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Populism is a multifaceted construct that is difficult to grasp. Nevertheless, some
useful attempts have been made. Conceptually, it can be understood as a political
ideology, which sees a conflict of values and interests between ordinary people and
the political elite as the dominant structuring mechanism in democratic politics
and claims that democratic decisions should reflect the people’s general will rather than the narrow interests of sections of society (Mudde, 2004; Canovan, 1999;
Mény & Surel, 2002). While populist claims have the merit of addressing modern democracy’s failures, there are further aspects of populism, which seem more
problematic from a democratic politics point of view. For example, populists have
been accused of capitalizing on public discontent and economic or political crises,
providing a gloomy outlook on political situations, or making blunt or uncivil statements undermining the legitimacy of political institutions or actors (Taggart, 2004).
Sometimes, populism is also associated with excluding specific ethnic or religious
groups from the community of the native people (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Reinemann et al., 2017). As long as populist movements unfold and transform themselves
the scientific discussion is bound to continue.
Apart from the more theoretical discussion about the characteristics of populist
ideology, there has been an international trend of electoral success of populist parties and movements. In countries like Austria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Greece, Norway, United States, Brazil or India (the list is not exhaustive), parties and politicians called populist have won elections or entered the government,
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while they are the main opposition in others. This brings up the question about
the role of the media in the success, spread, and development of “populism,” especially populist parties and movements. The role of the news media in the emergence of populist parties has been extensively analyzed especially against the background of Silvio Berlusconi’s success in Italy that was one of the precursors of the
current wave of populist parties’ success (e.g., Mazzoleni, 2007; Mazzoleni, Stewart,
& Horsfield, 2003). Notably, Mazzoleni’s (2007) research has discussed a couple of
hypotheses regarding this relationship: One assumed that there is a media complicity with populists that rests upon a convergence of goals between tabloid media
and populist parties in the sense that both organizations ruthlessly strike emotional
chords on complex public issues such as immigration or European integration for
the sake of their own benefit. In this view, part of the news media are mobilizing
agents for populist movements by giving them visibility and legitimacy during their
emergent phase.
Also, the media complicity thesis states that the way populist politicians communicate in public about politics — that is, their performance as leaders — provides popular media with excellent raw material for eye-catching stories, which
secures them disproportionate amounts of coverage. Although pointing out this
convergence of goals, extant research has not been ignorant of the fact that many
mainstream media outlets rather adopt an adversarial attitude toward populism
and even contribute to the stigmatization of its advocates. In many cases, the leading news media tend to defend the political status quo including the established
parties as a group against the populist challengers. In a way, news organizations
function as guard dogs of the political establishment and help to secure the predominance of its values. Recent actor-centric research on the media–populism relationship has focused on the role of journalistic culture in this relationship and
suggests that a predominance of an educational role perception among journalists
acts as a barrier to populism (Maurer et al., 2019).
Yet, there remain at least two big blind spots in the analysis of how media and
populism interact: For one, the media ecosystem has undergone a rapid and profound
change since the early 2000s when much of the available theory was written. This
change is characterized by the advent of a digital public sphere of social media where
political actors can communicate directly with the public and use the opportunity
extensively. The ease with which they now can provide political messages to large
audiences without a journalistic filter or passing the media gates is especially welcome
to political outsiders and emerging movements — such as populist parties. They use
the counter public sphere for setting an alternative agenda of issues and framing them
differently than the editorial media usually do. Moreover, the affordances of social
media platforms seem to meet the populist style (Engesser et al., 2016; Bracciale &
Martella, 2017; Mercier, 2016). Research is only at the beginning of understanding
and analyzing this transformation. Moreover, analyses of the populism–media relationship — with the term media now including editorial “offline” and online social
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media — concentrated often on the situation in “old” Western European democracies. However, it turns out that in the 2010s, populist parties have experienced some
of their most spectacular breakthroughs in the younger democracies of Central and
(South-)Eastern Europe. Hence, research about the role of the media in the spread of
populism must consider the situation in this region if the state of the art is to advance.
The interest in the topic and its timeliness were proved by the large interest this
special issue had in the academic community, with more than 20 contributions
received as a response to the open call. This issue includes seven of them, six independent empirical studies covering various dimensions of populist communication throughout Europe, and one methodological piece concerning comparative
experiments conducted within one of the largest COST Actions dedicated to the
study of populism, “Populist Political Communication in Europe.”
In the first article, Ina Fujdiak and Petr Ocelík analyze the mobilization strategies
of the far-right movement in the Czech Republic and Germany respectively, by looking into the vertical and reticular characteristics of the content of hyperlinked pages
they provide on their websites. Dorota Piontek and Małgorzata Tadeusz-Ciesielczyk,
as well as Tamás Tóth, Dalma Kékesdi-Boldog, Tamás Bokor, and Zoltán Veczán analyze the communication style from two different points of view. On the one hand,
Dorota Piontek and Małgorzata Tadeusz-Ciesielczyk discuss a dimension rarely taken
into account in empirical endeavors with regards to populist communication style,
that is, nonverbal populist cues, in this particular case identified in the Polish presidential candidates’ public debates. On the other hand, Tóth et al. analyze the Facebook pages of five major Hungarian political parties. Social media is also the focus of
the paper written by Bente Kalsnes, who looks into the strategic use of social media
(mostly Facebook content) by two Norwegian and Swedish parties. Ivo Bosilkov and
Miglena Sternadori delve into news outlet populist content. The former analyzes four
Macedonian right-wing news outlets, while the latter discusses the tabloidization of
the Bulgarian edition of women-targeted magazines (Elle and Cosmopolitan), in order to identify the dominant media frames used in coverage of international populist
actors (Vladimir Putin, Donald Trump, Silvio Berlusconi, and Roman Abramovich).
Additionally, Dominika Kasprowicz and Agnieszka Hess provide a methodological account of an extensive comparative experiment conducted within the
framework of the COST Action “Populist Political Communication in Europe,” focusing on challenges of such an endeavor and lessons learnt for future comparative
experiments.
A separate piece is dedicated to an interview conducted by Agnieszka Stępińska
in May 2018 with Péter Bajomi-Lázár, professor of Mass Communication at the
Budapest Business School, on the topic of media coverage of Hungarian populist
political actors and journalistic practices associated with it.
A section dedicated to the populist academic events provides insights into the
final conference of the above-mentioned COST Action, held in Madrid, Spain and
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an international conference dedicated to the topic of populist communication
which took place in Poznań, Poland.
The book review section presents two milestone books in populist political communication: Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser’s Populism: A Very Short
Introduction (2017), reviewed by Elena Negrea-Busuioc, and Toril Aalberg, Frank
Esser, Carsten Reinemann, Jesper Strömback, Claes de Vreese’s Populist Political
Communication (2017), reviewed by Jakub Jakubowski.
Summing up, this special issue adds to the existing literature on populism, from
a communication perspective. Its merit is to highlight two main dimensions that
cannot be ignored in the present political and media context: the rising success (and
therefore interest for research) of populist parties in Central and (South-)Eastern
Europe, and the role played by social media platforms in this success. We hope to
have at least opened the discussion about these fresh perspectives on populist communication throughout Europe and elsewhere.
REFERENCES
Bracciale, R., & Martella, A. (2017). Define the populist political communication style: The case of
Italian political leaders on Twitter. Information, Communication & Society, 20(9), 1310–1329.
Canovan, M. (1999). Trust the people! Populism and the two faces of democracy. Political Studies, 47,
2–16. doi: 10.1111/1467-9248.00184
Engesser, S., Ernst, N., Esser, F., & Büchel, F. (2017). Populism and social media: How politicians
spread a fragmented ideology. Information, Communication & Society, 20(8), 1109–1126.
Jagers, J., & Walgrave, S. (2007). Populism as political communication style: An empirical study of
political parties’ discourse in Belgium. European Journal of Political Research, 46(3), 319–345.
Maurer, P., Hubé, N., Štětka, V., Cremonesi, C., Seddone, A., Bergan, … Esser, F. (2019). Journalistic
culture, editorial mission, and news logic: Explaining the factors behind the use of populism in
European media. In C. Reinemann, J. Stanyer, T. Aalberg, F. Esser, & C. de Vreese (Eds.), Communicating Populism: Comparing actor perceptions, media coverage, and effects on citizens in Europe
(pp. 102–122). New York, NY: Routledge.
Mazzoleni, G. (2007). Populism and the media. In D. Albertazzi & D. McDonnell (Eds.), Twenty-first
century populism: The spectre of Western European democracy (pp. 49–64). Berlin: Springer.
Mazzoleni, G., Stewart, J., & Horsfield, B. (Eds.). (2003). The media and neo-populism: A contemporary
comparative analysis. Westport, CT: Praeger.
Mény, Y., & Surel, Y. (2002). The constitutive ambiguity of populism. In Y. Mény & Y. Surel (Eds.),
Democracies and the populist challenge (pp. 1–21). Basingstoke: Palgrave.
Mercier, A. (2016). Twitter as a counter public sphere: Polemics in the Twittersphere during French
electoral campaigns. In A. Frame & G. Brachotte (Eds.), Citizen participation and political participation in a digital world (pp. 139–152). London: Routledge.
Mudde, C. (2004). The populist Zeitgeist. Government and Opposition, 39(4), 541–563.
Reinemann, C., Aalberg, T., Esser, F., Strömbäck, J., & de Vreese, C. (2017). Populist political communication: Toward a model of its causes, forms, and effects. In T. Aalberg, F. Esser, C. Reinemann,
J. Strömbäck, & C. de Vreese (Eds.), Populist political communication in Europe (pp. 12–25). New
York, NY: Routledge.
Taggart, P. (2004). Populism and representative politics in contemporary Europe. Journal of Political
Ideologies, 9(3), 269–288. doi:10.1080/13569310420 00263528.

CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 2 (2019)              

cej 12.2.indb 133

133

2019-07-08 14:46:55

Original Article

Hyperlink networks as a means of mobilization
used by far-right movements

Ina Fujdiak
ORCID: 0000-0002-0523-5795
MASAR Y K U N I V E R SI T Y, C Z E C H R E PU BL I C

Petr Ocelík
ORCID: 0000-0002-0690-265X
MASAR Y K U N I V E R SI T Y, C Z E C H R E PU BL I C

DOI: 10.19195/1899-5101.12.2(23).2

ABSTRACT: The article provides an analysis of the mobilization strategies of far-right movements
from the Czech Republic and Germany based on the content they provide via hyperlinks on their
websites. Vertical and reticular characteristics of the hyperlinked pages have been analyzed, two aspects which form central parts of the mobilization strategies of social movements. The vertical level
refers to territorial relations, while the reticular level refers to relations with other actors. The analyses
confirmed that the movements focused on the vertical level to their countries of origin. With respect
to reticular characteristics the type of hyperlinked content neither differs significantly throughout
countries, nor throughout segments of the far-right movement. Additionally, the analysis of the type
of hyperlinked content provides insight into the general mobilization strategies employed.
KEYWORDS: online mobilization, far-right movements, social network analysis, Czech Republic,
Germany, transnationalism.


INCREASED INFLUENCE OF POPULISM AND FAR-RIGHT MOVEMENTS
With the arrival of over a million people coming from countries outside Europe in
2015, far-right and populist political parties and movements all over Europe, which
already existed before, could increase their influence and importance. This caused
authors to write about the rise of the support for far-right groups and political parties all over Europe (Aisch, Pearce, & Rousseau, 2017; Greven, 2016). Recent events,
for example the populist right party Alternative for Germany (AfD) gaining 12.6%
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in the German federal elections in 2017 and by this becoming the third strongest
party, confirm this trend (Bundeswahlleiter, 2017).
Many far-right groups oppose the European Union and other supranational institutions and argue in favor of strengthening nation states and their respective
sovereignties. Populist movements and parties strongly emphasize the element of
nationalism in their ideologies and transnational cooperation at least in the party
sectors is not as strong. However, far-right movements and parties also cooperate
with activists and movements from other countries (Caiani & Kroel, 2014). The
specific characteristics of this cooperation have led to a specific pattern of Europeanization of populist parties, which includes aspects such as political competition
and negotiation. This pattern of Europeanization results in instability and fragmentation of the transnational party coordination (Gomez-Reino, 2018). Also, transnational cooperation of populist right parties is, according to Mudde, exclusively
the result of domestic considerations (2007, cited in Gomez-Reino, 2018)
The internet and modern communication technologies recently account for 70–
80% of the far-right’s networking, hence are of key importance for the mobilization
of supporters (Köhler, 2015; Polletta et al., 2013). The following article provides
an analysis of the content and the nationalities of websites that are hyperlinked by
far-right movements from the Czech Republic and Germany to research the mobilization strategies of far-right movements in cyberspace. The international and domestic connections of the selected social movement organizations (SMOs) as well
as their relations with different types of actors are analyzed based on in- as well as
outbound hyperlinks.
FAR-RIGHT AND POPULIST MOVEMENTS
The term “far right” has already been used in 2007 (Kopeček) and since then has
been established as an umbrella term that includes radical as well as extreme right
actors. The main difference between the terms radicalism and extremism is that
radicals do accept basic characteristics of democracy, while extremists reject them.
However, also radicals do not accept liberal democracy including pluralism and
minority rights (Mudde, 2014; Backes & Jesse, 1993; Bötticher & Mares, 2012).
Additionally, there is the concept of populism, which represents most of all a certain
strategy or style of politics that differentiates between good, pure people and the
corrupt elites (Mudde, 2015). Also, populism has been defined as anti-pluralist and
based on the claim to be the sole representation of the people without any legitimate
competitor for force. Additionally, citizens that do not support the populist group
are considered to not belong to the real people (Müller, 2016). Further, the term
has been described as a combination of expressive rhetoric, a demagogic way of
speaking, folksy, content wise simplifying messages and a direct form of political
leadership (Holtmann, Krappidel, & Rehse, 2006, p. 32). In the context of the movements selected for the analyses, populist strategies are strongly used by Pegida and
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the Initiative against Islam in the Czech Republic and to a certain extent also by the
youth groups of far-right parties, while the Identitarian movements hardly use any
populist strategies.
While far-right and populist parties have already been researched extensively,
scientific studies about the more informal and less institutionalized context of farright and populist movements are not found as often. In the 1960s and 1970s social
movements were conceptualized as being exclusively oriented to the left, which
is, however, no longer applicable today, where we can find a variety of different
movements and mobilization contexts (Klandermans, 2013). Tarrow defined social
movements as “collective challenges by people with common purposes and solidarity in sustained interactions with authorities and elites” (Tarrow, 1994, p. 4) and
Diani referred to them as “networks of informal interactions between a plurality
of individuals, groups, or associations engaged in a political or cultural conflict on
the basis of a shared collective identity” (Diani, 1992, p. 13). Based on these authors we argue that far-right movements might be included in the context of social
movements as phenomena of collective action. SMOs are the subunits of the farright movement and provide the basis for the analysis. SMOs have been defined by
McCarthy and Zald as “complex or formal organizations, which identify their goals
with the preferences of a social movement or a countermovement and attempt to
implement those goals” (1977, p. 1218).
HYPERLINK NETWORKS AS A MEANS TO RESEARCH MOBLIZATION STRATEGIES
IN CYBERSPACE
Already in 1977, McCarthy and Zald wrote that “the technologies available for resource accumulation should affect the ability of SMOs within the sector to mobilize resources” (p. 1225). Nowadays, the internet as a comparably new technology
that is still evolving offers various different possibilities to mobilize supporters,
which include one-sided actions as well as interactions between individual users
or groups. As pointed out by Rohr Lopes, the media offers five key aspects for the
formation of social movements, which are communication, organization, mobilization, validation and scope enlargement (2014). In addition, the internet takes
over a key role for the internationalization of the far-right and is often used for
activities and to circumvent national legislation (Bartlett, Birdwell, & Littler, 2011;
Caiani & Wagemann, 2009; Tateo, 2005). Content that is considered illegal in one
country is for example often placed on servers in a different country in order to
avoid prosecution. In general, information and communication technologies make
it easier for right-wing and populist movements to reach their regular audience
(Groschek & Engelbert, 2012) and additionally enable them to gain the attention
of a transnational audience (Caiani & Kroel, 2014). The internet recently became
a “key factor for creating new connections and networks across the globe” for farright movements (Roggeband & Duyvendak, 2013, p. 101). Activists are seeking
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collaborators across national borders as a response to globalization and the rise of
transnational corporations and governing bodies (Van Dyke & McCammon, 2010).
Also, distances between political actors and citizens have been shortened through
the new technologies and there is a great potential to use them for political organization and mobilization. Also, the barriers for individual, political participation
have been lowered (Groschek & Engelbert, 2012).
SMOs which belong to various different social movements use new communication technologies to build their online presences, communicate with their followers
and each other and share content. In this context, the provision of hyperlinks is a
central means that is used to share content and draw attention to like-minded actors
or other SMOs. Hence, social networks in various different forms fulfill an important function within the mobilization strategies of social movements (Lim, 2012).
Mobilization is defined as “the movement and synchronization of ideas, people or
resources for a specific social goal” (Fernandez, 2014, p. 1). It is a collective phenomenon which, amongst others, requires communication and social interaction
(Fernandez, 2014), which both happen online as well as offline in the context of
today’s social movements.
The focus of the research is set to the online interactions, more precisely to
hyperlinks that are understood as one particular way of popular mobilization. Roggers and Marres followed a similar approach and used hyperlinks to measure mobilization potential and patterns of alliance building (2000). Hyperlinks might take
various different functions (Pilny & Shumate, 2012) and are in the context of the
research understood both a means of alliance and a sign of belonging (Vicari, 2014).
Researching hyperlinks gives insights into mobilization strategies of SMOs, as they
transport content these SMOs aim to share with their followers and perceive as
supporting their goals and ideologies. A hyperlink network is a connective good
that provides inter-organizational links via which other actors, ideas or events with
similar focuses are brought to the attention of the audience (Shumate & Lipp, 2008).
Except for the case of access-restricted forums or websites exclusion is impossible
in the context of hyperlink networks, as hyperlinks are accessible for everybody.
Together with the factor of jointness of supply, meaning that one group’s benefit
from the network does not diminish the benefit of other groups, hyperlink networks are a sort of public good (Pilny & Shumate, 2012). Two dimensions have been
identified as being of particular importance for the mobilization structures and
the occurrence of transnationalism within the context of the far-right and populist movement. These are the vertical relations between different territorial levels
and the reticular (having the form of a net, or net-like) relations between different
social actors (Vicari, 2014, p. 94). Vertical and reticular characteristics are two different levels of information that are contained in a hyperlink. More specifically, as
a vertical information the country code top level domains (ccTLD) of the extracted
hyperlinks will be analyzed to identify the country, territory or location with which
the hyperlink is associated. For the reticular characteristics the types of websites,
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e.g., news portals, social media, services, etc. will be coded. Subsequently vertical
and reticular characteristics will be totalized to get a comprehensive overview.
Using the advantages of researching cyberspace as the availability of data and
their comparative objectiveness also requires considering the extent to which
theories on collective action may be applied to cyberspace. In line with Bennet
and Segerberg we claim that “digital media may help to reduce costs in these
processes [the spread of collective identification, which includes also mobilization strategies — authors’ note] but they do not fundamentally change the action
dynamics” (2012, p. 748). As websites are the unit for the analyses, which are
maintained and administered by a limited number of administrators and display
an organizational coordination of action, the logic of collective action applies.
Especially in this case, social technologies and digital media are rather used as
a means of mobilization and to manage participation. In other online mobilization contexts, where users directly discuss with each other, technology is increasingly used for spreading personalized interpretations of problems and the selforganization of action, which then leads to other, new action dynamics (Bennet &
Segerberg, 2012, pp. 755–756).
Langenbacher and Schellenberg argue that “transnational processes of
exchange and cooperation play an important role in the success of rightwing extremism and right-wing populism in Europe” (2011, p. 22). The cooperation that is taking place within the far-right movement has already been
researched in various forms and contexts. Jones, for example, analyzed how relationships between far-right organizations impact nationalist mobilization and
party sustainability in Belgium, France, and the United Kingdom (2016). Caiani
and Parenti used Social Network Analysis (SNA) to research the potential role of
the internet for the Spanish radical right, especially for their national and international contacts, their mobilization and promotion of a collective identity (2011,
p. 719). O’Callaghan and his team analyzed the potential of Twitter to act as one
possible gateway to communities within the wider online network of the extreme
right, using other social media and websites as additional sources (O’Callaghan
et al., 2013). Caiani and Wagemann studied the communication networks within
the Italian and German extremist right, identifying a quite fragmented network
in Italy and a dense and concentrated network in Germany (2009). Avukatu and
Lupac concentrated exclusively on Czech far-right online networks and could
confirm that the majority of nodes linked to a cluster of central nodes within the
network (2014). Doerr used SNA to analyze transnational networks of far-right
parties, focusing on the visual and discursive translation of nationalist symbols
(2017). Hanzelka and Schmidt compared Czech and German populist far-right
movements on Facebook and concluded that German users frequently referred
to domestic events and hate comments made were less explicit, while Czech users
extensively referred to international incidents and tolerated explicit and violent
hate comments from other supporters (2017).
138
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THE STUDY
Case selection: Countries and movements
The research is based on case studies from two countries, namely the Czech Republic and Germany, and three selected SMOs for each country that represent different
segments of the far-right and populist movement in both countries. A case study
is defined as an “in-depth study of a single unit” with the “aim to elucidate features
of a larger class of similar phenomena” (Gerring, 2004, p. 341). Using fundamentally different cases is an often-used method to select case studies for research (Gerring, 2004). The selected countries represent very different situations; Germany, a
high-income Western democracy, has a diversified far-right scene which is quite
influential in Europe. The Czech Republic on the other hand is a post-communist,
post-transitional regime and the far-right is quite differentiated; though, it is not as
influential in the European context as the German one. The research is based on a
multiple case study as defined by Yin (2014), expecting contrasting results correlated
to the nationality of the SMOs and the segment of the far-right they belong to.
The selection of German and Czech far-right and populist SMOs is based on the
above provided definitions of the far-right and populism; the selected SMOs belong
to different segments of the diversified far-right movement in both countries, some
being stronger populists than others. The selection aims to give an insight into the
far-right movement but does not necessarily cover all its facets. Also, the selected
Czech and German movements belong to the same segments respectively, however,
the article does not focus on their comparison. Instead, an overview on the far-right
movement as a whole should be provided, which means taking its various different
segments as well as populist and non-populist actors into account. The following
SMOs have been selected for the analyses:
— Identitarian movement; Czech (IMCZ) and German (IBDE) branches. The
Identitarian movement is a youth subculture and has recently been very popular; the movement focuses on the idea of a planned exchange of populations and
about the imminent loss of European culture, perceiving different cultures as being
not compatible with each other and therefore strictly rejecting multiculturalism
(Ge-nerace Identity, 2018; Identitäre Bewegung, 2018). Basically, these ideas belong
to the ideology of ethnopluralism. Populist characteristics are hardly found in the
context of these movements, they rather represent closed groups than addressing a
broader audience.
— Delnicka Mladez (DM, Eng.: Workers youth) from the Czech Republic and
Junge Nationalisten (JN, Eng.: Young nationalists) from Germany. These movements represent the youth groups of the right-wing parties Worker’s Party of Social
Justice (Dělnická Strana Socialní Spravedlností, DSSS) and National Democratic
Party of Germany (Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands, NPD). Both are
adopting the strategies of the mentioned parties and their respective narratives
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about an ethnically pure nation and protection of the homeland. Also, both movements partly display tendencies of neo-Nazism (Delnicka Mladez, 2018; Junge Nationalisten, 2018). To a certain extent they exhibit populist characteristics, e.g., by
opposing their governments, by their strong emphasis on the nation and identity of
the people and by their claim to be the only actor representing the people.
— Islam v Ceske Republice Nechceme, (IVCRN, Eng.: We do not want Islam in
the Czech Republic) from the Czech Republic and Pegida (PEG, German shortcut
for “Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of the Occident”) from Germany.
These are anti-immigration/anti-Islam movements, which are referring to an imminent Islamization of the occident. Pegida has for a very long time been emphasizing
its democratic nature and gained a lot of support in a very short time in Germany at
the end of 2014; IVCRN can be seen as its imitator in many aspects (Pegida, 2018;
IVCRN, 2018). Both movements clearly make use of populist strategies, visible for
example in the direct claim by Pegida that the government or the leaders of the
country are corrupt, their slogan “we are the people” and their strong opposition
against the government.
Research aim and methods
The research aims to analyze the mobilization strategies of Czech and German farright and populist movements in cyberspace. As described above, the new possibilities provided via the internet are crucial for the mobilization strategies of social
movements and the far-right in general. Also, the content hyperlinked by far-right
SMOs is an important part of their mobilization strategies. Based on this, the focus
of the analysis was set to online interactions, more precisely the provision of hyperlinks as a direct reference to a different page and an interaction with the users of
a page. The research aim is to explore the content hyperlinked by the selected farright movements from the Czech Republic and Germany, focused on transnational,
vertical relations and reticular relations to various different social actors. The explorative research is based on the following research questions:
Q1: Which are the vertical characteristics of websites hyperlinked by the selected
Czech and German SMOs?
Q2: Which are the reticular characteristics of websites hyperlinked by the selected
Czech and German SMOs?
The websites hyperlinked by the Czech and German SMOs will be extracted
and analyzed to get a deeper insight into their mobilization strategies. To answer
the first research question referring to vertical characteristics, the nationality of
hyperlinked pages as provided in ccTLD will be coded. For the second research
question referring to reticular relations, the type of content that is hyperlinked will
be analyzed.
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The web crawl for the analyses has been done by using the web crawler VOSON
(Virtual Observatory for the Study of Online Networks, Ackland, 2010). VOSON is
a web application that enables the user to crawl the web, starting from so-called
seed pages, which the users define according to their research interest. Subsequently it is possible to carry out basic graphic analyses of the crawled data and
calculate basic SNA data. The main web pages of the above-introduced Czech and
German far-right SMOs were used as seed sites. In the graphic depiction, websites
are depicted as nodes, while hyperlinks are depicted as ties. The option of grouping subpages of a website and depicting them as one node was used to ensure
clarity and readability. Hyperlinking to the same page group, even if not referring
to exactly the same subpage, points to a similar orientation and/or motivation
and allows concluding for similar mobilization strategies. Based on the extracted
data, a complete network was drawn, which depicts all the crawled sites grouped
into main pages, their direct connections and commonalities, as well as separately
hyperlinked page groups.
Hyperlink network of selected Czech and German SMOs
For a first overview, a graphic depiction of the seed pages and the hyperlinked pages
groups was generated from the crawled data, which is shown in Figure 1. The figure
displays both the individually hyperlinked content (individual clusters) and content which is hyperlinked by two or more of the selected SMOs (connecting page
groups). Also, the figure shows the differing sizes of the individual clusters; while,
e.g., Pegida does not hyperlink to many other pages both the Czech and the German branches of the Identitarian movement provide a vast amount of hyperlinks
to other pages.
Figure 1 provides an overview on the connecting page groups which are hyperlinked by two or more seed pages. The most central page group is Facebook, to
which all of the seed pages hyperlink with an inbound link. Overall, the network
shows that all of the selected seed SMOs rather focus on their own clusters and that
hyperlinks to varying amounts of connecting page groups and directly to other
selected SMOs are less frequent. In relation to mobilization strategies this might be
interpreted as the movements each concentrating on their own key audience but
still having direct overlaps with other movements. Mainly between the different
branches of the Identitarian movements and between the IMCZ and IVCRN there
are a lot of indirect connections via connecting page groups. Additionally, these
movements are directly connected to each other via hyperlinks, which point to similar audiences and mobilization strategies. Also, the movement IVCRN links to a
comparably high amount of connecting page groups, but there is only one connection to a different seed. Finally, PEG, JN and DM are linking to low amounts of
connecting third page groups and also have comparably small individual clusters.
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Figure 1. Oriented hyperlink network; nodes: page groups, ties: hyperlinks
Source: Authors.

PEG is not linked to any other seeds, while DM is connected with one and JN even
with two other seeds.
A first look at the hyperlink network revealed no systematic difference between
populist and non-populist far-right movements. While IVCRN has a relatively big
individual cluster and many hyperlinks to connecting page groups, PEG, which is
one of the most populist SMOs in the context of the research has a very small individual cluster. However, this could also be caused by other factors, e.g., primary
usage of other channels for mobilization and communication. Table 1 provides an
overview on the in- and outbound links to connecting page groups that could be
identified in the network.
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Table 1. Overview on the common content within the network and the respective seed pages that hyperlink to these
Connectors
Facebook.com

IBDE

IMCZ

PEG

IVCRN

JN

DM

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

Twitter.com

I

pi.news.net

O

I

5arts.eu

O

O

generacijaid.si

O

O

revolta114.blogspot.com

O

O

defend-europe.org

I

I

generation-identitaire.com

O

I

pro-local.cz

O

O
O

I

blauenarzisse.de

O

jungefreiheit.de

I

I

de.metapedia.org

O

O

globalecho.org

O

O

youtube.com

I

I

plus.google.com

I

blokprotiislamu.cz

I

I

I

pravyprostor.cz

O

I

respekt.cz

I

I

ceskatelevize.cz
webarchiv.cz
TOTAL

I

I
O
9

14

12

5

4

I/O
3

I — Inbound link from the seed, O — Outbound link to the seed.
Source: Authors.

Clusters of individual SMOs
Besides the content hyperlinked by several seeds coincidently and the mutual connections between the seed webpages also the individual clusters of the selected
SMOs were analyzed. For the first research question, which refers to vertical relations, the ccTLD of the hyperlinked page groups was coded and analyzed for each
SMO separately. The results were summed up in four categories, which were “DE”
and “CZ” to refer to the countries of origin of the selected SMOs. Additionally
there was “Intl” as code for websites that were not associated with any country
and “Others” for all other nationalities. The results of this analysis are displayed in
Figure 2.

CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 2 (2019)              

cej 12.2.indb 143

143

2019-07-08 14:46:55

Ina Fujdiak, Petr Ocelík

Figure 2. Coded, summarized ccTLD (vertical relations) for each SMO in percent
Source: Authors.

The amount of page groups hyperlinked by the SMOs differed. The smallest cluster was that belonging to Pegida, followed by DM. IBDE hyperlinked to most other
page groups. All SMOs provided most of the hyperlinks to domestic content, which
means that they focus on their countries of origin in the context of their mobilization strategies. IMCZ, IBDE and IVCRN frequently hyperlinked to international
content (category “Intl”) and the greatest diversity of other nationalities (category
“Others”) was found for the two Identitarian movement websites.
For the second research question related to reticular relations the types of pages
the SMOs were hyperlinking to was analyzed and the results summed up. The results
of this analysis can be found in Figure 3. The used codes have been developed during
the process of analysis based on an open coding procedure (Kohlbacher, 2006); while
most categories are clear and exclusive the differentiation of right-wing propaganda
and news portal includes a gray area. However, this concerns only a few pages and thus
does not influence the results significantly. All SMOs hyperlinked to different kinds
of news portals; the highest amounts of hyperlinks to news portals could be found for
IMCZ, IBDE and IVCRN, which might be interpreted as these movements integrating a lot of information into their mobilization strategies. Further, these three SMOs
and JN provided a lot of hyperlinks to other movements, which in many cases were
their sub-organizations, projects they started or branches from other locations. Thus,
they seem to network and cooperate a lot with likeminded actors and generally be
very active. Mostly DM and JN frequently linked to parties, as expected to DSSS and
NPD respectively. All analyzed SMOs also provided links to different kinds of services (e.g., web shops, propaganda materials, web designs) or to encyclopedias. As a
surprise came the hyperlinks to Christian but also to Jewish and Islamic pages, which
were provided mostly by IBDE and IVCRN. The interpretation of these pages in the
context of the mobilization strategies remains unclear.
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Figure 3. Coded, summarized actors (reticular relations) hyperlinked by each SMO in percent
Source: Authors.

