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Abstract
In this study, we investigate to what degree radical right parties use social media for pushing a
common issue agenda to mobilise voters on a pan-European scale. Using the 2019 European
Parliament (EP) election as a case, we analysed radical right parties’ campaign agendas in
Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Poland and Sweden and identified the transnationally shared
issue repertoire in their Facebook communication. Based on the structural topic modelling we
used for analysis, our results reveal a set of shared issues – immigration and blaming elites –

which are typical of the populist core of those parties. Moreover, all parties use social media
to draw attention to the election itself. While radical right parties mobilise their voters based
on a transnationally recurring set of shared issues, national political opportunity structures
account for party-specific topics and national adaptations of shared issues in their campaigns on
Facebook.

Keywords
Transnational issue agendas, radical right parties, European Parliament election campaign,
structural topic modelling, social media

Corresponding author:
Dr Annett Heft, Weizenbaum Institute for the Networked Society and Freie Universität Berlin,
Institute for Media and Communication Studies, Garystr. 55, 14195 Berlin.
Email: annett.heft@fu-berlin.de

Full Length Article

European Journal of Communication
2023, Vol. 38(1) 22–42
© The Author(s) 2022

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/02673231221100146
journals.sagepub.com/home/ejc

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6637-795X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4655-663X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7284-8527
mailto:annett.heft@fu-berlin.de
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ejc
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F02673231221100146&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-06-09


Introduction

Radical right and right-wing populist parties’ rise and electoral success throughout
Europe pose severe risks to liberal democracy and the process of European integration
(Norris and Inglehart, 2019; Zielonka, 2018). While right-wing populism generally
appears in nationally specific manifestations, indicators of transnational organisation
are apparent as well. Radical right parties (RRPs), movements and media throughout
Europe appear increasingly willing to network via conferences and coordinated political
events to feature their leaders on a European level. The 2019 European Parliament (EP)
election seemed particularly prone to fostering concerted political communication,
thereby amplifying Euroscepticism and mobilising voters on a pan-European scale. At
the same time, populists’ political communication is inherently oriented toward the
nation; likewise, EP elections have frequently been described as ‘second-order’ elections
where campaign communication is subject to domestic party competition (Hix and
Marsh, 2011).

In our study, it is this puzzling background against which we ask whether the trans-
national institution-building and networking on the radical right manifest themselves in
the social media campaign. To what degree can we observe transnationally shared
issue agendas in parties’ communication in the run-up to the election? We expect that
a few critical issues drive anti-European discourse coalitions that transcend national
borders. Therefore, we analyse the issue agendas of RRPs in Austria, France,
Germany, Italy, Poland and Sweden during an EP election campaign period to identify
the degree to which their communication converges across different European countries.
We aim to identify common topics and assess similarities and differences in their appro-
priation, as well as the conditions under which they are communicated within countries.
Eventually, we want to understand whether the communication dynamics on social media
indicate a rather temporary campaign mobilisation pattern or stand for a more stable
structure of RRP alliances in Europe.

Theoretically, we relate our study to the literature on transnational communication
across Europe (Eder, 2000; Wessler et al., 2008), populist parties’ communication and
the specific context of EP elections. As social media platforms are part of digital informa-
tion ecologies that parties use as strategic tools to communicate their messages and to
establish shared epistemologies, our empirical study draws on the Facebook accounts
of Austria’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ), France’s Rassemblement National
(RN), Germany’s Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), Italy’s Lega, Poland’s Prawo i
Sprawiedliwość (PiS) and Sweden’s Sweden Democrats (SD). Our research questions
are as follows: To what degree do RRPs across Europe establish a shared issue agenda
in the EP election campaign? Do we find the same communication dynamics or even a
convergence of issues in the run-up to the election? We analyse campaign content and
development by comparing country-based topic models of the parties’ Facebook commu-
nication from January to May 2019. If we observe a transnationally shared set of similar
issues in different national and political contexts at the same time (synchronicity) and the
same mobilisation dynamics and their potential convergence over time (Eder, 2000;
Wessler et al., 2008), this would indicate the first layer in the transnationalisation of
European RRPs’ communication.
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Our study is structured as follows: first, we theorise transnational issue agendas using
categories of the Europeanisation of public spheres (Eder, 2000; Pfetsch and Heft, 2015;
Risse, 2015). Then, we discuss right-wing populism’s use of social media to push their
issue agenda independently of legacy media’s gatekeeping, as well as EP elections’ spe-
cific context to do so. Bringing these trajectories together, we argue that shared issue
agendas on the right indeed indicate EP election campaigns as forming an opportunity
structure to communicate on a transnational European scale. Second, we introduce our
study design, data and methods. Third, in the findings section, we start by identifying
salient issues across parties before highlighting how issue agendas change over time
and whether they converge in the sense that a unified agenda of the RRPs emerges.
While these processes are clear-cut in theory, we consider that EP election campaigns
also – and sometimes predominantly – account for opportunity structures on the national
level. Thus, we introduce the contexts of national politics and public debate as alternative
conditions that would hamper transnational communication.

