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ABSTRACT

In this working paper, we explore the reactions of target groups to populist discourse through
focus groups in fivé&europearcountries angberforma quantitative analysis of Facebook data

in eight Europeancountries. We demonstrate the ways in which populist discourse and
policies affect target groups including migrants, ethnic or religious minorities, academics, and
LGBTIQ+ groups.

Focus groups reveal that organized religion is an agent of populist movemeértis.
Catholic Church in Poland andhe Greek Orthodox Church legitimize and disseminate
populist discourse We also find that vulnerable groups complain about mainstreaming of

hate languagen their countries The ri se of popul i st mov e me

eagerness to express controversial opinion on issues including immigration, homosexuality
and political liberalism caused certain growgsamined in this papdo appropriate these
opinions and voice them in everyday life. Vulnerable groupsan attempt to counterpoise

the populist challenge in their countriésivedeveloped foumainstrategies: ixreatingecho
chambersii) self-censorship, iii) migration, and iv) active resistance. Echo chambers enable
members of vulnerable groups to avoid what tftsem unnecessary and potentially
unpleasant encounters with supporters of populist movements. It provides them with a
confort zone where they can express opinion more freely-cea$orship, similar to echo
chambers, helps target groups to stay under the radar of populist movements and their
supporters. Those defending migration state that the process in their countregeisible

and migrating to another country is the only way out. Finally, some participants argued that
rather than conceding defeat, they actively resist through civil society organizations, street
protests, and openly display their identity to fightpdpulism.

Analysis of Facebook data revealed information about the ways in which populist parties and
leaders communicate on social media and how the ppbliceivestheir communication.
Populists use an arlitist language more frequently than maieatn political actors. Turkey

and Hungary are exception to the rule, because in both countries populist governments have
been in office for a long time. Second, populist actors in all countries but Poland and Turkey
talk about immigration more. In Germanirance and the UK, populist actors frequently
discuss Elrelated issuedVe also found thatgpulistsin Germany, France, Italy and the UK
talk more about O&éddemocracy and | eagpulidtsitalna cy 6
about these issues labsn mainstream parties do in Greece, Hungary and Turkey.

Analysis also suggests thadpulista ¢ t Bacebdbkpostsobtain more reactions, sharasd
comments than mainstregmo | i t i c anti-elissdanguagen&acial Aedigossk
produces morereactions, shares, and commemtssts withreferences to religious minorities
triggerfewerreactiondrom the users whilpostsmakingreferenceto ethnic minorities,
includingimmigrants or asylum seekers, as well asnto-specific minorities like Bmain
Hungaryor Kurdsin Turkey, triggermore reactions, anthiese posts aghared mord-inally,
wefind thatpostsr e f e r immigr@i @ twghedmore reactions and shamsdproduce
morediscussion than other issues

In thefinal sectionof this workingpaper we concludevith a shortdiscussion on policy
options

t
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Introduction

In this working papemwe focus on undestudied dimensions gfopulism at ncro-, mese,

and macrdevels puttingEuropearc i t i z e n s d@nd reaet®opopalstPpolicies at its
core. h particularwe investigatdhow citizens are affected by and how they react to populist
discourse as well gmliciesimplemented by populist actors this contextwe combine two
different types of research designrsE we studyreactions of severalulnerablegroups that

are targeted by populisim severalcountriesin Europe these groups includbut are not
limited to Roma citizens, LGBTIQ+, gendeghits activists, and immigrants. In particular, we
explorethe ways in whicltheseunderrepresented groupseaightdifferentcountries (Turkey,
Greece, Hungary, UKFrance,Poland Italy and Germany are affected by and react to
populist movements and discourse in their counti@econd, we look at the reactiar
Facebook usergo populist communicationn these eight countries;to draw general
conclusions about the impact that the language and the topics emphasized by populists have
on the broader public of social media usénspursuing thesgoals, werely on two data
sourcesfocus groupsn five countriesand social media (Facebook) dataeight countries
Focus groupsllows us to study the effects of populism and the populist discourse at the

microl e v e | whil e studyi ng c istsreveasthe thacro gemdst i on s
Accordingly, this studyenables us to have a comprehensive picture providing crucial
informatonabout <citi zenso6atvagiauclevelsons t o popul i sm

In what follows, we first provide a theoretical framework and defimeresearch questions.
Then we summarize our methodologyat section is followed by findings of focus groups
andthe quantitative analysis of Facebook datae last section concludes waldiscussion of
someimplications ofour findings for counteringopulistrhetoric

