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New Technologies in Campaigns: A Conservative on TikTok
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Summary

Over the past decade, digital technologies and social media have fundamentally reshaped political
marketing. Traditional methods have given way to highly targeted advertising. TikTok, hugely popular
among younger generations, has emerged as a key tool—even in Czech politics. At the same time,
it faces criticism for potential misuse of data by the Chinese regime and for security vulnerabilities.

Key Takeaways

e Political marketing has changed dramatically in the past 20 years due to the rise of digital
technologies and social networks. Today, it’s possible to reach voters at the micro level
and tailor content to their specific interests.

e TikTok has become one of the most influential social platforms, thanks to its algorithm
and format that especially attract younger audiences.

e The platform faces criticism for possible ties to the Chinese government and for collecting
vast amounts of user data, which could be exploited for cyberattacks or blackmail.



Last October, despite warnings from the National Cyber and Information Security Agency (NUKIB),
Prime Minister Petr Fiala (ODS) appeared on the popular Chinese social network TikTok. His team
concluded that by staying off the platform, he was leaving the field wide open to opposition figures—
and risked looking like a dinosaur to younger audiences.

So, how exactly has political marketing evolved, and why are the once-popular dance trends no longer
the main draw of TikTok? And is it true that Chinese communists are spying on us through the app?
These are the questions we’ll explore in today’s paper.

The World Is Changing—And So Is TikTok

New media have transformed our world in ways that touch nearly every aspect of our lives: from how
we shop, to how we date, to the way we form opinions and mental maps. Politics and political
marketing have been affected so profoundly that direct, face-to-face contact between candidate
and voter—central from ancient Greece up until the early 21st century—has now been pushed
into the background, replaced by new techniques.

Politics has always been a space open to innovation and fresh approaches. With the rise of mass
parties, politicians could no longer rely on speeches before small circles of supporters. They had to
take their message directly to the people—at scale. This gave birth to an entirely new profession:
the political agitator. Armed with rehearsed arguments, enthusiasm for the cause, and printed
materials from party headquarters, agitators would go from pub to pub and restaurant to restaurant,
promising the world while discrediting the competition. Unsurprisingly, it was often the radical
parties—on the far left (communists, socialists) and the far right (fascists, Nazis)—that perfected
this method. Their leaders understood one thing clearly: innovative tactics meant more voters,
and more voters meant more power.

Where agitators had prepared the ground, party leaders would then step in, speaking at massive rallies
to thousands of people thanks to the new invention of amplification. Modern printing presses churned
out party newspapers, manifestos, leaflets, and other materials that were distributed freely
on the streets. Everyone got something: some received hope that misery could turn into prosperity,
others a bowl of soup or a sausage at the party stand, and those less fortunate at least a flyer stuffed
in their pocket.

But there was a problem: how to reach as many voters as possible without wasting precious time?
How to travel across the entire country in just a few weeks before the initial wave of enthusiasm
cooled? On foot, by horse, carriage, or even car—it was no longer enough. The answer was a new
mode of travel: the airplane. Suddenly, political leaders could campaign across the nation in record
time. This breakthrough was, of course, reinforced by another invention—mass media. First
newspapers, then radio, and finally television. You no longer had to see your political idol in person;
their image and message could be with you almost anytime, whether you lived in the capital city
or the most remote village.



Soviet Peasants Listening to the Radio for the First Time (1928)

Source: Facebook / Historic Photographs (29. 7. 2025)

This style of political campaigning remained more or less unchanged all the way into the early 21st
century. Ronald Reagan and Milos Zeman alike relied on a mix of rapid travel (Reagan with his airplane,
Zeman with his campaign bus Zemak) and virtual presence through one-way media channels such
as television. In fact, Reagan’s November 1980 campaign speech, A Vision for America, became
a benchmark for pre-election addresses and has been imitated countless times since (Ronald Reagan
Presidential Library, 1980).

At this point, you might be thinking: “But politicians still do exactly that—they tour the country, hold
rallies, print brochures, hand out snacks, and distribute their campaign programs.” And you’d be right.
But there’s another dimension to political marketing today—arguably one more important than all
of that combined: political advertising on social media.

The invention most famously popularized by Mark Zuckerberg began as something like
Classmates.com: a site meant to keep people from the same school years in touch and provide a virtual
space to share experiences, opinions, and later photos and videos. Only after a few years did users
realize that the platform was, in fact, the world’s biggest gold mine—a vast deposit of personal
information ripe for monetization. And so Facebook was born. That's why its founder became
one of the richest people on Earth, now holding assets worth $272.3 billion (Forbes 2025).

