abril (2009), Campbell and Kwak (2011),
Kim et al. (2016) and Yamamoto et al. (2018) provide evidence of the political utility of news
consumption via mobile devices and even point to the emergence of a new “media logic”
(Klinger and Svensson 2015). However, this plethora of works anchored in modernity does
not address in depth all the possibilities that technopolitics offers to capture the interest of
Millennials (Lopez Vidales and Rubio 2021), a generation that wants a more “promiscuous,
demanding and volatile” experience with formal politics (Gutiérrez-Rubi 2015).

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, research on mobile applications can still
be considered an emerging field of research (Light et al. 2016), and although gamification
permeates all fields, there is still much to be conducted at the academic level in the area
that concerns us.

As Gutiérrez-Rubi (2014) explains, “politics is not a game, but playing is a natural
way of learning and knowing”. Games and creativity are motivators for voting; they
call on voters to become more informed and mobilize young and urban citizens. Both
this segment of voters and the over-25 s are aware that applications have undeniable
benefits in promoting a new “politics for the pocket [ ... ] described as ubiquitous, nonstop,
personalized, multichannel, traveling and fast” (Vazquez-Sande 2016).

Researcher Alex Gekker (2019) is the first to compare games that enable “casual”
games—those without long sessions or the requirement of unconditional commitment—to
game-based apps inspired by leaders and political parties from around the world. Gekker
calls this new dimension “casual politicking”, exploring how citizens are drawn to election
messaging when it is presented informally, with features of gamification and without
excessive involvement from anyone who downloads the app on their phone (Table 1).
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Table 1. Proposal for a comparison between the principles of participation in “casual games” and

“casual politicking”.

Casual Gaming

Casual Politicking

Key priority for developers/]Juiciness: visual
and auditory gratification is prioritized based
on the simplification of tasks and a clear
definition of the objectives of the game.

Key priority for developers/Intuitive
interfaces: design patterns help increase the
usability of the product with solutions known
to users who find the app reliable and
attractive for immediate interaction.

Prevalence of simplicity /Low interruptibility:
simple gameplay is offered in short bursts to
avoid saving games.

No prevalence of simplicity /Issue-centered:
action focused on the theme of the game
instead of ideology, thus achieving an
engagement supported by entertainment on
the political aspect.

Without penalty /Indulgence: apps designed
for gamers to avoid going too far back in the
gaming experience if they make mistakes.

Penalty /Low penalty: fast recovery in case of
failure in the game to increase the number of
possible players.

Social impetus: tendency to foster social
connections within the game, either by making
the game multiplayer, creating leader boards or
offering bonuses/points for inviting friends.

Social impetus: the bonds that are created are
an important part of the participatory
experience, which underlines fun over
ideology.

Source: table based on Gekker (2019, p. 403) and Navarro-Sierra and Quevedo-Redondo (2020).

According to Antoni Gutiérrez-Rubi (2014), rulers and their teams have realized that
casual games constitute a new space for action and communication due to their appeal,
potential intergenerational use and acceptance among youth. Regardless of this observation,
any study on politicking can help verify that the creators of a successful app do not need to
maintain direct ties to political parties or governments. Ideological interests are put aside,
and the focus is on entertainment through the application of seven keys (Figure 1).

1. Interest and attraction. Games arouse more curiosity than other tools
of communication and political action.

4

2. Interaction / active participation. From political spectator to starring player.

-

3. Competition. Possibility to compete and win, with no pressure if it is not achieved.

4. Motivation. The games introduce elements of challenge that make them
highly binding and viral.

5. Rewards. Knowledge and awards generate engagement.

(i

6. Virality and notoriety. The originality of political games -
the rise of pop - contributes to improving their diffusion.

7. Mobility. The tablet and mobile versions make "politicking"
especially attractive for contemporary life.

B

Figure 1. Keys to the success of a casual politicking app. Source: Navarro-Sierra and Quevedo-
Redondo (2020) on contributions from Gutiérrez-Rubi (2014, p. 40).

Given the outlined ecosystem of apps, this proposal contributes to make visible an
emerging line of research on the so-called “gamocracy” (Gekker 2012). In other words, it is
a form of political engagement characterized by playful agency via interfaces reminiscent
of games in the modern era, and it combines several of the elaborations described with
those of political personalization, which distinguishes the desacralization of power from
trivialization at any cost.

