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Abstract: Interactivity is a defining characteristic of social media. Connections among users shape the
network and have a direct impact on the political conversations that take place on digital platforms.
In the hybrid media system, digital discussions can have an impact on both the agenda of mainstream
media and the offline political life. In this context, determining who and how social influence is
exercised is crucial. My objective is to identify the influencers with the greatest digital authority
to guide and determine the political conversation on Twitter. For this, I have studied the process
to form a Government in Spain. Machine learning techniques are used on a big data sample of
127.3 million tweets. The analysis is based on social network analysis and uses eigencentrality, a
measure that determines the digital authority of users. This study focuses on the 250 accounts of
the most prominent influencers. The results show that the political and media elites extend their
leading roles as influencers in the digital environment. However, there is also evidence of the
beginning of the breakdown of its monopoly on digital public debate and its opening to new social
actors. Additionally, the data demonstrate the importance of the external socio-political context as a
determining element of the exercise of social influence in the political conversation on Twitter.

Keywords: Twitter; social influence; digital authority; social media; political communication; political
conversation; influencers

1. Introduction

Interactivity is one of the main characteristics that define social media. These digital
platforms have managed to transfer social connections and relationships to the online
environment while transforming them into technological connectivity. In this way, users
build potentially broad communities by connecting with each other [1]. These interactions
shape the network and have a direct impact on the political conversation that unfolds in
digital media. In a context marked by a hybrid media system [2], these digital discussions
have an increasing incidence in conventional media, being able to shape their content [3],
and in public debate outside the Internet. This offers opportunities to establish the public
agenda and influence the framing and construction processes of shared meanings socially
linked to political events [4,5]. For this reason, it is essential to analyze how the interactions
in social media related to the political sphere are articulated and, particularly, which actors
enjoy the greatest influence to have an effect in the digital political conversation. In this
context, determining who and how social influence is exercised is crucial.

Social influence is configured as an essential property to influence the dynamics of
political communication. It can be defined as intentional or unintentional communication
that produces changes in the attitudes, beliefs, intentions, motivations, or behaviors of
another person [6]. It activates interpersonal processes that are non-coercive and highly
dynamic [7]. Social influence is multifactorial since one could be influenced by someone
else based on the authority and social status, reciprocity, commitment and coherence,
sympathy, scarcity, or social sanction [8].

Research on social influence has devoted special attention to identifying and character-
izing people with the greatest capacity to persuade others. These are known as influencers,

Sustainability 2021, 13, 2851. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13052851 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6986-4163
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13052851
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13052851
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13052851
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/5/2851?type=check_update&version=1


Sustainability 2021, 13, 2851 2 of 14

who are also users operating in the digital environment and are characterized by being
well informed, respected, having authority within a community, and being strategically
well related within their network of contacts [9]. This concept derives from the idea of
opinion leader, central to communication research in the mid-20th century [10]. Social
media placed influencers in the center due to their ability to gain prominence in the digital
conversation on the network and to influence other people [11]. Due to the communicative
characteristics of digital platforms, even normal citizens can be configured as influencers.
The extent of action of these users can encompass various areas such as education [12] or
journalism [13,14], and various digital platforms such as Twitter, YouTube, or Instagram
among others [15,16]. The digital environment can empower people with limited influence
in the offline world [17]. However, it can also help to strengthen the position of those actors
who have a high capital of social influence outside the Internet.

My objective is to identify the main influencers on Twitter in a highly relevant political
process: the negotiation process to form a Government in Spain. To do this, machine learn-
ing techniques are used on a big data sample made up of 127.3 million tweets. Specifically,
I use a specific measure of centrality from social network analysis: eigencentrality. This
indicator is associated with the digital authority that each user accumulates in their interac-
tions on Twitter. Taking this measure, the 250 accounts of the most prominent influencers
are identified and analyzed. The detection of these influential actors is crucial to know who
may have a greater capacity to guide and determine the political conversation on Twitter.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Changes in the Way of Influencing Social Media

