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Abstract	

A body of research has established the political relevance of Social Media (SM) platforms for popu-

list parties, claiming that populist politicians utilize a ‘bypassing-strategy’. However, the rather re-

luctant employment of Facebook and Twitter by German citizens other than, for example, media 

professionals and politicians, raises questions of the utilization intention for public actors. Even 

though multiple scholars already indicated the necessity of research on the ‘embeddedness of digital 

tools’ in journalists’ routines (Jungherr, 2016: 374) such studies remain scarce. Therefore this study 

aims to shed light on how power is exercised by political actors through the use of SM within 

Chadwick’s (2017) hybrid media system. In order to do so it firstly examines the existence of refe-

rences to the Twitter and Facebook pages of politicians of the German right-wing populist party 

AfD within the coverage of four German newspapers about the party during the final phase of the 

2017 General Federal Election campaign. Secondly, by employing issue competition theory, issues 

and topics that three AfD politicians communicated about on their SM pages are compared with 

those that the party has been covered in relation to in newspaper articles. The findings of the quanti-

tative content analysis on the newspaper articles showed only few cases in which AfD politicians’ 

SM statements were quoted. In regard to issue competition theory, the quantitative mapping of issu-

es and topics in newspaper coverage about the AfD as well its politicians’ SM statements however, 

demonstrate prevailing similarities between the issues and topics that dominated the newspaper co-

verage about the party as well as its politicians SM pages. A thematic analysis on the latter found 

three themes that suggest a possible explanation for the few cases in which newspaper articles refe-

renced SM statements: All three politicians used SM differently to promote, circulate and comment 

on issues and topics which influenced whether statements originated from the platform or from 

other contexts, such as rally events, tv debates, media article etc. These different types of content 

distributed and published on the politicians’ SM pages could be a possible explanation for the limi-

ted instances in which SM statements were quoted by newspaper articles. These findings suggest 

that the AfD did indeed pursue a bypassing strategy and employed SM platforms to directly com-

municate with its supporters. However, future studies should continue research on the embedded-
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ness of SM statements in contexts other than campaigning times. Furthermore insights from qualita-

tive interviews with politicians about their utilization strategies and journalists regarding their pos-

sible hesitance to quote politicians’ SM Statements, that may be grounded in professional standards, 

are necessary in order to obtain a more complete assessment of the role of SM for political actors in 

navigating the hybrid media system. 

Key words: Hybrid Media System, Issue Competition Theory, Populism, Political Communication, 

Facebook, Twitter, German Federal Election 2017 
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1.	Introduc*on	

With the German Federal Election in 2017  and for the first time since the end of World War II, a 1

strong right-wing party, the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) has entered the German parliament 

(Siri, 2018: 141). The following excerpt  from an analysis by Süddeutsche Zeitung on the tv debate 2

between the German chancellor Angela Merkel (CDU) and her opponent from the Social Democrats 

Martin Schulz (SPD) gives an impression of the campaign preceding this election outcome:  

‘Not only did the part about migration policy take up more than half of the TV debate’s airtime, 
even though it is only one out of four subjects. No, the overall tenor of all questions regarding refu-
gees and migration appeared to be very much informed by the anxiety to not have given enough 
space and time to the worries and needs of the ‘We are the people‘-mob out there. The AfD too sat 
in the TV studio this evening.’ (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2017). 

The article already implied what the polling agency Infratest dimap would later confirm: Issues re-

volving around immigration, asylum, refugees, integration and related policies were the most im-

portant group of themes for German voters in the GFE’17 (Morgenpost, 2017). Furthermore, diffe-

rent scholars agree on the prevalence of these issues throughout the whole election campaign even 

though empirical evidence in form of studies has not yet been published (Siri, 2018: 144; Pickel, 

Röder & Blätte, 2018: 1). 

Still, how can the awareness of this thematic prevalence during the GFE 2017 inform scholarship 

about the campaign, more specifically in regard to the right-wing populist AfD?  

Starting from James Stanyer’s, Susana Salgado’s and Jesper Strömbäck’s (2017: 353) assumption 

that ‘[…] successful communication is a prerequisite for all political success’, this thesis employs 

the concept of issue competition (Stokes, 1963) to examine the role of Social Media  statements by 3

AfD politicians during the GFE 2017 within the hybrid media system. Even though the importance 

of SM in the political context has widely been established, their significance for promoting parties’ 

issue agendas and how they are used to steer public and media attention remains widely uncertain 

(Lee & Xu, 2018: 202).  

Andrew Chadwick (2017: 285) developed his framework of the hybrid media system in order to 

make sense of ‘[…] how the interaction among older and newer media logics […] shape the power 

relations among political actors, media and publics‘. In his opinion, research concerning the interre-

lation between the internet and politics has been problematic because such work  

 General Federal Election will, for the sake of clarity and flow of reading in the following abbreviated with GFE 2017.1

 All quoted excerpts from newspapers and SM statements in this thesis have been translated by the author from German to English.2

 For the sake of clarity and flow of reading, the abbreviation SM for Social Media will used from here on. 3
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‘[…] has often been blind to non-internet media forms and too often has been dominated by as-
sumptions about ‘revolutionary‘ change or by a too narrowly drawn frame of ’politics as 
usual’’ (ibid.: 5).  

By situating political communication within the hybrid media system, Chadwick (ibid.: 290) urges 

scholars instead to understand power as something that evolves to be more relational, fragmented, 

plural and dispersed than ever. In doing so the hybrid media system enables research to be attentive 

to complexity, interdependence and transition (ibid.: 10). However, the strength of Chadwick’s 

framework is also its possible weakness: The vagueness and ambiguity of his concept of power wit-

hin the hybrid media system requires scholars to look for theories that can help to make sense of the 

variety of resources that ’[…] in any given context of dependence and interdependence enable indi-

viduals or collectivities to pursue their values and interests, both with and within different but inter-

related media’ (ibid.: 21). This study argues that to conduct research on power in the hybrid media 

system with the help of issue competition theory serves such a helpful and relevant approach. 

In short, scholarship revolving around issue competition is interested in how political parties em-

ploy policy issues in the context of electoral competition (Guinaudeau & Persico, 2014: 312). Espe-

cially in the context of declining party identification (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2002) and increasingly 

volatile connections between voters and parties the concept has been utilized by a growing body of 

research interested in parties’ strategic issue emphases (Leferve et al., 2017: 120). This study em-

ploys issue competition in order to make sense of politicians’ communication efforts on SM during 

election times and within the hybrid media system. 

The political element of SM platforms on its own sparked academic interest on multiple aspects. 

Scholars examined the motivations of politicians to employ SM in their campaigns (Zittel, 2009), 

considered the statements that are disseminated on the platforms (Oelsner & Heimrich, 2009), scru-

tinized to what extent SM enhance or allow interactions and interchanges between citizens and poli-

ticians (Bader et al., 2015) as well as reconstructed how networks and discussions develop around 

hashtags, issues or events on such platforms (Jürgens & Jungherr, 2015). Researchers with the spe-

cific interest in populist actors’ employment of SM argued they pursue a bypassing strategy: 
‘[…] social media serve as direct linkage to the people and allow the populists to circumvent the 
journalistic gatekeepers. In this way, social media provide the populists with the freedom to uncon-
testedly articulate their ideology and spread their messages’ (Engesser et al. 2017: 1110). 

With the recent election successes of right-wing populist parties across Europe, research on the sub-

ject of populism has simultaneously intensified as well as diversified. Among other focusses, stu-

dies considered how filter bubbles and eco-chambers (Groshek & Koc-Michalska, 2017) as well as 
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how certain personality traits impact on the probability of citizens to vote for populist parties and 

support them on SM platforms (Bakker, Roodujin & Schumacher, 2016; Heiss & Matthes, 2017). 

However especially in Germany the use of SM platforms like Facebook and Twitter for political 

purposes by citizen is not as common as for example in the US (Bader et al., 2015: 17-18). This 

puts the effectiveness of pursuing a bypassing strategy for politicians and parties into question. 

Even though populist actors often call for a boycott of the ‘lying press’, Benjamin Krämer (2017: 

1303) argues that they actually cannot afford to go without any media coverage at all. Instead politi-

cians need to rely on the media to cover the statements published and issues promoted on their SM 

pages, since otherwise they ’[…] will likely remain confined to a self-referential niche and be un-

able to overcome the “ghetto” of news fans’ (Marchetti & Ceccobelli, 2016: 639). Additionally, the 

role of the media in disseminating populists actors’ statements has already been acknowledged by 

Gianpietro Mazzoleni (2008: 50) as ‘populism through the media’. Frank Esser, Agnieszka Stępińs-

ka and David Hopmann (2017: 367) put it this way:  
‘Even though only relatively few media outlets will intentionally construct populist resentments, 
many other may provide windows of opportunity for populist actors and populist citizens, thereby 
multiplying and magnifying their messages in a professional produced environment’.  

This matters because being covered by the media strengthens not only the authority of politicians 

and parties among the public, but also ‘[…] legitimizes their interpretation of social reality’ (Bro-

ersma & Graham, 2012: 406). Nevertheless, studies interested in whether and how politicians’ SM 

statements are quoted by political journalists in Europe (Broersma & Graham, 2012; Skogerbø & 

Krumsvik, 2015) as well as Germany remain scarce (Jungherr, 2016). Iztok Šori and Vanya Ivanova 

(2016: 55) argue that seeking to understand changes in the processes of political communication by 

examining how content travels across different contexts is crucial in order to also gain a better un-

derstanding of populist actors’ success: It is not enough to only consider the contents of their com-

munication, but instead, scholars must also pay attention to how and where these contents are com-

municated (ibid.). 

Therefore, this study aims to examine to what extent and how German newspapers included state-

ments published on SM pages by the politicians of the right-wing populist AfD in their coverage 

about the party during the GFE campaign 2017. Furthermore, the quantitative mapping of surfacing 

issues and topics in newspapers’ coverage about the AfD as well as in populist politicians’ SM 

statements will show similarities and differences between the issues and topics employed on politi-

cians’ SM pages and within newspaper articles about the AfD during the campaign. A thematic ana-

lysis is employed in order to explore how AfD politicians published what kind of content on these 
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platforms. This approach will allow this research to focus on tangible processes and dynamics wit-

hin the German campaigning context, which is lead by the overall question: How did the AfD navi-

gate the hybrid media system based on the observations of newspaper coverage about the party and 

its politicians’ SM use? 

This study employs a mixed methods approach by combining a quantitative content analysis on a 

sample of one week of media coverage by four German newspapers Süddeutsche Zeitung, BILD, 

Rheinische Post and Spiegel about the AfD as well as a sample of two weeks of Facebook and Twit-

ter statements from the AfD politicians Alice Weidel, Frauke Petry and Beatrix von Storch, with a 

thematic analysis on the latter, in order to address to following research questions:  

RQ1: To what extent do German newspapers report on SM statements from Twitter and 
Facebook by the politicians of the AfD? How does this differ between:  

a) national and regional newspapers 
b) online and print coverage  
c) qualitative and popular newspapers? 

RQ2: Which topics and issues can be identified in the newspaper coverage about the AfD and 
respectively which topics and issues can be identified in the SM statements by the AfD politi-
cians during the GFE campaign 2017? 

RQ3: How did AfD politicians use their SM pages during the GFE campaign 2017? What are 
the strategies pursued by the AfD politicians with their SM pages as they are reflected in their 
SM statements?  
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2.	Theore*cal	Framework	

2.1	Chadwick’s	Hybrid	Media	System	
With the help of his notion of the hybrid media system, Chadwick makes sense of ‘[…] the interac-

tions that determine the construction of media content but also how these interactions take place 

across and between different older and newer media‘ concerning politics (2017: 25). The concept of 

hybridity is helpful for that, because it enables scholars to consider the blending, overlapping and 

coevolving nature of the two media forms as well as politics (ibid,: 5). Chadwick (2017: 17) argues 

that to situate ’[…] power and agency in the context of integrated but still conflict-ridden systems 

compromising people and technologies offers a creative orientation for the study of media and poli-

tics’. Furthermore hybridity gives attention to the increasing intermedia dynamics between older 

media logics such as transmission and reception and newer media logics, such as the circulation and 

redistribution of messages between actors and media platforms (ibid.: 286). It is for this reason that 

Chadwick’s hybrid media system is employed as the central theoretical framework of this study, it 

being concerned with both branches of the media system and how they interrelate. 

Situated at the core of the hybrid media system framework is the shift from the traditional news cy-

cle, which describes the predictability and daily routines that come with newspapers being publis-

hed at one specific time every day, towards political information cycles (ibid.: 73). The latter are 

characterized as ’[…] complex assemblages in which the logics - the technologies, genres, norms, 

behaviors, and organizational forms - of supposedly ’new’ online media are hybridized with those 

of supposedly ’old’ broadcast and newspaper media’ (Chadwick, 2017: 73).  

The concept of media logics that is at the center of this has been developed by Altheide and Snow 

(1979), in order to uncover assumptions, norms but also visible artifacts originating from the media 

that increasingly influenced areas of economic, social, cultural but also political life (in Chadwick, 

2017: 23). Chadwick criticizes their definition due to it focusing too much on the influence from 

values of commercialism and entertainment and because it ascribes too much power to the media 

only. Instead, Chadwick uses the approach of media logics in a different way: He suggests to ’[…] 

conceive of politics and society as being shaped by more complex interactions between competing 

and overlapping media logics, some of which may have little or no basis in, or are antagonistic 

toward, commercialism’ (ibid.: 25). His aim is to illustrate that such logics should not be understood 

as unidirectional forces, influencing and changing politics. Instead, these logics are ‘co-created‘ by 

the different political and media actors, as well as publics:  

 !10



’[…] while those in ‘non-media‘ fields like politics may have been shaped by media logic, they 
have in turn acted back on the media field as part of a continual process of mutual adaption and 
interdependence’ (ibid.: 24).  

Chadwick continues to clarify this argumentation by drawing on Popkin (2006 in Chadwick, 2017: 

26): Just as political actors are trying to respond to changes in the media in the best way possible, 

media is adapting to changes in politics, too. Because practices of media and political actors have 

become so interwoven, Popkin (2006 in Chadwick, 2017: 25) argues that disruptions originating 

from the rise of newer media concern the status and power of media as well as the political elites. 

One popular and widely agreed upon example for such an ‘co-created‘ adaption that disrupts exis-

ting power constellations is the use of SM by politicians and journalists (Parmelee, 2014 for the 

journalists’ perspective, Schmidt, 2017; Jungherr, 2016 for the politicians’ perspective). 

Chadwick’s (2017) recently published, second edition of the hybrid media system entails insights 

from qualitative interviews that concern newer media, that is, SM platforms within the context of 

the US presidential campaign 2016. Interviews with different actors of the hybrid media system, 

e.g. politicians’ communication staff, resulted in a helpful distinction of strategic versus tactical SM  

use in politicians’ communication efforts during this time: A strategic use describes the embedding 

of the internet into the field operations of a campaign, examples for that being the gathering of e-

mail addresses, but also the targeting and mobilization of activists on online platforms with the in-

tention of disseminating a party’s policies and candidates’ ideas (ibid.: 231). Employing SM in a 

tactical manner is aimed at attracting ‘[…] attention from broadcasters and newspapers in the hope 

of ‘influencing the media and influencing the story’’ (ibid). The latter will be a central aspect of this 

study. 

In relation to such a tactical SM use in political communication, it is important to clarify that SM 

are only some out of a variety of components making up today’s range of campaigning elements 

(ibid.: 254). As Chadwick (ibid.) points out:  
‘Campaigns now rely on a combination of digital media, television and particular formations of 
physical space: the inescapably material, embodied and geographically proximate experiences of 
rallies, marches, town hall meetings, and staged campaign gathering‘.  

These, too, are planned and carried out with the aim to be covered by mainstream media (ibid.). 

Therefore, Chadwick rightfully emphasizes the still crucial role of mainstream media throughout his 

book: Due to their considerable audience sizes and central role to public life, television, radio and 

newspapers are legitimately called ‘mainstream‘ media within the hybrid media system (ibid.: 69). 

Donald Trump is one of the most prominent examples of how SM provide politicians with the pos-

sibility of intervening the political information cycles in order to increase a campaigns earned media 
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coverage (ibid.: 258). This can also be seen by the range of studies and essays published on the to-

pic (Karpf, 2017; Ott, 2017; Lee & Xu, 2018). Even though a lot has been written about a bypassing 

strategy, especially in connection to populists and populist parties, this was not the only strategy 

Trump pursued online: Instead of bypassing mainstream media, Trump was able to generate cover-

age about him and his candidacy across all media outlets (Chadwick, 2017: 262-263). Chadwick 

argues: ‘This was not disintermediation; it was intermediation‘ (ibid.: 263). He is not the only one 

that points towards Trumps ’racial slurs‘ and personal insults that eventually ended up being cover-

ed in mainstream news (ibid.: 283): Brian Ott (2017) recently published an essay about how Twitter 

eventually changes the public discourse by privileging simple, impulsive and uncivil messages. 