DISCUSSION
In order to analyze the mobilization strategies employed by far-right and populist
movements in the Czech Republic and Germany, the content to which the selected
far-right movements hyperlink has been analyzed. The ccTLDs of the hyperlinked
pages have been coded to learn more about the vertical relations to other countries
and the types of the hyperlinked content were coded to take a closer look to the
reticular relations among different actors.
With respect to the vertical connections, all of the movements have been found
to hyperlink more to domestic content than to international, with the party youth
groups linking nearly exclusively to domestic pages, Pegida linking a lot to international content but to a small number of pages in total and the Identitarian movement from the Czech Republic linking to a number of websites from various different
countries. This allows conclusions to be arrived at regarding the extent to which the
single movements focus to their countries of origin in their mobilization strategies
and how intense they also include international pages or pages from other countries into their mobilization strategies. The vertical mobilization strategies seem to
be neither correlated to the country, nor to the use of populist strategies. The only
correlation that could be established was a weak link to the segment of the far-right
movement.
As for the reticular characteristics of the hyperlinked content, various different
news portals were the most important type of content both for the anti-Muslim
segment and for the Identitarian movements, which strongly or at least to a certain
extent make use of populist strategies. This means that the provision and spreading
of information is a key part of their mobilization strategies. As expected, the party
youth groups extensively linked to the parties they are connected with. Reticular
CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 2 (2019)              

cej 12.2.indb 145

145

2019-07-08 14:46:57

Ina Fujdiak, Petr Ocelík

mobilization strategies therefore seem to be rather connected with the segment
of the far-right movement as an organization than with the country of origin of a
movement.
The research itself provides a first insight into the mobilization strategies of the
selected movements rather than universal or absolute results. In some cases third
variables, for example the usage of other communication channels for mobilization,
could not be excluded. Additionally, it is a rather small study that includes only a
few case studies representing the different segments in the two selected countries.
Future research could include more far-right SMOs either from different segments
or more representatives of the single segments to verify the results based on a larger
case study. Also, the results could be verified by including other countries and research on structural differences between them and the ideologies behind the mobilization strategies and their connections e.g., with the success that a given movement achieves could be closer analyzed by a qualitative approach.
CONCLUSION
The selected SMOs strongly concentrate on their countries of origin in their mobilization strategies, which was most significant for the party youth groups JN and DM.
The analyzed branches of the Identitarian movement, on the other hand, linked to a
number of page groups from other countries and also Pegida included international
content in its mobilization strategy.
With respect to the reticular, net-like relations to other actors the types of hyperlinked websites were coded and summarized. The two branches of the Identitarian
movement and IVCRN hyperlinked to high amounts of news portals, which means
that the provision and spreading of information is an important part of their mobilization strategies. Also, these three SMOs and JN frequently provided hyperlinks to
other movements, which means that interaction with likeminded actors is another
important part of their mobilization strategy.
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ABSTRACT: While much of the scholarship on populist political communication focuses on its content
and a verbal style, less is known about the nonverbal cues accompanying populist messages. This paper
aims in filling that gap by providing findings of the study on characteristics of nonverbal communication of two Polish presidential candidates: Bronisław Komorowski and Andrzej Duda, traced during two
debates broadcast on television before the second round of the presidential elections in 2015. The results
revealed that both candidates employed nonverbal cues such as appearance, eye contact, facial expressions, or gestures that emphasized their references towards the people or negative attitudes towards elites
expressed in their verbal messages. The study also proved that the methods used previously in research
on nonverbal content on television (observational protocols and analysis of facial expressions) may be
successfully employed in studies on nonverbal components of the populist style of communication.
KEYWORDS: nonverbal communication, populism, political communication, television debates,
elections.


INTRODUCTION: POPULISM AS A POLITICAL STYLE
In the literature, several main approaches to populism can be found. These categorize populism as a (thin) ideology (Mudde, 2004), as a strategy for mobilizing voters
outside of institutions (Jansen, 2011), as a discourse, and as a political logic (Laclau,
2005). While many scholars define populism as a thin ideology, a large part of its
150
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appeal is stylistic. Therefore, some other scholars (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Moffitt &
Tormey, 2014; Moffitt, 2016; Kriesi, 2014) propose that populism is a political style
that can be defined as “the repertoires of embodied, symbolically mediated performance made to audiences that are used to navigate the fields of power that comprise the
political, stretching from the domain of government through to everyday life” (Moffitt, 2016, p. 38). Populist communication can be broken down into two dimensions.
The first dimension relates to what is being said. Most of the scholars trace the main
elements of populist (thin) ideology, such as approaching the public, anti-elitism, and
exclusion of others in the content of the political actors’ messages (Mudde, 2004; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008; Kriesi, 2014). Moffitt (2016,
p. 45) adds one more feature of that style, that is the advancing of a narrative of crisis,
breakdown or threat. The second dimension relates to how it is being said and focuses
on the stylistic or rhetorical features being used for that, such as a colloquial, emotional, dramatizing language, a rejection of the conventions of political or even polite
discourse (harshness in attacking opponents), and simplicity and directness (Moffitt,
2016; Reinemann et al., 2017; Bracialle & Martella, 2017).
The ideological viewpoints of populist politicians often “provide the starting
point and lay the groundwork for the communicative acts in which populist elements can be empirically detected” (Reinemann et al., 2017, pp. 13–14). In line
with this argument, it is argued that politicians who share a populist ideology can
also be distinguished from mainstream politicians by their verbal communication
style (ibidem). On the other hand, a populist style is a gradational phenomenon —
a populist leader or a populist party can become more or less populist across time
and space (Moffitt, 2016). Moreover, mainstream actors, as well as journalists and
citizens, can adopt a populist style (Reinemann et al., 2017).
Moffitt (2016) describes a populist style as a “sort of cousin to discourse theory,”
but his scheme includes both verbal and nonverbal forms of communication within
the meaning of performance, while discourse analysis focuses on text (Moffitt, 2016,
pp. 39–40). Although one may argue with such a contention that “political style” is
distinct from discourse (Margulies, 2017), Moffitt (2016) is right to point out the limitations of studies that only focus on texts as measures of populism. Still, little is known
about the nonverbal components of the populist style of political communication —
that is, the use of nonverbal cues either accompanying or replacing verbal messages.
In this paper we aim to contribute to this gap in the literature and focus on
characteristics of particular nonverbal cues of political actors. With this study we
propose a design of the examination of nonverbal components of the populist style
of political communication as well as recognizing the potential and limitations of
such research. In particular, we study nonverbal communication of two Polish
presidential candidates: Bronisław Komorowski and Andrzej Duda, during two debates broadcast on television before the second round of the presidential elections
in 2015. The main focus of the study is on the use of nonverbal communication by
these two candidates while speaking about or to the public, elites, and others.
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We argue that a televised presidential debate provides a unique opportunity for
using a populist style of communication (both in a verbal and nonverbal dimension)
by political rivals due to three main reasons: (1) the character of presidential elections
(general elections where candidates want to reach a wide range of voters and thus
often employ populist strategies in their statements), (2) timing (the last few weeks
prior to election day when competition becomes fierce and candidates want to attract
support from as many voters as possible), and (3) the unique characteristics of television that allow politicians to reach a mass audience with their message.
In the paper, we first provide the general characteristics of populist political
communication. This is followed by a presentation of the theoretical background
to explain how nonverbal cues may be related to verbal messages in case of the
populist style of political communication. Then, we will provide characteristics of
a televised presidential debate in the context of populist political communication.
The subsequent sections of the paper contain a presentation of the study design and
the findings from an analysis of several nonverbal cues of two Polish presidential
candidates in 2015. We conclude this paper with a discussion of the results and
recommendations for future research.
NONVERBAL COMPONENTS OF A POPULIST COMMUNICATION STYLE
While verbal communication is supposed to be a transmitter of solid evidence, nonverbal communication on the other hand is supposed to implicate what the speaker
truly means, enriching their message with mimics, gesticulation, and mood (Bierach,
2001). Furthermore, nonverbal communication always creates the context for what
is being said — whether it supports, negates, or replaces it as a sole message carrier.
Bucy (2018) claims that although we prioritize language in politics, we are constantly processing information via other sensory indicators, especially vision. In
particular, we form judgments about a person based on their expressions, gestures,
and other nonverbal indicators such as posture and tone of voice that are often distinct from those we form based on their words or actions (see also: Aronson, Wilson, & Akert, 1997). Therefore, Bucy (2018), who investigates the types and effects of
televised leader displays on voters, argues that political visuals can serve as reliable
sources of social information for two reasons: (1) because they are easy to process and
(2) because they require minimal literacy (see: Fowler, 2018). Bucy (2018) believes
that visuals are the “equalizing agent of communication” and they are able to level
some knowledge gaps we see in the electorate and resonate with a wider constituency
because nonverbal communication typically conveys emotion and motivational intent far more accurately than verbal communication (Fowler, 2018).
Although this study does not follow Bucy’s examination of cognitive, emotional, and psychological consequences of nonverbal components of leader portrayals
on television news (Gong & Bucy, 2016), we employ his perspective focused on
nonverbal components and his approach to populism: According to Bucy (2018),
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populism “can be understood not only from a policy standpoint but also as a nonverbal phenomenon.” In nonverbal components a populist style of communication
translates into a combination of simplification (obvious displays that are easy to
understand), emotionalizations (conveyed through gestures, abrasive tone of voice,
or interrupting others’ speech), and negativity (the implied disruption or even violence present in the nonverbal cues) (Fowler, 2018).
In order to study nonverbal cues accompanying populist verbal messages we
should first emphasize that neither nonverbal cues of communication themselves, nor
particular behavior is per se populist. This argument goes alongside previous observations about the features of a populist communication style such as emotionalization,
dramatization, negativity, privatization, simplification and generalization, and approaching people (Reinemann et al., 2017), as well as metaphors, overstatements, and
direct, rude, simplified, emotional language (e.g., Hameleers, Bos, & de Vreese, 2017).
Although empirical research has indeed shown that the communication style of populist politicians differs from the communication style of politicians from mainstream
or traditional parties (e.g., Bracciale & Martella, 2017), the simple occurrence of the
above-mentioned features of communication is not enough to define a political actor
as a populist.
However, we may argue that some nonverbal communication cues may play a
significant role in populist political communication due to their potential role in expressing emotions, attitudes, and relations. Hence, nonverbal communication can
be treated as a manifestation of a populist style of political communication, which
aims at arousing emotion from its viewers (the people), creating an image of a given
politician as someone who is in touch with the people and their issues, someone
who can be their one and only representative. Furthermore, nonverbal communication may be used to emphasize a negative attitude towards elites or some categories
of “others” that should be excluded from the public.
Since this is a pilot study, we decided to take into consideration all the main cues
of nonverbal communication, that is, the individual speaker’s appearance, kinesics
(gestures, facial expressions, body posture, and the way of moving), touch, and
proxemics. By studying all the main channels of nonverbal communication — one
by one — we would be able to examine their potential to express a political actor’s
attitudes towards the public, elites, and others.
First of all, research indicates that associating someone with features such as integrity, intelligence, trust, skills, confidence, strength, happiness, and success are equal
to perceiving them as attractive and physically fit (Sikorski, 2011). This is not limited to physical elements such as height, build or muscle mass, but also includes how
one is dressed, hairstyle, and accessories. The way one dresses can not only improve
one’s physical appearance but also influence how a person is perceived by others.
Previous studies showed that populist political actors’ dress code enhanced their
public images as nonconformist rebels who break established rules. For example, a
study on J. Haider (a long-time leader of Austrian Freedom Party) showed that while
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most male politicians would wear suits and ties, Haider would appear in blue jeans,
t-shirt, and jacket since that image is particularly appealing to potential protest voters
who are disenchanted with their established voting preferences and traditional party
loyalties. Furthermore, he always adjusted his appearance to the group of people he
was about to meet: country people, young people, or business people (Wodak & Pelinka, 2002). In the Polish context two political actors used a similar strategy: Andrzej
Lepper (the late leader of Samoobrona in the early years of his political career) and
Paweł Kukiz (leader of Kukiz’15, a rock star and political activist).
Facial expressions should be considered as a second important part of nonverbal
communication, since the human face is the single most important source of emotional feedback (Leathers, 2007). Communication through facial expressions allows
for enrichment of spoken words and expressing emotions accompanying them.
Mimics serve not only as a form of emotional feedback, but also a manifestation
of one’s attitude towards others through facial “comments” during conversations
(Sikorski, 2011). As such, mimics may express the political actor’s emotions and
attitudes towards either people (positive), or elites and others (negative).
The third element is kinesics, which deals with the communicational dimension of movement, especially body positioning, posture, gestures, and other types
of physical presentation used as a form of communication. It can indicate shyness
or confidence, relaxation or anxiety, as well as the attitude towards some particular
groups of people or topics being discussed (Sikorski, 2011). Similar to facial expression, kinesics may strengthen verbal references to the public, elites, or others.
Touch and space are crucial elements in broadcasting a message in relations
between participants of the communication process. A welcoming handshake is
very popular in the political world, but the strength behind the handshake needs to
be well-balanced in order to avoid the “weakling” or “bone-breaker” effects. Time
spent on the handshake is also important, as is maintaining eye contact during the
handshake. It is seen unfavorably if someone uses the left hand to cover the handshake: it may be received as a way of securing superiority, which can be indicative
of low self-esteem and lack of confidence in their own power at the same time. On
the other hand, trespassing into someone’s space may be perceived as dominating
and even aggressive behavior (Sikorski, 2011).
PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES ON TELEVISION AS A CONTEXT OF POPULIST COMMUNICATION
Televised debates are a very important form of political communication for several
reasons. First of all, their structure is determined through extensive negotiations
between the candidates’ campaigners. In most cases, the order of presentation and
duration of speech of each candidate, rules of responding to each other’s statements
and the main topics, are agreed upon by the host and the political actors. What remains outside the candidates’ control is the behavior of their opponents and specific
questions asked by the journalists hosting the debate. In such cases candidates need
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to react on the spot and improvise (Schrott, 1990). Since much of the message presented by a candidate may be planned and presented with only limited interruption,
the content and style of political communication during the debate may be seen as a
manifestation of the electoral strategy (McKinney & Carlin, 2004).
Secondly, televised debates provide access to far wider audiences than any other
form of political communication (such as political advertising or even posters) due
to the mass audience of television. In Poland, television is still the main source of
information about political issues for as many as 79 percent of Polish potential voters (CBOS, 2015). Thirdly, debates broadcast live on television allow for a wider
presentation of political views and ideas, as they run for longer than e.g., television
commercials. Finally, debates tend to generate huge media attention, which in turn
can result in media exposition in the form of journalists’ and experts’ comments,
analyses, and reports (Hart & Jarvis, 1997; Choi & Benoit, 2013).
It needs to be noted, however, that since the emergence of televised debates the
validity of the term “debate” has been questioned. Auer (1962), for example, outlined
five features of a perfect debate, stemming from American educational, judicial, and
parliamentary tradition: a confrontation; an equal and adequate time; comparable
participants; a consistent assumption and reaching a decision. While analyzing the
Nixon vs. Kennedy debate in 1960, Auer (1962) compared it to a bilateral press conference and declared it as a “counterfeit debate,” which pertained more to image than
issues. He claims that “the broadcasts emphasized personalities rather than issues,
and this may have been intentional. But debates in the American tradition have been
clashes of ideas, assumptions, evidence, and arguments, not images” (Auer, 1962,
p. 148). Nimmo (2001, p. 184) agrees that the name “debate” is a mismatch for the
described format and suggests “confrontation of images” as a better descriptor, while
Hellweg, Pfaw, & Brydon (1992, p. 73) claim that “the visual component of television
communication dwarfs the verbal dimension.”
The study emphasizes the role of television as a setting (venue) of debate, as well
as a channel of political communication which — due to its visual nature — helps to
create vivid images in the minds of recipients which leads to their emotional involvement in the debate. It goes alongside Moffitt’s (2016, pp. 74–76) claims that a populist
style is a mediated one, that is, populists depend on various forms of mass media to
circulate their messages (both verbal and nonverbal), and media culture in turn provides the format, language, symbols and arenas for their dissemination.
THE STUDY
The aim of the analysis was to define nonverbal communication cues employed by
two Polish presidential candidates in the 2015 election, supported by two oppositional
political parties: the incumbent Bronisław Komorowski, supported by Platforma Obywatelska (Civic Platform) and Andrzej Duda, supported by Prawo i Sprawiedliwość
(Law and Justice). For the purposes of this study we use a communication approach to
CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 2 (2019)              

cej 12.2.indb 155

155

2019-07-08 14:46:57

Dorota Piontek, Małgorzata Tadeusz-Ciesielczyk

populism that “takes a starting point in key characteristics of populist communication
and then analyzes the extent to which different actors make use of these, without an a
priori classification of who is a populist or not” (de Vreese et al., 2018).
In particular, the goal of the study is to recognize similarities and differences
in the candidates’ nonverbal behaviors (RQ1), and the populist style that would
be manifested by appealing to emotions (positive towards the public and negative
towards elites), creating bonds with the viewers (the public) by nonverbal communication, or expressing a negative attitude towards those who are criticized and
detached from the public (elites and others) (RQ2).
Methodology employed in the study ranged from observation (Altmann & Sundstrom, 1974), as a starting point for a collection of core material, to “nonverbal content analysis” (Friedman, Di Matteo, & Mertz, 1980) of the communication behaviors
such as: appearance, posture, gestures, touch, and proxemics (Keltner et al., 2003;
Ekman, 1982, 2001). Finally, we examined facial expressions with the use of the Facial
Action Coding System (FACS).
The FACS systematizes human face movements based on the method developed
by Ekman and Friesen (published in 1978 and updated in a significant way in 2002).
Movements performed with individual facial muscles are coded via FACS based on
minimal, immediate facial changes (Hamm et al., 2011). In order to minimize subjectivity in the study, FACS has been prepared as an automated program through
which it is possible to detect and analyze faces present in pictures, in films or other
recordings. The program brings out the geometric features of the face and then creates temporal profiles of each face movement (Hamm et al., 2011).
It is worth emphasizing that the system makes it possible to encode any natural,
anatomically possible facial expression that can be obtained by the autonomous
facial muscle system, even ambiguous and subtle sensations. It was achieved by a
deconstruction of each anatomically possible facial expression into a single action
unit, that is a contraction or relaxation of at least one muscle. There are several categories of action units, including: main action units, head movement action units,
or eye movement action units. The FACS manual contains over 500 pages along
with action units and an interpretation of their meaning proposed by Ekman and
Friesen (1978).
In the past, researchers have been manually coding video recordings of participants according to the action units described by the FACS. This process is now
possible to complete with automatic facial expression analysis that aims to classify
and name the movements on the human face. For the purpose of this study we used
the automatic facial expression analysis tool.
In order to provide answers to the research questions, firstly, muted video was
analyzed, and later on, the same material was examined with the sound turned on.
Consequently, at the first stage the actual content of speech and knowledge behind
it were dismissed, while at the second stage a combined verbal and nonverbal message was assessed. The findings from the study will allow us to discuss not only the
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similarities and differences in nonverbal cues used by both candidates, but also the
potential and limitations of the design of our study to examine nonverbal behavior
of political actors in general, and nonverbal cues accompanying populist messages,
in particular.
The subject of the analysis was the content of two presidential debates preceding
the second round of the 2015 Polish presidential ballot. The first one took place on
May 17, 2015 and was organized by two television broadcasters: TVP SA (public)
and Polsat (commercial). The second one was organized by the other commercial
television station — TVN on May 22, 2015. Both debates were recorded and stored
with the Content Analysis System for Television (CAST).1
NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION OF KOMOROWSKI AND DUDA
Physical appearance
Komorowski (Picture 1) chose a black suit. Black symbolizes authority, strength, longevity and durability, intelligence, elegance, but also evil (Łoszewski, 2014). A white
shirt was chosen to accompany the suit, signifying innocence and security (as white is
the most neutral of all colors). Contrasting black and white is rarely seen in the business and political world, and is viewed as the highest form of elegance. The outfit was
completed by a navy blue tie symbolizing neutrality (during the debate brodcast by
TVP), and a red one during the debate broadcast by TVN. He also wore frameless
glasses.

Picture 1. Komorowski’s physical appearance
Source: TVP Info. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://www.
tvp.info/20097155/80-minut-starcia-na-wyborczym-ringu-zobaczcala-debate-komorowskiduda.

Duda (Picture 2) was dressed in a navy blue suit (a safe, neutral color in a business setting, can give off an impression that the dresser will not back down in negotiations), white shirt with cufflinks, and a dark blue (TVP) or red (TVN) tie. Duda
also wore jewelry — his wedding band, cufflinks, and a Polish flag pin.
1

The system was developed at the Faculty of Political Science and Journalism at Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, Poland.
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Picture 2. Duda’s physical appearance
Source: TVP Info. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://
www.tvp.info/20097155/80-minut-starcia-na-wyborczym-ringuzobacz-cala-debate-komorowskiduda.

It is worth noting that both candidates chose dark blue ties for the first debate.
The second debate, closer to the election Sunday, was far more pronounced in symbols relating to authority and power, which could be embodied by the red ties.
Facial expression
Komorowski often smiled whilst providing answers, but his smile was quite often
fake and studied (Picture 3), which can be seen by disengaged muscles around the
eye sockets and the lack of the “laughing face” effect. A true smile is characterized by
maintaining facial symmetry and activates eyes and the surrounding muscles (Ekman, 2003). Komorowski’s nervous blinking during his statements was also noticeable. Borg (2011) notes that a person blinks 8 to 15 times a minute on average in order
to maintain moisture in the eye, while people under pressure or stress can blink up to
40 times a minute. Other elements of facial expression noted was Komorowski’s raised
eyebrows (Picture 4) that could indicate surprise or doubt, while clenched teeth and
wide nostrils could indicate disapproval, anger, or contempt (Picture 5).

Picture 3. Komorowski’s “practiced smile”
Source: TVP Info. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://
www.tvp.info/20097155/80-minut-starcia-na-wyborczym-ringuzobacz-cala-debate-komorowskiduda.
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Picture 4. Komorowski’s expression of doubt
Source: TVP Info. Retrieved on August 20, 2016, from http://
www.tvp.info/20097155/80-minut-starcia-na-wyborczym-ringuzobacz-cala-debate-komorowskiduda.

Picture 5. Komorowski’s expression of disapproval and anger
Source: TVN 24. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://www.
tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/stenogram-z-debaty-bronislawakomorowskiego-i-andrzeja-dudy,544561.html.

Duda’s facial expressions were no less abundant. The presidential hopeful was
blinking as nervously as Komorowski, and he often shut his eyes. He also used a
practiced smile more often than a genuine one. However, comparing the faces of
both candidates, Duda’s eye movements were used to glance at his opponent or the
debate chairman, and to create eye contact with the viewers. He once looked directly into the camera while speaking.
Body posture and gestures
Komorowski took a stable position standing firm on both legs, with shoulders
lowered in a relaxed manner, and only sometimes were they lifted up. The symmetry of his figure was maintained in most situations, although he often swayed his
entire body leftwards. Duda also took a stable position standing firm on both legs,
with his shoulders lowered and the symmetry kept tight. He often lifted his chin up,
which could indicate him feeling superior.
At the same time, hand gestures were used abundantly during the presidential
appearances by both candidates. For example, Komorowski pointed at his opponent with his index finger (Picture 6) and used a gesture being a combination of the
index finger and his thumb (Picture 7), which is a watered down version of pointing a finger at something/someone (Ekman, 2003). The de-escalation of a negative
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Picture 6. Komorowski pointing at his opponent
Source: TVN 24. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://www.
tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/stenogram-z-debaty-bronislawakomorowskiego-i-andrzeja-dudy,544561.html.

Picture 7. A gesture combining the index finger and his
thumb by Komorowski
Source: TVP Info. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://
www.tvp.info/20097155/80-minut-starcia-na-wyborczym-ringuzobacz-cala-debate-komorowskiduda.

gesture could diminish its supposed negative reception. Komorowski nervously
counted on his fingers during some statements.
The examination of nonverbal communication revealed Komorowski’s emotional engagement when he answered a pension-related question (slowing down,
swallowing of prepositions, higher voice and nervous eyebrow raising), when he
said that “some categories of people need to be protected” (face touching combined
with higher pitch of voice).

Picture 8. Komorowski’s body language while talking about
the public
Source: TVN 24. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://www.
tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/stenogram-z-debaty-bronislawakomorowskiego-i-andrzeja-dudy,544561.html.
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At the same time, practiced gesturing of raising both arms used by Duda made
him look fake and unnatural in contrast with the words spoken. He also used the
combination of index finger and thumb (Picture 9) and counted on his fingers.
During the pre-prepared statements he used the underscoring gesture, and some
of the nervous gestures indicating indignation and anger (Picture 10). Moreover,
Duda’s high level of stress during both debates, manifested by self-calming gestures and fake smiles (engaging just his mouth but not his eye muscles) in many
cases make it impossible to determine a consistency between verbal and nonverbal
communication.

Picture 9. A combination of index finger and thumb by
Duda
Source: TVP Info. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://
www.tvp.info/20097155/80-minut-starcia-na-wyborczym-ringuzobacz-cala-debate-komorowskiduda.

Picture 10. Gesture and face: anger expression by Duda
Source: TVN 24. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://www.
tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/stenogram-z-debaty-bronislawakomorowskiego-i-andrzeja-dudy,544561.html.

Touch
The TVN debate began with an eight-second handshake (Picture 11), where the
two opponents “fought” with strength and length of the handshake aiming at showcasing their superiority. It should be noted that it was Duda who approached the
incumbent, emphasizing Komorowski’s higher status. They maintained eye contact
throughout the handshake.
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Picture 11. Handshake of opponents
Source: TVN 24. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://www.
tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/stenogram-z-debaty-bronislawakomorowskiego-i-andrzeja-dudy,544561.html.

Proxemics
The television studio territory plays a significant role, as it is arranged in an intentional way to underline the importance of the situation or to make people within
it seem smaller. Both the TVN and TVP studio are in blue: a color that manifests
respect. The candidates’ speaking platforms were placed far away from each other,
marking their territory. The boundaries of these territories were breached both
times. It seems that both candidates were aware that trespassing a territory may
have a destructive effect on interpersonal communication (Leathers, 2007, p. 134).
According to Altman and Sundstrom (1976, p. 54) people try to maintain optimal
proximity in interactions, and violating it (whether by going closer or further away)
provokes discomfort and dissatisfaction.
Duda entered Komorowski’s territory to give him a flag with Civic Platform’s
colors (Picture 12) to underline the partisanship of the nonpartisan office. Komorowski returned the favor by handing Duda some documents to annunciate
his lack of knowledge on certain topics. While Komorowski’s gesture combined
with crossing the distance and comfort zone boundaries revealed the candidate’s
need to manifest a sense of superiority, Duda’s behavior may be interpreted as
an accusation against the president of not representing all citizens, but just one
political party.
With such nonverbal behavior Duda offered a distinction between the governing political party and its representative and the public. The message was
strengthened by other nonverbal aspects mentioned in the section on appearance: a Polish flag pinned to his lapel and visible every time the camera presented
him in a bust shot.
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Picture 12. Trespassing of Komorowski’s territory by
Duda
Source: TVN 24. Retrieved August 20, 2016, from http://
www.tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/stenogram-z-debatybronislawa-komorowskiego-i-andrzeja-dudy,544561.html.