Theory and literature review

Our approach to the question of transnationally shared issue agendas among RRPs is
grounded theoretically in the literature on the European public sphere. The conceptuali-
sations of Europeanisation generate a set of distinct dimensions and indicators (Eder,
2000; Risse, 2015; Wessler et al., 2008). They share the claims that the first and basic
dimensions of Europeanisation are the synchronicity of the issues discussed in diverse
(national) arenas of communication and that they may converge over time (Wessler
et al., 2008: 9). Thus, if national publics in various countries discuss the same issues
as important at the same time, with the same criteria of relevance, we might expect the
emergence of a European public sphere that could provide legitimisation for European
integration (Eder and Kantner, 2000: 315; Wessler et al., 2008: 15). Even though discuss-
ing the same issues at the same time does not ensure that the same frames are available
across publics or that a ‘transnational community of communication’ (Risse, 2010: 126)
emerges, synchronicity is an essential prerequisite for any further steps of transnationa-
lisation. Two further aspects are relevant to our study. First, Europeanisation of public
spheres is a process that occurs gradually over time, yet it is dynamic and can be influ-
enced by key, short-term events or political crises, political and communication oppor-
tunity structures, and specific legacy and digital media conditions (Pfetsch et al., 2019;
Pfetsch and Heft, 2015). Second, Europeanisation is also dependent on the construction
of narratives that people can affirm in everyday life. Trenz (2014: 9) coined the term
‘Banal Europeanism’, which describes how Europeanisation has replaced the extraordin-
ary and has become a ‘normal’ category of public communication.

In our study, we theorise transnational issue agendas of RRPs and their effects analo-
gous to the study of Europeanisation. If national voter publics are mobilised across
European countries at the same time, with an emphasis on the same issues and with
the same relevance, we can infer that RRPs’ positions can become banalised in
broader public discourse. Indeed, research in the context of the 2014 EP elections
finds signs of a ‘Eurosceptic Europeanisation of public spheres’ (Dutceac Segesten and
Bossetta, 2019b: 361). The actors who foster such a development are the national
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parties that operate at a ‘critical juncture’ for transnational political action (Lefkofridi and
Katsanidou, 2018: 1463). The prerequisite for parties to pursue common supranational
goals across borders and to appear as a unified group is a certain degree of congruence
of issues, as well as policies and positions (Lefkofridi and Katsanidou, 2018: 1463).
Thus, the emergence of a shared issue agenda might be interpreted as part of a larger dis-
course coalition. Transnational communication efforts of the radical right undergird the
coordinated political action and alignments of leaders in the spring of 2019.

For RRPs, the EP elections provide an excellent opportunity to establish a populist
issue agenda. While forming a heterogeneous party family, RRPs share ‘a core ideology
that is a combination of nativism, authoritarianism, and populism’ (Mudde, 2007: 26).
Mudde conceptualises populism as ‘a thin-centered ideology that considers society to
be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure
people” versus “the corrupt elite”‘ (2007: 23). Right-wing populist communication
styles include emphasising the sovereignty of the people, referencing ‘dangerous
others’ and attacking elites (Engesser et al., 2017: 1111–1112; Taggart, 2004: 274).
Nativism is defined as an ideology that stresses nationalist inclusion and intranational
homogeneity. At the extreme right, this comprises nationalism and xenophobia
(Mudde, 2007: 22). Authoritarianism is understood as strict obedience to law and
order and moralism (Mudde, 2007: 23).

Against the backdrop of this ideology, RRPs have been found to mobilise on immigra-
tion, identity politics and nationalism, anti-globalisation and Euroscepticism, law and
order, and immigrants’ criminal conduct (Poier et al., 2017; for the crime aspect, see
Smith, 2010) on the national level. However, we lack further evidence on whether
RRPs’ communication is confined to national issues or whether they have established
a Europeanised agenda with shared issues and positions on a transnational level. We
would expect to find transnationally shared issue agendas in 2019 when considering
Lefkofridi and Katsanidou’s (2018) study of the 2014 European Union (EU) campaign.
It shows that eurosceptic positions function as a cohesive force among groups with
nationalist right-wing members (Lefkofridi and Katsanidou, 2018: 1464). Other research-
ers have also observed that RRPs move closer together (Backes, 2018) and establish a
‘discourse community’ characterised by convergence in their political and communica-
tion strategies, geared toward pushing their positions in the EP (Rettig, 2020: 100,
own translation).