Theoretical framework and research question

Previous researcBuggestshat ppulist movementsexploitpeopl eds need f or
generate suppomvithin the society(Homolar and Scholz, 2019; Kinnvall 201%®opulist
movementdeliberatelyframe a situationsaan existentiathreatin order tolegitimize their

style of governancéMuller, 2017) These movementsequentlypromote gparticularreading

of what they deena threatasto definewh o i &iendd Aindwha ist h ®edid society
(Foucault, 1980)Accordingly, populistmovements agitate the people by uspsgceived or
imagined threats and anxietitgat the peopleexperience againgheir lifestyles, traditions,

and culture(Kinnvall, 2019) This populist strategyaugmentsc i t i regative dnage of

thar countryand the challenges they fa@édomolar and Scholz, 201%ventuallycausing the

people to consolidatieir supportfor populist movements

A defining characteristic of populism is its tendency to definéo t h. &s Muller 2017

and Mudde (2017argue populist movements defir@é peop |l e 6, whnothei s vi r
@ t h evmods excluded from the definition of the people by populist movements on the
grounds that unlike théauthenti® and dvirtuousd people,the other is immoral, alien and
inauthentic. Populist movements uke otherand the actions dhe otherin their articulation

of existential threats against the people. For exanafiler losing major support in the June

2015 general electionshe populist AKP government in Turkey hdenefited fromthe



Copyright Sahin et al. (2021).

Kurdish questioh as an instrumento build security perceptions. This populist strategy

enabled the AKPto consolidate conservathrationalist vote (Sahin, 2021, eventually
winning the partyhe November 2015 general elections.

While previous research has focused on the demand and supyokidepulism Guiso,
2017, 2020Mols and Jetten, 2020; Sahioythcoming, our knowledge on the reactioasd

strategien fthe 6 t h (@uinérablegroups)in the face ofpopulist discowse and policies is

quite limited. This situation represents a majogap in the literature as exploring this
dimensionwould help us devise methods our efforts to protect and empowaulnerable
groups against popsli movementsand populist discourserhrough focus groups and
quantitative analysis of Facebook post® aimto provide informationabouthow various

groups targeted by populism in iBpe respond to the populist challenge. In this respect, we
benefit flom two major data collection methods: focus groupssathl media data

Methodology

Focus GroupsWe conducted 12 focus groups in five different countries. Taldbhows the

location ofthefocus groupsthe name othetarget groupsandthe number of focus grouper

location. Research teams conducted two focus groups in each country. The exception to this
rule is Turkey where we condted four focus groups$n choosing target groups, our priority

was to select groups thatere particularlytargeted by populist movements in each country.
Hence, ather than doing focus groups wipne-determinedgroups we asked each team to

pick two groups that are targeted by populist movement(s) in their courtcestdingly, our
selection of grouppresers variety in terms otheir identity

Table 1: Location of target groups and number of focus groups

Country | Group 1 Group 2

Turkey | Gender Rights Activist& focus groups) White Turkg (2 focus groups)
Greece | LGBTIQ+ (1 focus group) Immigrants(1 focus group)
Hungary | Roma citizengl focus group) Academicq1 focus group)
UK Remainergl focus group) Immigrants(1 focus group)
Poland | LGBTIQ+ (1 focus group) Women(1 focus group)

We askedtheteams tanclude betweesix and 10 people ieach focus grougable2 below
showsthat the number of participants in thi®cus groups varied betweesix and nine In

total, 86 people were included ithhefocus groups.

! Kurdish question refers to the confliell relations betweeile Turkish state and theurdish minority in
Turkey. Though themost recent wave aflashesdetween the state security forces and the PKkKanalish

armed guerilla movemergtarted in 1984the roots of the issue rest on the early Republican era, when the

statebs centralization policies alienated the
2We define White Turks as upper or upper middle class secular Turks who do not vote for the Islamist populist
AKP governmenhin Turkey. For more information on White Turks, see Demiralp (2012).

Kur di sh
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Table 2: Name of target groups

Target Group Name Group Size

Turkey GenderRights Activists Group 1 9

Gender Rights Activists Group 2
White Turks Group 1
White Turks Group 2

UK Remainer$

Immigrants

Hungary Academics

Roma Citizens

Poland LGBTIQ+

Feminists

Greece Immigrants

LGBTIQ+

D ON OO0 OO|©O| 0| O

In choosing ousample we benefited from twanethods:

1. Recruitment throughtakeholders such &8GOs or community organizations
2. If the number of participants recruited through these strategiesdow, we use
snowball samplingo increase the number ofrpaipants.