Today, political marketing doesn’t primarily thrive on interns and party staffers churning out posts
at machine-gun pace, hoping that clever wording or a funny meme will win over thousands
of followers. That’s only a small—and less important—part of the story. The real transformation
happens before a post is even written. It’s called user data.

Thanks to the massive troves of information people willingly share online—combined with additional
data collected by third parties like banks or mobile operators—campaign strategists now have
an extraordinarily detailed picture of what each individual cares about, enjoys, and responds to.



Parties no longer need a polished program, a dense web of local chapters, tens of thousands
of members, or armies of agitators. They can scale their content and messages according to what each
specific consumer prefers. A skilled PR team can push tailored messaging almost down to the individual
level. Every voter can be reached with content made just for them: a pensioner struggling with low
income gets reassured that benefits won’t be cut; a student hears promises that higher education will
remain free; a young single mother is addressed with pledges of guaranteed child-support advances.

Micro-targeted marketing comes with one more key advantage: at this scale, awkward questions about
how a party will actually deliver on all these promises tend to quietly fade away.

TikTok on the Rise

The rise of TikTok is closely tied to the individualization and atomization of society, as well
as to increasingly sophisticated marketing techniques. In 2024, it became the fifth most popular social
network with around 1.6 billion users—behind Facebook (3.1 billion), YouTube (2.5 billion), WhatsApp
(2 billion), and Instagram (2 billion)—making it the largest non-American platform (Kemp, 2024).

What worries other tech companies—and especially governments in the free world—is the speed
at which TikTok has captured the youngest generations. Launched in 2016, twelve years after
Facebook, TikTok has spread across North America and Europe at a truly extraordinary pace. Internet
behavior studies of Generation Z reveal striking numbers: 63% of users born between 1997 and 2012
turn to TikTok for news and information about world events—more than on any other platform
(Sheikh, 2025). The youngest generations no longer consume news through traditional outlets
(millennials don’t either), and TikTok is beginning to dominate even among competing platforms.

Interestingly, the largest age group on TikTok today is not Gen Z but 25-34-year-olds. While Gen Z
fueled its initial rise, millennials now make up the biggest share of users. On average, they spend
47.3 minutes a day on the app—the highest engagement of any major social network. Nearly an hour
of daily activity makes TikTok one of the most valuable channels for brands and advertisers competing
for attention in a world overflowing with entertainment content. The platform’s gender balance has
also shifted: while women once dominated, men now outnumber them, signaling TikTok’s status
as a mainstream social network with broad appeal (Sheikh, 2025).

What makes TikTok so compelling is its algorithm and format of very short posts with minimal text.
Originally limited to 15-second clips (now up to 60 minutes), the platform naturally encouraged
so-called “doomscrolling”: endless consumption of video after video, hundreds in a single sitting.
With every upward swipe, users discovered new trends, oddities, or food hacks. The algorithm quickly
learned what captured each viewer’s interest, keeping them hooked for longer sessions.
Its “democratic” design boosted appeal further: alongside the most-followed accounts like
@khaby.lame (162 million), @charlidamelio (157 million), or @mrbeast (119 million), users might just
as easily stumble upon a Malaysian woodcarver with six videos and 15 followers, or a group of men
in India or Bangladesh crushing stones into gravel. You'd be surprised how popular such content can
be—not only in the Global South.

Another factor is TikTok’s elusive nature. If you accidentally refresh your feed, the video you were just
watching might vanish forever—since creators and titles are intentionally overshadowed
by the immersive audiovisual experience.



Atits core, TikTok is about sharing trends. What outsiders dismissed as silly, clumsy dances by preteens
was, for users, a clearly defined form of entertainment, endlessly modifiable. Compared with Facebook
or Instagram—where the average feed today is clogged with ads disguised as posts and recycled
“recommended” groups—TikTok feels like a breath of fresh air and genuine social interaction. Any girl
could mimic the biggest TikTok stars and enjoy her 15 minutes of fame. The duet feature, which allows
collaborative content creation, only added to the app’s appeal. Add to that a relatively simple
monetization system—where viewers can send gifts and support livestreams—and you have the most
successful social network of our time.

Ultimately, TikTok’s fusion of trends, pop-culture references, and audiovisual remakes of practically
everything makes it even more appealing to Gen Z than memes were to millennials.