Thus, while we have reasons to expect that RRPs’ issue agendas in different coun-
tries would align on a critical number of common issues, there are also arguments on
why this might not be the case. Especially in EP elections, political communication
has been shown to focus on domestic issues and party competition (Hix and Marsh,
2011). This has been described as the second-order problem of elections in the multi-
level governance system of the EU. Moreover, due to their diverse histories, national
voter bases and ideological preferences, the RRPs seem ideologically less homoge-
neous than other groups in European politics (Ennser, 2012). In particular, populist
identity politics is naturally geared toward a national electorate, a national ‘people’
and nationalist inclusion. Distinct national and historical legacies may thus play out
in their agendas and prevent transnationalisation. We must also take into account the
fact that election campaigns not only concern substantial policies or ideological

Heft et al. 25



positions but also relate to tactical and strategic considerations on the national level
(Statham and Trenz, 2013: 128).

Finally, even if RRPs share some basic ideological values and goals with respect to the
EU, actual campaign issues might differ depending on the political role played by each
party in national politics. How strongly a party focuses on an issue is a strategic
choice that depends on the given situation of party competition, such as whether a
party is part of the opposition or of the ruling government or wants to win governmental
power and to avoid conflict with potential coalition partners (Green-Pedersen and
Krogstrup, 2008). Thus, while we generally expect RRPs to converge on a transnationally
shared set of issues, we consider their national political role as an explanatory variable for
their campaign communication.

In today’s multifaceted communication infrastructure, parties are no longer subject to
legacy media’s gatekeeping function. In fact, digital communication platforms, such as
social media, have become essential communication channels in political campaigns
(Nulty et al., 2016). Studies have observed that political leaders use social media
during campaigns more actively to mobilise their followers than between election
seasons (Ceccobelli, 2018) and that Facebook is one of the most important tools
(Magin et al., 2017). Digital communication technologies are used in particular by emer-
ging and fringe political actors on the right, who are occasionally shunned or, with respect
to the extreme right, even excluded from coverage on traditional media (Caiani and
Wagemann, 2009). In response, radical right actors on all levels, whether party actors
or individual political entrepreneurs, have bypassed traditional gatekeepers and commu-
nicated their messages directly to the public (Flew and Iosifidis, 2019). Thus, social
media platforms are important communication channels for RRPs because they enable
direct access to the public without gatekeepers and their diffusion architectures.

Study design and data

Our empirical study includes RRPs from six European countries: Austria’s FPÖ, France’s
RN, Germany’s AfD, Italy’s Lega, Poland’s PiS and Sweden’s SD. Our choice of coun-
tries represents northern, central, eastern and southern EU member states and countries
where RRPs have become relevant political forces in recent years. The selected parties
are positioned on the radical right in their respective countries and have achieved electoral
success in previous elections.1 If acting in a coordinated way, these parties could lead to
fundamental changes in the development of European integration and Euroscepticism,
which is why we deliberately focus on this specific segment of the party system.
Another consideration that guided our party selection was the variation in historical tradi-
tions and institutional roles in national political systems. The inclusion of RRPs in the
opposition and in government allows us to test our expectations regarding the EU cam-
paign’s agenda in different political contexts on the national level. We assume that if
RRPs with different historical and institutional roles share the same issue agenda at the
same time during the EU campaign and if they converge further in their communication,
then we can infer that the Europeanisation has become a significant feature on the polit-
ical right. We analyse SD and AfD as rather marginalised opposition parties, while RN is
rather established in the opposition. FPÖ, PiS and Lega are three government parties.
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Table 1 provides an overview of the parties’ characteristics; for detailed descriptions of
the parties’ backgrounds, see Appendix 1.

We used the parties’ Facebook communication as point of entry into their campaign
activities. Facebook is the top social media platform in the six countries, with at least 50%
of the total population using Facebook, ranging from 50% (Germany) to 77% (Italy and
Poland) (Newman et al., 2019). Studies show that citizens with a populist worldview,
adhering to homogeneous people, anti-elitism and anti-outgroup attitudes, distrust the
reporting of legacy media and degrade their coverage (e.g. Fawzi, 2019), rendering
RRPs’ unmediated digital communication even more important. For populist citizens,
Facebook constitutes a preferred online source of political information (Schulz, 2019).
For each country, we include communication from official party accounts on
Facebook, as well as accounts of top candidates (front-runners) of the parties in the
EP elections, and analyse all account holders’ official posts. If one of these accounts is
unavailable to the public, we use the account of another top politician in the party.
Our analysis covers the pre-election and the election periods from the beginning of
January to the end of May 2019.

For data collection, we used the Facebook application Netvizz, provided by the Digital
Methods Initiative (Rieder, 2013). The Application Programming Interface (API) had
several restrictions due to users’ privacy rights; thus, we retrieved only publicly available
profiles. The data collection was performed as a continuous task throughout the study
period. To ensure completeness of our data collection, download intervals were adjusted
to the volume of posts, and the results were verified by manual inspection of the Facebook
pages.

Table 2. Overview on all posts by page holders.

