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Where do parties interact? Issue engagement in press releases and tweets
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Abstract. To what extent political parties engage in debates about the same issues and how they respond to each
other is highly relevant to democratic processes. Existing research on issue engagement has uncovered several
interesting patterns and factors, but has neglected one important feature of contemporary democracies: nowadays,
political actors have a wide range of communication channels at their disposal with the use of ‘newer’ forms of
political communication (e.g., social media) potentially transforming discursive power relations between political
actors. However, it remains largely unclear whether the extent and nature of issue engagement varies between more
‘traditional’ and ‘newer’ forms of political communication. To fill this gap, I apply unsupervised topic modelling
to press releases and tweets from political parties in Austria, Germany and Switzerland (January 2019–September
2021). The statistical analysis shows substantial differences in issue engagement between political parties in press
releases and on Twitter, now X. First, I find a higher likelihood of issue engagement between parties in tweets.
Second, Twitter appears to moderate the influence of party-level factors on issue engagement compared to press
releases. The results show that for issue engagement in tweets, the importance of party size is smaller and the
role of government parties is larger than in press releases, while the role of ideological distance does not seem to
change. These findings add important insights to our understanding of the potential transformative effect of new
communication technologies on party competition and political discourse.

Keywords: political parties; issue engagement; topic modelling; press releases; tweets

Introduction

How do technological innovations, such as social media, transform agenda setting between
political parties? The extent to which political parties respond to each other and talk about the
same issues is a crucial element in democracies. The presence or absence of issue engagement
(also ‘issue convergence’ or ‘issue dialogue’) between parties is an important democratic feature.
First, voters only learn about similarities and differences in party proposals and positions, when
parties talk about the same issues. Thus, issue engagement is a precondition for informed electoral
decision-making (Meyer & Wagner, 2016; Sigelman & Buell, 2004). Second, the streams of
influence between parties shape public discourse and reflect political power relations. Those actors
holding ‘discursive power’ are able to ‘introduce, amplify and maintain topics, frames and speakers
that come to dominate public discourse’ (Jungherr et al., 2019, p. 406). The ability to set the
political agenda or respond to issues raised by others is a key factor in political processes (Green-
Pedersen & Walgrave, 2014).

Therefore, a rich body of literature on issue engagement has developed over the past decades.
While some older studies indicate the absence of issue engagement in election campaigns (Budge
& Farlie, 1983; Spiliotes & Vavreck, 2002), more recent ones point towards issue engagement
between political actors (e.g. Banda, 2015; Dolezal et al., 2014; Sigelman & Buell, 2004).
Further studies focus on the factors that influence issue engagement, such as electoral incentives,
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2 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

ideological orientations or organisational constraints (Green-Pedersen & Mortensen, 2015; Meyer
& Wagner, 2016). However, the advent of social media and the development of so-called hybrid
media systems (Chadwick, 2017), where ‘older’ and ‘newer’ forms of political communication
co-exist and interact, have transformed party competition.

To what extent and how new communication channels, such as social media, have changed
the nature of political debate in recent years is a hot topic. The academic literature attributes
social media a central role in the ‘fourth phase of campaigning’, in which political actors have
internalised media logics, communicate on a permanent basis and make use of data-driven
campaign strategies, thereby affecting political processes and public discourse (e.g. Roemmele
& Gibson, 2020; Strömbäck, 2008). How social media and the ‘fourth phase of campaigning’
affect the functioning of democracies is thus subject to a broad debate and highly contested. While
one perspective sees an ‘egalitarian effect’ of social media by reducing institutional and resource
constraints and increasing flexibility in communication, thereby allowing new and smaller actors to
enter the political arena, others are more pessimistic and attribute increasing societal fragmentation
and polarisation to social media. This pessimistic view is probably best reflected by the buzzwords
‘filter bubbles’ and ‘echo chambers’, although their actual existence is empirically contested (e.g.,
Barberá et al., 2015; Barberá, 2020; Barnidge, 2017). What is clear though is that social media
has transformed party communication and political agenda setting (Gilardi, Gessler, et al., 2022).
However, it remains unclear how exactly agenda setting between parties (i.e., issue engagement)
changes on social media compared to more ‘traditional’ forms of political communication. As
political discourse in contemporary democracies increasingly takes place online, it is crucial to
understand the influence of social media on the dynamics of party competition and agenda setting.
Does social media promote or limit discussions about specific issues between parties? Does it have
an ‘egalitarian effect’ or does it perpetuate or even strengthen existing power relations? Do parties
indeed talk past each other and withdraw into ‘echo chambers’ on social media, or not?

To investigate whether and how issue engagement differs between social media and more
‘traditional’ forms of political communication, I study the case of press releases and tweets from
political parties in Austria, Germany and Switzerland (January 2019–September 2021). Press
releases and the social media platform Twitter/X are widely used by political actors to disseminate
news and communicate policies (e.g. Ennser-Jedenastik et al., 2022; Jungherr, 2014). While
press releases are well-established ‘traditional’ communication tools, the micro-blogging platform
Twitter/X1 has become the primary social media platform where political debates take place at
the national level (e.g., Stier et al., 2018). Although some features have changed after Twitter
was acquired by Elon Musk in October 2022 and subsequently renamed to X, it still functions
in a similar way and remains a central platform for political actors and debates. Therefore,
comparing press releases and tweets is a well-suited set-up to study issue engagement dynamics
in contemporary political communication environments. Methodologically, I apply unsupervised
topic modelling to extract issues and then statistically model issue engagement between parties in
the press releases and tweets.

In this article, I argue that both the level and nature of issue engagement differ between press
releases and tweets. The results show how different communication channels’ institutional and
resource constraints, levels of flexibility and communication styles can affect issue engagement
between parties. Overall, I find more issue engagement and different patterns of agenda setting
between parties on Twitter than in press releases. First, party size has a smaller influence,
supporting the argument that parties face fewer resource constraints on social media, allowing
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 3

smaller parties to participate in the debate more actively. Second, government parties engage on
issues raised by other parties more frequently on Twitter than in press releases. This may be due
to a relatively confrontational communication style on the platform, which can be marked by
attacks on power-holders and their responses. Finally, the results show a limited role of ideological
distance between parties for issue engagement both on Twitter and in press releases. Thus, I do
not find evidence for an ‘echo chamber’ effect when it comes to issue engagement between parties
on Twitter.

These findings have several implications for our understanding of party competition and
political communication in contemporary democracies. The article adds to the debate about the
transformative effect of new communication technologies on party competition and political
discourse. The results suggest that different patterns of party competition exist in parallel, leading
to potentially different perceptions of democratic processes and parties among voters. This is
a particularly important finding as political communication becomes increasingly fragmented.
Furthermore, the article adds important insights to the ongoing debate about the potential positive
and negative effects of social media on political discourse, using Twitter as an example. First, the
study finds higher levels of issue engagement on Twitter than in press releases. Thus, ‘newer’ forms
of political communication, such as Twitter/X, do not appear to limit political discussions between
political actors about certain issues per se. According to the findings of this study, parties address
issues discussed by other parties more frequently on Twitter than in press releases, albeit potentially
in a less extensive and detailed form. Second, the results lend support to the argument that social
media can have an ‘egalitarian effect’ by reducing constraints on parties, allowing smaller actors
to participate more actively in the political debate. Finally, and contrary to some pessimistic views,
Twitter does not appear to stop parties – particularly ideologically different parties – from talking
about the same issues. Thus, issue engagement between parties does not seem to be affected by
an ‘echo chamber’ effect on Twitter. Overall, these findings show that ‘newer’ forms of political
communication, such as the social media platform Twitter/X, can affect the nature of political
debates and change discursive power relations between political actors.