Our initial plan was to conduct focus grouipeeto-face However, by the early Marc02Q

the Covid1l9 pandemic became major threat to publichealth making domestic and
international travel as wleds largeindoor and even outdoor gathegsnot onlyrisky but at

times impossible Thus research teams conducted focus groups online through secure
platforms such as Microsoft Teams. All participants signed consent forms before interviews
and meetings were recorded with the permission ofqgyaatits.The recordings weréhen
transcribed by the members of research teamsward analyzed to determine recurring
themes and patterns.

Social media datal'he aim ofthis part of the studwasto investigatethe impact of populist
communicationonline by looking at he activity of official Facebook pages dhe main
parties and politicians in France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Turkey, and UK,
from August 2019 to October 2020. We foedson Facebook for two reasons. First,
Facebooks the most widely used social network site in Eurdmeordingto Statcounter, in
2020 it covered about 80% of the market share among the social medfaFsitd®rmore
anecdotal evidence in European countries such as stajgeststhat mainstreammeda
frequently use the statemestmade on Facebook by the official pages of politicians to
understang o | i t positiora over €everalissues. Second, social mediach as Facebook
or Twitter are importantchannet for communicationusedby populist paies and leaders
(Schaub and Morisi, 2020; Wells et al., 208&hin et al., forthcomingGiven our focus on
statements by official pages of parties and politicians, and the widegpubad usage of
Facebook, weonclude thathis exercisas a good prox for studying the impact of online
populist communicatiotout court

SWe define Remainers as UK nationals who voted O6NoO

4 Seehttps://gs.statcounter.com/soeimkdiastats/all/europe/2020
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Our datafor this analysigonsists ofall the Facebook postentby the selected public pages
in the period considered. To selects@gublicpageswe startedrom thepolitical parties: we
included allpopulist parties that obtainedt least 5% of votes at the European Parliament
(EP)electionsin 2019° There area few exceptions to this rule. First, we included two parties
that fell below the 5% threshold but wereveghelessonsidered importantUKIP in the UK
and Konfederacia in Poland. Second, exeludedKKE in Greece because neither the party
nor its leaders have an official Facebook account. Afterselection of political partiesve
collecteddatafor three types ofaccounts: (1) the official page of the party, (2) the party
leaders, and (3) the party media staBsaised on these criteria, wilewnloaded data from 114
public pages, obtaining at the end a datalatethe size of about29,000 Facebook posts
The datawere obtained using the platform CrowdTandetails aboutthe dependent
variablesare further discussed belpfer otherinformation onthe quantitative text analysis of
the postseeAppendix1.

Findings

Focus groups

Strategies and responses agaitis¢ populist challenge:

Focus groups revealed thatiinerablegroups targeted by populist movementsvarious
countries have developefbur important strategies or responsde deal with populist
discourses and policie®Ve also found that these strategiare not mutually exclusive,
meaningthat individuals might use one or more of these strategies simultanedimge
strategies are as follows:

a) Echo chambersTarget group participants in different countries argued that they
abstain frominteractionwith people who do not share the same views with tfds.
trend is observable both on social media and in genéoalexample, a participant
who voted Remain in the 2016 Brexit referendum stated dhasocial mediahe
unfollowed people whwoted LeaveHe suggested that this is becalme became
bothcloser with Remain voters and less motivated to interact with Leave voters in the
aftermath of theBrexit referendum.Participants in Turkey also expressed similar
feelings. A Turkish participanéxplainedthat he only makes friends with simiar
minded people who oppose the Islammipulist AKP governmentHence, echo
chambers are a popular strategy becauakoiivs members of target groups to avoid
conflict and express their opinions more freely.

b) Selftcensorship A secondstrategyused by participants selfcensoship, whichis
prevalentespecially in countries where populist authoritarian governmargsn
office (i.e. Hungary, Turkey) but also other countriesuch as the UKFor instance,
academics tageted by thepopulist FIDESZ government expressed that the
government ds publ i c anilibe@alsacial gcieristgdcaudes S ¢ 0 U I