Country
Parties/Top Politicians FB
accounts

Number of posts per month (n)

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Total

Austria FPÖ: @fpoe 133 110 124 129 177 673
Vilimsky: @Vilimsky.Harald 144 99 160 131 127 661

France RN: @RassemblementNational 170 215 195 193 247 1020
Bardella: @JordanBardella 85 116 137 131 145 614

Germany AFD: @alternativefuerde 124 96 110 89 115 534
Meuthen: @Prof.DrJoerg.Meuthen 48 42 54 56 74 274

Italy Lega: @legasalvinipremier 909 1270 1262 1133 1899 6473
Salvini*: @salviniofficial 420 385 460 462 750 2477

Poland PIS: @pisorgpl 16 72 128 144 137 497
Saryusz-Wolski:
@JacekSaryuszWolski

43 39 53 66 223 424

Sweden SD: @sverigedemokraterna 89 94 87 109 153 532
Åkesson**: @jimmieakesson 26 9 19 11 116 181

Total 2207 2547 2789 2654 4163 14,360
*

Salvini is the front-runner, as well as the most influential.
**

Profile of Swedish front-runner not publicly available.
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One indication of the use of Facebook as a significant campaigning tool in all countries
is the generally high number of messages posted between January and May 2019 (see
Table 2). The platform is used more extensively in the parties’ official accounts than
in those of individual politicians. The distribution over time points to an increase in
Facebook communication of almost all parties and politicians in the run-up to the EP elec-
tion. However, the variation in the number of posts among the parties also highlights indi-
vidual actors’ specific use of this particular platform. For example, Italy’s Lega stands
out, as it uses Facebook the most extensively, which is in line with recent research
(Albertazzi et al., 2018).

To determine the issues that the parties addressed in their Facebook postings, we
applied structural topic modelling using the stm package (Roberts et al., 2018) for the pro-
gramming software R. Topic modelling is a text-mining algorithm that enables research-
ers to extract latent themes from large corpora of text. One advantage of topic modelling
is that it allows data comparisons despite varying numbers of documents (Dutceac
Segesten and Bossetta, 2019a: 1057). Based on the bag-of-words approach, documents’
topical contents are estimated by identifying frequently co-occurring terms, that is, the
co-occurrence of words is preserved in the analysis, while the exact order of the words
used in the documents is not taken into account (Roberts et al., 2016). Structural topic
models allow the use of metadata (e.g. timestamps or author demographics) as covariates
in the model (Benoit et al., 2018; Roberts et al., 2016). Such features permit not only the
descriptions of topics in an observed text corpus but also the examination of how topic
proportions change in dynamics or how topics differ among actors possessing different
characteristics. In our analysis, we use the time variable as a covariate. As we are inter-
ested in the issue agendas across countries, we collapse parties’ and top politicians’ posts
per country to derive better estimates from more extensive text corpora, as some accounts
posted considerably less than others during our study period. Since we are also interested
in differences on the country level and since both the parties and their candidates come
from the same national backgrounds and represent the same parties, we assume that they
would address similar issues in their Facebook communication.

All posts were cleaned to remove duplicates and translated into English in order to
improve content comparability across countries and to minimise specific linguistic and
stylistic elements’ influence (Reber, 2019).2 Native speakers of each language checked
and approved the translations for all countries. Preprocessing of the texts included toke-
nisation and removing word capitalisations, punctuation and stop words using the quan-
teda (Benoit et al., 2018) package in R. We further removed posts containing less than
five words, as very short texts usually do not provide sufficient information for topic
modelling. Additionally, a shared set of typical English stop words was removed from
all countries’ posts.

We calculated the topic models on a country-by-country basis to fit the different
country contexts.3 Generally, the number of topics (K) should be chosen on the basis
of the granularity of the topics aimed at in a study (dependent on the theoretical con-
struct), the statistical fit of solutions with varying numbers of topics and the best interpret-
ability of topic model solutions (Maier et al., 2018: 98). To that end, we compared the
statistical fit of K= 10, 15 and 20 topics using the data-driven approach used by
Roberts et al. (2016) (see Appendix 2 for all measures). Moreover, four researchers
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independently interpreted the topic solutions, based on the words with the highest prob-
ability and the most exclusive words (FREXwords), as well as text examples, as provided
by the stm package (see Table 4 for topic descriptions and word lists).4 Both inspections
(fit measures and interpretation) led us to choose K= 10 topics as the results outper-
formed those of the other models in all countries. Additionally, this solution’s degree
of granularity comes closest to our interpretation of topics as issues on RRPs’ agenda,
even though due to the method, they were sometimes broader in meaning than very
narrow campaign messages. Native speakers with thorough knowledge of the party
and the country context checked the topic solutions to verify our results’ validity.
Those topics that had inconsistent evaluations by the researchers and the native speakers
were discarded.

