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Disinformation and Incremental Change in European Union
Election Observation: A Field Theoretical Perspective

LEONIE HOLTHAUS
Technical University of Darmstadt, Darmstadt

Abstract
This article addresses the puzzle of why there is at best incremental change in European Union
(EU) democracy promotion and theorises an instance of such change by examining responses to
(online) disinformation in EU electoral observation. It develops a field theoretical approach for
the explanation of incremental change, as evident in social media monitoring, in EU election ob-
servation. Field theory furthers consideration of the position of actors, social interactions and char-
acteristics of the particular field. On the basis of this theory, conceptualisation of a heterogenous
democracy assistance and electoral observation field and an in-depth study of EU election obser-
vation in Tunisia (2019), I argue the EU has responded to disinformation through the imitation of
practices and epistemic negotiation. The responses and the incremental changes in EU election ob-
servation that evolved reflect the central but contested position of the EU in the field.

Keywords: change; democracy promotion; election observation; political sociology

Introduction

A growing literature on continuity and change in European Union (EU) democracy pro-
motion in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region after the democratic protests
of 2010/2011 includes pessimistic conclusions (Schumacher and Bouris, 2017).1

Although scholars agree that EU democracy promotion is too moderate and inconsistently
applied, they have not seen paradigmatic change and rather have witnessed more or
less the same policy (Bicchi, 2014; Bremberg, 2016; Dandashly, 2018; Del Sarto, 2016;
Mouhib, 2014; Natorski, 2016) and continuing ‘malpractices’ (Achrainer and
Pace, 2024).2 Much of this literature is inspired by the practice turn in International Rela-
tions (IR) and explains policy continuity through references to distance between powerful
policy-makers and their critics (Achrainer and Pace, 2024), temporal gaps between the
EU’s policy cycle and quickly developing dynamics in MENA states (Bicchi, 2014),
the habitual reproduction of organisational scripts (Mouhib, 2014) and lack of reflection
on practice-informing background knowledge (Achrainer and Pace, 2024).

Practice theorists’ diagnosis of policy continuity may come as a surprise. They share
social constructivist commitments but cultivate interest in detailed inquiries and the prac-
tices from which policies evolve. Practice theorists are positioned to recognise change,

1Apart from the new focus, much of the democracy promotion literature poses the efficiency question.
2Definitions of democracy assistance usually include positive and negative conditionality, civil society assistance, diplo-
matic aid and socialisation via functional cooperation or twinning projects, bringing together EU and local parliamentarians.
Some definitions exclude EU electoral observation, even though EU electoral observation makes up a large part of EU de-
mocracy assistance; the EU deployed over 160 missions in 60 states, with funding from the European Instrument for De-
mocracy and Human Rights since the 2000s (Freyburg et al., 2009; Panchuk et al., 2017).
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even if incremental, and some practice theorists see change, even if this is the exception,
rather than the rule. Bremberg (2016), for example, observes the temporal widening of the
available democracy promotion repertoire, yet he stops short of explaining this change to
different practice theorists and a wider audience interested in change and continuity in EU
democracy promotion and other EU policies.

In this article, I address the puzzle of why there is at best incremental change in EU
democracy promotion by identifying and theorising one instance of incremental change
in EU election observation. The change occurred in EU election observation in Tunisia
(2019) and is evident in emerging responses to (online) disinformation.3 Two mecha-
nisms, imitations of practice and epistemic negotiation, explain it. By identifying these
mechanism, I seek to further practice theoretical theorisations of change and continuity
in EU democracy promotion and other EU policies.4

The mechanisms I introduce are best understood as abstract conceptualisations of
socially embedded and presumably transformative practices. Imitations of practice can
be defined as duplications of practices created by other actors and that were recognised
as intelligent in the field. During EU election observations in Tunisia, imitations of
practice have been evident in the inclusion of newly invented means, such as social media
monitoring. Though the EU incorporated practices invented by other actors and external
expertise, defence of a central field position is evident in epistemic negotiation.5

Epistemic negotiation can be defined as the bringing together and framing of knowledge
on disinformation. The wide acceptance of the importance of EU election reports and
other actors’ strife for the publication of their findings in these reports eased EU epistemic
negotiation, though intimate knowledge of the rules of election observation and the
Tunisian context were needed for this practice.

I develop my theorisation of incremental change with Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory. In
practice theory and practice theoretical studies of EU policies, field theory is well estab-
lished (Mérand, 2010). Field theory contributes to the study of how related actors with
different positions reproduce, vary and experiment with practices in striving for field spe-
cific capital. It connects explanations of change to the traits of fields and positions and
strategies of important actors (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). In the case of my study,
field theory allowed seeing struggles for the interpretation of ‘good election observation’
and ‘disinformation’ and how EU interest in the defence of a central position conditioned
imitations of practice and epistemic negotiation.