Nonverbal cues accompanying verbal messages on the public, elites, and others
In order to trace nonverbal components of a populist style of communication, we
conducted a nonverbal content analysis of the first debate (broadcast on May 17,
2015 on the public television channel — TVP1). The analysis of the verbal messages
allowed us to recognize statements made by both candidates with clear and direct
references to the main elements of populism: that is, the public, elites, or others. It
is worth mentioning that most of the statements under study included references to
the political elite. Such a finding supports previous observations on the prevalence
of an anti-elitist type of populism (discrediting elites or blaming them) in Polish
political actors’ communication during the 2015 election campaign (Stępińska &
Adamczewska, 2017). Still, we were able to recognize several cases of references
to the public (approaching the public, praising the public, or presenting the Polish
population as a homogeneous group sharing the same values, goals, and characteristics). Less attention was paid during that debate to the issue of others.
Let us present the main observations on the nonverbal cues that accompanied
verbal messages, including the critical evaluation of the political elite. Such statements were made by both presidential candidates while discussing the following
issues suggested by journalists who hosted the debate: (1) Poland’s security, NATO,
and state of Poland’s armed forces, (2) employment and economic migration,
(3) and beneficiaries of 25 years of transformation in Poland.
First, in response to the question about the main pillars of Poland’s security and
the absence of NATO soldiers in Poland, Duda criticized the current government at
that time, that is, a coalition of two political parties: Civic Platform and Polish People’s
Party, and Komorowski’s performance (first as the Speaker of the Sejm, then as President). During Duda’s statement about the political elite’s lack of initiatives on ratification of the missile defense agreement, his face signaled strong surprise and a sense of
helplessness. Komorowski used a similar verbal strategy of blaming the political elite
(in that case, Law and Justice [in power 2005–2007]) for the lack of any success in regard to relations with NATO and bringing international soldiers to Poland. His critical
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statement was complemented by a nervous, accelerated and raised voice, and a triple
use of his index finger. This gesture may be read as nonverbal manifestation, blaming
and a sign of willingness to treat the opponent in a belittling manner (Navarro, 2008).
Furthermore, while responding to the question about the condition of Poland’s
armed forces Komorowski again criticized Law and Justice (twice) and combined
his statement once again with a gesture of pointing his finger and a gesture of pushing away the space in front of him. Such behavior, accompanied with a facial expression indicating disgust, may be interpreted as a rejection of and detachment from
the opponent (Ekman & Friesen, 1978; Harrison, 2018).
Duda, while answering the same question, pointed out numerous inconsistencies
in Komorowski’s behavior during his entire political career and he blamed the political elite for the poor condition of Poland’s armed forces. At that moment, Duda’s
face showed a particular contradiction: anger combined with a smile, suggesting
a sense of superiority. His voice, on the other hand, changed into more dynamic,
embedded, and self-confident. He complemented this behavior with the gesture of
pointing with the index finger towards the floor that could indicate the desire to
belittle his opponent (Ekman & Friesen, 1978).
In the second part of the debate the issue of economic and social policy was
raised. This time it was mostly Komorowski who took the opportunity to criticize
Law and Justice’s performance in 2005–2007 and blaming it for high rates of unemployment among young Poles that forced them to leave the country and look
for work abroad. This statement was accompanied by such nonverbal behavior as:
finger pointing, a raised voice, and the facial expression of disgust.
On the other hand, Duda used the strategy of blaming elites while discussing the
issue of beneficiaries of 25 years of political and economic transformation in Poland.
He verbally attacked Civic Platform, Komorowski, and Donald Tusk (a former prime
minister). The body posture accompanying this statement indicated a self-confidence
that was confirmed by controlled gestures and a calm, low, subdued voice.
At the same time, the presidential candidates varied in the way of making references to the public (both verbally and nonverbally) during the debate. Duda —
while responding to the problem of the “Polish–Polish war” raised by a journalist in
the television studio — referred to the Polish nation as a whole and stressed that the
president should serve everyone, regardless of differences within the nation. He said
this with a softly hushed voice with some pleasant tones. However, when speaking
of the openness to a discussion and views of various social groups, he changed his
tone to a strong one. The strengthening tone of voice was accompanied by pointing
his index finger towards Komorowski.
Answering the same question, Komorowski described Poles as those who need
to agree with each other (he repeated this phrase twice), but with a surprised expression on his face, which could indicate surprise at his own words. The impression was emphasized by the slight movement of the left elbow and shoulder that
may indicate he was not entirely truthful while speaking about it (Ekman, 2003).
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Furthermore, he referred to the achievements of the Polish people, presenting them
as those who should be praised for building and developing their country. At the
same time, he criticized Law and Justice for portraying Poland as a “country of
ruin and burns.” His nonverbal communication supported these statements with a
raised, nervous voice and frequent eye contact with Duda, accompanied by pointing a finger at him while speaking about Law and Justice.
Two elements of populist style, that is, a reference to the public and a critical
attitude towards elites, were also present in the part of the debate where candidates
could ask each other questions. Both candidates took the opportunity to criticize
his opponent and the political party he represented. During such statements, they
produced a similar pointing gesture and showed a willingness to belittle their rival,
since they directed their index finger right at the interlocutor or at the floor. Komorowski often used long-lasting eye contact, with a notable nervous and uncontrolled
voice and breathing, which often revealed negative emotions of anger, impatience,
and surprise, combined with fear (Ekman, 2003).
Duda, on the other hand, seemed to be less certain, more embarrassed, and
reluctant to maintain long eye contact. He used more gestures than Komorowski,
but they were not always consistent with the spoken words (the gestures appeared
after the spoken word, not a moment before). However, he was able to control his
voice and breathing.
It was Komorowski who made some reference to the public in that part of the
debate, too. He expressed his concern by saying that people should be looked after,
appreciated, and invited to engage in close cooperation. However, the movements
of his shoulders again indicated the untruthfulness of his statement (Ekman, 2003).
CONCLUSION AND FURTHER RESEARCH
The aim of the study was to describe and compare nonverbal communication cues
used by two main presidential candidates in Poland in 2015 during two television
debates, as well as to recognize nonverbal components of a populist style of communication (appealing to emotions, notions of community, and creating bonds with the
viewers, as well as expressing negative attitudes towards the political elite or others).
The study showed that both candidates employed nonverbal cues such as appearance, eye contact, facial expressions, or gestures that could emphasize their attitude
towards the public or elites. We were able to recognize a few clear examples of nonverbal components of a populist style that supported a verbal reference to the public or
manifested a negative attitude towards a rival (as a representative of the elites). Since
most of the verbal statements expressed a critical attitude towards the political elite
(including the rival in the presidential race), the spectrum of nonverbal cues expressing negative emotions (anger) and attitudes (distrust, criticism, or detachment) was
the broadest, including facial expression, pointing fingers, a long handshake with eye
contact manifesting competition, and trespassing the rival’s territory in the television
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studio. While referring to the public, candidates used eye contact via a direct look
to the camera. Duda also used a Polish flag as an element of his own appearance to
emphasize his belongingness to the nation, and the flag of his rival’s political party as
a symbol of Komorowski’s belongingness to the political elite.
However, our study also revealed that a high level of stress manifested by politicians, as well as professional training may significantly affect their behavior and
hinder the examination of nonverbal communication. Based on numerous trained
facial expressions (e.g., a trained smile) and gestures (e.g., pointing of fingers), we
may conclude that both candidates tried to fulfill the audience’s traditional expectation of a typical “presidential performance,” presenting themselves nonverbally
without unnecessary emotions and dramatic gestures. At the same time, each of
them was able to control his level of stress to varying degrees, which could be recognized by the tone of voice and blinking. Hence, although the use of some cues
of nonverbal communication of both candidates was similar (those that can be
controlled to at least some extent), they differed in regards of the use of cues that
are more difficult to control under stressful circumstances.
Moreover, a few general conclusions may be drawn from our study. First of all,
the study showed that methods used previously in the research on nonverbal content of television content (namely, observational protocols and analysis of facial
expressions: FACS) may be successfully employed in the studies on nonverbal components of the populist style of communication.
Secondly, against our expectations, the context of a presidential television debate
led rather to unification than differentiation of nonverbal behavior of the candidates. It seems that the self-presentation of both candidates during the analyzed
debates was a derivative of a highly formalized communication situation (setting,
script, and topics were negotiated a priori), which combined with professional
training resulted in only a limited amount of spontaneous behavior. Nevertheless,
such a planned performance may be perceived and studied as a nonverbal manifestation of populism, defined as a political style.
Therefore, in order to collect more material and conduct a profound analysis, further studies should take into consideration the following: (1) a wide variety of communication situations and contexts, (2) more political actors, and (3) other populist
elements (besides just the references to the public, elites, and others) included in verbal messages that are accompanied by nonverbal communication, (4) more nonverbal
cues (such as the ambiance, including a physical setting or venue, and persons accompanying the speaker, as well as the background selected for the speeches, and the
prospect of recording/photo props used during the speeches).
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ABSTRACT: The research presented in this paper is based on analysis of the Facebook posts of five
major Hungarian political parties over the course of the official campaign season leading up to the
2018 parliamentary elections. We conducted a mixed-method analysis on 795 Facebook posts. First,
the main topics of the parties were collected. Second, the posts of the parties were analyzed from a
populist communicational perspective. Third, we tried to find some correlations between the basic
topics and the populist communicational categories. Finally, we outline possible differences and similarities between parties’ communication. Our analysis shows that opposition parties did not have a
common communicational strategy on Facebook while ruling parties emphasized both inner and
exterior threats that could destabilize Hungary.
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INTRODUCTION
In recent years, several populist parties gained serious support in the national elections (Schulz, Müller, Schemer, Wirz, Wettstein, & Wirth, 2017). Shulz and her
colleagues emphasized the election results of several European populist parties: “In
the national elections of 2014, 2015, and 2016, the citizens of European countries
such as Sweden, Finland, Poland, Denmark, and Austria have shown strong support
for populist parties and/or their candidates, as indicated by the proportion of voters
who sympathized with the Swedish Democrats (12.9%), the Finns (17.7%), the Law
and Justice Party (51.5%), the Danish People’s Party (21.1%), or the Freedom Party
of Austria (49.7%)” (Schulz et al., 2017, p. 316).
Perceiving the rising support of populist parties, many authors made the effort
to understand and identify the causes for the increasing popularity of populist parties (Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008). Several scholars focused on not only populist
parties but populist political leaders like Donald Trump in the United States, Geert
Wilders in the Netherlands, Marine Le Pen in France and Viktor Orbán in Hungary (Block & Negrine, 2017; Demeter, 2017; Doerfel & Taylor, 2017; Engesser,
Ernst, Esser, & Büchel, 2017; Enli & Rosenberg, 2018; Pal, Chandra, Chirumamilla,
Kameswaran, Gonawela, Thawani & Dasgupta, 2017).
In the last four decades, researchers referred to populism in various ways, for
instance as an ideology (Abts & Rummers, 2007; Canovan, 2002; Kaltwasser, 2012;
Mudde, 2007, 2009; Stanley, 2008), a political logic (Laclau 2005a; 2006), a discourse
(Laclau, 1977, 1980, 2005b), a political strategy (Weyland, 2001, p. 14), a political
style (Moffit & Tormey, 2014; Mofitt, 2016), a political communication style (Jagers
& Walgrave, 2007), and a communicative act (Hameleers, 2018).
Despite the fact that scholars from different disciplines used a couple of definitions of populism, a remarkable portion of them emphasized that populist
rhetoric is based on at least two key factors. First, populist rhetoric appeals to the
“people” especially in political campaigns (Ekström & Morton, 2017). Second, a
binary, antagonist comparison emerges between “the ordinary” or “good” people
and the “failed,” “crooked” or “corrupt” elite (Rooduijn & Pauwels, 2011). Binary
distinction (“good” versus “bad,” “ordinary” versus “corrupt”) helps to use essential
style elements like emotionalization and simplification in populist rhetoric (Bracciale & Martella, 2017).
In this research we relied primarily on Michael Hameleers’ typology of populism in which he stressed the binary oppositions between homogeneous, “good”
masses and antagonist groups like the political elite or refugees, the boundaries
between “us” and “them”: “The core idea of populism as a communicative act can
be regarded as the construction of a moral, societal, ideological, or (socio)political
divide between the ordinary people as in-group and culprit others as outgroups.”
(Hameleers, 2018, p. 2173). We chose this definition because the campaign rhetoric
of Hungarian parties did not only refer vertically to corrupt and failed (political)
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elites but horizontally to refugees (migrants). On the one hand, vertical oppositions emerge in campaign rhetoric when political actors blame other politicians
(businessmen, experts, etc.) for misleading people. On the other hand, horizontal
oppositions stress the “threat” that foreign groups (for instance immigrants, asylum
seekers) represent to the homeland’s citizens (Hameleers, 2018).
Since 2015 one of the most serious problems of the European Union has been
the inflow of refugees from war zones and failed states. After the crisis that escalated
in Syria in 2015, the European Commission’s plan was to divide the refugees between EU countries. The Hungarian prime minister, Viktor Orbán started his forceful opposition against taking in refugees and the EU itself, shifting the Hungarian
political agenda from one direction to another: “The most significant difference is
the following: many new categories appeared and started to dominate the government’s propaganda: among these the most popular were the anti-Brussels narratives” (Demeter, 2018, p. 194). Viktor Orbán blamed the EU’s leading politicians, especially Angela Merkel and her Wilkommenskultur and constantly emphasized the
danger that refugees represented for Hungary and for the entire EU (Mudde, 2016).
On the one hand, anti-Brussels populist rhetoric emerged in the government’s and
the prime minister’s political agenda. On the other hand, an anti-migrant campaign
was still overwhelming in 2015 and in 2016 in the government’s communication
(Bernáth & Messing, 2015; Demeter, 2018). This rhetoric contained simultaneously
vertical and horizontal elements of populist (political) communication: The antagonist, dilettante elite pushed Europe in the wrong direction, which could mean the
end of the Christian Europe, while migrants did not want to assimilate to European
culture, and finally the continent could not be protected from the expansion of
foreign migrant groups. Considering media regulation, media supervision, political communication and the resulting ideological landscape, authoritarian features
have risen in Hungarian media policy since 2010 (Bajomi-Lázár & Kékesdi-Boldog,
2018).
In this empirical case study, we chose those Hungarian parties’ Facebook posts
which could win seats in the parliament in the 2018 national election. After 2010
Fidesz–KDNP won three elections in a row, therefore it became the most influential
party in Hungary. Scholars consider Fidesz–KDNP and its leader, the prime minister, Viktor Orbán as populists because of the anti-elitist (critique against Brussels,
George Soros and rival Hungarian parties) and exclusionist (opposition towards
migrants) rhetoric they used from 2015 (Bernáth & Messing, 2015; Demeter, 2018).
Nonetheless, “only few articles refer to the post-2010 Fidesz government” (Csigó &
Merkovity, 2016, p. 299). Our reasons to write this paper were threefold. First, as we
mentioned above, there is a relatively small number of publications which analyzed
the Hungarian campaign rhetoric, especially on Facebook. Second, we wanted to
get a detailed picture of Hungarian parties’ populist rhetoric to compare it with
topics that emerged in the Hungarian political agenda. Third, we tried to draw up
the opposition parties’ political communication strategy. We wanted to reveal the
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possible similarities and attempt to outline which (populist) rhetoric methods were
used in support of or against the ruling coalition. To gain a deeper insight into Hungarian populist campaign rhetoric we compared all parties’ Facebook posts during
the campaign period.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
After collecting the data from the parties’ Facebook posts, we focused on two main
points: the most common keywords and the populist communication strategies.
RQ1: What were the key topics that emerged in Hungarian political parties’ Facebook posts during the campaign? Are these topics connected to (at least) one of the
seven utilized populist communication categories?
The first research question is addressed with a quantitative approach. We listed
the word combinations from every political parties’ posts with MAXQDA12 to get
a basic understanding of the most frequently used topics.
We then coded the parties’ Facebook posts with trained coders in order to answer the second RQ:
RQ2: What kind of populist communication categories are the most dominant in
parties’ posts?
Then we tried to find similarities and differences between the parties’ populist
political communication.
RQ3: Are there similar patterns between the populist political communication categories that were used in the parties’ posts? If there are, what are the similarities in
populist political communication rhetoric that emerged in the research?
METHOD AND DATA
The more fashionable populist rhetoric became, the more scholars started to analyze the relevant (populist) texts (public speeches, debates, tweets, etc.) by quantitative and mixed methods in the last decade (Aslanidis, 2018; Bonikowski &
Gidron, 2015; Hawkins & Kaltwasser, 2018; Pauwels, 2011; Ribera, 2018; Roodujin
& Pauwels, 2011; Schulz et al., 2017). The growing trend of mixed method content analyses encouraged us to analyze the relevant content also by qualitative and
quantitative ways. We analyzed five Hungarian political parties’ Facebook posts
in the last stage of the campaign leading up to the 2018 parliamentary elections
in Hungary, which started on February 20, 2018 and ended with election day on
April 8, 2018. We focused on parties that reached the minimum necessary amount
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of votes (a minimum of five percent of the valid votes) to enter the Hungarian parliament for the next four-year period . We scanned the following five parties’ Facebook posts: Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom (Jobbik, the Movement for a Better Hungary), Demokratikus Koalíció (Democratic Coalition), Magyar Szocialista
Párt–Párbeszéd Magyarországért alliance (Hungarian Socialist Party–Dialogue for
Hungary), Fiatal Demokraták Szövetsége — Kereszténydemokrata Néppárt (Fidesz
— Hungarian Civic Alliance–Christian Democratic People’s Party) and Lehet Más
a Politika (Politics Can Be Different).
We used the abbreviated terms of the aforementioned parties in the following
way: Jobbik, DK, MSZP, Fidesz–KDNP and LMP. Jobbik belongs to the far-right
segment of politics; DK and MSZP are connected to the left-wing, Fidesz–KDNP is
a conservative right-wing party, while LMP is related to green party politics.
The collected data solely consisted of texts that were posted by the five political
parties on Facebook. Furthermore, we analyzed hashtags that emerged in the posts,
because these hyperlinks were connected attractively to well-defined topics. We
neither analyzed multimedia items such as videos, GIFs, pictures, shared posts, nor
comments, likes, shares that were related to any individual user on the social site.
In this paper, the term “post(s)” refers strictly to the written posts and hashtags
without any multimedia items that were posted on Facebook by the five parties.
We analyzed 795 posts that were published by the five parties. To quantify our
textual analysis, we used MAXQDA12 to list the most frequently emerging words
and word combinations in the five parties’ posts. Word combinations consisted of
a minimum of two and maximum of five words. We showed in this research only
the word combinations that had at least 0.10 percent share of the relevant party’s
total word combinations. We created the lists of word combinations by MAXQDA12
and we perceived a couple of key topics in parties’ posts (see Table 1). For instance,
most of the parties repeated their first nominees’ names (Viktor Orbán, Ferenc
Gyurcsány, Bernadett Szél, Gergely Karácsony) with very high frequency in the
posts to stress the role of the Leader. Obviously, other key topics emerged among
the most frequent words and word combinations. Therefore, we created categories
like “Leader,” “Election Day,” “Protecting the homeland,” etc. to collect the general
key topics that emerged in parties’ posts (see “Vertical oppositions” and “Horizontal oppositions” in “Method and Data” chapter). On the other hand, the quantitative analysis provided only essential results that helped, so further analyses were
necessary to measure populist rhetoric in Facebook posts. In order to divide the
posts into different categories with more precision, further analysis was required.
First, we applied seven definitions of populist communication style that emerged
in Hameleers’ paper (2018). Second, we tried to adapt Hameleers’ categories to get
more detailed results, based on the listed specific word combinations (Hameleers,
2018). Third, we read every post and categorized it manually. Finally, we calculated
intercoder reliability (see Table 1) by the statistical method of Krippendorff ’s alpha.
Krippendorff ’s alpha’s reliability is high between α ≥ 0.800, results are considerable
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with 0.800 > α ≥ 0.667 reliability, however in social sciences the reliability between
0.667 > α ≥ 0.350 is still remarkable. We focused only on categories for which intercoder-reliability reached 0.350 as a minimum and which had a minimum frequency
of 10 observations (Freelon, 2010). Intercoder reliability was based on the comparison of two trained coders’ results to avoid subjective assumptions.
Table 1. Intercoder reliability in populist categories
Fidesz–
KDNP

Jobbik

MSZP

DK

LMP

Anti-establishment
populism

0.747 (67)

–0.006

0.885
(108)

–0.036

0.719 (43)

Anti-economic elites
populism

0.907 (38)

0.337

0.896 (27)

0.149

0.578 (7)

Anti-experts populism

1 (2)

–0.053

0.658 (3)

–0.043

0.851 (3)

Anti-media populism

0

0.752 (14)

1 (5)

0.658 (4)

0.648 (3)

In-group superiority
populism

0.63 (89)

0.419 (6)

–0.093

–0.007

undef.

Exclusionist populism

0.646 (37)

0.613 (8)

0.481 (3)

0.741 (11)

0.49 (1)

Welfare state chauvinist
populism

0.67 (9)

0.247

0.781 (26)

0.369 (16)

0.708 (4)

Source: Authors.

According to Hameleers, (at least) seven types of populist communication could be
observed in political rhetoric (Hameleers, 2018). These categories can be divided
into two main groups: vertical opposition and horizontal opposition. Vertical opposition occurs between the ordinary people and elites. The antagonistic relationship
exists because the political establishment, the economic elite, the dilettante and
ineffective scholars or unreliable media exploit and misguide people. Horizontal
opposition, in turn refers to certain out-groups that pose a danger to the homeland’s
citizens from a cultural, economic and security policy perspective. We categorized
the political parties’ posts into the following populist communicational categories
relying on Hameleers’ paper (Hameleers, 2018):
Vertical oppositions:
a) anti-establishment (anti-statist) populism (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007)
b) anti-economic populism (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016; Ramiro, 2017)
c) anti-experts populism (Engesser et al., 2017)
d) anti-media populism (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Pauwels, 2014).
Horizontal oppositions:
a) in-group superiority populism (Tajfel, 1978)
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b) exclusionist populism (Betz, 2004; Fennema, 1997; Oesch, 2008)
c) welfare state chauvinist populism (de Koster, Achterberg, & Van Der Waal,
2013; Svallfors, 1997).
Moreover, describing the specific adjusted typology of the aforementioned categories is necessary to provide basic information for coders. If the analyzed posts
had contained at least one of the elements of the following descriptions the coders
assigned it to the respective category.
Anti-establishment (anti-statist) populism primarily refers to the ruling parties (in this case to members of Fidesz–KDNP) from the opposition parties’ perspectives. In the following lines we refer to the aforementioned category as antiestablishment populism. However, we completed this category with messages that
attacked opposition parties or politicians, because the ruling party systematically
emphasized the home affairs rivals’ mistakes and defects. Therefore, in our research,
not only were the ruling parties the focus point of the anti-establishment populism,
so too were the opposition parties and their candidates connected to our typology. Party messaging that stressed other parties’ or politicians’ insufficiencies were
categorized as anti-establishment populism. Moreover, one of the primary topics
in the Fidesz–KDNP campaign communication was George Soros, who represented the antagonist (individual) character in the ruling parties’ rhetoric. Fidesz–
KDNP alleged during the campaign period that Soros constructed the so-called
Plan Soros that could be a risk at the economic and (defense) political level. Hence,
we categorized posts where Soros was mentioned both into the anti-establishment
(anti-statist) and anti-economic categories. In the remainder of the paper we refer
to the aforementioned category as anti-establishment populism.
Certain companies or businessmen that allegedly had connections to one of the
political parties or politicians were mentioned regularly in Facebook posts during the campaign season by the five parties. Mostly these references appeared in a
negative context. For instance, István Tiborcz, the prime minister’s son-in-law had
interests in a company called Elios Ltd. which allegedly could have been part of a
financial scandal, based on OLAF reports. These kinds of posts were categorized as
anti-economic populism posts.
For instance, referring to the attorney general, public opinion researcher companies and the Klebelsberg Center (the department that maintains basic resources
and supervises criteria at education institutes), was part of the anti-expert populism
category if the post refers to any scandal or omission that can harm citizens by
experts.
Anti-media populism refers to national public service media emerging in posts as
a messenger of the ruling parties. This allegation came from opposition parties. By
contrast, Fidesz–KDNP’s posts did not mention the possible connection between
the media and opposition parties.
In-group superiority populism is pushed forcefully in Facebook campaign posts
to emphasize that protecting the homeland is one of the most important issues of
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the country. Protecting the cultural values and maintaining the security of the Hungarian people was a key perspective during the campaign for a couple of parties.
This communication had its roots in the “anti-migrant” or “anti-refugee” topics. On
the one hand, Fidesz–KDNP utilized those concepts, on the other, Jobbik temporarily focused on the protection of the motherland too. If “protecting” or “defending”
efforts or issues appeared in the relevant post(s), then they were part of the in-group
superiority rhetoric.
Exclusionist populist communication did not only refer to the “anti-migrant” or
“anti-refugee” topics but to another certain group. DK’s case can provide an illustration for this category: it emphasized that Hungarian people who were born beyond
the borders should not have been allowed to participate in the Hungarian parliamentary elections. DK’s fundamental allegation beyond the exclusionist communication was that Hungarian minorities (primarily in Transylvania) would have
supported Fidesz–KDNP by their votes.
In this research welfare state chauvinist populism was expanded to any entity or
group who exploited financially ordinary citizens. Exploiting means in this concept,
that the mentioned entities or groups took money away, mainly indirectly, from
the homeland’s honest people via the social security system, disputable businesses,
(stock market) speculations, etc.
FINDINGS
The most active party on Facebook during the campaign phase was DK (n = 208),
followed by Fidesz–KDNP (n = 187), Jobbik (n = 170), MSZP (n = 154) and LMP
(n = 76) (see Figure 1).
As the quantitative analysis showed, Jobbik had the highest unique word amount
(n = 5, 303) and highest number of word frequency (n = 11,421) in the analyzed posts
as well. It was followed by DK (n = 3,058, n = 6,683), MSZP (n = 2,468, n = 5,028),
Fidesz–KDNP (n = 2,044, n = 4,623) and LMP (n = 2,001, n = 3,386). Jobbik had
the highest total of words among word combination lists with its 1,851 frequency. It
was followed by Fidesz–KDNP (n = 1,025), DK (n = 879), MSZP (n = 810) and LMP
(n = 410).
We listed the most frequently used word combinations (see Table 2) by parties.
The abbreviated terms of “sh” meant to be the total share of the word combinations in the relevant sample. The word combination “on April 8th” had significant
frequency in every parties’ posts. Jobbik (n = 75), DK (n = 72) and Fidesz–KDNP
(n = 54) also emphasized the importance of the election date with the highest frequency in their posts.
MSZP was the party that mostly leant on its first candidate’s charisma (name n =
158). LMP was another party that put a lot of emphasis on the name of its first candidate (Bernadett Szél, n = 35). Neither Jobbik, nor Fidesz–KDNP mentioned any
kind of allies or inner members of their parties’ within the minimum share of 0.10%.
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Figure 1. The share of posts in Hungarian parties’ Facebook campaign
Source: Authors.

Former prime minister (from 2004 to 2009), and leading candidate of DK Ferenc
Gyurcsány (n = 52) and the current prime minister Viktor Orbán were also frequently mentioned in DK’s posts. In Jobbik’s posts the name of the lead candidate
(“Gábor Vona”) appeared 26 times. Nonetheless, this frequency was not enough to
reach the minimum share of 0.10%.
The quantitative analysis showed that certain parties emphasized the name of
other party members or political allies in their posts. MSZP, DK and LMP were
among the parties which referred to their allies. In MSZP’s posts the coalition
of “MSZP–Párbeszéd,” the common list “No 9. MSZP–Párbeszéd” and “MSZP–
Párbeszéd alliance” were stressed with high frequency (n = 89). The summarized
frequency of the above word combinations had the total share of 0.66% of the relevant corpus respectively. By contrast, the party of DK referred to individual entities who were members of the Democratic Coalition (n = 37, sh = 0.23%). However,
DK also brought attention to the list by using “No. 3” and “to list No. 3” word combinations (n = 117). The first word combination had a frequency of 72 and share of
0.46%, while the second emerged 45 times with 0.29% share of the analyzed sample.
References to the party (DK) occurred with the frequency of 31 and share of 0.20%.
We also observed antagonist attitudes in parties’ rhetoric. The category of Enemy
emerged significantly in all the parties’ posts except MSZP. Jobbik and LMP used
the name of the prime minister (“Viktor Orbán,” n = 27, n = 11) directly, while in
DK posts the word combination “no deal” referred to the lack of cooperation with
Viktor Orbán 13 times out of 15 occasions.
We used the content analysis results from Figure 2 to show the connections
between parties and populist categories (see Table 1). We showed only correlation
combinations of parties and populist communication categories if Krippendorff ’s
alpha reached the minimum margin of 0.350 for the respective category.
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Table 2. Top word combinations in the analyzed parties’ posts
Jobbik

DK

on April 8th

No. 3

we succeed

on April 8th
Ferenc
Gyurcsány
vote on April
8th

among others
further details
you win

to list No. 3

Viktor Orbán

Democratic
Coalition

MSZP
Gergely
Karácsony
change now

Fidesz–KDNP

LMP

on April 8th

Bernadett Szél

forward it

the LMP

on April 8th

pass on

can be different

must

on April 8th

Viktor Orbán

Viktor Orbán

this Sunday

Ákos Hadházy

the MSZP–Párbeszéd
list No. 9
MSZP–Párbeszéd
live consultation

Source: Authors.

Figure 2. Frequency of certain categories of populism on the Facebook accounts of parties
Source: Authors.

Anti-economic elites populism had the highest intercoder reliability in Fidesz’
posts, however anti-establishment populism and welfare state chauvinist populism
also showed significant reliability. Furthermore, in-group superiority populism was
the most frequently used category (n = 89), followed by anti-establishment populism (n = 67), anti-economic populism (n = 38) and exclusionist populism (n =
37). On the other hand, no written texts referred to anti-media populism in Fidesz’
Facebook posts.
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The highest reliability in Jobbik’s posts was observed for the anti-media populism category (n = 17), while exclusionist populism and in-group superiority
populism still had considerable reliability.
In MSZP’s posts the most frequently emerging form of populism was anti-establishment populism (n = 108) which was measured with a very high reliability.
In DK’s posts, exclusionist populism provided the most significant reliability in
intercoder agreement and occurred eleven times. Anti-media populism and welfare state chauvinist populism were considerably part of DK’s Facebook campaign
and occurred four and sixteen times, respectively. Nonetheless, it is important to
note that DK’s antimedia populist rhetoric had a very low and probably negligible
frequency (n = 4).
LMP’s campaign posts showed that anti-establishment populism had the highest
frequency (n = 43) and was measured with a high reliability.
DISCUSSION
Key topics in party posts