Findings

Transnational issue agendas: emphasising immigration and blaming elites

In our analysis of RRPs’ issue agendas during the EP election, we found a core set of
transnationally addressed topics. Nearly all the parties raised these issues on Facebook,
albeit with differing levels of salience and country-specific nuances in content. We
defined these transnationally addressed topics as shared issues if they occurred in at
least four of the six countries that we examined.

Emphasising immigration. Immigration turned out as a major issue that emerged as a
content topic in all countries, except Poland. It was the focus of the transnationally
shared issue agenda. The broader topic of immigration was particularly salient in
Germany (almost 40% expected topic proportion) and Sweden (35%), but Lega, RN
and FPÖ emphasised the topic as well. While we observed a transnational synchronicity
in the focus on immigration, the parties addressed the issue in country-specific patterns.
Germany’s AfD communicated about immigration in various contexts, such as crime, the
economy and asylum policy. In Sweden, SD’s communication strategy not only
addressed asylum policies, crime and public spending but also stood out with its distinct
focus on cultural aspects of immigration, such as Islamisation and terrorism. This focus
corresponds well with the party’s specific ideological position (Widfeldt, 2008: 270). The
SD party is known for its rejection of multiculturalism and its (mono)culturalist

Table 3. Transnationally shared topics, topic proportions of all posts per country, in percent.

Topic
Austria
n= 1334

France
n= 1634

Germany
n= 808

Italy
n= 8950

Poland
n= 921

Sweden
n= 713

Immigration 19.47 19.71 38.99 12.19 0 35.34
Blaming elites 8.30 7.31 16.52 0 0 14.44
EP election campaigning 23.11 13.66 18.03 17.97 8.90 14.54
Total shared topics 50.88 40.68 73.54 30.16 8.90 64.32
Total country-specific
topics

49.12 59.32 26.46 69.84 91.10 35.68
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Table 4. Issue agendas across countries, topic proportions per country and topic descriptions.

K Topic Label
Topic proportion
per country (%) Example Words

Austria (FPÖ)
5 EP election and campaigning 12.13 election, vote, government, policy,

strong
6 Domestic politics 11.97 minister, government, statements,

work, health
9 Immigration (and asylum) 11.94 minister, asylum, security, seekers,

population
3 EP campaigning 10.98 election, europe, traditional, strache,

facebook
4 Not interpretable 10.33 candidate, government, brussels,

protection, migration
8 Social policy 10.27 government, social, spoe, minimum,

income
7 EU policies 08.31 europe, brussels, work, freedom,

negotiations
2 Blaming elites 08.30 spoe, reform, government, tax, relief
1 Not interpretable 08.23 asylum, election, seekers, government,

deported
10 Immigration

(and asylum policy)
07.53 asylum, minister, interior, government,

home
France (Rassemblement National)
6 Domestic politics

(public meetings)
14.58 meeting, public, morning, live, speech

4 EP campaigning 13.66 european, elections, parliament,
member, candidate

7 Immigration 12.17 immigration, vote, power, stop,
massive

5 Coalition right-wing parties 09.70 europe, nations, group, mep, allies
2 Domestic politics

(public meetings)
09.62 rally, tomorrow, tonight, meet,

welcome
1 French economy 08.77 family, work, paris,

agricultural, meat
3 Not interpretable 08.56 deputy, north, assembly,

spokesperson, yesterday
8 Not interpretable 08.09 want, mayor, work, committee, affair
9 Islamism 07.54 prison, jihadists, return, justice,

minister
10 Blaming elites 07.31 president, migrants, debate, fake,

distribution
Germany (AfD)
7 EP election general 18.03 election, european, candidate,

parliament, brussels
10 Immigration (and crime) 13.28 police, asylum, just, criminal, court
9 EU politics and EU-skepticism 10.83 european, party, brussels, parliament,

future

(Continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

K Topic Label
Topic proportion
per country (%) Example Words

4 Immigration (and economy) 10.04 asylum, policy, rescue, ecb, currency
5 Blaming elites/party competition 08.96 party, left-wing, attack, violence,

campaign
6 Taxes/public spending 08.16 euros, million, costs, tax, taxpayers
2 Immigration (and crime) 08.01 border, immigration, countries,

control, european
1 Asylum policy and immigration 07.67 asylum, country, border, criminal,

government
3 Blaming elites (failed government) 07.56 asylum, citizens, merkel, drving ban,

diesel
8 Not interpretable 07.74 party, diesel, citizens, greens, country
Italy (Lega)
10 Radio streaming events (Salvini) 17.70 streaming, hashtag, premier, radio,

member
8 Public meetings 12.48 live, friends, morning, captain, follow
3 Immigration and sea rescue 12.19 landings, immigration, sea, ports, ngo
6 Crime and law & order 12.13 police, security, italian, zero, criminals
7 Milan-meeting (right-wing alliance) 10.00 milan, piazza, tax, duomo, tomorrow
5 EP campaigning (events) 07.97 european, country, party, candidate,

