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RESEARCH ARTICLES

Yelling from the sidelines? How German parties employ
populist and crisis-related messages on Facebook
Benjamin Schürmanna and Johann Gründlb

aWZB Berlin Social Science Center, Research Unit Democracy and Democratization, Berlin, Germany;
bDepartment of Government, University of Vienna, Vienna, Austria

ABSTRACT
The possibilities of unfiltered communication in social media
provide the perfect opportunity structure for spreading populist
ideas. Generally, populist communication features an antagonistic
worldview that blames elites for betraying the people and
promises to reverse a ‘downward societal trend’ by bringing the
people’s ‘real’ interests back into politics. Although populist
success is often attributed to crisis-induced dissatisfaction,
research remains unclear on whether and how political actors
foster such negative societal perceptions. Building on the German
case, our paper accomplishes two things: It explores the use of
populist social media communication and relates it to the
exploitation of crisis-related messages among political parties.
Conducting a manual content analysis of 3,500 Facebook posts
by German parties and leading politicians, we find that the
outsider parties AfD and the Left use and combine populist and
crisis-related messages by far the most. Insider parties also spread
crisis-related content to some extent. However, like the
government parties, they are very reluctant to communicate in a
populist way. By explaining the communicative output with their
relative position in the party system, we deepen the
understanding of parties’ social media behaviour. Overall, this
study offers more in-depth insights into how politicians influence
perceptions of the societal state.
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Introduction

Populist parties have gained considerable popularity in almost all liberal democracies
throughout Europe (Mazzoleni 2008; Wirth et al. 2016). Social media channels such as
Facebook and Twitter, in particular, provide a breeding ground for populist messaging
since they offer the opportunity structures that enable unmediated communication
with recipients (Moffitt 2016). Unsurprisingly, a lot of research tackles social media and
their role in the success of populists, especially the populist radical right (e.g. Engesser,
Fawzi, and Larsson 2017; Groshek and Koc-Michalska 2017). Some studies also examine
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the extent of populist communication in social media (e.g. Ernst et al. 2017), with only a
few focusing specifically on the German party landscape (e.g. Gründl 2020; Spieß, Frieß,
and Schulz 2020; Stier et al. 2017).

This paper goes beyond previous work in offering a three-fold contribution: First, we
provide the most extensive analysis of populist ideas in German parties’ Facebook com-
munication based on manual coding to date. This analysis is also not limited to specific
parties but instead studies the whole party landscape. Second, we explicitly scrutinize
the role of crisis-related communication and its interaction with populist messages.
Here we provide a novel operationalization of crisis-related Facebook content. Third,
we make a theoretical contribution by explicitly relating different communication strat-
egies on Facebook to the parties’ roles as outsiders, insiders, or government parties.
Like much recent work, we follow the ideational approach toward populism and treat
populist communication as a content feature of political texts (Engesser et al. 2017).
According to this approach, populists share a few core ideas based on an antagonistic
relationship between detached elites and the good people. From the populists’ perspec-
tive, political elites suppress the homogeneous will of the people in representative
democracies, and it is the populists who aim at bringing back sovereignty to ordinary citi-
zens (Mudde 2004). Populist parties and politicians see themselves as legitimate spokes-
persons defending the peoples’ very own interests in politics and the public – obviously
also through political communication. Thus, communication is populist if it expresses the
core populist ideas.

Such populist communication, especially on social media, might be ‘helping populism
win’ (Groshek and Koc-Michalska 2017). However, economic, cultural, and political threats,
often triggered by globalization (Inglehart and Norris 2017; Kriesi et al. 2006; Laclau 2005;
Rippl and Seipel 2018), as well as a resulting sense of societal decline constitute the
additional factors for populists’ electoral gains (Spruyt, Keppens, and Van Droogenbroeck
2016; Taggart 2004). Populists blame the political elites for the downfall of society, and
they offer to resolve crises by refocusing on listening to the people and common
sense. Some studies on the demand side even suggest that populism and a ‘sense of
crisis’ only unleash their full power when they are combined (e.g. Giebler et al. 2020).
Nevertheless, the crisis narratives often accompanying populist messages only played a
minor role in studying populism in political texts (for partial exceptions, see Schmuck
and Hameleers 2019; Wirz et al. 2019). By analyzing these two communication features,
this paper makes a two-fold contribution. It sheds light on German parties’ social
media usage of populism and uncovers how political parties combine populist features
with crisis-related messages.

We chose Germany as an exemplary case for a Western European country because it
represents a prototypical robust multiparty system that now faces new populist challen-
gers (Arzheimer 2015). Moreover, Germany builds an ideal case for an explorative study
regarding its wide-ranged party spectrum. According to electoral competition literature
(Hobolt and Tilley 2016), we can differentiate between government parties (twomoderate
conservative and a social democratic party), insider parties (a green-liberal and an econ-
omic-liberal party), and outsiders (a more extreme left-wing and a right-wing party).

To answer our research question, we studied a sample of Facebook posts (N = 3,500) by
the seven leading German political parties and their top politicians. Building on this text
corpus, we conducted a manual quantitative content analysis using established measures
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to detect populism (e.g. Blassnig et al. 2018; Ernst et al. 2017). Since there was no existing
measurement of crisis-related content in this context, we developed a novel measure-
ment to reliably measure crisis content in political communication. Our results provide
evidence of populism being predominantly an outsider phenomenon, as ideological
fringe parties (especially the AfD [Alternative für Deutschland]), but also the Left) use popu-
list messages by far the most (Petrarca, Giebler, and Weßels 2020). Regarding crises, at first
glance, the variation across parties appears similar to populism, but there are considerable
differences since insider parties also exploit crisis-related messages to a certain extent.

Our paper highlights that crisis and populism are interrelated yet distinct concepts.
Differences between parties in the way crises and populism are used may be explained
by a function of harsh us-vs-them rhetoric in populist communication and parties’ relative
positions (as an outsider, insider, or government party) within the party system. Overall,
our framework may serve as a template for future research to gain more in-depth insight
into the dynamics of party communication in social media against the backdrop of popu-
list challenges in various political systems.

Populist communication

Due to their electoral success and enduring presence in various liberal democracies, social
scientists have investigated the populist phenomenon from a theoretical (Canovan 1999;
Laclau 2005; Mouffe 2005; Mudde 2004; Taggart 2004) as well as an empirical perspective
(Akkerman, Mudde, and Zaslove 2014; Castanho Silva et al. 2020; Schulz et al. 2017). Par-
ticularly, Mudde’s ideational approach to populism has gained much attention in empiri-
cal political science (e.g. Hawkins et al. 2018). In the ideational approach, populism is
defined as a set of ideas or a ‘thin-centred ideology’ that can be enriched with right-
wing (e.g. nationalism), left-wing (e.g. socialism), as well as less common, centrist political
ideologies (Mudde 2004, 544). This definition serves as a ‘minimal definition’ that centres
around the features populist politicians and movements must share in order to be
labelled populist.