The first research question (RQ1) referred to key topics that emerged in the analyzed political parties’ listed word combinations.
We could observe the key importance of the election date in Hungarian parties’
Facebook rhetoric. All the parties focused on the election date heavily to make voters remember to participate in the elections. Therefore, we can say that “Election
Day” is one of the most commonly used categories in the analyzed sample. All parties made serious efforts to make citizens remember the date “on April 8th” in order
to mobilize their supporters.
Raising awareness of the parties’ own leaders was another frequent topic. In
Fidesz–KDNP’s narrative Viktor Orbán was the leader who could help protect the
homeland’s and the EU’s security from the inflow of migrants. With the exception of Jobbik, every opposition party emphasized the role of their first nominee,
who could change the current “regime.” Gábor Vona, the former president of Jobbik, could not emerge among the most frequent word combinations. We can state
that the category of “Leader” was still a prominent theme in parties’ posts, however
Jobbik did focus on its own leader.
Activating people on Facebook was a common strategy in the posts of three parties.
Fidesz–KDNP and MSZP stressed the importance of content sharing. More precisely,
MSZP mixed its strategy up by sharing and consuming the content (“share it,” “watch
it,” etc.) while Fidesz–KDNP focused primarily on making people share and forward
their posts. In addition, the ruling party stressed that every vote was important in the
election, therefore everybody was needed to beat the opposition. DK did not focus
on content sharing, but it encouraged people to go out and vote for the Democratic
Coalition. Jobbik and LMP did not pay much attention to activating people.
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Protecting the homeland and inhabitants was one of the main parts of Fidesz–KDNP’s posts. Protecting and defending appeared as a collective project, because the ruling parties mainly used “we” instead of “our party,” “the party,” “the government,” etc.
in this issue. The word “we” refers not only to party members but also to the people.
The term “we” emerged in another international analysis as a key term of populist
rhetoric (Rooduijn & Pauwels, 2011).
Interestingly, we observed that the Democratic Coalition focused on Hungarian people who were born and lived beyond Hungary’s border in its posts. DK
underlined that they would terminate the right of Hungarians beyond its borders
to participate in Hungary’s parliamentary election. Excluding the aforementioned
group of people was one of the standard topics in DK’s Facebook posts.
Based on our quantitative approach, certain groups of the listed word combinations correlated to three utilized populist communication categories. Firstly, “Enemy” matches anti-establishment populism and anti-economic populism, secondly
“Protecting the homeland” is related to in-group superiority populism and finally
“Excluding” corresponded to exclusionist populism.
Populist communication in Hungarian parties’ posts
The second research question (RQ2) referred to the possible utilization of seven populist communication categories in five Hungarian parties’ Facebook posts (see Table 1).
Anti-establishment populism
Fidesz–KDNP criticized Hungarian politicians, the United Nations and EU (Brussels)
because of their migration politics. The government stressed that the oppositional
politicians are too weak to protect the country from a migration crisis. In addition,
Fidesz–KDNP alleged that the opposition “is in Soros’ pocket” and they do not want
to stop the so-called Plan Soros. Fidesz’ allegation was that George Soros wanted to
destabilize Hungary using incoming refugees. The UN and EU created a “migration
package” in Fidesz–KDNP’s rhetoric that also “must be stopped.” Furthermore, a part
of Fidesz–KDNP’s anti-establishment posts was based on the allegation that the UN
and EU wanted to make Hungary give up its anti-migrant politics.
By contrast, MSZP focused on much more diverse topics than Fidesz–KDNP
did in the posts that were connected to anti-establishment populism. For instance,
MSZP emphasized that the prime minister “should not have used innocent faces
and children” in his campaign. This case emerged when Viktor Orbán appeared
in a video where he was photographed with a group of children in a kindergarten.
Moreover, the left-wing party stressed that Viktor Orbán re-spent billions on sports
and stadiums without any results. MSZP also alleged that members of Fidesz–
KDNP abused their position when they spent financial support coming from the
EU. MSZP used the hashtag “Change NOW!” with a frequency of 67 that relied on
changing the political establishment.
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LMP did not focus on primarily the prime minister in its anti-establishment rhetoric, it stressed rather the government’s abuses and incompetence (n = 45). For instance, LMP underlined that Fidesz (in the posts Fidesz’ coalition partner, KDNP was
mentioned only twice) exploited the national media and used it as a propaganda machine. LMP emphasized that the government acted like a totalitarian party, because
hate speech and listing oppositional citizens are part of the ruling parties’ tactics. On
the one hand, LMP alleged that the government was afraid of accountability, on the
other hand, Fidesz–KDNP used fear to control people.
Anti-economic populism
On the one hand, Fidesz–KDNP emphasized the destructive role of George Soros
in politics and the economy, on the other hand, the government found another
person to draw attention to in anti-economic populism. Csaba Czeglédy, who was
in pre-trial detention because of his possible participation in tax fraud, became a
regular target in ruling parties’ Facebook posts, because he wanted be an independent nominee and participate in the parliamentary elections. Fidesz–KDNP alleged
a possible connection between Czeglédy and the left-wing parties. Fidesz–KDNP
posted that “Czeglédy’s crime organization cheated billions and he could be one the
cashiers of MSZP and DK.”
MSZP primarily focused on the Elios scandal in its anti-economic populism
rhetoric. The OLAF report 2017 was an investigation that scanned lighting projects in Hungary A part of the report showed possible mishandling of EU funds
observed in Hungary. MSZP alleged that this corruption case was connected to
István Tiborcz, the prime minister’s son-in-law. MSZP stressed that other EU funds
were stolen by Fidesz and its members. Among others, the left-wing alliance posted
about possible frauds that were connected to Antal Rogán, who is a member of
Fidesz and a minister of the Prime Minister’s Cabinet Office. For instance, “Rogán’s
business partner took an EU fund worth 256 million for fake inventions […].”
Anti-experts populism
We could not find a significant number of anti-experts populism in the analyzed
posts.
Anti-media populism
“In 2009, Jobbik was predominantly a young people’s party with nationalist and antiRoma sentiments, not an economic party” (Karácsony & Róna, 2010). According to
these scholars, the party’s success should rather be explained by “the concentration
on Roma-related conflicts.” (Csigó & Merkovity, 2016, p. 307). Despite the fact that
we referred to Jobbik as a radical right-wing party, in recent years the president and
candidate of Jobbik, Gábor Vona tried to make efforts to re-position the party from
radical to conservative . As a result, no discriminative posts were published by Jobbik in the campaign phase, but another type of populist rhetoric was observed by us
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in our research. According to frequency analysis, Jobbik was the only party which
used anti-media populism with significant frequency (n = 14) and this was measured
with high reliability (0.752). Jobbik stressed that Fidesz–KDNP “took control over
the national media” and the ruling parties’ propaganda reached people via print publications like Magyar Idők (Hungarian Times) and posters that were in nation-wide
circulation. Nevertheless, Jobbik emphasized that social media provides a chance to
update people about the “truth and oppositional opinion.”
In-group superiority and exclusionist populism
None of the parties posts had high intercoder reliability at in-group superiority but
Fidesz–KDNP posts still had a remarkable reliability in coder’s agreements (r = 0.63,
n = 89). Despite the fact that this result was marginal, we observed that one of key
topics and issues of the ruling parties was the protection of the homeland. Defending
Hungary from migrants and “keep Hungary as a Hungarian state” were part of the
ideology that backed Fidesz–KDNP’s rhetoric not only in Facebook posts but in electronic, tabloid media and on giant posters too. Exclusionist populism and in-group
populism often emerged together in Fidesz–KDNP’s posts. Declining “the EU latest
migration proposal” and the allegation that “Europe does not need the current migration” point to other problematic opponent(s) besides migrants, the EU. Moreover, different variations of the word “immigration” emerged 84 times in the analyzed posts.
The word combinations of “immigration country,” “immigrant city,” “supporter(s)
of immigration,” etc. were a standard part of the Fidesz–KDNP Facebook rhetoric.
Avoiding “transforming into an immigrant country” was the basic concept that needed to use in-group superiority populism and exclusionist populism.
As we mentioned in key topics in party posts, DK was a party that used exclusionist populism when referring to Hungarian people who were born beyond Hungary’s borders. The current president of DK, the former prime minister (who was
member of MSZP between 2000 and 2011) Ferenc Gyurcsány opposed “aye” that
would have provided dual citizenship for Hungarian people who were born beyond
Hungary’s borders in November 2004. However, although Gyurcsány changed parties, his basic politics did not change in this matter, because he thought that dual
citizens “will not endure the consequences of their decisions.”
Welfare state chauvinist populism
Intercoder reliability was considerable only in MSZP’s posts because the coders found
25 posts that referred to the welfare state chauvinist category. In contrast, the other
parties did not focus primarily on the welfare state chauvinist aspect (see Table 1).
MSZP’s key political rhetoric referred strongly to general social problems like poor
salaries in public healthcare and corruption in the political sphere. MSZP emphasized
that they want “Fair pensions and social allocations from the stolen billions.” MSZP
blamed the ruling party for the financial deficit which caused serious damage, mostly
in healthcare. The left-wing party stressed that they would take back the money stolen
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by the ruling parties from ordinary Hungarian people. MSZP promised that they
would invest in healthcare from the stolen amount. MSZP emphasized that EU funds
stolen by Fidesz–KDNP would have been enough to “get back on the country’s feet.”
Possible similarities in populist posts between Hungarian parties
The third research question (RQ3) referred to possible similar patterns in the parties’ populist communication.
Neither left-wing parties (MSZP and DK), nor the green party (LMP) focused
on in-group superiority, because they did not post about foreign or alien groups or
entities that could “threaten” Hungary.
Anti-economic populism was present both in Fidesz–KDNP and MSZP’s posts,
but their perspectives were different. The government stressed a certain individual’s
role in possible economic frauds (Soros, Czeglédy), while MSZP mentioned the possible connection between the prime minister’s son-in law, and a company (Elios Ltd.)
that could have been connected to the EU funds scandal, based on the OLAF report.
None of the parties focused seriously on anti-expert populism in their posts.
Limitations
This research has considerable limitations. We did not analyze videos, GIFs, pictures, shared posts, or comments, likes, shares in this paper. To get a more detailed
picture of political party communication on Facebook in Hungary, the above content needed to be analyzed, which would also require an expansion of the sample
size. With this in mind, there is a possibility that more links can be observed between
the posts and populist categories. The typologies of categorizing should be reconsidered to gain a deeper insight into parties’ communicational strategies.
CONCLUSION
Despite the fact that every opposition party stressed the need for political change,
they did not have a common (populist) communication strategy against the government in their written Facebook posts. For instance, in MSZP’s posts “#ChangingNow!” was a standard short term (hashtag) that referred to anti-establishment
populism, while Jobbik repeated its slogan “We succeed, you win,” and DK used the
“No deal with Orbán” sentence regularly. All the three types of messages were connected to anti-establishment populism, but in different ways: MSZP’s hashtag was
too general, Jobbik’s slogan sentence required too long an explanation (for instance,
what people will win?), DK’s declining attitude brought attention to the paradox
idea of a possible deal with Orbán. The parties focused on mostly two antagonist
individuals in their posts, the government emphasized George Soros’ role in the migrant crisis, while the opposition brought attention to prime minister Viktor Orbán.
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Jobbik used to have a far-right political political perspective, focusing on primarily ethnical questions by utilizing a radical and exclusionist tone. During the
campaign, Jobbik changed its strategy by shifting its focus from ethnical populist
topics to another one, namely anti-media populism. In this case, modifying the tone
in Jobbik’s populist rhetoric means that Jobbik tried to communicate like a conservative party rather like a far-right one. Despite the fact that Jobbik published the
longest posts, it could not stress the populist binary difference between people and
government. Therefore, the difference between the antagonist party (and leader)
and biggest opposition party (Jobbik) was not attractive. Most of the parties emphasized the presence and importance of their first nominees (especially MSZP), but
Jobbik did bring attention to the role of Gábor Vona in its Facebook posts.
In-group superiority populism and exclusionist populism were considerable
parts of the Fidesz–KDNP posts. Protecting and defending Hungary, the fear of
“transforming into an immigrant country” and the emphasis of “weak politicians
who wanted to make immigrants move to Hungary” were fundamental topics
in the winning party’s posts. Fidesz‒KDNP developed a special campaign rhetoric via Facebook, in which the foreign policy crisis was used to reach their internal affairs goals. We can conclude that the difference in in-group superiority
populism and exclusionist populism were very small, practically imperceptible
in Fidesz–KDNP written messages on Facebook as they emerged together in the
ruling parties’ posts.
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ABSTRACT: Previous research has demonstrated that right-wing populist parties are particularly
successful in gaining engagement and interaction on social media, but less is known about how rightwing populist parties use social media strategically, both in relation to voters and news media. By
focusing on two Nordic countries, Norway and Sweden, this paper addresses the strategic use of social
media within the Sweden Democrats and the Progress Party based on three different data sets: interviews, content analysis of Facebook posts, and engagement data from the parties’ Facebook pages. This
study finds that the two populist parties basically follow up their social media strategy in practice, and
the Sweden Democrats are more closely following a populist communication logic in their Facebook
posts. The article argues that right-wing populist parties’ social media strategy and communication
style must be understood in relation to their position in the political system and the parties’ different
phases in the life cycle model of populist parties.
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INTRODUCTION
Social media have made it easier for political parties to bypass traditional, editorial
media and reach out directly to supporters and potential voters. This opportunity
is attractive for minor parties and parties in opposition with less access to news
media compared to incumbent parties (Skogerbø & Krumsvik, 2015). Previous
research has demonstrated that right-wing populist parties are particularly successful in gaining engagement and interaction (i.e., shares and comments) on social media in the Nordic countries (Larsson, 2017). This confirms a tendency for
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right-wing parties to gain more traction in novel media spheres than in the coverage curated by established media actors (Lorentzen, 2014; Larsson, 2017).
Nevertheless, previous research has identified that there is limited systematic
knowledge about the reasons for differences in the resonance of populist communication on social media (Engesser et al., 2016; Engesser et al., 2017), also in the
Nordic countries (Jupskås et al., 2017). Studies have demonstrated how far-right
movements have moved from “the street to the screens” (Bjørgo & Gjelsvik, 2015,
p. 48 [Author’s translation of the Norwegian term fra ‘gata’ til ‘data’]) and social
media has allowed far-right groups in Norway to mobilize and create interaction
between sympathizers and activists within far-right movements (Haanshuus & Jupskås, 2017). But less is known about how right-wing populist parties use social
media strategically, both in relation to voters and news media. Similarly, Nordic
populist parties have been examined in light of the life cycle model, which described the relationship between media and neo-populist movements (Stewart
et al., 2003, pp. 219–224; Herkman, 2015), but social media was not taken into
account in that examination. Nevertheless, such aspects will be addressed in this
study, which examines what characterizes these two parties’ use of social media
during election campaigns in light of the life cycle model.
This study focuses on two Nordic countries, Norway and Sweden, and aims
to contribute with insights into the digital strategic thinking within two so-called
right-wing populist parties, The Progress Party (FrP) from Norway and Sweden
Democrats (SD) from Sweden. Even though the two case countries could be described as most similar systems and as typical representatives of the Democratic
Corporatist Model (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Strömbäck et al., 2008), the two rightwing populist parties have different characteristics and origin. They are also said to
belong to different stages in the life cycle model (Herkman, 2015). The aim of the
study is to address three main questions: (1) What kind of strategy do these parties
have for social media and editorial media? (2) Are these parties’ Facebook content
characterized by the populist communication logic? (3) What type of engagement
are the parties achieving on Facebook?
Thus, the study’s task is three-fold. First, it examines strategy, secondly practice and thirdly response from followers on Facebook. Through a mixed method
approach, this study will contribute with insights into how these parties strategically communicate in digital channels. The study aspires to contribute to the
understudied field of populist parties’ political communication on social media. In
the next section, the study’s theoretical framework will be discussed.
POPULISM AND SOCIAL MEDIA
Populism is a contested concept, and it has been interpreted as an ideology (Mudde &
Kaltwasser, 2017; Mudde, 2004), and as a particular style of communication (Aalberg
et al., 2017; Engesser et al., 2017). Some of the defining characteristics of populism
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and populist parties are the perspective on the people and opposition to elites
(Mudde, 2004; Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008). Mudde has defined populism as a
“thin ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which
argues that politics should be an expression of the general will of the people” (2004,
p. 543). Additionally, populist parties are often described to embrace concepts such
as popular sovereignty, the dangerous others and the heartland (Engesser et al.,
2016). Populism can also be described as a communicative phenomenon: “media
populism is the ‘engine’ of political populism, at least in the thin conceptualization
of the ‘political communication style of political actors that refers to the people”
(Mazzoleni, 2014, p. 53, citing Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). Nevertheless, the changing
nature of populism and national differences makes is hard to pinpoint a definition
that neatly describes all populist parties or movements.
Recent contributions in political communication research have drawn attention
to how populist parties are particularly successful when it comes to engaging with
their followers on social media. Populist parties’ intertwined and complex relationship to the people and to news media (Mazzoleni, 2014) could make social media
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter even more promising for these parties. In
a study of how politicians in four countries used Facebook and Twitter for populist purposes, the researchers found that “social media are particularly well-suited
to meet the communicative preferences of populist actors and that they provide
them with a convenient instrument to spread their messages” (Engesser et al., 2017,
p. 1286). Internet and social media can be crucial for political parties to build a relationship with voters and potential supporters, for fundraising, to impact the news
media’s agenda and to mobilize and organize grassroots campaigns (Larsson &
Kalsnes, 2014; Kreiss, 2012; Klinger, 2013). Social media services such as Facebook
and Twitter allow politicians to circumvent editorial news media and communicate directly with potential voters. The direct contact with large networks of people
without the editorial news media as gatekeepers is attractive for politicians of all
political leanings. Engesser et al. (2017, p. 11) have argued that four characteristics
make social media highly compatible with populist communication: a direct access
to the audience without journalistic interference, a close connection to the people,
an infinite potential for personalization, and the possibility to target specific groups.
Social media allow for more direct and interactive contact with people compared
to news media, a feature that, one could argue, is particularly attractive for populist
parties (Mazzoleni, 2014). Due to social media platforms’ characteristics both as
medium and networks (Enjolras et al., 2013) — to publish and to connect people —
social media is appealing for political actors (Chadwick, 2013; Larsson & Kalsnes,
2014). Social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter have affordances or action possibilities (Gibson, 1979) that allow for different communication functions,
such as broadcasting, distribution, interaction and acknowledgment (Boyd, 2010;
Kalsnes & Larsson, 2015, p. 221). These functions are available on Facebook and
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Twitter respectively as post/tweet, share/retweet, comment/mention, like/favorite.
These affordances allow populist parties, as well as other political actors, to tap
into the needs and demands of “the people,” a crucial concern for populist parties
(Engesser et al., 2016). Previous studies have demonstrated that political actors may
benefit from using social media in a number of ways, particularly to disseminate information, mobilize supporters and run fundraising (Kalsnes, 2016b; Enli & Skogerbø, 2013; Koc-Michalska et al., 2016).
Recently, the concept “populist communication logic” has gained some attention,
which is defined as “the sum of norms, routines, and procedures shaping populist
communication” (Engesser et al., 2017, p. 1280; Ihlebæk et al., unpublished work).
Engesser et al. argue that populist communication logic consists of four main elements: ideology (content), actors (messenger), style (form), and strategy (motives
and aims). Populist ideology is normally comprised of elements like people-centrism, anti-elitism, and the ostracizing of “others.” (Engesser et al., 2017; Aalberg
et al., 2017; Reinemann et al., 2017, p. 20). “The others” typically consist of “ethnic,
religious, sexual, minorities” (Reinemann et al., 2017, p. 21). Secondly, populism is
linked to a charismatic and strong leader as either a “constitutive” or “facilitative”
element (Engesser, et al., 2017, p. 1284). By style the authors point to how ideas and
political messages are communicated, and identify the use of simplification (reduction of complexity), emotionalization (anger, fear, resentment) and negativity
(crisis, threat, unfairness) (ibid., p. 1285). Lastly, the authors refer to populism as a
strategy meaning how a “populist actor uses populism as a means to an end” (ibid.,
p. 1286). Such aims could be to gain “power, legitimacy, and mobilization” or to “acquire and exercise power” (ibid.). Finally, populist communication logic is closely
intertwined with the opportunities structures of the internet and social media.
This article examines whether content from the Norwegian and Swedish rightwing populist parties are characterized by the aforementioned populist communication logic. This paper will argue that it is not enough to look at the parties in
isolation when examining the populist parties’ social media and editorial media
strategy, we also need to take into account their history and position in the political
landscape. In order to do that, the two relevant parties will be examined in light of
the life cycle model (Stewart et al., 2003).
THE LIFE CYCLE MODEL IN THE NORDIC CONTEXT
Populist movements’ success is closely connected with media attention (Mudde,
2004), and this coexistence of populist parties and media behavior is a central element of the life cycle model of populist parties (Stewart et al., 2003). The life cycle
model describes the relationship between mass media and populists in four phases:
the ground-laying phase, the insurgent phase, the established phase, the decline phase.
The ground-laying phase is characterized by social and political discontent in a
country, during which the media tend to create a negative and dramatic depiction of
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the domestic political situation, thus creating a political climate engendering neopopulist discourse (Stewart et al., 2003, pp. 219–221). The insurgent phase is characterized by intense media attention on the new neo-populist movement(s) because
of the novelty, the messages, and the rhetoric (Stewart et al., 2003, pp. 221–222).
During the established phase, the neo-populist movement has achieved public legitimacy and becomes a durable feature of the national political scene. In this phase,
the volume of media attention normally shrinks, as the novelty has worn off. If
the neo-populist movement really challenges the political status quo and social order, most media, especially elite media, will try to strengthen support for the ruling political parties through hostile coverage of the populists (Stewart et al., 2003,
pp. 222–223; Herkman, 2015, p. 443). The decline phase refers to the fading of the
neo-populist movement from the media, although not all movements confront this
phase and may gain new success. Thus, media attention varies from country to
country depending on the newsworthiness of the fall of the movement, or whether,
for example, a new populist movement arises from the ashes of a former movement
(Stewart et al., 2003, pp. 223–224). In Europe, this phase is not relevant to many
European neo-populist movements because they “are still fairly successful and continue to receive significant media attention” as pointed out by Mazzoleni (2014, pp.
61–62) and Herkman (2015, p. 433).
The FrP from Norway and the SD from Sweden can be placed in two different
phases, according to Herkman (2015). The two parties have different origins and
characteristics, but both are labeled populist political parties in the research literature (Jungar & Jupskås, 2014; Herkman, 2015). Nevertheless, the FrP is placed in
the established phase while the SD is situated in the insurgent phase (Herkman,
2015, pp. 13–14). The FrP achieved, for the first time in Norway’s history, a position in the government after the 2013 election (see Table 1 below). Together with
the Conservative Party, the FrP constitutes what is called a blue-blue coalition. In
Sweden, however, the political parties refused to cooperate with the SD, also after
the party achieved 13% of the votes in the 2014 national election. In order to give
an electoral context to the two parties’ electoral position in the two recent elections
as well as their campaign resources, I have compiled this overview (see Table 1).
While the Norwegian right-wing party emerged as an anti-tax protest movement
in 1973 (Jupskås et al., 2017), the Swedish SD has roots in the neo-Nazi movement, which is frequently used to explain why the Swedish political establishment
ostracizes the SD (Strömbäck et al., 2017). Despite the clear differences, the two
Nordic parties have a strong anti-immigration policy in common. Additionally,
both parties have performed successfully on social media in terms of creating engagement and interaction through likes, shares, comments and retweets (Larsson,
2017; Kalsnes, 2016b). The SD emerge as comparably successful on both Facebook
and Twitter (Larsson, 2017). In the next section, I will outline the data and methods
used in this study.
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Table 1. Electoral results, position and campaign resources for respectively the Progress Party and the
Sweden Democrats in the 2013 election (Norway) and 2014 election (Sweden)
Electoral party background
% of votes in the previous national election
(year in parentheses)
% of votes in the national election under
study (year in parentheses)
In government after election

The Progress Party

The Sweden Democrats

22.9 (2009)

5.7 (2010)

16.3 (2013)

13 (2014)

YES

NO

Campaign budget 2013/2014
Number of people working with communication/web
Number of people working specifically
with social media

18 mln NOK

50 mln SEK

8

8

1

2

Source: interviews with the parties and https://valgresultat.no/?type=st&year=2013 (accessed: 10.10.2017).

METHODS
The study is based on mixed methods and three datasets: semi-structured interviews with communication directors from the FrP and the SD ahead of the respective elections in 2013 (Norway) and 2014 (Sweden), content analysis of the
parties’ Facebook posts one month before the election (FrP N = 57, SD N = 56)
and engagement data from the parties’ open Facebook pages. The interviews were
conducted with the head of communication in the FrP (NO) and head of communication in the SD (the names are anonymized in agreement with the informants). Both interviews were semi-structured and took place at their respective parliamentary offices at Stortinget (Norway) and Riksdagen (Sweden) some months
ahead of the national elections. The interviews lasted for about 45 minutes. In
addition, I also interviewed a social media manager in the FrP during their national convention. By reading and re-reading the interviews, following an inductive approach, I identified three main categories in the interviews: (1) social media’s
strategic role during the election campaign, (2) interactivity and (3) social media
in relation to editorial media.
Secondly, this study is based on a content analysis of the parties’ Facebook posts
(FrP N = 57, SD N = 56) during the same timeframe. The analysis builds on the
framework for populist communication logic developed by Engesser et al., (2017,
p. 1280), empirically employed by Ihlebæk et al. (unpublished work). In particular I
examine the four main elements in the model: content, messenger, form, motives and
aims. Within content, I look for expressions in the Facebook posts of popular sovereignty, people-centrism, anti-elitism and exclusion of “others.” Within messenger, I
look for expressions of a (charismatic) leader. Within form, I look for expressions of
simplification, emotionalization, and negativity. Within motives and aim(s), I look
for expressions of power, legitimacy and mobilization.
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Thirdly, this study is based on data from the parties’ open Facebook pages. The
parties’ Facebook pages were analyzed in terms of different engagement measures
such as likes, shares, comments, as well as replies from the party in the comment section. Data from the two parties’ open Facebook pages were accessed and downloaded
by using a web application called fb_loader (UiO 2013) developed by programmers
at the University of Oslo. The web application, which was developed for this purpose, allows researchers to extract posts, comments and other interaction data such
as likes and shares from public Facebook pages and study them according to different
interaction measure. By measuring comments by page owner, which here means representatives from political party or party leader, it is possible to gauge the interactive
responsiveness of political actors on Facebook. Data from the open Facebook pages
of the two parties were collected six weeks before the election for both the parties. The
national, parliamentary election in Norway took place on September 9, 2013, while
it was held in Sweden on September 14, 2014. Basically, the data collection covers the
short and most intense election campaign (Aardal et al., 2004).
RESULTS
The strategic thinking behind the parties’ social media use
This study finds that both the FrP and the SD have clear preferences among the
social network services, prioritizing Facebook ahead of other services such as Twitter, YouTube or Instagram. The combination of image, text and a huge network of
followers is part of the explanation for the Facebook dominance. Facebook is the
most popular social media platform in both Norway and Sweden (TNS Gallup),
thus it makes it possible for the parties to reach out to more people.
There is actually only one real social media service, and that is Facebook.
The Sweden Democrats
Short, simple texts and understandable symbols is crucial in SD’s communication strategy. “We want to make politics more understandable and interesting,” according to the SD, who explains that Facebook works best with the combination of
text and images.
Facebook is the place where we reach broadest.
The Progress Party
The FrP explains that there is a clear difference in the party’s Facebook page and
the party leader’s Facebook page. While the party’s page is more campaign oriented,
the party leader Siv Jensen’s page is more personal and run by herself. She posts images from dinners she attends or sports events she follows, personal moments she
is willing to share.
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Both parties are aware of the distribution potential in social media, and to encourage likes and shares is crucial for the parties. Particularly shares is valuable because it spreads the message through friends-of-friends. Particularly the SD values
shares highly:
Shares are the most important for us, it is our main priority. A like gives some
spread, but a share gives the best spread.
The Sweden Democrats
The SD has observed that images with text is shared most extensively, news
articles or videos are not shared so heavily. Sometimes they explain the image with
some additional text in the post. Commenting on large news stories with sharp,
critical comments or humor has also proved successful, according to the SD. Thus,
humor can be a way for the party to increase the share count.
It has been crucial for the FrP to use analytics to track the popularity of Facebook
posts — a lesson learned over the past few years. “If we don’t get 200 likes on a post,
we have failed,” says the FrP. Through tools such as Hootsuite and Fanbooster, the FrP
is tracking popular and less popular posts to grasp how people are reacting to their
content.
If we should continue to use Facebook, we must use the tool properly and follow
trends. We are tracking competitors all the time and we are also comparing the FrP
with companies such as Telenor (telecom) and DNB (bank). When our leaders see our
good results, it is easier to accept that we use resources on social media.
The Progress Party
The ambiguity towards Twitter is a commonality for the FrP and the SD. Twitter
is mainly dominated by “media people,” according to the SD:
We (the party) do not have an official Twitter account, but many of our politicians
use Twitter. It is not the campaign’s focus. Twitter in Sweden consists of a special group
of people. There are many journalists, media people.
The Sweden Democrats
When asked why the party is not paying so much attention to Twitter, it is a
combination of who is using Twitter and the technology:
Both the audience on Twitter and the technology. When Twitter arrived, it did not
support images, now it works better with images. But the user groups who read Twitter are not relevant for us. Based on the party’s interest, I don’t see any large pay-off
by using Twitter.
The Sweden Democrats

194

cej 12.2.indb 194

              CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 2 (2019)

2019-07-08 14:47:01

Examining the populist communication logic

For the Norwegian FrP, Twitter is used by the party and several of its leading
politicians, but not by the party leader Siv Jensen.
Twitter is important for some of us. It is important for the party, but not for the
party leader. It would be inauthentic if some of the advisors would tweet on Jensen’s
behalf, she would not accept that. But we do have politicians who are very active on
Twitter, and who create good debates. Often, we get news stories out of it or are invited
to participate in radio or TV debates.
The Progress Party
Dealing with interactivity in social media
One clear difference between the two right-wing populist parties in Scandinavia is
how they view comments and interactions on Facebook. While the SD downplays
dialogue on social media, the FrP has clear ambitions to respond to their followers
on Facebook.
Dialogue is not particularly important for us. We do have an ambition to have
dialogue there (Facebook), it is good for dialogue, but our main goal with Facebook
is to reach new people and voters. We do have some “trolls” (in the comment section)
who are only interested in disturbing. It is actually better that our forum (Facebook
page) functions as a meeting space, where sympathizers can talk to each other, they
don’t have to talk to us.
The Sweden Democrats
The SD is removing content from the comment sections, as well as blocking
individuals for expressing threats or cruel things about people in or associated with
the party.
We are deleting a lot. We are also blocking many individuals. We are forced to do
it. It is leftist people.
The Sweden Democrats
The FrP has a bit of a different take on interactivity. They agree that the volume
of comments can be overwhelming, often between 500–900 comments in a short
timeframe on the party leader’s page. Nevertheless, they try to respond and answer
questions. But the need to moderate and delete comments is clear and present.
If there are trolls, swearing and threats, we will moderate. We are not deleting comments that are critical towards the FrP’s policy, that’s fine, it can create more debate.
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But clearly, we don’t want one side to yell at the other. We are trying to get a serious
debate thread.
The Progress Party
The FrP has used ideas or suggestions from the comment section that has been
addressed in the parliament during question time, as well as tips about relevant
news stories in local media that the party wants to react on, thus creating additional
media attention. The interaction with the users and potential voters is what the FrP
calls a “very useful tool.”
Siv Jensen (the party leader) reads through everything, but she does not have the
capacity to answer everyone. She posts two updates daily, but she can only answer a
few.
The Progress Party
Relating to editorial media through social media
According to the SD, the internet and social media were in reality their only communication channels before the 2010 parliamentary election, except for regions
such as Skåne (southern Sweden), where media were more positive towards the
party, according to the SD. The 2010 election changed everything when SD secured
20 representatives in the parliament Riksdagen:
Now, we are a party represented in the Riksdagen. They cannot argue that we are
a tiny party any more, we are for real. Also in a democratic perspective it is hard to
refuse us. Swedish news media are struggling and we have a good campaign budget,
it makes us more interesting. And we hope that we, just like the Danish People’s Party
and the Norwegian Progress Party, will become normalized, that we will become part
of the establishment and accepted by media in a different way. It is a process, but it
moves forward.
The Sweden Democrats
Social media is effective for the SD to reach out to a lot of people with the message, in their own framing. TV is still the place where the party reaches most people,
but before the 2010 election, the party was not allowed to participate in televised
election debates.
We can only hope that journalists will report what we say, that they don’t misunderstand or distort things. We cannot comment and correct everything media writes
about us. It would take too much time. We often find that what is said about us in
Swedish media is outright wrong or framed wrongly.
Sweden Democrats
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The SD mentions one particular aspect where the integration between social
and traditional media can be effective: When the party sometimes succeeds to get
opinion pieces published in editorial media, it gives a good spread on social media.
We can see our own words in other places than our own fora. It gives more legitimacy. If the piece is good, we will link to it on Facebook, to show that we are present
in other places as well. It helps us in the normalization process.
The Sweden Democrats
The FrP has noticed that many stories are developing on social media before
they hit editorial mass media. The FrP argues that social media has an equal
agenda-setting function as mass media. Nevertheless, most of the stories originating from social media are “someone says something stupid on social media,”
according to the FrP. They are aware how public and open social media and particularly Facebook is, even though many people and even politicians have private
profiles. Additionally, the FrP also generates editorial coverage when the party
leader publishes a Facebook post with new information. But social media also
have their disadvantages:
Social media does not work well if you want to communicate a long, coherent
message. If we write long and wordy updates, people will not read them. That balance — how to reach out to people and still communicate some substance — is hard
to achieve with so few words. The substance might get lost. But if we set the agenda,
we often get the chance to explain and expand, so I don’t feel that social media has a
clear disadvantage because of this.
The Progress Party
The Facebook posts in light of the populist communication logic
Next, in order to examine what characterizes the Facebook posts of the two Nordic
right-wing parties during the election campaign, I have conducted a content analysis of the posts. Populist communication logic is empirically employed and the
posts are coded in light of this framework.
First, regarding content (expressed as popular sovereignty, people-centrism, antielitism and exclusion of “others”), I find that people-centrism and anti-elitism most
frequently occur among the Norwegian FrP, while exclusion of others and antielitism are more typical content in the posts by the SD. Exclusion of others is here
understood in terms of a strict immigration policy to reduce the number of immigrants entering the country and returning existing immigrants and asylum seekers,
and somewhat surprisingly, FrP only mentions immigration or strict immigration
policy three times in the posts, while the SD mentions the topic eight times. Here is
one example where the FrP mentions major issues, but not immigration:
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You can vote in advance up until Friday! Siv Jensen and the FrP need your support
to demand new roads without tolls, reducing bureaucracy, lower fees for ordinary
people and increased support for the police [3.09.2013].
It is also worth mentioning that the FrP uses terms such as a “strict immigration policy” and “sustainable immigration,” while the SD, on the other hand, often
talks about “mass immigration.” A major difference between the FrP and the SD
is that the FrP mentions many policy areas (i.e., transport, taxes, elderly, health),
while the SD is mainly talking about immigration and criticism of political opponents and the media. Here is one post where the SD discusses both the media and
immigration:
Swedish media are not directly known for inviting factual debate about immigration. Now it seems they are not even interested when they get paid to publish comparative and factual statistics on the issue. The Sweden Democrats’ election campaign has
been hindered by censorship and an advertising boycott. Where is the fear of reality
coming from? [4.09.2014]
Second, turning to messenger, the (charismatic) leader is mentioned, but not
as frequently as expected, based on populism literature (i.e., Canovan, 1999, p. 6).
None of the leaders are mentioned as magnetic or larger-than-life figures, but both
Siv Jensen (FrP, mentioned in 19 posts) and Jimmie Åkesson (SD, mentioned in
11 posts) are complimented for their campaign efforts. Åkesson in particular is
praised for his ability to, as described by the party, stand tall during campaigns
against him, advertising boycotts, and attempts at character assassination and for
surviving the longest election campaign in the party’s history (13.09.14). Siv Jensen
is, among other things, praised for her “fantastic efforts” in different debates with
opponents from the Labor party (7.09.13; 13.08.13; 7.08.13).
Third, regarding what form (expressed as negativity, simplicity, emotionalization)
the posts are characterized by, a clear difference is found between the FrP and the
SD. While the FrP mainly writes positive posts, advocating their policy, the SD
writes more negative posts about political opponents, the media and the state of the
Swedish nation. One could argue that most posts on Facebook are characterized by
simplicity because of their short length. But simplicity can indicate something else
than the length of posts, rather it can be characterized as a simple way of explaining complicated matters. Nevertheless, few of the posts are even trying to elaborate
on complicated matters and situations. Most of the posts are short, encouraging
posts aimed to motive the parties’ supporters, which brings us to the fourth element: motives and aims (expressed as mobilization, power, legitimization).
Mobilization is the reoccurring motive and aim among both parties. Primarily
the parties’ own voters aim for mobilization, as expressed through the SD’s use of
the term “Sweden friends.”
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“Sweden friends” indicates both friends of the party as well as friends and protectors of the nation. Similarly, the FrP is using the Facebook post to encourage
their supporters to vote for them, to call a friend, drive someone to the voting
booth, to watch the party leader in the televised debates, and to like and share FrP’s
Facebook post with their friends. On the other hand, I found five posts by the SD
that are expressions of legitimation, as expressed in this post:
Half the people think it is time for the other parties to start cooperating with us!
(link to poll).
This is the post that received most shares in total of all the posts (3,347 shares)
as well as the most likes (16,419 likes). Power is clearly expressed in only one of the
posts, this time from the FrP:
The FrP will perform a strong and just asylum and immigration policy. Voters who
want to challenge today’s immigration policy must make sure that the FrP becomes
strong in order for us to gain power to introduce highly needed austerity measures.
Mobilization is thus the dominating motive and aim among these two parties
on Facebook, while legitimization of their position and policy also occurs among
the SD’s updates.
In order to compare the social media strategies expressed through interviews as
well as how this strategy is expressed through the content, Facebook engagement
data is used to measure the followers’ response on Facebook.
Facebook engagement data
The engagement data from the two parties’ Facebook pages will be used to address
how strategic social media practice is received by the followers of the two parties on
Facebook. Contrasting strategy and practices in political parties’ social media performance has proved fruitful in previous research (Kalsnes, 2016b). As expressed in
the table below, the two parties have a similar frequency in the number of updates
(Facebook posts) during the six weeks of data collection.
The SD had almost twice the number of fans (85,250) compared to the Norwegian FrP (47,152). Nevertheless, the SD do not have twice as much activity and
interaction as the FrP, with one exception. While the difference in number of likes
and comments is minimal, the number of shares on the SD’s Facebook page (21,463)
is almost double compared to the FrP (12,462). Apparently, the SD’s strategy to encourage shares among their fans is working, which is also reflected in the average
numbers of shares per post.
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Table 2. Data from the Facebook pages of the Progress Party (FrP) and the Sweden Democrats (SD)
Facebook engagement data

FrP

SD

Number of Facebook fans

47,152

85,250

Number of Facebook posts

57

56

155,017

190,792

Average number of likes per post

2,719

3,407

Total number of shares

12,624

21,463

221

383

9,226

13,648

162

244

1,001

2

Total number of likes

Average number of shares per post
Total number of comments
Average number of comments per post
Total number of comments by page owner

Data collected between August 1–September 12, 2013 (FrP) and August 1–September 14, 2014 (SD).1
Source: Author.

As mentioned earlier, the SD has a higher number of fans (85,250) compared
to the FrP (47,152). Based on these numbers, it is thus expected that the SD will
achieve more likes and shares than the FrP. Nevertheless, when we divide the total
number of likes by the number of fans, as well as the total number of shares by the
number of fans, it is clear that FrP fans are more active than SD fans (see Table 3).
Even though the SD has more fans, the FrP achieves more likes with fewer fans
compared to the SD.2 When it comes to shares, FrP fans are sharing at the same
level as SD fans, but because the SD has almost twice as many fans as the FrP, the
SD achieve more shares on their posts.
Table 3. Likes and shares in relation to the number of followers
Total number of shares based on
number of followers
0.27
0.25

FrP
SD

Total number of likes based on
number of followers
3.28
2.23

Source: Author.