However, the fact that ’[…] U.S. news media consistently treated Trump’s Twitter feed, as well as 

many others‘, as news’ leads him to anticipate ’[…] the rise and mainstreaming of the divisive and 

incendiary public discourse‘ (ibid.: 65-66). This is where the tactical use of SM in the hybrid media 

system and the concept of populism can be connected, which will be further elaborated on in the 

literature review on populism (Engesser, Fawzi & Larsson 2017: 1282). 

Building on examples from the American but also British context, Chadwick concludes that power 

in the public sphere is shaped by a hybridization process, which results in a change of meaning and 

flow concerning news (Chadwick, 2017: 285). This change is also illustrated in his understanding of 

how power is exercised within the hybrid media system: 

’Actors create, tap or steer information flows in ways that suit their goals and in ways that modify, 
enable, or disable the agency of others, across and between a range of older and newer media set-
tings‘ (ibid.).  

To uncover how power shapes politics, scholars must analyze the different technologies, genres, 

norms, behaviors and organizational forms that are associated with the older and newer media 

(Chadwick, 2017: 4). This study follows Chadwick’s advice that, in order to be able to identify the 

factors that shape and create such power relations, scholars need to look at how social actor groups 

interact with each other in specific instances (ibid.). However, Chadwick’s advice on how to ap-

proach the hybrid media system scholarly remains rather vague when stating that power in the hy-

brid media system is conceived as the ability of actors to use a variety of resources, ‘[…] that in any 

given context of dependence and interdependence enable individuals or collectivities to pursue their 

values and interests, both with and within different but interrelated media’ (ibid.: 21). Admittedly, in 

doing so, scholars are able to leave behind notions of roles that people need to perform in order to 

powerful (ibid.: 21) and rather ’[…] focus on the diversity of mechanisms and behaviors that enable 

power to be exercised in discrete contexts’ (Reese, 1991 in Chadwick, 2017: 21). Therefore I argue 
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that to consider issue competition within the hybrid media system as such a mechanism is one op-

portunity for tangible research on how power is manifested within Chadwick’s framework. 

2.2	Issue	Compe<<on	Theory	

Agenda setting theory is a prominent and extensively researched field of study. In short it argues 

that the media, by reporting and emphasizing some issues more than others, influence the people’s 

perception of which issues are important and which are not (Lee & Xu, 2018: 202). This is under-

pinned by the assumption that ‘[…] modern society is characterized by a surplus of information and 

a deficit of attention, making the agenda-setting function of the media a powerful political 

tool’ (Thesen, 2014: 184). A subdivided area of research is agenda building theory, which is concer-

ned with the question of how and why specific issues or information are picked up by media (Lee & 

Xu, 2018: 202). Underlying this theory is the assumption ‘[…] that while the media set the agenda, 

political actors, such as governments, political organizations, and activist groups, can influence the 

media to set the agenda in a way they want […]’ (ibid.). A central instrument for doing so are in-

formation subsidies, for example press releases, video news releases or political advertisements, 

that are offered by politicians and parties to journalists to reduce costs and efforts of their informa-

tion gathering (Berkowitz & Adams, 1990; Kiousis et al., 2006; Lee & Xu, 2018). SM platforms 

can also be considered as possibilities to deliver such subsidies in the form of Tweets and Facebook 

posts, if these statements are employed for tactical reasons (Chadwick, 2017; Jungherr, 2016).  

Furthermore, agenda-building occurs on two different levels: Agenda building on the first level re-

fers to journalists being persuaded by political actors, for example through an information subsidy, 

to report on issues that they otherwise would not have reported on (Parmelee, 2014: 435). Second-

level agenda building occurs if journalists use specific attributes in their coverage that originate 

from the politician’s information subsidy (Lancendorfer & Lee, 2010 in Parmelee, 2014). Hence, 

information subsidies can impact agenda building on both levels and ‘[p]olitical leaders hope in-

formation subsidies will lead journalists to focus on issues the leaders find desirable and incorporate 

the leaders‘ point of view concerning those issues’ (Parmelee, 2014: 436). To examine the value of 

SM statements as a relatively new form of such information subsidies, it is helpful to connect agen-

da-building theory with the literature on issue competition research, which considers the use of po-

licy issues by political parties in the context of electoral competition (Guinaudeau and Persico, 

2014: 312). 
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Even though scholars widely agree that a central instrument in party competition is the emphasis of 

selected issues, the answer to why certain issues or policies are promoted rather than others is still 

vividly debated (Klüver & Sagarzazu, 2015: 381). In his study, Thesen (2014: 197) elaborates very 

insightful and helpfully for this study with regard to the ’mediating character’ of ‘media influence’: 

‘[…] even though the media select or negotiate which issues and opinions […] will become news, 

these problems and viewpoints most often originate elsewhere’. By employing the two central con-

cepts that issue ownership theory and riding the wave theory, two different theories that engage 

with Thesen’s question, have in common, this study tries to gain insights into these processes within 

the framework of the hybrid media system (Klüver & Sagarzazu, 2015). 

According to issue ownership theory, political parties are able to 'own‘ issues - or in other words — 

voters identify parties with issues (Walgrave, Leferve & Nuytmans, 2009: 154). Resulting from 

that, parties and their candidates aim to make these specific ’owned‘ issues strategically more sali-

ent in the mind of the voters than those, owned by other parties (ibid.). Klüver and Sagarzazu (2015: 

381) phrase it like this:  
’By raising the public salience of the issues that they ‘own‘ political parties try to steer public deba-
te toward issues on which they have a competitive advantage over their opponents’.  

According to this logic, the attention level of the public concerning certain issues interrelates with 

the electoral success of parties, making it an important study object (Lee & Xu, 2018: 203).  

Within the issue ownership theory, two different strands of reasoning exist, concerning the questi-

ons of exactly how or why parties might own issues: On the one hand, competence issue ownership, 

argues that a party is ‘[…] perceived by the electorate as having issue-specific policy expertise and 

therefore being particularly competent at handling problems in that issue area‘ (Petrocik, 1996 in 

Klüver & Sagarzazu, 2015: 383). However, competence issue ownership is not sufficient on its 

own: The issue on which a party is considered to be competent, simultaneously needs to be salient 

to the voters (ibid.). Competence issue ownership is thus a top-down process, in which political par-

ties send cues to voters about what should be considered important (ibid.: 384).  

Associative issue ownership, on the other hand, develops based on if a party has often been connec-

ted to certain issues in the past: '[…] a good deal of issue ownership consists of the fact that people, 

when hearing or reading about an issue, automatically and spontaneously start thinking about a cer-

tain party‘ (Walgrave, Lefevere & Nuytemans, 2009: 156).  

Notwithstanding associative and competence issue ownership being two different things, they are 

closely related: It is often the case that people regard the party as most competent, that they have 

heard or read a lot about in the context of an issue (ibid.). Petrocik (1996) himself, who established 
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issue ownership theory, is not clear in his conceptualization of the term, either (in Walgrave, Lefe-

vere & Tresch, 2012: 772). His definition indeed includes a competence component, but, according 

to him, this competence develops also due to the attention that a party has paid toward issues in the 

past (ibid.). 

Riding the wave theory, on the other hand, proposes ‘[…] a bottom-up process in which political 

parties respond to the issue priorities of voters’ (Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1994 in Klüver & Sagar-

zazu, 2015: 384). Hence, political parties are considered as responsive to their electorate’s issue sa-

lience and emphasize policy issues according to their voters’ minds to gain votes (Klüver & Sagar-

zazu, 2015: 381). Recent studies that support the riding the wave theory have examined party mani-

festos (Klüver & Spoon, 2014; Spoon & Klüver, 2014; Wagner & Meyer, 2014). According to them, 

parties orientate their decisions about what to include in their programs based on what citizens 

deem important. However, Klüver and Sagarzazu (2015: 381) also point toward the inconclusive 

empirical evidence regarding both issue owning as well as riding the wave theory, depending on the 

examined material on which these findings are based.  

It is not the aim of this study to investigate the question of which of the two (or indeed whether 

both) processes apply to the German context. This is because the salience of the issues and whether 

they originate from parties or other actors appears to be the crucial factor for successful issue com-

petition in the first place. Therefore, instead of examining the strategic intent behind the political 

communication of the AfD’s politicians, (i.e., whether or not they pursue an issue owning or riding 

the wave approach), this study examines whether or not the media coverage about the party revol-

ves around the issue(s) that the AfD communicates on their SM pages. Hence, it employs what is 

central to both research strands: the concept of issues as well as salience. 

2.3	The	Concept	of	Populism	
Scholars who wish to offer a definition of populism are confronted with a multitude of different ap-

proaches, conceptions and critiques thereof: ‘To recognize that populism is conceptually muddy is 

not just a ground-clearing exercise‘ (Waisbord & Amado, 2017: 1331). Silvio Waisbord and Adriana 

Amado (ibid.: 1330-1331) consider the various shapes in which populisms has manifested itself in 

different times and parts of the world as responsible for the ’slapdash usage’ of the concept and that 

it‚ '[…] remains the subject of constant semantic squabbles […]’. They argue that, among other 
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things, populism’s inherent ideological plasticity must be accounted for when looking for reasons of 

this conceptual imprecisions and ambiguity (ibid.: 1331). When considering these difficulties, it is 

imperative to clarify the understanding of populism in the context of current literature and with re-

gard to the here presented study. This will be done in this last section of the theory chapter. Due to 

the space limitations of this thesis, it does not aim for completeness: The variety of approaches 

toward populism in communication studies cannot be fully covered, but aspects that are deemed 

helpful for the scholarly endeavor of this work will be included and elaborated on. 

Reinhard Heinisch, Christina Holtz-Bacha and Oscar Mazzoleni (2017: 21) state: ‘Populism in its 

various manifestations represents a rejection of societal and political elites‘. The numerous concep-

tualizations of populism result from different approaches that have been taken toward the concept as 

an ideology, discourse, style or strategy (ibid.: 22). The insights that take root in these different ap-

proaches follow from concrete experiences of populism in specific historical, social and political 

context (ibid.). Populism takes different shapes in different parts of the world: The US, Latin Ame-

rica and Europe experience different manifestations of it and even within Europe, populism takes 

different forms (ibid.: 23-30). This study revolves around the populist communication by the AfD, 

which is why the understanding of populism in Western Europe and later on, the German case in 

particular, are in focus.  

In Western Europe the perception of populism is rather black and white: It is typically the case that 

one populist party opposes the political mainstream parties (ibid.: 30). This leads to Western Eu-

ropean scholarship following a dichotomous approach toward its identification: Populists are view-

ed as clearly separable from other parties (ibid.). The high importance of ideologies and programs 

to political parties caused scholars of European contexts to understand populism ‘[…] not only as a 

style or mode of discourse but, crucially, also as a (thin) ideology, pitting the (virtuous) people 

against sinister elites and outsiders‘ (ibid.: 30). This approach to populism has been established by 

Cas Mudde (2004) who drew from Michael Freeden’s (1996) concept of thin ideologies which de-

scribes ’[…] a general, abstract concept about politics and society, that is open to a diverse set of 

more concrete political ideas and programs, depending on both national and historical 

contexts‘ (Reinemann et al., 2017: 13). Due to this, populism can take different guises and ranges 

from right-wing to left-wing populism (Heinisch, Holtz-Bacha & Mazzoleni, 2017).  
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Tori Aalberg and Claes De Vreese (2017: 4) emphasise that populism should be considered as an 

‘expression of democratic malaise‘ and research should focus on the conditions that contribute to its 

success in different parts of the world. In Western and Northern Europe the European economic cri-

sis as well as European and international immigration, are considered to be exogenous conditions 

that contributed to the rise of populism in these countries (Stanyer, Salgado & Strömbäck, 2017: 

357). However, obtaining an understanding of the dynamics and processes of populist political 

communication is as important in order to understand the recent electoral successes of populist par-

ties in Europe (ibid.: 353). 

According to Jan Jagers and Stefaan Walgrave (2007) the thin ideology of populism manifests itself 

in a political communication style that consists of three elements: references to the people, anti-eli-

tism and anti-out group messages. It is widely agreed upon that ‘[…] the communicative, discursive 

construction of an aggregate-level in-group or appeals and references to such a group lie at the very 

core of populism’ (Reinemann et al., 2017: 16). Different names for ’the people' are possible in dif-

ferent countries, however, vagueness is considered to be one of the reasons for the success of popu-

list messages, thus they tend to be rather unclear, ambiguous and unspecific (ibid.). When it comes 

to anti-elitism and anti-out group messages, populist actors differ in their explicitness of such social 

contrasts (ibid.: 20). But even if the exclusion is not very obvious, ’[…] audience members will 

have an intuitive idea of who is and who is not ’the people’ […]’ (ibid.).  
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3.	Literature	Review	

3.1	The	German	Context	
Chadwick (2017) developed his notion of the hybrid media system in the context of the US Ameri-

can and British political and media system. Daniel Hallin and Paolo Mancini (2004: 2) justifiably 

point toward literature on media related fields of research being  
‘[…] highly ethnocentric, in the sense that it refers only to the experience of a single country, yet is 
written in general terms, as though the model that prevailed in that country were universal’.  

Germany is characterized differently to the UK and US concerning many aspects (Esser & Ström-

bäck, 2012; Pfetsch & Esser, 2014 for more information on German campaigning styles): First of 

all, the German election is organized following a two-tier system that is connected to proportional 

representation in the parliament, requiring different campaigning strategies for different politicians: 

Some of them focus on local campaigning issues since they run as ’Direktkandidaten‘ (direct candi-

dates) in their electoral district, while others prioritize national matters in a more centralized cam-

paign, in order to send more candidates from a party’s candidate list to the parliament (Jungherr, 

2016: 363-364). This leads to German election campaign styles being party-centered (as it is typical 

for Western European countries), rather than candidate-centered (as it is typical for the US) (Plasser 

& Plasser, 2002: 4-7). Another difference lies in the significantly lower campaign budgets that 

German parties have available (Jungherr, 2016: 363). Moreover, Chadwick (2017) draws on the 

Obama campaigns’ strategy to collect e-mail addresses of visitors at rallies and other campaign 

events to further target voters in individual-centered campaigns as a central example of the hybrid 

media system. However, due to high awareness and protection laws concerning user data in Germa-

ny, such an approach would be impossible in this country (Magin et al., 2016: 1703). 

Since this study revolves around Facebook and Twitter, it is also necessary to establish the SM’s 

popularity and usage among German citizens, journalists and politicians. Most recently, Jan-Hinrik 

Schmidt (2017: 618) found that 29.4% of the AfD politicians running for parliament in 2017 (23.7% 

of all candidates taking part in the GFE 2017) were active on Facebook and Twitter. Another 39.2% 

(26.1%) stated that they only used Facebook for SM communication, while only 3.4% (5.7%) relied 

on their Twitter accounts (ibid.: 617). 28.1% of the AfD candidates (overall 44.5%) ran no SM 

pages during the GFE 2017 (ibid.: 618). When compared to the average results of the study, the AfD 

employs SM above-average (ibid.). However, when compared to the other parties that entered the 

parliament after the election, the AfD is in fact the least active party on SM of all of them (ibid.). 

Notwithstanding, Schmidt (2017: 616) concludes that SM are established tools in the daily routine 
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of political campaigning in Germany. Rune Karlsen and Bernard Enjolras (2016: 353) point out that 

‘[w]ether a candidate considers a communication platform worth using is most likely also based on 

communication needs, and groups that are reachable through the platform’. Hence, the results of the 

annual ARD/ZDF-Online-Study are interesting to bear in mind: whereas only 3% of the German 

population stated to use Twitter at least once a week (1% for daily use), 33% are at least once a 

week online via Facebook (21% daily) (Koch & Frees, 2017: 444). Moreover, scholars argue that 

especially German Twitter users should be considered as a distinct group of people that tends to be 

characterized by high education levels and a big interest and involvement in politics (Bader et al., 

2016: 18). This should not be overlooked when trying to assess the importance of SM in the context 

of political communication, as Thorsten Faas and Benjamin Sack (2016) emphasize. In their as-

sessment of daily routines of political communication via Facebook and Twitter in Germany, they 

were able to show that the political dimension of the platform indeed plays a role in people’s using 

intention, however the majority is not interested in it: In September 2015 21.2% of the participants 

stated that they use Facebook politically (Faas & Sack, 2016: 17). When it comes to the general 

media use for political information, Twitter and Facebook are rarely or not at all used (ibid.: 18). 

Because tv news, radio and newspaper are situated on rank one to three Faas & Sack (ibid.) conclu-

de that mainstream media still play a crucial role when it comes to the politically information of ci-

tizens. Even people who are highly interested in political information stated, that they obtain them 

only rarely or not at all from Twitter, nor Facebook (ibid.: 20). Hence, Karlsen and Enjolras (2016: 

342) legitimately argue that scholars need to examine '[…] what role different SM play in relation 

to a wide range of new and old media platforms in the greater political communicative system’. 