Theoretical framework

In its minimalist definition, issue engagement (also ‘issue convergence’ or ‘issue dialogue’) simply
captures the extent to which political actors (e.g., parties) talk about the same issues during a
specific point in time, such as during an election campaign (e.g., Kaplan et al., 2006; Sigelman
& Buell, 2004). This is a quite static conceptualisation. The term ‘engagement’, however, also
implies a more dynamic process (see Meyer & Wagner, 2016) in which political actors address
issues, respond to each other and engage in (daily) discussions about specific political problems
or policies. To conceptualise this process, it is helpful to break it down to a smaller level.
Issue engagement can be thought of as an interaction between two parties. When one party
communicates an issue, it acts as a source of information for the other party, and the latter party
then either addresses that issue as well or not. Therefore, I understand it as ‘engagement’ if a party
addresses an issue discussed by another party (‘source’) within a specified time frame.

Unlike related concepts that focus on very specific aspects or have specific connotations, such
as the presence or absence of substantive conversations between parties (‘issue dialogue’; see
Simon, 2002) or positional changes (‘issue convergence’; see Damore, 2005; Kaplan et al., 2006),
issue engagement as understood in this article allows to capture a broad range of dynamics between
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4 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

parties. Following the conceptualisation used in this article, issue engagement occurs, for example,
when two parties specifically discuss the same policy or event within an issue area, come into direct
conflict on an issue, discuss the same issue but with different frames, positions or issue emphasis
or simply mention an issue at the same time. This understanding offers the advantage of covering
the variety of issue engagement dynamics relevant to party competition with one concept but also
has the limitation of not allowing a detailed differentiation between them.

When and why do parties address issues discussed by a competitor? Existing research has
uncovered several reasons why parties may address issues communicated by other parties as well
as reasons why they may abstain from it. First, issue-specific attributes and related strategic choices
are an important factor. On the one hand, issue engagement can signal interest in issues and
problems that are important to the public or in the media (e.g., Damore, 2005; Druckman et al.,
2010). This way, issue engagement can show that a party cares about voters’ interests and concerns
and can therefore be a potentially vote-winning strategy (Spoon et al., 2014). On the other hand,
parties may want to give full attention to their strongest issues and avoid issues raised by other
parties (Budge & Farlie, 1983; Petrocik, 1996). Furthermore, the complexity or familiarity of
issues can influence engagement (Hänggli, 2020). Second, institutional contexts have been found
to influence issue engagement between political actors, such as the competitiveness of election
races (e.g., Banda, 2015; Kaplan et al., 2006) or direct democracy (e.g. Hänggli, 2020). Third,
parties may be incentivised to engage with issues to (re)frame them to their own advantage (e.g.,
Nadeau et al., 2010). Fourth, issue engagement can occur when multiple political actors align in
issue-specific discourse coalitions (e.g., Markard et al., 2021; Williams & Sovacool, 2020).

Finally, several party-level factors have been shown to influence issue engagement, and these
are also the focus of this article. For example, Green-Pedersen and Mortensen (2015) and Meyer
and Wagner (2016) find that issue engagement is stronger between ideologically proximate parties
competing for similar voter groups. Furthermore, parties’ organisational features affect issue
engagement. Large parties with many resources (e.g., financial means, personnel) have been found
to engage with other parties on a broader set of issues than smaller parties (Meyer & Wagner,
2016). Other organisational features, such as leadership or activist orientation, also affect the range
of issues addressed by parties and thus (potentially) issue engagement (Van Heck, 2018). Hence,
parties’ ideological orientations and organisational constraints are important moderating factors
according to existing research. Another potential factor is government participation. Opposition
parties usually seek to push issues on the agenda on which the government has a poor record to
force government parties to respond to these issues. Although intuitive, empirical evidence for
such behaviour is so far mixed (see Green-Pedersen & Mortensen, 2010; Meyer & Wagner, 2016).

The advent of social media now raises the question whether it has transformed issue
engagement between political parties. Most existing research discussed above focuses on
‘traditional’ forms of party communication, such as manifestos (Dolezal et al., 2014; Green-
Pedersen and Mortensen, 2015), press releases (Meyer and Wagner, 2016), campaign advertising
(Banda, 2015; Spiliotes & Vavreck, 2002) or parliamentary activities (Green-Pedersen &
Mortensen, 2010). Social media, however, provides a different venue and opportunity structure
for political actors.

The rise of social media is inherently linked to what Roemmele and Gibson (2020) call
the ‘fourth phase of political campaigning’. Several features of social media platforms have
contributed to changes in the communication efforts of political parties. First of all, permanent
campaigning has become even more important as news is produced and consumed 24/7 on social

© 2024 The Author(s). European Journal of Political Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Consortium for Political Research.

 14756765, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://ejpr.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1475-6765.12729 by W

issenschaftzentrum
 B

erlin, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [07/01/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 5

media and mobile devices. In this highly fluid news environment, political parties face a daily
battle to shape the political debate. Here, social media platforms offer a vast network for voter
persuasion, when parties can produce newsworthy messages that achieve virality (e.g., Al-Rawi,
2019; Strömbäck, 2008). Especially with regard to the visibility and virality of party messages,
the content produced by parties as well as user engagement and algorithmic content selection
on social media platforms play a crucial role (e.g., Maitra & Hänggli, 2023). Simultaneously,
social media platforms allow parties to observe which issues and news are being shared online and
attracting public attention and thus serve as an important tool for monitoring political debates and
the ‘popular mood’ (Roemmele & Gibson, 2020). These developments have led to an expansion
of professionalised staff managing parties’ communication efforts as political actors increasingly
adopt and internalise media logics (Strömbäck, 2008). Furthermore, social media has also changed
how parties can connect with voters as it allows – at least to some extent – to circumvent the
gatekeeping function of traditional news media and connect directly with voters (Chadwick, 2017;
Gilardi, Gessler, et al., 2022). Furthermore, parties face fewer institutional and resource constraints
on social media than on other channels. While press releases or campaign advertisements, for
example, require more resources than social media posts, parliamentary activities are more
regulated by partisan control of the legislative agenda or rules regarding speaking time (Herzog &
Benoit, 2015; Proksch & Slapin, 2015). This characteristic of social media platforms offers parties
more flexibility in their communications, for example, in terms of which issues they address, to
what extent, at what time and how. Therefore, the advent of social media platforms has contributed
significantly to changes in party communication in the ‘fourth phase of political campaigning’.

These developments have led several authors to conclude that social media also plays an
increasingly transformative role in political agenda setting (e.g., Feezell, 2018; Gilardi, Gessler,
et al., 2022; Lewandowsky et al., 2020). As discussed above, political actors nowadays face a
permanent battle to shape the political debate, that is, to set the political agenda. Furthermore, the
changes in communication efforts and contexts (e.g., resources) brought about by social media
can (potentially) shift power relations between political actors. Building on these insights, I argue
that the use of different forms of political communication (i.e., ‘newer’ and ‘older’ channels) also
moderates the dynamics of issue engagement between parties in several ways. In my argument,
I focus in particular on social media platforms that are broadly adopted by political actors and
facilitate the discussion of political issues at the national level, such as the micro-blogging platform
Twitter/X (e.g., Stier et al., 2018). The theoretical framework and subsequent analysis therefore
mainly refer to social media platforms that function similarly to Twitter/X. Given the plethora of
social media platforms, such a focus is necessary to enable a meaningful and concise analysis. At
the same time, however, it must also be borne in mind that the arguments presented in this article
thus may not apply to all social media platforms in the same way.