Communism within

Political marketers—and politicians themselves—have naturally taken note of TikTok’s rising numbers.
One of the first Czech political figures and institutions to appear on the platform was the government
of Andrej Babis, in January 2021 (aktualne.cz, 2021). Among today’s active users are Prime Minister
Petr Fiala (ODS), Minister of Labor Marian Jurec¢ka (KDU-CSL), and Andrej Babi$ (ANO). Both parties
and their leaders now use TikTok quite extensively, as shown in the table below. With user penetration
in the Czech Republic reaching 34% of the population (Volf, 2025), the platform presents an irresistible
opportunity.

Czech Politicians and Parties on TikTok (as of August 13, 2025)

Followers Most Successful Post

Party / Party Leader 2025 Posts Since Jan 2025 Since Jan 2025
Andrej Babi$ (@andrejbabis) | TikTok 197 800 139 1500000
Tomio Okamura (@tomiospd) | TikTok 91100 62 373700
Katefina Kone€na (@katkakonecna) | TikTok 32400 229 172 400
Petr Fiala (@p_fiala) Official | TikTok 25500 237 652 200
starostove (@starostove) | TikTok 15800 42 305700
Zdenék Hfib (@zdenek.hrib) | TikTok 11800 64 244200
Motoristé sobé (@motoristesobe) | TikTok 9953 95 64900
TOP 09 (@top_09.cz) | TikTok 7 396 290 102 500
Robert Slachta (@robertslachta) | TikTok 3354 155 91900
Petr Macinka (@petr_macinka) | TikTok 2011 2 20100
Spolu Koalice (@spolu_koalice) | TikTok 372 0 (last post in 2022) 11900
Pirati.cz 257 0 (last postin 2021)
79 0 (last post in 2022 - total 3

Vit RakuSan

posts)

Yet TikTok comes with one major drawback—a serious security vulnerability. The Chinese company
ByteDance, which owns TikTok, was founded in Beijing and, despite its global reach, remains legally
bound to cooperate with the Chinese government. This has led to bans on the platform, particularly
for state institutions. In 2024, for example, Canada prohibited the use of TikTok across all government
agencies. The European Parliament likewise banned employees from installing the app on their work
phones.



In the United States, TikTok’s future even became a campaign issue in the Biden vs. Trump election
battle. The platform faced the threat of a complete ban because it collects user data outside U.S.
territory. For one day, it was indeed unavailable to American users. Since Donald Trump’s election,
TikTok has remained accessible only through presidential executive orders, each postponing
a permanent ban by 75 days. The most recent order was signed on June 19, setting the new deadline
for September 17. Whether a sale of TikTok’s U.S. branch to a domestic buyer will be finalized
by then—or whether the company will comply with strict new rules—remains uncertain.

In the Czech Republic, the National Cyber and Information Security Agency (NUKIB) issued a similar
warning in 2023, highlighting the app’s vulnerabilities and ByteDance’s legal obligation to cooperate
with the Chinese Communist regime. This obligation stems from China’s National Security Law (2015),
National Intelligence Law (2017), and Company Law (2013). The agency’s report stated:

“The volume of data and the manner in which itis collected can be used to target cyberattacks against
specificindividuals, increasing the likelihood of their success (e.g., through spear phishing). At the same
time, this data can be exploited for blackmailing individuals of interest, thereby undermining
the security or strategic interests of the Czech Republic.” (NUKIB, 2023: 3)

As a result, Czech state authorities and institutions withdrew from TikTok. The real problem is
not simply the lack of transparency about how the data is handled, but the fact that sensitive
information may be accessible to an aggressive communist regime—one that could weaponize it
in an anticipated confrontation with the free world. On the other hand, believing that American
companies don’t sell user data to third parties or share it with domestic intelligence services would be
naive. Ultimately, users must decide whether they are comfortable with data already collected
by allied states’ intelligence agencies being made equally available to the Chinese Communist Party.

Digital technologies and social media, including TikTok, have dramatically changed the way politicians
communicate with voters. Whereas campaigns once relied on mass media and face-to-face contact,
the focus today has shifted to individualized advertising and micro-targeting. Yet this transformation
brings not only new opportunities but also new risks. TikTok is a prime example of a platform that
offers politicians a unique way to reach younger generations, while simultaneously raising grave
concerns about security and data protection. The future of political marketing will need to strike
a balance between the effectiveness of modern tools and the risks they entail—placing greater
emphasis on transparency, accountability, and user awareness, which currently remain at a troublingly
low level.
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