In a nutshell, the idea of the homogeneous people that demand more sovereignty
against the ‘corrupt’ elites (anti-elitism) can be regarded as the ‘thin’ core in the ideational
approach (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2018). Thus, two homogeneous and antagonistic
groups with conflicting interests exist in society. The corrupt elites are to blame for
societal decline since they are incompetent or only pursue their own interests and disre-
gard the people’s wishes. In theory, populist politics seeks to empower the good and
honest people against the ‘detached’ elites (Wirth et al. 2016).

Focusing on political communication, we consider communication as populist if it
conveys the ideas mentioned above. Thus, populist communication entails messages
that attack the elites, appeal to the people, and demand more sovereignty for the
people and their will (Ernst et al. 2019; Wirth et al. 2016). In populist communication,
populists are by the people’s side; they speak in their name and equate their viewpoint
with the general will of the people (Caramani 2017; Müller 2017). Our approach,
however, is not the only one possible. Engesser, Fawzi, and Larsson (2017) distinguish
different approaches regarding their respective research interest. Our ideational approach
focuses on the content of populist communication (What?).

POLITICAL RESEARCH EXCHANGE 3



Other research considers populism primarily as a political style and thus is concerned
with the presentation and form of populist communication (How?; e.g. Moffitt 2016).
Lastly, analysis of populism as a strategy aims to explain the goals and motives underlying
populist rhetoric (Why?; e.g. Weyland 2001). However, style and strategy are not necess-
arily defining features of populist movements since not all populist parties have a particu-
lar style of doing politics (e.g. rough or shirt-sleeved) or employ specific strategies (e.g.
focusing on a charismatic leader). Conversely, it may also be possible that parties use sty-
listic and strategic elements of populism without being populist at heart (Mudde and
Rovira Kaltwasser 2013). Since we are primarily interested in the very content of political
messages, we use a ‘minimal definition’ of populism that only entails the core ideas of a
populist mindset as suggested in the ideational concept (Hawkins et al. 2018).

Empirically, populist ideas might flourish in all kinds of media such as party manifestos
(Rooduijn and Akkerman 2017), press releases (Bernhard and Kriesi 2019), party broad-
casts on TV (Jagers and Walgrave 2007), or political talk shows (Ernst et al. 2019). Never-
theless, new media provide the perfect opportunity structure for populist communication
(Bos and Brants 2014). Social media channels like Facebook and Twitter are particularly
well suited for populist messaging. They allow the circumvention of gatekeepers (i.e. jour-
nalists and media organizations considered part of the rejected elites), mutual exchange
of populist ideas, and the mobilization of supporters (Chadwick 2017; Jungherr, Schroe-
der, and Stier 2019; Rone 2021). Since populists are particularly interested in close
contact with the people, the opportunity of reciprocal interaction creates a feeling of inti-
macy between individuals and populist leaders. Consequently, Ernst et al. (2017, 2019) as
well as Schmuck and Hameleers (2019) find that populist content is more widespread on
social media, especially Facebook, than other media outlets.

These populist messages can be detected in different party contexts and countries but
often appear in fragmented form (Engesser et al. 2017). Previous studies confirm – at least
for countries in Western Europe – that almost all parties use populist communication to a
certain extent. However, extreme parties on the left and right, opposition parties, and, not
surprisingly, populist parties rely on it more frequently. For example, Schmuck and Hamel-
eers (2019) report (based on Austria and the Netherlands) that all parties, but in particular
left- and right populist parties, exploit populist messages on their social media channels. A
six-country comparative study by Ernst et al. (2017) finally confirms that fringe and oppo-
sition parties are also more populist in their social media communication than main-
stream and governmental parties.

On the role of crises for populism

However, populist ideas alone might not explain the appeal of populist parties. Their
populism should thrive in a situation where they are also able to proclaim a crisis.
Indeed, a stream of literature is concerned with crisis-induced dissatisfaction as an impor-
tant cause of the populist rise. Canovan (1999) argues that the attractiveness of populist
parties is rooted in a crisis of the political system producing deep disaffection with the
promise and performances of representative democracies. Meny and Surel (2002) under-
stand populism as a reaction to a malfunctioning political system; Laclau (2005) sees a lack
of representation as an ‘unfulfilled demand’ of democracy and populism as a logical con-
sequence of these unfulfilled needs in the population. Mudde (2004) associates the
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concept of populism – relatively vaguely – with social crises triggered by massive trans-
formations toward a post-industrial society. More specifically, Kriesi et al. (2006) argue that
populist parties are mainly supported by ‘losers of modernization,’ that is, people who are
most disadvantaged by globalization in economic, cultural, and social terms.

Thus, populism can be seen as the logical consequence of an objective economic, pol-
itical, or societal threat (Kriesi et al. 2015). Further studies consider crises – a subjective
negative perception of the state of society – as an inherent part of the populist belief
system itself (Kaltwasser 2012; Moffitt 2015; Rooduijn and Burgoon 2018). Similarly,
Taggart (2004) strongly links populism to a so-called ‘sense of crisis,’ which can best be
described as the feeling that society is heading towards a tipping point – which would
culminate in the collapse of society if nothing is done to prevent it.

Building on this line of research, recent studies highlight that it is not only objective
factors but also the perception of a malfunctioning society that drives populist support
(Gest, Reny, and Mayer 2018; Giebler et al. 2020; van der Bles, Postmes, and Meijer
2015). However, where do these feelings of crisis stem from? It stands to reason that
populists fuel this perception of societal situations as threatening and critical in their com-
munication. Brubaker (2017) points out that politicians themselves create a framework of
crisis to push their populist policies as the only alternative. By emphasizing the urgency of
a situation and the need for immediate action in the crisis, this communication strategy
enables populists to create a divide between the people and the elites, presenting them-
selves as the people’s advocates and reprimanding the elites for their behaviour (Moffitt
2015). Accordingly, Wirz et al. (2019) show that a dramatizing communication style
creates a sense of crisis, which increases the persuasive power of a populist message.
In this sense, populist actors can be considered as political entrepreneurs who exploit
crisis narratives as a tool to expand their supporter base. They act as ‘agents of discontent’
(van Kessel 2015) or ‘crafty identity entrepreneurs’ (Mols and Jetten 2016) and use the res-
onance effect of populist ideas and threatening crisis scenarios.

Research based on political texts may be unable to assess whether a society is facing an
objective crisis or not. However, it can analyze whether political actors frame social situ-
ations negatively in order to benefit from the combination of crisis and populism. Unfor-
tunately, supply-side studies on the co-occurrence of populism and crisis-related content
in political communication are still underrepresented. However, first empirical results
suggest that elements that reinforce crisis perceptions often occur together with popu-
lism in political parties’ communication. Schmuck and Hameleers (2019) find a strong
link between negative emotions in the communication style of politicians and populist
content. Rooduijn’s (2014) qualitative case study shows that the proclamation of crises
frequently appears with anti-elitism, homogeneity, and people-centrism. Ernst et al.
(2019) are the only ones to compare the combined use along party ideological lines.
They note that extreme parties tend to mix up populist language with crisis-related sty-
listic elements (e.g. negativity) more frequently than mainstream parties.