First, I expect social media to moderate the level of issue engagement between parties.
However, there are reasons both for a potential positive and negative effect of social media
platforms. On the one hand, parties face less constraints with regard to regulations and required
resources. This offers the potential for discussing and engaging on a broader set of issues
(Chadwick, 2017; Gilardi, Gessler, et al., 2022; Russell, 2018). Furthermore, social media allows
parties to monitor the public debate (at least on the respective platform) in more detail and to
respond more quickly to emerging issues. Following these arguments, one can expect more issue
engagement on social media than in ‘traditional’ forms of political communication (e.g., press
releases). On the other hand, social media allows to communicate with one’s followers and voters
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6 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

directly and circumvent journalists as gatekeepers (Gilardi, Gessler, et al., 2022; Peeters et al.,
2021). Journalists are primarily interested in issues that are relevant to multiple different actors with
potentially competing positions and interests (Meyer et al., 2020). Thus, parties have to engage on
issues raised by other parties in order to attract attention from journalists and get their messages
into the media. The ‘direct’ nature of social media, however, reduces this pressure resulting from
the gatekeeping function of journalists. Following this argument, social media should show lower
levels of issue engagement than ‘traditional’ forms of political communication. Based on these
conflicting considerations regarding the extent of issue engagement on social media, I formulate
two rival hypotheses.

H1a: Issue engagement between political parties is higher on social media platforms than in
‘traditional’ forms of party communication.

H1b: Issue engagement between political parties is lower on social media platforms than in
‘traditional’ forms of party communication.

Second, the use of social media platforms could intensify the influence of ideological distance
on issue engagement between parties. As mentioned earlier, previous studies find that parties are
more likely to respond to ideologically similar parties (e.g., Green-Pedersen & Mortensen, 2015;
Meyer & Wagner, 2016). This effect could be further heightened on social media. According to
a widespread argument, algorithmic content selection on social media platforms primarily shows
users content that corresponds to their ideological viewpoints, eventually leading to a segregation
of discourse along ideological and partisan lines (e.g., Pariser, 2011). Although empirical evidence
questions the existence of full-fledged ‘filter bubbles’ or ‘echo chambers’, social media indeed
seems to support conversations among ideological peers (Barberá et al., 2015; Barberá, 2020).
Therefore, I expect this characteristic of social media platforms to heighten the role of ideological
positions and negatively influence issue engagement between ideologically distant parties.

H2: Issue engagement between ideologically distant parties is lower on social media
platforms than in ‘traditional’ forms of party communication.

Third, I expect social media to reduce the effect of parties’ organisational constraints on issue
engagement. Specifically, I focus on party size in this article. Larger parties usually have more
resources (i.e., financial means, personnel) at their disposal and can therefore more easily cover a
broad range of issues (Meyer & Wagner, 2016). Social media posts, however, often require much
less resources than crafting press releases or campaign advertisements. This allows a broader and
more diverse range of actors to participate in the political debate (Chadwick, 2017). I expect this
‘egalitarian effect’ to trump another characteristic of social media platforms, which could lead
us to a counter hypothesis. Maitra and Hänggli (2023), for example, find that due to algorithmic
content selection, few political users dominate political discourse on the social media platform
Facebook, although many speak. However, I argue that this should primarily affect voters’ exposure
to political information on social media rather than party communication. As discussed earlier,
political parties nowadays closely monitor the political debate on social media. Parties are well
aware of issues raised by all their competitors on a platform, arguably limiting the influence of
the connection between algorithms and party relevance or size for parties’ behaviour in relation to
issue engagement. Based on these considerations, I expect social media platforms to have some sort
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 7

of ‘egalitarian effect’ on issue engagement, allowing smaller parties to respond more frequently to
issues discussed by others.

H3: Issue engagement is less influenced by party size on social media platforms than in
‘traditional’ forms of party communication.

Fourth, social media can moderate how government participation affects issue engagement.
In general, government parties often have to address issues and criticism raised by other parties
(Green-Pedersen & Mortensen, 2010). In turn, government parties also act as an important source
of information for other parties. Therefore, government participation arguably plays an important
role when it comes to the dynamics of issue engagement. However, social media platforms could
moderate this dynamic. The lack of gatekeeping on social media can result in a bigger influence
of government participation on issue engagement compared to more ‘traditional’ forms of party
communication, such as press releases. Research on negative campaigning shows that social media
and its absence of moderators (e.g., journalists) is used by challengers to attack power-holders or
front-runners in election campaigns and, in turn, leads to reactions from those attacked (Auter &
Fine, 2016; Gross & Johnson, 2016). This heightened focus on power-holders on social media
platforms may also travel to issue engagement. Government parties may therefore respond more
frequently to issues raised by other parties on social media than in press releases, for example.

H4: Issue engagement by government parties is higher on social media platforms than in
‘traditional’ forms of party communication.

Case selection

To test the postulated hypotheses, I compare issue engagement in press releases and tweets from
political parties in Austria, Germany and Switzerland between January 2019 and September
2021. Both press releases and the social media platform Twitter/X are widely used by parties
to communicate their policies. Press releases are a well-established ‘traditional’ communication
channel and are used by parties to communicate with journalists and voters on a daily basis (e.g.
Ennser-Jedenastik et al., 2022; Hopmann et al., 2012). Press releases are not subject to significant
‘institutional and resource constraints’ (Meyer & Wagner, 2021) and their content can reach a large
audience if picked up by journalists (Hopmann et al., 2012; Meyer et al., 2020). Therefore, press
releases are an ideal tool to study ‘immediate dynamics of agenda setting’ (Gessler & Hunger,
2021, p. 8), such as issue engagement between parties.

Similarly, the micro-blogging platform Twitter/X has become a widely used tool for political
actors to disseminate news and communicate policies to the general public on a permanent basis
(e.g., Barberá et al., 2019; Gilardi, Gessler, et al., 2022; Jungherr, 2014; Kruikemeier, 2014; Popa
et al., 2020; Silva & Proksch, 2022). Tweets allow political actors to directly reach followers but
also non-followers through indirect exposure via retweets or shares, for example, (Popa et al.,
2020; Silva & Proksch, 2022; Spierings & Jacobs, 2014). Twitter/X is the primary social media
platform where political debates take place and political issues are discussed at the national level,
while other platforms (e.g., Facebook) are rather used for campaign-related purposes, such as
the promotion of activities and events (Stier et al., 2018). This role as an important platform for
political actors and debates has remained, even though some features have changed after Twitter
was acquired by Elon Musk in October 2022 and later renamed to X.
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8 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

This overview shows that press releases and tweets are ideal examples of ‘traditional’ and
‘newer’ forms of party communication channels, where a broad range of political issues are
discussed. They share several important features: in contrast to other channels (e.g., manifestos,
parliamentary speeches), press releases and tweets are comparatively flexible and unconstrained
tools that allow parties to communicate policies on a daily (or hourly) basis and potentially
reach a large audience. Thus, press releases are the one ‘traditional’ party communication channel
that most closely resembles ‘newer’ tools such as Twitter/X. Therefore, a comparison of issue
engagement between political parties in press releases and tweets is a well-suited set-up for the
purpose of this study.

The selected countries represent typical Western European multi-party systems covering a
broad ideological and organisational spectrum. In all three countries, large centre-left social
democratic parties and centre-right Christian democratic parties as well as Green, liberal and
populist radical right parties are represented in parliament. Furthermore, the national parliament in
Germany includes a left party, while smaller parties are regularly represented in the Austrian and
Swiss parliaments.