Additionally, we see that both the SD and FrP are practicing their strategy related to interactivity with users — understood here as comments from the page owner.
1

The FrP: https://www.facebook.com/fremskrittspartiet/?fref=ts (accessed: September 2013). The
SD Facebook page was called “Sverigedemokraterna i riksdagen ja tack” (Sweden Democrats in the
National Assembly — yes please); https://www.facebook.com/SDjatack/(accessed: September 2014).
The page does not exist anymore.
2 The author is aware that posts on Facebook can be liked or shared by everyone on Facebook, not
only fans of the FrP or the SD’s page. Nevertheless, the mentioned numbers give some indications of
the activity level of the FrP’s, and SD’s fans on Facebook.
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The FrP posted 1,001 comments or replies (as page owners), while the SD posted
only two replies. In the interviews, the FrP expressed a clear intention to respond
to potential voters in the comment section on Facebook, while the SD expressed a
different and less enthusiastic attitude towards Facebook interaction, which is also
confirmed by the Facebook data.
In the next section, I will further discuss these findings in light of the theoretical
framework for this study.
DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION AND FURTHER RESEARCH
This study set out to address three research questions: (1) What kind of strategy
do these parties have for social media and editorial media? (2) Are these parties’
Facebook content characterized by populist communication logic? (3) What type of
engagement are the parties achieving on Facebook? As the two parties under scrutiny are said to have different political roots as well as two different phases in the
life cycle model of populist parties (Herkman, 2015; Stewart et al., 2003), we could
expect the parties to use social media in different ways. As evident from the interviews, social media, and particularly Facebook is essential for the two parties, even
more so for the SD. Social media, or rather Facebook, is regarded as an effective tool
to get the parties’ messages across to the electorate. The SD had problems getting
an outlet for their messages outside of their own publications before the 2010 election, which secured them 20 representatives in the parliament Riksdagen. In what
the SD describe as an unfriendly media landscape, social media has represented an
alternative space where the party can spread the message, but the party is not prioritizing to communicate and interact with voters. While the FrP is using more of the
interactive functions that social media allow for (Kalsnes & Larsson, 2015), such as
input via the comment section to address questions in the parliament, to comment
on media coverage or to be in touch with supporters and voters, the SD are mainly
using social media to broadcast and spread messages. The SD is less interested in
participating in interactions with Facebook fans in the comment section, which the
party thinks of as a space for supporters.
Nevertheless, the need for moderation in the comment section is acute for both
parties. The FrP removes some comments, while the SD has a stricter moderation
policy, deleting more heavy-handed comments that also criticize the party’s policy,
according to the interviews.
The focus on shares, which is regarded as giving more visibility and spread
than likes, is even stronger within the SD than in the FrP. In order to create shares
and likes and potential viral effects, both the parties stress the importance of using
images combined with text in short, simple language, which apparently creates more
engagement among users. Potential misunderstandings can be corrected when the
party has set the media agenda and been invited onto TV or radio debates, according to the FrP. Moving on to editorial media vs. social media, both parties use social
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media to comment on news coverage in editorial news media. But since the SD
has had a more conflicted relationship with Swedish media compared to the FrP’s
relationship with Norwegian media, social media is used as a tool to “normalize”
the party. When the SD get opinion pieces published in editorial media, they share
them on social media to get more attention, as well as to demonstrate that they got
access outside of their own fora, which the SD explained was an important part of
the legitimation and normalization process. The SD’s “longing for normalization” is
not expressed with the same intensity among the FrP, which can support Herkman’s
research that placed the FrP in the established phase and the SD in the insurgent
phase in the life cycle model in the relationship between media and neo-populist
movements (2015).
Regarding the extent of populist communication logic, we do see some traces of
populist communication logic in the Facebook posting by the FrP and the SD, but it
occurs rather randomly and inconsistently. First, the SD is in many ways communicating more in terms of populist communication logic compared to the FrP, both
when it comes to content, form and motives. Particularly in regard to content, the
SD frequently mentions topics relating to exclusion of others (immigrants) and anti-elitism (political opponents and the media). While the SD more frequently posts
content about exclusion of others compared to the FrP, posts about people-centrism
and anti-elitism appear on the pages of both parties. Part of the difference among
the parties’ Facebook postings can be explained by the parties’ history and profile.
While the FrP has profiled itself on a wider range of issues than immigration (such
as transport, taxes, healthcare, security and elderly care), the SD is mainly known as
an anti-immigration party (Raknes, 2012; Strömbäck et al., 2017). The different
terms used by the two parties (the FrP advocating a strict immigration policy while
the SD fights mass immigration), might also indicate national differences in Norway
and Sweden. While Sweden has been one of the countries in Europe with the most
liberal asylum laws (Swedish Migration Agency, 2018), Norway has had a much
stricter immigration policy.
Secondly, the SD also uses a more negative form, compared to the FrP which
often publishes positive posts, advocating their own policy. The SD has been treated
as a “pariah party” by the other Swedish parties because of the party’s neo-Nazi
roots, the hostile environment around the party has been described as a “cordon
sanitaire” where other parties have refused to cooperate with the SD (Strömbäck
et al., 2017, p. 70). The negativity is clearly reflected in the party’s Facebook posts.
Thirdly, the party leaders are fairly frequently mentioned in the two parties’
Facebook posts (more often by the FrP), but not in an extraordinary way. They are
mainly cherished for their campaigning efforts, which is also common among other
political parties. Neither are described as particularly charismatic leaders, but as
hard-working campaigners and debaters.
Fourth, both parties mainly use the Facebook posts for mobilization of their
(existing) supporters. This can be explained by the time frame of the study (one
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month before the national election), when mobilization is of utmost importance.
While we do see some posts that are expressions of legitimacy and power, they are
in a clear minority of the posts.
As we see from the Facebook engagement data, the SD achieves more shares
per post than the FrP. Nevertheless, we need to take into account that the SD has
more fans of their Facebook page than the FrP, which is another explanation for
the difference. Apparently, the SD’s strategy to encourage shares among their fans is
working, which is also reflected in the average numbers of shares per post.
This study has contributed with detailed insights into the understudied field of
populist parties’ political communication on social media. Differing from previous
studies of political parties’ social media strategy and practice (Kalsnes, 2016a), these
two parties seem to more or less follow up their social media strategy in practice.
The SD is mainly focused on spreading, thus broadcasting the message through
likes and shares, which this study as well as other studies have proved that they
are successful at (Larsson, 2017). The FrP is also aiming for viral shares of their
messages, in addition to interaction with voters in the comment section, which
they achieve to a high degree, also compared to other Norwegian parties (Kalsnes,
2016a). The SD are more closely communicating in terms of populist communication logic compared to the FrP.
This study has clear limits, as it has mainly focused on two parties among the
Nordic populist parties. Future studies could look in more detail into the content and
rhetoric of these parties’ social media performances. Additionally, the character of
Nordic populist parties’ digital communities could be studied further to understand
the demographic character of these emerging networked publics (Boyd, 2010).
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ABSTRACT: The communicative style used to exclude immigrants from the idea of “the people” is
the scope through which right-wing media populism is measured in a case study of Macedonia, a
post-communist country on the Balkan migrant route. Quantitative content analysis of articles from
four Macedonian right-wing partisan news outlets (N = 409), demonstrates a clear change in tone in
coverage of migration, marked by an increase of populism as the “migrant crisis” intensified. Logistic
regression confirms that incivility, as a proxy for the intensity of partisan bias, is a significant predictor
of populism, and opinion pieces have a significantly stronger populist tendency than news reports. The
findings show that online news outlets, however, are not more populist than traditional print media.
KEYWORDS: populism, migration, Macedonia, media, content analysis.


INTRODUCTION
Although populism has always been an intricate part of democratic societies, its
recent resurgence has highlighted the complex relationship it enjoys with democracy. The pervasiveness of populism in the realm of the political is most prominent in party dynamics (Rydgren, 2005) and voter behavior (Akkerman, Mudde, &
Zaslove, 2013), two fundamental ingredients of any democratic system. Canovan
(1999, p. 3) calls populism “a shadow cast by democracy,” encapsulating a constant
tension between forces that are simultaneously constitutive of and contradictory to
democracy.
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Yet, if populism is pervasive in democratic societies, its presence should be felt
even beyond party politics and voting behavior. When Mudde (2004) speaks of
“populist Zeitgeist,” this is not limited solely to parties and voters, but also what is
between them, where these actors perform their deliberative functions. After all, if
one of the approaches to populism is to regard it as “rhetoric” (Barr, 2009), “discourse” (Hawkins, 2009), “language” (Kazin, 1995), then the focus should not only
be on the relationship between the political actors as producers and the electorate
as receivers, but also on the public space, where media act not only as transmitters
of the populist message, but also amplifiers (Alvares & Dahlgren, 2016) and even
creators (Bos & Brants, 2014).
While a great body of literature exists on populism, a much smaller portion of
it is dedicated to the concept of media populism (for an overview, see Mazzoleni,
Stewart, & Horsfield, 2003; Mazzoleni, 2008), and virtually none that tackles media
populism in Eastern European post-communist societies, where democracy is still
not fully consolidated. The challenges in such a research endeavour are multifaceted; firstly, these states do not have a long tradition of media pluralism, and the
characteristics of their media systems are still a subject of academic debate (Hallin & Mancini, 2012), blurring the conceptual framework required to identify longterm patterns in the evolution of media populism. Secondly, the European model
of right-wing populism with all its essential characteristics, as the main subject of
study in Western academia (see Gidron & Bonikowski, 2013), has so far not been
smoothly translatable to Eastern Europe, where cultural and historical contingencies contributed to idiosyncratic forms of populism.
However, the recent “migrant crisis” helped to bridge this gap between Western
European right-wing populism — a long time champion of anti-immigrant attitudes — and its Eastern European counterpart, thereby allowing an opportunity to
investigate the rise of what Mazzoleni et al. (2003) call right-wing “neo-populist”
discourse, as a stylistic manifestation of anti-immigrant sentiment in the media.
This study explores the case of Macedonia, a country where migration issues have
only become relevant in the public sphere after it found itself on the route of the
migrant flow in 2015. The case selection is further justified as the ruling party in
Macedonia at the time of the crisis has been widely regarded as populist (Surmava,
2014) and infamous for establishing a strongly partisan polarized media arena
(Causidis & Sekulovski, 2013). The combination of these factors creates a perfect
setting for investigating how media populism proliferates in a non-Western context.
Hence, this study does not focus on populist rhetoric on migration by rightwing political actors, but that of right-wing partisan media in Macedonia, through
analysis of their coverage on the topic for the brief period it was of high importance in the country. Apart from the novel setting, the study offers three theoretical
contributions. Firstly, the content analysis shows an increase in populist reporting
as the scale of the crisis burgeoned, confirming that the communicative style of
populism permeates journalism in the context of growing salience of the migration
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threat. Secondly, it examines the relationship between populism and different levels
of partisan bias among outlets, operationalized through incivility. Finally, it makes
the important distinction between populism in traditional media (such as print
newspapers) and new media (online news outlets), as well as different article types,
thereby addressing existing gaps in the study of media populism. The practical implications of the findings are discussed in the final section.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The scholarly consensus has been to view populism as a “thin ideology” (Mudde &
Rovira Kaltwasser, 2011), referring to its adaptability in mixing with other ideologies which seek to exploit populism’s two main features: the appeal to the people and
the contempt of elites. It is this opposition that serves as a common denominator in
most of the scholarly work on populism, with Mudde’s (2004, p. 543) minimal definition serving as empirical foundation: “[populism is] a thin-centred ideology that
considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’ and which argues that politics
should be an expression of the volonté générale of the people.” Yet, there is a wide
range of political actors which can embrace this principle. While the majority of
populism research confines the term “political actor” to politicians directly involved
in political parties and the electoral process, Rooduijn (2014) argues that if populism can be considered the property of a specific message rather than a property of
an actor sending that message, as such it can be also studied outside the realm of institutionalized politics. This approach to the study of populism as a discursive phenomenon has been increasingly popular among scholars recently, as it shifts the
focus to the unique contribution of communication processes to construct populist
ideas. This enables researchers to study populism as content, referring to the public
communication of core components of populist ideology with a characteristic set
of key messages (de Vreese et al., 2018).
Building on this tradition, Rooduijn (2014) demonstrates how populism is enacted in Western European media. Yet his content analysis of manifestations of
populism as rhetoric of the thin ideology fails to capture two key aspects: the ideological and the stylistic. According to Moffitt and Tormey (2014, p. 386), “for a
subject notorious for its prevalence of charismatic leaders and stylistic flourishes,
it’s fanciful to imagine that populism can only be measured as a set of words to be
counted and collated.” They claim that, because the contemporary political landscape is increasingly mediated and stylized, the so-called aesthetic or performative
features are particularly important. This populist political style consists of three
main elements. The first one being appeal to the people, which does not necessarily assume Mudde’s (2004) interpretation of elites as corrupt, rather just explains
the antagonism of “the pure people” towards other groups in society, such as for
example asylum seekers or immigrant workers. The second is the perception of
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crisis, breakdown and threat (Taggart, 2000), with its desired effect being to radically simplify the terms and terrain of political debate, reflected in a tendency towards simple and direct language. Finally, there is the third element called “bad
manners,” which emerges from the disregard of populists for “appropriate” ways of
acting in the political world. Moffitt and Tormey (2014) refer to this phenomenon
as coarsening of political discourse, while Canovan (1999) labels it “tabloid style.”
The first two elements are essential for the symbiosis between right-wing ideology and populism. Indeed, the study of populism in Western Europe has mostly
tackled the emergence of a “new” populism of right-wing parties and their agendas,
focusing on the ways populist logic enhances the xenophobic spirit of radical rightwing ideology, often seen as a menace to democratic values (Meny & Surel, 2000;
Taggart, 2000). To disentangle this relationship, Jagers and Walgrave (2007) differentiate between the “thin” interpretation of populism, which only assumes appeal
to the people, and a “thick” variant, which includes common anti-establishment
features, but also the exclusion of certain categories of population, as “some isolated
groups do not share the people’s ‘good’ characteristics, with their values and behavior irreconcilable with people’s interest,” and are therefore stigmatized, defined as a
threat or burden to society and blamed for all the misfortune (Jagers & Walgrave,
2007, p. 324). While the above outlines the nature of right-wing populism, Moffitt
and Tormey’s (2014) third element is what ultimately translates it to the media.
In fact, Krämer (2014, p. 48) defines media populism as “the use of stylistic and
ideological elements by some media, namely the construction of favoritism of ingroups […] reliance on charisma and group related commonsense, and appeal to
moral sentiments, emotionalising, personalising and ostentatiously plain-spoken
discourse.” This definition distinctly evokes Moffitt and Tormey’s (2014) “bad manners” component of political style: the use of slang, swearing, political incorrectness, being overly demonstrative and colourful, as opposed to “high” behaviors of
rigidness, rationality, composure and technocratic language, as well as the breach
of taboos, metaphors of violence and opposition of compromises (Krämer, 2014).
As the element of threat receives ever-greater attention in news coverage of migration (Thorbjornsrud, 2015), amplifying the voice of right-wing politicians who
exclude immigrants from the idea of “the homogenous people,” I focus on Jagers’
and Walgrave’s (2007) exclusionary feature, intentionally overlooked by Rooduijn
in order to tap the “thin” variant of populism. This approach circumvents the analytical inconsistency emerging from the conceptual clash between the exclusionary
populism of the right wing, and anti-elitist populism, as complementary to leftist
ideology (Reinemann et al., 2016). Therefore, unlike Rooduijn (2014), who does
not identify a specific issue in his objective to demonstrate an increase of populist
discourse, I situate the research in the context of the recent European “migrant
crisis,” as I argue that for exclusionary populism, an out-group threat and a quickly
developing ambient of crisis is required to drive media towards emulating and internalizing the populist style of political actors. As previous research shows that
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an increase of the salience of migration is associated with the populist party surge
(Rydgren, 2005), it can be expected that this pattern is also replicated with media
populism:
H1: A populist style in media coverage of migration has increased with the escalation of the “migrant crisis.”
Mazzoleni et al. (2003) pinpoint the appropriation of populist behavior to a
part of the media that has “tabloid” attributes, which do not share the elite media’s
striving to appear unbiased and report fairly and responsibly. This is also observed
by Krämer (2014), according to whom tabloid journalism is perceived to invoke
ethnic and moral community by pursuing a “moral fundamentalism,” while also
displaying aversion towards abstract conceptions of society, such as complex political procedures. Yet, Rooduijn (2014) finds that tabloid newspapers are no more
inclined to the populist message than elite ones. This could indicate that the elite
versus tabloid contrast is a simplified and perhaps even outdated perspective. A
potentially confounding influence in this context is a category which, like tabloid
media, rejects balanced reporting, yet is largely absent in the media populism literature: partisan media.
Apart from the occasional inadvertent populist perspective on politics due to
their nature, tabloids can sometimes also provide “support for at least a wing of
an established party within a two-party system” (Krämer, 2014, p. 51). This is the
essence of partisan media: opinionated platforms that not only report the news
but offer a distinct point of view on it, biased in favor of one party and political
viewpoint (Levendusky, 2013). By design, partisan media engage in a biased story
selection, reporting more heavily on topics that favor their side and downplaying
stories that harm their points of view (Baum & Groeling, 2008). Through creating a
“self protecting enclave” that gives viewers an easily digestible version of an otherwise confusing political world, partisan media foster an antagonistic worldview,
resulting with audience polarisation (Sunstein, 2009). This phenomenon is the outcome of an increased competition for fragmented niche audiences, pushing media
figures to say more outlandish and controversial things (Gervais, 2014). Due to this,
partisan media are characterized by a lack of civility, as their main distinguishing
aspect from impartial nonpartisan media. In fact, Jamieson and Cappella (2009)
describe the most uncivil political talk-shows (such as the Rush Limbaugh show)
as also the most party-biased. From this, it can be inferred that media partisanship
and incivility are correlated.
The connection between partisan media and populism is self-evident; namely,
according to Jamieson and Hardy (2012, p. 413), partisan media “invite moral outrage by engaging emotion, replace argument with ridicule and ad hominem, and
often invite the audience to see the political world as a Manichean place unburdened by complexity, ambiguity or common ground.” Additionally, as exclusion
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is also a common property of partisan media, incivility among right-wing party
biased outlets is likely to thrive in the context of a migration crisis. As Herbst (2010)
argues that incivility is a weapon used strategically to rile up audiences with anger
about how bad the other side is and to mobilize them, the tone in which outlets
communicate anti-immigrant messages can likely determine the extent of incivility,
which can simultaneously serve as an indicator of the degree of partisan bias. Thus
far, there has been no significant attempt to investigate the link between populism
and the intensity of partisan bias in right-wing media, but if incivility is used as a
proxy indicating partisanship, the second hypothesis emerges:
H2: The more uncivil partisan media are, the more populist style they will exhibit.
In order to further advance knowledge of media populism beyond the basic dichotomy of elite and tabloid media, it is not only partisan bias that needs to be examined more closely, but also the distinction between traditional and digital media.
As digitalization changed the principles of distribution and circulation of news, it
prompted newspapers to reconsider their role and position in the provision of news,
with inevitable implications on the political news content, and therefore the style used
in its production (Trappel & Enli, 2011). Online media are redefining the field and
posing a serious challenge to the traditional written formats, refusing to adopt the
standards set by newspapers and introducing a different news culture (Allan, 2002).
Meanwhile, traditional media compete by implementing online media “logic,” such as
tapping into social media or adding user interactivity (see Saura & Enli, 2011).
Yet, the professional features and value systems of large media organisations
are fundamentally different from the new models of online outlets, represented by
small newsrooms, or even bloggers and citizen journalists. Reporting on politics
therefore is also different; as Matheson (2004, p. 449) argues, “there are certain
conventions of the genre, including an ephemeral and informal quality […] and
often irreverent commentary or opinion.” Such practice can possibly be a gateway to the populist style described above. This statement is supported by online
platforms’ claim for a particular authenticity of the personal, of “people in their
natural dialect” (Matheson, 2004), indicating a tendency for the populist discourse. Due to its lesser concern for ethical standards compared to traditional
news reporting, a looming notion exists that “online journalism is the gangly,
misfit cousin of ‘real’ journalism […] the internet is a breeding ground for kooks
and charlatans and Web journalism operates at a level below the standards of
traditional news media” (Singer, 2003, p. 151). From this, sufficient evidence
of the differences between traditional print and online news outlets exists to formulate the third hypothesis:
H3: Populist style in the context of the “migrant crisis” is used more by online news
outlets than traditional print outlets.
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Finally, existing studies have not sufficiently engaged with how the diffusion of
populism varies across different types of news content articles. Previous research
has found that there is a link between populist attributions of blame and interpretative journalism (Hameleers, Bos & de Vreese, 2017); however, a more detailed
breakdown of the way populism permeates different news formats would add
nuance to this finding, adding to our understanding of media’s populist tendencies.
While Rooduijn (2014) concludes that letters to the editor are more populist than
opinion pieces, the present study sets aside messages written by ordinary citizens,
and focuses on how populist content varies between editorials, feature stories and
news reports. By selecting this approach, it follows Van Dijk (1988), who distinguishes between the three types of news content according to the degree of personal
opinion: While news articles do not express opinions, feature stories analyze the
context or background that include a personal point of view, but not as dominant
or explicitly advocating a position as editorials. However, as literature does not yield
any expectations about comparing between different types, a research question is
formulated instead of a hypothesis:
RQ1: Do news reports, editorials or feature stories exhibit more populism?
CASE SELECTION
The chosen arena for the case study is Macedonia. There are multiple reasons for
this decision. First of all, since 2006, for eleven years the government was led by
VMRO-DPMNE, a nationalist, right-wing party which during this time has been
notorious for its utilization of populist discourse (Petkovski, 2014). Despite regime
change in 2017, VMRO’s interference in media during its time in power has caused
a bitter division of major outlets along partisan lines (Belicanec & Ricliev, 2012).
The collusion between parties and media renders Macedonia a suitable case for
analyzing the relationship between populism and partisan media.
Furthermore, before the Syrian refugee crisis in 2015, Macedonia had very little
experience with migration, which in Western Europe, and recently some of the
Eastern European countries too, has been a controversial issue, sparking anti-immigrant campaigns and restrictive policy proposals by right-wing populist politicians. After the country found itself on the Balkan migrant route, the national
security issue has been employed by the ruling elite to confront opposition on the
domestic front, in the context of an ongoing internal crisis. Amidst chaotic scenes
on the border with Greece, the tone of VMRO has shifted to themes of danger and
xenophobia (Smith & Tran, 2016), similar to that of populist politicians in other
Eastern European countries (such as Poland or Hungary), where authoritarianism,
nationalism and Euroscepticism has been on the rise (Bugaric, 2008). Due to this,
the Macedonia case can potentially be generalized to Eastern Europe with regards
to media populism and other socio-political trends.
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Because right-wing ideology and populist rhetoric in Macedonia is monopolized
by the then-ruling party, partisan media which have been supportive of VMRO’s
government are the likeliest to incorporate both such an ideology and rhetoric.
Therefore, in the context of conflated partisan loyalty and ideological orientation, as
in the case of Macedonia (see Cvetanoski, 2015), such media represent natural objects of scrutiny. I selected four outlets that are known to mirror VMRO’s positions,
in order to see whether they also mirror its populist style. Two are newspapers:
Dnevnik, a broadsheet daily with a relatively long tradition on the news scene, and
Vecer, employing a more flamboyant tabloid-style, while two are online news outlets, Kurir and Infomax, web-only outlets with a more outspoken partisan bias, especially the latter with its radical advocacy, in the model of the infamous InfoWars.
METHOD
Quantitative content analysis was performed on the four outlets, on a sample of
articles (N = 409) compiled from two periods, the first one for three weeks in September 2015 (serving as the baseline), and the second for three weeks in March
2016, in order to observe the hypothesized increase of populist content. The rationale for the timeframes is contextual: In September 2015, the sudden migrant flow
from Greece caused a shift in the focus of domestic news, marking the beginning
of the crisis, while in March 2016, the crisis culminated as clashes erupted between
the police and the migrants, after which the government decided to close the border
with Greece. Sampling was done by the means of census data, generally considered
the best form of representation when feasible (MacNamara, 2005), since the analysis covered the entire content related to migration in the abovementioned periods,
identified through reviewing the total amount of articles.1
The articles were available in the online archives of the four media, which for
Vecer and Dnevnik also included all the articles published in the print newspapers.
In contrast to Rooduijn’s (2014) strategy to only focus on commentary done by the
authors themselves as distinct from politicians’ populist statements only relayed by
media, I considered even this type of “reproduced” content relevant. This approach
is justified as different media select quotes differently depending on editorial policy,
according to which they can choose to highlight more or less populist statements.
By including all manifestations of populism in the analysis, whether produced or
reproduced, I followed the principle of accounting for both populism by the media
and populism through the media (de Vreese et al., 2018). This procedure captures
populist content on aggregate, since populism that media organizations engage in
themselves is only a part of the content they carry, along with providing a forum
1

Only the articles dealing with the migrants in Macedonia were considered, excluding all foreign
news regarding the crisis. This was done in order to isolate manifestations of populism that exclude
migrants in relation to the Macedonian people as a point of reference.
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for populist actors and disseminating messages that increase visibility and legitimacy of those actors. I have chosen entire articles as units of analysis instead of just
paragraphs in order to analyze them as coherent arguments in which the populist
style may appear.
MEASURES
The foundation for operationalizing the dependent variable consisted of three components, based on the theoretical framework above. First, people-centrism was evaluated for each article, by answering the question “Does the text refer to ‘the people’?”,
but also other references to the people, like “our citizens,” “our country,” “the society,”
“the nation” and “the Macedonian people” (Rooduijn, 2014). Second, the presence
of exclusion was captured by identifying words like “outsiders,” “invaders,” “threat,”
“burden,” “dangerous,” “jihadists,” etc. (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). Finally, an indicator was created to evaluate in each article the martial and radical stylistic disposition
which politicians cannot afford (Krämer, 2014), as a combination by emotional appeal
and sharp, jargon language.2 From the coding process, three corresponding categories
of media populism emerge: “empty” populism, which only contains references to the
people, as conceptualized by Jagers & Walgrave (2007); “exclusionary” populism, entailing the presence of both people-centrism and exclusion (Reinemann et al., 2016),
and finally “complete” media populism, as the main interest of this study, adding the
stylistic element to the other two aspects in order to capture the populist style.3
Since measuring a concept like populism, with its subtle and chameleonic nature, requires a certain interpretative element, additional techniques were used
to complement the above operationalization and account for its implicit aspects.
Therefore, evaluating people-centrism was aided by applying Krämer’s (2014, p. 49)
condition of “ethnocentric schemata,” where “a medium uses categories that are
as close as possible to the assumed knowledge of ‘common people’, presented as a
real-life antidote to knowledge of elites alienated from the everyday world.” With
this in mind, not only keywords referring to the people were counted, but also any
form of in-group collective glorification through positive contextual attributions
(references to the people as “honest,” “hardworking,” “wise,” etc.). Stylistic disposition required the most intuition, because appeal to emotion can easily be confused
with ordinary tabloid sensationalism, without extreme attention to context. Despite
this, the inter-coder reliability between the two coders assessed with Krippendorf ’s
alpha on a random subsample of 10% of the total articles yielded satisfactory results:
for people-centrism, α = 0.70, for exclusion α = 0.68, and for stylistic disposition
there was the most agreement, α = 0.76.		
2 Internal consistency tests yielded a somewhat mediocre value for Cronbach’s alpha (α = 0.68).
However, it is the author’s judgment that given the fluid nature of the dependent variable, and its
construction by adapting different theoretical perspectives, there is sufficient consistency.
3 A detailed summary of the coding procedure is available upon request.
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INCIVILITY IN PARTISAN MEDIA
The independent variable capturing the crisis’ intensity (H1) was measured as dichotomous for the two periods (low and high), and the operationalization of the
independent variable media type — print or online — was also straightforward as
a dummy (H3). News reports, feature stories and editorials were evaluated in the
same fashion (RQ1), in line with existing definitions (e.g. Van Dijk, 1988).
The level of partisanship was more complicated to measure. In order to make a
distinction between the intensity of partisan bias in favor of the ruling party among
the four media, I used the level of incivility, as described in the theoretical section. By
following Gervais’ (2014, p. 569) approach, I identified four criteria which make an
article uncivil, which served as coding instructions: first, “name-calling, mockery and
character assassination,” characterized by additional, superfluous adjectives that do not
add information but are purposefully insulting, belittling and condescending; second,
“spin and misrepresentative exaggeration,” characterized by use of extreme, inflammatory words or phrases that makes action seem more radical, immoral or corrupt; third,
“histrionics,” where language suggests an individual or group should be feared or is
responsible for sadness; and finally fourth, “conspiracy theory,” e.g., accusations of very
sinister motives/actions/background, although unreasonable, presented as factual.4
If any of the criteria were present, I considered an article uncivil, thereby making
a rigid distinction between civility and incivility. Thus I created a dummy variable
which was coded zero if it did not fulfill any of the criteria for incivility, and one, if
it contained at least one of the criteria. I have chosen a separate sample of articles
from all four outlets (N = 117), by selecting all the political news stories they had
on a random day (March 1, 2016), and coded for incivility. All outlets had published
a similar amount of articles on that day (Dnevnik published 30, Vecer 34, Kurir 26
and Infomax 27). The inter-coder reliability test was performed on 20 articles, with
high agreement between the two coders (α = 0.94).
The results have shown that newspapers are less uncivil. Vecer is the least uncivil
outlet (i.e., most civil) from all four, with 88.2% of articles not containing any incivility, while Dnevnik is slightly more uncivil with 80% of civil articles. For the online
news outlets, 69.2% of Kurir’s articles were civil, and 30.8 were uncivil, while expectedly, Infomax is by far the most uncivil media outlet, with 37% civil and 63% uncivil
articles. Accordingly, for the independent variable partisanship (H2), I ranked the
four media outlets in the partisan bias scale according to their incivility scores.
RESULTS
Initial tests indicated that there is indeed a difference between the amount of
populist discourse in media during the first and the second period of observation.
4

The full codebook is available upon request.
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If the amount of total articles that showed no populism at all in September 2015
was 81.1%, in March 2016 this amount is down to 70.4%, χ2 (1, N = 409) = 6.326,
p = .012. There are significant differences between the two periods for two out of
the three operationalizations of populist content, the only exception being “empty” populism, whose presence in the news does not significantly differ between
September and March, χ2 (1, N = 409) = 2.002, p = .157. This is unsurprising, as
any tendency for more populist coverage of migration would likely include some
form of exclusion in addition to references to the people. Indeed, this is reflected
by the significant increase in the levels of “exclusionary” populism as the migrant crisis spiralled between September and March, χ2 (1, N = 409) = 6.351, p =
.012. Most importantly, the percentage of articles containing all three elements of
populism, capturing the right-wing populist style, grew from 6.1% in September
to almost double, 11.7% in March, χ2 (1, N = 409) = 3.911, p = .048. These findings lend support for H1. Table 1 shows the full distribution of populism levels
across the two periods.
Table 1. Populist style in Macedonian media over two time periods
Empty
populism

Exclusionary
populism

Complete
populism

Total articles

Count

11

14

12

196

Percent

5.6

7.1

6.1

Count

6

32

25

Percent

2.8

15.0

11.7

Period

September 2015

March 2016

213

Note: Cells represent the number of articles within each populism type and their percentage from the total
number of articles in the given period.
Source: Author.

A curious pattern emerges when comparing the amount of populist discourse
in media outlets according to their levels of partisan bias. Chi-square tests reveal
a significant difference between the amount of “empty” and “complete” populist articles across outlets, but not “exclusionary” populist articles. However, the
manifestations of “empty” populism do not follow the hypothesized pattern:
only references to the people are encountered significantly more often in the
less partisan outlets (6.9% in Vecer, 7.0% in Dnevnik) than in the more partisan outlets (1.0% in Kurir, 1.1% in Infomax), χ2(1, N = 409) = 8.935, p = .030.
Of greater interest is the comparison on “complete” populism, where extreme
right-wing outlet Infomax is the outlier driving the significant difference, with
21.7% of its articles showing all populist traits. However, contrary to expectations, the amount of articles displaying the complete populism in Vecer (6.9%)
216
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and Dnevnik (6.1%) is bigger than in Kurir (3%). Figure 1 visually displays the
differences between the four outlets, ordered by their level of partisanship (as
ranked by incivility), suggesting a lack of evidence for H2. The above findings
reflect on the breakdown of populist content by media type; contrary to expectations, traditional print newspapers utilize significantly more “empty” populism
than online news outlets, χ2(1, N = 409) = 8.931, p = .003, while there is also a
marginally significant difference between traditional and online media when it
comes to “complete” populism, χ2(1, N = 409) = 3.660, p = .056. However, it is
the highly populist nature of Infomax that is causing the significantly greater
presence of complete populism in online media (Table 2). This, coupled with
the lack of significant difference across media types for exclusionary populism,
yields no support for H3 about the difference in the use of populist style between
newspapers and online outlets.
Three logistic regression models illuminate the multivariate relationship
between the predictors and each operationalization of populism as dependent variable, as presented in Table 3. The use of odds ratios (OR) is to facilitate
coefficient interpretation. First of all, the analysis confirms that the probability of populist content does not depend on whether the outlet is traditional or
online for any category of populism, rendering H3 conclusively false — there
isn’t a significant difference between media populism in traditional and online
media. However, all other variables held constant, the odds that news content
from March 2016 exhibits exclusionary populism are 2.32 times greater than

Figure 1. Populism per outlet incivility
Note: y-axis represents the percentage of total articles exhibiting empty, exclusionary and complete populism
for each outlet (maximum displayed is 25%).
Source: Author.
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Table 2. Populism in different types of Macedonian media
Empty
populism

Exclusionary
populism

Complete
populism

Total articles

Count

15

25

14

216

Percent

6.9

11.6

6.5

Count

2

21

23

Percent

1.0

10.9

11.9

Media type
Traditional

Online

193

Note: Cells represent the number of articles within each populism type and their percentage from the total
number of articles in the particular media type.
Source: Author.