elections
9 Not interpretable 07.83 good, work, give, left, words
2 Taxes and economy 07.31 vote, less, taxes, sardinia, future
4 Not interpretable 07.21 many, change, right, think, beautiful
1 EU-skepticism 05.18 europe, million, defend, workers, rules
Poland (PiS)
8 Domestic policies 18.27 program, development, project, state,

meetings
6 Social policy 15.21 program, family, social, administration,

ministry
7 FB streaming events (PiS) 12.60 invite, broadcast, participation,

facebook, follow
9 Not interpretable 11.05 warsaw, european,

forum, young, vote
1 Public events 10.70 european, union, europe, freedom,

exhibition
5 EP election/Brexit 08.89 european, brexit, union, referendum,

elections
3 EU policies 08.12 european, epp, coalition,

internet, gazprom
2 EU integration 06.43 european, countries, member,

democratic, union
4 EU-skepticism 05.42 european, union, leave, mep, original
10 Not interpretable 03.32 european, movement, mep,

government, civic

(Continued)
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nationalism, which emphasises the distinction between ‘culturally similar Swedes’ and
other groups (Hellström and Nilsson, 2010: 63). We found the Islamisation aspect also
in RN’s topics, which corroborates its position against multiculturalism (Ivaldi, 2019).

Overall, our data indicate that the RRPs with governmental responsibility were
somehow more reserved to communicate extensively against immigration than oppos-
ition parties. FPÖ addressed the issue with a stronger focus on the government’s
asylum policy. Lega focused explicitly on immigration problems and sea-rescue initia-
tives, mirroring the ongoing discussion among EU member states about solutions for
handling immigration via the Mediterranean region. Lega also emphasised crime and
law and order, thereby pointing out crimes committed by foreigners. Only PiS avoided
any talk about immigration at all.

Blaming elites and party competition. The second issue that united the RRPs across coun-
tries refers to the blaming of elites – ranging from opponent parties in general, governing
parties and heads of government, to the ‘left’, the media and the banks. The typical blame
game, a core feature of ‘thin’ populist ideology (Mudde, 2007), turned out to be a shared
issue among the parties in four of the six countries. They communicated the blame-
shifting theme similarly, but the subject actors who were viewed as elites varied from
case to case. Blaming elites was more salient in countries where RRPs perform as

Table 4. (continued)

K Topic Label
Topic proportion
per country (%) Example Words

Sweden
(Sweden Democrats)
7 EP campaigning (events) 14.54 visit, campaign, election, trip,

attendance
8 Blaming elites (failed government) 14.44 election, vote, parliament, left,

opposition
5 Not interpretable 13.26 debate, minister, power, prime,

citizenship
3 Immigration (and asylum) 10.72 migration, asylum, candidates,

parliament, vote
6 Immigration 09.68 migration, increase, government, party,

migrants
1 Crime and law & order 09.19 police, court, children, knife,

administrative
9 EU politics 08.32 election, parliament, government,

europe, market
4 Terrorism 08.21 social, young, terrorist, work,

stockholm
2 Islamization (and crime) 06.74 police, women, crime, islamization,

islamic
10 Domestic policies 04.92 health, money, care, parliament, party
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outsiders and in an oppositional role (France, Germany and Sweden). We assume that this
issue was a strategic choice for opposition parties without aspirations to join the govern-
ment; those parties stood out through populist themes and styles. The blame-game com-
munication did not show up in Poland and Italy, where PiS and Lega members,
respectively, were in government. However, in their campaign communication, PiS
and Lega stood out through their already common EU scepticism (Braun et al., 2016).
In more general terms, we found that RRPs in government – and, thus, belonging to
the national political elites themselves – used the EU as a scapegoat and target it in
their criticism of elites. To a lesser extent, EU scepticism also played a role in
Germany and Sweden.

Mobilisation and campaign communication for the EP election. Facebook’s role as a prime
campaigning tool for RRPs became manifest in the general topic of the EP election cam-
paign. Given traditional media’s reluctance to serve as a billboard for RRPs, we interpret
the general topic of the EP election and campaigning as instrumental for mobilisation, as
it included more general information about the EP election campaign, party manifestos
and campaign events. Mobilising voters by communicating about the EP election was
the strategic purpose of this topic, which was present in the Facebook communication
of all parties. It was the most salient topic of FPÖ, AfD and SD and the second most
important topic of RN. Italy’s Lega party and its leader, Matteo Salvini, were the excep-
tions here. Lega demonstrated the most specific use of Facebook overall – primarily for
announcements about Salvini’s daily and EP campaign-related events on the streets, on
radio and on TV appearances. In these announcements, Lega’s communication often did
not explicitly relate to the election or Europe. Rather, Salvini’s events were advertised in
more general terms, which fitted well with his all-year campaigning and special leader-
ship style (Albertazzi et al., 2018).