In analysing EU election observation in Tunisia in 2019, this article examines an im-
portant case for the study of incremental change. This situation was one of the first in-
stances in which the EU covered (online) disinformation prior to and during elections,

3Disinformation is different from misinformation, which is false but is not created to cause harm, and from malinformation,
which includes evidence and is used to discredit a person, institution or country (Turcilo and Obtrnovic, 2020).
4There is a wide and sophisticated debate on continuity and change in practice theory, yet the debate tends to focus on the
added value of practice theory in comparison to other approaches and the possibility of reflexive agency. Most contributions
to it eschew the identification of mechanisms, though this may broaden the audience of practice theoretical explanations
(Hopf, 2018).
5In comparison to scholars of normative power in Europe interested in the theorisation of EU agency, field theorists do not
presume a particular kind of agency and adopt a relational view on questions of agency. From their perspective, agency is
created through the performance of socially recognised practices and defences of particular positions in fields. The perspec-
tive appreciates empirical and inductive insights on how actors, such as the EU, steadily remake their agency in multiple
ways (Bueger, 2016).
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and in such instances, routines are not yet developed and experimentation and change are
likely. The EU started paying attention to disinformation in electoral contexts around
2015 and formulated standards to defend and safeguard democracy from disinformation
in the ‘Action Plan against Disinformation’ in 2018 (EEAS, 2019). The EU has defined
disinformation ‘as verifiably false or misleading information that is created, presented
and disseminated for economic gain or to intentionally deceive the public, and may cause
public harm’ (EEAS, 2019, p. 1). The EU recognises disinformation strategies ‘target not
only Member States but also partner countries in the Eastern Neighbourhood as well as in
the Southern Neighbourhood, Middle East and Africa’ (EEAS, 2019, p. 3). EU electoral
observation missions (EU EOMs) first covered the existence and degree of (online) disin-
formation during the elections in Nigeria (2019) and Tunisia (2019).

Tunisia also occupies a critical place in EU democracy assistance. Since 2011, EU de-
mocracy assistance to Tunisia has been substantial, and Tunisia received more EU EOMs
than any other state in the MENA region.6 Though Tunisia has been ranked as a democ-
racy since 2014, there has been a period of democratic decline following the elections in
2019. Then, presidential candidate and political newcomer Kais Said attained the sympa-
thies of voters, including progressives, despite a conservative profile, because he distin-
guished himself from the political establishment. Enduring corruption, including within
the governing parties, Nidaa Tounes and Ennahda, had persisted. As president of
Tunisia, Said suspended the Assembly of the People’s Representatives, labelled the situ-
ation (2021–) as an emergency, started ruling by decree and initiated a referendum that
abolished Tunisia’s democratic constitution. Hence, the elections (2019) that brought Said
to power can be seen as a turning point in the democratic development of Tunisia.

The article is structured as follows: In Section I, I introduce field theory and my meth-
odology. Section II is focused on incremental change and imitations of practice and epi-
stemic negotiation in EU electoral observation in Tunisia in 2019. In the conclusion, I
summarise my insights and call for further analysis and theorisation of change in EU de-
mocracy promotion and other EU policies.

I. Field Theoretical Perspectives on Democracy Assistance and Electoral
Observation

The IR practice turn (Bueger and Gadinger, 2014) has inspired likeminded research in EU
studies (Adler-Nissen, 2016), studies of EU democracy promotion in the MENA region
and other regions (Khakee and Wolff, 2022) and studies of other EU policies
(Ekengren, 2018). All of these inquiries share an interest in practices, defined as socially
meaningful performances, and strong empirical commitments, yet IR practice theorists

6EU EOM observed the general elections and constitution of a constituent assembly entrusted with legislative competencies
in 2011, presidential and parliamentary elections in 2014, municipal elections in 2018 and presidential and parliamentary
elections in 2019. The observation of municipal elections shows the importance attributed to Tunisian democratisation.
The EU only observes municipal elections if presidential and parliamentary elections have been observed previously in
the country and when renewed deployment of EU EOM are expected to contribute considerably to democratic transforma-
tion. The EU EOM, similar other international observation missions, ranked all elections as free, fair and in accordance with
international law, contributing to conceptions of Tunisia as a consolidated democracy; however, the legitimacy of EU de-
mocracy assistance and electoral observation has been contested by domestic actors. For example, with regard to EU elec-
toral observation in post-revolutionary Tunisia, it has been shown that EU electoral observation has less domestic creditabil-
ity than often assumed Tunisian citizens question EU observers’ familiarities with the local context and prefer election
observers from other Arab or African states (Bush and Prather, 2018; Sarto and Tholens, 2020).
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work with different theories of practice, and these theories offer distinct terminologies and
support different reasons for change (Adler and Pouliot, 2011).7

For example, the practice theories of Schatzki and, particularly, Wenger focus on
change in the form of learning in communities of practice (CoP), defined as groups of
likeminded individuals working in a common domain. Reasons for learning range from
reflections on background knowledge to interaction with other CoPs (Wenger, 2003).8

The practice theory of Bourdieu, in turn, is oriented towards a greater unit of analysis –
fields, which may contain different CoPs (Farnsworth et al., 2016) – and whilst it is open
to different forms of change, it suggests competitions and strives for (field-specific) cap-
ital as a driver of change (Guiraudon, 2003). The traits of fields and positions of actors,
however, become conditions of the ability of capital to create change.

Though IR scholars (Adler et al., 2024) have developed the CoP approach, which has
been influenced by Bourdieu’s field theory and remains compatible with it, I work mainly
with Bourdieu’s classical field theory in this article. Field theory offers nuanced language
to analyse the historical evolution and traits of the socio-economic context in which prac-
tices change and allows for identification of the reasons for and mechanisms of change
(Guiraudon, 2003; Pouliot, 2020). In the following, I introduce field theory’s assumptions
and concepts and my methodological choices.