Populism and crises in the social media communication of German parties

Some studies in the German context address the communication strategies of the radical-
right populist AfD from a qualitative empirical perspective (Berbuir, Lewandowsky, and
Siri 2015; Kim 2017). Other research deals with the populist surge in analyzing social
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media output of German parties, measuring user reactions (e.g. comments, likes, shares),
or comparing topic use on social media (Schwemmer 2021; Serrano et al. 2019; Stier et al.
2017, 2018). Nevertheless, few authors explicitly analyze populist content by political
parties in social media and usually from a comparative perspective rather than specifically
for the German case (Ernst et al. 2017, 2019). A small-N case study by Spieß, Frieß, and
Schulz (2020) shows that German Social Democrats (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutsch-
lands, SPD) and the Christian Democrats (Christlich Demokratische Union, CDU) use signifi-
cantly less populist content in their Facebook posts than the AfD. Running a dictionary-
based content analysis, Gründl (2020) also identifies the largest amount of populist mess-
ages with the AfD, followed by the Left (Die Linke) by a considerable margin. All other
German parties are much more restrained in their use of populism. But there is still no
literature that systematically examines the distribution of populism among German pol-
itical parties in the context of crisis-related communication in social media.

This gap is remarkable since the German party landscape offers a wide variety of parties
with high ideological variance. On the right fringe, Germany has with the AfD a clear-cut
right-wing populist party (Arzheimer 2015; Arzheimer and Berning 2019), while at the
extreme left, the Left can be regarded as a borderline case of a populist party (Gründl
2020; Lewandowsky, Giebler, and Wagner 2016). Currently, the economically liberal FDP
(Freie Demokratische Partei) and the Greens (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen), an ecological left-
wing liberal party, remain in opposition. The three major German parties, the moderate
left social-democratic SPD and the moderate right-conservative CDU and CSU (Chris-
tlich-Soziale Union), form the government coalition.

Since we aim to find structural differences between party communication, we draw on
electoral competition literature – introducing the concept of outsider, insider, and govern-
ing parties. Following this research line, parties are classified according to their relative
position in the respective party system, namely past, present, and (expected) future gov-
ernment participation. Both government and insider parties can be considered ‘main-
stream’ parties representing the political status quo and only differ regarding their
present participation in government (Hobolt and Tilley 2016). In contrast, outsider
parties are untouched by office duties. They have a history and future of not being coali-
tionable because they are new, often radical parties that do not want to – or the main-
stream parties do not let them – participate in government. Unlike insiders, who are
counted as ‘effective’ parties, they stand outside the political system (Barr 2009). According
to this classification, parties are expected to differ in terms of tactical and strategical con-
siderations, including external communication (van de Wardt, De Vries, and Hobolt 2014).

Germany provides a fascinating case, since two parties with opposing ideological pos-
itions represent each category (Barr 2009). Petrarca, Giebler, and Weßels (2020) suggest
categorizing German parties based on their national government participation in the
last thirty years. Following their operationalization, the Left and AfD can be classified as
outsiders; the FDP and the Greens are labelled insiders, while SPD, CDU, and CSU are
the government parties.

Since we do not yet know how German parties use populist and crisis-related com-
munication, we explore how such messages are distributed among the social media
accounts of the different political parties. We take advantage of the multi-faceted
German party landscape to investigate whether and how populist and crisis-related mess-
ages are used as a potential strategy to appeal to voters. Based on the gaps in the
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literature, we consider if both elements are used simultaneously and provide first insights
into the function of crises in communicating populist ideas from an empirical political
communication perspective.

Data and methods

As indicated above, a growing number of studies addresses populist content in political
texts. Nevertheless, methodological approaches still vary substantially (for an overview,
see Aslanidis 2018; Pauwels 2017). Based on the ideational notion of populism as a
core ‘set of ideas’ (Wirth et al. 2016), researchers are exploiting texts as a data source
with quantitative but also qualitative methods (e.g. Engesser et al. 2017). For our deduc-
tive approach of measuring populism, automated dictionaries and manual content analy-
sis seem the most appropriate tools. Dictionaries offer the great advantage that they can
be applied very quickly and cost-efficiently (Rooduijn and Pauwels 2011). However, the
only readily available German dictionary for social media (Gründl 2020) lacks final vali-
dation against manually coded content. What is more, it does not detect crisis-related
messages. We therefore collect all our data using manual content analysis.

Luckily, there are already several populism studies (e.g. Blassnig et al. 2018; March 2017)
in different temporal and country contexts based on the ‘gold standard’ of manual coding
(Song et al. 2020) that could serve as a starting point. Unfortunately, only a few studies oper-
ationalized populism and crises simultaneously. Moreover, these studies grasp crises exclu-
sively as a stylistic feature captured by rhetoric elements such as tonality (Ernst et al. 2019;
Schmuck and Hameleers 2019; Wirz et al. 2019). Therefore, we developed a novel measure
that encompasses different facets of crises in political texts.

Sample

Since we are interested in populist and crisis-related communication aimed at the general
public, we draw on Facebook data from German parties and politicians. Facebook is by far
the most used social network in the German context (Beisch and Schäfer 2020). More
importantly, Facebook provides an intimate environment for reciprocal interactions
since it is socially rather diverse and targeted at regular citizens. In contrast, Twitter is
dominated by journalists and other practitioners who use the network for professional
purposes (Schmuck and Hameleers 2019).

We collected data from six months before the German Bundestag election on 24 Sep-
tember 2017 to one year after the election (24 March 2017–24 September 2018). Thus, this
period entails the electoral campaign, coalition building and a period of ‘business as
usual’ after the election. For each party, we included the party account and three accounts
belonging to prominent politicians. Our account selection aims at capturing a represen-
tative segment of the parties’ social media activities. By including the accounts of promi-
nent party figures, we also ensured that the studied content reached a broad audience
(see Online Supplement A).

In total, we downloaded 16,448 posts from 28 accounts. We then drew a sample of
3,500 posts from the overall population, as it would not have been feasible to code all
available posts manually. In drawing the sample, we stratified it by parties and accounts
to allow inferences for each party and every account. Due to the fact that some actors
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hardly use populist messages (Gründl 2020), we also oversampled populist parties and
posts that included a term listed in available populism dictionaries (Gründl 2020;
Pauwels 2017; Rooduijn and Pauwels 2011). To account for this stratified sampling pro-
cedure with different sampling probabilities, we created corresponding sampling
weights applied in all analyses presented in this paper (see Online Supplement A for a
detailed description of the account selection, sampling, and weighting).

Coding process

Five student coders coded the 3,500 posts. The coders underwent extensive coder train-
ing. After an initial pre-test, we followed up on critical issues and once more clarified the
codebook. The main coding of the material took place in March and April 2020. We con-
ducted three inter-coder reliability tests – at the beginning of the coding process, around
half-time, and one towards the end. The intra-coder reliability test was based on ten
percent of the total sample (i.e. 350 posts that were coded by each coder). We supervised
the coders during the whole process using the communication platform Slack; however,
no communication was available to coders during inter-coder reliability testing.