Claudia Bader et al. (2015: 17) too, draw a rather sobering picture in their analysis of the Twitter 

sphere during the GFE 2013: The expected optimistic changes through Twitter concerning partici-

pation and interactivity between citizens, politicians and media, have not developed as it has been 

predicted (ibid.). The low numbers of users and Twitter's lacking political relevance - at least for 

’normal’ citizens - lead Bader et al. (2015: 18) to speculate:  
‘From the perspective of political actors, it would be at best rational, to release Twitter statements 
that will be picked up by the media and thus reach an audience beyond Twitter’.  

Such thoughts are increasingly surfacing in different studies (Marchetti & Ceccobelli, 2016; Parme-

lee, 2014), and for example Raymond Harder, Julie Sevenan & Peter Van Aels (2017: 280) also 

point toward the possibility for politicians to '[…] strategically [launch] scoops to generate social 

media ‘Buzz’‘. Furthermore, Jungherr (2014: 254) states that Twitter statements in German main-

stream media coverage on politics serve to provide an indication of public opinion and reactions 
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from citizens to recent events, but also to obtain direct quotes from politicians. Neuberger, Langen-

ohl & Nuernbergk’s (2014: 57-58) findings within their German news room study corroborate these 

reflections: They were able to demonstrate that Twitter has turned into an important monitoring 

channel for public figures, such as politicians, for journalists. More importantly even, 33.8 % of the 

surveyed journalists stated that they use Twitter in order to find or quote experts for their articles, 

however, the difference between regional/local (29.0 %) and national (57.1 %) daily newspapers is 

noteworthy (ibid.). 

3.2	Studies	on	the	Hybrid	Media	System	

Studies concerning the use of digital media by politicians and parties widely agree that SM have 

become an essential part of their campaign communication ‘toolbox‘ (Karlsen & Enjolras, 2016; 

340). However, one of Jungherr’s interviewees also emphasized, in line with Faas and Sack’s 

(2016) findings concerning SM use for political news,   
'[…] how important it was to actively ‘push' political information to online users. Users who volun-
tarily ’pull’ political information were […] only a minor part of the audience for online political 
information. […] for political actors, the Internet was as much of a push medium as traditional me-
dia’ (2016: 365).  

Melanie Magin et al. (2016: 1707-1708) report that German parties think of Facebook not only as 

an advantage for campaigning but rather as a necessity, especially when it comes to providing in-

formation to potential voters. In fact, Facebook is regarded as the most important tool in the Web 

2.0 (ibid.). Politicians not only target a wide range of average citizens, but also journalists, the latter 

being the second most important group that they are trying to reach with their SM statements (ibid.). 

However, big German parties evaluate SM as unsuitable for engaging in a dialogue with voters, 

caused not only by the citizens’ lacking interest in such an interaction with politicians, but also by 

the predominantly ‘negative discussion culture’ on SM (ibid.: 1710). Hence, these parties are main-

ly pursuing a top-down communication strategy for their Facebook pages, but value interaction 

from their voters when it entails suggestions to optimize or improve their campaign strategies 

(ibid.). Magin et al. (2016: 1710) were moreover able to show that smaller parties (as the AfD is 

considered to be one) are more likely to be interested in not only the informative function of Face-

book but also it's mobilizing and interacting potential, in clear contrast to the interests of the main-

stream parties.  

In their study on what constitutes Twitter success for politicians, Karlsen and Enjolras (2016: 352) 

conclude that ‘[…] the candidates who gain influence in social media are those who are able to 
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create a synergy between traditional media channels and social media’. However, politicians ’[…] 

are not created equals on Twitter […]’ and increased activity doesn’t equal increased influence 

(ibid.). Rather, influence is determined by the politicians’ digital hybrid competence to generate 

such mentioned synergies (ibid.)  

Studies on the German context that are informed by Chadwick’s framework of the hybrid media 

system are rather scarce. Hence this study also builds on research that has been conducted in other 

Western European countries. One valuable contribution has been made by Skogerbø and Krumsvik 

(2015) who were interested in intermedial agenda setting dynamics between local journalism and 

politicians’ SM pages in the context of a Norwegian local election campaign. Their findings suggest 

only little direct influence by politicians’ SM activities on the media agenda of local journalism 

(ibid.: 360). Even though local candidates did clearly employ SM in their campaigns, the study 

could not show that, contrary to the researchers expectations rooted in Chadwick’s theoretical 

framework,  
‘[…] these media had entered the local news circle. In spite of the fact that well-known and profi-
led candidates were active on social media, these updates were not evident in journalistic stories 
and agenda setting’ (ibid.: 363). 

Skogerbø and Krumsvik offer several possible explanations for this, ranging from methodological 

concerns regarding their sample to implications of journalists’ work practices, stating that:  

‘[…] social media may have been sourced but not mentioned in news articles, as there is no reason 
to believe that Norwegian journalists do not follow politicians on Twitter. However, sourcing social 
media is likely to be considered a less credible journalistic method than quoting candidates directly 
in interviews’(ibid.: 361).  

Even though their findings contain only few instances in which Tweets were included in newspaper 

coverage, the cases in which they were indicate that such statements often served as further illustra-

tions of a story or even substituted interviews (ibid.: 361). 

In their study, Marcel Broersma and Todd Graham (2012) conducted similar research on Twitter’s 

use as a news source for British and Dutch national newspapers during campaigning times. They 

regard Twitter as a ‘beat‘: ‘a virtual network of social relations of which the journalist is a part with 

the purpose of gathering news and information on specific topics‘ (ibid.: 405). As such, Borersma 

and Graham (ibid.: 417) conclude that tweets have indeed established themselves as news sources 

for newspapers and are used on a regular basis. However, differences show across countries: Using 

Twitter as a source for news coverage turned out to be more common in British than in Dutch 

newspapers. This finding supports the earlier touched upon need for research on the hybrid media 

system in countries with differnt media systems than that of the UK or the US, in which the theore-
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tical framework has been developed by Chadwick (2017). Furthermore, in both countries quality 

newspapers included more tweets than popular ones (Broersma & Graham, 2012: 410). If tweets 

were included in newspaper articles it was often because ‘they were either considered newsworthy 

as such, were a reason for further reporting, or were used to illustrate a broader news story‘ (ibid.: 

403), corroborating Eli Skogerbø and Arne Krumsvik’s (2015) results. Another interesting finding 

concerns the way journalists incorporated tweets in their articles (second-level agenda building) and 

how this might affect power structures between journalists and politicians, benefitting especially the 

latter (ibid.: 418) Across the whole sample, tweets were most often quoted in full: ‘[…] a well-cho-

sen utterance on Twitter can reach the electorate without being mediated by professional journalists 

and generate a lot of publicity’ (ibid.). 

Jungherr (2016) examined which role digital tools played in the GFE 2013 campaign, based on ob-

servations and in-depth interviews with different team-members of several parties’ campaigns. He 

concludes that there are similarities in how German and American parties make use of digital tools, 

however, digital tools did not play an as central role as in the US (Jungherr, 2016: 360). Interesting-

ly, Jungherr (2016: 360) states that, ‘[…] German parties mainly seem to use digital tools to try to 

influence media coverage and to get around the filters of traditional media outlets’. The framework 

that he proposes as a result from his findings, includes four different functions that digital tools ser-

ve for during the campaign: (1) Organizational Structures and Work Routines, (2) Presence in In-

formation Spaces Online, (3) Support in Resource Collection and Allocation as well as (4) Symbo-

lic uses (ibid.). Central for this study are his findings concerning the use of digital tools for a party’s 

presence in information spaces online: It appears from his interviews that the two biggest German 

parties CDU as well as SPD ’[…] consciously used digital tools to provide alternative political co-

verage of their campaigns, independently of traditional media’ (Jungherr, 2016: 370). But additio-

nally, campaign staff also stated that SM platforms were employed with the intention to influence 

the media agenda and communicate directly with journalists (ibid.). Jungherr too, draws the connec-

tion to Chadwick's earlier mentioned ‘political information cycle’ in that campaigns ’[…] used their 

presences on social networking sites such as Facebook or Twitter very consciously to interact with 

journalists and to get them to quote their candidates’ (Jungherr, 2016: 370). Finally, Jungherr calls 

for research that moves ‘[…] away from simply analyzing the political content campaigns post on-

line and toward a focus on the embeddedness of digital tools in organizational structures and prac-

tices’ (Jungherr, 2016: 374), an approach that this study aims to follow and complement with con-

siderations of issue competition.  
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3.3	Studies	on	Issue	Compe<<on	
Issue owning theory has often been applied to the two-party system context of the US, where the 

Republicans are said to ‘own‘ issues such as, among others, national defense, crime and budget, 

while the Democrats promote civil rights, education and environment (Lee & Xu, 2018: 203). 

However, applying the theory to a ‘[…] multiparty, PR-based political system that features coalition 

governments‘ (Neundorf & Adams, 2016: 2), as it is largely the case for Europe and specifically 

Germany, requires certain consideration due to the almost always necessary coalitions (Klüver & 

Sagarzazu, 2015: 385). These cause parties to compete less intensely with each other, as it might be 

the case in two-party systems like the US (ibid.). Furthermore, Stefaan Walgrave, Jonas Lefevere 

and Michiel Nuytemans (2009: 170) argue that different to a two-party system, issue ownership in a 

multiparty system should be seen as a variable rather than a constant. They were able to show that 

even though issue ownership is a relatively stable thing, changes are possible (ibid.). Hence ‘[…] 

issue ownership essentially is a dynamic process directly affected by parties’ communication in the 

media’ (Walgrave, Lefevere and Nuytemans, 2009: 169). Interestingly in this regard, Kirsten Van 

Camp’s (2018: 33) investigation of tv journalists issue ownership perceptions and parties’ media 

coverage in Belgium showed that with higher association between a party and an issue, the more 

likelier it is that this party will be featured within news items about this issue. Hence, ’[…] journa-

lists evaluate certain parties as more newsworthy and able to say something about certain topics 

[…]’‚ proofing that ’[…] parties’ presence in the news is driven by issue ownership […]’ (Van 

Camp, 2018: 41, original emphasis). And, even though the viewpoints that voters develop regarding 

policy themes are said to be rather stable across time, it is the voters’ perception of their importance 

that changes and is crucial (Page & Shapiro, 1992 in Walgrave, Leferve & Nuytmans, 2009: 154). 

Interestingly and connected to this, Stefaan Walgrave, Jonas Leferve and Anke Tresch (2012: 779) 

were able to show that competence issue ownership directly influences the voting choice of partici-

pants, whereas associative issue ownership only affects it in combination with a high saliency for 

the specific issue. Hence, if issue ownership is association based, the party needs to be successful in 

steering media coverage for this particular issue during campaigning times, so that they gain more 

attention for their policies, candidates and party:  
’When news institutions mediate a problem at the expense of others, emphasize positive or negati-
ve developments, and communicate blame, some parties will be advantaged while others will suffer 
a handicap’ (Thesen, 2014: 196).  

Van Camp (2018) emphasized it is important to not equate citizens’ issue saliency and competence 

concerning parties with those of journalists. Journalists do not only include parties in their coverage 

based on their competence level: Gunnar Thesen (2014: 196) emphasizes that through the medias’ 
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tendency to publish news that are sensational, critical and/or negative, their issue selection has a 

significant impact on the political agenda setting. This is especially important to bear in mind within 

the scope of this study, since one major characteristic of populist parties’ communication strategies 

are, among others, emotionalization and negativity (Engesser, Fawzi & Larsson, 2017). But, even 

though the media are able to trigger and direct political attention to certain events or issues, political 

logics still 

’[…]  strongly influence what type of content parties politicize. Consequently, mediatized politics 
involve a political  selection of news where party strategies and party competition over votes and 
office (and policies) play an important role’ (Thesen, 2014: 196, original emphasis).  

Hence, conducting research on the AfD’s strategies to communicate certain issues on their SM 

pages potentially contributes to a better understanding of how and from which political selection 

media draw in their daily routines. 

Examining the AfD in the context of issue competition makes an interesting case because it can be 

considered an opposition party. Thesen’s (2014: 194) study found that opposition parties have ‘[…] 

considerably more opportunities to activate agenda-setting advantages’ compared to governing par-

ties. While governments are often covered by the media based on they policy initiatives and state-

ments regarding those, opposition parties’ coverage relies more on news attention:  
’[…] news negativity and the mechanisms of opposition and government response together facilita-
te a context where, for instance, bad news featuring blame often will dominate issue dialogue in 
party competition’ (ibid.).  

His interpretation of this finding suggests that opposition parties can benefit from this because it 

offers them strong incentives and a wide range of opportunities to initiate debates through news sto-

ries (ibid.). 

In line with that are Anja Neundorf and James Adams’ (2016: 20) results. They found in their study 

that the German niche party the Greens, prioritized different issues than mainstream parties, and 

that the issue linkage between the party and their supporters was much stronger than compared to 

linkages of other parties. Moreover, results showed that citizens cast their vote for parties that em-

phasize the issue areas that are perceived as salient by the electorate (ibid.: 18). Hence, Neundorf 

and Adams (ibid.: 20) conclude that ‘[…] the Greens’ electoral fortunes disproportionally rise or fall 

based on their success in establishing the ‘terms of the debate’ in German national elections […]’. 

Bettina Westle, Christian Begemann and Astrid Rütter (2015: 338-339), who examined German 

newspaper coverage during the GFE 2013 campaign, conclude that non of the parties were success-

ful in their issue management, except for the Christian Democrats and to some extent the Greens. 
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The authors point out that this could be rooted in the newspapers’ selection of party statements ba-

sed on recent events or the substantial match of an issue with a parties established stereotype (ibid.).  

Event environment and national issue culture are indeed one of five factors of favorable discursive 

opportunity structures that Esser, Stępińska and Hopmann (2017: 374) identified across national 

contexts regarding how media offer populistic politicians and parties: ’Macro-societal factors such 

as scandals, political malaise, national crises and right-wing political culture are favorable environ-

ments for the creation of populism conveyed by the media’. This brings us back to the populistic 

aspect of the AfD: By publishing controversial statements, or pursuing special tactics to gain media 

coverage, they may instrumentalize or stage such ’recent events’ to get media to report on their par-

ty. One example that will become more central later on in this study, would be Alice Weidel (AfD) 

leaving a talk show in the middle of the discussion, which lead to an increased media coverage 

about the party and its criticism toward the talk show host and the media, and hence might result in 

an elevated awareness/saliency among politicians and citizens regarding this critique (Wettstein, 

2015). 

Another relevant factor for this study identified by the researchers concerns in fact party issue ow-

nership (ibid.). They state:  

‘The media can unintentionally support political parties when emphasizing topics where a party has 
the issue ownership. […] the most important topic across all media is immigration, often combined 
with national identity, crime and loss of sovereignty’ (ibid.).  

Mazzoleni (2008) refers to this phenomenon in connection to populism as ’media complicity’. 

3.4	Studies	on	Populism	&	Media	

Gianpietro Mazzoleni (2008: 50) differentiates between three forms of media in connection to po-

pulism: populism by the media, populist citizen journalism and populism through the media. Cen-

tral to this study is the last form, the concept of populism through media. Mazzoleni’s main argu-

ment is that by reporting on populist actors’ slogans, arguments or ideological perspectives, media 

are increasing their public visibleness, strengthen their populist messages and ultimately heighten 

their perceived legitimacy (ibid.: 54-55). In other words, a kind of ’media complicity’ exists which 

populist actors can benefit from (ibid.). Underlying this perception of populism through the media 

is the assumption, that media logic and political populism overlap in stylistic rather ideological mat-

ters: ‘Charismatic leaders, harsh rhetoric and stirring issues hit all the right keys of newsworthiness‘ 

(Esser, Stępińska & Hopmann, 2017: 369).  
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Following this, Esser, Stępińska and Hopmann (ibid.) identify three patterns of media coverage of 

populist parties when summarizing the findings of different scholars on a multitude of European 

countries. First, the attention that populist parties receive from the media seems to go hand in hand 

with its rising polls and voter success (ibid.: 366). Second, and very importantly with regard to 

Mazzoleni’s notion of populism through the media, negative coverage about populist parties is not 

necessarily a bad thing: Even though much of the coverage about the Sweden Democrats has been 

negative, its increasing amount still benefited the populist party in Sweden (unlike other parties) 

(ibid.). One possible explanation could be that negative coverage gives populist actors the possibili-

ty to blame the media for reporting better/more preferable on other parties:  
‘By using this ‘us against the mainstream‘ rhetoric, the party tries to turn the negative media cover-
age to their advantage by accusing the media of being part of the established elite […]‘ (ibid.: 366).  

Third, populist parties are covered by the media framed as potential dangers to or concerns for the 

democratic system of the country (ibid.). This is especially true for Germany, where populist parties 

receive mainly negative media coverage (ibid.). In sum, empirical evidence from across Europe im-

plies that the media indeed ’[…] function as important dissemination platforms for populist mes-

sages and that established media in particular are critical of populist actors while simultaneously 

providing them with dissemination platforms‘ (ibid.: 378). 