Fields can be defined as units of collective action, constituted by the empirically ob-
servable social relations of actors. For a field to exist, there need to be social relations
and interactions and practical logics emerging from these interactions (Hamm
et al., 2022). In addition, Bourdieusian field theory suggests that all fields witness the
emergence of field-specific capital and that actors strive for this form of capital and rec-
ognition in the field. From a Bourdieusian perspective, strivings for capital and struggle
always exist amongst actors with different positions (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992;
Martin-Mazé, 2017). Actors with central positions, or incumbents, possess field-specific
capital or the power to define ‘the right way of doing things’, but their definitions can
be called into question by challengers (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012).

Bourdieusian field theory invites the study of struggle and identification of
field-specific capital. Though Bourdieu (1986) provided general definitions of other
forms of (economic, social, cultural or symbolic) capital, the unique traits of
field-specific capital imply field-specific capital can only be identified inductively.
Scholars need to be already familiar with a field to see what is at stake and to define
field-specific capital. For example, democracy assistance scholars have argued that
possession of field-specific capital are evident in the capacity to define ‘good’ or
different sorts of (political or developmental) democracy assistance (Holthaus and
Christensen, 2022). Reflecting these insights, I claim that possession of field-specific
capital can also be evident in the capacity to define good election observation and the
adequate and realistic identification of disinformation within established procedures.

7Boltanski’s practice theory focuses on reflexive agency as a cause of emancipatory change, whilst IR scholars following
Foucault emphasise the contested and unstable nature of any practice (Hansen, 2011).
8It is possible to combine Bourdieusian theory and the CoP approach, for example, by showing that CoP members with so-
cial capital have the power to define competence or by analysing how CoPs entertain different standards of competence
within one field. However, Bourdieusian field theory places more emphasis on striving for recognition and capital as a
driver of change.
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Recent developments of Bourdieusian field theory have focused on varying distribu-
tions of capital in fields and the specific traits of fields (Krause, 2018). In some fields,
few actors possess field-specific capital and defend their possessions in sometimes intense
struggles in fields organised around a narrowly defined objective. In these cases, one may
categorise agents and speak of incumbents and challengers (Pouliot, 2020, p. 748). Yet, in
other fields, we may observe rather equal distributions of capital and less intense strug-
gles. In the case of this article, we can see a heterogenous fields that is constituted by
actors focused on different but related tasks, such as democracy assistance and election
observation, even if occasional contacts and epistemic exchanges, also with human right
activists and development co-operation practitioners, occur (Carothers and
Gramont, 2013).9 Furthermore, whilst disinformation is recognised as a new problem,
few actors possess a position that allows them to forward finite definitions of disinforma-
tion and how to identify it.

In the heterogenous democracy assistance and electoral observation field, strivings for
(field-specific) capital interact with the emergent inclusion of the monitoring of (online)
disinformation into the established routines of election observation. Election
observation norms,10 standards, routines and practices were outlined by different actors,
including the United Nations, Organization for Democracy and Security in Europe
(OSCE), International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) and
National Democratic Institute (NDI), long before disinformation was identified as a
problem (Gawrich, 2015; Ludwig, 2004).11 EU funding supported the development of
the standards in the Declaration of Principles for International Election Observation.
The EU adapted the declaration in 2005, and the European Parliament, which has been
active in EU election observation since 1994, endorsed it in 2007. The declaration out-
lines common understandings of genuine elections and creditable methodologies to ob-
serve them, with a focus on in-person observations of election day; commits the signing
parties to co-operation; and details behavioural norms for international observers, for
example, prohibiting interference in election or expressions of personal views in media
interviews (OSCE, 2005). The EU has based its election observation patterns on the
Declaration of Principles for International Election Observation and steadily revised the
methodology in line with the institutional changes that came with the Treaty of Lisbon
(2009). However, whereas EU revisions were oriented towards the identification of the
mandates and responsibilities of the European Parliament, the European External Action
Service (EEAS), created in 2011, and the increasingly important EU delegations

9Insights from my case study and the professional relations of EU practitioners show the fluid boundaries between democ-
racy assistance and election observation. For example, Michael Gahler, who headed the EU EOM to Tunisia in 2011, is on
the Board of Governors of the European Endowment of Democracy, implementing civil society assistance in affiliation with
the EU, and, as a member of the Conservative parts in Germany, entertains contacts with the office of the Konrad Adenauer
Stiftung (one of Germany’s political foundations active in democracy assistance) in Tunisia (Interview, 14 October 2021).
He also assumed tasks for the European Parliament’s subcommittee on human rights, with regard to the human rights sit-
uation in Tunisia (Delegation of the European Union to Tunisia, 2022).
10IR field theorists often build on constructivist research on norms (defined as intersubjectively shared understandings about
appropriate behaviour for a common identity) but shift the focus from norms as causes of behaviour to explorations of how
norms and ideas are steadily redefined in the processes and social interactions in particular fields (Saurugger, 2013).
11IDEA is an intergovernmental organisation focused on knowledge creation for democracy assistance and electoral obser-
vation and assistance. The NDI is a North American foundation specialising in electoral observation, similar to the Interna-
tional Foundation of Electoral Systems and Carter Center, though the latter does not receive state funding.
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(EODS, 2016),12 some non-governmental organisations (NGOs), who had already
acquired some recognition in the field, identified disinformation as a new and pressing
problem, originally in view of the electoral victory of Donald Trump. For example,
Democracy Reporting International (DRI) was in a position to translate the newly
recognised problem into the electoral observation context.13 Other organisations prompted
the definition of new practical tasks, such as fact checking, increasing media literacy and
critical thinking and monitoring social media in electoral contexts.14