The candidate for a position that aspires to become a “message through his/her image”
(Rebolledo 2017) knows that (s)he must strive to do so with the awareness that opportunities
can become threats, and that when this phenomenon and that of popularization coincide
on the fringes of populism, the loss of the trust or apparent credibility that any candidate
exudes is a likely cost. In the field of casual politicking and given that content creators
are usually independent companies or individuals motivated by economics rather than
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ideology (Navarro-Sierra and Quevedo-Redondo 2020), the purpose of entertainment
without the involvement or consent of the powerful cancels out much of the risk if the
audience does not like the entertainment. As with cartoons, only with an idea of the
political as object and purpose, less linked to a “referential conflict” or a “triggering event”
(Lopez-DeAnda and Cedefo-Navarro 2014), and with some functions of reinforcement of
imaginaries more linked to characters than to contexts.

2. Objectives

The aim of the present investigation can be determined based on these coordinates.
Specifically, it aims to explore how mobile applications have built a discourse on the main
political leaders of the European Union, United Kingdom and Latin America (37 countries)
in the last decade. The inspiration comes from previous research about Donald Trump
in the app ecosystem (Gomez-Garcia et al. 2019), and, therefore, the former American
president is excluded from the sample. In this way, the present study aims to find out
the characteristics that distinguish this content and how the apps are received through an
investigation that aims to answer two specific questions:

Research Question 1. What discourse do the apps suggest in relation to the political leaders
of the countries that make up the sample between 2013 and 2020?

Research Question 2. How are these apps received and what is the likely effectiveness (or
level of agreement) of their users with the main discourse?

Using the analytical method described in the following section, the goal is to an-
swer both questions and identify the additional dimensions of personalization of political
leadership in the mobile app ecosystem.

3. Materials and Methods

The analysis sample included all apps linked to executive leaders (n = 45) of the
countries that made up the sample (n = 41) using Google Play and Apple Store browsers.
The search was extended to the website Sensor Tower, an online tool for monitoring apps,
and different keywords were used combining names, first names or nicknames of the
political leaders and countries that formed the sample. Only the apps that were directly
related to the political figure of one of these politicians were considered in the selection.
The final sample (n = 233) included apps with a release date between 10 May 2011 and
4 April 2020, whose language was either known to the researchers or easily understood
using automatic translation services. All authors participated using a quantitative content
analysis coding sheet (Table 2) developed and refined in previous research (Riffe et al. 2014;
Krippendorff 2018; Gomez-Garcia et al. 2019; Navarro-Sierra and Quevedo-Redondo 2020).

All selected apps were coded using three sets of variables which aimed to answer
the research questions. The first set of formal variables facilitated their identification or
collected the data offered by the platforms consulted (application name, operating system,
launch date, publisher, number of downloads, user ratings, among others).

The second set of variables surrounds RQ1 to identify the distinctive characteris-
tics of application developers (Wang et al. 2017) and the discourse models used in other
studies (Haigh and Heresco 2010; Gomez-Garcia et al. 2019). The latter are categorized
as “escapist” (discourses that have no relation to reality and propose an unreal or purely
viral construction); “circumstantial” (the popularity of the character is used but without
proposing a complementary construction); “informative” (information about the politi-
cian’s activities is provided, for example, during the election campaign); “intentional”
(when an evaluation of the leader is intended); “satirical” (emotional elements are high-
lighted with ironic intent). The last variable in this group includes ideological attitude,
which determines whether the evaluation of the political figure or his actions are positive,
negative or neutral.
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Table 2. Code sheet for app analysis.

Identification Data
App’s name [Name]
Platform/OS Android/iOS/both
Launch date [Day/Month/Year]
Developer’s country [Name]
Downloads (estimated) [Number]
Most popular country [Name]
Price Free/Ads/In-app purchases/xx €
Genre Game/Social /Business/Entertainment/Communication
Discourse type Escapist/Circumstantial /Informative /Intentional /Satirical
Description App description from store page
Main character [If any: Name]
Adversaries [If any: Name]

Ideological positioning

Positive/Neutral /Negative

Development Characteristics

Developer [Name]
Total apps launched [Number]
Profile Professional /Commercial /Casual/Ideological
User’s Feedback
Number of votes [Number]
Rating [Votes in each position, scale 1 to 5]
Number reviews [Number]
Reviews [Text from store page]
Others [Free text]

Source: own elaboration.