Social media are reconfiguring the ways and dynamics of exercising social influence.
These digital platforms affect the relationships between political actors, the media, and
citizens. However, it is open to determine if they promote a breakdown of the hierar-
chies of control and power of the information flows, democratizing the field of political
communication, or, on the contrary, if they strengthen the dominant structures and the
protagonism of the traditional elites, perpetuating inequalities [18]. Some research shows
that social media have allowed new social actors, generally located on the margins such as
citizens, to exert social influence in the digital environment [19]. These digital platforms
impose low barriers enabling any user to target potentially wide audiences. Various studies
have shown that emerging political actors or outsiders, such as Podemos [3] or the 15M
movement in Spain [20], have effectively used social media to influence the agenda public,
capture the attention of the mainstream media and manage to place their issues and frames
at the center of public debate. Similarly, in the case of the Occupy Wall Street protests,
public figures and alternative media organizations focused public attention on economic
inequality through digital platforms, generating a dynamic of social influence from the
margins capable of affecting public debate [21].

The increase in facilities to access digital media for the creation and dissemination
of communicative content has led to the multiplication of political and social actors, who
compete to try to shape the agenda and public debate [2]. The horizontal nature of social
media has opened processes of democratization of information [22] and redistribution of
power that can alter established scenarios, coming from the era of mass communication. In
this historical period, politicians and journalists were the central actors in determining the
themes, contents, and limits of public debate [23]. That made them great influencers on the
mainstream communication scene.

However, some research suggests that journalists and politicians have witnessed how
their capacity for social influence has weakened in the digital environment. Social media
have opened the public discussion to new actors, increasing competition when it comes
to articulating, and affecting, the political debate [24,25]. This phenomenon is causing a
break in the monopoly of the media and political elites on political conversation and public
opinion [2,14]. As a consequence, the authority and social influence of these traditional
actors may be reduced when persuading and convincing citizens online.
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At the same time, other research suggests that social media is helping to reinforce
the power and positions of those actors who were already influential outside the digital
environment, especially traditional political actors, journalists, and the mainstream me-
dia [26,27]. This is because digital platforms impose the rules of the attention economy.
These establish asymmetries in terms of attention between social actors based on their
power and previous position outside the Net [28]. These inequalities mean that not all users
have the same possibilities and opportunities to generate social influence on the online
scene [29,30]. The political and media elites thus impose their dominance again, now in
the digital environment [31–33]. Along these lines, some authors suggest that social media
favors decentralization and citizen adherence more than openness and deliberation [34].
This leads to the predominance of a small minority. Less than 2% of Twitter users create
50% of the content in circulation, generating biases in terms of the ability to lead the digital
political conversation [35]. Something similar happens in interactions in networks since a
few nodes monopolize a large part of the links and are in charge of sustaining the digital
structure, while the rest play a secondary role and are even dispensable [36].

2.2. Influence and Digital Authority

The identification of social influence in digital media does not respond to a single
variable because it is a multidimensional phenomenon endowed with various components.
When determining digital social influence, three indicators can be distinguished: popularity,
activity, and authority [37]. The first is the notoriety of the user or how he is known. A
user is popular when he is recognized by many other users on the network. Although the
simplest evidence of popularity is the number of followers, there are others such as the
ratio between followers and followed (followers to followee ratio). This category associates
social influence with a potentially large audience of followers on which it is feasible to
impact. However, greater popularity does not necessarily lead to a greater capacity to gain
prominence in the political conversation on Twitter [9].

The activity is related to the frequency, consistency, and amount of content created
on social media by a user. Therefore, the most active users can produce a high volume
of information and can disseminate it through their network of contacts. In this sense,
measures such as the number of tweets published and the number of retweets generated
are used. Social influence is linked here with the ability to create messages and content that
can potentially influence the public agenda and the framing processes of political events.
However, user’s productivity is not always associated with the capacity to determine the
digital political conversation [37].