Operationalization

We have developed a codebook that allows precise and fine-grained measurement of
populist messages while also offering a completely new measure for detecting crisis
messages at the level of individual Facebook posts. The selection of variables for populist
messages are inspired by work from the EU-COST project ‘Populist Communication in
Europe’ (e.g. Blassnig et al. 2018), but also benefits from other codebooks in the field
(Wirth et al. 2017). At the beginning of the codebook, general coding guidelines for
coders are summarized. Two main parts can be distinguished, one for populism and
one for crisis-related messages. Each part starts with a general definition followed by
the actual measurement, which is divided into categories. Each category represents a
specific element of populism or crises communication. The categories entail explicit
definitions and examples for the coders. For each category, the coders indicated
whether the described element occurs or not.1

Populist messages

Generally, we follow the framework by Wirth et al. (2016) for measuring populist com-
munication in text. Populist messages are classified into a total of eight categories, cover-
ing the three main dimensions of populist ideology: anti-elitism, people-centrism, and
sovereignty (see Table A1 in Appendix and Online Supplement B). Since Facebook
posts consist of relatively short text pieces, we do not expect all populist elements to
appear in a single post. Rather, we regard populism as a ‘fragmented ideology’ (Engesser
et al. 2017) that spreads across the entire communication output of a particular account.
Therefore, a Facebook post is counted as populist if at least one of the various populist
elements is present (see Ernst et al. 2017; Schmuck and Hameleers 2019). This binary
measure of populism achieved satisfactory inter-coder reliability for the exploratory ana-
lyses of such a complex construct (Gwet’s AC1 = .73).2
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Crisis-related messages

Based on the literature on populism and crises, we have developed a novel measure to
detect crisis-related messages in political texts. In general, a crisis is a turning point in a
dangerous development preceded by massive disruption. The turning point is character-
ized by a decision-making situation, usually offering both the chance to resolve the
conflict and the opportunity to escalate it (Koselleck and Richter 2006). Various authors
have extended this concept theoretically with regard to populist communication (Bruba-
ker 2017; Moffitt 2015; Taggart 2004). Based on their ideas, we have identified four core
features of crisis messaging:

. A negative situation is described as extremely urgent. Fast action is required (urgency),

. the communicator dramatizes the present situation by using strong exaggerations
(dramatization),

. adverse outcomes for society are strongly emphasized (societal consequences) and

. a failure is identified.

We created and refined coding rules for all four elements. Necessarily, all crisis messages
express a pessimistic view of the current societal situation. However, this is not a sufficient
condition to be counted as a crisis message, and at least one of the four crisis elementsmust
be present as well (see Table A1 in Appendix). Existing measures on ‘negative campaigning’
or ‘negative emotions’ usually address the (negative) tonality of a given content in general,
while our approach defines crises as a subset of negativity by solely focusing on messages
about societal topics that contain the specific features of a crisis (Freedman and Goldstein
1999; Widmann 2021). This binary measure of crisis-related communication in a Facebook
post also attains satisfactory intercoder reliability (Gwet’s AC1 = .75).

Research strategy

For the subsequent analyses, we combine descriptive and multivariate statistical
methods. We compute three main logistic regression models3 (see Table A3 in Appendix)
with populist communication, crisis-related communication, and populism and crisis-
related communication appearing together as dichotomous dependent variables. Our
main independent variable, party affiliation (of the account), is coded as a categorical vari-
able with the only clear-cut populist AfD as the reference category. For improved clarity
and facilitated interpretation, we use predicted probabilities4 in the main text. This
measure allows us to show the probability of crisis-related or populist content in a post
for every party based on our logit regression models.

To control for confounding factors, we included the type of account (i.e. whether it is
the main party account or an individual politician’s account) and the post type with status
updates (n = 230) as the reference category – other post types are video (n = 883), photo
(n = 1862), and link/other (including link [n = 517], event [n = 7], and note [n = 1]). More-
over, we also included the post length (as word count, rescaled to range from 0–1), the
publication date (divided into six three-month periods; reference category: last period
before elections), and the post’s main topic (in nine categories) as covariates in all
models described below.
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Results

Overall, 20.1% of the 3,500 coded messages contain at least one element of populist com-
munication, while crisis-related messages appear slightly more often (25.2%). Comparing
the three populism dimensions, anti-elite messages (15.4%) are used most frequently, but
people-centrism (11.5%) is also relatively prominent. In contrast, popular sovereignty
occurs in only 5% of all posts. Furthermore, Table 1 shows the frequency of every
single element in the dataset. Two crisis elements (identification of failure [17.6%] and
proclaiming societal consequences [15.2%]) are most pronounced, followed by the popu-
list discrediting of the elites (13.1%). While populist communication is frequently present
overall, it is striking that some core elements from the theoretical literature on populism
(praising of the people [0.5%] and a call for sovereignty [0.4%]) are empirically hardly
present in the collected Facebook posts. Even without populism, crisis-related messaging
seems to be an important component of political communication on social media.

In the next step of our analysis, we plot the use of populist and crisis-related messages
by German political parties (see Figure 1).5 We differentiate between populist (yellow
bars) and crisis-related messages (purple bars); the hatched parts represent the pro-
portion of messages that contain both populist and crisis-related elements at the same
time. The respective bars display how often (at least one element) occurs in a given
party’s messages. 55.3% of all AfD messages contain populist content in some form
(alone or in combination with crises), followed at a considerable distance by the Left
(27.3%). All other parties use populist messages significantly less. No significant differ-
ences6 are detectable between the third-placed FDP (8.6%) and last-placed CDU (4.8%).

Similar to populism, we also compare the use of crisis-related language (alone and in
combination with populism). Again, the AfD (60.2%) has the highest proportion of crisis-
related messages, followed by the Left (44.1%). Remarkably, the AfD uses crises slightly
and the Left considerably more often than populism in their messages. While no differ-
ence between government and insider parties could be measured in populist messaging,
the Greens (23.3%) and FDP (14.9%), score significantly higher than the governing CDU
(4.2%), CSU (2.9%), and SPD (5.9%) regarding crisis-related communication.

It is striking that the outsider parties, AfD (43.6%) and the Left (18.7%), use the combi-
nation of populism and crises (hatched parts) particularly frequently relative to using

Table 1. Frequency of posts containing elements of populist or crisis-related messages.
Dimension Single element Frequency (in %) N

Populism Anti-elitism Discrediting the elite 13.1 458
Detaching the elite 7.3 254

People-centrism Elites vs. the peoplea 5.6 198
Homogeneity 5.1 180
Praising the people 0.5 17
Representing the people 5.7 198

Sovereignty Call for sovereignty 0.4 14
Disempowering elites 4.8 168

Crises Urgency 8.8 306
Dramatization 11.0 385
Societal consequences 15.2 532
Identification of failure 17.6 616

aSince our definition for this element pits the good people against the ill-meaning elites, welocate this category in both
dimensions (see Table A1).
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these messages alone and also compared to the other parties. The Greens (4.4%) exploit
the combination of populism and crises more often than populist messages alone. All
other parties tend to use either crisis or populism exclusively, but rarely the combination
of both (FDP = 2.9%; CDU = 1.4%; SPD = 0.8%; CSU = 0.7%).