However, Austria, Germany and Switzerland also show several differences that are potentially
relevant for issue engagement. First, they differ in terms of electoral systems. While Austria and
Switzerland use proportional systems, Germany uses a mixed system, with electoral districts and
party lists playing different roles in each country. Electoral systems affect party competition, such
as which positions parties take (e.g., Calvo & Hellwig, 2011; Cox, 1990) or their issue emphasis
(e.g., Kim, 2020). Thus, differences in electoral systems may also affect issue engagement between
parties. Furthermore, issue engagement in Switzerland is influenced by the rich tradition of
direct democracy (Hänggli, 2020). Second, unlike the other two countries, Switzerland usually
relies on a special formula to automatically form a four-party government consisting of the
main parties (‘Zauberformel’). This significantly moderates government–opposition dynamics.
Third, the selected countries show varying levels of professionalism and communication efforts.
While Austria and Germany have highly professionalised parties and Members of Parliament
(MPs), Switzerland has a semi-professional parliament. This (potentially) affects the amount and
frequency of published press releases and tweets. Higher levels of professionalism (e.g., campaign
experts) within parties may lead to constant monitoring of political competitors and strategic
responses to the issues raised by them, while less professionalised parties may not be able to
handle such an effort. The selected countries also differ when it comes to the use of social media
platforms. In Germany and Switzerland, Twitter/X is used by nearly every political party. This is
less the case in Austria, where the FPÖ, for example, has only recently become more active on
the platform.

Therefore, this case selection is well-suited to study agenda setting between parties in typical
Western European multi-party systems and simultaneously allows to account for potential variation
stemming from different political systems and cultures. In addition, the selected observation
period (January 2019–September 2021) allows to control for potential influences of contextual
factors, such as national election campaigns – Austria held national elections in September 2019,
Germany in September 2021 and Switzerland in October 2019 – and direct democratic referendum
campaigns in the case of Switzerland as well as the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 and 2021.

From a methodological point of view, the case selection also facilitates a monolingual
computer-based text analysis of exclusively German-language texts. This should ensure higher
reliability compared to multilingual text analysis, which can pose significant challenges (Chan &
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 9

Table 1. Number of press releases and tweets between January 2019 and September 2021

Country Press release Tweet

AT 19,177 13,725

CH 1,266 9,542

DE 13,978 47,631

All 34,421 70,898

Sältzer, 2020; Maier et al., 2022). Therefore, also in the Swiss case, only German-language texts
are included in the analysis, while French and Italian texts are excluded. Thus, the analysis for
Switzerland mainly speaks to the 21 cantons (out of 26 cantons) in which German is the (co-
)official language.2

Data

The complete text corpus consists of more than 105,000 individual party texts, which were
collected in the context of a larger research project. The corpus contains more than 34,400
press releases and nearly 71,000 tweets from central party offices and parliamentary party groups
(PPGs). Both central party offices and PPGs are important actors in the public communication
profile of parties. In both cases, communication is mostly in the hands of the party leadership
or the public relations team. This data selection allows to keep the actor constant across both
press releases and tweets. In this study, I am interested in the potential differences in issue
engagement between political actors across different types of communication channels. Thus,
ensuring comparability between press releases and tweets is crucial. For this reason, I focus on the
central party offices and PPGs and do not include tweets from individual politicians in the analysis.
This is particularly relevant as social media allows individual politicians to play an important role,
with their activity on social media related to a number of (personal) characteristics and effects on
parties’ public profiles (e.g., Rauchfleisch & Metag, 2016; Silva & Proksch, 2022).

The press releases were collected by combining webscraping in the case of Austria and
Germany and a dataset provided by Gilardi, Baumgartner, et al. (2022) for Switzerland. The tweets
were collected through the Twitter Researcher API. In line with similar previous research (e.g.,
Barberá et al., 2019; Gilardi, Gessler, et al., 2022), I analyse original tweets but exclude retweets
and replies. Table 1 provides an overview of the corpus, while the evolution of the number of
press releases and tweets per country and party over time is illustrated in Online Appendix A.1.
Overall, the three countries differ with regard to the volume of party communication and the
use of press releases and tweets. While Austrian and German parties use press releases similar
extensively, Swiss parties publish comparatively few press releases. With regard to tweets, parties
from Germany are the most active with a combined average of more than 47 tweets per day
(compared to 14 press releases per day). Parties from Austria and Switzerland are also quite
active on Twitter but to a much smaller extent than their German counterparts. While parties in
Germany and Switzerland publish more tweets than press releases, Austrian parties seem to use
both communication channels to a similar extent, averaging around 19 press releases and almost
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10 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

14 tweets per day. In Switzerland, the parties publish a combined average of more than nine tweets,
but only 1.2 press releases per day.

Methods

Topic modelling

This paper aims to study whether and how issue engagement between parties is influenced by the
use of social media platforms compared to more ‘traditional’ forms of communication (i.e., press
releases). Therefore, it is crucial to first identify the issues discussed in the respective party texts.
The large scale of the corpus requires a computer-based approach. Several text-as-data tools for
classifying political texts into topic categories have been developed and applied over the last
decades (e.g., Blei et al., 2003; Wang, 2023; Watanabe & Zhou, 2022). While some approaches
are particularly useful when topic categories are known beforehand (e.g., supervised learning),
others (e.g., unsupervised learning) have their strength in exploration (Grimmer & Stewart, 2013).
Political parties discuss a broad spectrum of issues and the aim of this study is to identify
engagement on particular issues. Thus, I am not primarily interested in broad policy areas but
rather in the discussion of specific issues. Here, a more inductive approach allowing to extract
previously unknown topics from texts is best suited to the task.

Similar to Barberá et al. (2019), I apply an unsupervised topic model, but opt for a structural
topic model (STM) developed by Roberts et al. (2016) instead of Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA)
(Blei et al., 2003). For the purpose of this study, STM offers the advantage of allowing to specify
covariates to account for potential topic variation stemming from country-specific differences.
To identify and extract issues from the party press releases and tweets, I apply STM in four
steps.3 First, I prepare the corpus for the text analysis. After removing URLs and text-specific
features (e.g., location/time stamps or abbreviations at the start of press releases), I apply common
preprocessing steps by removing stop words, numbers and punctuation, converting the text to
lowercase, stemming, and filtering out infrequent terms.

Second, I apply STM with country covariates to both the press releases and tweets together.
To identify the optimal number of topics (k), I proceeded in two steps: first, I monitored semantic
coherence, exclusivity, held-out likelihood and the residuals for models with different numbers of
topics (k = {20, 40, 60, 80, 100, 120, 140, 160, 180, 200}). Based on the findings from this step,
the optimal k seems to be located between 80 and 100. In the second step, I use this insight to apply
models with k = {80, 85, 90, 95, 100} and conduct word and topic intrusion tests based on Chang
et al. (2009) to validate the models.4 Overall, all tested models deliver good results. Ultimately,
I choose k = 85 as the optimal number of topics because it delivers comparatively strong results
both in the word and topic intrusion tests.

Third, I manually label the topics delivered by the topic model and assign political issues
to them. Topic models provide the set number of topics (k) as clusters of words based on
co-occurrence. Thus, one needs to assign meaningful labels to each topic. I leverage the 10
highest probability words within each topic to fulfill this task. While some topics were fairly
intuitive to label, others required extensive case-specific knowledge. The latter was especially
pronounced when names of political actors appeared in the highest probability words. This is
due to text-specific characteristics of press releases and tweets, where party leaders or policy-
speakers are regularly mentioned or quoted. Furthermore, several categories are not directly linked
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 11

to specific policy areas but rather to legislative procedures, elections and events or are not clearly
identifiable as political issues (i.e., ‘NA’ topics). Overall, I identify 37 unique political issues
(e.g., ‘agriculture’, ‘education’, ‘migration’) plus additional categories (e.g., ‘elections’, ‘event
information’, ‘legislation and initiatives’, ‘thanks and wishes’) in the press releases and tweets.
An overview of the highest probability words per topic and the manually assigned issue labels is
provided in Online Appendix A.3.