Finally, the third is the digital authority of a user. It is a measure of the social influ-
ence of a node in a network. It is measured from the eigenvector centrality, also called
eigencentrality. This item assigns relative scores to all nodes in a network, that is, to all its
users, considering that the connections to high-scoring nodes contribute more to the node’s
equal score than connections to a network with low scores [38]. A high eigencentrality
means that a node is connected to users who are highly connected [39]. In other words,
users with high values have an internal authority within a network due to the mentions
received in the conversation and by who mentions them [32]. That is, they receive the
highest level of support from the members of a network, generating the highest level
of interaction. Therefore, the position of users in the general structure of a network, in
terms of centrality, and the relationships between them can be studied, and their ability to
influence interactions in that network can be assumed [40]. Obtaining a high value in this
indicator presupposes that the user can affect the political conversation in a network and
become an influencer [41].

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Gaps and Objectives

Discovering who controls the the flow of political information in digital media has
been a preferred goal of the research on digital political communication. The social actors
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who do this successfully dominate the online public debate and exert their social influence
by shaping the public agenda. This gives them high visibility and therefore can have a
great effect in persuading other people. Previous research has adopted two main positions
regarding this topic. On the one hand, those who defend the extension of the dominance of
political and media elites now in the digital environment. On the other hand, those who
claim that new actors, as citizens or social movements, gain prominence in social media,
breaking the monopoly of the journalists and politicians. However, more research is still
needed to answer this complex question.

It has not yet been possible to establish which are the actors that shape the political
conversation on Twitter. Previous analyses have focused on the strategies and activities of
these actors on this platform, but have not paid enough attention to their incidence and
effectiveness to shape the digital debate. This is a research gap that this article aims to solve
by offering data on the degree of digital authority of the different types of social actors
that participate in the digital discussion. This will provide evidence of who controls and
dominates the flow of information during online political conversation, exerting social
influence. Considering this, the objectives of this research are:

O1. Identify those users who achieve a greater capacity for social influence on Twitter
during the political conversation related to a relevant event.

O2. Determine which types of actors have the greatest numerical presence within the
influencers in the political discussion on Twitter.

O3. Discover which groups of actors within the influencers obtain the greatest digital
authority to have an effect and gain prominence in the public debate on Twitter.

I hope to obtain findings that overcome the gaps in the previous literature that have
focused on specific cases, such as single emerging political parties or unique social move-
ments, and have generally used samples with a reduced volume of data. My study goes
beyond these limitations by analyzing a case that is central to political life and that has a
broad temporal extension (6 months). In addition, a big data sample based on 127.3 million
tweets is used. This offers a high level of representativeness and soundness to the findings.

3.2. Data Collection and Processing

This research is focused on Twitter because it is the social media most used by politi-
cians and journalists. The presence of these two types of actors is very high in this digital
medium compared to others [42,43]. Moreover, this platform is the prominent stage where
communication, conversation and digital discussion associated with political communica-
tion takes place.

The data has been collected by taking as a case study the negotiation process for the
formation of a Government in Spain that took place between the elections of 2015 and
2016. The period analyzed is, from the day after the general election of 20 December 2015,
to the dissolution of the Parliament and the calling of new elections, on 2 May 2016, due
to the impossibility of forming a Government. This is a total of 133 days. Therefore, the
sample compiles the political conversation on Twitter about a highly relevant political
process for political dynamics. This is due to the fact that formation of the Government is
crucial for the citizens because it can directly affect their daily life. The political centrality
of this process favors the emergence of public debate and the possibility of locating the
most influential users on Twitter. Spain is a multi-party parliamentary system integrated
in the European Union. This case study allows obtaining data and observations that can be
extended to other countries with a similar political system and to other countries in the
European area.

To obtain the data, accounts of Twitter users linked to three networks were selected,
represented by three Spanish cities: Madrid, Barcelona, and Valencia. The choice of these
cities is justified by the number of inhabitants and by their relevance and prominence in
the political life of the country. Madrid is the center of the political institutions of the State
(Parliament and Government), Barcelona is immersed in the independence process that
aspires to create a sovereign State, separating from Spain, and Valencia occupies a secondary



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2851 5 of 14

position concerning the political and economic centers of power and media. In order words,
it has a lower hierarchy, or a lower rank, in the Spanish political system to determine
the agenda and public debate. Users were selected because they were representative
accounts on Twitter of actors from the political sphere (leaders and parties) and the media
(journalists and opinion-makers). Applying the criteria of a strategic sample [44], the
selection was made considering the number of followers of each account and their ability
to create opinion in the political arena; 145 Twitter accounts were selected and analyzed.
Subsequently, their followers have been incorporated into the analysis in an automated
way. A total of 24 million accounts have been obtained.