Thus, the combination of crises and populism is not a mandatory one: While 60.7% of
AfD’s messages that contain at least one of the two elements are populist and crisis-
related at the same time, 39.3% do not (populism only: 16.2%; crisis only: 23.1%). For
the Left, the relative proportion of messages containing both elements compared to
messages that are only crisis-related or only populist is 35.6%; for all other parties, the
respective share is significantly lower (CDU = 18.8%; Greens = 16.5%; FDP = 14.2%; CSU
= 8.9%; SPD = 6.1%). The overall picture remains clear: The AfD makes the most use of
populism and crises. The great distance to other parties can mainly be explained by
the frequent combination of both elements. On the other ideological extreme, the Left
confirms its status as a borderline case. Due to the high exploitation of crises (exclusively
but also in combination with populism), they also stand out from the other opposition
parties, but at the same time, also lag well behind the AfD. Overall, the insider (FDP
and Greens) and government parties (CDU, CSU, and SPD) employ populism at a similarly
low level. However, they can be distinguished by their use of crisis, which is relatively pro-
nounced for insider parties but not for the governing parties.

In order to get a better picture of the differences between parties, we ran a series of
logistic regression analyses. We calculated and plotted the predicted probabilities for
different parties for all logit models to compare the parties’ probabilities to use populist,

Figure 1. Shares of populist and crisis-related messages by party.
Note. The hatched parts represent the proportion of posts combining both populist and crisis-related messages.
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crisis-related messages or the combination of both. In Model I (McFadden’s R² = 0.35), we
treat populism in Facebook posts as the dependent variable and include important
control variables (full results from Model I and the following Models II–V can be found
in Table A3 in the Appendix).

Starting with the controls, our results suggest that account type, post type, and the
date of the post7 did not affect the prevalence of populist messages. Wordcount, unsur-
prisingly, has a strong positive effect on populist messages. Finally, compared to the refer-
ence group economy, all topics exert a negative impact on populist messages.
Considering the account’s party affiliation and other controls, messages on economy
most likely contain populist features.

But even when controlling for these confounders, the results from the descriptive
analysis remain stable. The upper left part of Figure 2 indicates the highest probability
for a message to be populist for the AfD (34.3%), followed by the Left (22.5%). All other
parties score at considerably8 lower levels than the two parties on the ideological
extremes. The probability of a populist message is lowest for the CDU at 9.5%. The
Greens (13.1%), the CSU (14.1%), the SPD (14.1%), and the FDP (15.3%) also remain at a
relatively moderate level.

Next, we computed a second logit regression (Model II;McFadden’s R² = 0.43), including
the same independent variables as in the former model, but with crisis communication in
the Facebook post as the dependent variable. Overall, the controls exert a moderate
impact on crisis-related messages (except of other/no substantial topics: b =−1.96, SE
= 0.21, p < 0.001). In this model, the effect of the topics does not deviate significantly
from each other.

Unlike the populism model, regression results and derived predicted probabilities (see
the top right plot in Figure 2) lead to slightly different findings compared to the descrip-
tive results. The Left’s messages are now most likely to be crisis-related (36.3%). However,
the probability for the AfD is at a similar level (36.2%). Messages by the Greens (29.3%) or
the FDP (23.8%) also have a high probability of including at least one crisis element.
Regarding crisis-related communication, the two insider parties – especially the Greens
– are much closer to the outsider parties than in regards to spreading populism. Messages
from the governing parties SPD (12.6%), CDU (9.3%), and CSU (8.9%) have a significantly
lower probability of entailing a crisis reference.

Summing up these results, we can state that all parties use populist and crisis-related
messages, although to a strongly varying extent. A certain parallel between the spread of
crisis and populism through parties seems undeniable (see Figure 1). Nevertheless, it is
noticeable that populist messages are either used a lot (AfD and the Left) or very little
(all other parties). In contrast, the differences for crisis messages are more nuanced.
Parties can be divided into three groups: AfD and the Left employ crisis communication
the most, but insider parties (Greens and FDP) also make regular use of it. In contrast, the
governing parties CDU, CSU, and SPD adopt significantly less crisis communication in their
Facebook posts.

In Model I and Model II, we have considered populism and crises empirically separate
from each other. However, we have also theorized that populist and crisis-related com-
munication often occur together. To study this combination of messages, we ran an
additional model that estimates effects for the occurrence of both elements in Facebook
posts (1 = populism and crises appear together; 0 = all other possible outcomes). This
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third logistic regression model (Model III; McFadden’s R² = 0.46) again includes the categ-
orical party variable as the primary independent factor and the other parameters as con-
trols (see Table A3 in Appendix). As the predicted probabilities (bottom left in Figure 2)
indicate, the AfD maintains its prominent position standing out from all other parties.
The probability of a message containing populism and crisis simultaneously lies slightly
above one-fifth (22.1%) for the AfD. All other parties are significantly less likely to use
messages that combine elements of populism and crises. Again, the Left scores relatively
high (16.4%), followed by the Greens (9.8%) and the FDP (7%). Unsurprisingly, the govern-
ment parties have the lowest probability of using populism and crises in combination
(CDU = 3.9%; CSU = 3.0% and SPD = 2.7%).

Figure 2. Predicted probabilities for populist, crisis-related and populist + crisis-related messages by
party.
Note. Based on logit models (Model I- Model III) in Table A3 in Appendix.
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While our results indicate that the populist radical right AfD communicates populist
ideas on Facebook a lot, it is also apparent that many of these messages also portray a
crisis. Thus, it is not certain that the AfD, and the Left, are indeed more populist than
other parties or if their populism is simply a by-product of portraying critical situation
(s) they have identified. Therefore, Model IV predicts populist content on Facebook but
also controls for the depiction of crises in these messages (see Table A3 in Appendix).
Comparing Model I (without crises as explaining variable) to Model IV (including crises),
we find no substantial differences in the overall model fit (McFadden’s R² = 0.36) and
coefficients. Populism is indeed more prevalent in posts that include a crisis-related
message, but the AfD and the Left are also more populist than other parties even
when controlling for the presence of crises.9

Summary and discussion

With increasing electoral success in Western democracies, the presence of populist parties
in public discourses has also proliferated, not least through aggressive political communi-
cation in social media (Aalberg et al. 2017). Searching for the multiple causes for trending
populism, some demand-side studies find growing evidence that populist parties build
their success, among other factors, on the narrative of a collapsing society. Based on
the unfolding sense of crisis, ‘corrupt elites’ can be made responsible for perceived nega-
tive societal trends, allowing populism to exert its full force (Spruyt, Keppens, and Van
Droogenbroeck 2016). Social media channels may reinforce populist tendencies in
rewarding emotionalizing and dramatizing language with more attention. Moreover,
social networks supply the perfect opportunity structure for outsiders to spread their
ideas without the corrective impact of journalistic gatekeepers and serve as an echo
chamber for extreme positions at the same time (e.g. Jungherr, Schroeder, and Stier
2019; Schmuck and Hameleers 2019). Nevertheless, data combining populist and crisis-
related communication are still rare. Therefore, this paper aims to set an empirical basis
for the discussion on populist and crisis-related communication in political parties’
social media outreach. To capture the distribution of populism and crises across
parties, we conducted a quantitative content analysis containing 3,500 Facebook posts
by German political parties and top politicians. In addition to familiar tools for tracking
populism in political texts, we have developed a new measure for capturing crisis-
related communication, which could also serve future research to identify crisis content
in political texts.