Table 3. Logistic regression explaining populism in Macedonian media
Predictors
of media populism

Empty populism

Exclusionary populism

Complete populism

OR (SE)

OR (SE)

OR (SE)

Constant

0.11 (0.05)***

0.07 (0.03)***

0.01 (0.01)***

March 2016

0.36 (0.19)*

2.32 (0.79)**

1.83 (0.74)

Partisan bias

0.82 (0.44)

0.78 (0.25)

2.18 (0.91)*

Online media

0.17 (1.27)

1.52 (1.08)

0.41 (0.37)

Feature article

0.52 (0.56)

2.11 (0.89)*

5.92 (2.96)***

Opinion article

4.64 (2.88)***

1.85 (0.83)

14.08 (6.30)***

χ2
log likelihood
Pseudo R2
N

19.23

10.84

56.71

−61.10

−138.40

−95.82

0.14

0.04

0.23

409

409

409

Notes: OR = odds ratio; SE = standard error.
Two-tailed test. Dependent variable is a binary indicator of a different type of populism (in each column). SEs
reported between parentheses. The reference category for a feature article and opinion article is the news report.
*p < .10 **p < .05 ***p < .001.
Source: Author.

the odds that news content from September 2015 is exclusionary populist (95%
CI [1.39, 4.16]). Since this pattern isn’t replicated for complete populism, and
even contradicted for empty populism (albeit with marginal significance), it
can be concluded that H1 is only partially supported. With regards to H2, the
odds ratio for partisan bias is positive for all three categories of populism, and
marginally significant for complete populism (OR = 2.18, p = 0.062, 95% CI
[0.97, 4.64]). In substantive terms, this means that for every increase of media
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partisanship by one unit (in this case the specific outlet), the odds of complete
populism in news content increases by a factor of 2.18. This yields tentative support for H2 stating that the greater the partisan bias of a particular outlet, the
more populist it will be, when all three populism components are present. However, caution should be exercised, as the increase of probabilities that an article
will have “complete” populist style with greater partisan bias isn’t exactly linear.
Finally, addressing RQ1, there is clear evidence that ceteris paribus, both feature (OR = 5.91, p < 0.001, 95% CI [2.22, 15.76]) and opinion articles (OR = 14.08,
p < 0.001, 95% CI [5.86, 33.85]) are more likely to have all three elements of media
populism than news reports. Opinion articles also have significantly greater odds
of being “empty” populist than news reports, OR = 4.63, p = 0.014, 95% CI [1.37,
15.69], although this isn’t the case for features. This indicates that populist style
is much less likely to be expressed when the constraints of news reporting are
enforced.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
As the intersection of political parties’ populism supply and the public’s demand
occurs in the public arena, this study adds to a growing body of literature that shows
how media are the successful carrier of populism, discovering important aspects of
how the populist “Zeitgeist” operates outside of political actors. Instead of analyzing media populism as a general phenomenon, this study focused on a single issue
which ranks among the highest on the populist right-wing agenda, and analyzed
it in a novel context of a right-wing dominated Eastern European society, yet one
that until recently was largely abstracted from this specific issue. This study confirms that discourse on migration, as an issue “owned” by right-wing populist actors
(Walgrave & De Swert, 2007), has assumed more substantive and stylistic features
of exclusionary populism as the crisis developed. This populist style inherent in
anti-immigrant rhetoric is also expressed in the media, and is a testament to the
diffusion of populist logic in the public sphere. However, to confirm the robustness
of this finding beyond the case study, a comparative perspective would be needed.
Furthermore, it would also be relevant to measure how much of it can be attributed
solely to media and how much of it originates from politicians.
The study’s findings suggest that with the decrease of civility of partisan media (as
a benchmark for their bias level), their populist style increases. Sobieraj and Berry
(2011) claim that, in order to understand how political discourse shapes attitudes
about politics, the texture of our broader political culture must be considered. If opinionated media reproduce the style of populist politicians with the objective of reaching partisan oriented audiences, they are also actively promoting a populist worldview
along with the ideological one. The proliferation of this worldview in political culture
can be damaging to democracy, as it may reinforce political cynicism and authoritarian impulses among citizens, especially if combined with incivility.
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Although there are some indications of a link between right-wing partisan media
and the populist style, evidence that online outlets are more populist than traditional
print media is scarce. While Infomax is an example that news websites can integrate
more populist features in their content, Kurir shows they do not necessarily have to.
While on the one hand this may indicate that convergence tendencies are making the
differences between the two types of media more blurred, this conclusion comes with
a warning: The number of media analyzed here is limited. While the outlets are among
the top sources of political news in Macedonia (Dnevnik has the largest newspaper
circulation among broadsheet papers in the country, according to the Media Sustainability Index [IREX, 2015], and Kurir ranks among the highest for the online audience of political news according to tracking tool Gemius), perhaps a more exhaustive
comparison of outlets is required to make more robust inferences. In contrast to the
ambiguity of this finding, the study delivers solid proof that opinion articles such as
editorials or features contain more populism than news reports, implying that while
opinionated media increasingly emphasize advocacy as virtue, they refrain from embedding a populist style in “hard” news. Yet, this finding is indicative of the general shift
to interpretative journalism, which has been connected to media negativity, people
centrality, conflict and distrust in the establishment (Djerf-Pierre & Weibull, 2008).
The possibility that the populist style of politics might push media further away from
neutral and factual reporting is one that requires further investigation, especially given
how the surge of hyperpartisan fake news facilitates the rise of populist politicians.
Despite the breakthroughs this study makes in the field of media populism, it is
far from perfect. Inter-coder reliability for the dimensions of populism is achieved
with the aid of only one other coder apart from the author. Moreover, the complex
measurement procedure requires a solid degree of familiarity with the concept which
needs to be combined with a quasi-interpretative approach in order to achieve a relatively accurate account of populism levels. This is a likely reason why alphas reach
barely the minimum level (none of them reach 0.80, which is generally considered the
required level of inter-coder reliability). Apart from reliability, certain decisions in the
design could potentially hamper the validity levels too. For the most part, text length
is absorbed by the distinction between types of articles, seeing that editorials and features are usually longer than news reports. However, this is not always the case, and
article length could affect levels of populism simply due to the sheer quantity of content where populist discourse can be embedded. Although this is partly accounted for
by considering the entire texts as units of analysis, a quantitative approach can always
yield inconsistencies in the measurement of an elusive concept like populism.
It must be also recognized that establishing partisan bias through measuring incivility is a somewhat rudimentary approach despite its originality; such a strategy
makes it difficult to develop a perfect interval scale, and instead can only serve as an
orientation device for a select number of media. This is a clear limitation, reflected
by the fact that the populist style in the analyzed outlets does not increase linearly
with their established level of partisan bias via incivility. It should therefore be a
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priority for future research to further clarify the distinction between media incivility, partisanship, and populism.
The most important measurement-related problem is the omission of anti-elitism, as a crucial element of thick populism (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). Although
resentment of the establishment is a fundamental tenet of populism, the main distinctive feature of exclusionary right-wing populism in Europe is the horizontal
comparison of “the people” to immoral out-groups, such as minorities and immigrants (Reinemann et al., 2016). Regardless, an ideal operationalization that would
tap “thick” populism should involve both these elements. On numerous occasions
throughout the analysis, hostility has been encountered towards the evil elites as
well, embodied by Greece (in context of the name dispute between the two countries), the former communists comprising the liberal left party in Macedonia, and
even the European Union. Accounting for this aspect too would yield an even more
complete picture of media populism and its style, as would a longer time frame for
study, which would also show whether the recent electoral defeat of the right-wing
populist party in Macedonia has affected populist discourse in the media.
Addressing these deficiencies is a challenge for future research. Regardless of their
existence, the implications of the findings are important, as they draw attention to a
complex interaction between partisan media, right-wing politicians and populism,
which can ultimately reflect on citizens’ attitudes, especially in the context of a mediatized threat from migration. According to Norris (1999), repeated and steady exposure to news media content could have a diffuse influence on attitudes and opinions,
like a slow socialization process. The possibility for further polarization of the public
as a result of selective exposure to partisan media is a reason for concern (Stroud,
2010), especially if a highly resonating populist style exacerbates this relationship.
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ABSTRACT: This analysis identifies the dominant media frames in the coverage of four right-wing
populist actors — Vladimir Putin, Donald Trump, Silvio Berlusconi, and Roman Abramovich — by
the Bulgarian editions of Elle and Cosmopolitan. Although the political platforms of these men are not,
in fact, anti-establishment, which is the core characteristic of populism, they are referred to as populist actors because of their use of populist tools and discourses to practice so-called “neo-populism
from above.” The four men were framed as: (a) carriers of a “golden touch”; (b) sources of profound/
problematic wisdom; and (c) admirable collectors of “trophy” women. The findings are discussed as
illustrative of the tabloidization of U.S. women’s magazine brands in the post-communist context of
Bulgaria.
KEYWORDS: women’s magazines, post-communist media, right-wing populist actors, celebritization,
populism.


INTRODUCTION
A low-resolution photograph on the Bulgarian website of Elle magazine shows a
dark-haired woman making the peace sign. Her face is artfully contoured, and her
oversized t-shirt features the angular face of a pale man, with two loaded guns
crossed over his chest. The woman, Natalia Gurkova, is a former Miss Bulgaria and
an Instagram celebrity. The man is Russia’s president. The photo bears this caption:
“To the image of Vladimir Putin on her new t-shirt, the beauty adds this quote by
him: ‘It doesn’t matter what people say behind your back; it matters that they fall
silent when you turn around’” (“Natalia Gurkova,” 2018).
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The digital archives of Bulgarian Elle and Cosmopolitan, two of the most prominent Western women’s magazines in the country as of 2018,1 contain many more
headlines about the greatness of Putin as well as the Russian oligarch Roman
Abramovich, the Italian politician Silvio Berlusconi, and the U.S. president Donald Trump. Other politicians have been treated less favorably. Bulgaria’s three-time
prime-minister Boiko Borisov, a center-right politician, is mentioned in two stories from Elle.bg and nine from Cosmopolitan.bg, but his name has never appeared
in a headline. Germany’s four-term chancellor Angela Merkel, a leftist politician,
is mentioned in one story from Cosmopolitan.bg and six from Elle.bg. Her name
appears in only one headline, about a cartoon drawn by the fashion designer Karl
Lagerfeld, a critic of hers, which depicted her next to Hitler (Voskanian, 2017).
By contrast, the leftist French president Emmanuel Macron and his wife Brigitte
Trogneux-Macron are the subjects of over two dozen headlines. However, their
prominence is tempered by these stories’ focus on looks and missteps: he cannot
replace Justin Trudeau as the sexiest G7 leader; she is 24 years older; she wore a new
color; the Macrons spent 26,000 euro on makeup; sent the wrong wedding gift, etc.
Why would two women’s magazines practice selectively positive attention to
some political figures while depicting others in an ambivalent or negative light, if
at all? Although only magazine staff could fully answer this question, Putin, Berlusconi, Abramovich, and Trump share some commonalities. First, Putin is or has
been friendly with the others. Second, all are current or former right-wing politicians who have used populist tools. This paper will refer to them as “right-wing
populist actors,” a term not to be equated to “populist politicians.” The distinction
is needed because the political platforms of these players are not, in fact, anti-establishment, which is the core characteristic of populism (Kazin, 2016; Lassila, 2016).
Scholars have documented patterns in the coverage of populist actors in their own
countries (Koopmans & Muis, 2009) and in the uses of social media to spread populist
messages (Groshek & Koc-Michalska, 2017). Research on populist actors’ coverage by
lifestyle magazines or coverage that extends across borders is, however, non-existent.
This study aims to fill the gap by investigating how non-local right-wing populist actors are framed in the Bulgarian editions of two Western women’s magazines.
BACKGROUND
Populism cherishes the so-called simple people, condemns intellectual elites, prefers common sense over complexity, and reveres a “unique national character that
should be revived to awaken a sense of belonging and moral unity” (Krämer, 2014,
1 Hearst Publishing owns the Cosmopolitan (64 international editions) and Elle (45 international
editions) franchises. The Bulgarian editions are published by SBB Media (managed by the media mogul Dimitar Drumev), which also publishes the Bulgarian editions of National Geographic, Harper’s
Bazaar, and Men’s Health (Antonova, 2016). SBB Media was created after the Finnish SanomaWSOY
Group bought half of the Bulgarian company Bliasak Media (“Cosmopolitan makes debut,” 2004).
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p. 43). The justification for describing Putin, Trump, Berlusconi, and Abramovich
as “populist actors” lies in the practice of “neo-populism from above,” which refers to “populist policies employed […] for the purpose of preserving power and
enlarging support” (Shafir, 2008, p. 425). Putin, Trump, and Berlusconi have been
already described by Western scholars as right-wing populists (e.g., Fenster, 2017).
Abramovich arguably fits this category as well. A former Putin political appointee
(Turovskii, 2010) and sponsor of Russia’s TsSKa football team, he owns the Premier League football club Chelsea, thus enabling the Russian government’s use of
football’s “populist value” and helping Putin “gain a popular platform in a Western
liberal democracy” (Veth, 2014, p. 69). Some additional relevant facts are summarized below:
— The autocratic Putin, a member of the former Soviet elite and cementer of
Russia’s post-communist bureaucracy, gained popularity by “wielding the tools
of populism — high levels of social spending and consistent redistributionist policies” (Dimitrov, 2009, pp. 78–79).
— Roman Abramovich, former governor of Russia’s far-east Chukotka region,
who retains political clout because of his closeness to Putin, gained popularity by
sending poor children on vacation, rebuilding infrastructure, and paying state employees on time — moves that have had an “electrifying effect on the electorate”
(Midgley & Hutchins, 2015, p. 75).
— Berlusconi, Putin’s “ambassador” and “advocate” in Europe (Van Herpen,
2013, p. 183), is a media mogul and a member of the Italian elite who has led Forza
Italia by appealing “to the common sense and wisdom of the Italian people” (Ruzza & Fella, 2011, p. 166).
— Donald Trump, a self-proclaimed billionaire who has spoken warmly of Putin (Lyons, 2018), won the U.S. presidency in 2016 by using nationalistic and machismo appeals to the economic and cultural insecurities of large swathes of the
population (Kazin, 2016, p. 17).
Coverage of populist actors, even when meant to entertain, offers them “discursive opportunities” and a path to public support (Koopmans & Muis, 2009, p. 643).
In an analysis of populist discourses in Norwegian women’s magazines, Ytre-Anne
(2011) argues that “magazine journalism can be directly relevant to public opinion” (pp. 252–253). Although the audiences of the magazines analyzed here do not
determine the political fates of the likes of Putin and Berlusconi, their attitudes are
transferrable to local politicians who obtain endorsements from these or other wellknown populist actors. As Koopmans and Muis suggest, “[t]he success or failure of
populist right parties throughout Europe […] depends as much, or more, on the
actions and reactions of other political and media actors than on the personality,
skills, and tactics of populist political entrepreneurs” (p. 660; emphasis mine).
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LITERATURE REVIEW
This section outlines the literature on media and populism by discussing magazines’
role in disseminating populist messages, women’s magazines’ foray into politics,
populism in East Central Europe, and the socio-political landscape of Bulgaria, a
former Soviet satellite.
Media and populist actors
Cross-cultural news values, including conflict and the focus on narratives that “defy
the existing order” (Mazzoleni, Stewart, & Horsfield, 2003, p. 7), often contribute
to the success of populist actors who claim to fight the establishment or use fear
discourses — about immigrants, minorities, non-traditional families, etc. (Wodak,
2015). In most of the West, populist discourses have traditionally been spread by
talk radio, tabloids, and infotainment TV (Krämer, 2014). In post-communist and
other contexts, however, populism has penetrated the “elite” media, such as national
newspapers, in an all-encompassing process of “tabloidization” (Mazzoleni et al.,
2003, p. 9). Thanks to unregulated digital platforms, which can spread misinformation and discourses of rage (Freedman, 2018), populist discourses in media content
have influenced recent political developments in the Philippines (McCargo, 2016),
Pakistan (Mulla, 2017), Turkey (Bulut & Yörük, 2017), and India (Chakravartty &
Roy, 2016).
Magazines and populism
One characteristic of the magazine form is that it “lends itself to opinionated expression” (Forster, 2015, p. 1), as illustrated by various magazines serving as “official organs or newsletters to promote oppositional political ideas” (p. 5). Haveman
(2004) confirms that “[m]agazines promote discourses — principles, symbols, and
ideas — that social groups use to deal with social problems” (p. 24). At the cusp of
the 20th century, several magazines represented the views of the U.S. Populist Party:
Southern Arena in Texas (Pool & Cureton, 1977), the Boston-based Arena (McConnaughy, 2013), and Watson’s Jeffersonian in Georgia (Woodward, 1938). About the
same time in pre-Soviet Russia, the reformist populist magazine Russian Wealth
(Русское Богатство) upset the status quo by publishing articles about political
freedoms (Blokhin & Soloviev, 2017).
Unsurprisingly, present-day populist parties continue to rely on the magazine
form. In Germany, the right-wing populist periodical Compact (https://www.compact-online.de/), edited by the activist Jürgen Elsässer, supports Putin’s policies and
vilifies German chancellor Angela Merkel (Simpson, 2016). Other examples include UK’s Vox Populist, a “voice for the populist alliance” (Vox Populist, n.d.); the
French Identité, published by the right-wing Front National (Zúquete, 2008); and
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Hungary’s Barikad (Bar!kad), a “bombastic newsweekly” (Krausz, 2017) published
by Jobbik, the right-wing Movement for a Better Hungary, until 2017.
Politics and women’s magazines
Although “[w]omen’s magazines are generally not associated with the forms of journalism which bring citizens information of crucial democratic importance” (YtreArne, 2011, p. 247), this changed in the U.S. in the 1970s with the emergence of
progressive magazines, such as Ms and Mother Jones, which aligned with the social
justice movement. Since the 1970s, mainstream women’s magazines have also introduced political coverage, publishing articles about the Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA), welfare, abortion, violence against women, and feminism (Sternadori &
Hagseth, 2014). Unsurprisingly, U.S. right-wing entities view women’s magazines
as Trojan horses for liberalism. Phyllis Schlafly, “the mother of right-wing populism” (Critchlow, 2016, n.p.), who campaigned against the proposed constitutional
amendment guaranteeing gender equality, repeatedly criticized women’s magazines
for supporting the ERA (Solomon, 1983). In the 1990s, a U.S. conservative thinktank called women’s magazines “a liberal pipeline to soccer moms” (Media Research
Center, 1996).
Progressivism in women’s magazine content has been noted across the world.
In Finland, “interviews in women’s magazines are an important component of the
public performance of top female politicians today” as these periodicals espouse
feminist ideals (Saarenmaa & Ruoho, 2014, p. 290). In Turkey, women’s magazines
launched in the 1980s covered women’s underrepresentation in politics alongside
depictions of traditional femininity (Kirca, 2001). Cosmopolitan’s edition in Taiwan
offered progressive discourses about sexual harassment and pay equity even as its
editors and readers viewed Western feminism as “radical” and irrelevant (Chang,
2004). In Russia’s GQ and Cosmopolitan, progressive and anti-Putin themes coexist
with gender stereotypes (Levintova, 2013). But even though women’s magazines
sometimes offer anti-establishment discourses — especially ones challenging the
patriarchal status quo — they are not known for coverage of right-wing populist
actors, who are the subject of this article.
Post-communist media and populism
Shafir (2008) writes that the seeds of East Central Europe’s right-wing populism
(a term he contests because of its conceptual vagueness) were sown by the region’s
communist past, causing distrust of large-scale systems and the word “party,” which
used to refer singularly to the (Communist) Party. As post-1989 rises in inequality,
organized crime, and economic uncertainty fostered the disillusionment of voters
who had envisioned market economy bliss, the region offered a fertile ground for
nationalist and populist appeals (Mudde, 2000). “Democracy fatigue” and the lack
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of “truly independent media to serve as a counterweight to creeping authoritarianism” further fuelled the region’s rise of right-wing populism (Rupnik, 2007, p. 24).
This trend was recently compounded by the so-called “refugee crisis” (Mudde,
2017), in which “press coverage that promoted hate speech and hostility towards
migrants was systematic and persistent in a proportion of the press” (Georgiou &
Zaborowski, 2017, p. 3). Illustrating this concern, a Hungarian camerawoman was
caught on film tripping refugees and kicking a child (Mackintosh, 2017). The hateful opposition to refugees contributed to the backsliding of early EU admittees,
such as Hungary and Poland, into right-wing political discourses emphasizing authoritarian agendas (Krzyżanowski, Triandafyllidou, & Wodak, 2018).
Like the rest of the region, Bulgaria has since 1989 seen increasing political
polarization and fluctuating economic growth. Its media market grew quickly from
two TV channels and seven national dailies in 1989 to include hundreds of newspapers and radio and TV channels, many of which have been short-lived (Tabakova, 2008). The country’s 2007 admission into the European Union did nothing to
discourage, and may have even encouraged, the rise of nationalist and authoritarian rhetoric (Cholova & De Waele, 2011; Gurov & Zankina, 2013). Such rhetoric
has now become the norm. In the Bulgarian National Television’s 2015 pre-election coverage, all politicians used “soft” populism discourses (identifying with the
people and colloquial speech), and the far-right nationalist parties also used “hard”
populism, such as hostile statements about immigrants and minorities (Peicheva &
Raycheva, 2017). The entry of global media brands, including magazine franchises,
appears to have done little to change the country’s culture. This is not surprising
because, as Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2010) note, “[g]lobalization by multinational corporations […] meets fierce local resistance because economic systems
are not culture free” (p. 24). Based on this literature, the following question is posed:
RQ1: What media frames do the Bulgarian editions of Western women’s magazines
use in articles about right-wing populist actors?
METHOD
This article employs a media framing analysis, which discerns “causal interpretations, moral evaluations, and treatment recommendations” in media coverage
(Weaver, 2007, p. 143). This approach is relevant to the study of non-local populist
actors because media frames are more likely to shape audiences’ perceptions of reality about individuals and issues foreign to them (Slater, 1990).
Framing is grounded in the theory of social construction of reality, which suggests that media and other institutions create, reflect, and reinforce the mental images that people employ in their interactions with one another (Berger & Luckmann,
1966). To political scientists, framing is “the process by which people develop a
particular conceptualization of an issue or reorient their thinking about an issue”
(Chong & Druckman, 2007, p. 104). In journalism studies, framing describes the
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imposition of “artificial order on a chaotic reality” as “journalists seek culturally
recognized narratives and use them as foundation stones on top of which to craft
their reports” (Sternadori, 2007, p. 15).
Goffman (1974) and Entman (1993) emphasize the concept of salience as central
to framing: What is excluded in a depiction or a narrative is just as important as what
is included. Entman (1993) suggests that “[t]o frame is to select some aspects of a
perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way
as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation,
and/or treatment recommendation” (p. 52). “Framing analysis typically takes into
account (a) the main ideas of a message; (b) explicit or implicit causal statements;
(c) phrases or labels that suggest flattering or unflattering attributes; and (d) ideologically influenced word choices and rhetorical structures (Bashir & Fedorova, 2015;
Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Pan & Kosicki, 1993). Because there are “no uniform
measurement standards” for frames (Chong & Druckman, 2007, p. 106) and frames
do not reflect “objectively identifiable meanings” (Pan & Kosicki, 1993, p. 58), this
analysis was qualitative. No coding sheet was employed. The analysis consisted of
systematically reading, re-reading, and analyzing the written text of the identified
articles through the subjective lens of the author’s cross-cultural knowledge about
socio-political realities and journalistic practices. The unit of analysis was the sentence — meaning that, in principle, all frames identified in the coverage could be
present within the same article. However, that was not the case in this study.
CONTENT SELECTION
The Bulgarian editions of Elle2 and Cosmopolitan3 were selected because they represent two of the largest Western women’s magazines franchises in the country (other
such franchises currently present in Bulgaria include Condé Nast’s fashion titles
Glamour and Vogue). Their cases illustrate U.S. women’s magazines’ successful entry
into foreign markets, thanks to the relatively easy translation and cross-cultural appeal of aspirational images and stories, light-hearted advice, and infotainment. As
local editions of global franchises, Bulgarian Elle and Cosmopolitan can be expected
to combine global schemas related to story ideas, layout, and visuals with local discourses (Machin & van Leeuwen, 2003). This study used only the magazines’ digital
2 The website of Elle Bulgaria, launched in 2005, indicates its current monthly print run at 16,000
and its readership 24,200. The magazine’s readers are 99% women, 61% are between 26 and 45, 56%
live in urban areas, 74% are employed, and 90% have a secondary or university education (SBB MediaMagazines, 2018).
3 Cosmopolitan Bulgaria, launched in 2004 with a circulation of 60,000 (“Cosmopolitan makes
debut,” 2004), has a current estimated circulation of 36,593 and readership stands of 167,227 (Mercury Publicity, 2018). Audience surveys indicate 77% of the readers are women, 72% are under 35, 80%
live in urban areas, 59% are employed, and 86% have secondary or university education (Cosmopolitan Media Kit-Bulgaria, 2017).
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archives — a choice of convenience, as I did not have access to the print archives.
All analyzed content was published in Bulgarian. The framing analysis was possible
because as a former Bulgarian journalist, I had the requisite linguistic, cultural,
and socio-political foundation for such a study. The searches included all available
articles, from the launch of the Bulgarian Cosmopolitan in 2004 and Elle in 2005
through the analysis’ completion in September 2018.
Keyword searches
The term “right-wing populist actors” was operationalized to include Putin, Trump,
Berlusconi, and Abramovich because an initial review of the magazines’ digital archives suggested they were receiving unusually celebritized coverage not afforded to
other major figures of socio-political significance. Searches were conducted for the
names of other well-known politicians who have been referred to in academic texts
and media coverage as right-wing populist actors. These included Bulgaria’s Volen
Siderov (mentioned once in an Elle.bg article), Hungary’s Victor Orbán (zero headlines or mentions), the Philippines’ Rodrigo Duterte (mentioned once in a Cosmopolitan.bg article), France’s Marine Le Pen (mentioned in one story from Elle.bg),
Britain’s Nigel Farage (zero headlines or mentions) and Boris Johnson (mentioned
once in a Cosmopolitan.bg article), and Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan (one mention of him and one of his wife in articles on Elle.bg). These searches indicated
that, unlike Putin, Abramovich, Berlusconi, and Trump, these right-wing populist
figures were never the subject of any headlines and also received fewer mentions
(Table 1). To further verify that Elle and Cosmopolitan had a specific interest in
Abramovich and not Russian oligarchs in general, I also searched for the names
of the seven richest Russian billionaires as identified by Forbes magazine.4 These
searches found no headlines or mentions of any other Russian oligarchs.
Next, I used Putin’s, Trump’s, Berlusconi’s, and Abramovich’s names as search
keywords, typing their last names in Cyrillic (“Путин,” “Тръмп,” “Берлускони,” and
“Абрамович”) in the search boxes of www.elle.bg and www.cosmopolitan.bg. Using
only last names was intended to identify stories that referenced not only the populist
actors, but also their family members. The searches on Cosmopolitan.bg found mentions both in magazine articles and the website’s forums (for example, on July 17,
2006, forum user Kitty expressed hopes that Putin will “put the U.S. in its place”). The
analysis included only magazine articles. The name “Trump” found the most headlines, the majority being about Donald Trump’s wife, Melania Trump, and daughter
Ivanka Trump. The number of articles from each magazine that were closely read in
order to identify frames appear in Table 1. Not all of the analyzed articles are directly
cited in this manuscript.
4

Retrieved June 13, 2019, from http://www.forbes.com/pictures/gefl45emmh/3-alisher-usmanov/#2c4c5d9ae71b.
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Table 1. Number of times the four identified populist actors appear in headlines and within stories
in the digital archives of Elle.bg and Cosmopolitan.bg
Putin

Abramovich

Berlusconi

Trump

Headlines

Mentions

Headlines

Mentions

Headlines

Mentions

Headlines

Mentions

Elle.bg

2

10

1

6

0

3

59

10

Cosmopolitan.bg

6

1

4

5

3

0

49

10

Total

8

11

5

11

3

3

108

20

Source: Author.

FINDINGS
The portrayals of Putin, Trump, Berlusconi, and Abramovich in the Bulgarian editions fit surprisingly well with the magazines’ celebrity coverage. The four men’s
political histories, platforms, and beliefs were never mentioned. This approach is
radically different from the modus operandi of the same magazines’ home (U.S.)
editions, which cover Trump and other right-wing politicians in the context of their
political (in)actions, as illustrated by recent Cosmopolitan.com headlines such as
“Republican lawmakers are human shrug emojis” (Filipovich, 2018) and “The intern who yelled ‘f*ck you’ at Trump does not regret it” (Minutaglio, 2018). The
focus on past actions to contextualize current events was evident in a recent U.S.
Elle story entitled “Of course no one wanted to tell Trump he had toilet paper stuck
to his shoe,” which opened with the following sentence: “Breaking news: a strange
man who inherited a massive amount of wealth and has fallen up his entire life despite a very bad personality and a propensity for doing crimes embarrassed himself
publicly” (Thomas, 2018, para. 1).
Frames in communication are “the key considerations […] in relation to a specific issue, event, or political actor” (Chong & Druckman, 2007, p. 106). The following
common ways of seeing and thinking about the four right-wing populist actors
emerged from the Bulgarian magazine editions’ coverage: (a) carriers of a “golden
touch”; (b) sources of profound/problematic wisdom; and (c) admirable collectors
of “trophy” women. Each frame is illustrated with examples in the sections below.
Only one of the frames was clearly identifiable in each article, with the exception of
one in which the “golden touch” and “trophy” women frames co-existed (“Roman
and Darya,” 2017). Putin, Abramovich, and Berlusconi were always covered in a
positive light. By contrast, some headlines about Trump highlighted popular and
celebrity-sourced criticisms of the U.S. president, but did not reference any facts
that explain why Trump is disliked — a major omission that appears to implicitly
challenge the credibility of such criticisms.
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Carriers of a “golden touch”
In Greek mythology, the gods punish King Midas’s greed by making him turn
everything he touches, including his loved ones, into gold. But in the Bulgarian
editions of Elle and Cosmopolitan, the “golden touch” of Putin, Trump, Berlusconi,
and Abramovich is a symbolic, benevolent, and admirable side effect of their street
smartness, power, and fame. The stories that represented this frame highlighted a
product’s or an issue’s added value (not necessarily monetary) resulting from its association with one of the right-wing populist actors.
A prime example was an article about a designer lambskin jacket by the company
Matchless London, reportedly created to honor Putin’s standing as a modern “superhero” and released on Putin’s birthday (“Vladimir Putin inspired,” 2017). The jacket’s
value appeared to be attributed primarily to its association with Putin. Another example was a story about $29,200 being paid at an auction for a 2005 marker-drawn
image of New York’s skyline — a “primitive” drawing by Trump, with his signature and
some “hardly noticeable” spots (BGNES, 2017a). A third example promoted a porn
parody titled “Bunga-Bunga, Presidente,” featuring a lascivious prime minister similar to Berlusconi (BGNES, 2011). The story included no background on Berlusconi’s
real-life “bunga-bunga” parties, which had involved underage teenagers and resulted
in criminal charges. The headline, “Berlusconi plays top role in porn parody,” implied
Berlusconi had played himself, but online information about the production did not
confirm that.
In a variation of the “golden touch” frame, Elle.bg featured Roman Abramovich
as a “star” alongside much more recognizable Western celebrities and entrepreneurs.
Examples included an article about “the stars’ private jets” (Pizhov, 2016a), which
listed Abramovich alongside Harrison Ford and Tom Cruise; a story about the island of Sardinia, frequented by Bruce Willis, Denzel Washington, and Lenny Kravitz,
where Abramovich owns property (“Oh, those beaches,” 2015); and a story about
billionaires without college degrees, which identified “Mark Zuckerberg, Roman
Abramovich, Bill Gates, and other entrepreneurs” (Vangelova, 2016a, n.p.). In these
cases, Abramovich’s name seemed to be used to lend credibility or a sense of affinity
among Bulgarian readers unfamiliar with or uninterested in Western celebrities.
Sources of profound/ problematic wisdom
This frame, found only on Elle.bg, represented the assumption that people who are
rich and famous — regardless of how they became so — must know something about
life and success that ordinary people do not. Outside of a post-communist context, the
presumably profound quotes attributed to right-wing populist actors would be perceived as problematic because they suggest that the ends (power, wealth) justify the
means, including potentially unethical and illegal actions. Western women’s magazine
editors are also unlikely to offer their audiences quotes that are dismissive of women
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or sexual minorities, which — as will become evident in the next paragraphs — is
precisely the case for the quotes used by the Bulgarian edition of Elle.
Trump, a near-genius with a reported IQ of 156 (“Star IQ test,” 2017), was the
source of 10 quotes published a month after he had launched his presidential campaign. The list included a statement that women were drawn to his determination
rather than money, along with sage advice emphasizing outcome over process: “In
the end, you’re measured not by how much you undertake, but by what you accomplish” (“10 quotes,” 2015, n.p.). The following year, another list featured Trump’s
“brightest quotes,” including an undated statement suggesting women are men’s
property: “Even your friends are ready to stab you in the back to take your job,
your home, your money, your woman, your freedom — in the end, everything”5
(Vangelova, 2016c, n.p.). The same year, a list of 10 life tips from Abramovich (accompanied by three close-up portraits of the oligarch) emphasized situational ethics: “The vast majority of ‘musts’ and ‘oughts’ you follow are useless. All you get from
them is stress and guilt. By following imaginary rules, you burden your brain with
unnecessary obstacles” (Vangelova, 2016b, n.p.).
Two more examples of problematic “wisdom” illustrated this frame. One was a list
of quotes about love, which led with advice from Berlusconi: “It is better to date pretty
girls than to be gay!” (“Politicians and love,” 2017). It is unclear why the unnamed
writer or editor selected Berlusconi’s homophobic and heteronormative declaration to
represent “love” in 2017. The second example appeared in an undated list of “unforgettable” quotes that politicians “may have regretted.” In it, Putin expressed admiration
for Israel’s president Moshe Katsav, at the time accused of sexual assault, while speaking to Israel’s prime-minister: “Say hi to your president. He turned out to be a strong
man! Raped 10 women! I never would have expected it of him. He has surprised us all.
We all envy him” (“11 statements,” 2016). According to The Guardian, this quote was
recorded in 2006 and was declared a joke by a Kremlin spokesperson (Parfitt, 2006).
Admirable collectors of “trophy” women
References to attractive women appeared to be used to legitimize the power and fame
of the right-wing populist actors identified in this analysis. Putin’s success with women
was a frequent topic, including an article suggesting a relationship between Putin and
actress Wendy Deng (“Rupert Murdoch’s ex,” 2017) and other headlines implying
famous women’s attraction to Putin. One misleading headline claimed the Italian actress Ornella Muti had been convicted for dining with Putin. The story clarified that
Muti’s conviction was for fraud: she had avoided a theater performance by claiming to
be sick while attending a St. Petersburg fundraiser, where Putin was present (“Ornella
Muti,” 2015). Under another misleading headline, “Lindsey Lohan going nuts — wants
5