Due to the large size of the data collected, it was necessary to limit the analysis to
10,000 Twitter accounts for each of the three networks studied. For this, it was determined
which accounts were more influential, according to a PageRank calculation. This indicator
establishes the quality and incidence of a node, or account, in a network based on the
number and relevance within that network of its followers [45]. After eliminating the
duplications, the total number of analyzed users was 24,389 Twitter accounts. Despite
starting from three different networks, it was detected that these political communities were
not watertight compartments since there were users that operate in more than one network
at the same time. Disaggregating the data, it can be specified that 19,672 accounts had a
presence in a single network. A total of 3823 accounts operated in two networks. Finally,
894 accounts, equivalent to 3.66% of the total, had access to the political conversation in the
three networks simultaneously.

3.3. Network Analysis Procedures

Networks are structures made up of nodes (users or accounts within the network)
and the ties or links (relationships or interactions) that connect them. In this research, the
networks are represented by the online political community generated on Twitter around
each of the three cities studied. The analysis of the centrality of the users, or accounts, in
a network constitutes a basic element to explore the interactions that take place between
actors and to identify the most influential ones. One of the basic functions of social network
analysis (SNA) is the distinction between central and peripheral users to determine their
level of importance and their social influence. Users endowed with greater centrality have
a greater capacity to lead interactions on the network and the digital political conversation.
The most appropriate measure of centrality to determine the level of social influence and
digital authority of a user is the eigenvector centrality or eigencentrality (EC) [37,38]. This
indicator ranges from 0 to 1, the latter being the highest degree of digital authority of a
user on a network.

In the application of the SNA, machine learning techniques have been used. First, the
tweets related to the negotiations for the formation of the Government published by the
24,389 accounts analyzed were obtained automatically. Likewise, as a control mechanism,
the news generated by the formation of the Government have been manually coded each
day. These have been incorporated into machine learning analysis to automatically asso-
ciate the tweets related to each informative item. Eventually, the tweets whose relationship
with the news about the formation of Government were potentially doubtful have been
manually removed. The final sample responds to the big data parameters since it is made
up of 127.3 million tweets.

For the study of digital authority, the eigencentrality of each user in each of the three
networks analyzed has been calculated. Subsequently, for this analysis, the 250 users, or
accounts, with the highest eigencentrality were selected. To locate these actors, I used the
average of the EC registered in the three networks analyzed simultaneously. The data is
presented individually and also by typology. A distinction has been made between seven
groups: (a) candidates (political leaders running for the presidency), (b) other politicians,
(c) political parties, (d) journalists, (e) media, (f) opinion-makers, (actors who operate in the
field of opinion and political analysis and not in the information domain), and (g) citizens.
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4. Results: Identification of the Main Influencers in the Political Conversation on
Twitter Based on Their Digital Authority
4.1. Numerical Presence of Influencers in the Political Conversation on Twitter

First, I analyzed the numerical presence of influencers in quantitative terms in the
political conversation on Twitter about the negotiation process for the formation of a
Government in Spain. The largest group within the 250 most influential users are political
actors. This is due, in the first place, to the importance assumed by other politicians
(Figure 1). These actors account for 42.11% of the total. The candidates and parties could
also be added. Political leaders represented 1.62% of all actors. However, it is important to
note that all the members of this group (four in total) are among the 250 most influential
users. For their part, political parties account for 2.43% of the total. The high presence
of subjects from politics can be explained by the political nature of the event analyzed.
The negotiations for the formation of a Government are configured as a key moment
for political actors. This leads them to develop the maximum communication effort and
to try to obtain the maximum degree of social influence in the public debate on Twitter.
This results in an increase in their access within the group of influencers according to the
results obtained.
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Figure 1. Number of influencers per type (n = 250 Twitter users). Source: Own elaboration.