A lot has been written about the importance of the Internet, more specifically SM platforms, for the 

‘bypassing-strategy‘ of populists  (Arzheimer, 2015; Engesser et al., 2017; Stier, Bosch, Strohmaier, 

2017; Krämer, 2017): ’The internet’s meta function for populism is to circumvent the traditional 

media, both as a strategy and a message‘ (Krämer, 2017: 1303). Instead of having to wait for press 

conferences, or reporters to reach out in order to distribute information and opinions on recent 

events, populist actors employ SM to distribute their messages (Waisbord & Amado, 2017: 1334). 

Connected to this is Sven Engesser, Nayla Fawzi and Olof Larsson’s (2017: 1282) argument that 

populist style’s features, such as simplification, emotionalization and negativity, overlap with the 

rules of the Internet’s attention economy: ’[…] attention is a scarce resource over which information 

providers have to compete‘ (Davenport & Beck, 2001 in Engesser, Fawzi & Larsson, 2017: 1285). 

Hence, not only is populism (as attention maximizing content) well-suited to be communicated and 

distributed over the Internet, studies also showed that the mediation sites of SM and its technology 

in fact favor populist ideology (Van Kessel & Castelein, 2016; Engesser, Fawzi, Larsson, 2017).  

In the light of the earlier mentioned user statistics of Facebook and Twitter, one consideration by 

Krämer (2017) significantly informed the here presented study: He takes the standpoint that the call 
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for a boycott of mainstream media by populists and the instrumentalization of SM platforms is a 

rather symbolic matter for those actors, since ‘[…] often, they cannot completely dispense with the 

mass media as a platform and source of information […] (ibid.: 1303). A number of paradoxes arise 

from this (see Krämer, 2017 for a more elaborate essay about this), the most interesting one for this 

study being that even though German populists criticize mainstream media as ‘lying press‘, they 

still use their articles as sources in cases in which the content fits into their populist worldview. Mo-

reover, Krämer (ibid.: 1303) argues that the populists’ continuous criticisms of mainstream media 

for their unfair and unbalanced coverage of them, pressurize media outlets to cover them more in-

tensively and potentially also more favorably. 

3.5	Die	Alterna<ve	für	Deutschland	(AfD)	-The	Alterna<ve	for	Germany	

The AfD was founded in spring 2013, triggered by the European economic crisis and how it was 

dealt with by the German government (Franzmann, 2016: 458). Over time two main wings have 

emerged within the party: The ‘economist‘ wing, that puts its focus on economic concerns regarding 

the euro but also tax reduction in Germany, and the wing of 'national conservatives‘ who emphasize 

migration policies, state and citizen security as well as moral issues (ibid.: 458). An important part 

of the latter’s policy is the critique of the CDU’s politics and governmental decisions concerning 

immigration policies ever since Merkel became Chancellor (ibid.: 461). In fact, Simon Franzmann 

(2016: 458) argues that the ’conservative discontent with Merkel’s CDU programmatic turn‘ has 

been the true cause for the formation of the AfD while ’[t]he Eurozone crisis opened a window of 

opportunity to temporarily draw the disparate unsatisfied people of the bourgeois camp to one par-

ty‘ (ibid.: 461). Overall it can be said that the AfD emphasizes issues such as economic policy, im-

migration, traditional values, family politics as well as state security, direct democracy and multi-

culturalism (Franzmann, 2016: 466; 470). In his study Franzmann found that out of these, ’[e]co-

nomic orthodox and negative stances of European integration dominate the tactical agenda‘ (ibid.: 

466). Julian Schärdel argues in his more recent analysis on the party's communication, that this fo-

cus has shifted: Typical conservative issues as well as the fight against criminality, family politics as 

well as immigration have moved into the focus of the party’s issue agenda (Schärdel, 2017: 85).  

Kai Arzheimer (2015: 551) classified the AfD’s party program for the European Election in 2014 as 

widely free of any populistic communication. Moreover, Arzheimer (ibid.) states that this  
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‘[…] is largely confirmed by an analysis of the AfD’s communication on the web, although state-
ments by facebook fans hint at more radical currents amongst supporters and the party rank-and-
file’.  

However, Sebastian Stier et al. (2017: 1370) argue that party manifestos should be considered ’arti-

facts of strategic considerations tailored primarily towards media audiences’, and cannot uncover 

possible populist shifts in the everyday political communication, as is for example the case for poli-

ticians’ SM pages. Hence, other studies on speeches and the general rhetoric of its politicians draw a 

different picture (Schärdel, 2017: 78). Research showed that the AfD uses populist communication 

through the earlier mentioned juxtaposition of a corrupt elite and the innocent people (see Schärdel, 

2017: 79 for an overview). Moreover, the idea of being oppressed by the media and the establish-

ment has been an important part of the AfD’s self image since its formation (Schärdel, 2017: 76). 

The populist style of communication in Germany also shows clear friend-or-foe dichotomizations, 

the construction of out-groups that are blamed for social grievances as well as reduction of the 

complexity of political contents (Fawzi, Obermaier & Reinemann, 2016: 116-117). The latter is 

done by using personalization strategies, metaphorical language as well as illustrations (ibid.). Mo-

reover, populist actors are said to follow the aim of evoking the impression of being close to ’the 

people‘ by using simple, everyday langue (ibid.). What is special about the German context and 

thus needs to be noted: German populists rather attack out-groups to make clear who belongs to ‘the 

people‘ and who does not, instead of making frequent references to ’the people‘ (German: Das 

Volk) (Stier, Bosch & Strohmaier, 2017: 1378-1379). Scholars suggest this to be related to the use 

of the term in the past, especially in the Third Reich (ibid.).  

Franzmann (2016: 458) points out that, to employ populist communication can be a tactical decisi-

ons: In order to gain votes or seek office ‘[…] the party elite will emphasise a current issue more 

intensively when they hope to gain additional votes from it in the next election‘. However, the party 

itself insists on not being populist by highlighting its competence regarding economic issues as well 

as the high number of conservative intellectuals it gives political home to (ibid.: 461). Interesting in 

this regard is Franzmann’s (ibid.) finding that in fact, whenever the AfD critiqued the euro the pro-

bability of populism in the AfD’s message significantly increases, while critiques regarding Eu-

ropean integration and messages concerning state affairs indeed did so too, but to a much lesser 

extent.  
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4.	Methods	

4.1	Choice	of	Methods	
In order to examine the earlier posed research questions this study employs an explanatory sequen-

tial mixed methods design, complementing quantitative with qualitative methods (Creswell, 2009: 

211). Such an approach offers the possibility to interpret and explain the earlier obtained, quantitati-

ve data from the quantitative content analyses on newspaper articles and SM statements with more 

in-depth, detailed qualitative data of the thematic analysis on SM statements (ibid.). 

The quantitive content analysis conducted in the first step of this study in order to provide answers 

to the first and second research question, examines  
’[…] data, printed matter, images, or sounds-text-in [sic] order to understand what they mean to 
people, what they enable or prevent, and what the information conveyed by them does’ (Krippen-
dorff, 2004: xviii). 
  

Hence, it is a suitable method to investigate not only which issues are promoted on the SM pages of 

AfD politicians and which issues are covered by German newspapers in connection to the AfD. It 

also enables the screening for SM references within the articles. A thematic analysis follows as the 

second step of this study in order to examine the third research question: As a qualitative method it 

enables the researcher to identify, analyse and report patterns, called themes, within a particular data 

set (Braun & Clark, 2006: 79). Braun and Clark definition of a theme states that it ‘[...] captures 

something important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some level of 

patterned response or meaning within the data set’ (Braun & Clark, 2006: 82). It does so by allo-

wing the search for themes across a data set, that is within multiple interviews, a range of texts or - 

as in this case - range of politicians’ SM pages (ibid.: 86). This makes thematic analysis a ‘[…] fle-

xible and useful research tool, which can potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, ac-

count of data’ (ibid.: 78). 

4.2	Sources	of	Data	

4.2.1	Newspapers	

In the first step of this study, SM pages by three AfD politicians as well as newspaper coverage in 

Germany about the AfD was examined. The medium newspaper is considered to have an especially 

strong influence on individuals’ political knowledge: information brokering through print media is 

cognitively more demanding for recipients and it has been shown that print media have a higher in-
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formation density (Westle, Begemann & Rütter, 2015: 319). Looking for political information in 

party programs, on party websites or on rallies requires a certain will or commitment on part of the 

people (ibid.: 318). Since usually only a small amount of citizens are willing to engage in this active 

and complex information seeking regarding political information, mass media as indirect sources 

for information about political topics and party positions are deemed as very important and crucial 

in campaigning times (ibid.). During the GFE campaign 2013 39% of German citizens state tv news 

as the most important source for political information, followed by newspaper articles, reported by 

26% (ibid.). Furthermore, information that is found in print media is better selectable for citizens 

(ibid,: 319). These aspects make print media an important object of study in election and campai-

gning times. 

The sample of newspapers for the first quantitative content analysis has been chosen in order to be 

able to compare between qualitative and popular, regional and national, as well as online and offline 

coverage about the AfD. While the first comparison is built on research by Broersma and Graham 

(2012) who found differences between qualitative and popular newspapers regarding Twitter refe-

rences within articles, the second is grounded in the newsroom study by Neuberger, Langenohl and 

Nuernbergk (2014: 57-58), which showed differences in the utilization of Twitter between local and 

national newspaper journalists.  

BILD is Germany’s biggest daily newspaper (Meedia, 2018a) and serves as a national, popular me-

dium in the sample, located at the rather conservative end of the political spectrum (Maurer & Rei-

nemann, 2006: 130). Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ), the second-biggest, daily national newspaper in 

Germany (Meedia, 2018a), is considered to be a qualitative and politically left-oriented media outlet 

(Maurer & Reinemann, 2006: 130). Spiegel is the only weekly magazine in the sample, also rather 

left-oriented and regarded as a qualitative media outlet (ibid.). It is the political weekly magazine 

with the highest circulation and deemed as especially important for political coverage. While Spie-

gel is known as a medium of record in Germany, BILD as well as SZ are also two of the most influ-

ential print media for political coverage in Germany (Fengler & Vestring, 2009: 94) The selection of 

Rheinische Post (RP) as the regional newspaper of this sample has been rather complex, compared 

to the other three choices, since it was not only guided by its importance based on circulation num-

bers. A pilot study has been conducted on the biggest local newspaper of Saxony, because it is the 

state with the highest voter share for the AfD in the GFE 2017. However, SM activity by the candi-

dates of this state, in terms of having an official Facebook and/or Twitter page, was rather low. Con-
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sequently, chances for AfD direct candidates to be quoted with statements published on their SM 

accounts were potentially lower. Due to that, the selection of the regional newspaper for this study 

is based on the politicians’ presence on SM platforms. The AfD’s candidates lists of all 16 German 

federal states has been checked for official Twitter as well as Facebook pages, that existed in August 

2017 or earlier. In North Rhine Westphalia, where 9.4%  of all voters voted for the AfD (Rheinische 4

Post, 2017), this was the case for 18 out of 24 listed candidates on Twitter and 10 out of 24 on 

Facebook (Appendix A, table 6). Ultimately, RP has been chosen as the second biggest regional 

newspaper in North Rhine-Westphalia (Meedia, 2018b), due to data availability reasons . German 5

regional newspapers tend to be rather conservative in their coverage and are considered to be popu-

lar newspaper (Maurer & Reinemann, 2006: 130). Additionally, their audience tends to be more di-

verse. They are also usually read by politically less interested people and therefore reach a wider 

public (Schärdel, 2017: 82), making them an interesting case to study when considering whether or 

not SM statements can ‘[…] overcome the “ghetto” of news fans’ as Rita Marchetti and Diego Cec-

cobelli (2016: 639) referred to Twitter.  

Finally, for all media outlets, print as well as online articles constituted the media sample, enabling 

the comparison between the two modalities. 

The print articles of all four media outlets were accessed through the databases SZarchive, LexisNe-

xis, Wi-So. Some of them included online articles, however, a manual web-search was run for all 

four media outlets on their respective websites, to make sure that all relevant articles were collected. 

In all cases, the terms ‘Alternative für Deutschland’ as well as ’AfD’ were searched for. The sample 

included all articles published by the four media outlets in the week between the 4th and 10th of 

September, 2017. Since BILD and SZ also offer regional news, only articles that have been publis-

Table 1: Overview Newspaper Sample

BILD Zeitung 
(BILD)

Rheinische Post 
(RP)

Spiegel Süddeutsche Zeitung 
(SZ)

qualitative vs. popular popular popular qualitative qualitative

national vs. regional national regional national national

conservative vs. liberal rather 
conservative rather conservative rather leftist-liberal rather leftist-liberal

 All in all, the AfD gained 12.6% of the voter share in the GFE 17 (Bundeswahlleiter, 2017). 4

 Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung is the biggest regional newspaper in this state (Meedia, 2018b). Since there was no possibility to 5

access the archive of this newspaper, the second biggest newspaper has been analyzed.
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hed in the national part of the newspapers were considered for the sample. The choice for this parti-

cular period of time was for several reasons: First of all, the two only official tv debates, central 

elements of the German campaign, took place on the 3rd of September (Merkel, CDU vs. Schulz, 

SPD) and on the 4th of September, 2017 (CSU, SPD, FDP, AfD, LiNKE). Studies have shown that 

such televised events are often accompanied by vivid debates on Twitter (Dang-Xuan et al., 2013, 

Jungherr, Schoen & Jürgens, 2015). Politicians too, take part in these discussion online, comment 

on and scrutinize statements and claims by the politicians on screen (Jungherr, Schoen & Jürgens, 

201.). Hence, Twitter references might be more likely during this week, while mass media report on 

and try to put the tv debates into context. Second, since the election day was the 24th of September 

2017, this week of coverage falls into the ’hot phase’ of election campaigning, that is considered to 

be especially competitive and important for the campaign (Jürgens & Jungherr, 2015; Westlemann 

& Rütter, 2015). Between the 4th and 10th of September, 2017, 238 articles fitting the sampling cri-

teria have been published. The sample does not include teasers for longer articles and letters from 

readers (for further details see codebook). The number of articles published by BILD, SZ, RP and 

Spiegel ranged from 53 to 74 articles in the time period of one week (Appendix D, table 9). 

4.2.2	Poli3cians’	Social	Media	Pages	

The importance of SM for campaigning in Germany has already been elaborated on in the literature 

review. Recapitulating, studying SM in political contexts is relevant because they not only enable 

citizens to find information about party programs and politicians, they are likewise important sites 

for ‘[…] political marketing, mobilisation, discussion, opinion formation, and sources of news pro-

duction and agenda setting’ (Skogerbø & Krumsvik, 2015: 350). For both of this study’s analyses 

the SM pages of the AfD politicians’ Frauke Petry, Beatrix von Storch and Alice Weidel were ex-

amined. The choice for selecting these three politicians was based on Schmidt’s (2017: 621) ranking 

of the most popular AfD politicians on SM during the GFE’17 in which they ranked as the top 

three . In contrast to the one week sampling period for newspaper articles, the sample from the SM 6

pages of the three politicians for the quantitative and thematic analysis encompassed posts from two 

weeks. This has been done for two reasons: Firstly, extending the sampling period for SM posts al-

lows to consider possible interrelations of issues and topics that surfaced on those pages prior to the 

coverage and perhaps remained subject to media coverage beyond that week. Second, patterns and 

conclusions drawn from data of a longer sampling period gives a more reliable account of what ty-

 (See Appendix D, table 8 for details on the different actors regarding their followers) 6
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pes of content, issues and topics prevailed in the politicians SM statements. Between the 28th of 

August and the 10th of September, 2017, Weidel, Petry and von Storch published 320 SM posts . 7

4.3	Collec<on	of	Data	

4.2.1	Quan3ta3ve	Content	Analysis		

The codebook for the quantitative content analysis of the newspaper articles has been developed 

during the pilot study and since then constantly improved, based on the feedback given by oppon-

ents and supervisors. Each newspaper article served as one unit of analysis. During the analysis of 

the articles, basic information like publication date and media outlet, as well as headline and whe-

ther the articles have been published online, in print editions or both were collected. Furthermore, 

the issues and topics thematized in an article have been coded for. The distinction  between topics 8

and issues is important: The party and it’s politicians can be covered concerning specific issues, that 

is, concrete policies concerning political areas such as ‘asylum and immigration’ or ’social policy’. 

These policies are the issues that can be owned by or associated with a party according to issue 

competition literature. However, as the findings of the pilot study showed, a lot of the newspaper 

articles substantially revolved around specific events or other topics, that cannot be owned by any 

party, but for example facilitate coverage about parties and politicians in the first place, such as the 

’tv debate’ between Merkel and Schulz or ’political scandals’. 

In the context of this study, topics are considered to be reasons or triggers for journalists to report 

on a party’s political stances and programs. Since it is the aim to find out whether the AfD was able 

to stir debates that were in favor of their preferred issues, looking at topics that cannot be owned by 

a specific party but instead are part of the process of campaigning, would not have yielded mea-

ningful answers to the posed research questions. However, to not code for or reflect on instances in 

which articles revolved around, for example, campaigning events or analyses of tv debates, because 

they might not be ascribable toward one party, would have been a flaw of this study since strategic 

topics turned out to be of great importance for newspaper coverage as well as politicians SM pages. 