Finally, the third group of variables is used to answer RQ2. For this purpose, user
ratings and reviews were collected and analyzed from quantitative (number of opinions)
and qualitative points of view (positioning towards the app and type of comment, linked
to content, functionality, commitment to entertainment, etc.).

4. Results

4.1. Political Popularity in Mobile Ecosystems

The localization and coding process of the sample provided a first set of results that
allow the identification of the most popular politicians in the mobile application ecosystem.
In this sense, the number of apps available was interpreted as a popularity vector that
allowed distinguishing between the most popular leaders in the mobile content ecosystem
and those who are not. Table 3 shows the politicians who had five or more apps at the time
of location and the selection of the sample' (the shaded boxes reflect the years when they
were not at the head of the executive branch of their country).

Table 3. Presence of the most popular politicians in the mobile ecosystem.

Country Leader 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total
Brazil J. Bolsonaro 0 0 1 8 27 66 5 0 107
Germany A. Merkel 4 2 1 1 7 13 3 1 32
France E. Macron 0 0 0 0 13 8 2 2 25
Venezuela N. Maduro 1 1 4 1 2 3 3 2 17
] ) T. May 0 0 0 0 2 5 0 0 7
The United Kingdom 5= 1 n 0 0 1 0 0 2 5 8
Spain P. Sanchez 0 2 0 2 0 1 3 0 8
Chile S. Pifiera 0 0 0 1 1 1 2 1 6
Czech R. M. Zeman 1 2 0 1 0 1 0 0 5

Source: own elaboration.
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The data reflects that the politicians with the greatest presence in the mobile app
ecosystem responded to specific features that had an unequal impact on their popularity in
this scenario: longevity in office, media profile, political actions, informational agenda and
international importance of the country. Almost all analyzed apps were developed during
the performance as head of the country’s executive branch, but sometimes in conjunction
with intense electoral activity, as with Jair Bolsonaro and the 2018 presidential elections
in Brazil.

This combination allows the announcement of the recurrence of two political styles,
with some nuances, in the app distribution platforms. On the one hand, we would speak
of the popularity of “controversial” profiles and, on the other hand, of institutional profiles
that are long-lived or associated with countries that have a significant impact on economic
and international politics.

The data in Table 3 clearly identifies the most prominent figure: Brazilian President
Jair Bolsonaro. His controversial media popularity and belligerent political activity place
him in populist coordinates, to which the app ecosystem had responded in a similar way
to the former USA President Donald Trump, both in terms of production discourse and
characteristics (Gomez-Garcia et al. 2019). Apps linked to Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro and Czech President Milo§ Zeman fall into the same logic, albeit to a lesser extent.

Political leaders who stand out in the institutional sphere or because of their countries
geopolitical footprint are linked to German Chancellor Angela Merkel and French President
Emmanuel Macron. Needless to say, the most popular European heads of state do not reach
Bolsonaro’s numbers but their presence is significant, as we will see, due to the volume of
their app downloads.

The remaining heads of state listed in Table 3 (UK, Spain and Chile) are halfway
between the previous two profiles. On the one hand, there are significant states on the
international stage that have also recently been spurred by political interventions and
a complex media agenda (Brexit in the UK; no-confidence vote and problems forming
government in Spain; social unrest faced by Chile’s president).

4.2. Political Personalization in the Mobile Ecosystem

The public personality traits of political leaders in the mobile ecosystem have been
associated with the type of content developed for each of them. Thus, the distribution
shown in Figure 2 provides significant correspondences between the political profiles and
the content developed for each of them.

100%
90% .
80% 2
70% 1 3 2

60% 2
50% 14
J

7 12
11
40% )
30%
1% : . I
10% .
o 1
N

A. Merkel E. Macron T.May B.Johnson P. M. Zeman S. Pifiera
Sanchez Bolsonaro Maduro
B Game M Social Business Entertainment B Communication

Figure 2. Classification by categories according to platforms. Source: own elaboration.
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The political profiles of Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron respond from a quan-
titative perspective to a much more corporate and less controversial reality than those
of their counterparts in other countries. To be precise, a certain balance is identified be-
tween the different types of apps and a proportion of games that ranges between 18 and
24%. This data—the percentage of games—are related to the fact that game-based content
usually has high satirical content. However, the entertainment section implies a desire
to integrate these political figures into discourses, since they consist mainly of stickers
and soundboards that allow their interaction with messaging tools such as WhatsApp,
Telegram or Facebook (among other social networks). In contrast, Boris Johnson and Jair
Bolsonaro have a significant presence of content framed in the “games” category.