The second largest group corresponded to citizens where 19.03% of the 250 users
with the greatest digital authority in the political conversation on Twitter about the case
analyzed are citizens (Figure 1). This data shows the high interest of citizens in the digital
debate on the formation of a Government and their willingness to try to shape it. Third,
journalists appeared; 15.97% of the 250 actors with the highest eigencentrality are news
workers. The social and political relevance of the event studied, on the one hand, and
its ability to overcome informational selection and become news, on the other, caused a
significant presence of journalists. Participating in the political conversation on Twitter not
only helps to put information in circulation but also tries to influence the digital discussion.

The fourth group according to their quantitative presence is opinion-makers. These
actors represent 10.93% of the 250 most influential users (Figure 1). These individuals focus
on political analysis and the dissemination of opinions. This implies a strong orientation
towards the exercise of social influence, since obtaining sufficient digital authority is key
for them. Despite this, their degree of presence is lower than that of journalists who
operate in the field of news, where subjectivity and opinion are restricted. The fifth group
in numerical terms corresponds to the media; 8.1% of the 250 most relevant influencers
correspond to this type of actor. Finally, the last positions are held by political parties
(2.43%) and candidates (1.62%) respectively.
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These data offer a general overview of the interactions and dynamics of influence that
occur within political conversations on Twitter. In addition, the analysis offers information
on the type of influencers who participate in it. However, not all the 250 users analyzed
have the same level of digital authority and, therefore, of social influence. On the contrary,
there are significant differences between them. To analyze this, it is necessary to focus
on the highest positions in the ranking of the digital authority. To do this, I selected the
users who exceeded a 0.5 eigencentrality (EC > 0.50). The selection of this cut-off value is
motivated by being above 50% of the maximum value that this indicator can assume. Only
26 exceeded that figure (Table 1). In other words, the highest levels of digital authority are
concentrated in only 10.4% of the total of the 250 most influential actors. Considering the
entire sample of actors analyzed (24,389 accounts), only 0.10% of users have the highest
degree of social influence to lead political conversation on Twitter.

Table 1. Influencers with the highest digital authority (EC > 0.50) in the political conversation on
Twitter about the negotiation process for the formation of a Government in Spain. Source: Own
elaboration.

Rank Actor Typology Eigencentrality

1 Ignacio Escolar Journalist 0.786997083
2 PSOE Political party 0.706532164
3 Europa Press Media 0.651858492
4 Jordi Evole Journalist 0.644632466
5 Ana Pastor Journalist 0.628756421
6 Público Media 0.622736169
7 El País Media 0.621643508
8 Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba Other politicians (PSOE) 0.60958261
9 eldiario.es Media 0.601095483
10 Julia Otero Journalist 0.600774466
11 Cadena SER Media 0.592934826
12 Pedro Sánchez Candidate (PSOE) 0.592028256
13 Àngels Barceló Journalist 0.556088755
14 Huff Post Media 0.552359586
15 Pablo Iglesias Candidate (Podemos) 0.552238101
16 Jesús Maraña Journalist 0.546624497
17 Carme Chacón Other politicians (PSOE) 0.543506924
18 Miquel Iceta Other politicians (PSOE) 0.536300656
19 Vilaweb Media 0.53239295
20 Fernando Garea Journalist 0.530605927
21 Antoni Gutiérrez Rubi Opinion-maker 0.529979083
22 Agencia EFE Media 0.527059663
23 Gaspar Llamazares Other politicians (IU) 0.527027224
24 Ada Colau Other politicians (Podemos) 0.50394449
25 20M Media 0.502605298
26 Sonia Sánchez Opinion-maker 0.500221398

Table 1 presents the ranking of the most relevant influencers of the case studied. The
user with the greatest digital authority is a journalist (Ignacio Escolar, EC: 0.786997983).
The presence of two other journalists in the top five (Jordi Évole and Ana Pastor) is also
important. In total, 26.92% of the 26 most influential users are journalists (Figure 2). This
confirms the high capacity of these types of actors to access the digital political conversation
and influence it.
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Among the first positions, several media also appear (Table 1). Some are traditional
actors of the Spanish media system (Europa Press, El País, Cadena SER, Agencia EFE, and
20M). However, others are recent digital news media with an online version only (Público,
eldiario.es, Huff Post, and Vilaweb). This demonstrates the hybridization between old
media, coming from outside the Internet, and new media, born and developed in the digital
environment. Together, the media have a prominent presence at the highest levels of digital
authority; 34.62% of the most influential users are of this type (Figure 2). Adding this
percentage to that corresponding to journalists, 61.54% of the actors with the highest level
of digital authority belong to the media system. This shows their great role as influencers
to determine the political conversation on Twitter.