5 Please note that Turkey did not participate in the 2019 EP eledtlense, to select parties in Turkey, we used

the results of the national elections in 2018

Wit h Amedi a tedlthe importamt éiguresdanfthe public debate, related to the parties selected, who
were not holding an official position as party leader in the period of observation. An example is Jeremy Corbyn
in the UK, who was not leader of the Labour party in pieeiod of observation, but is a publicly w&town

figure, with a large number of followers on social media.
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manyacademics to be more careful when choosing their research topktsngary
academics who aractive in genderstudiesbecame extremely carefuh choosing
topics for their research. This is because FIDESZ has become publicly aggressive
towards LGBT# movements as well as feminist movemeats it suggest that the
norms assciated with feministsand LGBTI+ movementsare againstungarian
national value8 Similar hesitations to express vieviteely in public were also
common in TurkeyWhite Turks suggested that they tetadkeep their viewsto
themselvesn the public sphereincluding social medidbecausethey are afraid of
being targetethy the governmendr its supporters.

c) Migration: A third strategy used byulnerablegroups across different countries is

resorting to migration. In facthis strategy waa commory uttered by all groups in

five countries. For instance, a Hungarian academic mentioned that one fellow
colleague hagmot only left the profession but alswe country after FIDESEepeatedly
targeted liberal academics. A womaarticipantin Poland alscexplainal that the
presentpolitical climate inthe country makes migratioan attractiveoption not only

for her but also other women who does not want to accept the state pelgaesing
women(i.e. neattotal ban on abortion).

d) Active resistance The previous three strategiedefined above aredefensive
mechanisms mostly geared towards trying to stay under the radar of populist discourse
and aggressive policies (in Hungary, Polaadd Turkey where populists are in
office). However,there is also rother strategy repeatedly mentioned diferent
participantgn each countryThis strategy isictivism as a fornof resistance.

LGBTI+ groups, which are targeted by righihg populist movementshave
respondedhe populist challenga Europethroughcivil society organizations doy
taking to thestrees to protest In Greece, LGBT+ communities became more
assertive of their identity after the violent murder of Zak Kostopoulos, akwel/n
activist within the community, by two ep owners. In respse, LGBTH
communities in Greece adopted collective response strat@giestreet protestdp
face the populist and homophobic challenge in their couamilarly, in Turkey
where homophobia is prevalent bahthe societal and the state leveds,LGBTI+
individual argued that they do not considéeir vulnerable positioms apretextto
retreat intoLGBTI+ safe havens. Instead, thegclaim their identity as a form of
resistance in their daily lives.

The role of religion in populist discourse

Our focus groupsiemonstrateéhat religion has becomean importanimechanism/instrument
that populist movements use botb legitimize discourse (and policies)-urthermore,
institutionalized religior(the Church in Greece and Polamds becoman importantide of
populist movements in producing discourse and legitimizing politieeed our analysis
alsoreveas that the Orthodox Church in Greece atige Catholic Church in Poland are two
important bodies legitimatingpopulist antrLGBTIQ+ discourse as welas antiabortion
discourse (in the Polish case). Our research siiewsthat he Orthodox Churchin Greece
has been instrumental in tidatheringd of refugeesandimmigrants by defininghese groups
aselements that contradictithy the Greek culture arttie Orthodox Christian belief system.
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Mainstreaming the hate language:

Oneimportant andequally concerningfinding of our research ishe fact that the populist
wave in Europe has not ontgsultedin the use of discriminatory languaggainst certain
vulnerable groups by populist actor®ur research demonstrates that in all countries
participants complaiaboutnormalizationof hate language the public spherd-or instance,
Remain votersn the UK argued thathey havewitnessedwas an increasitg open useof
hate language targeting immigrants and refugedse countryAnother partigpant in Greece
suggested thawith the rise of ultranationalist Golden Dawn in 2012ight-wing populist
discoursehas beemormalized in Greece. A female partiaig said thamainstreaming of the
hate language by populist movememade her facdifferent forms ofdmicro-aggressioaon
a daily basis.

This finding is important,as prevalence of this language in the public sphese forced
mainstream political parties lBuropeto express opinion on certain issues such as migration
more clearly mostly due to electoral concerfisis is because the increasing prevalence of
populist influence in the public sphere forced mainstream partggs thieir views to those of
populist parties in order to protect their electoral basthis respectone can suggest thiiie
strong antimmigration discourseof pro-Brexit campaigners pushed the Conservative Party
in the UK to take a harsher stance-&gis immigration in the posBrexit UK. This is
because animmigrant discourse of prBrexit campaigners made conservative voters more
sensitive about immigration issues. Thereafter, conservative voters have become more vocal
and everhawkishaboutimmigration causing the ConservativeaRy to bandwagon ahe
party has beaoe afraid thabtherwisethey would losevotersto populistpolitical parties
such asJKIP or, more recentlythe Brexit Party

Social media dataresults

Features of populist pldical communication on Facebook

The quantitative analysis aims at capturitige characteristics ofpolitical par t i es 0
communicatioron Facebookvhile alsocomparing populist anthainstream partiésin order

to measure populist communicationgWocus ortwo aspects, both reflected in the text of the

post. The firsispecthat we observe is th@evalence of populist languagethe text. We do

so by employing aictionaryapproachA "dictionary' (or "lexicon")is a collection of words

reflecting a set of specific traits or disposisoBy counting the number of such words
included in a document, it is possible to measure the prevalerstelotraits/dispositions in

the textI n owur case, t ;e momhblesrd dfoumpopuwl it he t
indicator of the degree obpulist language employed in this particyast.