Poland’s PiS also took a distinct approach to the topic of the EP election, which
was only about half as relevant as in the other countries’ cases. PiS is exceptional
for its special involvement in EU affairs, due to Donald Tusk, who served as the
European Council president at the time. In this context, the EP election issue in
Poland was communicated with recurring references to Brexit and the British
referendum.

National specifics in RRPs’ issue agendas. In addition to the topics that emerged across
countries – albeit with different ‘national colours’ (Risse et al., 2001: 1) – we found spe-
cific domestic focal points in RRPs’ communication. Overall, the parties with positions in
the government talked more about their ongoing political activities and concrete policies,
such as social policy, which was discussed in Poland, Austria (and Sweden), and EU pol-
icies, which played a role in Poland and Austria. Furthermore, EU scepticism was espe-
cially prevalent in Italy and Poland. If RRPs were involved in the government, they
employed the strategy to blame external elites and the EU. In the Austrian case, the
most important target of the blame was FPÖ’s coalition partner Österreichische
Volkspartei (ÖVP).
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SD stood out as the party that focused extensively on immigration in its various topical
facets. In Sweden (and in Italy as well), crime and law and order emerged as a significant
individual topic. In the Italian case, these topics were always related to immigration by
attributing the crimes to foreigners. In the Swedish case, it was an issue both within
and beyond the immigration frame. In France, RN addressed the immigration issue in
an Islamisation context. Additionally, the right-wing alliance across Europe, promoted
particularly by Marine Le Pen and Salvini, turned out as a distinct topic in their party
communication. To summarise our analysis, RRPs applied a double strategy; they main-
tained a transnational populist agenda that consisted of a few core issues, such as immi-
gration and blaming elites, but still kept a national focus on domestic and party-specific
issues (Tables 3 and 4).

Converging right-wing mobilisation across borders?

With respect to communication dynamics in the run-up to the EP election, the commu-
nication on Facebook did not converge in their thematic repertoires over time. Instead,
the specific features of their agendas and the thematic alliances across countries (see
Figure 1) remained more or less stable over the six-month period of our observation.
Germany and Sweden exhibited the highest proportion of transnationally shared topics
(immigration, blaming elites and EP campaigning). These three issues almost completely
dominated AfD’s Facebook communication and comprised a stable majority in SD’s
content.

Figure 1. Total share of transnationally addressed topics in parties’ Facebook posts, topic
proportions per country, January to May 2019.
Note: Expected topic proportions show the combined share of topics relating to immigration,
blaming elites and EP campaigning in the weeks from January to May 2019. For example, AfD
devotes an expected share of around 80 per cent of their posts to these topics.
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In contrast, Poland and Italy had the lowest proportion of transnationally shared issues,
since elite blaming was not played out and immigration was also partly absent. Direct EP
campaign communication fluctuated over time (see Figure 2). This pattern can be inter-
preted as a transnational alliance of right-wing outsiders (opposition parties) that focused
on shared topics. The government parties used their political role to emphasise specific
domestic topics, and they were more cautious in embracing extreme right-wing
politicisation.

Thus, two factors explain the differences in the levels of attention to transnational
issues and nationally specific issues addressed by only one or two parties. First, each
party’s governmental or oppositional role accounts for differences in the salience and
the specific focus on blaming elites. During the studied period, AfD, RN and SD exten-
sively engaged in this practice and focused their criticism on national governments and
other national parties. In contrast, RRPs in the ruling government, such as Lega and
PiS, avoided a critical view of their respective governments but criticised the EU.
Second, the parties’ ideological focal points and positions influence their specific
stance on common issues, exemplified in SD’s cultural framing of the immigration issue.

Regarding the development of topics over time, we expected the parties to increase
their attention to EP campaign issues in the run-up to the election. This pattern was
observed in SD only, while the RRPs in Austria, Germany and Italy did not reveal
such a significant increase in attention to specific election campaign topics. In Poland,
the EP campaigning focus was high from the very beginning. In some countries, such
as Germany and Sweden, we observed that the immigration topic grew in importance
during the campaign, but in the election week, its salience declined. Only in France
was immigration an important mobilising issue for RN until the very last day of the

Figure 2. Development of transnationally shared topics in parties’ Facebook posts, topic
proportions per country, January to May 2019.
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campaign. With regard to blaming elites, we found fluctuating trends in all countries that
shared this issue but no significant change in salience over time.