Another group that has a notable presence among the most relevant influencers in the
digital public debate are politicians. This is foreseeable given its active role in the process
of government formation. Despite this, they are outperformed by media actors. The total
number of actors from the political system represented 30.77% of the total compared to
61.54% of the sum of media and journalists. Specifically, of the 26 users with the highest
digital authority, 19.23% are other politicians, 7.69% are candidates, and 3.85% are political
parties (Figure 2). Only half of the candidates accessed the most prominent group of
influencers. They are Pedro Sánchez (EC: 0.592028256), who starred in the negotiations
to form a Government in the case studied, and Pablo Iglesias (EC: 0.552238101), leader of
Podemos, a left-wing populist party (Table 1).

Finally, opinion-makers represented 7.69% of the 26 actors with the greatest digital
authority in the political conversation on Twitter (Figure 2). In consequence, only two
users of this type can access this group, where the highest levels of digital influence are
concentrated. These two opinion-makers occupied low positions within this ranking
(Table 1). It is important to note that there are no citizens among the most influential actors
(Figure 2). Despite being, quantitatively, one of the most numerous groups within the 250
most influential users since they represent 19.03% of the total (Figure 1), they do not place
any actor within the group of the 26 users with the greatest digital authority (Figure 2). The
highest digital authority of an actor in this group is reached by @sandradespacho (Sandra
Pérez García), who ranked in the 52nd position with an EC: 0.425299235. This suggests
the limitations of citizens to obtain high values of eigencentrality and also shows their
restricted ability to shape the public debate on Twitter.
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4.2. Level of the Digital Authority of Influencers in the Political Conversation on Twitter per Type
and Network

Second, I proceeded to identify the influencers’ level of digital authority. To do this, I
studied the different types of actors in each of the three networks analyzed. This enabled
me to observe the groups that predominate in the exercise of social influence in the political
conversation on Twitter. This way, I complemented the analysis of the numerical presence
of influencers with the study of their digital authority to determine the discussion and
interaction on this digital platform.

The analysis of the three networks shows the existence of significant differences
between the multiple digital political communities in which the political conversation
takes place (Figure 3). In Madrid, the digital authority is concentrated on the candidates,
on the one hand, and the media and journalists, on the other (Table 2). The centrality of
Madrid for the Spanish political life causes political leaders, who were the protagonists of
the negotiations to form a Government, to accumulate a high social influence in the digital
public debate. Furthermore, the interaction between these and the media actors acquires a
great prominence on Twitter in this political community. In this particular context, these
individuals have a significant capacity to shape the definition of the political reality, the
issues and frames in circulation, and the formation of opinion in the digital environment.
The rest of the groups (parties, other politicians, and opinion-makers) achieve a low level
of digital authority since their eigencentrality ranges between 0.26 and 0.37 (Table 2). This
reveals the difficulties of these types of actors to have an effect in the political conversation
on Twitter in Madrid. Citizens register a very low digital authority (EC: 0.06096887). This
shows its minimal relevance to influence the themes and frames of the digital public debate
on this network.
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Madrid is configured as a highly competitive network. This is because the eigencen-
trality levels of individual users are lower compared to those recorded in the other two
networks (Figure 3). This makes it more difficult for social actors to be influential in the
digital political conversation here. Access to a position of digital authority is limited to a
small number of actors, including candidates, the media, and journalists.
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Table 2. Eigencentrality of the types of influencers per network. Source: Own elaboration.