Finally, I assign the most likely political issue label to each individual text. Thus, each press
release and tweet is assigned the most salient political issue. To account for text-specific features of
press releases and tweets and mitigate related potential problems in topic assignment, I performed
some additional custom steps described in Online Appendix A.2. The resulting issue salience (in
percent) that the structural topic model identified in the press releases and tweets, respectively, is
reported in Online Appendix A.4.

Measuring issue engagement between parties

With the aid of statistical analysis, I aim to investigate whether and how issue engagement differs
between press releases and tweets. The dependent variable is issue engagement between party
dyads. As discussed earlier, I understand as ‘engagement’ if a party addresses an issue discussed
by another party. Thus, I measure whether a party addresses a particular issue communicated
by another party (‘source’) or not (‘no issue engagement’ = 0; ‘issue engagement’ = 1). This
conceptualisation covers a broad range of dynamics, such as when two parties specifically discuss
the same policy or event within an issue area, come into direct conflict on an issue, discuss the same
issue but with different frames, positions or issue emphasis, or simply mention an issue at the same
time. Examples of issue engagement between parties in press releases and tweets are provided in
Online Appendix A.5. To allow a detailed and fine-grained analysis of issue engagement dynamics
between parties, I repeat this measure for each party dyad (party–source combination) within the
respective country and for each issue on each date between 1 January 2019 and 26 September
2021. To compare issue engagement dynamics between the studied party communication channels,
I measure issue engagement within press releases and tweets separately.

In principle, the data structure covers 110 party dyads × 37 political issues × 1000 days ×
two text types. As some parties were not present in parliament during the complete time period
or had not used press releases or tweets regularly during the studied time period, the respective
entries were removed and the main dataset includes 6,212,744 observations.5 Online Appendix A.6
provides a glimpse into the data structure and displays a sample of entries as contained in the main
dataset. As this paper is interested in issue engagement, I focus on those observations where a
party (‘source’) discusses an issue and investigates whether another party addresses the issue as
well or not in the respective communication channel. Therefore, the statistical analysis is based on
249,648 observations where an issue was discussed by a party (‘source’) on a specific date.

For the dependent variable issue engagement, I calculate four different versions that cover
different time frames for issue engagement. As discussed above, this article is based on a dynamic
understanding of issue engagement between parties. Therefore, a fine-grained measure is required.
I expect parties to engage rather quickly on issues, as press releases and tweets allow parties to
communicate permanently and respond immediately to other parties and events, that is, within 1 or
2 days. However, sometimes parties may also take a little bit longer to craft press releases or tweets
to engage on an issue, such as on non-working days at weekends or on public holidays. To account
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12 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

for such variation, I calculate different versions of the dependent variable, namely when a party
addresses the same issue as another party (‘source’) on the same day, within 2 days (i.e., same day
and next day), within 3 days (i.e., same day and following 2 days) or within 4 days (i.e., same day
and following 3 days).6 Across the whole time period and across both press releases and tweets, I
find 51,308 instances of issue engagement between two parties on the same day, 72,848 within 2
days, 86,155 within 3 days and 96,175 within 4 days.

To measure how the use of press releases and tweets moderates issue engagement, I
include several independent variables. The first independent variable is tweet and indicates issue
engagement in tweets compared to press releases. Furthermore, I use tweet in interaction terms
to explore whether the use of Twitter moderates the influence of party-level variables on issue
engagement. To gather the required information for the party-level variables, I mainly rely on
the Manifesto Project (MRG/CMP/MARPOR) dataset (Lehmann et al., 2024). The first party-
level variable is RILE difference and measures the ideological distance between the party under
investigation and the source party. This measure is based on the Right-left (RILE) score, which
estimates the programmatic right-left position of political parties (Laver & Budge, 1992). The
second party-level variable captures the size of the party under investigation (party size) as
the respective percentage of seats in parliament. Finally, I use a dummy variable to capture
government and opposition roles of parties (party in government), where a value of 1 indicates
government participation.

In order to statistically model issue engagement between the parties in press releases and
tweets, I use logistic regression. I estimate four different models to capture issue engagement
on the same day and within 2-, 3- and 4-day periods. To control for potential effects of election
and direct democratic referendum campaigns, I include dummy variables representing 6-week
campaign periods ahead of national elections and referendums, respectively.7 Furthermore, I
include country and issue fixed effects to account for potential unobserved differences between
these groups. Finally, I calculate clustered standard errors by party dyad-issue (each party–source–
issue combination) to address the clustering of observations in the data.

Results

The key question I address is whether social media may transform issue engagement between
parties compared to more ‘traditional’ forms of political communication, such as press releases.
Is issue engagement more or less likely on the social media platform Twitter compared to press
releases? Do patterns of issue engagement between parties change?

First, we can investigate how often political parties engage on issues communicated by other
parties in press releases and tweets. Table 2 compares the absolute number of issue engagement
occurrences in press releases and tweets. As explained earlier, I count as an occurrence of issue
engagement when a party addresses an issue discussed by another party within the respective
communication channel. The values are provided for issue engagement on the same day (1-day
period), within 2-, 3- and 4-day periods. Furthermore, the percentages provided in parentheses
indicate the observed occurrences of issue engagement (i.e., instances when an issue is discussed
by a party, that is, ‘source’, and addressed by another party) relative to the number of potential
occurrences (i.e., all instances when an issue is discussed by a party, i.e. ‘source’).

For all countries combined, I find more occurrences of issue engagement in tweets than in
press releases, but considerable variation exists across countries. While Austria and Germany
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 13

Table 2. Number of issue engagement occurrences across all party-dyads per text type and country between January
2019 and September 2021. The percentages provided in parentheses indicate the observed occurrences of issue
engagement relative to the number of potential occurrences

One-day period Two-day period Three-day period Four-day period

Country Press release Tweet Press release Tweet Press release Tweet Press release Tweet

AT 12,474 1,476 17,292 2,173 20,222 2,653 22,464 3,025

(23%) (12%) (31%) (17%) (37%) (21%) (41%) (24%)

CH 432 814 525 1,251 584 1,586 630 1,859

(7%) (5%) (8%) (8%) (9%) (10%) (10%) (12%)

DE 10,276 25,836 15,122 36,485 17,953 43,157 20,048 48,149

(17%) (26%) (26%) (36%) (30%) (43%) (34%) (48%)

All 23,182 28,126 32,939 39,909 38,759 47,396 43,142 53,033

(19%) (22%) (27%) (31%) (32%) (37%) (36%) (41%)

show similar levels of issue engagement in press releases, it is much rarer in Switzerland. This
coincides with and probably results from the generally much smaller communication volume of
Swiss parties. The most glaring outlier, however, is the level of issue engagement between Austrian
parties on Twitter. In contrast to the overall trend, the results show a much lower number of
occurrences in tweets than in press releases. As discussed earlier, Twitter is used less extensively
by political actors in Austria than in Germany or Switzerland. For example, the FPÖ – one of
Austria’s most relevant parties – has not used Twitter regularly during the studied time period.
This unequal use of press releases and tweets in Austria may therefore drive this – at first sight
rather surprising – observation.