The type of content offered by these games often also depends on the nature of the
type of political profile. In these cases, for example, the games associated with leaders of
the institutional profile correspond to a simple design that uses popular game mechanics
such as Flappy Birds, Whac-A-Mole or Tic-Tac-Toe, with slight aesthetic variations that
hardly develop a government-like discourse (Scheme 1a,b). Conversely, games involving
Jair Bolsonaro, Nicolas Maduro or Boris Johnson are more critically loaded in terms of
the controversies with which they are associated. Recurring, therefore, are the bellicose
connotations of the presidential election as used by Bolsonaro in 2019 (Scheme 1d), the
debate around Brexit (Scheme 1c¢) or the international controversies of Nicolas Maduro.

Android Wins!

Yov Android Draw
© 4

Erruayer [ 2Pisyes
msy D Medivm D Hard

Scheme 1. Manifestation of politicians in popular apps. Source: the respective applications. (a) Merkel
Tap (Presovsky 2018). (b) Macron vs. Le Pen Tic Tac (haijoubdemo 2017). (c) Brexit Run (Karma Skid
2020). (d) Bolsonaro vs. Petralhada (Irmdes Brodi 2018).
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The practical absence of official apps to manage the public activities of the different
governments is not an obstacle for some to present themselves as such without being. In
some cases, this responsibility lies on the political parties to which the head of government
belongs (e.g., in Spain, France or Germany). A trend only broken by the former Maltese
president Joseph Muscat, who uses his own official apps (developed by his party) as a
communication channel.

The previous data are ratified with the analysis of the narrative proposals of the
applications. These discourses are dominated by a circumstantial tone with Angela Merkel
(58.3%), Emmanuel Macron (45.8%) and Theresa May (57.1%), while in the case of Milos
Zeman it is divided between circumstantial and intentional (40%). Finally, the informative
type predominates in those related to Pedro Sanchez (55.5%) and the satirical in those
associated with Sebastidn Pifiera (66.6%), compared to the intentional (critical) and satirical
nature that characterizes the content inspired by Boris Johnson (63.3%) or Jair Bolsonaro
(51.4%). However, these data do not imply that these proposals are accepted by users.
Therefore, the following section lists the most downloaded apps, which arouse greater
interest among mobile device users.

The focus of these discourses on the reduced number of apps of a more editorial
nature—such as the intentional ones—reflects a more neutral construction, by the develop-
ers, of all the characters. Thus, a strategy more related to the goal of making its creators
visible within the platform, using viral techniques associated with political figures to
achieve self-promotion. This is also evident when it is verified that the same company
has developed apps of politicians from different countries. This perception is supported
by the assessment they receive in the set of applications. In this context, the majority of
European applications (around 90%) show a neutral cut in the personalization of politicians
compared to the South American context (69%). The exceptions are registered in Spain and
England, since in the apps dedicated to Boris Johnson and Pedro Sanchez, the negative or
humorous construction reaches 55.5%. It can be concluded that the patterns analyzed in
the discourse model not only indicate a different political culture between the countries of
the European Union and Latin America, but also the implementation of a creative culture
that forms the backbone of a different ideological discourse in these countries.

4.3. Downloads Rule! (Quantity and Type of Message)

The above data sheds light on which leaders received the most interest in the platforms
from developers. The conclusions that can be drawn in this regard are heterogeneous.
However, it can be stated that the reach of these contents is limited by their reception, since
the mere presence of the apps on the Google Play and Apple Store platforms does not
determine their informative effectiveness, their scope or level of use. Table 4, therefore,
lists the most popular apps according to the number of downloads estimated by Google
Play (a dataset not provided by the Apple Store).