Typology Madrid Barcelona Valencia

Candidates 0.72137661 0.18464595 0.63058508
Parties 0.37948120 0.44118190 0.31722629

Other politicians 0.27037496 0.21172166 0.52851631
Media 0.52749878 0.29665883 0.55554125

Journalists 0.47411694 0.26946980 0.41068487
Opinion-makers 0.26485281 0.37183448 0.31129425

Citizens 0.06096887 0.45851371 0.26625259

The analysis of the distribution of digital authority in Barcelona shows a very different
panorama. In this network, the most influential group are the citizens (EC: 0.45851371) who
manage to be in the first position, surpassing the rest of the actors (Table 2). This finding is
connected with the thesis that the Internet has favored communicative democratization [22]
and diversification in the access of new actors to the digital public debate [2]. The rise
of citizens as influencers is associated with an in-depth reconfiguration of digital public
discussion and a scenario of reordering the dynamics of influence and power in the digital
environment.

At the opposite extreme, the candidates register a very low eigencentrality in Barcelona
(EC: 0.18464595). They go from being the first in Madrid to the last here. Even Pedro
Sánchez, despite starring in the negotiations to form a Government, does not reach sufficient
digital authority to have a minimum degree of social influence in the digital political
conversation generated on this network. The independence process aspiring to create
an independent state has a strong role in this political community [46,47], and this may
explain, in part, the limited relevance of the Spanish government candidates in the digital
public debate produced in Barcelona.

The abovementioned same factor causes that, in general terms, the actors most linked
to the centers of power register low values of digital authority in Barcelona. This is the
case of journalists, the media, and other politicians (Figure 3). Opinion-makers gain
prominence, ranking third (EC: 0.37183448). This group, like the citizens, reaches the
highest level of digital authority in Barcelona compared to the other two networks studied.
These data show that Barcelona has divergent and distinctive social influence parameters
in the structuring of the digital public debate [46].

Valencia, which occupies a secondary position concerning the Spanish political, eco-
nomic, and media centers of power, obtains parameters similar to those observed in Madrid.
Thus, candidates once again register a high digital authority. This group is in the first
position in this network with a medium-high eigencentrality (EC: 0.63058508) (Table 2).
Despite its remoteness from the center of Spanish political life, Valencia reproduces the
prominence of these political leaders already detected in Madrid. Additionally, the media
and journalists obtain, in this network, values close to those acquired in Madrid (Table 2).
These two groups occupy the second and fourth positions in the ranking of digital authority
in political conversation in Valencia. Moreover, in these networks, the trend detected in
Madrid in the cases of opinion-makers and citizens is repeated. Although both types of
actors obtain a higher value of eigencentrality, especially citizens, they do not manage to es-
cape from the last positions (Figure 3). This reveals its limited capacity to gain prominence
in the digital public debate on this network as well.

However, Valencia registers a significant difference concerning other politicians. These
actors, endowed with a low eigencentrality in the other networks, achieve an intermediate
level of digital authority here (EC: 0.52851631). A possible explanation is that the level of
competition in this secondary network is lower than the detected in Madrid. The fact that
Valencia is further away from the centers of power promotes the access and increase of the
digital authority of other politicians in the political conversation on Twitter. This causes
the exercise of digital influence in this network to be more distributed among the three
categories related to political actors.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

The findings make three relevant contributions on who controls the flow of political
information and exercises social influence in the political conversation on Twitter. This
enables me to identify the influencers—users endowed with the greatest digital authority
that can determine the online debate in this digital platform. In the first place, despite the
differences registered between the networks analyzed, my data revealed that political and
media elites position themselves as the actors with the highest levels of digital authority.
Thus, they assume a decisive role as influencers within the public debate on Twitter.

The media and journalists represent 61.54% of the most relevant users from the
perspective of digital authority (EC > 0.50). This shows its high presence within the group
of more prominent actors. For their part, the candidates are the dominant type of actor
in two of the three networks analyzed (Madrid and Valencia) by registering the highest
eigencentrality. In the third network (Barcelona), political parties rank as the second
group with the highest digital authority. These results are consistent with those that argue
that social media reproduce pre-existing power dynamics that favor media and political
positions [17,26,27,30–33].