As I show in my case study, the EU followed the impulses coming mostly from NGOs
and prepared the monitoring of (online) disinformation in addition to ‘traditional’ election
monitoring. In comparison to other intergovernmental organisation conducting election
observation, such as the OSCE, the EU has done so rather quickly and saved its recogni-
tion and position in the field. Still, EU election observation expertise can be contested.
For example, some NGOs doubt that the EU has the technical capacities to properly iden-
tify (online) disinformation. The EU has substantial funding mechanisms but is known for
recognising problems others have identified, rather than the identification and solving of
new problems (Juncos, 2018). Hence, the EU does not possess symbolic capital or the ca-
pacity to forward definitions and concepts of (online) disinformation other actors take for
granted (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 27).

Methodological Considerations

I have developed my argument in a research process that involved field research, expert
interviews and theoretical and conceptual considerations.15 My review of field research
between 2017 and 2019 and accidental conversations with Tunisian citizens, who most
often disputed the legitimacy of the elections held after 2015, raised my interest in elec-
tions, and during an excursion on democracy promotion and electoral observation around
the Tunisian elections in 2019, an interest in the question of how the EU responds to dis-
information in its election observation developed. When I visited the EU delegation in
Tunis (2019), together with my students, a diplomat mentioned the EU’s work with ‘local
experts analyzing disinformation in social media’. The excursion allowed me to conduct,

12According to the current methodology, revised in 2016, the EEAS and Democracy and Election Observation Division
make the decision to deploy an EU EOM. The European Parliament needs to consent to the prioritisation of states in which
EU EOM may be deployed to complement other EU democracy assistance efforts. The chief observer is also a member of
the European Parliament. They possess the authority to issue press releases on behalf of the EU EOM and in cooperation
with EU bodies in Brussels. The organisation of the preparation and deployment, in cooperation with the hosting govern-
ment, is in the hands of the EU delegations. EU EOM involve the cooperation and practical exchanges between EU insti-
tutions, and following the impetus of professionalisation in electoral observation, the EU organises trainings and projects
with the help of other organisations, such as the IDEA and IFES. The Building Resources in Democracy, Governance,
and Elections project has been conducted together with IDEA, IFES and the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) to train observers and other stakeholders who support electoral processes and to further a culture of information
sharing (Lynge-Mangueira, 2012).
13Some actors entered into new coalitions on the basis of the problem identification, as the Design 4 Democracy Coalition
shows. It includes democracy assistance organisations, news- and fact-checking organisations and technical partners, such
as the Design 4 Democracy Coalition.
14These tasks relate to standing interests in media assistance and electoral observation, and practitioners working on the new
tasks steadily negotiate their positions and the importance of old and new democracy assistance tasks.
15Methodologically, field theory emphasises a need for access to the respective field and the practice evolving within it. Al-
though participant observation is favoured, it is often hard to negotiate access to transnational fields popularised by inter-
national organisations, such as the EU. Semi-structured expert interviews with practitioners or experts possessing special
knowledge about practices, follow up conversations with practitioners, analysis of policy documents and documents reveal-
ing codes of conduct are alternatives to participant observation (Holthaus and Wolff, 2024).
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with students present and contributing questions, seven interviews with members of the
EU or organisations supporting electoral observation. Apart from one instance, all inter-
views took place in the organisations’ offices in Tunis, and questions concerned the prac-
tical organisation of election observation and organisations’ estimation of the political sit-
uation in Tunisia. During the interviews, I noted that many practitioners identified
intransparent electoral campaigning on social media as the most severe threat to fair
and creditable presidential and parliamentarian elections.

In the second phase, I relied on expert interviews and (ongoing) conversations with
practitioners to learn more on how practitioners monitored social media as a part of elec-
toral observation. My contacts helped me to get in touch with experts I had not
interviewed, and when I reached out on my own, all attempts were successful, and I
interviewed additional members of the EU and organisations supporting electoral obser-
vation in Tunisia in nine interviews via phone or video calls in 2022. My question centred
on the conduct of electoral observation, understandings of disinformation and relations
with other actors. Whilst I offered my interview partners anonymisation of their input, I
can say that I interviewed practitioners with key positions in the (EU’s) electoral observa-
tion in Tunisia. During the interviews, I took notes, and these notes, together with a close
reading of documents, such as handbooks, the reports of the EU election observations
missions and press releases, form the data with which I developed my theoretical
argument.

Finally, in a third phase, I reconsidered the material and my theoretical choices and de-
veloped and my theoretical argument. Though I had worked with field theory before, I
asked about the plausibility of field theory’s antagonistic assumptions in view of the prac-
titioners’ identification with the shared enterprise of countering disinformation and con-
sidered the CoP approach, which was becoming increasingly popular in my research net-
work. Empirical observations, however, convinced me to stick to a field theoretical
perspective. In my subsequent research, I learned election observation organisations com-
pete in defining ‘good election observation’ and disinformation and strive for recognition,
dynamics that are best grasped in the field theoretical vocabulary.