To assess what words are to be regarded as
validated by Rooduijn and Pauwels (201TIhis isa widely useddictionary measuringone

specific aspect of populism in political texts: the degree ofeiism. According to the
authors,anti-elitismis easier to measure than the second facet of populism, npewe
centrism(see Mudde 204) as the | atter i s generally exp
Ausodo and so on, which have a very |l ow discri
political communication, not only populist). The dictionary by Rooduijn and Pauwels (2011),
ontheothe hand, includes terms such,whisharétishde el i f
by populists to refer to the elites in negative terfigure 1 shows thaverage share of

populist words per message among mainstream and populist pattiesantries analyzed.
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Figure 1: Useof populist languageby political parties (mainstream vs. populist)
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In general, the frequency of words classified as populist in our dictionary is very low in all
countries. As the figure shows, Polish popytiatties are those who tend to use more of the
populist terms in the dictionariHiowever even in this case those terms make less than 0.8%
of the total words used in their average pfst., our dictionary tends to pick up very
uncommon words This is mae a feature than a bug: if the dictionary includeddommon
words, its discriminant power in identifying genuinely populist language would be low.
Indeed, Figure 1 shows than average, @pulist parties use populist languaggefined by
anti-elitist language) more frequentip all countries, with the exception of Turkey and, to a
lesser extent, Hungary. This probablybecausgin both countriespopulist partiehave been

in office for more than a decadkence their chances usinganti-elitist languageareslimmer

by this mere fact

A second aspect of populist communication thatstuglyis the references to specifissues

or excluded social group® the text of the posiWe do so byrunning a topic model on the

entire corpus of posts in each country, and classifying each post based on the probability that
it belongs to one or more political issues, or that it mentions one or more of the excluded
social groups, defined by us priorttee data collection. See Appendix 1 for a more detailed
discussion about the technique and the list of political issues and excluded groups.

Figure 2: Prevalence of issues amongplitical parties (mainstream vs. populist)

10
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Figure 2compares populist and inatream parties in different countries with respect to the
frequency of their references ddferent issuesis well as the frequency of their referentees
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the target groupse(g.,religious minorities, ethnic minorities, LGBTI+}he figure shows the
average share of words related to each of the issues identified by post. To give an example,
words related to the topic "political conflict & processimpriseabout 20% of the total
content of the posts in Italyn averageThis means that the topic is vgmevalent, as it is in

all countries except for Germany, France ,aileda lesser extentGreece. In other words,
political parties and leaders are very likely to use Facebook to promote themselves and their
events and to talk about each othEne analys shows that therés considerablevariation

across countries, both in termstbg variety of issueand difference between mainstream

and populist partiesdNeverthelesssome patt®s have emerged. Firgbopulist parties are

more likely to talk aboutnnmigration in allcountries but Poland and Turkely Germany,
France and the UK, populists are also more likely to talk aboutelfdtled issues. Another
importantissue oftenreferred bypopulistp a r t i densocrdcys anddlegitinc y 6pulistsP

talk morefrequently aboutdemocracy and legitien ¢ th@&n mainstream parties in Germany,
France, Italy and the UKwhilst they talk less abouhese issuethan mainstream parties
Greece, Hungary and Turkey. Thagter finding is not surprisings inHungaryand Turkey
populist authoritarian political partiesestill in office whilstin Greecethe populistSYRIZA

was in poweuntil July 2019 In Poland, whereretherpopulist paty is in government (PiS),
thisissueis notrelevantin party communication. Aissue about which populistsfer toless

than mainstream partiegs the econonmyPoland and Greece are exceptions to this. rule

11
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Finally, looking at thetargetedsocial groups, the only noteworthy element is the general
tendency among populist parties tamk more about ethnic groupshe exception being
Turkey.