Conclusion

In this study, we have investigated RRPs’ issue agendas during the 2019 EP election cam-
paign. Our assumption was that RRPs communicate a transnationally shared issue reper-
toire that not only positions them in the electoral competition but also promotes
transnational linkages and eventually, Europeanisation on the right across countries.
Our idea of transnational issue agendas is that parties address the same issues at the
same time, with similar relevance in their Facebook communication. We have chosen
social media because this communication channel allows RRPs to escape the gatekeeping
by traditional mass media and to mobilise their voters in their genuine voices. We have
observed that the issues uniting RRPs transnationally are (1) emphasising immigration,
(2) blaming elites; and (3) mobilisation and campaign communication for the EP election,
though with varying degrees of intensity. In other words, the transnationally recurring set
of common issues reflects their shared ‘thin ideology’ (Mudde, 2007; Poier et al., 2017)
of populism, their nativist ideological core that plays out in the immigration issue, and the
specific election context. The differences that we have found, for example, regarding the
specific appropriations of the immigration topic, are in line with the diverse elements that
define nativeness in a party’s ideology, such as the strong cultural element of SD’s ideol-
ogy, whereas religious aspects are more important for other parties.

Summarising our findings, we hold two contextual factors accountable for party-
specific adaptations of transnationally shared issues, as well as for the intensity of party-
specific issues: (1) a party’s governmental or oppositional role and (2) a party’s specific
ideological stances and how these resonate with the national political culture. Parties in
government talk more about national policies and their activities and achievements.
Furthermore, RRPs in government engage in blame games targeting external elites and
the EU. RRPs in the opposition use the typical populist version of elite blaming, referring
to a wide range of national actors, such as the government, competing parties, the left, the
media or the banks. Parties’ specific ideological blends of nativism and the defining fea-
tures of the imagined ingroup (e.g. ethnic or religious), of authoritarianism and of popu-
lism explain our findings that Islamism and (religious) terrorism are relevant issues
addressed by some RRPs, while others focus more on law and order, and so on.
Overall, our findings corroborate the results of previous research on RRPs’ agendas in
various national contexts (Backes, 2018; Ivaldi, 2019; Rydgren, 2017).

During the 2019 EP election season, RRPs’ transnationally shared focus on the immigra-
tion issue and on blaming elites had the potential to steer users from different countries toward
perceiving the same issues as relevant for the election, resulting in a partial transnational voter
mobilisation on the right. Such transnationalisation of right-wing discourses across Europe
might steer populist anti-EU sentiments on a broader scale. However, we have found
neither full synchronicity nor convergence of issue agendas due to varying degrees of issue
relevance and to the remaining stable part of parties’ communication geared toward nation-
specific topics and a national electorate. Thus, while the leaders of the newly formed
right-wing alliance in the EP signal transnational collaboration and institution building, their
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communication on social media appears only partly synchronised. Rather, it highlights the per-
sistent second-order status of the election and its domestic adaptation through RRPs in their
campaigns. It remains a question for future research whether ongoing cooperation in the EP
might lead to stronger convergence of right-wing issues on the European level and to the trans-
nationalisation of RRPs’ campaign agendas and the more demanding elements of this process,
such as discursive integration (Wessler et al., 2008).

At this point, we need to acknowledge our study’s use of a specific selection of countries
and parties in a given time frame, which has implications for our findings’ reach. We cannot
assess to what extent the patterns that we have found are party-specific or reflect election-
specific peculiarities. Furthermore, we have studied campaign communication only on
Facebook. We argue that Facebook is particularly important in this specific political envir-
onment for RRPs and their voters alike. Nonetheless, since platforms’ digital architectures
facilitate (political) actors’ specific communication strategies, it would also be worthwhile
to investigate other digital platforms in platform-comparative designs. Finally, while struc-
tural topic modelling offers many advantages regarding our research interest, it also has
some drawbacks. The parties in our analysis differ significantly regarding their posts’
lengths, and longer posts result in better topic solutions. To assess the more fine-grained
elements of transnationalisation, such as similarities in problem definitions and justifica-
tions or direct cross-referencing among the analysed RRPs, future research could comple-
ment the automated approach with a manual content analysis of posts.
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Notes

1. Party selection is based on data from the Manifesto Project (https://manifestoproject.wzb.eu/),
the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (https://www.chesdata.eu/) and the European Social Survey
(https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/).

2. We used Google Translate with the Google API and R package ‘translateR’ (Lucas and
Tingley, 2014). This approach has been shown to provide valid and reliable data in cross-
country and cross-language comparative studies (Reber, 2019).

3. We also removed the names of key politicians and places for each country-specific topic model
individually. We compared two possible approaches for topic modeling. In the first one, we
included all countries in one model and used country and time as covariates. In the second
approach, we created six separate models for each country, with time added as the covariate.
The outcome of the first approach did not allow us to compare the topics among the countries;
due to the unequal distribution of the text sizes, German topics were overrepresented, while
other countries’ topics were underrepresented. For this reason, we used the second approach
and compared countries separately.

4. Compared with the results of topic models on other corpora, the topics and top words that we
arrived at might seem less distinct than usual in topic modelling. We see one cause for this in
the populist actors’ specific communication style, where references to migration are used as
side aspects in almost all topic contexts, leading to lower than usual exclusivity of words.
Thus, the resulting topic solutions are unsurprising when considering the particularities of
populist communication styles.
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