Bourdieu (1992, p. 224) disputes distinctions between methodological considerations
and theorisation; hence, I include my choice of field theory and conceptualisation of an
heterogenous democracy promotion and electoral assistance field in this section. I devel-
oped this conceptualisation with the material gathered in interviews and conversations
and analysis of the secondary literature and documents and refined my theorisation of in-
cremental change in the last phase of my research.

II. EU Election Observation and Disinformation in Tunisia (2019)

In this section, I adopt a field theoretical perspective to analyse how the EU has responded
to disinformation in its election observation in Tunisia in 2019. Scholars with field theo-
retical perspectives have advanced analysis of incremental change and the homogenisa-
tion of conduct in policy fields. My observation of one mechanism – imitation of practice
– relates to this body of literature, even if it is important to see that imitations of practice
pre-empt organisations’ adoption of similar institutional forms (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983; Dingwerth and Pattberg, 2009). Imitations of practices are about the dupli-
cation of practices that other actors have created, for example, through experimentation,
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and that were then recognised as useful within a particular field. Though imitation of prac-
tice means the EU, as an actor, relies on external inventions, another mechanism indicates
that the EU occupies and defends a central position in election observation. EU responses
to disinformation in Tunisia include epistemic negotiation: the bringing together and
framing of knowledge of and data on disinformation (Bueger, 2016, 2021). Interactions
with various actors, such as DRI, and other actors striving for EU recognition enabled
EU epistemic negation. In what follows, I introduce the insights of my case study, whilst
distinguishing analytically between EU responses to disinformation.

EU Election Observation and Imitation of Practice

In 2019, Tunisian elections16 were catalysed by the sudden death of President Essebsi, and
the electoral process was accelerated because the constitution demanded the election of a
new president within 90 days. Before and during the elections, political debates centred
on corruption and socio-economic concerns. The preventive detention of presidential can-
didate Nabil Karoui 10 days before the first round of elections due to investigations of
money laundering also dominated the public debates.

In this context, the EU and other actors attributed new importance to social media
monitoring, even if the EU had steadily moved towards this new task. In 2011, the EU
EOM had occasionally monitored social media and found that online messaging lost im-
portance as compared to the times of the revolution (EU, 2011, p. 29).17 In 2014/2015, the
EU EOM was mostly concerned with monitoring traditional media (EU, 2014). In
Tunisia, a new institution, the Independent High Authority for Audiovisual Communica-
tion, had started to regulate the audiovisual landscape and ensure conditions of fair
campaigning in 2013. The EU EOM praised the impartial work of the HAICA and the
formulation of new rules for media coverage during the electoral process. In 2019, the
EU EOM referred to electoral campaigns and disinformation on social media and asked for
the further regulation of electoral campaigning on social media in its final report (EU, 2019).18

In 2019, the EU EOM to Tunisia was headed by chief observer Fabio Massimo
Castaldo. Castaldo served as vice president of the European Parliament and had led the
EU EOM on the municipal elections in Tunisia in 2018 (Quillen, 2019). His position
was critical; the EU methodology ascribes importance to the chief observer and knowl-
edge exchange amongst chief observers is furthered through institutionalised meetings
in the EU (EODS, 2022). The chief observer heads a core team, consisting of about seven
analysts, long-term observers, short-term observers and locally recruited short-term ob-
servers. The chief observer is responsible for the mission, organisation of press confer-
ences and the writing of the final report of the EU EOM. Yet, as working members of par-
liament, chief observers do not stay in the hosting state for the entire duration of the
mission but visit several times.19 After his arrival, the chief observer and experts working

16Presidential elections took place on 15 September and parliamentary elections on 13 October 2019.
17The report is available only in French, as you will see in the literature.
18For example, the recommendations of the EU EOM 2014/2015 were concerned with the composition of the Independent
High Electoral Authority (ISIE), reforms of the electoral law and promotion of female candidates. The EU EOM did not
observe the elections abroad or monitored social media and relied on external expertise when it equally noted a need to ease
the complexity of a system that allows the Tunisian diaspora, counting over a million Tunisian citizens, to vote from abroad.
19For example, Michael Gahler, who headed the EU EOM to Tunisia in 2011, visited Tunisia three times, starting 1 month
before the 2011 election (Interview, 11 November 2019).
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for the EU EOM held informational meetings with other election observers and reached
out to democracy assistance organisations entertaining permanent offices in Tunis
(Interview, 30 June 2022). Short-term observers for the EU EOM were recruited from
the EU diplomatic community. This option was created in 2016 (Interview, 11 November
2019). The EU EOM 2019 thus included diplomats and staff working for the embassies of
EU member states and EU delegations.20

Other actors observing the Tunisian elections and social media activities before and
during the elections included several international organisations such as the OSCE, the
Carter Center, the NDI, IFES and a range domestic organisations, such as I Watch and
the Association Tunisienne pour l’Intégrité et la Démocratie des Elections (ATIDE).21

IFES positioned itself as the most important partner of ISIE, even if many domestic orga-
nisations objected to IFES because of its affiliations with the US government.22 I Watch
is a well-known domestic organisation that offers training for domestic observers, has
experimented with social media monitoring and has become a partner of the NDI
(Interview, 18 July 2022). ATIDE was founded on 25 March 2011 and steadily broadened
its mandate to participate in electoral observation in other Arab states and further local
and participatory governance in Tunisia (EU, 2011a, p. 31). ATIDE gained the
recognition of transnational and domestic actors, received funding from a German
political foundation, the Friedrich Nauman Stiftung, and became a partner of DRI.23

DRI is a NGO that has worked on election observation since 2006 and, as indicated,
disinformation in the context of elections since 2015. The constellation of actors and
the relations between transnational and domestic actors are common and reflect
positions within the transnational electoral observation field. The NDI and DRI have
acquired and defended central positions in the field and work with domestic
organisations around the world. The Carter Center is keen to gain recognition and
field-specific capital through the identification of new digital threats to democracy. As
compared to the EU EOM, many international organisations conducting election
observation arrived earlier or claimed to entertain closer relations with local actors.