The impact of populist communication on Facebook users

To assess the impact of different aspeaft populist communication dracebook users, we
studied for each post, three indicators of usegagyement(our dependent variables])

number ofreactions( i ncl udi ng #dAl i keso, Al oveo, Awowo,
as a proxy of the interest drawn by the p&thumber ofsharesas an indicator of its
diffusion, andii) nhumber ofcommentss an indicator of the post's ability to trigger debate.

The rumber ofreactionsreflects the degree of interest for the post. The higher this number,
the morea post drewFacebook usersittentionto the pointto prompt an active reaction
amongthem. We do not distinguisamongreaction types for the purpose of keeping this
indicator as close as possible to an indicator of general interest, regardless of the specific
emotion that it could have triggered, as reflected by different reaction fijpesaumber of
sharesis an indicator of the diffusion of the post on the social network. At the individual
level, the choice to share a post might be interpreted as an act undertaken with the intention of
either informing oneb6sigoantaogsoabodoat owamath
subject of the post, whether sincerely or ironically. In any case, at the aggregate level, a
higher number of shares to a post indicates that the ipagiread more in the network.
Finally, the number ofommentseflects the extent to which a post could trigger a discussion
among Facebook userll these three indicators are empirically interrelated. The more the
shares to a post, the wider its spread and therbigherthe chances to trigger a reaction or a
comment.Similarly, posts that receive more likesommentsor sharesre more likely to be

picked by Facebook algorithm and shown to other users, further spreading in the network.
Neverthelessin principle, they reflect different aspects of the levetrgfagementhat a post

can produce.

We investigate howthese two characteristics of Facebook posts that we presented above
(namely,the prevalence of populist language and the probability that each post belongs to the
issues or mentions thargetgroups Istedin Figure 2)are related tdhese three indicators

c i t i engageméntvith posts We do so by fitting three multilevel linear regressions, with
posts nested in page and week/year units.

To providea morecomprehensive picture, we discuss the main results for the pooled models,
where data from all countries are considered together and modeled simultaneousig. For
sake ofdiscussionwe only report coefficient plotseeAppendix 2 for the table with full
results).Figure 3below displaysthe coefficients of the variables of interest for the three
dependent variables. The horizontal error bars surrounding the points represent 90%
confidence intervals. When they do not cross the vertical dotted line, isntbat the
coefficients are statistically significant, and their effect is worth discussing.

Thefirst important findingis the positive effect of the number of populist words on all three
dependent variables, meaning that a higher prevalence d@liistitonein the post produces
more reactions, shares, and commedence the use opopulist language pays off in terms
of attracting moreeactiondor partiesand politicianon Facebook.

" From the three dependent variables we remove the 1% highest and 1% lowest values, to avoid the chance that
outlier observations drivetheresus . Al Il t he models have been fit wusing

12



Copyright Sahin et al. (2021).

Looking at the probability of the post referring to thtaeget groups considered here, a few
effects are worth noting. First, posts making more references to religious minorities (such as
Muslims or Jews) generally triggiawerreactions among the users of the social network site.
On the other handFacebookposts that make reference to ethnic minorities, such as
immigrants or asylum seekers, as well aantp~specific minorities like ®ma or Kurds,
trigger more reactions, anthese postsire shared moreTherefore,reference to excluded
socialgroups (targetetly populist actorsglo not have aignificanteffecton the engagement

level of that particular post, unless the referred target group is an ethnic minority

Figure 3: Coefficient plot of relevant post characteristics on number of reactions, shares
and comments

Frequency populist words 4 A - ¢
Excluded group: religious - o 5 m
! g
g‘ @
Excluded group: LGBT A o
[(=]
A :
Excluded group: ethnic + —t o B
_ . A
Issue: values & religion - - o
Issue: political conflict & process A :é
Issue: immigration 4 : %
Issue: foreign affairs 4 o -%-
Issue: EU ﬁ
Issue: environment 4 o & -
: &
5 ®
Issue: elections - o —# @
Issue: education & culture - o -#
Issue: economy o -‘- -
Issue: democracy & legitimacy 4 i D-‘-i
Issue: crime & national security i ﬁ
Issue: covid-19 & healthcare o _‘_ '
-100 0 100 200

Coefficient (95% CI)

fr'l Reactions ¢ Shares # Comments

We find evidence to confirm this pattern in our analysisseties. First of all, posts that refer
t o fii mmitriggeranbre reactions and sharasdproduce moraliscussionThis is the
strongest effect found for the variables measudhgracteristics of the posAccordingly,
immigrationis an issue attractingajorinterest on Faceboolyhether it is expressed through
referenceto targetedsocial groups othroughreferenceso the issuén abstract