This data reveals some matters of interest. The first one is that it is feasible to specify
the extent of the popularity of each of the leaders of the sample beyond the intentions
of the developers of these contents”. In this scenario, for instance, the popularity of Jair
Bolsonaro is not only specified in the number of apps developed, but also in the popularity
of those contents, since seven of his apps exceeded 100,000 downloads. Such results make it
possible to establish that the acceptance of certain politicians corresponds to their “success”
in the mobile ecosystem. This is a reflection that ought to be placed in the field of action
and within the framework of political personalization since the controversy associated
with specific events such as Brexit or the difficulties of government formation in Spain do
not in themselves raise these levels of popularity in the downloads.
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Table 4. Most popular apps on Google Play.
Most Popular App(s) Download Range Type of App Leader
Stickers do Bolsonaro 500,000-1,000,000 Stickers Jair Bolsonaro
A. Merkel Soundboard 100,000-500,000 Soundboard Angela Merkel
Bolsonaro Voador 100,000-500,000 Game
Bolsonaro-Audios 100,000-500,000 Soundboard
Bolsonaro vs. Petralhada 100,000-500,000 Game
Bolsonaro Terror do PT 100,000-500,000 Game
Brazilian Trump 100,000-500,000 Meme stickers
Bolsonaro no WhatsApp 100,000-500,000 Stickers
Maduro Mango Attack 100,000-500,000 Game Nicolas Maduro
Milos Zeman—HRA 50,000-100,000 Game Milos Zeman
Milos Zeman—Quotes 50,000-100,000 Soundboard Milo$ Zeman
Pifiera Stickers WhatsApp 10,000-50,000 Stickers Sebastian Pifiera
Macron Soundboard 5000-10,000 Soundboard Emmanuel Macron
Pedro Sanchez Simulator 5000-10,000 Game Pedro Sanchez
Boris Johnson Speaks! 1000-5000 Soundboard Boris Johnson
Theresa May News 50-100 Informative Theresa May

Source: Google Play.

Although most downloads come from the country of origin of each political leader,
this is not the case for all apps (according to data provided by Sensor Tower). Thus, the
United States is the country with the most downloads for several of Angela Merkel’s
apps. For example, Maduro Mango Attack is most popular with users in Colombia (which
is not surprising given the number of Venezuelan immigrants in the country and the
ironic tone of the game), and Theresa May News has the highest number of downloads
in Kenya. While there are several fraudulent factors that can explain certain downloads
(Dou et al. 2019), Kenyan users’ interest in this political leader’s news apps could be due
to the trade relations between the UK and Kenya, as well as the British Prime Minister’s
visit to the African country in 2018 (EuroNews 2018). With this in mind and considering
that not all downloads originate from the country they refer to, the actual impact of the
apps can only be considered in general terms. Even if the apps of Zeman, whose country
has a population of just over 10 million, have a higher ratio of downloads to population,
it is uncertain whether this impact is a direct response to the president’s popularity in
his country.

Another crucial feature for the popularity of the apps is their free status, as they all fall
into the freemium category, i.e., they are free for users and opt for monetization strategies
based solely on their usage (mainly by displaying ads).

Table 3 also shows that the versions of popular games that employ politicians as
characters and provide content for sharing on social networks (stickers or soundboards) are
the models of apps that have the greatest acceptance among mobile device users, as noted
in previous research (Gomez-Garcia et al. 2019; Navarro-Sierra and Quevedo-Redondo
2020; Kleina 2020). This popularity is conditioned by the parodic and critical tone of the
controversial leaders (Jair Bolsonaro or Nicolas Maduro), which in most cases elicits a
critique of their most superficial and parodic features, without any deep criticism (for
example, only 5.7% of the apps about Bolsonaro expressed outright negativity about him).
Opverall, the apps with a neutral evaluation of the leaders that make up Table 3 were mostly
neutral (68.3%), compared to those advocating a negative view (28.2%) or, on the contrary,
a positive view (3.4%).
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The clear distribution shows the correlation between circumstantial and escapist
discourses together with an ideological positioning that reveals an interest in using the
figure of the politician to fulfil more commercial or self-promotional than ideological
objectives. These coincidences reveal a simple logic in the creation of content aimed at
virality (but not critique) and popular genres with slight aesthetic variations to achieve a
maximum number of downloads in the shortest possible time.

Finally, the most characteristic feature of the analyzed applications is their contribution
to an expressive line of political discourse that deals with the features of personalization of
the most charismatic rulers, as shown in Scheme 2.