Members of the EU EOM and other election observers agreed on the importance of
Facebook in Tunisia, the importance of electoral campaigns taking place online and the
possibility of disinformation (Elswah and Howard, 2020). They argued of Tunisia’s pop-
ulation of 11 million, about nine million Tunisian citizens’ have Facebook profiles and
many use the site daily. A small number of Tunisian elite communicates with international
actors through Twitter. Before the elections, ISIE asked all presidential candidates and

20For many of these observers, election day was the first or one of the rare occasions where they left the shielded embassies
to travel to rural places and perform practices that broke with diplomatic routines. They worked with experienced election
observers and were introduced to strategies for answering about 100 questions about the country context, opening and clos-
ing of the polling stations and so forth (Interview, 21 November 2019).
21In 2014, Tunisian parliamentarians had already pointed out that electoral campaigns were largely conveyed on social me-
dia (Interview, 5 July 2022). And in 2019, and next to the EU, several central democracy assistance and electoral observa-
tion organisations seized on their domestic partners’ references (Interview, 8 July 2022).
22Domestic organisations were not aware that IFES work in Tunisia is largely funded by EU member states. The organisa-
tion entertains a permanent office in Tunis and is also active in the promotion of free media.
23Another local organisation active in election observation is Mourakiboun. It trained about 4000 national observers in 2011
and in 2014 and became a local partner of the NDI. In comparison to the international observers, Mourakiboun criticised the
2011 elections, and these views were reported in the EU EOM’s final report; however, Mourakiboun has not been working
on disinformation.
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political parties to declare their official Facebook pages; but not all candidates reported
their accounts, and numerous profiles with unclear authorship emerged before the
elections.

Despite agreement about its importance, many practitioners characterised social media
monitoring in the context of the Tunisian elections as experimental.24 Precise procedures
for social media monitoring have not yet been defined, and the credo at work may be
summed as ‘same standards, different means’ (Interview, 18 July 2022). Some election
observers noted differences between traditional approaches to election observation and
social media monitoring. Accordingly, ‘traditional’ election observation approaches in-
clude filling out forms, whereas social media monitoring is about the steady invention
and revision of strategies.25 Some organisations, such as DRI, had developed methodolo-
gies for social media monitoring in their headquarters from 2015 onwards, yet these meth-
odologies were not applicable in Tunisia because of a lack of information and Facebook’s
reluctance to ensure safety and offer data. IDEA also ran an experimental project on the
identification and definition of disinformation.26 It was the second time that the EU mon-
itored social media during electoral observation, and given the differences between the
socio-political contexts of Nigeria and Tunisia, previous experiences could not be
duplicated.

Growing interest in disinformation enhanced the recognition and position of domestic
organisations. International organisations mostly provided funding and assistance in the
writing of the final report. Social media monitoring was in the hands of local organisa-
tions, such as I Watch or ATIDE, or local experts hired to conduct social media monitor-
ing. Local organisations and experts were also in key positions to identify the problems
and, thus, the categories on which data were gathered.27 The projects were often run by
about six and no more than 20 individuals, who scrolled through Facebook, making ob-
servations, creating categories inductively and gathering and coding data manually
(DRI and ATIDE, 2019). In the Tunisian context, some domestic experts were working
for or with various transnational organisations, such as IDEA or DRI, or were engaged
in digital rights activism, for example, in the advocacy organisation Access Now. The
DRI states:

[E]lection observation missions planning to survey what happens on social media should
start preparatory work long in advance to build up a picture of the political landscape on
social media. This work, necessarily conducted by nationals of the country with a good
understanding of local politics, allows for an understanding of which channels are used
and how, who the main actors are […] what metaphors are used that would be immedi-
ately understandable to a local voter but not to an outside observer and that cannot be
captured properly by any automated tool. (DRI and ATIDE, 2019, p. 5)

24A recently published handbook of the OSCE confirms that social media monitoring is (still) experimental (OSCE, 2021).
25Historical institutionalists would call this form of incremental change layering. Layering is evident when new institutions
or procedures are introduced in addition to and without changing established ones. Some argue that layering can lead to
fragmentation (Hanrieder, 2014).
26To be perceived by others as ‘competent’, organisations need to run projects on the new policy construct of disinforma-
tion, and practitioners need to show their abilities to distinguish neatly between misinformation and disinformation.
27Most international election observers doing social media monitoring are highly aware of their own roles as knowledge
creators – ‘If you look for hate speech, you will find hate speech’ (Interview, 18 July 2022) – and dependence on domestic
experts’ familiarity with the socio-political contexts and domestic legitimacy of international election observation, linguistic
skills and competence to interpret disinformation.
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The EU recognised the position of domestic actors and imitated practices that other in-
ternational organisations previously invented in their experimentation. The expert work-
ing for the EU EOM on social media monitoring met with ATIDE after his arrival in early
September (Interview, 25 July 2022),28 and the EU consulted local experts on social media
monitoring. Reflecting the methodologies that other organisations introduced for social
media monitoring, the EU also increased social media monitoring as a part of its election
observation. For example, the EU observed paid election advertisements, the Facebook
pages of the presidential candidates and Facebook groups emerging in favour of presiden-
tial candidate Said. What evolved was not a division of labour in social media monitoring
and election observation and more the performance of increasingly similar practices. The
incremental changes in EU election observation point in this direction, at the relatively
spontaneous character of the imitations and at the lack of well-defined strategies for media
monitoring and the tracing of disinformation.