However, the findings also show that Twitter is beginning to break the monopoly of
politicians and journalists on the public debate, albeit in an incipient manner [2,14]. Two
pieces of evidence point in this direction. On the one hand, in the Barcelona network, citi-
zens are the group with the highest index of digital authority. On the other, citizens are the
second type of actor with the highest numerical presence among the 250 most influential
users of this case study. This suggests that the digital environment has increased competi-
tion when it comes to affecting the public discussion [24,25]. Connectivity, horizontality,
and the low cost of participation in digital platforms have empowered more social actors to
access the political conversation, trying to gain prominence in the online debate. This opens
the door to redefining the practice of social influence towards a scenario where its exercise
is increasingly shared by a greater number of different actors in a context of a progressive,
but timid redistribution of power. However, this trend towards democratization and the
opening of public debate in the digital environment is still limited. According to this data,
in two networks—one of them, the closest to the centers of power—the digital authority
of citizens is low or marginal. This means that the changes introduced by Twitter in the
digital political conversation still have a moderate impact.

Another contribution of this research is the finding that numerical presence is not
directly associated with digital authority. Not all identified influencers have the same
ability to determine public debate in the digital environment. This is evidenced by the fact
that certain groups of actors, such as citizens or other politicians, place a high percentage of
users within the 250 most influential. However, their number is significantly reduced at the
highest levels of eigencentrality (EC > 0.50). Other politicians move from 42.11% to 19.23%,
while citizens move from 19.23% of the total to zero. This shows that it is easy to claim
social influence on Twitter, but it is difficult to exercise it successfully [48]. In other words,
although different types of users can access the digital political conversation, not all have
the same options to having great effect in it [29,36]. This produces that the highest levels of
digital authority to determine the political conversation on Twitter are concentrated in a
small number of actors. Only 0.10% of the total of 24,389 users analyzed are in the highest
segment of social influence (EC > 0.50) in the case analyzed. These data show that the
asymmetries and inequalities established by the economy of attention in social media are
also related to the exercise of social influence in political conversation on Twitter [28,35].

Lastly, these findings reveal the importance of the external socio-political context as
a driver of digital authority in the public debate on Twitter [49]. There are three reasons
for this. First, the same political event generates different dynamics of social influence
depending on the network or political community in which the political conversation is
inserted. This causes different patterns of digital authority to appear in the interactions
between the participating actors. The results obtained by the different types of actors in
Madrid, the center of the Spanish political life, and Barcelona, the center of an emerging
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independence process willing to separate from the Spanish State, provide clear evidence
in this direction. While in the first case, institutional actors linked to communication and
politics predominate, in Barcelona, citizens are the group with the largest digital authority
while candidates to the Spanish Government reach the lowest level.

Second, the external socio-political context also manifests its importance in the strong
numerical presence obtained by political actors among the most influential users in the
political discussion on Twitter. The fact that the event analyzed has a political nature causes
the three types of actors from the political system (candidates, parties, and other politicians)
to be the majority. In total, they represent 46.16% of the total of 250 identified influencers.
Consequently, the political nature of the event studied encourages the presence of political
actors among the influencers.

Third, another element that enables observing the effect of the external socio-political
context on digital authority is political initiative. The actors on whom political action is
centered outside the network and who, therefore, assume political leadership, achieve
larger social influence in the political conversation on Twitter. In this case study, both
the political leader (Pedro Sánchez), who led the attempts to form a government, and
his party (PSOE), obtained the highest ratios of eigencentrality within their respective
groups. Furthermore, most users of the category “other politicians” are members of this
party. These three pieces of evidence enabled me to establish that the external sociopolitical
context is capable of having an effect in the digital authority of users in the debates
on Twitter.

This research has managed to identify the main users and groups operating as in-
fluencers in the political conversation concerning a highly relevant political process on
Twitter. Moreover, it has made innovative contributions to the characteristics of the digital
authority. The fact that this research has used a big data sample of 127.3 million tweets
adds robustness and significance to the results. However, given the multifaceted nature
and complexity of social influence in digital media, further research is still necessary to
understand the scope of this phenomenon and to find out the impact of influencers in
digital political communication.
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