In the very beginning of this study, a publicly available codebook by Lefevere (2011) has been used 

for orientation and guidance for the development of the issue labels and descriptions for this study’s 

codebook. Over time and due to the constant development of the codebook  until the beginning of 9

 (See Appendix D, table 8 for details on the different actors) 7

 Table 7 (Appendix A) provides an overview of issues and topics.8

 (see Appendix B)9
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this data collection, only some issue names (like ‘Internal relations‘ or ’Internal organizations of 

parties‘) and very few descriptions have stayed the same as in the Lefevere codebook. Respectively 

up to three issues and topics have been coded for: first, based on the overall issue(s)/topic(s) of the 

entire article, and second, based on the issue(s)/topic(s) within the article that were related to the 

AfD. This division is important for the following analyses of the collected data because even though 

all articles of this sample mention the AfD in one way or another, they do not always connect all 

actors and parties that appear in an article to all issues or topics that are brought up within it. 

The last categories in the codebook are concerned with the presence or absence of references to AfD 

politicians’ Twitter or Facebook statements. If there were references present within an article, the 

respective actors, quoted statements and related issue(s)/topic(s) of the reference were coded for.  

For the quantitive content analysis of the three politicians’ SM pages an adjusted codebook  has 10

been applied: The category in focus here, next to formalities such as platform, actor and date, con-

cerned the issue(s)/topic(s) that surfaced in the politicians’ SM posts (see appendix). Every single 

post that was published by the three politicians was considered as one unit of analysis. The entire 

quantitative coding has been done with the statistics program SPSS.  

4.3.2	Thema3c	Analysis		

The thematic analysis on the politicians’ SM pages has been planned and conducted according to 

Virginia Braun and Victoria Clark (2006) guidelines. It is important to note in the beginning that 

this thematic analysis aims to offer a more detailed account of the types of content that the AfD po-

liticians published on their SM pages. This kind of thematic analysis is usually, ‘[…] driven by the 

researcher’s theoretical or analytical interest in the area […]‘ (ibid.: 84). Since the over all aim of 

this study is to examine how AfD politicians’ used SM to navigate the hybrid media system, this 

thematic analysis will identify themes on the latent level, which goes beyond the mere semantic 

content of the collected data. Rather it '[…] starts to identify or examine the underlying ideas, as-

sumptions and conceptualizations […] that are theorized as shaping or informing the semantic con-

tent of the data‘ (ibid.: 84). Following the six steps of thematic analysis, as they have been sug-

gested by Braun and Clark (ibid.: 87), the familiarization with the data already started with the tran-

scription of all SM posts by the three sampled politicians during the period of investigation. During 

the transcription but also during the repeated revisions of the SM posts, initial codes were generated 

as a second step, in order to be better able to explore the data sample and to already become aware 

 (see Appendix C)10
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of possible patterns (ibid.). Subsequently, the entire data set was systematically coded for in order to 

collate all relevant posts for these codes. As a result, overarching themes started to develop in the 

third step by organizing codes and respective posts into potential themes and sub-themes. By gene-

rating multiple thematic maps and re-organizing codes and respective posts during step four these 

themes were reviewed and if necessary adjusted. During an ongoing analysis in the fifth step the 

final names for each theme were created, with which the findings of the thematic analysis are going 

to be reported on during the final step: producing the report (ibid.)
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5.	Findings	

5.	1	Quan<ta<ve	Content	Analysis		

5.1.1	Social	Media	References	in	Newspaper	Coverage	

Ten articles, or 4.2%, out of the total 238 articles, contained references to statements of AfD politi-

cians’ SM platforms. Seven (2.9%) articles quoted Twitter statements, while the other three (1.3%) 

cited from a Facebook page. It is important to note that the number of articles quoting Twitter 

statements does not equal the number of Twitter statements quoted in these articles: In three cases 

more than one twitter post by AfD politicians has been quoted in an article. Thus, 13 SM references 

by AfD politicians were found in ten articles. Furthermore, six out of these 13 SM quotes referred to 

one and the same statement published by Alice Weidel on her Twitter and Facebook page, after she 

left in the midst of a political talk show, due to allegedly unfair treatment by the  talk show host 

towards her. Hence, the 13 statements quoted in ten articles, originated from nine different SM 

statements . 11

As a consequence of the limited instances of quoted SM statements in this study, any inferences 

drawn from the sample about the character of media outlets quoting SM statements of AfD politici-

ans should be made with caution. The findings of this specific sample do not show differences bet-

ween popular and qualitative media when it comes to the integration of SM statements by AfD poli-

ticians in their coverage about the party (see table 2). The case for regional and national newspapers 

is more complicated to evaluate: SZ, a national newspaper in this sample, did not quote any SM 

Table 2: Number of SM References in Articles

Editorial  
Orientation

qualitative:  
6

popular: 
7

Geographical  
Orientation

regional: 
4

national:  
9

Modality

print:  
2

online:  
11

 (see table 10 to 12, Appendix D)11
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statements at all. Since only one out of the four sampled media outlets is considered a local news-

paper, four out of thirteen references occurring in this newspaper make up 30%. Hence, the ratio 

between the amount of references to AfD’s SM pages across regional and national media outlets in 

this sample appears to be balanced. Notwithstanding, a tendency exists when it comes to the moda-

lity of articles, that quoted AfD politicians’ Twitter or Facebook statements: While eleven references 

occurred in articles published online, only two printed articles included such SM quotes. 

Even though only few SM statements by AfD politicians appeared in newspaper coverage about the 

party, it is interesting to consider in which way they were used in the articles. In summary, three dif-

ferent purposes of SM statements in newspaper articles were identified: First of all, in six out of 13 

cases in which SM statements were featured in the newspaper articles, journalists sourced a press 

statement issued by Alice Weidel regarding her early leaving of a talk show on national television 

on the same day. The statement, that criticized the talk show host and media in general, has quickly 

been distributed via different websites and SM pages, among those Weidel’s own Facebook and 

Twitter page.  

Second, four different Tweets by four different politicians served as examples of Twitter use by the 

AfD in the past. This means that those Tweets have not been included due to their actuality, but be-

cause they exemplify how AfD politicians use the platform to comment and criticize the govern-

ment, especially Merkel, or to distribute misleading or wrong information, for example by connec-

ting other politicians with false quotes. Lastly, three of the quoted SM statements are comments by 

three different politicians on the current tv debate between Merkel and Schulz or the talk show that 

Weidel left early. In that way they give the reader an impression of other politician’s perception of 

the tv debate and their opinion on the discussed topics. Hence, in nine out of 13 cases, Tweets were 

included that have been published recently and were related to recent tv events. 

As already mentioned, all of these findings about SM references in the newspapers’ articles  have to 

be seen in the context of the overall finding that AfD politicians’ SM statements are only in a limi-

ted amount of cases part of newspapers coverage. Hence, these findings show, that AfD direct quo-

tes of politicians’ tweets and facebook posts did not play a central role in the coverage about the 

party in this sample.   

A second possibility to examine the AfD’s navigation of the hybrid media system in concrete inter-

actions is to employ issue competition theory, as has been argued earlier in the theory section. This 
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approach builds on Chadwick’s (2017: 285) presumption that actors need to stir beneficial debates 

across media outlets in the digital and offline context. Insights from an analysis of the topics and 

issues that the AfD posted about on SM platforms as well as the topics and issues that the party was 

connected to in the print media coverage will give answers to the question which issues and topics 

AfD politicians tried to promote on their SM pages and whether or not the party got covered on the-

se supposedly preferred issues by the media. 

5.1.2	Issues	and	Topics	in	Media	Coverage	and	on	Social	Media	

The percentages in the figures four to six as well as table 15 (Appendix D) show which topics and 

issues prevailed in newspaper coverage about the AfD as well as politicians’ SM statements and 

which ones were less often thematized. However, a second key indicator is necessary in order to 

interpret these numbers, which makes some preliminary clarification necessary before further re-

porting on the findings.  

The number 9.3% from table 15 (Appendix D) signifies that in 9.3% of all cases the issue ‘infra-

structure’ is included in the coverage of the overall article. This number refers to 238 articles as 

100%, in which ’infrastructure’ could have been covered. The same applies for articles that connec-

ted the AfD with the issue ’infrastructure’, which was the case for 3.8% of the coverage. To diffe-

rentiate between these two measures is important, in order to be able to code if issues such as ‘infra-

structure’ only occur on the overall level of an article. In that case they wont show up in the fre-

quency tables for issues and policies to which the AfD has been connected to, simply because the 

AfD’s stance on the issue was not reported.  

Additionally, out of 238 articles, almost 31% (73 articles) only mentioned the AfD, that is, they did 

not connect the party to any issue or only briefly mentioned the AfD without engaging with any of 

the party’s political stances . This was by far most often the case for articles that discussed opinion 12

polls or possible coalition combinations (18 out of 73 cases), followed by articles that provide in-

formation about other campaigning events (7 out of 73 cases) . However, it was also possible and 13

necessary to code for cases in which the AfD has been ’only mentioned’ in an article in connection 

to an issue, such as ’infrastructure’, since for associative issue ownership such instances are of rele-

vance, as they still contribute to the creation of connections between parties and issues. 

 (see table 15, Appendix D)12

 (see table 13 and 14, Appendix D)13
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The mentioned second key indicator is labeled as ‘proportionate coverage’  and refers to the share 14

of coverage that the AfD got on issues and topics. Its calculation will be demonstrated using the is-

sue ’infrastructure’ as an example: Out of 238 articles, 24 articles thematized the issue. This is the 

number of articles in which the issue ‘infrastructure’ not only occurred on the overall level of the 

article or in relation to the AfD, but also includes cases in which it appeared on both levels simulta-

neously (appendix). Interesting for this study is the comparison between the total amount of covera-

ge about an issue within the sample and the amount of coverage about this issue in connection to the 

AfD: Eight out of these 24 articles, that is, 33.3% of the total coverage about the issue ’infrastructu-

re’ in the sample actually covered the AfD in connection to this issue. Hence, in the majority of ca-

ses, 66.7% or 16 articles, the issue has indeed been covered by the article, but no connection has 

been drawn between ’infrastructure’ and the AfD. In sum, the amount of proportionate coverage de-

picts whether or not an issue got a lot of coverage specifically in connection to the AfD, making a 

separation between what is covered in the article generally, and in connection to the AfD in particu-

lar important. However, the percentage of proportionate coverage does not show how often the AfD 

is not connected to issues and topics, when they are reported on by newspapers, since the sample 

included only articles that mentioned the AfD. It is rather used here in order to show whether an is-

sue or topic has been prevalent in the overall content of the articles in this sample but not in connec-

tion to the AfD and whether this correlates with the issues and topics coded for in the politicians’ 

SM statements. Hence, this key indicator also needs to be interpreted with regard to an issue’s signi-

ficance for the AfD in relation to other issues. 

This will lead to a lot of comparisons in the following analysis between different numbers referring 

to different data sets. In order to proceed as comprehensible as possible, the findings have been or-

ganized into three sections that are going to focus on three interesting aspects that become visible 

by looking at similarities and differences between the newspapers’ coverage and politicians SM 

pages. The first section will look at issues that prevailed in both, the newspapers’ coverage and on 

the SM statements, labeling them as ‘AfD’s cherry picking issues’. By referring to them as such it is 

implied that attention for these issues is actually desired by the AfD politicians, based on the fact 

that they also prevail in the politicians SM statements. The second section will shift the focus 

toward issues that were neglected by both, referring to them as ’AfD’s stepchildren‘. These issues 

did neither receive great attention from newspapers nor politicians SM pages and hence are assu-

 (see table 16 and notes, Appendix D)14
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med to be less central to the party. The third section will consider the utilization of the ’strategic 

topics’ and revolves around their prevalent occurrences in both media samples.  

5.1.2.1	The	AfD’s	Cherry	Picking	Issues	

When looking at the issues that dominated the politicians’ SM statements and the coverage about 

the party in the newspapers, interesting similarities show: The five most often coded for issues in 

both samples are composed of seven different issues (table 3). 

Out of these seven issues, three are the same for newspaper coverage and SM statements: While 

‘asylum & immigration’, ’crime’ as well as ’economic policy’ are in both samples the most often 

occurring issues, ‘justice & policy’ ranked higher for SM statements, than for newspaper coverage. 

However, the gap between the most often covered issue ‘asylum & immigration’ (22.4%) and the 

runner-up slots ’crime’ and ’economic policy’ (6.6%) is with 15.8% considerable and should not be 

overlooked. This gap is filled with the ’strategic topics’, which are going to be elaborated on later in 

the analysis. This means that no other issue, apart from ‘asylum & immigration’ occurred in more 

than 6.6% of the whole coverage about the party. No other issue is connected to the AfD in more 

than 14 articles within the whole sample of 238 articles.  

There are certain parallels shows when the study considers the AfD politicians’ SM statements and 

their dealings in relation to them. Here, too, statements revolving around ‘asylum & immigration’ 

are with 36.9% by far the most often communicated political issues. The second, third and fourth 

most popular issues ’crime’,’economic policy’ and ‘justice & police’ follow with 11.3% and 9.7% 

after a considerable gap that, as mentioned before, is filled with 'strategic topics’. Thus, the party’s 

considerable focus on ‘asylum & immigration’ is not only visible in the newspapers’ coverage of the 

party, but also reflected in their SM statements. 

Table 3: AfD’s ‘Cherry picking Issues’

Issues in the Newspapers’ Coverage Issues on Social Media Pages

Issue Frequency Proportionate 
Coverage Issue Frequency

1. Asylum & Immigration 22.4 %; n = 48 69 % 1. Asylum & Immigration 36.9 %; n = 118

2. Crime 6.6 %; n = 14 58 % 2. Crime 11.3 %; n = 36

3. Economic Policy 6.6 %; n = 14 67 % 3. Economic Policy 9.7 %; n = 31

4. Media 6.1 %; n = 13 47 % 4. Justice & Police 9.7 %; n = 31

5. Social Policy 5.6 %; n = 12 48 % 5. European Union 8.1 %; n = 26
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Returning to the prevailing issues, the proportionate coverage on these issues is relatively high and 

proves that if they came up in the sampled articles, they were more often than not connected to the 

AfD. A total of 48 articles (22.4 %) reported on the AfD in connection to ‘asylum & immigration’. 

When put in relation to all articles in the sample, that mentioned the issue in any way 69% of such 

articles draw a connection to opinions or stances by the AfD. For ’crime’ this number is lower but 

still considerable: 58 % of all articles about criminal issues were related to the AfD. This typically 

happened with regard to the beginning of an attention-getting, highly mediated trial against a refu-

gee who raped and killed a female student in Freiburg in 2016. In other instances wanton destruc-

tions of election campaigns or attacks on AfD’s information stands were reported. Almost 67 % of 

all articles about ’economic policy’, contained references to the AfD. 

With ’European Union’ (8.1%) and taking rank five, the SM statements’ issue ranking differs from 

that of the newspapers’ coverage with ’media’ (6.1%) and ‘social policy’ (5.6%) on the same ranks. 

However, for both these issues the proportionate coverage is lower: 47 % of all media related arti-

cles drew a connection to the AfD while the same applies for 48 % for social policy related issues. 

The already small share of articles with a connection between these issues and the AfD and the fact 

that more than half of the overall coverage on these issues did not contain statements or stances by 

the party on these issues, needs to be considered when interpreting their importance for the party’s 

public impression.  

5.1.2.2	The	AfD’s	Stepchildren	Issues	

In order to give a complete picture of the data, it is necessary to also take a closer look at issues that 

neither the AfD politicians communicated about on their SM pages, nor newspapers reported on in 

relation to the party (table 4). This too, will help to answer the question how the AfD navigated the 

hybrid media system in that they did not highlight or get covered in connection with less benefitting 

issues. 
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The least prominent issues in the newspaper coverage about the AfD were ‘military’ (0%), ‘health 

care’ (0.5%) and ’international relations’ (0.5%). Contrary to ’military’ (5 articles) as well as ‘health 

care’ (3 articles), which did not play a central role in the whole coverage of this sample either, ’in-

ternational relations’ (24 articles) did much more. However, the percentage of proportionate covera-

ge of 4 % makes clear that especially in relation to the issue ’international relations’, the AfD and 

their political stances regarding the issue were no objects of media coverage. When it comes to 

’housing’ (1.4%), the fourth least often occurring issue in relation to the AfD, the proportionate co-

verage with 75% was rather high. However, overall only four articles engaged with this issue, and 

those have been special articles that covered all parties’ stances in order to inform readers about the 

different programs on housing policies. The issue ’education’ (1.4%) has a proportionate coverage 

of 50%. 