Figure 1 provides further descriptive results by comparing the number of issue engagement
occurrences in press releases and tweets per issue. More precisely, Figure 1 is an overview of
the top 10 issues with the highest level of issue engagement in absolute numbers (within a 4-
day period) for the two respective party communication channels. We can observe similar levels
of issue engagement for several issues (e.g., ‘agriculture’, ‘economy and finances’), but some
differences exist. While issue engagement on ‘commemoration and racism’ (e.g., mentions of
remembrance days, discussion of antisemitism) and ‘digitalisation and innovation’ appears to
be more frequent on Twitter, it is more pronounced in press releases on ‘education’ or ‘political
scandal’, for example.

Besides the (issue-wise) amount of issue engagement, the dyadic structure of the dataset
also allows to investigate relationships between individual parties. Figure 2 provides the issue
engagement networks between the parties both in press releases and tweets per country. The
network nodes represent the parties, and the strength of the edges represents the (undirected)
frequency of issue engagement between each party dyad.8 Overall, the networks for Germany
and Switzerland indicate higher levels of issue engagement in tweets. Furthermore, differences
between the party dyads appear to exist. Some observations hint at a potential influence of
ideological distance on issue engagement as some ideologically similar parties appear to have
stronger ties, such as Greens-Left and SPD-Left in Germany, but this is not the case for all. In
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14 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

Figure 1. Top 10 issues with the highest level of issue engagement (4-day period) in press releases and tweets
between January 2019 and September 2021.

the case of Austria, the network for tweets appears to be less dense. As mentioned earlier, this
descriptive finding is probably due to the fact that Twitter is a less important communication
channel in Austria, which is also reflected in the lack of Twitter use by the FPÖ and PILZ/JETZT.

In the next step, I use statistical models to dive deeper into the dynamics of issue engagement in
press releases and tweets. Table 3 provides the results of logistic regression models investigating
how Twitter influences issue engagement between parties and the (potential) interaction effects
with ideological distance, party size and government participation. Issue engagement in press
releases functions as the reference category in the models. The first model captures issue
engagement by one party (party) as addressing an issue discussed by another party (source) on
the same day (1-day period), the second model captures issue engagement within a 2-day period,
the third model within a 3-day period and the fourth model within a 4-day period. The fourth model
also serves as the basis for marginal effects plots displayed in Figure 3.

Overall, the results are consistent across the four model specifications and show that issue
engagement between parties is indeed more likely in tweets than in more ‘traditional’ forms
of political communication (i.e., press releases). According to model 1, the coefficient for issue
engagement in tweets is 0.198, meaning an increase in the odds for issue engagement by a factor
of 1.219. This evidence is further supported by the fact that it is solely based on the analysis
of original tweets. One can imagine that retweets and replies encourage issue engagement even
more and including them in the analysis would probably further increase the magnitude of the
effect. Overall, this finding supports hypothesis H1a, which postulates that social media offers
political parties the opportunity to discuss and engage more actively with other parties on issues.
The competing hypothesis H1b, in turn, needs to be rejected.
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 15

(A) (B)

(C)

Figure 2. Issue engagement (4-day period) network between parties in press releases and tweets between January
2019 and September 2021.

When taking a closer look at the influence of the different party-level factors, it becomes clear
that Twitter does not only affect the level of issue engagement but also moderates its nature.9

First, the variable party size reflects whether large parties are more likely to engage on issues
communicated by other parties. In the reference category (i.e., press releases), the models show a
positive and statistically significant effect on party size. However, there is a negative interaction
effect between party size and tweet. Thus, the effect is significantly smaller on Twitter. Hence,
the size of a party plays a less influential role with regard to issue engagement on Twitter than
in press releases, confirming hypothesis H3. This is in line with the argument that social media
communication requires less resources and allows smaller parties to participate more actively in
the debate.

Second, the variable party in government indicates a potential effect resulting from a party’s
position in government. The models show a statistically significant negative effect for the variable
in the reference category, indicating that government parties are less likely to engage with other
parties on issues in press releases. This runs counter to the argument that government parties have
to engage on a broader set of issues than opposition parties, although evidence for such behaviour
is mixed anyway (see Green-Pedersen & Mortensen, 2010; Meyer and Wagner, 2016). A possible
explanation for the pattern found here also lies in the dataset, since I focus on press releases
from party offices and parliamentary party groups. Besides their own communication tools,
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16 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

Table 3. Regression models with moderating factors for issue engagement between parties

Dependent variable:

Issue engagement

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Tweet 0.198** 0.226** 0.276*** 0.320***

(0.098) (0.099) (0.101) (0.105)

RILE difference 0.0005 0.001 0.001 0.001

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Party size 0.029*** 0.029*** 0.028*** 0.028***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Party in government −0.933*** −0.894*** −0.880*** −0.877***

(0.082) (0.083) (0.084) (0.085)

RILE difference: Tweet 0.002 0.003 0.003 0.002

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Party size: Tweet −0.023*** −0.024*** −0.024*** −0.024***

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.007)

Party in government: Tweet 1.023*** 0.973*** 0.950*** 0.938***

(0.122) (0.121) (0.123) (0.125)

Election campaign −0.294*** −0.239*** −0.233*** −0.221***

(0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.037)

Referendum campaign −0.047 −0.014 0.037 0.095

(0.072) (0.068) (0.068) (0.070)

Constant −2.196*** −1.807*** −1.578*** −1.454***

(0.151) (0.150) (0.147) (0.148)

Country Fixed Effects (FEs) Yes Yes Yes Yes

Issue FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes

Log-likelihood −119,405 −140,046 −147,966 −151,797

Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) 238,906 280,189 296,028 303,690

Observations 249,648 249,648 249,648 249,648

Note: Standard errors are clustered by party dyad-issue.
*p <0.1; **p <0.05; ***p <0.01.

government parties also routinely use government tools, such as press releases from ministries.
This circumstance may affect the results in the reference category (i.e., press releases). On Twitter,
the likelihood that government parties engage with other parties on issues is clearly higher, as
indicated by the interaction term between party in government and tweet. While government
parties perform significantly less issue engagement than opposition parties in press releases, they
show similar levels to opposition parties in tweets. This finding is in line with the argument that
social media can heighten the focus on power-holders and increase their role in issue engagement
compared to more ‘traditional’ forms of political communication, confirming hypothesis H4.

In contrast to these findings, Twitter does not appear to have an effect on the influence of
ideological distance on issue engagement according to the analysis presented here. The variable
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 17

Figure 3. Predicted probabilities for issue engagement (4-day period) in press releases and tweets. The plots on
the left show marginal predictions (i.e., predictions computed on the original data, but averaged by subgroups)
based on categorical variables; the plots on the right require conditional predictions (i.e., predictions computed on a
substantively meaningful grid of predictor values) due to the inclusion of continuous variables.

RILE difference represents the ideological distance between two parties. The models indicate no
effect of ideological distance on issue engagement in press releases. This contradicts previous
findings by Green-Pedersen and Mortensen (2015) and Meyer and Wagner (2016), which show
that issue engagement is higher between ideologically similar parties. Here, the picture also does
not change when we turn our attention to the interaction term between RILE difference and
tweet. While the coefficients point to a slightly positive relationship, the effect is rather weak
and not statistically significant. Thus, I do not find support for an ‘echo chamber’ effect in issue
engagement between parties on Twitter and H2 needs to be rejected. The hypothesis was based
on the argument that social media primarily encourages discussions among ideological peers due
to algorithmic content selection. However, this does not seem to apply to political parties. As
discussed earlier, political parties closely monitor the political debate, particularly on social media,
and are well informed about their competitors’ communication – regardless of ideological position.
This is a potential explanation for the limited role of algorithmic content selection with regard to
issue engagement between ideologically distant parties. However, platform design and algorithmic
content selection may actually play an important role with regard to voters’ exposure to party
communication and their perceptions of party competition.

