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There are increasing calls to center social groups or group identities in the study of political
communication (e.g., Kreiss et al., 2024; Lane & Coles, 2024). To date, most work examines
social groups as represented in and exposed to political communication. In contrast, little
attention has been paid to how these groups create political communication themselves.
However, increasingly politicians and citizens actively contribute to the political information
environment, for example through direct communication on social media (Newman et al.,
2024)—which are an important ground for social activism and identity politics (Jost et al.,
2018). As group identities are salient when they are explicitly discussed (Turner et al., 1987),
the identity of the communicator likely affects what and how they communicate about politics
(Giles, 2012; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Therefore, how communicators’ group identities affect
their messaging is an essential factor in contemporary political information environments.

In this brief article, I make a case for the study of social groups as active
communicators, i.e., investigating how different groups communicate about (identity) politics.
I label this political group communication. In order to promote its systematic investigation, |
propose a framework that distinguishes between the group that one is part of and the group that
they advocate for. This leads to four archetypal communicators in political group
communication (Activist, Ally, Hegemonist, and Assimilator) that may guide the study of
group members’ communication patterns, the perceptions of communicators, and the effects of
their communication. This way, I aim to kickstart a systematic investigation of how social
groups actively shape the political information environment.

Why Study Political Group Communication?

Political communication research has been slow to embrace group identity in its theories,
research aims, and methodologies (Kreiss et al., 2024; Lane & Coles, 2024; McGregor et al.,
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2025; Ramasubramanian & Banjo, 2020). Identity-centering scholarship is obstructed by
narrow methodological views on social science that excludes fields that study identity most
thoroughly (McGregor et al., 2025) and the focus on Europe and the United States has narrowed
the scope of what should be studied (Ramasubramanian & Banjo, 2020). However, the
circumstances in these regions have changed dramatically over the last two decades. The far
right has gained political ground, creating a context of overt denial of equal rights and threats
to marginalized groups (Kniipfer et al., 2024; Noury & Roland, 2020). Perhaps in response,
attention to identity in the field of political communication is growing (Kreiss et al., 2024).

The study of group identities in political communication can largely be divided into
four lines of inquiry. First, work into media representation shows that marginalized groups are
under- and misrepresented in journalistic media (e.g., Eide, 2011; Jamil & Retis, 2023;
Poindexter et al., 2003). Second, research into groups’ media selection indicates that citizens
gravitate toward news that bolsters their identities and avoid news that threatens them (e.g.,
Abrams & Giles, 2007; Appiah et al., 2013; Hiaeshutter-Rice et al., 2024). Third, research
investigates how groups process political information when they are exposed to it. Similar to
media selection, this shows that citizens tend to interpret information to strengthen positive
group-based self-perceptions, and avoid negative ones (e.g., Boyer et al., 2022; Han &
Federico, 2018; Kahan et al., 2007). Finally, studies examining the effects of political
information about groups show that negative portrayals of minorities can cause harmful
attitudes among the majority and self-exclusion among minority members (e.g., Lajevardi,
2021; Mastro & Kopacz, 2006; Ramasubramanian, 2010). This includes work that focuses on
the way identities are affected by media (e.g., Boyer & Lecheler, 2022; Saleem et al., 2019).

While these lines of enquiry have led to crucial insights, they all study groups as objects
of coverage and/or as consumers of political information. Social groups are represented in and
exposed to political communication. We thus largely miss a systematic investigation of groups
as active communicators about politics. In other words, there is a need for theory and
knowledge about political group communication—what emotions, arguments, identity
markers, or other aspects of communication members of different groups use when they
(re)negotiate their positions in society through political communication.

Studying political group communication is imperative due to two major developments
in the political information environment. First, political actors increasingly advocate overtly
for or against subgroups of the population with a distinct group identity — they practice identity
politics (Fukuyama, 2018; Klandermans, 2014; Noury & Roland, 2020). This means that
political arguments are increasingly defined by differences in, for instance, nationality,
race/ethnicity, geography, religion, ability, gender, or sexuality—forming a political cleavage
between those who focus on universality and those who focus on the rights of particular social
groups (Westheuser & Zollinger, 2024). In short, social groups and group identities have
become more important in political communication. Therefore, understanding them is essential
to understanding the political information environment.

At the same time, public debate is shifting from legacy to social media (Newman et al.,
2024)—and thus from journalistically edited content to direct communication. The transition
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from legacy to social media platforms has led to important shifts in the ways messages are
communicated and rewarded in terms of engagement. For one, social media facilitate social
identification in protest movements (Jost et al., 2018), causing identity-related political content
to thrive. Moreover, as group identities are salient when they are explicitly discussed (Turner
et al., 1987), content creators’ relevant social identities are likely salient when they create
identity political communication. This means that intergroup behavior is dominant in online
communication about social groups or identity politics (Giles, 2012; Tajfel & Turner, 1986;
Turner et al., 1987). Hence, the group identities of citizens creating such content should
contribute to what they say and how they say it.

In sum, as overt identity politics and direct political communication increasingly
determine the political information environment, it is essential to study how social groups
communicate about politics—i.e., to study political group communication.