Putting these findings in relation to the AfD politicians’ SM pages results in even more similarities 

with the newspapers’ issue rankings than it has been the case for the 'cherry picking issue‘ rankings: 

The least often featured issue here is ’housing’ with one post (0.3%) followed by ’military’ (0.6%), 

two posts, and ’education’ (both 1.6%), each received five posts within the two weeks sample. Inte-

restingly, ’social policy’, together with ‘health care’ (1.9%) with six posts, ranks as the fourth least 

often occurring issue on the examined Twitter and Facebook pages, while it is one of the most often 

surfacing issues that the AfD is connected to in newspaper coverage. Having said this, the diffe-

rence between 2.5% of SM posts and 5.6% of the whole coverage about the party certainly is not 

substantial, but still noteworthy. Interestingly in connection to the low amount of newspaper cover-

age about the AfD in relation to 'International Relation’ is, that the same issue also received little 

attention from the politicians on their SM pages: Only 3.1% of all postings revolved around the is-

sue, making it the sixth less often occurring issue.  

Table 4: AfD’s ‘Stepchildren Issues’

Issues in the Newspapers’ Coverage Issues on Social Media Pages

Issue Frequency Proportionate 
Coverage Issue Frequency

18. Military 0 %; n = 0 0 % 18. Housing 0.3 %; n = 1

17. Health Care 0.5 %; n = 1 33 % 17. Military 0.6 %; n = 2

16. International Relations 0.5 %; n = 1 4 % 16. Education 1.6 %; n = 5

15. Housing 1.4 %; n = 3 75 % 15. Health Care 1.9 %; n = 6

14. Education 1.4 %; n = 3 50 % 14. Social Policy 1.9 %; n = 6
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5.1.2.3	The	AfD’s	Strategic	Topics	

In the context of this study, strategic topics are considered to be reasons or triggers for journalists to 

report on a party’s political stances and programs. Table 5 shows that strategic topics often have 

been objects of SM statements but played an even more important role in the examined newspaper 

coverage.  

Four out of the five most often coded for categories in newspaper articles in relation to the AfD 

were strategic topics. While ’asylum and immigration’ was the third most often occurring issue 

overall, the following ’crime’ and ’economic policy’ only just rank on tenth position of all possible 

coded categories. For SM pages results look differently but point in the same direction: ’other cam-

paigning events’, ’campaigning’ and ’tv debate(s)’ take the second, third and seventh place of the 

most often coded for categories in the sample. Out of the five most often coded topics, consisting of 

six different topics, four have been the same across the two data samples. 

With 28.6% of all articles being about ‘Other campaigning events’, this strategic topic indeed leads 

the ranking of both issues as well as topics in the newspapers’ coverage about the AfD, but also on 

the overall level of all articles (31.2%). Moreover, the proportional coverage of the issue is with 

77% one of the higher ones in the whole sample. The same applies for the SM pages: 23.8% of all 

statements contained notifications, reports, etc., from recent campaigning events, making it over all 

the second most often coded category across all examined politicians’ SM statements. While ’Poli-

tical Scandal’ makes up 26.2% of the newspapers’ coverage about the AfD, with 89% proportional 

Table 5: AfD’s ‘Strategic Topics’

Topics in the Newspapers’ Coverage Topics on Social Media Pages

Topic Frequency Proportionate 
Coverage Topic Frequency

1. Other Campaigning Events 28.6 %; n = 61 77 % 1. Other Campaigning 
Events 23.8 %; n = 55

2. Political Scandal 26.2 %; n = 56 89 % 2. Campaigning 12.2 %; n = 39

3. Polls & Coalition negotiations 17.4 %; n = 37 79 % 3. Tv Debate(s) 9.7 %; n = 31

4. Campaigning / Racism 9.4 %; n = 20 46 % 4. Political Scandal 5 %; n = 16

5. Internal organization of parties 8 %; n = 17 57 % 5.Internal organization 4.4 %; n = 14
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coverage, the same topic is with 5% the fifth most often mentioned topic on the examined SM 

pages. 

Unsurprisingly, especially in the face of the imminent election, the topic of ‘Polls & Coalition nego-

tiations’ was popular in the newspapers’ coverage (26.2%). Even though AfD politicians also posted 

about most recent polls (3.1%), this has not been often enough to make it under the top five topics 

of their SM channels, unlike the case for ’campaigning’ (12.2%) as well as ’internal organization of 

parties’ (4.4%). Both are present in the five most often featured topics of newspapers as well as SM 

pages: While ranking on the fourth place in the newspapers’ coverage, ’Campaigning’ has been the 

second most often occurring topic in SM updates of AfD politicians: 12.2% of all postings included, 

among others, updates regarding election posters, calls for shares, likes or donations as well as ge-

neral statements on other parties’ programs and their supposed similarity to the AfD’s demands, in 

some cases without naming specific issues. The topic ’Internal organization of parties’, comprising 

personnel and administrative matters as well as processes within parties (not only the AfD), has 

been the fourth most often thematized topic on the examined SM pages, with 4.4%, while being 

identified in 8% of all articles about the party.  

5.2	Thema<c	Analysis	-	Use	of	Social	Media	by	AfD	Poli<cians	

A thematic analysis supplements the results from the earlier analyzed quantitative content analysis 

regarding what content about issues and topics is published how in order to give an answer to rese-

arch question three and insights into the AfD politicians’ SM utilization . Three activities describe 15

the overarching themes that were to varying extents present in the three politicians SM pages during 

the period of investigation : the promoting, circulating and commenting on different kinds of con16 -

tent and events. I argue that SM posts with promotional as well as circulating purposes are characte-

rized by content that originates from other contexts, for example events, media or other people’s 

accounts. These posts did not make an argument or deliver information themselve, but communica-

ted the AfD politicians’ political stances implicitly: either they served to refer to other situations in 

which this will be done or to situations in which this has already been done. SM posts identified as 

commenting on the other hand made use of a variety of ‘triggers’ to disseminate the politicians’ ex-

plicit own thoughts, stances and arguments to their followers. This argument will be demonstrated 

 See figures 1 to 3 (Appendix D) for more information. 15

 (for thematic map see figure 7, appendix E)16
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by presenting different sub-themes of each overarching theme with the help of at least one characte-

ristic example  from the sample. 17

5.2.1	Promo3ng	

The theme ‘promoting’ is characterized by posts that advertise content that originates elsewhere, 

that is, in contexts such as real life events, mediated events, on other accounts or in future posts. 

Posts that fell into this theme are notifications about upcoming events or mobilizing calls for follo-

wers to do something, for example like a page or share the content, hence it entails the three sub-

themes real-life events, tv appearances as well as engagement.  

The advertising of upcoming rallies and other campaigning events was a particularly central theme 

to the front runner candidate Weidel. She employed her SM pages in order to invite the people to 

these events and to encourage them to discuss with the party and it’s politicians. 

’+++My upcoming events for the next week at one glance!+++ 
Please get an idea of the #AfD yourself! [Link to a page with the 
dates]‘ - together with the following picture [Weidel, Twitter - 
09/09/17]    

cccccccc !  

Similar to that were notifications for scheduled tv appearances, for example in talkshows on public 

television, which were also typical posts for Weidel’s SM pages.  

‘@ClausStrunz will ask @katjakippin, @GoeringEckardt, @c_-
lindner and me ’the 10 questions that are most important to Ger-
mans‘ on @Sat1. #AfD’ - together with the following picture [Wei-
del, Twitter -  30/08/17] 

 More examples can be found in table 18 to 20 (Appendix E).17
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ccccc !  

Such program announcement sometimes also entailed mobilizing messages in that Weidel asked her 

followers to watch the debates to which she was invited and if possible, vote for her in instant polls 

asking for the politician with the most convincing performance in the debate.  

’When in a few minutes the first tv debate at SAT.1 is going to 
start, you’ve got the possibility to vote for the person with the best 
performance on www.debatometer.com. Try it now and turn on 
SAT.1 at 22:30!’ - together with the following picture [Weidel, 
Facebook -  30/08/17] 

cccccccccc !  

However, mobilizing posts typically referred to liking other SM pages, calling people to donate or 

take part in SM activities. 

’A wave is starting… Show your face for the #AfD - join now! 
#DareToVoteAfDGermany’ - retweet @AfD:’#DareToVoteAf-
DGermany: These citizens show their faces for the #btw17. Record 
your own video now here [Link]+Video' [von Storch, Twitter - 
30/08/17] 

What should become clear by looking at the examples here (and in the appendix) is that posts from 

the theme ‘promoting‘ functioned to invite people to engage with the party in different ways, not 

purely through the politicians SM. They did not include statements on policy issues, that is, they did 

not engage with explicit political statements. This is how the ‘promoting‘-theme differs from ’circu-

lating’-theme. 
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5.2.2	Circula3ng	

Posts that were ascribed to the 'circulating’-theme also draw from content that originated elsewhere. 

However, they differ from promoting posts because they implicitly also engage with political stan-

ces of the AfD politicians in particular and the AfD in general. This has been done by distributing 

videos, livestreams or photos from AfD rallies and politicians’ speeches but also by giving attention 

to statements from other politicians from the AfD. All these posts disseminated statements that were 

already published, broadcasted or mentioned in other contexts, that is on tv shows, other people’s 

SM pages or rally speeches. Hence, circulating them via Weidel’s, Petry’s and von Storch’s SM 

pages extended the audience of the somehow already distributed or published information, as the 

following examples will show.  

The ’circulating’-theme contains a sub-theme concerned with other SM users’ posts: Especially Pe-

try and von Storch made use of it to disseminate utterances from other AfD politicians or sympathi-

zers that corroborated earlier claims from them or fit the general political claims of the AfD.  

’No. None‘ - Retweet of: ‘@AliCologne: 47.000 fled Syrians in 
Turkey spend their ’vacations‘ for the sacrificial feast in Syria, in 
the cities from which they ran. Any questions?’  [von Storch, Twit-
ter - 31/08/17] 

Newspaper articles too were used to underpin statements and arguments or criticize the current go-

vernment. Especially von Storch made use of disseminating such supporting articles by usually 

summing up the content of the attached link or video, or point out a particularly interesting aspect of 

its content. 

’A typical #AfD-voter: critical, informed and worried about the de-
cay of the state of law and the division of power in [German flag 
emoji].‘ - attached a link to an article by WELT containing an in-
terview with an AfD voter about his motivations to do so [von 
Storch, Twitter - 02/09/17]  

Similar to this were SM posts that featured one of the three politicians themselves in an interview. 

Such articles too were usually shortly advertised by naming the central topic and then left for the 

followers to read up on.  

‘In today’s interview with Badische Zeitung I addressed the histori-
cal breaches of law committed by the German government.’ - atta-
ched a link to Badische Zeitung, interview article with headline: 
Alice Weidel complains breaks of law by the government [Weidel, 
Facebook - 09/09/17] 
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A theme that is present in Weidel’s and Petry’s SM pages is the distribution of official press relea-

ses . Both posted multiple of these longer statements on their Facebook accounts and also linked to 18

these Facebook posts on their Twitter pages rather than to the actual press releases on the official 

AfD webpage. What is interesting to point out in Petry’s circulated press releases is that they also 

featured longer statements of two other AfD politicians: the eco political spokesperson Jörg Urban  

and the socio-political spokesman André Wendt, and not Petry herself. 

The last two sub-themes that are related to the ’circulating’-theme involve recordings of events: 

While it was typical for Weidel and von Storch to share posts with Videos of their tv appearances 

and interviews, all three politicians distributed links to livestreams of press conferences and rally 

events.  

’Yesterday evening Frauke Petry was a guest of the AfD Zwickau 
in Crimmirtschua. A lot of interested citizen took the opportunity to 
discuss with her, Nico Köhler, Julien Wiesemann and Uwe Wurlit-
zer. We are happy to share this recording of the event with you. You 
can find more information on upcoming events with Frauke Petry 
here [Link]. #AfD time for change.‘ - attached uploaded video of 
the event  [Petry, Facebook - 29/08/17]  

The content of the presented exemplary posts for the ‘circulating‘-theme referred to statements by 

politicians in particular and content in general, that originated form other events, contexts or sour-

ces. Such posts enabled the AfD politicians to distribute media material, interviews and speeches to 

a wider audience and to thereby extend their reach. Moreover, such circulating posts helped corro-

borating AfD politicians’ claims if seen in the context of posts that belong to the next overarching 

theme: ’commenting'. 

5.2.3	Commen3ng	

Posts that belong to the ‘commenting’-theme are characterized by the three AfD politicians enga-

ging in explicit political stance taking. Those posts did neither promote other events or pages nor 

merely circulate external content and statements from other people. They might have been publis-

hed as a reaction to such external content or events, however commenting posts added statements 

originating by the politician who posted or retweeted these posts on their SM page as will be de-

monstrated by the different sub-themes and respective examples.  

 (For examples see Appendix E, pictures 1 and 2)18
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One sub-theme of ‘commenting‘ is related to other users’ posts and the AfD politicians’ comments 

on them. Such comments are especially typical on von Storch’s SM pages, more specifically Twit-

ter, where she ironically or sarcastically commented on or criticized parties’, politicians’ and journa-

lists’ posts and stances. 

’They sing our anthem. They decorate themselves with our colours. 
And they destroy all that. #390.000 #Syrians #FamilyReunion 
#AfD #DareToVoteAfDGermany‘ - Retweet of ‘@CDU: As it is 
usual at the end our #CDU-events: Our national anthem [Emoji] + 
Picture with stage decorated in black, red, gold’ [von Storch, Twit-
ter - 29/08/17]  

All three politicians commented on a variety of tv debates and talkshows that were broadcasted du-

ring the sampling period. Such comments on tv debates were typically short, concise and sometimes 

ironic or sarcastic. 

’ZDF Scandal.Slomka with her best Agitprop-manners.This is what 
we are supposed to pay GEZ [taxes] for? Get rid of it!Weidel con-
sequent. Set boundaries!We always say that‘ (von Storch, Twitter - 
05/09/17] 

And even though other tv debates also received attention from the sampled politicians, none were as 

vividly debated by all three as the one between Merkel and Schulz. What is interesting to point out 

in this regard is that Weidel deviated from the other politicians by pursuing her own style of com-

menting on this big tv debate: Instead of commenting in short and concise statements like von 

Storch or Petry, Weidel chose to add short videos of only a few seconds length in order to comment 

on the debate. Even though these short videos were updated during the live broadcast of the debate, 

they were clearly recorded earlier and professionally edited before uploaded.  

’#AliceWeidelLive: Merkel dictated the rules of the #TVDuell, be-
cause she wants to avoid question regarding her irresponsible poli-
cies’ - together with a longer statement via video [Weidel Twitter - 
03/09/17]  

However, this commenting style was only employed for the tv debate between Merkel and Schulz. 

During  the broadcast of one debate in which Weidel personally took part her SM pages continued 

to sum up and repeat statements she made in the debate.  

’#Wahlen2017: Support the police: situation suited equipment, 
body cams, DNA analyses, federal police for border control #AfD 
#MitAfD‘ [Weidel, Twitter, 30/08/17] 

Another sub-theme relates to ‘commenting’ on recent events, such as for example a politician’s ut-

terances, criminal incidents or court decisions. All three politicians used such recent events as ‘trig-
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gers’ for the distribution of their own or the party’s political stances on the subject, however, espe-

cially von Storch’s employed such a commenting approach on her Twitter page.  

’[Hungary Flag Emoji] & Co don’t want migrants and migrants 
don’t want to be there either‚ the ECJ’s forced Migrant-verdict is 
going to make the next countries leave the EU. In that way: Good 
verdict‘ [von Storch, Twitter - 30/08/17] 

The next sub-theme is similar to the previous one: By commenting on media articles AfD politici-

ans did in some, but not all cases also comment on recent events on the basis of such media articles. 

Especially Petry and von Storch employed such comments on media articles in order to underpin 

statements and arguments or proof alleged mistakes or misconduct.  

’I only have only one single question for Leipzig’s major: Do you 
let your wife go for a run through parks on her own? Aha, interes-
ting‘ - attached link to BILD article, headline: Leipzig’s major en-
raged about police warning [advised women to not jog through 
parks in their own anymore] [von Storch, Twitter - 05/09/17]  

Commenting on political stances of the AfD is the last sub-theme in the ‘commenting‘-theme and 

engages with posts that elaborated on the AfD’s political program or specific stances in it. Such 

posts did sometimes feature links to media coverage, however, in these posts they served as sources 

to back-up claims or proof that a specific statement originated from one institution or politician. 

They were usually posted on Facebook and linked to on Twitter, possibly due to the sign limitations 

of the latter. Such posts have been published by all three politicians but are much more frequent on 

Weidel’s and Petry’s Facebook page (see Appendix E, picture 1 and 2). 
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6.	Conclusions,	Discussion	&	Further	Research	
This study set out to analyze the role of populist politicians’ SM statements in the coverage about 

the populist party AfD during the GFE 2017. At the center of the preliminary theoretical considera-

tion stood Chadwicks’s understanding of how power its exercised in the framework of the hybrid 

media system. It has been considered as a form of advise to political actors on how to navigate this 

hybrid media system, according to which those need to ‘[…] create, tap or steer information flows 

in ways that suit their goals […] across and between a range of older and newer media 

settings‘ (Chadwick, 2017: 285). Based on this, two different approaches following Chadwick’s ad-

vice to look at concrete interactions between different social actor groups in specific instances have 

been developed to answer the question: How did the AfD navigate the hybrid media system during 

the GFE campaign 2017?  