VontAngelajMerkelfan

10 044 % ) 17:04

E { Macron Soundboard

Vérios Sticker
do Bolsonaro
para Whatsapp

=  Angela Merkel - Soundboard

LUSTIGES

MHM.. OK.. ECHT NICHT

4 4 {

NORMAL
On s'en fou des programmes !
DA HABEN SIE La vision !
NATORLICH RECHT
- s
Je revendique l'immaturité
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- - "
% | perauex |

(a

Scheme 2. Most downloaded apps of the sample. Source: the respective applications. (a) Angela
Merkel Soundboard (Pentagames 2017). (b) Macron Soundboard (Wonderapply 2017). (c) Stickers do
Bolsonaro (appssyncs 2018).

4.4. A Polarized Reception

The interpretation of the reception of the applications was made based on three
variables of the analysis sheet: the number of votes (or ratings) received by each application,
the rating or number of stars awarded (from 1 to 5) and their distribution and, finally, the
analysis of the user reviews made on each application.

The joint analysis of the three variables shows that the most commented or those that
received the highest score were related to games and/or entertainment and as well as those
that were free for users.

The content of the applications, developed in the previous section, did not correspond
in most cases to the intention that the coding sheet established to the developers. For
example, 91% of the rating scores were either the minimum (1) or the maximum (5). This
polarization suggests that the rating criterion depends more on the ideological or political
positioning of the user than on the service or entertainment offered by the app. The
comments each app receives have more to do with ideology than with the entertainment
offered to the player, with promises such as the following: “Nothing is funnier than
Angie’s faces” (Angela Merkel Sticker fiir WhatsApp), “[ ... ]itis a fun reminder of the sad
reality” (Milo§ Zeman—HRA) or “That man is such an ass that they could put much more
with stupidities or homophobic or preconceived phrases that he loves to say!!!” (Stickers
do Bolsonaro).

In this sense, and in relation to the fieldwork carried out, the reaction of users to the
applications corresponds to a very high percentage of their previous ideological beliefs
without being changed by the professional, communicative or recreational services that the
app offers.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

The twenty-first-century voter assumes different profiles that are evident in the app
ecosystem, from prosumer to emirec (Aparici and Garcia-Marin 2018). In the context
of this research, the new possibilities offered by digital media as communication spaces
contribute, directly or indirectly, to playful forms of engagement with media politics
(Ballesteros-Herencia 2020; Ballesteros-Herencia and Goémez-Garcia 2020). This is another
feature of “post-broadcast democracies” (Prior 2006), where citizens use the figures of the
governmental sphere as “raw material” to fuel their creativity (Wilson 2011). This has
been clear in the research that occupies these pages because, as outlined in the findings
section, the popularity of leaders spurs the development of apps that are more focused on
entertainment than on useful goals.

The good reception for mobile apps, which in some cases have been downloaded over
500,000 times, invites the academic community to reflect on the paucity of contributions
on the relationship between gamification, political fandom and engagement. The reality
challenges us to rethink this type of product as a tool without overlooking the fact that, as
in the era of “pop politics” (Mazzoleni and Sfardini 2009) and in line with the review that
enabled this research, the most requested content tends to have a significant amount of
political personalization and parody.

The “political addicts” mentioned by Coleman (2003), whom Young (2010) refers to as
“elite audiences”, represent the type of audience that follows serious or hard news closely.
It is a very sophisticated audience, but it cannot be representative of the general interest. In
this sense, and at an international level, this article reveals that the number of apps with
“informative discourse” is lower than those that follow circumstantial, satirical or purely
intentional narrative proposals. This pattern highlights the existence of different political
cultures between the countries of the European Union and those of Latin America, but
also shows the implementation of a creative current that promotes a different ideological
discourse depending on the state and the popularity of political leaders.

Finally, based on the coding and interpretation of 233 apps and against the backdrop
of the outlined context, this paper presents conclusions that serve as answers to the main
research questions. Thus, concerning the first question (RQ1), which sought an answer to
the type of discourse proposed in apps in the context of the political leaders that formed
the sample, it can be concluded that the presence of rulers in the mobile ecosystem and the
number of apps that inspire them have different causes. The main reasons cited include
political experience/longevity, geopolitical importance of the country, the respective leader
rules and their media relevance. The explicit explanation refers to the fact that content
creators are usually specialized companies or individuals rather than sporadic or moderate
developers. As can be seen from the analysis conducted, economic motivations and
self-promotion seem to drive the creative whirlwind, as the purpose to entertain and,
consequently, to gain more downloads and advertisers prevails over contributions of an
ideological nature. In other words, “issue-centricity” and “social impulse” are confirmed as
characteristic features not only of casual politicking (Gekker 2019) but also of the business
that drives this trend.