An English-language Google search using a variation of keywords could not verify the existence
of any statements by Trump that resembled this quote.
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Russian President Putin,” Cosmopolitan.bg reported on a Russian talk show’s offer to
Lohan to make a guest appearance and on Lohan’s “demands”: a Russian visa, security
detail, a makeup artist, a stylist, and a photo op with Putin (“Lindsey Lohan,” 2016).
Berlusconi’s appeal to women was the subject of two articles. One, about Berlusconi’s divorce from the actress Veronica Lario, mentioned twice that his new
girlfriend, Francesca Pascale, 50 years his junior, wanted to marry him (BGNES,
2017b). Another story reported that Berlusconi’s former secretary had left him
3 million euro after her death (BGNES, 2018). Although the article did not suggest the woman had been in love with Berlusconi, the headline implied a common
female-secretary-male-boss-affair trope.
Trump’s “trophy” frame included coverage of Melania Trump, his third wife, emphasizing her appearance and sex appeal. Shortly before the 2016 U.S. presidential
election, Elle.bg cited an unattributed public poll suggesting she would be considered
the sexiest first lady if Trump is elected (“5 facts,” 2016). Described as a “beautiful Slovenian” and a “beautiful brunette” (Kusmetska, 2016, n.p.), she was highlighted for her
ordinary roots — “one of millions of immigrant women in the U.S.” (“Donald Trump,”
2016). But because of her marriage to Trump, she was also framed as a rankable complement to his status: “Media outlets have shared more than once that if Mrs. Trump
enters the White House, she would surely be the sexiest first lady” (“Donald Trump,”
2016). To prove the point, two days after Trump’s election Elle.bg ran an undated photo
of a naked Melania Trump — her hand in front of her pubic area and her nipples
blurred — claiming that her “modeling past overshadowed the appearances of the
newly-elected president in media and social networks” (Pizhov, 2016b, n.p.).
In a slightly different twist of the “trophy” woman frame, articles about former model Darya Zhukova, the third wife of Roman Abramovich, emphasized the
benefits of having a wealthy husband. Zhukova was highlighted for her worldliness,
backed up by her husband’s riches: founding a museum of modern art in Moscow
(“Billionaire’s wife,” 2015) and attending a Monaco royal wedding (“Another royal,”
2015). When she and Abramovich separated, Cosmopolitan.bg framed the event
as a boon for Zhukova by chronicling Abramovich’s previous divorce, in which his
ex-wife received millions of dollars (“Roman and Darya,” 2017).
DISCUSSION
The goal of this study was to explore the dominant frames in the coverage of rightwing populist actors (Vladimir Putin, Donald Trump, Silvio Berlusconi, and Roman
Abramovich) by the websites of the Bulgarian editions of Elle and Cosmopolitan.
The three identified frames in the men’s depictions — carriers of a “golden touch,”
sources of allegedly profound but problematic wisdom, and successful collectors of
“trophy” women — suggest that these populist actors were glamorized in ways that
would be unacceptable in Western women’s magazines, including the home editions
of Elle and Cosmopolitan.
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Many of the analyzed articles were unsourced and lacked attribution, which
made verifying their content from other sources difficult or impossible. Some explicitly objectified women or included egregious errors of omission and context.
For example, an Elle.bg story claiming that, as of November 10, 2016, “Melania
Trump’s modeling past overshadowed the appearances of the newly-elected president in media and social networks” (Pizhov, 2016b, n.p.) was blatantly inaccurate
because at that time most U.S. and most Western media were grappling with the
unexpected election result and attempting to predict the future (e.g., Tsang, 2016).
The findings illustrate the populist-style tabloidization of global magazine
brands in a post-communist context. Although Elle’s and Cosmopolitan’s Bulgarian
editions do not convey any political messages, their portrayal of right-wing populist
actors as down-to-earth celebrities, yet on par with famous Western singers and actors, indirectly supports local politicians who align with them. The populist actors
are portrayed as having some shortcomings — Abramovich lacks a college degree,
Putin said something he may regret, Berlusconi lacks sexual impulse control, and
Trump has no talent for drawing. However, such considerations could be considered weak “competing frames,” which do not challenge and may even reinforce
the credibility of the main identified frames (Chong & Druckman, 2007, p. 112).
THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
This study contributes to the literature on media and populism by analyzing the
coverage of right-wing populist actors by Western women’s magazines in a postcommunist context. The findings suggest that the Bulgarian editions of Elle and
Cosmopolitan rely on simplistic, sensationalized discourses that cast controversial
figures such as Putin, Trump, Berlusconi, and Abramovich as folk heroes, employing “schemata that are as close as possible to the assumed knowledge” of the
audience (Krämer, 2014, p. 49).
The findings support Machin and van Leeuwen’s (2003) argument that magazines’
international editions combine global schemas and local discourses because the positive coverage of right-wing populist actors aligned with Bulgarian audiences’ current support for populist messages (Peicheva & Raycheva, 2017), while also reflecting
Western individualistic schemas about the importance of personal success (Machin &
van Leeuwen, 2008). However, some of the observations that emerged during the
analysis challenge Machin and van Leeuwen’s (2003) notion of global media franchises’ standardization of content. For example, most of the analyzed stories violated
customary news-writing practices, such as attribution to sources.
The study illustrates the limited professionalization of Bulgarian journalists,
who provide coverage to right-wing populist actors seemingly without any awareness of the accusations and charges against them: human-rights violations for Putin
(Kasparov, 2015); sexual coercion for Trump (Ford, 2017); tax fraud for Berlusconi
(“The many trials,” 2014); and money laundering for Abramovich (Garside, 2018).
236

cej 12.2.indb 236

              CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 2 (2019)

2019-07-08 14:47:02

Famous women yearn for Putin

For Hearst Publishing, owner of the Elle and Cosmopolitan franchises, the findings
may suggest a need for a closer oversight of international editions.
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The study was limited by its focus on a single country and specifically on two global
magazine brands’ Bulgarian editions, which have the same publisher. It is difficult to
know whether their content is representative of their publisher’s associations and political views or indicates trends applicable to other women’s publications in the region.
Future research could compare the coverage of right-wing populist actors across Bulgarian women’s periodicals as well as between Bulgarian and other post-communist
editions of Elle and Cosmopolitan. The set of frames identified in this study could
serve to create a coding sheet for a quantitative content analysis of populist actors’
coverage by lifestyle periodicals. Finally, interviews with writers and editors of these
and other magazines in post-communist countries could yield insights into the values and criteria used by magazine editors in covering populist actors.
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ABSTRACT: In this paper fundamental information concerning the designing and conducting of
comparative experiments, as methods which are able to be employed in the field of media studies, will
be successively delineated. On the basis of the large-scale online experiment conducted in 15 countries
in 2017, the assessment of the populist message impact as well as methodological challenges to such a
project will be presented. We discuss challenges and lessons learnt from this type of research design.
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INTRODUCTION
Populism as a phenomenon that is hard to assess and poses a substantial challenge to scientific operationalization has been depicted by many scholars. In recent
years, however, this niche in scholarship has been subsequently filled with empirical
evidence from the field. The aim of the article is to present remarks coming from
the research conducted within the joint international comparative research: COST
1
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IS1308 Action “Populist Political Communication in Europe: Comprehending the
Challenge of Mediated Political Populism for Democratic Politics” (2013–2018).1
One of the many advantages of that extensive research framework was usage of
a social experiment as a method in assessing the influence the populist message has
on European citizens. As presented in the course of the article, this endeavor should
be seen not only as a way to put under scrutiny the effects of populism present in
the public sphere but also, as more evidence of utility of a social experiment in the
field of media studies. On the other hand, the main difficulty in running social
experiments is that it occurs in the common space of many individuals, where a
multitude of often complex social relations overlap. It also affects the processes of
social communication, including communication in the media.
GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF A SOCIAL EXPERIMENT
In general, experiments are an essential and effective manner of verification based
on the experience of previously accepted suppositions (hypotheses), however, as a
research method they have numerous challenges. What is key to this, is the adjective “social” linked with transferring an experiment from a sterile, both literally and
figuratively, laboratory. An experiment is a method which was employed in natural
science as evolving in the 17th century. Subsequently, this experiment was transferred to psychological research in the 1960s (Greenberg & Shroder, 2004, p. 15),
and has been employed in media research, where it is highly valued due to the
possibility of isolating and verifying the influence of specific elements of political
announcements. This experiment, in the hypothetical-deductive sense, serves as a
falsification or critique of the hypothesis of what Popper (1959) recognized as the
most important method of science (empirical). It is based on “submitting theses,
deriving deductive conclusions from them, regarding the subject of the results projected by the experiments, and then confronting them with the factual experimental
results” (Grobler, 2006, pp. 63–64).
In social research an experiment should take into consideration observations as
well as diagnostic surveys, that is, two other empirical methods, which are popular
and deeply rooted in this type of academic search. Observation is every type of
planned procedure for gathering empirical data, whereas a diagnostic survey is the
manner of amassing knowledge about the structural and functional attributes, as
well as the dynamics of social phenomena, opinions, and viewpoints of selected
groups — collectivities, and the escalation and directions of the developments of
specific phenomena (Grobler, 2006, p. 65). We obtain indirect proof in surveys i.e.,
the opinions of those being polled on the subject of the influence of media sources
of information.
1

For more information about the project and the research team please check: https://www.ntnu.
edu/populistcommunication/populist-political-communication-in-europe (accessed March 20, 2019).
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Against this background, the experiment appears as a type of observation, be it
however demanding of the researcher an offensive approach regarding the reality
being researched (Boruch, 1994). In other words, mobilizing to a scientific provocation to such an extent, that it serves to reproduce the amassing and analysis of data,
as it is dependent on the deliberate influence of the researcher on natural processes
and states. A more specific definition of this experimental procedure understands it
as: “the recurring procedure dependent upon a planned change by the researcher of
certain factors in a researched situation, by a simultaneous control of other factors,
undertaken with the goal of obtaining via observation responses to the question as
to the effects of this change” (Sułek, 1979, p. 13; translations from Polish of all cited
fragments were done by the Authors).
As opposed to other empirical research, the social experiment values, above all,
a planned and active participation of the researcher. It should be mentioned here
that in the social sciences the label of “experiment” also describes other types of
activity, which, similar to social experiments, may possess an innovative character,
do not always have scientific recognition as their goal. Examples of this would be
undertakings of a practical character (goal), social reforms accomplished through
the use of ground-breaking methods on a local or international scale (Greenberg &
Shroder, 2004). These activities, which are teleological in their very nature, are not
dependent upon a rigorous internal control, they are considered to be appropriate,
to the extent that they bring about the desired change, for example, solving such
social problems as unemployment in a given region.
Another, not thoroughly precise use of the term “experiment” is present in the
instance of post factum activities, when researchers conduct an analysis of the causes and effects of those social transformations, which were not “provoked” by themselves, but occurred simultaneously, idiopathically, and had such a clear process,
that they could be delineated. A model example of such a “natural experiment”
would be research of the social effects of changes in the demographic structure of
society or of internal migrations caused by natural disasters (Sułek, 1979, pp. 16–
17). In the first as well as in the second instance, activities which may be labeled as
experimental, are not subject to internal procedural control, that is, they cannot be,
or deliberately are not subject to verification as to their scientific character.
KEY CONCEPTS, FACTORS AND CHALLENGES
There is an entire series of other essential notions linked with the concept of social
experiment, such as the causal link, dependent and independent change, stimulus,
the canon of a single difference, the experimental diagram (an experimental and
control group), and verification in an experiment. As Francuz and Mackiewicz write:
“The quest for constancy is the primary goal of scientific research. The creation of
scientific laws is exactly the search for permanent links between varied attributes of
the objects being researched” (2007, p. 26). Over the course of an experiment, there
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is a procedure, in which the researcher manipulates at least one variable, conducts
research on another variable, and attempts to control or limit the influence of the
remaining variables. Depending on whether these variables compose the cause or
also the effect, we may divide them into being independent — being the cause
clarifying, or dependent, that is clarified. As was indicated earlier, over the course
of social experiments, including those conducted in the fields of communication or
of media studies, attempts are being made to clarify social phenomena, and their
accompanying (often complicated) causes.
The space of social communication is a multi-dimensional milieu, in which individual factors function (for example communicative competence, open or underlying motivations, linked with individual differences), as well as the appearance
of a series of individual or compound groups of communicators, (not only do individuals communicate, but also collective entities, for instance editorial staff). It
also occurs that the same statement takes on varied forms, and filters through art a
different time, by means of various channels (direct communication, the traditional
media, or via the Internet, which constitutes an example of conflicting variables
linked with an experimental situation). Therefore, it is exceptionally difficult for
researchers of the processes of social communication to arrive at an experimental
situation, in which they control or are able to limit the influence of the remaining
independent variables.
The aforementioned elements influencing the behavior of those being researched,
and at the same time not subjugating themselves to the control of the researcher, belong to the group of independent conflicting variables. Over the course of a social
experiment, they should be considered to be factors which may disrupt the process
of the experiment and change the results. Similarly, with regards to the experiment
itself, both its design and course may also have an impact on the results (and interfere with them) which is something the researcher should also take into consideration, while adding their own diligence in the realization of the experiment.
Equally essential for the research activity in question, is indicating the direct
possible causes of specific behavior, that is, of independent essential variables, including both the primary and peripheral one. Those variables, which the researcher
has “under control” establish their existence and amount of influence on the behavior which is to be researched. They fulfill a function of causes or stimuli influencing
the changes of behavior, which influence the coinciding changes in behavior. The
second group of variables include those explications, for instance behavior, which
appear under the influence of the aforementioned (controlled or uncontrolled) factors. These are dependent variables. The researcher measures them during the experiment and they constitute the effects appearing under the influence of the specific type of stimuli employed by the researcher.
The canon of one difference (method of one difference) is the next category of
essential empirical research which should be recognized. This is a term proposed
by the English philosopher John Stuart Mill in 1843. He was the first to describe
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a situation in a systematic manner, when some types of processes were appearing
together with a specific phenomenon, however they did not appear at all, when
the given phenomenon did not materialize (Mill, 2009). One could then conclude
that these processes — being the only difference dividing two mentioned situations — play a causal role of the phenomenon being researched. That is why the
goal of a researcher designing an experiment is to create such conditions, in which
the expository variable, employed to evoke a specific effect, constitutes the only
discriminative variable. It is worth remembering here that in experimental practice
it is possible (and is often performed) to conduct research on the influence of many
expository variables on a single expository variable. However, it should be remembered that the more expository variables there are, the more difficult it is to evaluate
the influence of specific variables on designated behavior.
As far as an experimental design is concerned — that is, the manner in which
an experiment is conducted, the character of the group of participants taking part
in the experiment, as well as the procedure for using stimuli regarding them, are
also important. This is linked with the concept of the experimental and the control
group. The experimental group is composed of people subject to the influence of
an independent variable (stimulus). The control group however, includes research
of the same characteristics as the experimental group, dependent upon procedures
identical to those found in the experimental group. The participants of the control group, however, are not subject to the influence of independent variables, the
influence of which is researched (in this manner, the canon of the only difference
becomes the research model). There may be more than one experimental and one
control group in an experiment, it depends on which pattern/experimental plan
is employed. In a later part of this article, the course of research in eight research
groups (six experimental and two control groups) will be presented. This is an example of an experiment carried out according to the multi-causal plan.
In order to discuss scientific categories in experimental research, this research
has to be subject to a restrictive procedure of internal control. This deals with several aspects of the organization and the process, namely: checking the internal accuracy, that is, assuring that nothing more than the stimulus employed influences
the result (dependent variable). In order to obtain internal accuracy, all peripheral
(disruptive) variables are examined. It is also of key importance to designate the
research subject to groups randomly, as well as guaranteeing that in a situation in
which these groups participate, differ only according to the value of the independent variables.
The second essential element of internal accuracy control is establishing the level
of confidence (value p). The indicate value includes the number computed with the
help of statistical techniques, stating what is the probability that the results of an
experiment are due to chance, and not the result of the activity of an independent
variable or variables. The results are considered to be statistically significant, when
p < 0.05.
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Internal accuracy is considered to be an additional dimension of control in the
experiment, that is, generally speaking, the range of results and their usefulness,
understood to be a level, at which research results may be generalized for other
situations or groups. The researcher should provide for situational realism, which
means such a scenario, where experimental situations will be similar to those encountered in social reality. It is also worthwhile to maintain an awareness of the
influence of factors which are beyond the researcher’s control.
Random factors which often skew the results of an experiment include natural
changes within the research group (the evolution of an institution), the execution of
a pretest or some of the participants knowing the results of a pretest, the principle
of regression, a change of the measurement method during the experiment, and differences in the selection of participants in control and experimental groups (for more
about the sources of internal inaccuracy, please check Cook & Campbell, 1979).
As was previously mentioned, a social experiment is a scientific manner of
acquiring knowledge concerning phenomena occurring in human collectivities,
which is conducted in order to verify a hypothesis. Not every hypothesis may be
verified through the aid of an experiment, we would like to remind the reader: It is a
planned activity and requires the activity and intervention of a researcher. This also
occurs in the social sciences, including media sciences. A researcher who undertakes preparations to make an experimental diagram, must answer three essential
questions: (1) What do we want to find out? (2) How accurate do our results have
to be? (3) What group should these results and this knowledge concern?
The design of research proceedings consists of five stages. The first stage consists
of an identification of facts requiring a clarification (formulating a research problem), in order to propose one or many hypotheses (which are possible clarifications
for the phenomena researched). Then what is important is the presentation of a deduction of previously proposed hypotheses of empirical consequences, that is of individual sentences about facts, that is, of the so-called observational opinions. These
are subject to empirical tests, which happen over the course of the experiment and/
or observation. The research proceedings become a closed analysis of selected data.
Conducting an experiment is usually hindered by that fact that all hypotheses
may be “explained” by such observational opinions, which may become an object
of manipulation by the experimenter. In other words, it is not always possible to design a methodologically proper experiment, which would provide a response to the
previously posed research questions.
A factor which excludes the possibility of conducting an experiment is at times
the very subject of the research. An illustration of this would be a research undertaking which had to verify for example, how frequent would the watching of films
with scenes of explicit violence have to be in order to influence the percentage of
murders committed by minors. After all, one may not, even for research purposes,
shock young adults with images of murders, all the more so, as there exist presumptions that this would evoke aggressive behavior among them. Generally, social
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experiments involve human creations as well as human beings, hence they have
a lot of controversies and questions of an ethical nature. It was no different with
the famous “prison experiment” known from psychological literature from 1971
(Stanford prison experiment — SPE) However, during the second (1961 and 1963)
Stanley Milgram answered the question as to the cause of blind obedience to those
in authority and their orders, which led people to commit genocide for instance, in
concentration camps, during World War II (that is, the Milgram experiment).
Other examples of ethical problems in experimental research are research of
children, the confidentiality of information obtained over the course of the research, and provoking situations which could evoke constant and negative emotional states amongst those people being researched. Currently, the ethics of experimental research dictate, amongst others, that full information about the course
of the research be supplied to those taking part, that a conscious agreement be
obtained from all participants, that none of them would suffer any injury or discomfort, etc. An exception would be a situation in which the only way to conduct
the research would be to misinform the participants. In such a situation, however,
it would be necessary to conduct a session after the experiment, clarifying the situation (so-called de-masking).
In addition to the ethical questions described in the research above, a lot of difficulty is linked with factors disturbing the precision of the conclusions. A reference
should be made here to research conducted in the so-called “natural environment”
of a delineated group, a specific example is the Internet, which is difficult to control
and even difficult to imagine (and make the appropriate assumptions) of variables
disrupting the experiment. In such instances, severing the continuity of the time
and place of the experiment increases the risk of disruptions appearing. A participant in an online experiment may be subject to a stimulus from his immediate
surroundings, which is of course inaccessible for the researcher, or even the type of
media equipment used (tablet, telephone, desktop computer) and linked to this, a
simultaneously accessible source of information, which is difficult to limit, etc. In
as much as the research cannot be conducted in conditions which are under the
maximum control of the researcher (a place previously prepared by the researcher,
where disruptive factors are limited to a minimum) the conducting of an online
experiment turns out to be one of the most difficult methodological tasks, due to
the appearance of many independent, disruptive variables.
EXPERIMENT ON POPULIST POLITICAL COMMUNICATION ONLINE
The main task of the COST Action IS1308 action entitled “Populist Political Communication in Europe: Comprehending the Challenge of Mediated Political Populism for Democratic Politics” was to propose a functional definition of populism,
indicating the political actors (populists) recognizing and characterizing populist
strategy employed in political communication, analyzing the content of the media
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and the position of journalists regarding populism, as well as evaluating the influence of the populist statements on the societies of the European Union.
The field of research, which is populist communication, has been widely defined as an area in which there are three types of communicators: that is, of political
actors, the media, and citizens. Following this approach, populism is analyzed as a
strategy or style of communication used by these three types of participants, where
the content includes three main elements: a positive evaluation of the people, and a
negative attitude towards elites (anti-elitism), and others (exclusion). Depending on
the combination of these elements we recognized, following Jagers and Walgrave’s
(2007) concept, four main types of populism: (1) empty populism (includes only
references and appeals to the people), (2) anti-elitist populism (includes references
and appeals to the people and anti-elitism), (3) excluding populism (including only
references and appeals to the people and exclusion of out-groups), and (4) complete
populism (including references and appeals to the people as well as anti-elitism, and
exclusion of out-groups).
The Research in Action project was conducted using a mixed research plan, in
which parallel research methods (interviews with politicians and journalists; media
content analysis, and social experiment) were employed. The social experiment was
conducted on a group of Internet users, from 15 different countries (mostly from
the European Union),2 in 2017, and was a delineation of the influence of these four
types of populist messages to the citizens of these countries (Hameleers et al., 2018).
The goal was so formulated, as to require the conducting of research which on
the one hand clarified these processes on an individual level (the influence of the
populist message on an individual) and at the same time this enabled an extrapolation (transfer, generalization) of individual results to the level of the collectivity. It
was necessary to link the attributes of the diagnostic poll (representative research
for a given population) with the experimental diagram, according to which certain
recipients were sent (which could be considered a stimulus) each of the four types
of populist political messages (points 1–4).
Starting with the supposition that a cognitively worthwhile experiment demands
an elaborate theory, creative manipulation, and good tools of measurement, in the
theoretical area, the party of researchers proposed an expanded model postulating a clarification of the cause-effect processes in populist communication on an
individual level. Potential direct and indirect causes (independent and expository
variables) as well as the reaction of recipients of populist political messages dealing
with the sphere of attitudes, and behavior (dependent and expository variables)
were taken into consideration.

2

The Polish part of the study (online experiment) was co-funded by the National Science Center,
Poland, research grant: 2015/18/M/HS5/00080 and the resources of the Faculty of Management and
Social Communication of the Jagiellonian University.
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Indirect causes essential in the process of influencing the individual and society
via the populist political message were the predisposition of individuals and in a
wider socio-political context. On an individual level, essential significance (influence) was assigned to demographic variables — sex, age, level of education, as well
as psychological factors — feelings of being threatened, of belonging to a group
(community) and consumption models from the media. With regards to the sociopolitical context, the economic situation of each country was taken into consideration, as well as the migration context, the general level of confidence in institutions,
and finally the election results of the populist parties. Such an elaborate theoretical
model demanded the use of a somewhat complicated experimental diagram/design, exceeding the often employed research of one (experimental) or two groups
of experimental and control.
In all 15 countries the design of the experiment was identical: the same stimulus
was employed (an independent and expository variable) as well as eight groups of
participants. The division of the participants was a result of the fact that the stimulus itself had four variations (points 1–4), whereby these four types of populism
were collocated in six variants, which give six experimental groups. The remaining
two groups had however, a control function. The stimulus in each instance was
supposed to be fictional, but giving the impression of a current piece of news on
a well-known Internet site, furnished with a picture. It was shown for 20 seconds.
After that time expired, there was a measurement of the influence of the stimulus,
that is, research done through a questionnaire.
Table 1. Overview of the experimental design
Blame on political elite

People
centrism
Yes
(populism)

No
(no populism)

Blame on
outgroup

No

Yes

No

(1) Empty
populism

(2) Anti political
elite populism

On
immigrants

(3) Right-wing
exclusionist populism

(4) Right-wing
complete populism

On the rich

(5) Left-wing
exclusionist populism

(6) Left-wing
complete populism

No

(7) Control 1:
factual story

(8) Control 2:
anti-political elite

Source: COST Action IS1308.

The subject of the political message included a prediction of the future fall of
household purchasing power in the 15 countries presented by a fictional foundation
called Future Now, which explained the causes and attributed the responsibility for
the predicted crisis to various groups of those “guilty.” The text was accompanied by
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an illustration in all cases. A total sample of 17,597 was collected in 2017 and included Austria (N = 1,138), France (N = 1,192), Germany (N = 991), Greece (N = 1,116),
Ireland (N = 951), Israel (N = 1,016), Italy (N = 1,056), the Netherlands (N = 934),
Poland (N = 1,368), Portugal (N = 1,048), Spain (N = 1,010), Sweden (N = 1,063),
Switzerland (N = 1,134), United Kingdom (N = 1,103), Norway (N = 1,009), and
Romania (N = 1,468). National quota were applied for gender, age, and education
based on official national data (Hameleers et al., 2018). The final dataset included the
total number cut down by 2,185 inattentive respondents in order to uplift the quality of the data (Hameleers et al., 2018, p. 524). The sample included a diverse group
of European citizens, with regard to age (M = 45.91, SD = 15.19), gender (M = 0.50,
SD = 0.50), education (M = 2.25, SD = 0.70). The important components were also
the scope of political interest and ideological profiles of respondents.
In order to verify a series of hypotheses, a large amount of data was collected
using an extensive tool in the form of a standardized questionnaire containing
31 questions. Thanks to this, the leading experiment determined the demographic
profile of the respondents, the sources of political information media, attitude towards politics and society, and level of trust, attitude to elites and immigrants. To
these, manipulation check questions were added, in order to later help in the data
cleaning process.
The hypotheses verified in the course of the experiment concerned the course of
populist communication and the impact of such messages placed online on blaming (attributing blame) to external groups of “ordinary citizens” to groups of “enemies,” which included political and economic elites (politicians, the rich) and immigrants. Other dependent variables tested were populist attitudes, voter intention,
and stereotypes about the out-groups.
To assess the impact of independent variables, taking into account other potentially interfering variables, several statistical data analysis methods were used,
including multi-level modeling, allowing simultaneous analysis at multiple levels
of aggregation, and the Stata software package was used for the analysis itself. It is
worth noting that the experiment itself could be used in a methodological way, as it
provided relevant information on this method and its application in international
comparative research.
Thus, we are dealing with a test and methodological experiment, as the research
method becomes the subject of the experiment conducted in order to study and
improve existing and construct new cognitive techniques. Changed elements of the
research procedure are introduced with the intention of determining their impact
on the obtained results, and methodological innovations (international character
as a way of ensuring repeatability) are checked by their application. It will be necessary to repeat the experiment with simultaneous differentiation of theoretically
irrelevant aspects of the stimulus (channel — Internet, source — press).
The use of the Internet allows for a near-natural situation, and a heterogeneous
sample of people (from the point of view of the key socio-demographic variables)
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from each country allowed for testing multiple potential moderating effects. As a
result, the impact of one-time exposure, familiarization with the populist media
message forecasting another economic crisis was confirmed. It projected an attitude
of blaming primarily the rich part of society, followed by immigrants and, to a lesser
extent, political elites. Key findings suggest that single elements of populist message
“on their own” do not significantly increase or weaken political engagement, but it
is a specific combination of in- and out-group elements that makes populist cues
effective. At the same time, the research showed that populist messages affected
blaming attribution, that is, the extent to which people perceive different in- or outgroups as responsible for a negative situation. Stereotypes about these groups were
influenced to a lesser extent (Corbu et al., 2019, forthcoming). In the course of analysis the effects of exposure to a populist message on citizens’ political attitudes and
voter intentions were also tested and explained (Andreadis et al., 2019, forthcoming). In most of the countries in this experiment, populist attitudes of citizens were
not influenced considerably by populist communication cues or their interactions.
As far as voting intentions for populist parties are concerned, the anti-immigrant
cue has the strongest impact on voting for right-wing populist parties (but yet only
in 5 of the 15 countries — Greece, Norway, Romania, Sweden, and Switzerland). As
authors conclude on the basis of the experiment: “Contrary to the voting behavior
or intensions that can be driven by short-term factors or singular, non-recurring
events, people’s attitudes are harder to change, which seems to be the result of a
long-term process of (political) socialization” (Andreadis et al., 2019, p. 228).
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
As mentioned, the comparative experiment is seen as a suitable method in projects
in which testing media effects in various contexts is the main goal. As illustrated
by the example of the COST research project on populist communication on the
Internet and its impact on citizens, it may concern not only significant and central
areas in public discourse, but above all provide explanations at the small group level,
also in an international context, and serve comparative purposes. Although there
are a number of factors that influence the inefficiency of internal experiments, as
shown in this complex example, their awareness and the application of corrective
or error-reducing strategies can effectively limit the influence of non-experimental
factors on the explained variable.
The team, whose undoubted success was to carry out such a complex research
project, in its publications indicates a number of important limitations (for results
and details see Hameleers et al., 2018, Bos et al., 2019, Corbu et al., 2019, Andreadis
et al., 2019).
The biggest methodological challenges refer to the cross-country, comparative
character of the experiment. In the course of conceptualization and operationalization almost all of the key elements of research design presented challenges. It refers to
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the topic itself (populism), choice of the stimuli layout but also data collection (questionnaire). The proposed definition of the populist that focuses on its communicative aspects and an interplay between several actors (politicians, citizens and media)
should be seen as a clarifying endeavor that overcame existing discrepancies in its
understanding in particular countries. The importance of Internet-based political
communication, the scope, as well as the timeline and budget of the project influenced the choice of an online experiment scenario. In the course of the preparations,
one of the biggest challenges were (and still are) structural differences between EU
member states, to name the most important: broadband Internet access rate (ranging
from approx. 60% up to 99%), patterns of media consumption, demographic and educational structure of societies as well as the course and results of the 2008 economic
crisis in particular parts of Europe. An important element that also differentiated
cases (countries) were the list of the “outgroup” to be blamed and contrasted with
the pure people (ranging from refugees, immigrants, migrants, to rich/wealthy and
political elites, both domestic and foreign). All that, as well as the necessity of translation to native languages of the stimuli and the questionnaire implied quite a general
content of the “populist message” that was presented in the stimuli and later tested.
As in any experiment, the choice of the stimuli represented a limitation in itself.
Additionally, in comparative experiments, the choice of the topic and general construction of the stimuli raise great challenges. In this particular case, the choice of topic,
the purchase power, was subject to debates about not only relevance, but also credibility in various countries. Additionally, the choice of wording of the various frames
of the neutral story was very much influenced by various country-related specificities.
Although the results supported some of the hypotheses of the effects of shortexposure to populist message impact on various key variables, conducting experimental research in 15 countries and collective data analysis is associated
with difficulties in explaining differences observed between countries. It is in
line with scholarship that suggests that phenomena of populism and its impact are
deeply context-dependent.
It is suggested that future research should aim to develop theoretical ideas that
allow for testing the interactions between levels in the multilevel model, that is, giving the opportunity to explain the differences visible in individual countries.
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The Hungarian media system under political pressure

Interview with Prof. Péter Bajomi-Lázár
BU D APE ST BU SI N E SS SC HOOL , HU N GAR Y
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Professor Péter Bajomi-Lázár was interviewed by Agnieszka Stępińska in May 2018.1


Now, it is eight years since the new media law was introduced by Victor Orbán’s
government. Can you say — from that time perspective — which particular
changes of the law affected the media system and journalists the most? Or maybe
it is the practice of the party in power that influenced the media the most?
I think both the law and its implementation were meant to completely retransform
Hungary’s media system. The new law created a new media authority with new
members. All members of the Media Council were delegated by the Fidesz party,
while its first chair was nominated by Prime Minister Viktor Orbán himself. (Now
the chair is delegated by the President of the Republic who also happens to be a
former Fidesz member.) In other words, a new nomenklatura system was created to
take over decision-making positions in order to control the redistribution of media
resources. Of course, the members are bound to be independent by media law, but
can a one-party body ensure the pluralism of voices? Certainly not.
The media landscape is totally different now compared to what it was 10 years
ago. Before the electoral victory of Fidesz and the Christian Democrats, Hungary
was ranked 23rd on the Reporters Without Borders’ global list of media freedom,
while in 2017 it was ranked 71st, which means that it dropped nearly 50 places in
eight years. Hungary used to be a “free press” country according to Freedom House,
but now it is listed among the “partly free” countries, along with Bulgaria, Romania,
and countries of the Western Balkans. It is probably not a mistake to describe this
process as the Balkanization of the media in Hungary.