First, the extent to which journalists reported on and incorporated SM statements by AfD politicians 

in their coverage about the party was examined. Building on literature on campaigning in Germany 

and other countries, this approach was based on the concept of SM statements as a possibility for 

steering, tapping or creating information flows that were possibly beneficial to the party. However, 

the findings in this sample did not show a substantial direct impact of SM statements on newspaper 

coverage in the form of direct quotes. Therefore, the following conclusions can only be considered 

as tendencies and hypotheses that require testing in further research. Articles referenced the SM 

statements of AfD politicians only in a small amount of cases, regardless of the newspapers' editori-

al orientation or geographic distribution. Nonetheless, the few cases in which SM statements by 

AfD politicians were present suggest that it was more difficult for such statements to be incorpora-

ted in print rather than online articles, in which they were more frequent. Quoted SM statements 

were most often related to recent tv debates, especially Weidel’s statement regarding her sudden 

leaving in the middle of a talk show. This statement criticized not only the talk show host but also 

the media in general, fitting the self-perception of the party. Again, it has to be noted that because 

SM statements occurred in so few newspaper articles, statements about possible patterns are impos-

sible to make. 

Secondly, drawing on the concept of issue competition it has been analyzed whether newspapers 

covered the AfD in relation to topics and issues that were also thematized on the AfD politician’s 

SM pages. This approach was based on the premise that the AfD promoted such issues and topics 
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that are beneficial to their campaign on their SM pages. The reported findings indeed showed a ran-

ge of similarities between the topics and issues surfacing on AfD politicians’ SM pages and in the 

newspapers coverage about the party: First of all, and in line with literature on right-wing populist 

parties in general, but also the AfD in particular, issues revolving around ‘asylum & immigration’, 

national security, as well as economic matters (not always but often, connected to the European 

Union) dominated newspaper coverage about the AfD as well as its politicians SM statements. Es-

pecially the latter is an interesting finding in the light of the AfD’s self-proclaimed aspiration of be-

coming the new German ’tax and finance expert’-party (von Storch, Twitter). Three out of the seven 

most often occurring issues were the same for newspaper articles as well as SM statements. Second-

ly, AfD politicians as well as newspapers also showed considerable similarities concerning issues 

that have neither been thematized in articles in connection to the AfD nor in their SM posts: Four 

out of the Six least often occurring issues were the same for newspapers as well as SM statements, 

examples being ‘military’, ‘housing’ and ‘health care’.  

These findings support the assumption that the AfD did have issues that it and its politicians suc-

cessfully tried to be connected to, that is, that they predominantly campaigned with during the GFE 

2017 campaign. They also show that there are issues that neither the politicians' SM pages nor 

newspaper articles paid great attention to in relation to the party. Thirdly, the posting and reporting 

on topics such as other campaigning events, tv debates and political scandals in connection to the 

AfD had been central to newspapers as well as politicians’ SM pages. While for example the state-

ment by Alice Weidel, that has been quoted by the media, was her only comment on the incident in 

this particular talkshow, Petry and von Storch devoted several posts to it. Moreover, all newspapers 

reported on the scene with recaps of famous, scandalous talk show appearances of the past or back-

ground reports that included expert interviews on how the AfD might have strategically staged this 

row on national television for their benefit. 

Thirdly, the findings of the thematic analysis on Weidel’s, Petry’s and von Storch’s SM pages pro-

vided  detailed insights into how politicians published what kinds of content on these platforms. It 

closely examined the provided material which journalists possibly could have drawn from for their 

reporting about the AfD with the aim to provide potential explanations for why so few SM posts 

were included in newspaper articles, that is what possibly fostered or prevented SM statements from 

traveling across media outlets. 

The three overarching themes identified across all SM pages were ‘promoting’,‘circulating’ and 

’commenting’. They reflect possible strategies that might have informed politicians’ utilization of 
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the platform. Posts alloted to the ‘promoting’- and ’circulating’-theme contained content that origi-

nated from other contexts, such as media content, events or other SM pages. Posts ascribed to the 

’commenting‘-theme on the contrary contained political stances by the three politicians themselves, 

sometimes on media content, events or SM statements, but always with an own contribution by 

Weidel, Petry and von Storch which was not present in the posts of the other two themes.  

All three politicians differed in their employment of SM pages during the sampling period: Even 

though Petry was slightly less active on her SM pages than Weidel, both had a similar, balanced at-

tention between Facebook and Twitter. In contrast to that stands von Storch’s prevailing use of Twit-

ter, while hardly posting on Facebook (see Appendix D, figure 1 to 3, table 8). The fact that all three 

incorporated the platforms more or less intense interrelated with the employment of different func-

tions and posts about different content online, since Twitter and Facebook promote different kinds 

of activities (Skogerbø & Krumsvik, 2015; Holton et al., 2014; Magin et al., 2016). 

Weidel as the front-runner was a central figure during whole campaign, and as such appeared a lot 

in the media but also on rally events. It was typical for her SM page to employ promotional strate-

gies for her real-life events as well as tv appearances. Afterwards she regularly utilized the same 

platforms to circulate these performances within the SM communities. The promotion of such 

events beforehand and their circulation afterwards in SM most certainly broadened the audiences of 

such events and media contents. Petry’s utilization of SM pages showed similarities to that of Wei-

del: It was characterized by the circulation of official press releases and elaborate posts on her own 

political stances backed up with media articles on Facebook. Considering that Facebook is the SM 

platform in this sample that is more widespread among ‘normal’ citizens these strategies appear to 

be useful for broadening the audience of campaigning efforts. But Petry did also circulate and 

comment on content originating from media articles or other users’ posts, much like von Storch, 

whose SM use can be considered as a contrast to that of Weidel during the sampled time: von 

Storch mainly used Twitter as her communicating channel and typically commented on media arti-

cles, recent events and other users’ posts. She moreover employed SM platforms to circulate media 

coverage that fit her political views, and pictures of campaigning events. However, she too posted 

links to recordings of her tv appearances in other media outlets on Facebook, although admittedly to 

a much lesser extent than Weidel. 

Overall, the results of this study are rather ambivalent regarding the question of how the AfD navi-

gated the hybrid media system in the specific context of the GFE 2017. On one side, the rare refe-

rences to SM together with the finding from the thematic analysis that politicians promoted and cir-
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culated external content to a great extent suggest that during the GFE 2017 campaign the AfD poli-

ticians might have pursued a ’bypassing strategy‘ and rather less employed their SM pages for a tac-

tical use within the hybrid media system as suggested by Chadwick (2017) or Jungherr (2016). 

Considering German user statistics which suggested that the ‘bypassing-strategy’ could only be 

considered effective to some extent (Koch & Frees, 2017; Faas & Sack, 2016), the only few cases 

of SM references in newspaper coverage as well as the less tactical instrumentalization of SM pages 

by the AfD politicians’ have been a rather surprising result. 

On the other side, the quantitative mapping of issues and topics that surfaced in the newspaper co-

verage about AfD as well as its politicians’ SM statements does suggest that the party has been able 

to employ Chadwicks understanding of how power is exercised in the hybrid media system, in that 

its politicians did successfully ‘[…] create, tap or steer information flows in ways that suit their 

goals […]’ (Chadwick, 2017: 285). However, further research is needed in order to find out whether 

the AfD’s SM statements caused this. Nevertheless, this finding is especially interesting with regard 

to Mazzoleni’s concept of populism through the media: By reporting on issues and topics that were 

preferred by or beneficial to the AfD, the media provided the party with a necessary media penetra-

tion, which brings us back to the initial starting point of this thesis, the prevalence of issues sur-

rounding asylum, immigration, refugees and integration. Considering this prevalence in connection 

to the considerable losses that both, the Christian Democrats as well as Social Democrats suffered 

in the GFE 2017 while the AfD simultaneously entered the German parliament, calls for research 

that examines not only issue competition of the AfD, but also in connection to other parties, buil-

ding on the second part of Chadwick’s understanding of power, that actors need to simultaneously 

'[…] modify, enable, or disable the agency of others, across and between a range of older and newer 

media settings‘ (ibid.) in order to provide a more complete assessment.  

The finding that the politicians predominantly promoted topics and issues on SM pages by drawing 

on content that did not originate from their SM pages could be a possible explanations for the few 

instances in which SM posts were referenced in newspaper coverage: AfD politicians might have 

delivered statements that journalists used to incorporate in their newspaper articles on other occasi-

ons which they simultaneously tweeted or posted about, like interviews, speeches or press releases. 

This goes hand in hand with Skogerbø and Krumsvik’s (2015) thought that quoting statements from 

SM pages might not be the most qualitative or prestigious journalistic work, thus many journalists 

might try to avoid it (Skogerbø & Krumsvik, 2015).  
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Since the study’s sample period was situated amid the hot phase of the GFE campaign 2017, a va-

riety of such events and contexts took place and offered politicians the possibility to promote their 

political claims and opinions on stages or in the media. Broersma and Graham (2012: 417) also no-

ticed that journalists make use of politicians’ SM posts ’[…] to illustrate their opinions and acts, 

especially when they are not (easily) available for comments […]’. Hence, the findings of this study 

would perhaps be different in non-campaigning contexts when politicians are not as present in tv, 

newspapers and on rally events as they usually are during campaigning times.  

A central question of this study was to which extent SM statements by AfD politicians have been 

quoted in newspaper articles about the AfD during the GFE campaign 2017. Considering the rather 

short sampled period of time in focus of this study (which has been chosen due to feasibility con-

siderations) the presented results can be used in order to draw a picture for this particular time 

frame, but are less equipped to deliver generalizations. However, because all articles about the AfD 

in the sampled media outlets were examined in the quantitative part of this study, it was possible to 

consider the amount of SM references in newspaper articles in relation to the total coverage about 

the AfD. Whereas it can be assumed that all possible AfD politicians’ SM references in this sample 

were found, a search in databases for combinations of terms like ‘AfD’ and ’Twitter/Facebook’ 

would possibly not have shown all articles with references to politicians’ SM pages. It has indeed 

been the case for some of the found SM references in this sample, that journalists did not explicitly 

state from which SM page the quoted statements initially originated. Nevertheless, future research 

should examine the incorporation of politicians’ SM statements by journalists in mainstream media 

over a longer period of time in order to obtain a bigger sample of such referenced SM posts that 

could than be analyzed in order to find patterns and characteristics for such ‘traveling‘ SM content.  

Further research that aims to examine implications of issue competition within the framework of the 

hybrid media system should focus on politicians’ as well journalists’ use of SM and how it affects 

their communicative strategies and work processes. Research concerning journalists should be in-

formed by Van Camp’s suggestion to not equate journalists’ issue saliency and competence attribu-

tion concerning parties with that of other citizens (2018: 26-27). Van Camp based this advice on 

studies that showed that journalists usually tend to be more educated than the general public and 

more immersed into political themes that are part of their daily work practices (ibid.). Additionally, 

assuming that German journalists use Twitter more extensively than the rest of the German popula-

tion (Neuberger, Langenohl & Nuernbergk, 2014) politicians’ tweets on the platform might also in-
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fluence journalists’ perceptions of how issues and parties are connected, hence alter coverage about 

political actors. 

However, questions regarding politicians’ SM strategies and journalists working routines in connec-

tion with Twitter and Facebook cannot be answered with thematic or quantitative analyses of SM 

feeds or newspaper articles. Qualitative interviews are necessary in order to make sense of the diffe-

rent actors’ intentions and explicit utilization strategies regarding SM. Such research should for ex-

ample investigate journalists’ possible reluctance toward quoting politicians’ SM statements, as ex-

pected by Skogerbø & Krumsvik (2015: 361). Moreover, research that revolves around the embed-

dedness of politicians’ SM statements in mainstream media coverage from the politicians’ perspec-

tive would be valuable, especially considering right-wing populist actors. A central question could 

be, whether or not populist politicians actually would like to see their SM posts being covered by 

the mainstream media. Interviews would moreover be able to give insights into whether or not 

German politicians use Twitter differently then compared to Facebook, due to the distinct audiences 

on both platforms. 

The decision to look at the populist AfD in the context the GFE campaign 2017 was made first and 

foremost based on its election success in it. But since, the AfD is known for its focus on issues such 

as immigration, national security and economics, it also made a good case to study with regard to 

the concept of issue competition. Moreover, its populist character together with the history of mul-

tiple AfD politicians gaining media attention through provoking SM posts in the past also played 

into choosing the party for this study (e.g. Spiegel, 2016; BILD, 2016). However, as research by 

Jungherr (2016) and Magin et al. (2016) showed, other German parties specifically claimed the tac-

tical use of SM for campaigning purposes. Hence, future research should broaden the range of this 

study and consider other parties on their own or in comparative studies, for example between popu-

list and non-populist parties.  

One limitation of the thematic analysis of this study is connected to the handling of the politicians’ 

SM pages: the analysed SM pages appear to differ in their level of professionalism and in how per-

sonal the published statements were. While it was typical for Weidel and Petry to make use of offi-

cial press releases and seemingly professionally edited and structured posts, especially von Storch’s 

Twitter activities created the impression of being more spontaneous and personal. 

It is not possible to access the politician’s profile description from September 2017 and all three 

have changed since then. Those descriptions normally indicate whether or not a politician tweets on 
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her own or is joined by a team. In such cases specific symbols or Emojis usually indicate the origin 

of tweets (politicians vs. team). Future studies can enrich research on how parties and politicians 

navigate the hybrid media system by examining SM pages by politicians with different levels of 

professionalism. Such research should be guided by the question which implications team or. perso-

nal politicians’ SM post have on the probability of being covered by the media. 

Broersma and Graham pointed toward the news value of inappropriate messages as well as interac-

tions between different actors on Twitter (ibid.). In connection to this it is interesting to consider 

past incidents with SM by von Storch whose communication on Facebook and Twitter appeared to 

be the most personal, direct and spontaneous of all three examined politicians. 

Since the election in September 2017, von Storch’s tweets have in deed received considerable me-

dia coverage in several cases. For example on New Years Eve she replied to an Arabic tweet by the 

police in Cologne with information regarding events surrounding the celebrations, with the follo-

wing tweet:  
’What the hell is wrong with this country? Why is the official police account from cologne tweeting in 
Arabic? Do you think that you can calm the barbaric, muslim, group raping men hordes like 
that?’ [von Storch, Twitter, 31/12/17].  

This tweet not only provoked media coverage and discussions one the platform, but also lead to 

multiple reports to the police regarding von Storch (Spiegel, 2018a; BILD, 2018a; Frankfurter All-

gemeine Zeitung, 2018). Moreover, 13 minutes after a van ploughed into a restaurant’s terrace in the 

German city of Münster in the beginning of April this year, she tweeted:  
’WE CAN DO IT! (Angry, swearing, red smiley)‘ - referring to Merkels famous statement from Sum-
mer ‘15 relating to the acceptance of refugees [von Storch, Twitter, 07/04/18] 

As it became public later, the driver of the van not only suffered from mental illness problems, but 

also was of German nationality. Again a big wave of criticism in social and mainstream media 

(Spiegel, 2018b; BILD, 2018b) emerged until eventually von Storch apologized in a second, elabo-

rate Facebook post. However, in addition to her apology this post also included criticism toward 

Merkel who, according to and unlike von Storch, is not able to apologize for her allegedly wrong 

decision of the past. As results of these decisions, the AfD politician lists the ‘inrush‘ of ’illegal mi-

grants’ and recent attacks in Ansbach, Würzburg and other cities (von Storch, Facebook). This 

Facebook post too, received attention from multiple media outlets quoting parts of the statement 

and therewith amplifying her statements  (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2018; RP, 2018).  
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I argue that based on the few but existing SM references found in newspaper articles within this 

study and in the light of the above reported, exemplary cases of SM statements in newspaper arti-

cles since the GFE 2017, research needs to continue the examination of SM statements’ embedded-

ness in mainstream media coverage. This could for example be done by shifting the focus from 

campaigning contexts to the function of SM statements as triggers for newspaper coverage. This 

matters especially in the context of right-wing populist parties, since, as mentioned in the introduc-

tion of this study, political statements and claims, as interpretations of social reality, gain strength 

and become legitimized by being reported on in the media (Broersma & Graham, 2012: 406). 

word count: 20.805 
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8.	Appendix	
Appendix	A	-	Methods	

* Presence was measured in terms of having an official Facebook/Twitter page since August 2017 or earlier.  