13
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Other significant effects deserviy at t ent i onodi ¢ i aal fobhdWws ct OE
an issueproducingconsiderableengagement on Facebook. This issue captures all the topics

in which there are names of politicians or references to political scandaigta@altion, and

attacks. In other words, this is a topic reflecting politicians talking about politi€so ~19 &

heal t hc producdesfewes sumleersof reactions but more shareddence Facebook

users are more likely to share on their profile a post about the pengeabably to pass the
information it contains to their contaddt, butoveralltheyexpress less interest fthis issue

A similar patternis observed with respect tthe issue of6 e ¢ o n dheyphesence of

e mocracy &isduesgd ¢ i immae y& n a tissuesn a postisggesmara t y 0
shares, andlso more comments fdine latter, but h e s e piesesce [agad significant

effect on the number ofeactionsto this post Finally, the following issues trigger
significantly less reactions, shares and commerdni r on ment 06, el ections
cultured, and oO6foreign affairsé

Figure 4: Coefficient plot of relevant page characteristics on number of reactions, shares
and comments

Populist party 4 ¢

[u]

Number of page followers 4 < — o

Page type: media star A —ﬁ"'—
Page type: leader - r "

0 1000 2000 3000 4000
Coefficient (95% CI)

sadf) abed

@ Reactions ¢ Shares 4 Comments

Figure 4displaysthe effectof charactestics of the pagenaking the post (whether the party

or politician is classified as populist, the number of followers, and the page type) on the three
dependent variables’The mostimportantfinding here is that pages of populist parties, in

general, obta more reactions, sharesnd comments to their posts than mainstream parties.
Herethe size of the effeds considerablePopulist parties and politicials Facebook po
trigger about 500 more shares and comments, and aln@® &ore reactions, than their
nonpopulist rivals on average This means that populist parties apaliticians are more

successful on Facebook aae winningthe race foaudienceattention on Facebook.

Conclusions

In this working paper, wexploredthe reactions and responses of gretgrgeted by populist
parties and politiciand=ocus groups with target groups andollection of about one year of
Faceboolposts by parties, leaders and political media stars, bear important implications

Our findings povide a roadmapfor policymakers taassistvulnerablegroupsandto tackle

populist discourse and policieShree strategiessed by target groups to counterbalance the
populist challengegchechambers, selfensorship, and migratiprare defensive stragies

which harmdiversity and freedom of expressioninropeandwe find these usustainable in

the longterm. Forms of etive resistance that are embraced especially by magdaijender

groups such as LGB¥land feminists promise more potential iradicating thenegative

effecs o f popul i st di scourse and policies. Emp
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through civil society organizations, street protests and increased visialitypoth offer
alternative discourses to populism and encouragdent groupstargeted by populist
movementgo actively resisattacks on their identity A particular policy could be supporting

civil society organizations that may help to increase the visibility as well as the discourses of
marginalized groups. However, in the absence of more comprehensive measures that could
decrease the influence of pojstl discourse on public opinion, these steps may prove
insufficient.

We thereforesuggest plicymakersto pay more attention to social media as a potential venue

to counterpoiséhe negative effects of populism. Our reseadeimonstrateshat populist

actors are far more successful than mainstream political actors in using social media and
disseminating their messag#owever, leaving the realm of tils®cial media to the mercy of
populist actors might have devastating consequencédseamature otlemocratic politics (i.e.
Trump presidency)Accordingly, policymakersshould prioritize developinmnovativeways

to use social media as m@imary instrument tofight off the negative féects of populist
discourse on target group®ne particular wayis forcing all social media platforms to
incorporate checks against hate language especially when used by politicians. Another
mechanism could be making trathecking mechanisms compulsdoy news sources shared

on social media. These steps would diminish the playground of populist actors on social
media.
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Appendix 1: Detailed Quantitative Text Analysis Methodology

In order tomeasure populist communicationgvifocus on two aspects, both reflected in the
text of the post. Té firstaspecthat we observe is theevalence of populist language the
text. We do so by employing dictionary approach, in the same vein to what is elsewhere

call ed Asenti ment anal ysi so. The 1l ogic is
reflecting a set of specific traits or dispositioim. classic sentiment analysis, dictionaries
including coll ections of eappledtdo & copesof textim d fin e
measure how people evaluate a target, such as a product. In oar base, number of Arf
wordso found in the text of t hopulisplanguage i s an

employed in this particulgyost.