The rise of pop politics is one factor that explains why media figures such as Jair
Bolsonaro, Nicolas Maduro or Boris Johnson, who fall into the category of “celebrity
politicians” proposed by Street (2004), lead to a greater number of satirical intentionality
games. In contrast, figures close to the so-called “political sophistication” (Luskin 1990)
generate a type of discourse that is almost always informative or circumstantial. Escapist
discourse associated with unreal or viral constructions manifests itself in popular proposals
such as the games Tic-Tac-Toe with Macron’s character or Whac-A-Mole with Merkel’s
face. This typology is not very representative, but it allows us to confirm the political
keys proposed by Gutiérrez-Rubi (2014) and points to the simple game mechanics as a
fundamental attraction of newsgames.

A final aspect related to this question lies in the projection of this type of content,
which, according to the data in Table 3, seems to have ended its phase of over-expectation
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for developers and is facing a downward curve in production. Future research could
clarify whether this corresponds to a “valley of disenchantment” before consolidation, or
whether other alternatives and habits have taken over the communicative space previously
occupied by these apps.

The second research question (RQ2) of the study asked a more complex question
than the previous one: the purpose was to measure the acceptance of the apps and the
degree of adherence to their discourse. In this sense, and despite the limitations of the
study, it was possible to carry out various verifications of the ideological positioning that
emerges from the comments and evaluations of those who download the apps, since
those who are neutrally evaluated by users represent a minority. In the Spanish case,
for example, the tone towards Pedro Sanchez is decidedly negative. Such a result is
recorded when the motivation of the app’s creator is ideological (demanding freedom for
“political prisoners” in Catalonia) and does not seek to inform or entertain, but rather to
gain supporters for a cause by exploiting the amplification effect and the propensity for
selective public exposure (Chaffee et al. 1977). A circumstance that occurs in the apps
developed around the figure of the Brazilian president in a much more polarized logic: Jair
Bolsonaro. Polarization thus has a place in a new space, showing that while application
developers are not usually ideology-driven, the majority of consumers respond to this
stimulus as they do in other media (Prada Espinel and Romero Rodriguez 2018; Masip
et al. 2020; Romero-Rodriguez et al. 2021).

This work was not without limitations. First, the limitation related to specifying what
counts as political participation in this process. We only looked at the notoriety of political
leaders in the app ecosystem, but did not consider what part of the political realm we
should place the development, downloading or interaction with an app in. Second, the
overall aim of this research would benefit from an in-depth analysis of selected apps as a
case study to offer their features, functions, design, origin, tone towards the leader, app
store rating and some comments. Future research could consider the actual landscape to
overcome these constraints and present a challenge for future research.

The entertainment options offered by mainstream politics preclude an “ideal democ-
racy” scenario for “highly sophisticated” voters (Muiiiz et al. 2018) but open new opportu-
nities for average citizens with a different interest in what is happening in government. As
with newsgames, mobile apps influence public opinion from the moment they help change
the information and entertainment ecosystem. This leads to new kinds of engagement
analysis, but also to satisfying questions such as the ones that guidethis research.
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Notes

1

The rest of the leaders had a marginal presence, such as the case of Mark Rutte (Netherlands), Charles Michel (Belgium) Mauricio
Macri (Argentina) and Sergio Matarella (Italy) with two apps. Another ten leaders of an executive branch only have one (V.
Dancila, Romania; S. Lofven, Sweden; S. Niinisto, Finland; A. Tsipras, Greece; M.D. Higgings, Ireland; J. Muscat, Republic of
Malta; A. Duda, Poland; M.R. de Sousa, Portugal; S. Kurz, Austria; B. Pahor, Slovenia).

The remaining leaders in the sample (those with fewer than five apps) did not have any outstanding dates. The most significant
datum was the presence of the Greek president, Alexis Tsipras, and his only app Toirrpag Jumper (Koplax Studio, 2015). This
game consisted in the president collecting as many coins as possible to cope with the economic crisis. It was in the range of
100-500 downloads.
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