Furthermore, the results also shed light on how contextual factors, such as election or
referendum campaigns, affect issue engagement. The regression models show a lower level of issue
engagement during election campaigns. This is in line with the classic argument that parties aim
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18 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

to stick to their main message during election campaigns (e.g., Norris et al., 1999). However, this
seems to be much more pronounced in press releases than in tweets (see Online Appendix A.8). In
contrast, no statistically significant effect of referendum campaigns on issue engagement is found.
Thus, referendum campaigns do not seem to have the same negative effect on issue engagement
as national election campaigns, but they also do not seem to drive issue engagement on a broad
scale. A potential explanation lies in the fact that although parties may engage more on a particular
issue subject to the referendum, this behaviour may not travel to other issues. However, the broader
implications of differences in political cultures, such as the importance of direct democracy, cannot
be investigated in detail here and should be subject to future research.

To sum up, the results show that political parties are more likely to perform issue engagement in
tweets than in press releases. Furthermore, the social media platform Twitter appears to moderate
the influence of party size and government participation on issue engagement but not so much
of ideological distance. While party size is less important on Twitter than in press releases,
government participation plays a larger role. These results remain largely stable in individual
country models, but there are also some differences (see Online Appendix A.9). In principle,
the different types of electoral and party systems do not seem to have systematic effects on the
findings. Across all cases, the level and nature of issue engagement differ in a similar fashion
between press releases and tweets. However, two differences exist. First, the heightened likelihood
for issue engagement on Twitter is only apparent after 2 days in the case of Switzerland. Thus,
Swiss parties seem to take longer to respond to issues addressed by other parties than parties
in Austria and Germany, also on Twitter. Here, the semi-professional nature of Swiss politics,
which leads to a comparatively low volume of political communication, may provide a suitable
explanation. Second, the likelihood for issue engagement by government parties does not increase
on Twitter in the case of Austria and Switzerland. In contrast to the overall findings, I even
find a negative effect for Austria and no statistically significant effect for Switzerland. While the
latter finding is not surprising due to the absence of a classic government–opposition dynamic in
Switzerland (see discussion in case selection), the former requires more explanation. As pointed
out earlier, the finding for Austria could be due to the relatively small role of Twitter in the Austrian
political system and particularly for one of the largest parties, the FPÖ, which was also part of the
government for some parts of the observation period. Besides these small country differences, the
regression models are quite robust to checks following a jackknife logic controlling for a potential
influence of individual political issues (see Online Appendix A.10) and to checks controlling for
potential effects resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic (see Online Appendix A.11).

Discussion and conclusion

Contemporary democracies are shaped by a plethora of communication channels with political
actors using both ‘older’ and ‘newer’ forms simultaneously. To what extent and how this transforms
political competition and public discourse is subject to a broad and ongoing debate. In this article,
I contribute to this debate by investigating how the nature of issue engagement among political
parties differs between ‘traditional’ forms of political communication (i.e., press releases) and
social media platforms (i.e., Twitter). Issue engagement captures the extent to which political
parties talk about the same issues and the related streams of influence between them (i.e., agenda
setting). Issue engagement thereby affects public discourse, policy-making and how voters learn
about and perceive parties and political processes.
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 19

To investigate whether and how issue engagement differs between different communication
channels, I have analysed press releases and tweets from parties in Austria, Germany and
Switzerland (January 2019–September 2021). Based on the application of an STM, I statistically
modelled patterns of issue engagement in the press releases and tweets with logistic regression.

The empirical analysis shows a higher likelihood for issue engagement in tweets than in press
releases. The results provide strong evidence for this effect, although I only include original tweets
in the analysis and exclude retweets or replies, which may further drive issue engagement between
parties. Besides the extent, the patterns of issue engagement differ between these two forms of
political communication as well. First, social media can reduce the influence of party size on
issue engagement. I argue that social media posts, such as tweets, often require less resources
than publishing press releases and therefore allow smaller parties to engage on a broader set
of issues. Second, the results show that government parties engage with other parties on issues
more frequently in tweets than in press releases. A fitting explanation for this pattern lies in
an arguably comparatively confrontational communication style – particularly between power-
holders and challengers - on social media. Finally, I do not find evidence for a heightened role of
ideological distance with regard to issue engagement on Twitter. Thus, potential ‘echo chambers’
on the platform do not appear to affect issue engagement between political parties.

These findings have important (normative) implications for various democratic processes.
First, the example of press releases and tweets shows that the use of ‘newer’ and ‘older’ forms
of political communication leads to the simultaneous co-existence of different patterns of party
competition and political debate. This has several implications for media coverage and voters’
perceptions. While journalists have for a long time relied on press releases from parties to
gain information about current affairs, they nowadays also increasingly monitor social media for
reporting (e.g., Chadwick, 2017; Lecheler & Kruikemeier, 2016). Thus, one might expect that the
changing dynamics of issue engagement on Twitter/X will also be transferred to news reporting.
Furthermore, social media allows political parties to reach voters directly. Issue engagement may
therefore present itself in different ways, depending on whether voters observe it directly on social
media or through media coverage. Depending on news habits and social media use, this can
potentially lead to different perceptions of democratic processes and parties among different groups
of voters, particularly since political communication is increasingly fragmented along generations
or educational backgrounds, for example. Such potential heterogeneous effects resulting from
different patterns of issue engagement – that is, how issue engagement in ‘newer’ and ‘older’
forms of political communication affects media coverage and voters’ perceptions – are therefore a
relevant avenue for future research.

Second, the paper adds evidence to some common arguments about the potential positive or
negative effects of social media on democracy. In contrast to some pessimistic views, the social
media platform Twitter does not appear to stop parties – particularly ideologically different parties
– from talking about the same issues. Furthermore, it seems to reduce the barriers for smaller
parties to participate in debates. Thus, I indeed find evidence for some sort of ‘egalitarian effect’
of Twitter on issue engagement between political parties. However, at the same time, it also seems
to increase the role of government parties. Again, future research should look into how this affects
media coverage and voters’ perceptions of political processes.

These insights advance our understanding of several important features of contemporary
political communication, but the article also has limitations. First, the article does not address
the depth, quality and style of issue engagement in different types of party communication.
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20 CHRISTOPH IVANUSCH

This limitation is caused by the conceptualisation and measurement of issue engagement. While
the understanding of issue engagement in this article and the associated measurement allows to
investigate the broad dynamics of issue engagement, it does not enable a fine-grained analysis
of how parties engage with each other on issues, that is, whether they engage in substantive
conversations about a particular issue, for example, or merely mention it or attack each other based
on competence. Here, one can expect several differences between various party communication
channels. Although tweets, for example, offer the possibility to share links to external websites or
allow to create threads, they are usually still much shorter and less detailed than press releases.
This can therefore constrain the depth at which a particular issue is discussed. Furthermore, the
quality and style of issue engagement may be negatively influenced by the use of social media. For
example, previous studies on negative campaigning (e.g., Antypas et al., 2023; Klinger et al., 2023)
point to a confrontational style of discussing issues on social media. Exactly such confrontational
or emotional messages may attract attention and issue engagement on social media platforms,
having several potential negative implications for public discourse or voters’ perceptions of and
satisfaction with democratic processes. Thus, further research that investigates the quality and
style of issue engagement in different communication channels and the associated effects on
democracies is needed.