How do German parties differ regarding the use of populist messages on
Facebook?

Results clearly show that all German parties use populist communication on social media.
Unsurprisingly, the AfD scores exceptionally high, but also the Left differs significantly,
albeit less clearly, from the other parties. The CDU, CSU, SPD, Greens, and the FDP
draw very little on populist language. These results support earlier findings identifying
the AfD as the only clear-cut populist party in the German context (Lewandowsky,
Giebler, and Wagner 2016). We further contribute to the ongoing discussion on the ques-
tion of whether the Left is populist. Unlike categorized in the PopuList (Rooduijn et al.
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2019), our data suggest classifying the Left as a borderline case between a populist and a
non-populist party (Gründl 2020). Simultaneously, these corresponding results serve as a
good indicator of high external validity for our measurement of populism.

To address the described dichotomous division of parties regarding populism (i.e. high
values for AfD and the Left versus low values for the other parties), we draw on the concept
of outsider, insider, and government parties (Barr 2009). Since outsiders have no chance of
participating in government, they can expect – from a cost–benefit perspective – the
greatest success by working against the established political system and mainstream
parties (McDonnell and Newell 2011). Therefore, the us-against-them-driven populist
rhetoric fits perfectly for outsider parties at the party system’s fringes. This is, of course,
different for government parties but also for insider parties that have recently participated
in government or hope to return to power anytime soon. From a Manichaean populist
viewpoint, they are part of the criticized political elite. As such, insiders cannot credibly
offer anti-elite appeals, resulting in a low motivation for being populist.

The negative campaigning literature10 also provides insights into such differences in the
populist blame strategy and argues along similar lines. The propensity for negative cam-
paigning depends on the coalition potential of a particular party (i.e. government experi-
ence and the ideological distance to the median party). Thus, political attacks on the
government parties, including the kind of brash anti-elite rhetoric populists often
employ, may serve outsider parties. Insider parties, however, might refrain from attacking
their potential coalition partner with antagonistic anti-elite rhetoric, as such behaviour
might more easily backfire for them and could also negatively affect future negotiations
with the challenged party (Lau and Rovner 2009;Walter, van der Brug, and van Praag 2014).

How do political parties use crisis-related messages?

Focusing on crisis messages – both alone and in the nexus of populism, we measured a
gradual regression from ideological extreme to centrist political positions. The Left and
the AfD make extensive use of crisis messages; the Greens and the FDP also reach a rela-
tively high level. The government parties are relatively reluctant to employ crisis-related
content on Facebook. Unlike populism, the proclamation of crises appears a reasonable
tool for the oppositional Greens and the FDP. These results can be interpreted through
the retrospective voting literature suggesting that voters’ electoral behaviour is strongly
influenced by the government’s past performance and the resulting current situation of
the country (Healy and Malhotra 2013). Therefore, non-government parties should main-
tain a natural interest in forcefully addressing undesirable societal developments. Insider
parties that do not belong to the current government can and should also normatively
address, to a certain degree, unsatisfactory developments caused by governmental
action. To an even greater extent this applies to outsider parties that are less coalitionable
and need to be less worried about tarnishing their chances of participating in
government.

What is the linkage between populism and crisis in political communication?

Despite described variations in the use of populism and crisis-related content between
political parties, the literature supposes strong interactions between both concepts.
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Since it remains empirically unclear how political parties actually combine both elements,
we conducted some further analyses. First of all, we found only partial evidence for fre-
quent combined use across all parties, since mostly ideological fringe parties, and to a
much lesser extent the Greens, post texts that include both elements. Foremost, the
AfD exploits both message types in the same post (see Figures 1 and 2). The party’s pro-
nounced outsider status could explain why this party is particularly prone to spreading
crisis-related and populist communication.

However, this result alone does not answer why the AfD and the Left take advantage of
this combination. Following the idea of populism as a ‘thin-centered ideology’ (Mudde
2004) and of populist communication as ‘a master frame […] to wrap up all kinds of
issues’ (Jagers and Walgrave 2007, 322), one may argue that they use populist reasoning
strategically to promote a ‘thicker’ or more substantive agenda – in our case, the portrayal
of an unsatisfactory or even dangerous state of society. Our findings partially confirm this
claim in the sense that the presence of crises does indeed significantly impact the occur-
rence of populism. Thus, we could speculate that populist outsiders use populist argu-
mentation as an instrument to fuel anger against the governing elites whom they
blame for various societal disruptions in a populist way.

Yet, controlling for crisis-related content in a post does not account for much variation
in the parties’ propensity for populist communication. Moreover, descriptive findings and
distinct patterns of utilization along the lines of outsider, insider, and government parties
rather argue against this interpretation (see Figure 1). Populism is not exclusively used to
amplify and promote a sense of crisis. To a considerable extent, the two concepts are
exploited independently by different parties. Hence, based on these findings, we would
argue that populism and crisis should be treated as distinct concepts (cf. Moffitt 2015).

A limitation of our study is that we only concentrated on political texts on Facebook. As
images and videos might be relevant carriers of meaning on social media, future research
should also include these features. Additionally, we only focused on one single social
media platform. Since it is the most popular social network, it provides access to the
so-called ordinary people. Accordingly, research suggests that Facebook is more satu-
rated with populism than the somewhat elitist Twitter (Schmuck and Hameleers 2019).
Nevertheless, it remains unclear whether the same holds for crisis-related messages. It
is also important to note that the logic of attention is particularly strong in social net-
works. Therefore, it may be fruitful for future research to investigate whether populist
and crisis-related messages are more popular than other message types in terms of
shares, likes, and comments (e.g. Serrano et al. 2019). But, due to media commercializa-
tion, including dramatizing and emotionalizing communication styles, populist and
crisis-driven language has also spread in all kinds of professional media and political com-
munication (e.g. Bernhard and Kriesi 2019; Blassnig et al. 2018). Research should address
the question of whether populism and crises are actually more widespread in social
media, with their algorithms and potential filter bubbles, than in other media (cf. Ernst
et al. 2019).

Furthermore, even if our operationalization is common and conceptually based on the
idea of populism as a thin ideology that only occurs in a fragmented form (see Engesser
et al. 2017; Schmuck and Hameleers 2019), we have applied a liberal criterion to qualify a
message as populist or crisis-related; only one element needs to appear in a given
message. We recommend keeping this fact in mind, especially when interpreting the
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descriptive results on the overall prevalence of populism and crises on social media. More-
over, we have restricted our sample to German top politicians and parties at the national
level. This selection allows us to provide an exemplary overview of the most visible and
critical party accounts. Follow-up studies should include ordinary members of the Bundes-
tag, politicians, and parties from the Landtag or municipal level to map the full range of
parties’ social media communication.