EU Election Observation and Epistemic Negotiation

Imitation of practice enables, rather than constrains, epistemic negation, and actors imitat-
ing the practices of others can occupy central positions in fields. In the present case, the
EU imitated recognised – though experimental – practices, as competent strategies lead-
ing to reliable information about disinformation prior and during the Tunisian elections.
Knowledge about who is being able to conduct social media monitoring for possible dis-
information and being recognised by others in the field as a competent and committed ac-
tor is a precondition to epistemic negotiation. As indicated, I define epistemic negotiation
as the bringing together and framing of knowledge and data on, in this case, disinforma-
tion. Only recognised actors who are in central positions, entertain various relations and
have the competency to identify what will be accepted as the most important and valid
knowledge can perform epistemic negotiation.

The observation that international and domestic organisations observing the elections
can contest EU expertise should not be taken as an argument against the central position
of the EU. Some international organisations and internal critics of election observation
have argued EU EOMs arrived late and relied on the information of others.29 As one in-
terview partner explained, disinformation is a ‘24/7 problem’ (Interview, 18 July 2022),
and its dimension cannot be estimated through the (post hoc) monitoring of the electoral
campaigns shortly before the elections.30 This criticism shows that organisations strive for
the best identification of disinformation and that they are keen to position the added value
of their expertise. They not only commit themselves to the field-specific norm of informa-
tion sharing.

Epistemic negotiation took place at different sides and stages of the election observa-
tion process, though it became increasingly important towards the end of the elections. As
indicated, the chief observer and EU EOM members held informational meetings with
other practitioners to exchange information. Other democracy assistance and election

28Analysis of the tweets of the EU and Ben Graham Jones.
29Some election observation and digital rights organisations questioned the ability of the ISIE and HAICAwith regard to the
regulation of online campaigning.
30Domestic organisations often claim special knowledge about otherwise unnoted electoral fraud but do so also to show
their competency to acquire funding for future election observation.
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observing organisations were also invited to EU EOM’s press conferences. As compared
to other missions, EU EOMs are well funded and big, and their statements usually receive
a lot of attention. Hence, election observers are interested in EU press conferences and
publication and, where possible, in contributing to the knowledge that is likely to become
authoritative after publication beyond the election observation field.

Chief observers and practitioners drafting EU press releases or working on the final
reports often conceive of these writing processes as periods of intense, time-pressured ne-
gotiations amongst multiple actors. Possibilities for citations and wordings are part of the
intense social experiences. Hence, members of the EU EOM framing the problems and
possibility of disinformation as similar to other actors in the field implies less reliance
on external expertise than on the competent selection of the information considered most
important by recognised actors in the field. The chief observer and the core team of the
EU EOM to Tunisia were recognised as ‘excellent’ in the EU (Interview, 9 September
2022) and were recognised beyond the EU.

Epistemic negotiation preceded the publication of the EU EOM’s final report, which
included recommendations for the new Tunisian government. The content was negotiated
with multiple EU institutions and election observers, and the insights of EU social media
monitoring were presented alongside with the insights of other organisations, such as the
DRI. The EU EOM’s final report points to cases of false information published by the
online media, the creation of large networks of social media accounts and networks
supporting presidential candidate Said and the spread of images and videos supporting
the candidate.31 Consideration of these points implies that the electoral process leading
to the election of Said was flawed at least in part.

For the first time, the recommendations formulated for the new Tunisian government
have demonstrated a need to further regulate online campaigning and social media
activities. Though the importance of the recommendations is disputed within the EU –
Members of the European Parliament tend to attribute greater importance to them than
diplomats working for the EEAS – many practitioners have conceived of the recommen-
dations ending the final report ‘as our most important democracy assistance tool’
(Interview, 24 October 2022; see also (Costello, 2021)).32 The recommendations often
inspire work of the EU delegations, and they can be used as a basis for electoral and
democracy assistance projects in the states (EEAS, 2018). The EU EOM’s recommenda-
tions, formulated after intense processes of negotiation, pointed to a need to strengthen
transparency of social networks, specifically about funding for political advertisement
and the location of the account administrators. They show the importance the EU attrib-
uted to disinformation on social media during the Tunisian elections in 2019. In addition,

31With regard to the electoral campaigns on Facebook and their effects, election observation organisation monitoring social
media and practitioners defend different positions. DRI and ATIDE found disinformation was a feature though not on a
large scale during the presidential elections (DRI and ATIDE, 2019). Others emphasise malinformation because a new actor
– social media networks supporting Said as ‘a digital army’ (Interview, 30 June 2022) – spread images and rumours
discrediting other candidates, for example, by mentioning illegitimate children. Others have warned against overdue diag-
noses of disinformation because of new interest in this phenomenon and ‘smoking gun argumentation’ (Interview, 18 July
2022), which links the existence of intransparent accounts, disinformation and the surprising electoral victory of President
Said.
32The democracy assistance literature has not noted the importance of the recommendations yet. For an exception, see
Seeberg (2009).
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they included specific comments on the most critical aspects of electoral and democratic
transformation processes33 and noted the pending institutionalisation of a constitutional
court and necessary improvement to guarantee a free media in Tunisia.