Roles in Identity Politics

In order to effectively study political group communication, one must consider group identity
at two levels (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). First, feeling part of a group usually defines group
membership in social psychology (idem). For instance, most readers of this article will feel part
of a gender group, as gender is a particularly strongly socialized group identity (Burns &
Kinder, 2012). Such self-identification with a group most likely guides group communication
(Tajfel & Turner, 1986), especially in situations in which this group is particularly salient
(Turner et al., 1987)—such as when someone is actively communicating about it. Second,
dominant and marginalized groups denote a structural hierarchy in society (Tajfel & Turner,
1986). Within gender, men are a dominant group compared to women. Women are perceived
as less competent (cultural marginalization; Ellemers, 2018), are paid less for the same job
(economic marginalization; idem), and are underrepresented in parliaments (political
marginalization; Wéngnerud, 2009). In an identity political discussion, one can thus be part of
a relatively dominant or marginalized group.

Marginalized groups would benefit from an increased relative social status. However,
to achieve this, dominant groups would have to give up some of theirs (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
From this perspective, it is thus often possible to distinguish between two sides of a debate—
one that advocates for the marginalized group through a decrease in social hierarchy and one
that argues for the sustained or strengthened hegemony of the dominant group. It follows that
anyone taking part in such a debate can be part of the dominant or marginalized group, and
they can advocate for one of them. While this simplification ignores the intersectionality of
multiple identities that creates unique issues for subgroups that experience intersecting
marginalization (Crenshaw, 1989), group interests are often experienced and structured in
society as oppositional on a single dimension (Lowery et al., 2006). The #BlackLivesMatters
movement, for example, silenced the issues of Black women by focusing only on race (Carney,
2016). While it is crucial to investigate how group experiences differ between intersectional
groups and types of marginalization, which may affect their communication patterns, the
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structure of public debate determines individuals’ roles in identity politics, often defined by
one dimension of identity.

Considering that individuals taking part in an (identity) political debate are (a) part of
a social group in relation to the debate, and (b) argue in favor of a social group in relation to
the debate, I propose to study political group communication through the four archetypal roles
in Figure 1. I call dominant group members that advocate for ingroup hegemony ‘Hegemonists’
and marginalized group members that attempt to reduce the status hierarchy ‘Activists’.
Following a plethora of earlier work (e.g., Droogendyk et al., 2016; Wiley & Dunne, 2019),
dominant group members advocating for a reduction of status hierarchy are called ‘Allies’. In
contrast, assimilating to the status hierarchy, marginalized group members advocating for
dominant group hegemony are called ‘Assimilators’.

Figure 1. Archetypal roles in identity politics.

Dominant
group
Ally Hegemonist
Reduction of Advocate for Dominant group
status hierarchy hegemony
5
Activist E Assimilator

Marginalized
group

This framework may be utilized to study at least three aspects of political group
communication. For one, it may address what communication looks like for each archetypal
role. For example, arguments favoring the ingroup are consumed more often (Appiah et al.,
2013; Knobloch-Westerwick & Hastall, 2010) and are better remembered (Schaller, 1992),
especially when a group is specifically primed (Rule et al., 2010). As such, group members
might have a preference to use arguments that include their group. For instance, natives may
argue in favor of immigration because it is good for the economy—thus also for natives.
Second, this framework may guide investigations of how communicators are perceived. For
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instance, allies’ political group communication can be perceived as performative (Olbermann
& Reis, 2024) or selfish (Marshburn et al., 2021), suggesting the importance of perceived
communicator authenticity. Third, the framework could help understand how messages affect
receivers as communicated by each archetypal role. This may depend on a common relevant
group identity between the sender and receiver (Mackie et al., 1990; Wilder, 1990), on the
abovementioned perceptions about the communicator, and on individual attitudes and cross-
pressures of other identities such as partisanship (Boyer et al., 2022). Particularly, the
interaction between the message and the communicator’s identity may be of specific interest
to maximize message effectiveness.

Conclusion

The discussion above illustrates how the four archetypal ‘roles’ presented in this paper may
guide the investigation of three aspects of political group communication: the type of
communication itself, perceptions of the communicators, and effects on audiences. This focus
on group identity offers a fresh perspective, complementing the ubiquity of partisanship in
political communication research (Hiaeshutter-Rice et al., 2024). As such, it is my hope that
future studies will adopt this framework to investigate active political communication by social
groups.

However, the current political situation requires responsible scholars to consider the
risks involved in this kind of research. Specifically, in a context of increasing illiberalism and
far-right threats to marginalized groups (Kniipfer et al., 2024), it is important that research
supports the inherently democratic norm of equality between social groups—such as those
based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, religion, or ability—rather than the forces that
undermine it. Therefore, scholars using this framework should carefully examine for which
purposes the generated knowledge can be used or abused. The first, descriptive, line of
research—illuminating differences between the roles in terms of their emotions, arguments,
and other aspects of communication—can be explored with relatively little concern. The
findings may help expose tendencies and strategies on both sides that may be used to more
effectively increase equality in contemporary democracies and undermine attempts to the
opposite. However, the second and third avenues for research—the exploration of perceptions
of communicators of different groups and of the persuasive effects of political group
communication—should be treated more carefully in order to avoid designing a playbook for
antidemocratic forces. In this way, researchers can assure that the use of this framework may
help create a world with more equality, a world with more democracy.
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