Second, this article mainly focuses on the influence of party-level factors on issue engagement,
such as the ideological distance between parties, party size or government participation. Further
factors were outside the scope of this study but would certainly lend themselves to fruitful analyses.
Future research, for example, could dive deeper into the influence of parties’ organisational
features. This article has relied on the number of seats in parliament as a proxy for party size,
but it could be worthwhile to look into other related aspects, such as membership, number of staff
or campaign expenditures, and their influence on issue engagement. Similarly, investigating the
influence of internal organisational structures, such as leadership or activist orientation, is another
potential avenue for future research. Furthermore, our understanding of party competition and issue
engagement in ‘older’ and ‘newer’ forms of political communication would certainly benefit from
a closer inspection of issue attributes and contextual factors. In relation to issue attributes, previous
research has shown that voters’ attention to issues drives issue engagement between parties (e.g.,
Druckman et al., 2010). Social media platforms allow political actors to monitor issue attention on
the respective platform even more directly. Does this feature of social media platforms further spur
engagement on issues, which are important to voters, or at least to the users of a platform? And
are there issues on which all parties tend to engage regardless of ideological orientation, while
engagement on other issues is more selective and depends on ideology or issue ownership? In
relation to contextual factors, the connection between institutional features and political cultures,
such as the type of electoral and party system or the role of direct democracy, and the characteristics
of social media also warrants further research. Does social media promote or limit broad societal
debates on certain issues in the context of election or referendum campaigns? Are there differences
between types of electoral systems and political cultures?

Third, another aspect not covered in this article is how different channels interact when it comes
to issue engagement and agenda setting between parties. The analysis presented here treats issue
engagement in press releases and tweets separately. Therefore, it does neglect whether parties
address issues in press releases that were first raised by another party on Twitter or vice versa. Thus,
while the results of this article offer several valuable insights into issue engagement within the two
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 21

studied communication channels, it may also be fruitful to investigate how channels interact and
the diffusion of political issues across them.

Finally, social media is a constantly growing field (e.g., Twitter/X, Facebook, Instagram,
TikTok). Here, investigating how issue engagement and party competition are affected by different
platform logics and algorithms is another important avenue for future research. While Twitter/X
is a major social media platform where current political affairs are discussed, other platforms
(e.g., Facebook) are better suited for campaign-related purposes (Stier et al., 2018). Thus,
parties may use the plethora of social media platforms differently. For example, there may be
significantly less issue engagement between parties on more campaign-oriented platforms such
as Facebook, Instagram or TikTok than on the micro-blogging platform Twitter/X, which more
strongly facilitates political debates at the national level. Similarly, parties may address and engage
on different issues depending on the audience that can be reached through a platform. Furthermore,
different platform logics and algorithms may influence the extent to which voters are exposed to
content from various competing parties or – depending on who they follow, for example – are
mainly shown content from certain parties. Thus, issue engagement between parties and how it is
perceived by voters may play out differently depending on the social media platform.
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Figure 1: Evolution of the number of press releases and tweets published by parties between
January 2019 and September 2021.
Figure 2: Evolution of the number of press releases and tweets published by each Austrian party
between January 2019 and September 2021.
Figure 3: Evolution of the number of press releases and tweets published by each German party
between January 2019 and September 2021.
Figure 4: Evolution of the number of press releases and tweets published by each Swiss party
between January 2019 and September 2021.
Figure 5: Development of semantic coherence, exclusivity, held-out likelihood and residuals for
different numbers of topics (k) of structural topic model (STM).
Table 1: Mean model precision from word intrusion test and mean topic log odds (TLO) from topic
intrusion tests for the applied structural topic models (STM)
Table 2: Top-10 words per topic provided by the Structural Topic Model with manually assigned
topic labels
Table 3: Comparison of issue salience (in percent) in press releases and tweets between January
2019 and September 2021.
Table 4: Examples for issue engagement between parties in press releases and tweets.
Table 5: Overview of structure of main data set (sample).
Figure 6: Directed issue engagement network graph for Austrian parties in press releases and
tweets (four-day period) between January 2019 and September 2021.
Figure 7: Directed issue engagement network graph for German parties in press releases and tweets
(four-day period) between January 2019 and September 2021
Figure 8: Directed issue engagement network graph for Swiss parties in press releases and tweets
(four-day period) between January 2019 and September 2021.
Table 6: Regression models (one-day period) with moderating factors on issue engagement
between parties for press releases and tweets separately.
Table 7: Regression models (two-day period) with moderating factors on issue engagement
between parties for press releases and tweets separately
Table 8: Regression models (three-day period) with moderating factors on issue engagement
between parties for press releases and tweets separately.
Table 9: Regression models (four-day period) with moderating factors on issue engagement
between parties for press releases and tweets separately.
Table 10: Regression models (one-day period) with moderating factors on issue engagement
between parties per country
Table 11: Regression models (two-day period) with moderating factors on issue engagement
between parties per country.
Table 12: Regression models (three-day period) with moderating factors on issue engagement
between parties per country.
Table 13: Regression models (four-day period) with moderating factors on issue engagement
between parties per country.
Table 14: Summary statistics of coefficients for regression models (four-day period) following
jackknife logic.
Figure 9: Coefficients for the influence of tweets on issue engagement based on regression models
(four-day period) following jackknife logic.
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WHERE DO PARTIES INTERACT? 23

Figure 10: Coefficients for the influence of ideological distance on issue engagement in press
releases based on regression models (four-day period) following jackknife logic.
Figure 11: Coefficients for the influence of party size on issue engagement in press releases based
on regression models (four-day period) following jackknife logic.
Figure 12: Coefficients for the influence of government participation on issue engagement in press
releases based on regression models (four-day period) following jackknife logic.
Figure 13: Coefficients for the interaction effect between ideological distance and tweets on issue
engagement based on regression models (four-day period) following jackknife logic.
Figure 14: Coefficients for the interaction effect between party size and tweets on issue engagement
based on regression models (four-day period) following jackknife logic
Figure 15: Coefficients for the interaction effect between government participation and tweets on
issue engagement based on regression models (four-day period) following jackknife logic.
Table 15: Regression models (four-day period) with for moderating factors on issue engagement
across all issues, non-Covid-19-related issues and Covid-19-related issues.

Notes

1. Although Twitter is now called X, I mainly use the name Twitter throughout the article when discussing the
results of the analysis, as it was the name of the platform at the time of data collection and analysis. In more
general discussions not directly related to the results of the analysis, I use the name Twitter/X.

2. In 17 cantons, German is the official language. In three further cantons (Bern, Fribourg and Valais), both German
and French are the official languages and in the canton Graubünden, German, Italian and Romansh are the
official languages.

3. A more detailed step-by-step description of the STM application with the R package stm (Roberts et al., 2019)
is provided in Online Appendix A.2.

4. To perform the tests, I rely on the R package oolong (Chan et al., 2020).
5. The Austrian parties FPÖ and PILZ/JETZT, for example, are not included in the case of tweets as they did not

use Twitter at all or only to a limited extent during the studied time period. For example, the FPÖ mainly used
Twitter to retweet another account’s updates on a parliamentary investigatory commission. As the analysis is
based on original tweets, tweets from the FPÖ were excluded.

6. The 4-day period allows us to capture instances of slower issue engagement, such as over the weekend. If a party,
for example, raises an issue on Friday afternoon, the other parties may not respond until Monday morning.

7. National elections were held in Austria in September 2019, in Germany in September 2021 and in Switzerland
in October 2019. Switzerland also held national referendums in February and May 2019, in February, September
and November 2020 and in March, June and September 2021.

8. Online Appendix A.7 displays the directed issue engagement networks in press releases and tweets per country.
9. Online Appendix A.8 provides an alternative model specification by presenting separate models for issue

engagement in press releases and tweets, respectively. The results of this comparison between press releases
and tweets are largely in line with those from the model specifications presented in the article.
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