Though the chief observer has returned to Tunisia to discuss the newly elected
governments’ responses to the recommendations, they have not initiated high-level con-
versations on the identified need to reform, mostly due to Said’s clear objection to take
international recommendations into account. Said conceived of them as ‘lecturing’
(Interview, 9 September 2022), and only informal discussions with cabinet members de-
veloped. Within the EU, this is regretted because consideration of the recommendations,
backed by further international pressure, could have prevented the following
dedemocratisation in Tunisia. Even before the elections, Said positioned himself as an
open critic of Tunisia’s electoral system, and in 2021, he initiated a controversial referen-
dum that ended in the abolishment of the electoral system as defined in Tunisia’s first
democratic constitution.

Conclusion

In this article, I addressed why there is so little and at most incremental change in EU
election observation and theorised an instance of such change through (1) an analysis
of the election observation field in which the EU is active and (2) the identification of
two mechanisms, imitations of practice and epistemic negotiation. The analysis showed
the election observation field has traits that benefit incremental change. The election ob-
servation field is a heterogenous field that interacts with other fields and hosts actors with
relatively equal positions and not too intense struggles over capital.34 The field’s traits en-
able the EU’s imitations of practice and epistemic negotiation, and I hope that the mech-
anisms are useful to different practice theorists and scholars interested in incremental
change in EU democracy promotion and other EU policies.

I developed these insights with a field theoretical approach perspective of how the EU
has changed its election observation in view of (online) disinformation. In the democracy
assistance and election observation field, attempts of established NGOs and foundations,
including DRI and the Carter Center, to redefine ‘good’ election observation in view of
new challenges furthered the recognition of disinformation as a threat to electoral integ-
rity. The EU included this development rather quickly, as compared to other international
organisations, such as the OSCE. My field theoretical perspective suggests that problem
and policy constructions travel through (informal) interactions, furthers considerations
of the relations between responses to disinformation and positions in fields and allows
for the use of new mechanisms in explanations of incremental change.

In view of EU election observation in Tunisia in 2019, I have shown that the EU in-
cluded responses to disinformation in its repertoire of action through imitation of practice
and epistemic negotiation. Imitation of practice precedes institutional isomorphism and is
evident in the duplication of experimental but recognised conduct or, for example, the
EU’s inception of social media monitoring. Currently, EU EOMs include experts with a

33The recommendations ask for further transparency on social media but do not detail the needed changes to realise this.
Currently, Facebook is not legally committed to the provision of data in Tunisia (Elswah and Howard, 2020).
34On the other side, a field that, for example, strongly depends on other fields and/or hosts an actor possessing a central
position and symbolic capital shows traits that can benefit more radical forms of change.
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mandate to do social media monitoring, and they do so in interaction with other actors in
the field. Imitation of practice and knowledge about socially accepted identifications of
disinformation hence enable epistemic negotiation, or the bringing together of knowledge
on disinformation, yet epistemic negotiation should not be equated with reliance on exter-
nal expertise. Only actors with the competency to select the most important information
through social interactions and central field positions can perform this practice; NGOs
are also keen to be cited in the EU EOMs final report. The observation that the EU per-
formed epistemic negotiation indicates that it defends a central position and that its social
and epistemic power lies in its capacity to bring together collectively produced insights;
however, EU expertise can be contested, and the EU did not invent the terms other actors
took for granted in their estimation of disinformation. Thus, the EU occupies a central po-
sition but does not possess symbolic power in the Bourdieusian sense.

The field theoretical twist of my theorisation is particularly evident in the second
mechanism. I conceive of competition amongst varying organisations and the EU’s inter-
est in the defence of a central position as conditions of the EU’s epistemic negotiation.
Though it is possible to conceive of election observation NGOs and EU EOMs as CoPs
with different standards of competence operating in one field – the former put more em-
phasis on the need of long-term observations than the latter – the CoP approach, up to
date, is less well equipped to explain competition amongst CoPs and why one actor is
in a position to perform certain practices, such as epistemic negotiation, and whilst others
are not. In cases where striving for recognition and position is less intense, however, fur-
ther explanations of incremental change using field theory and the CoP approach might be
developed.

The main intention of my article is to further practice theorisations of incremental
change in EU democracy promotion and other EU policies. Practice theories are well
equipped to find and theorise incremental change, be it positive or negative. In view of
growing formulations of policy challenges and power shifts amongst supporters and op-
ponents of democracy promotion within the EU, variations in the EU democracy promo-
tion repertoire and demises of established practices and creation of new practices are
likely and through the common theorisation of these or other forms of change, practice
theorists may gain more nuanced understandings of their theories and of EU democracy
promotion, which remains, despite all of its well-known pitfalls, a possible tool for the
furtherance of emancipation.
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