To assess what words are to be regarded as
validated byRooduijn and Pauwels (2011). Thisaswidelyuseddictionary measuringone

specific aspect of populism in political texts: the degree ofteiism. According to the
authors,anti-elitismis easier to measure than the second facet of populism, npewie

centrisml see Mudde 2004) as the | atter i s gener a
Auso and so on, which have a very |l ow discri
political communication, not only populist). The dictionaryRyoduijn and Pauwels (2011),

ontheothe hand, includes terms such,whicharétsede el i f

by populists to refer to the elites in negative terms. The original dictionary by Rooduijn and
Pauwels is available in four langges only (Dutch, English, German and lItalian), and it was
translated ito other languages by Poletti (2013). We took from there the translation to
French, Greek, Hungarian and Polish, and asked&#MOS country experts to check the
word lists in their owm language to attempt a validatioRinally, Osman Sahin fronthe
DEMOS teancurated the translatioof the dictionaryinto Turkish?®

A second aspect of populist communication that we are interested in regards the references to
specific issuesor excludedsocial groupsin the text of the post. We observe that using a
different technique. We first rantapic modelon the entire corpus of posts in each country.
Topic models are methods to statistically find clusters of words that@ar frequently in the

same documents. The basic logic of this technique is that topics are characterized by a
specific language, or more precisely, by a specific choice of words. For instance, when a
politician talks about the economy, s/he will likely use a specific collectiamouns, verbs

and adjectives, such as Ajobo, Agr owt ho, Ao
groups of words that are most likely to appear together, and will assign them to the same
topics. Then, the technique will assign to every docuragmobability to be about each of the
topics extracted. Topic models are a very powerful tool for unsupervised classification of
documents, used in many different applications.

Thereare two characteristics tdpic models that make the uskthis tecmique challenging.

First, thenumber of topicpresent in a collection of documents has to be getori. In other

words, if the researcher decides that the collection of documents includes 10 topics, the model

will find 10 clusters of words, regardlessether the true number of topics discussed in the
collection is more or |l ess than 10. This mak
topics a very important task to ensure the validity of the method. To dwesased a
combination of differat techniques. We started by fitting a set of topic models with different

8The dictionary proposed by Rooduijn and Pauwels inc
| anguages aBsgeoifiicbnwextds that Cc an ebamt inathbid gpecificby c o ur
country. In our case, the Demos country experts were asked also to add-spatéfic words in case they had

any.

17



Copyright Sahin et al. (2021).

numbers of topics ranging from 10 to 250, and checked three different measures of model fit.
This produced some befdtting values, which correspond in each country to the dashed
vertical lines in Figure Al. Secondlyve used the method proposed by Lee and Mimno
(2014) i mplemented in the R pdicdkhe gestnudinker mo (s
of topics.To do so we fit astructural topic model (see Roberts et al., 2014hating the

party label and week of the post as predictors to increase the precision of the estimated topic

and leaving the number of topics to be guessed by the algofithisi produced the values
corresponding to the solid vertical lines in Figure Al.

Figure Al: Finding the best number of topicg results from "ldatuning” (dashed
vertical lines) and "stm" (solid vertical lines).

FR

Relative stat value

..... o
PP R

maximize

——
——

®  Arun2010

minimize

4 CaoJuan2009
= Deveaud2014

Number of topics

We thencompared the two identified solutions blgeckng two indicators of topic quality,
thesemantic coherend@an indicator of the extent to which words belonging to the same topic
appear together in the same document) ardusivity (the extent to which the words
appearing with greater probability in one topic are less likely to appear in other tdjies).
reaults are plotted in Figure A2.
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Figure A2: Semantic coherence and exclusivity by different numbers of topics. The
topics in G1 are those obtained using the metrics from "Idatuning"”, those in G2 have
been obtained using "stm" and setting K=0, and thosén G3 have been obtained using
as number of topics a value in between the two.

As the figure showshisome cases, looking at semantic coherence and exclusivity led to an
obvious choice. In other cases, a third round was necessary. Eventually, we feaiation

in each countrywhich was regarded as acceptable by the country exgdémwsnumber of
topics extracted in each country was the following:

DE FR GR HU IT PL TR UK

78 94 90 63 51 80 80 82

The second problem with topic models is that they only find clusters of words, but they say
nothing about the content of the topic. This has to be done manually. Hence, in each country
and for each topic, we extracted a list of 30 words withhighest pobability to be in the

topic, and sentheselists tothe country experts. Based on the lists of words, we asked the
experts to guess the content of the topics, with respect to two things: (1) the peftiettie

topic refers to, and (2) whether thepio makes reference to one or marecluded social
groups We provided the followingssuelist to thecountryexperts:
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