The German multiparty system constitutes a particular case, as a kind of cordon sani-
taire prevents radical populist parties from entering the government at the federal level.11

In other countries, populists may no longer qualify as outsiders since they have already
participated in government. As argued by the widespread inclusion-moderation thesis,
we would generally expect populists to dampen their rhetoric when moving from an out-
sider position into the centre or even entering government (Krause and Wagner 2019). At
the same time, they might also rely on the mutability of the populist appeal. Their anti-
elitism may shift from national political elites to critical media, oppositional intellectuals,
democratic institutions, or supranational actors (Barr 2009). Similarly, the depiction of
crises might shift toward supranational crises.

Which strategy prevails might also depend on the context. In some Western democra-
cies, populists join coalition governments with more established parties (e.g. Austria). In
such cases, the pressure to, at least somewhat, moderate their populist and crisis rhetorics
might be high. In other countries (e.g. Hungary, Czech Republic), populists gain a large or
even absolute majority in parliament and face a less resilient democratic system (Guasti
2020; Kim 2021). Populists in power in such cases have little reason to restrain their rheto-
ric. In general, it would be worthwhile to comparatively assess the use of populist and
crisis-related messages in cases where populists do not qualify as outsiders anymore.
Moreover, our findings are not easily transferable to a two-party system such as in the
US, where distinctions regarding parties’ outsider or insider status do not apply.

Demanding popular sovereignty is an integral part of the theoretical idea of populism.
Yet, this element is little exploited by German actors and other parties in stable Western
democracies (Ernst et al. 2017; Schmuck and Hameleers 2019). One reason for this could
be that (right-wing) outsiders in most of these countries are more interested in destabiliz-
ing elites than in empowering the electorate. Instead, references to the people might pri-
marily serve a symbolic purpose of confirming the claims of the populist movement
(Müller 2017; Schulz et al. 2017). In contrast, popular sovereignty demands might be
more prevalent on social media in countries with more inclusionary populist movements
(e.g. Latin America; Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2013).

Thanks to our new measure of crisis as a content feature, we found that populism par-
ticularly often coincides with crises in the social media accounts of parties at the ideologi-
cal fringes. However, future experimental research could examine whether the combined
use of populism and crises activates certain predispositions and mobilizes party support
or political action in general. Research in this direction could uncover both underlying
psychological mechanisms for populist support on the demand side and underlying tac-
tical motives of parties’ communicative behaviour on the supply side.

Like Rooduijn (2014), we could not find strong evidence for a widespread populist zeit-
geist in the German context because populism does not seem to spread across all parties.
However, we must note that a longitudinal design mapping the potential rise of populist
communication over time would be necessary to disprove this popular narrative. Overall,
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our work intends to represent a first step in understanding party behaviour on social
media regarding the use of populism and crisis-related communication. Our study con-
tributes to the state of research in finding populism to be an outsider phenomenon –
in contrast to crisis-related communication, which oppositional insider parties also
employ. In the political arena, these communication patterns, especially the combination
of the two elements, might help parties on the sidelines to attract voter attention and
increasingly intervene and engage in politics. Even if we do not aim to assess the demo-
cratic value of these communication strategies with our approach, future research should
investigate the consequences of this potentially dangerous and persuasive mix of illiberal
populist ideas of democracy and alarmist politics of crises.

Notes

1. A coding example from the codebook can be found in Online Supplement B, Table SB1.
Additionally, we present exemplary messages for populist and crisis-related content for
each party in Table SB2/SB3.

2. Due to the populism and crises appearing rarely, we see higher agreement (Holsti = .83 for
populism and .86 for crises) and lower chance-adjusted reliability scores (Krippendorff’s
alpha = .56 for populism and .68 for crises). Following recent recommendations (Riffe
et al. 2019), we reported Gwet’s AC1 and considered scores above .7 as adequate. We
provide more details on intercoder reliability scores in Online Supplement B and Table
SB4.

3. We have refrained from using multinominal logistic regression since the underlying assump-
tion that belonging in one category is not related to belonging in another category would be
violated in our models (Benson, Kumar, and Tomkins 2016).

4. Since almost all of our control variables are scaled dichotomously or categorically, we follow
Muller and MacLehose (2014) and use "marginal standardization" for adjusting control vari-
ables in computing predicted probabilities. Other than prediction at the means (i.e.,
setting each cofounder to its mean value), marginal standardization is based on the con-
founding variables‘ distribution in the dataset.

5. Figure SC1 in the Online Supplement C shows the shares of populist, crisis-related, and com-
bined use of populist and crisis-related messages by party in separate bar plots. Detailed
numbers from Figure 1 can be found in Appendix, Table A2.

6. To assess the statistical significance of differences between the parties, we ran post-hoc tests
for bivariate models (see Online Supplement C, Table SC1).

7. In the Online Supplement, we provide figures mapping the use of all message types by party
over time (Figures SC2–4).

8. We also ran post-hoc tests to assess the statistical significance of differences between parties
in Figure 2 (see Online Supplement C, Table SC1).

9. However, a reverse argument about the co-occurrence of populism and crisis also seems
plausible. One could think of crises as a tool to increase the persuasiveness of populist argu-
ments, which mainly radical parties use. As a robustness check, we ran a final logistic
regression Model V (see Table A3 in Appendix) that follows Model II for explaining crisis mess-
ages but controls for populism. Again, the explanatory power of the parties barely varies
across the models. More detailed information on Model IV and Model V can be found in
the Online Supplement C.

10. Negative campaigning can be briefly defined as a political strategy that addresses negative
features or performance of a political opponent in order to win (back) votes (Walter, van
der Brug, and van Praag 2014).

11. At the state level, the Left is a minor coalition partner in the city-states of Bremen and Berlin.
In Thuringia (former GDR), they even hold the office of the Ministerpäsident.
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Appendix
Table A1. Codebook categories for populist and crisis-related messages.

Dimension Description of single elements
Populism Anti-elitism Negative personality traits, mistakes and illegal or immoral behaviour of the elite are

emphasized. Elites are portrayed as corrupt, incompetent, malicious, criminal, lazy,
stupid or undemocratic. The elites are denied morality, charisma, credibility,
intelligence or competence. The elite is held responsible for an undesirable or harmful
situation. Blame must be presented as typical or symptomatic for the entire elite.
(discrediting the elite)

The elite is described as detached from the people, as alienated, arrogant, not belonging
to the people, not close to the people, not knowing the people’s needs, not speaking
for the people, not caring for the people, not listening to the people or in another way
distanced from the people. Elite is no longer part of the people, does not understand
them and therefore no longer represents them. (detaching the elite)

People and elites are presented as opponents (e.g. elites act against the interests of the
people). (elites vs. people)

People centrism The people are described as homogeneous when their unity is emphasized, when a
common conception of the world is projected, when common feelings are described
(as fear or anger), or when common opinions and desires are emphasized.
(homogeneity)

Positive qualities are attributed to the people or the belief in the capacities and
judgment of the people is expressed. The people are described as good, virtuous,
moral, credible, intelligent, competent, considerate and benevolent etc. (praising the
people)

A speaker describes himself as a representative of the people. Knowledge/needs of the
people, speaking for the people and/or caring for the people are emphasized.
Closeness to the people can also be expressed directly. (representative of the
people)

Sovereignty Power is assigned to the people. People themselves should decide on political issues.
General institutional reforms giving the people more power is supported. The speaker
advocates for the implementation of concrete measures, such as referendums,
petitions, popular initiatives, citizens polls). (call for sovereignty)