1   

The work was funded by the National Science Centre, Poland, grant no. 2015/18/M/ HS5/00080.
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In the first four years of Fidesz’s rule (2010–2014), one could observe the colonization of the media authority, the public broadcasters and the national news
agency as well as the exploitation of their resources such as radio and television
frequencies and air time for party purposes. In the second term (2014–2018), many
private outlets were captured, too, including print newspapers, radio stations, television channels, and online news sites. By the last legislative elections that were held
in April 2018, Fidesz had established a near-hegemony of its position in the media,
especially in the rural areas of the country. Nearly all the regional newspapers are
now controlled by Lőrinc Mészáros, a former mayor in Orbán’s native village and a
childhood friend of the Prime Minister. TV2, the second nationwide commercial
channel, is now owned by Andrew G. Vajna, once a Hollywood producer known
for movies like Rambo, Rambo II and Rambo III, and now a government commissioner in charge of the film industry. Many online news sites are now run by the
Modern Media Group, owned by Árpád Habony, unofficial communication advisor
to the Prime Minister. Links between the media oligarchs and the government are
not as informal in Hungary as they are in many other countries in Central/Eastern
Europe.
If you live in the countryside, you can read the regional newspaper owned
by Mészáros, you can listen to the local commercial radio station (most likely
Radio 1, also owned by Andrew G. Vajna) which airs music and the news bulletins provided by the national news agency free of charge every hour, displaying
a marked pro-government bias. You can watch the seven television channels and
listen to the seven radio stations of the public broadcaster, and perhaps listen to
a Catholic and Protestant radio station, too. The only left-wing daily newspaper
called Népszava (The Voice of the People) may also be available if you are a subscriber, but its independence is now a matter of debate. In 2017, 56% of its total
advertising revenues came from state advertising. There is one exception, though,
that undermines this rule: The evening news bulletins and the late-night current
affairs programs of the nationwide commercial television channel RTL Klub are
highly critical of the government and available throughout the country.
Frequency allocation is managed by the media authority. It has redistributed
radio frequencies, granting many of them to Radio 1 and to Catholic and Protestant radio networks, while it failed to renew the regional licenses of Club Radio, the
only oppositional voice that is now available in the capital city Budapest only.
Another media resource that has been redistributed is state advertising. Before
2010, state advertising amounted to around 3% of the total advertising market. Now,
it is estimated at 27%, while the European average is 7%. This is how the government
is funding pro-government media content such as anti-Soros and anti-immigration
campaigns.
Public radio stations and television channels are now indisputably agents of progovernment propaganda. Opinion polls show the even Fidesz voters recognize this
bias in their news programs.
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After the financial and economic crisis of 2008, most foreign investors left the
country, which enabled government clients to purchase their outlets, sometimes
with the help of major loans provided by state-owned banks such as Eximbank, as
the example of TV2 demonstrates.
Public information is another important media resource. However, access to
it is a lot more limited than it used to be. The journalists of critical media outlets
have repeatedly been forbidden to enter the House of Parliament and public
events involving senior government officials. A number of public documents
have been classified as state secrets; for example, it is unclear how the new nuclear power plant, to be constructed by the Russians, will be financed. Also, a new
law binds citizens, including journalists, to pay an unspecified amount of money
if they submit a request for public information. The fee may amount to millions
of forints.
You can argue that there are two ideal-type media policies. A universalistic
media policy means that the state remains neutral and media policy is used as
a means to enhance equal access to the media for all across the political spectrum. A particularistic media policy, by contrast, means that media resources are
redistributed on the basis of political loyalty, that is, to people representing the
same political perspective. If you consider these two types as the two opposite
ends of a spectrum, Hungary lies very close to the latter. Public media resources
have been moved into private hands. Arguably, a clientelistic media system, based
on the mutual exchange of “favors” between patrons and clients, has been established. Most media outlets promote particular interests, while the public interest
is largely ignored.
Of course, similar cases occur across Central/Eastern Europe, but Hungary
seems to be a textbook example of some of the worst practices.
What you have described so far are the changes at the macro- and the mesolevels of the media system. But there is also a micro-level that describes journalists at their work. Based on your studies and conversations with Hungarian
journalists, how could you describe their mood and attitude now? Are they still
fighting over media or have they already given up?
Consider what could be called the Maslow pyramid of journalism. Ethical journalism is located on the highest level of this pyramid. Then, further down the scale,
there are acceptable work conditions, existential security, a functional media market and, finally, media freedom at the lowest level of this pyramid. As long as there
is no media freedom and the media market is highly distorted (by excessive and
favoritist state intervention), there will be existential insecurity and often very poor
working conditions. Under such circumstances, most journalists cannot afford to
engage in ethical journalism.
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Figure 1. The Maslow pyramid of journalism
Source: Author.

Hence, despite efforts made after the political transformation in the early 1990s
to adopt the Anglo-American standards of ethical journalism, this type of journalism is the exception rather than the rule to date. There are many types of journalists’
misdemeanors. These include character-killing campaigns, the black-listing in
newspapers of pubic intellectuals with critical political views, and the massive production of fake news. (Of course, there have always been hoaxes. But to date, fake
news items are released by different media outlets simultaneously: This is a coordinated dissemination of fake news.) Moreover, journalists on all sides are highly partisan and promote black-and-white images of the real world. The journalist community is deeply divided along ideological cleavages.
I would suggest that for ethical journalism to be realized at least three conditions
should be met. First, media freedom: If journalists are facing political pressures and
the instrumentalization of the media for private interests, they have to serve their
masters and hence cannot follow their own rules. Second, a non-distorted media
market: Market distortions in this case are actually aimed at sanctioning ethical
journalism and at rewarding unethical reporting. Unethical journalism has become
an adaptation strategy, and even a successful business model. Third, ideological
and political consensus: Society must express a clear social mandate for journalists, there must be some kind of a common idea across the board of what the job of
journalists is. In Hungary, these three conditions are missing to date.
When you talk about poor working conditions do you mean salaries and financial security of journalists or a more general context?
This is a more complex issue. If someone works for an independent news outlet
that is struggling to survive on the media market, it is indeed a serious financial
challenge. State advertising is now mainly placed in pro-governmental outlets, and
even private companies think twice before placing their advertising in independent
media (because it may be bad for business). Journalists of the independent media
do not know how long they will last.
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At the same time, there are many freelancers among journalists. These people
are not protected by collective contracts and live in permanent financial insecurity.
Also, they are usually paid by the page, whose practice promotes quantity journalism as opposed to quality journalism. Further, freelance journalists are unlikely to
follow the code of ethics of the editorial room, and they certainly cannot be bound
to do so. Even established professional journalists have lost their jobs. After 2010,
public media dismissed 570 people.
What is the situation and role of the online media in Hungary? Are they an alternative source of information for society?
In Hungary, internet penetration is nearing the European average with around 70%
of the population having access to the web. The internet is mainly used by young,
well-educated people who live in urban areas. By contrast, the rural population
working in the fields or in the factories has no opportunity to use online news
sources. At the same time, pro-government voices are also present online, including quality and tabloid news sites and social media. To be sure, the internet is much
freer and more plural than the rest of the media. However, the government’s influence has been growing there, too. Government cronies have purchased the most
popular online news site Origo.hu, and now, due to its new ownership structure,
the independence of Index.hu is also at risk; its journalists have recently launched
a crowd-sourcing campaign.
In sum, Hungary’s autocratic government does not use violence or overt censorship to control media. The main instrument of control is the re-distribution of media
resources that slowly but permanently increases the pressures that journalists and
newsrooms are exposed to.
***
Péter Bajomi-Lázár (1969) is a Professor of Mass Communication at the Budapest
Business School. He worked as the editor of the Hungarian media studies quarterly The Media Researcher (Médiakutató) between 2000 and 2016 and as a Senior
Research Fellow with “Media and Democracy in Central and Eastern Europe,” a
European Research Council project based at Oxford University between 2009 and
2013. In 2002, he was granted the Hungarian Pulitzer Memorial Award for his book
on Hungary’s media war (A magyarországi médiaháború, 2001). His latest monograph is Party Colonisation of the Media in Central and Eastern Europe (The Central
European University Press, 2014). His latest edited volume is Media in Third-Wave
Democracies: Southern and Central/Eastern Europe in Comparative Perspective
(L’Harmattan, 2017).
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Cas Mudde & Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser (2017). Populism: A very short introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 131, ISBN 9780190234874.
Populism has generated a huge body of literature in the last decade, which focused
on the concept as such or on its links to a wide range of related phenomena such as
democracy, elections, political communication, political discourse, rhetoric, social
movements and, more recently, social media. In addition to gathering much scholarly attention, populism has great appeal to journalists and readers alike, judging
from the large number of press articles and user comments available through a simple internet search. Therefore, this attempt to write a very short book on populism
in the age of too-muchness on this topic seems even more challenging. Nonetheless,
renowned political scientist and populism observer Cas Mudde and his long-time
collaborator Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser deliver a well-documented, encompassing overview of populism and its intricacies, from a cross-regional perspective. The
goal of the book, as announced from page one, is to offer a clear, broad description
of the phenomenon of populism and the role that it plays in contemporary politics
in order to avoid confusion and frustration generated by the intensive use of the
term “populism” across fields and disciplines.
Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser’s book comprises six chapters, each tackling a
defining aspect of contemporary populism — from concept contestation to ideological delimitations, mobilization, leadership, causes and solutions. The first chapter critically examines the most important approaches to populism, only to propose
a definition built around three core concepts — the people, elites and the general
will — that virtually all forms of populism include. The authors adopt an ideational
approach and define populism as “a thin-centered ideology.” This thinness makes
it easier for scholars and laymen alike to understand the “oft-alleged malleability of
the concept” (p. 6) and its capacity to borrow elements from the “thick-centered”
or “full ideologies” which populism usually attaches to.
The second chapter looks at key populist actors of the past 150 years in three
regions where populism has been relevant: North America, Latin America and Europe. Although concise, given the format of the book, the description of the particularities of populism in these geographical areas is highly informative. Despite its
recent spread across the globe, “populism is an extremely heterogeneous phenomenon and populist actors can be left or right, conservative or progressive, religious
or secular” (p. 21). The section ends with a reference to populism existing outside
the three above-mentioned regions, especially in Asia, Africa and the Middle East.
A crucial component of populism is mobilization and the third chapter of the
book discusses some forms of mobilization that populism is associated with. The
success of a populist party and leader depends heavily on how efficient they are in
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mobilizing the masses. Three main types of populist mobilization are described,
each accompanied with an example: personalist leadership (top-down mobilization), social movement (bottom-up mobilization) and political party (both apply).
When it comes to deciding which of these mobilization types to use, populists must
consider the specificity of the political context of their respective countries.
Another interesting section of the book is the fourth, in which the centrality of
leaders to populism is addressed. The charismatic strongman, the self-made female
populist leader, entrepreneurs, ethnic leaders, insider-outsider are some of the most
common labels used to characterize populist leaders. Despite foregrounding a set of
different and very specific features, all populist leaders “present themselves as the
voice of the people” (pp. 62–63). No other characteristic is essential to electoral success than a “carefully constructed image of vox populi” (p. 77) that populist leaders
need to project constantly. An intriguing idea put forward by Mudde and Rovira
Kaltwasser toward the end of this chapter is that, despite the strong connection
between political success and strong leadership, populism does not really need a
populist leader to define it.
Chapter five focuses on one of the most intensely debated topics in populism research: populism’s relationship with democracy. Here, the authors adopt a position
contrasting the conventional view on populism as a pathology of democratic societies. Drawing on Canovan’s (2005) idea that populism and democracy are closely
related, both being, fundamentally, about the power of the people, Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser suggest that “populism is essentially democratic, but at odds with
liberal democracy, the dominant model in the contemporary world” (p. 81), however it is not against democracy itself. Populism exacerbates the “will of the (pure)
people” but rejects pluralism and the complex institutional architecture built to
protect fundamental rights that are so deep-rooted in the liberal democratic model.
Populism has both positive and negative effects on democracy; on the one hand,
it tends to be more positive when it comes to political participation and voicing
discontent with the political establishment. On the other hand, populism affects
negatively democracy in terms of political contestation, judicial independence and
minority rights. Despite the complex, multifaceted relationship between populism
and democracy, recent history has shown that, when in power, populism can endanger profoundly the democratic system, as Orbán’s illiberal regime in Hungary
and Fujimori’s breakdown of the democratic regime in Peru did.
Finally, the last chapter aims at explaining the success (or failure) of populist
parties by taking into account both the supply side and the demand side of populism. While most of interpretations focus on the supply side of populist politics
(i.e., populism as a strategy or a political style), adopting an ideational approach to
populism allows for a close look at the populist demand, that is the degree of support for populist ideas at the mass level. The chapter concludes with an inventory of
the possible ways to cope with the demand for populism and the supply of populist
politics, respectively.
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True to its moniker, this little over 100-pages “long” Very short introduction aims
at unravelling the concept of populism to the literate public (particularly non-specialist in the field), while arguing for a balanced evaluation of this phenomenon
as part of democratic societies. However, being “short” doesn’t make Mudde and
Rovira Kaltwasser’ s book less complex. On the contrary, the book raises fundamental claims about the core concepts of populism, about populism’s implications for
democracy, as well as about strategies to cope with populist politics.
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H. de Vreese (Eds.) (2017). Populist political communication in Europe. New
York-London: Routledge, pp. 402, ISBN 9781138614826, 9781138654792.
It is rather uncommon in the social sciences for research and associated publications to be carried out precisely at the moment when Europe is on the brink of
falling into the “eye of the storm” of the phenomenon which is being studied. This
is due both to objective factors, such as researchers’ limited interest in the rapidly
evolving world, and to organizational impediments, such as lengthy editorial procedures. This might actually be one of the reasons for the decreasing prestige of academia and academic knowledge in many European countries; whereas the media
analyze the situation within minutes, the results of academic studies are usually
several years in the making. This is why it should be appreciated that the book being
reviewed here hits the mark in terms of its timing and content, defining populism
with respect to the three essential elements of political communication: political
actors, society and the media.1
Populism the subject of research for the authors of the book Populist political
communication in Europe which, even by Western European standards, has coincided exceptionally well with the time of electoral transformations of many countries
of the Old Continent, anti-immigrant movements, Brexit, Donald Trump’s success
1
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in the US and the dynamic media transformations accompanying these events. The
book offers a kind of a response to the challenges Europe is facing, helping to better
understand the nature and local peculiarities of these challenges (the authors openly declare on page 8 that their book is the answer to the current “populist times”).
In this respect, this book should attract the attention of researchers on communication, as well as those dealing with the European Union, political systems and the
psychology of politics.
The authors of Populist political communication in Europe choose a few challenges they examine in relative detail in the first chapter, namely to characterize
(1) populism as a political style/strategy; (2) populism and its ideological associations (right-wing vs. left-wing); (3) the media as a marketing tool for populists, and
(4) the influence of political communication on society. All of them are significant
and well embedded in the three elements of the system that the authors have placed
at the core of their considerations, that is, the media, political actors and society.
Given the current situation, several equally important issues could probably be added to those that the authors have decided to tackle (e.g., populism and post-truth,
or its influence on the philosophy and political practices of different movements2).
Since reality is way ahead of the imagination of many scholars, though, this task
does not seem feasible. These additional issues are more than likely to arise when
the authors of this research project actually implement it; after all, their book is a
theoretical foundation for such a project, a compilation of sources and a prelude of
sorts. The publication reviews studies on populism and populist communication in
European countries after 1995, and is a starting point for further research.
The book encompasses six parts: The first, which consists of two chapters is a
theoretical introduction. In the four successive sections the specific nature of populist phenomena is analyzed in different parts of the Old Continent, followed by
conclusions based on studies carried out in almost two dozen European countries.
At the end the cross-national findings can be found in two additional chapters.
The first two chapters present a standpoint in a long-standing discussion on
what populism actually is, its nature and sources, the attitudes it produces and, in
light of the above, how this field of politics can be examined in academic terms. We
have walked a long path from the self-determination of the populist movements in
the United States and Russian Empire in the 19th century, through an abundant selection of studies carried out in the 20th century (including the most renowned and
popular of these, authored by the late Margaret Canovan), to the most frequently
quoted concepts proposed at the turn of the millennium when “populist times”
gained impetus practically throughout the world (Cas Mudde & Cristóbal Rovira
Kaltwasser, Daniele Albertazzi, Duncan McDonnell, Ben Stanley, Ernesto Laclau,
Jan Jagers & Stefaan Walgrave). The authors draw from these sources abundantly to
form a theoretical concept for studies that have already been carried out, and those
2
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which are still being developed. They have clearly adopted the research perspective
characteristic of media studies/communication studies, thereby developing an original concept which makes a novel qualitative contribution to studies on populism.
It can therefore provide a significant component of further analysis in the area of
political communication and the media.
The attempt to grasp the peculiar nature of populism at the level of each country was a logistically impressive task, which was successfully accomplished. Much
is owed in this respect to the intergovernmental COST (European Cooperation in
Science and Technology) program, which facilitates the integration of academic
circles from 36 countries in Europe. A number of meetings and consultations held
by the partners within the “populist faction” of the undertaking (COST Action
IS1308) have resulted in a comprehensive research project, one of the first outcomes
of which is the publication discussed here.
The remaining chapters are a conclusion and collation of the last two decades
of research on populism in every country, yielding a diverse and extremely comprehensive picture of populism across the continent. Without a doubt, this is the
largest compendium of knowledge on definitions and studies of populism in Europe. It can offer a guideline pointing readers to different concepts, publications and
researchers dealing with detailed matters in a given area/country/part of Europe.
In every chapter, the authors try to identify the gaps in research so far, indicating
the existing empirical deficiencies and encouraging readers to fill them in. This is
a highly valuable feature of this publication and a kind of stimulus, or inspiration,
for broadly understood academic circles, which frequently lack a thorough review
of literature which would allow them to identify what they already know, and what
else they should examine. This book is a satisfactory response to such needs and,
more importantly, does so on a European scale.
The matter of how conscientious the authors were in painting the picture and
the background of local political arenas and their populist context is of course debatable. Nevertheless, the principal goal of the publication, namely presenting a
picture of European populism and embracing country-specific angles and features,
has been accomplished in a manner commanding respect for its methodological
order and conscientiousness.
It is worth asking the question of whether or not the simple, geographical division of successive chapters into the North, South, East and West of Europe was
the most appropriate in this case. This is not to deny the fact that one can see the
specific nature of populist phenomena painted by individual chapters in the framework of the four presentations of the issue. The authors write about the identified
common denominators of right-wing populism in the North (four countries), leftwing populism in the South (six countries), the anti-elitist and anti-party aspect of
West European populism (seven countries) and its issue-specific variations in the
East (seven countries). The question remains of whether or not the broadly understood specific character of political life in Scandinavia, the Mediterranean, or the
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post-communist East restrains possible conclusion-making which could actually
break through certain mental barriers here. Similar concerns pertain also to the
specific character of political arenas in individual countries, which cannot always
possibly be “pigeonholed” in the contexts of broader regions. All these facts, factors
and contexts make this publication recommended reading for researchers studying
politics and the media; it is worth taking a look at, or even becoming thoroughly
familiar with it in the case of those with similar research interests, all the more so in
view of the several years of “populist times.” The future will bring more arguments
in favor of reading this book.
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Trending topics in the research
on populist communication and unresolved problems:
The COST Action IS1308 final conference in Madrid
(March 19–21, 2018)
On March 19–21, 2018, a scientific conference about populists’ political communication was held in Madrid, which brought together scholars from more than 20
European countries who were affiliated with the COST Action IS 1308 “Populist
Political Communication in Europe: Comprehending the Challenge of Mediated
Political Populism for Democratic Politics” (2013–2018). While the findings from
the working groups of the action will be published in a volume expected to be out in
spring 2019, the meeting also staged a panel where scholars could present research
about populism which they conducted outside of the Action’s working groups. The
papers presented in this panel can be summarized under three main headings: a)
the press and populist communication; b) effects of populist communication on
citizens; c) political elites as communicators of populism. Further on, I summarize
selected points discussed by the presenters in their contributions and add some own
thoughts related to these questions.
THE PRESS AND POPULIST COMMUNICATION
A group of scholars from the University of Zürich led by Martin Wettstein dealt with
the challenges populist communication poses to the press and journalism. It was
argued, for instance, that the media might assume either the role of gatekeepers, interpreters or facilitators for “populist messages,” understood as statements including
populist ideas. Which of these roles is chosen seems to depend on the circumstances
of the situation and the type and editorial policy of the media organization at hand.
One related aspect that was less addressed in the conference, but seems important
nevertheless, is the attitude of journalists toward populism and how this matters for
the press-populism relationship. It is important to see that beyond the media as professional organizations with their constraints and policies, journalists as individuals
or a group of like-minded professionals also shape the way populism is covered. In
other words, journalists’ personal cognitions, affects and attitudes toward the multifaceted phenomenon of populism most likely matter for how they deal with it. From
previous research into the subjective biases of journalists (Kepplinger, 1989), we know
that journalists are voluntarist actors who might support political causes and can
be captured by specific interests. Some journalists may perceive themselves even as
political advocates for or against something or someone, or claim that their business
is inextricable with supporting certain political values, which seem general but are
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often understood in a particular way by the vast majority of the journalists (for example that democracy as a generally accepted value would be incommensurate with
populism, a view that is not shared by everybody). This is consequential insofar as
journalists tend to hold similar political attitudes and thus are always in jeopardy to
develop a form of groupthink: The stories of the “pack” are identical or similar in
diction and perspective and the reporters might behave like a flock of sheep, following a consensus, regardless of whether or not it is backed by an objective look at the
facts. Phenomena like groupthink, for example, and professional consensus can thus
harm the media’s credibility and alienate important parts of the audience who might
come to believe there is no fair representation of different points of view in the public
sphere. Groupthink or “pack journalism” can spiral out of control when journalists
who dissent with a dominant groupthink, for example about populism might fear
pressure from editors if they do not support the frames and interpretations used by
the “pack” (Matusitz & Breen, 2012).
THE EFFECTS OF POPULIST COMMUNICATION ON THE AUDIENCE
A second complex topic addressed in this panel was related to the effects of populist communication, in either the press or on Facebook, on citizens. What is the
nature and importance of such effects is a quite natural question given the success
populist parties have achieved in elections across Europe (and beyond). Is the success of these parties attributable to their program because it corresponds best to the
preferences of a considerable share of the voters or, rather, is their upswing a result
of successful communication? Moreover, upon what kind of political attitudes does
populist communication act, how strongly, and on what intervening variables do
the effects depend? For instance, one contribution (Bobba et al.) explored gender
as an intervening variable in the causal chain from populist content to audience
reactions on Facebook, in terms of “likes” for political postings. Findings show the
existence of a gender-oriented reaction to populism of the form that male users
tend to give populist postings more support than female. In particular, the antielite component of populist discourse obtains more likes by male Facebook users.
Dominique Wirz and colleagues addressed a much publicly debated question: Do
elements of right-wing populist communication in newspapers have an impact on
attitudes toward immigration? They presented evidence based on the combination
of panel surveys and manual content analysis of newspapers and found that antiimmigrant rhetoric along with other elements of right-wing populism influence
citizens’ attitudes toward immigrants on top of pre-existing attitudes. A third type
of study relied on a multi-country online experiment (Hameleers et al.) to address
another side of the effects-related topic in regards to populist communication: effects on political engagement in terms of peoples’ willingness to talk about, share,
or formally support (by signing a petition) the populist content of a message. It
turned out that populist messages stressing anti-elitism had the strongest effect on
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engagement, while anti-immigrant messages had the strongest demobilizing effects.
An especially important insight from this study is that national structural context
conditions, such as the level of unemployment, seem to moderate the impact of
populist communication on the audience. Further studies might go in-depth into
the differences between countries in terms of effects of populist messages, which
might explain, at least to some extent, the stunning success (or total lack of) of
populist parties across Europe.
POPULISM IN POLITICAL DISCOURSE
Last but not least, a third theme addressed the question of how political actors,
understood as political communicators who strive to persuade voters, incorporate
populist communication into their repertoire of rhetoric. Contributions addressing this aspect focused on political actors’ communication via social media platforms, as these platforms provide a medium where politicians can communicate
unrestrained by media gatekeepers while reaching a large and diverse audience including people who tune in accidentally. Contributions sought to compare political
leaders’ communication with regard to populist elements and rank communicators
as more or less populist. One comparison focused on the Twitter communication of
four politicians — moderate, left- and right-wing — who ran as challengers in the
presidential elections of the United States and France (Maurer & Diehl). Another
put the spotlight on Facebook postings of more than 80 politicians from the United
States, European and Latin American democracies (Zulianiello, Albertini, & Ceccobelli). As a general conclusion, large differences in the extent to which politicians
use elements of populist communication as well as in its shades were revealed. Yet,
there are also differences between the studies focusing on Facebook and Twitter:
While the Twitter study found rather high levels of populism in the communication of all challengers, the Facebook-based study could not confirm the thesis of
the existence of a “populist Zeitgeist.” Moreover, it found differences between areas,
as the spread of elements of populist communication in Latin America is considerably lower in comparison with Western countries. These differences were minor
between the tweeting patterns of politicians in France and the United States. I might
argue that the major insight of this communicator-centred research is, however,
methodological: It concerns the challenge of multi-lingual comparisons of populist
communication and how it can be tackled. Both studies show the difficulties inherent in the equivalent measurement of in-vivo political communication, be it on
Facebook or Twitter. The greatest of these difficulties is not even the language, but
the respective personal parlance and style of the politicians. This poses a huge challenge, especially to automated measurement, that is not yet resolved.
For more information about the COST Action IS1308 please check: www.populistcommunication.eu.
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Context and content of populist political communication:
The conference on “Populist political communication”
at the Faculty of Political Science and Journalism,
Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań, Poland
(April 10–11, 2018)
From 10 to 11 April 2018, a conference on “Populist political communication” was organized at
the Faculty of Political Science and Journalism at
Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, Poland.
The conference was organized by a research team
that has been studying Polish populist political
communication since 2016 (www.populizm.amu.
edu.pl). The main purpose of the conference was
to provide an opportunity for Polish scholars not
only to present findings of their studies, but also
discuss the main methodological challenges related to designing and conducting studies on populist political communication. Furthermore, the
participants of that two-day event had a chance to
Prof. Gianpietro Mazzoleni (University of Milan) and prof. Agnieszka discuss their ideas on further projects with their
Stępińska (Adam Mickiewicz Univer- peers who have been studying the same phenomsity). Photo by: Bartłomiej Secler
enon for years now. Hence, the structure of the
conference was rather seminar-like, with brief presentations of the recently conducted studies (theoretical background, methods, and findings) followed by long
discussions in each session.
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Scholars from several Polish universities, including Warsaw universities, University of Silesia, Wrocław University, Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń, Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in Warsaw, Jagiellonian University in Kraków,
Economic University in Kraków, Collegium Da Vinci, and Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań were invited to participate in the event. Since they represented
different approaches to populism and employed different methods in their studies
on this phenomenon, they all provided very interesting and valuable knowledge
for each other. In particular, the aim of the conference was to recognize advantages
and disadvantages, the potential and shortcomings of particular perspectives used
in the studies on populism and populist political communication.
Although most attention was paid to the context and content of the Polish populist political communication, some of the presentations covered foreign countries’
experience of populism. The conference started with a lecture given by the keynote
speaker — prof. Gianpietro Mazzoleni from the University of Milan on “Populist
communication in the age of hybrid media,” who presented findings of his study
on the Italian populist politicians’ use of social media. His presentation introduced
one of the main themes of the conference, that is, the use of new media in spreading
populist messages and gaining support by populist actors.
During the conference several scholars focused on this issue while presenting
either quantitative or qualitative analysis of the content of Facebook and Twitter. For example, Jakub Jakubowski and Kinga Adamczewska (Adam Mickiewicz
University) studied the use of social media by the Polish populist political actor
Paweł Kukiz and his supporters. Their study revealed a high level of interactivity
between Kukiz (a high number of messages posted every day) and his followers
on Facebook (likes, shares, and comments). A similar study on Kukiz’s supporters
was discussed by Paweł Matuszewski (Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University). In
fact, a skillful usage of Facebook and Twitter seemed to be one of the factors that
fostered electoral success of two Polish political actors: Paweł Kukiz and his political organization Kukiz’15 as well as Janusz Korwin-Mikke, according to Artur
Lipiński’s (Adam Mickiewicz University) study. He also distinguished a few more
factors, such as: (1) a political and social context (expectations and political preferences), (2) a visibility provided by the traditional media (intensive TV coverage),
and (3) content of the messages that corresponded with expectations and political
preferences (political discourse).
The factors increasing populist tendencies in Polish society were discussed by
Joanna Dzwończyk (Economic University in Kraków) who recognized the main
schemes of Polish politicians’ populist communication and studied such phenomena as protest populism and identity populism, and by Natalia Stręk (Jagiellonian
University in Kraków) who focused on the national aspects of populism. Finally,
the contextual factors, such as elections, were considered: Szymon Ossowski (Adam
Mickiewicz University) focused on traced elements of populist communication in
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the content of electoral messages distributed by the Polish political actors during the 2015 presidential and parliamentary elections.
The social, cultural, and political background was also discussed during a session
on penal populism in Poland. Katarzyna Witkowska-Rozpara (Warsaw University)
emphasized the role of the media in creating a social atmosphere fostering populist
changes in the law. Michalina Szafrańska (Jagiellonian University) analyzed the role
of populist rhetoric in creating a public perception of courts and a reform of the
juridical system. Finally, Natalia Daśko (Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń)
discussed the record of sexual perpetrators as an element of penal populism.
One of the main themes of the conference was the populist discourse in political communication. The discursive perspective on populism was used in several
presentations. For example, Agnieszka Walecka-Rynduch (Pedagogical University in Kraków) analyzed populism as a strategy of political communication, Kaja
Kiełpińska (Warsaw University) presented linguistic and stylistic aspects of populism in Polish political communication of the 1990s, and Mateusz Bartoszewicz
(Wrocław University) and Dariusz Jakubowski (University of Silesia) shared the
findings of their quantitative or qualitative analyses of the linguistic mechanisms
used in populist political communication. The same approach was used by Bohdan
Szklarski (Warsaw University) who provided findings of his comparative analysis
of political slogans in the US in the 20th and 21st century.
The content analysis of political messages was one of the methods heavily discussed during the conference. The issue was initiated by the presentation given by
Agnieszka Stępińska, who presented methodology and preliminary findings of the
Polish study conducted under the framework of the COST Action IS1308 “Populist Political Communication in Europe: Comprehending the Challenge of Mediated Political Populism for Democratic Politics.” The results showed that the most
frequent types of populism in the Polish news media are anti-elitist and exclusion
populism. However, there are significant differences between the media organizations in regards to the amount of populist strategies in the content that might be
explained by a type of a media organization and its political orientation. The role
of the media in the populist political communication was also analyzed by Andrzej
Ranke (Collegium Da Vinci).
While discussing populist political communication, participants of the conference referred to the definitions of populism. Although the definition of populism
and populist is diverse and vague in Polish and foreign literature, the scholars mostly referred to classic elements, such as the existence of two homogenous groups
— “the people” and “elites.” However, in order to conduct an in-depth analysis of
political actors’ communication, one must recognize the ideology behind the communication acts. The example of such a study was presented by Piotr Andrzejewski
(Polish Academy of Science) who has been conducting research on the radical right
in Austria.
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Finally, one of the concerns raised by the participants of the conference were
the consequences of populism. The discussion on that theme was fueled by a presentation given by Adam Jaskulski (Adam Mickiewicz University) who raised the
question about the impact of increasing support for populist political actors on
the European Union as an international organization, and European public sphere.
Agnieszka Stępińska
AD AM M I C K I E W I C Z U N I V E R SI T Y, POZ N AŃ , POL AN D
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