(Continued )

24 B. SCHÜRMANN AND J. GRÜNDL

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0130100 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0130100 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381614000565 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381614000565 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414013488543 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414013488543 
https://doi.org/10.2307/422412 
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12693 
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12693 
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2019.01.006 
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2019.01.006 


Table A1. Continued.
Dimension Description of single elements

Elites should be disempowered regarding a specific issue or through general institutional
reforms. (disempowering elites)

Crisis A negative situation is described as urgent. Fast action is required. Acute non-action has
negative consequences. (‘now’, ‘immediately’, ‘last chance’). Or a situation can be
described as a turning point. This is a decision situation that offers the chance to solve
or worsen a negative situation (‘if… then"-scenarios). Or a negative situation is
explicitly described as irreversible. (urgency)

A negative fact or its negative consequences are explicitly dramatized. This can be done
by adjectives (‘catastrophic consequences’, ‘disastrous effects’, ‘devastating damages’),
nouns (‘catastrophe’, ‘disaster’) or phrases (‘leads to conditions that mock any
description’). Even the use of superlatives (‘the greatest threat’, ‘as uncertain as never
before’) are coded as a representation of a particularly dramatic situation.
(dramatization)

Regarding an identified problem, explicitly negative consequences for (parts of) the
society (‘security in the cities’, ‘the poor’, ‘the women’, ‘the hospital employees’, ‘our
society’, ‘all people’, ‘Germany’, ‘the health system’) are mentioned. (societal
consequences)

A failure is identified. This is an action that is interpreted negatively in its consequences
(e.g. ‘leaving the borders open for immigration in 2015’). A situation or a certain area of
life has developed negatively because a certain failure has occurred before. Elites need
not necessarily be blamed for the failure. (identification of failure)

Table A2. Shares of populist and crisis-related messages.

All messages
Proportion on populism or

crises messages

Party P C P + C Total P C P + C
Hits (%) n Hits (%) n Hits (%) n Hits (%) n Hits (%) Hits (%) Hits (%)

AfD 11.6 407 16.6 580 43.6 1527 71.9 2514 16.2 23.1 60.7
CDU 3.3 118 2.8 98 1.4 50 7.58 265 44.4 36.8 18.8
CSU 5.4 191 2.2 76 0.7 26 8.36 293 65.2 26 8.9
FDP 5.7 198 11.9 418 2.9 102 20.5 718 27.6 58.2 14.2
Greens 3.6 126 18.9 660 4.4 155 26.9 941 13.4 70.1 16.5
Left 8.5 299 25.4 890 18.7 656 52.7 1844 16.2 48.2 35.6
SPD 7.1 249 5.1 177 0.8 27 13 454 54.9 39 6.1

Note. P = Populism; C = Crises; P + C = Populism + Crises

Table A3. Results of logistic regression predicting populist and crisis-related messages.

Model I
(populism)

Model II
(crises)

Model III
(populism +

crises)
Model IV
(populism)

Model V
(crises)

(Intercept) −0.22 (0.33) −0.13 (0.36) −0.57 (0.36) −0.63 (0.34) −0.55 (0.37)
Party (base: AfD)
CDU −2.16*** (0.23) −2.54*** (0.28) −2.70*** (0.44) −1.86*** (0.26) −2.29*** (0.29)
CSU −1.53*** (0.29) −2.61*** (0.35) −3.09*** (0.51) −1.25*** (0.29) −2.42*** (0.35)
SPD −1.53*** (0.22) −2.04*** (0.24) −3.23*** (0.35) −1.27*** (0.22) −1.81*** (0.25)
Greens −1.65*** (0.27) −0.47* (0.21) −1.33*** (0.35) −1.61*** (0.28) −0.25 (0.21)
FDP −1.40*** (0.24) −0.89*** (0.21) −1.83*** (0.36) −1.27*** (0.24) −0.69** (0.22)
The Left −0.76*** (0.15) 0.01 (0.15) −0.51** (0.17) −0.81*** (0.16) 0.16 (0.16)

Party account
(yes)

−0.17 (0.12) −0.04 (0.11) −0.15 (0.13) −0.16 (0.12) −0.03 (0.12)

Post type (base:
status)
Photo −0.29 (0.22) −0.60** (0.23) −0.40 (0.24) −0.21 (0.23) −0.57* (0.24)
Video −0.10 (0.23) −0.77** (0.24) −0.67* (0.27) −0.01 (0.24) −0.77** (0.26)
Link/other −0.19 (0.24) −0.30 (0.25) −0.40 (0.29) −0.15 (0.25) −0.25 (0.27)

Wordcount 10.61*** (0.72) 9.46*** (1.02) 8.54*** (0.71) 9.30*** (0.72) 7.69*** (1.00)

(Continued )
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Table A3. Continued.

Model I
(populism)

Model II
(crises)

Model III
(populism +

crises)
Model IV
(populism)

Model V
(crises)

Date (base:
period II)
Period I −0.16 (0.17) 0.07 (0.18) −0.20 (0.20) −0.19 (0.17) 0.07 (0.18)
Period III −0.17 (0.17) 0.16 (0.19) −0.16 (0.20) −0.24 (0.18) 0.18 (0.17)
Period IV 0.28 (0.19) 0.35 (0.20) −0.07 (0.24) 0.23 (0.20) 0.32 (0.21)
Period V 0.09 (0.18) 0.30 (0.20) 0.14 (0.22) 0.04 (0.18) 0.29 (0.20)
Period VI 0.33 (0.18) 0.21 (0.18) 0.28 (0.20) 0.30 (0.18) 0.17 (0.18)

Topics (base:
economy)
Welfare state −0.62* (0.25) 0.03 (0.23) −0.58* (0.24) −0.66* (0.27) 0.16 (0.24)
Security −0.82* (0.33) 0.53 (0.30) −0.40 (0.32) −0.98** (0.34) 0.691* (0.30)
Foreign policy
and EU

−0.76** (0.26) −0.19 (0.23) −0.52 (0.27) −0.76** (0.26) −0.06 (0.23)

Infrastructure −0.57 (0.38) 0.09 (0.34) −0.55 (0.32) −0.57 (0.40) 0.21 (0.36)
Culture,
education &
society

−1.24*** (0.26) −0.30 (0.24) −0.93*** (0.26) −1.24*** (0.26) −0.11 (0.25)

Environment −0.53 (0.37) −0.22 (0.32) −1.27** (0.39) −0.49 (0.39) −0.12 (0.33)
Immigration −0.97*** (0.26) 0.31 (0.24) −0.40 (0.25) −1.09*** (0.27) 0.48 (0.25)
No substantial
topic/other

−1.34*** (0.22) −1.96*** (0.21) −1.87*** (0.26) −1.12*** (0.23) −1.83*** (0.22)

Populism (yes) 1.00*** (0.13)
Crises (yes) 0.94*** (0.14)
N 3500 3500 3500 3500 3500
McFaddens R² 0.35 0.43 0.46 0.36 0.44

Standard errors in brackets;*p < 0.05;**p < 0.01; and***p < 0.001.
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