Table 6: List of candidates’ presence* on SM

Federal State Number of List 
Candidates, n

Twitter presence* 
in % (n)

Facebook presence* 
in % (n)

North Rhine-Westphalia
24 75 % (18) 42 % (10)

Berlin 10 50 % (5) 60 % (6)

Rhineland-Palatinate 12 17% (2) 50 % (6)

Brandenburg 12 42 % (5) 50 (6)

Baden-Wuerttemberg 30 30 % (9) 47 % (14)

Hessia 19 26 % (5) 47 % (9)

Mecklenburg-Western 
Pomerania 8 38 % (3) 50 % (4)

Thuringia 8 63 % (5) 63 % (5)

Lower Saxony 25 16 % (4) 12 % (3)

Saxonia-Anhalt 10 50 % (5) 50 % (5)

Bavaria 30 13 % (4) 43 % (13)

Saxony 20 40 % (8) 35 % (7)

Hamburg 6 17 % (1) 50 % (3)

Bremen 3 0 % (0) 33 % (1)

Saarland 6 0 % (0) 0 % (0)

Schleswig-Holstein 2 50 % (1) 0 % (0)

Table 7: Differentiation between Issues and Topics

Issues Topics

Asylum & Immigration Education Internal organization of parties

Economic Policy Religion Political Scandals

Crime Social Policy Campaigning

European Union Justice & Police TV Debate(s)

Housing Military Other campaigning events

International relations Health Care Polls & Coalition Negotiations

Environmental & energy policy Media Protest (by and against the AfD)

Infrastructure Other
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Appendix	B	-	Codebook	Newspaper	Coding	

CODEBOOK - NEWSPAPERS 

> Sampling criteria 
- All articles that mention the AfD in their text (not just headline!)  

> Time period: 
- Period - Pre-election: 4th of September - 10th of September 2017 

• Please note: 
- Even if the AfD is only briefly mentioned, the article has to be coded (this sometimes 

complicates the assessment of the AfD-reference issue (see 3.2), in this case, please 
code for [33] ‘AfD only mentioned’) 

- Letters from readers, surveys among people printed in the newspaper and reading sug-
gestions/teasers of articles are not to be considered for the sample 

1. Technical Variables 
1.1 Article ID: ARTID # 
- Used in order to identify the coded article quickly 
- According to medium, chronological order 

  sz_001 
  bi_001 
  sp_001 
  rp_001 

2. Article information 
2.1 Publication Date: PUBDAT # 
- Format: ddmmyyyy 

2.2  Medium of Publication: PUB # 
[1] - Süddeutsche Zeitung 
[2] - BILD Zeitung  
[3] - Spiegel 
[4] - Rheinische Post 

2.3 Article Modality: MOD # 
[1] - Print 
[2] - Online 

       [3] - Both 

2.4 Article Headline: HEAD $ 
- The title of the article 
- Only bold printed parts 
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2.5 Article genre: GENRE # 
- Type of article 
- Stated explicitly by the newspaper 
- Otherwise assessed by the coder based on articles characteristics 

[1] – News, Report  
[2] – Editorial, Lead 
[3] – Comment, Analysis  
[4] – Interview, Portrait 
[5] – Background report, reportage, feature 
[6] – Informative/service-providing Text 
[7] – Other 
[99] – not identifiable 

3. Article Issue(s) & Topic(s) 
3.1 Overall Article Issue/Topic: OTOP # 
- Coding for the overall issue(s)/topic(s) of the item 
- Provides information about the issue which got the most attention (in terms of scope/

space) within the article > What was the focus? 
- Possible indication through headline or abstract 
- If several issues got the same amount of attention, the first one occurring is coded 
- Maximum three issues, if there are one or two, fill the other OTOP columns in SPSS 

with [77] - ‘No more issues’ 

[1] – Asylum and Immigration 
(Issues concerning decisions, processes, procedures and legislations for asylum seekers 
and immigrants, …) 

[2] – Economic Policy 
(Issues concerning budget, taxes and economics, e.g. budget negotiations and utilizati-
on, decreasing or increasing taxes, deregulation, economical planning, regional deve-
lopment, …) 

[3] – Crime  
(Issues about any type of illegal activity, e.g. removing of election posters, murder, …) 

[4] – European Union 
(Issues about European policy, European institutions, accession talks, European legis-
lation, regulation, euro rescue …) 

[5] – Housing Policy  
(Issues about social housing, (development of) renting costs, renting cost regulations, 
…) 

[6] – International Relations 
(Issues about UN, UNO, NATO (not European), economic relations, free trade, wars, 
relations to other nations …) 

[7] – Internal Organization of Parties 
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(topics about list formation, power struggles within parties, election of chairman, party 
congresses, …) 

[8] – Environmental Policy and Energy 
(Issues about climate change, energy policy, nuclear power plants, …) 

[9] – Infrastructure  
(Issues about speed regulations, cars, public transport, digital accessibility, fibreglass 
development  …) 

[10] – Education  
(Issues about school regulation, savings in/spendings on education, …) 

[11] – Religion  
(Issues about Christianity, Judaism, Islam, influence of the church on the state, …) 

[12] – Political Scandals 
(topics about conflict of interest, insults, provoking statements/actions,  …) 

[13] – Social Policy  
(Issues of social security, social inequality, aging of the population, mortality/birth rate, 
protection of children, social services, …) 

[14] – Justice and police  
(Issues about juridical reform, reform and security of police, malfunctioning of police/
justice, firefighters and civil protection, …) 

[15] – Campaigning 
(topics about campaigning activities or content that does not fall into the sub-catego-
ries)  
 [151] - Tv Debate(s) 
 [152] - Other Campaigning Events (talk shows, rallies, …) 
 [153] - Polls & Coalition Negotiations 
 [154] - Campaigning Strategies 

[16] – Military 
(Issues about deployment (abroad), armour, Federal Armed Forces, …) 

[17] – Protest  
 [171] - Protest against the AfD and/or it’s supporters 
 [172] - Protest by the AfD and/or it’s supporters 

[18] – Health Care 
(Issues about the health care system in Germany, doctors shortage, health insurance 
(fee), foster care…) 

[19] – Media  
(Issues about media, critiquing media outlets, programs, content,…) 

[20] – Racism  

[33] – AfD Only Mentioned 
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(If the AfD is only mentioned in comparison or list) 

[66] – Other 

[77] – No more issues 
(Fill in this code if you have identified one or two issues) 

[99] – Overall issue not identifiable 

3.2 Specific thematic context for the AfD reference: AFDTOP1-3 # 
- Coding for the issue(s) and topic(s) in which context(s) the AfD has been related to 
- Coding for multiple issues possible if necessary, maximum three topics 
- No hierarchical order 

  
  > Use the issue coding categories from 3.1 

4. Twitter reference(s) 
4.1 Twitter reference: TWIREF # 
- Coding whether or not the article regards to any Twitter communication by the party 

AfD or its candidates 
- Filter variable: If reference exists continue with 4.2, otherwise move on to 5 

[1] – Yes 
[2] – No 

4.2 Specific thematic context of Twitter reference TWITOP1-3 # 
- Coding for the thematical context in which the Twitter communication has been utili-

zed 
- Coding for multiple issues possible if necessary, maximum three topics 
- Hierarchical order not required 

  > Use the issue coding categories from 3.1 

4.3 Tweeting Actor(s): TWIACT § 
- Coding for whose tweets are considered in the article 
- Coding for multiple actors is possible if necessary 

4.4 Tweet content: TWEET $ 
- Capture the quoted Tweet or parts of it that have been quoted 

5. Facebook reference(s) 
5.1 Facebook reference: FBREF # 
- Coding whether or not the article regards to any Facebook communication by the party 

AfD or its candidates 
- Filter variable: If reference exists continue with 5.2, otherwise end coding, if necessa-

ry, with notes 

[1] – Yes 
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[2] – No 

5.2 Specific thematic context of Facebook reference FBTOP1-3 # 
- Coding for the thematical context in which the Facebook communication has been uti-

lized 
- Coding for multiple issues possible if necessary, maximum three topics 
- Hierarchical order not required 

  > Use the issue coding categories from 3.1 

5.3 Facebook Actor(s): FBACT § 
- Coding for whose tweets are considered in the article 
- Coding for multiple actors is possible if necessary 

5.4 FB content: FBSTAT $ 
- Capture the quoted Facebook communication or parts of it, that have been coded 

6. Notes 
- Note possible problems, ambiguities concerning the article and its coding 
- If the article issue was not identifiable, please note your suggestion for its issue/topic  
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Appendix	C	-	Codebook	Social	Media	Statements	Coding	

CODEBOOK - SOCIAL MEDIA STATEMENTS 
> Sampling criteria 
- All Facebook and Twitter posts of Alice Weidel, Frauke Petry and Beatrix von Storch 

> Time period: 
- Period - Pre-election: 28th of August - 10th of September 2017 

1. Post Information 
1.1 Publication Date: DATE # 
- Format: ddmmyyyy 

1.2 Actor: ACTOR # 
[1] - Alice Weidel 
[2] - Frauke Petry 

        [3] - Beatrix von Storch 

2. Social Media Post POST $ 
- Transcription of Social Media post if possible  

3. Post Issue(s) & Topic(s) # 
- Coding for the issue(s)/topic(s) of the item 
- If several issues got the same amount of attention, the first one occurring is coded 
- Maximum three issues, if there are one or two, fill the other OTOP columns in SPSS with [77] 

- ‘No more issues’ 
[1] – Asylum and Immigration 
(Issues concerning decisions, processes, procedures and legislations for asylum seekers 
and immigrants, …) 

[2] – Economic Policy 
(Issues concerning budget, taxes and economics, e.g. budget negotiations and utilizati-
on, decreasing or increasing taxes, deregulation, economical planning, regional deve-
lopment, …) 

[3] – Crime  
(Issues about any type of illegal activity, e.g. removing of election posters, murder, …) 

[4] – European Union 
(Issues about European policy, European institutions, accession talks, European legis-
lation, regulation, euro rescue …) 

[5] – Housing Policy  
(Issues about social housing, (development of) renting costs, renting cost regulations, 
…) 

[6] – International Relations 
(Issues about UN, UNO, NATO (not European), economic relations, free trade, wars, 
relations to other nations …) 
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[7] – Internal Organization of Parties 
(topics about list formation, power struggles within parties, election of chairman, party 
congresses, …) 

[8] – Environmental Policy and Energy 
(Issues about climate change, energy policy, nuclear power plants, …) 

[9] – Infrastructure  
(Issues about speed regulations, cars, public transport, digital accessibility, fibreglass 
development  …) 

[10] – Education  
(Issues about school regulation, savings in/spendings on education, …) 

[11] – Religion  
(Issues about Christianity, Judaism, Islam, influence of the church on the state, …) 

[12] – Political Scandals 
(topics about conflict of interest, insults, provoking statements/actions,  …) 

[13] – Social Policy  
(Issues of social security, social inequality, aging of the population, mortality/birth rate, 
protection of children, social services, …) 

[14] – Justice and police  
(Issues about juridical reform, reform and security of police, malfunctioning of police/
justice, firefighters and civil protection, …) 

[15] – Campaigning 
(topics about campaigning activities or content that does not fall into the sub-catego-
ries)  
 [151] - Tv Debate(s) 
 [152] - Other Campaigning Events (talk shows, rallies, …) 
 [153] - Polls & Coalition Negotiations 
 [154] - Campaigning Strategies 

[16] – Military 
(Issues about deployment (abroad), armour, Federal Armed Forces, …) 

[17] – Protest  
 [171] - Protest against the AfD and/or it’s supporters 
 [172] - Protest by the AfD and/or it’s supporters 

[18] – Health Care 
(Issues about the health care system in Germany, doctors shortage, health insurance 
(fee), foster care…) 

[19] – Media  
(Issues about media, critiquing media outlets, programs, content,…) 

[20] – Racism  
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[33] – AfD Only Mentioned 
(If the AfD is only mentioned in comparison or list) 

[66] – Other 
[77] – No more issues 
(Fill in this code if you have identified one or two issues) 
[99] – Overall issue not identifiable 

4. Attachments to the Post 
4.1 Link # 
- Coding whether or not the post contained a Link 
- Filter variable: If yes continue with 4.2, otherwise —> 4.3 

[1] – Yes 
[2] – No 

4.2 Link content $ 
- What was linked? Code for possible headlines, websites etc.  

4.3 Photo # 
- Coding whether or not the post contained a photo 
- Filter variable: If yes continue with 4.4, otherwise —> 4.5 

[1] – Yes 
[2] – No 

4.4 Photo content $ 
- What is depicted in the photo? Code possible statements, etc. 

4.5 Retweet # 
- Coding whether or not the post contained a retweet 
- Filter variable: If yes continue with 4.6, otherwise —> 4.7 

[1] – Yes 
[2] – No 

4.6 Retweet content $ 
- What/Who was retweeted? Code statements, link headlines etc.  

4.7 Answer # 
- Coding whether or not the post was an answer to a tweet 
- Filter variable: If yes continue with 4.8, otherwise —> 5 

[1] – Yes 
[2] – No 

4.8 Answer content $ 
- What/Who was answered? Code statements, link headlines etc. 

  
5. Notes 
- Note possible problems, ambiguities concerning the article and its coding 
- If the article issue was not identifiable, please note your suggestion for its issue/topic  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Appendix	D	-	Results	Quan3ta3ve	Content	Analysis	

* Numbers on the 6th of June, 2018 

� 


� 


Table 8: SM posts across platforms and actors

Alice Weidel Frauke Petry Beatrix v. Storch 

n, 
posts

number of 
followers*

n, 
posts

number of 
followers*

n, 
posts

number of 
followers*

Twitter 44 48.400 42 57.200 128 36.800

Facebook 55 157.801 34 195.679 17 89.104

total 99 76 145

Figure 1: Activity Across Platforms - Petry
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Figure 2: Activity Across Platforms - Weidel
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Figure 3: Activity Across Platforms - von Storch
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Table 9: Frequency of articles across outlets and modality

Articles, n Articles, 
in %

print 
n

online 
n

both 
n

BILD 54 22,7 % 11 37 9

Süddeutsche 
Zeitung 57 23,9 % 27 17 10

Spiegel 53 22,3 % 0 45 8

Rheinische 
Post 74 31,1 % 18 32 24

total 238 100 % 56 131 52

Table 10: SM references across sample and platforms

Number of Articles 
n

Number of Articles 
in %

References to Twitter 7 2,9 %

References to Facebook 3 1,3 %

References to Social Media pages 10 4,2 %
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Table 11: Issues/Topics of referenced SM statements’ posts

Issue/Topic n

Media 6

Crime 2

Asylum & Immigration 2

Tv Debate(s) 1

Campaigning 1

Table 12: Referenced AfD politicians

n

Alice Weidel 6

Beatrix von Storch 2

Leif-Erik Holm 1

Guido Dietel 1

Frauke Petry 1

André Poggenburg 1

Table 13: Frequency of articles in which AfD is only mentioned

number of articles  
(n)

BILD 10

Süddeutsche Zeitung 17

Spiegel 23

Rheinische Post 23

total 73
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* No other issue or topic has been coded, hence the AfD was not mentioned in connection to another topic or issue. 

Table 14: Frequency of AfD issues/topics in connection to ‘AfD only mentioned’

number of articles  
(n)

Polls & Coalition Negotiations 18

No other issue coded* 18

Other Campaigning Events 7

Protest against the AfD 6

Asylum & Immigration 5

Protest by the AfD 5

Political Scandal 3

Social policy 2

Tv Debate(s) 2

Other 2

Campaigning 2

Internal organization of parties 1

Media 1

Racism 1

total 73
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Table 15: Frequency of topics/issues in newspaper articles, overall and in relation to the AfD

Number of Articles,  
OTop 

n

Number of 
Articles,  

OTop 
in % 

Number of 
Articles,  
AfDTop 

n

Number of 
Articles,  
AfDTop 

in %

Other Campaigning 
Events 74 31,2 % 61 28,6 %

Asylum & Immigration 59 24,9 % 48 22,4 %

Political Scandal 46 19,4 % 56 26,2 %

Tv Debate(s) 41 17,3 % 16 7,5 %

Campaigning 40 16,9 % 20 9,4 %

Polls & Coalition 
Negotioations 39 16,5 % 37 17,4 %

Internal organization of 
parties 26 11 % 17 8 %

International relations 24 10,1 % 1 0,5 %

Media 23 9,7 % 13 6,1 %

Crime 22 9,3 % 14 6,6 %

Infrastructure 22 9,3 % 8 3,8 %

Social policy 22 9,3 % 12 5,6 %

Other 20 8,4 % 5 2,3 %

Economic Policy 17 7,2 % 14 6,6 %

Racism 16 6,8 % 20 9,3 %

European Union 15 6,3 % 7 3,3 %

Justice & Police 14 5,9 % 9 4,2 %

Campaigning strategies 12 5,2 % 14 6,6 %

Protest by the AfD 11 4,6 % 17 8 %

Religion 9 3,8 % 5 2,3 %

Environmental policy & 
Energy 8 3,4 % 6 2,8 %

Protest against the AfD 7 3 % 11 5,2 %

Education 6 2,5 % 3 1,4 %

Military 5 2,1 % 0 0 %

Housing 3 1,3 % 3 1,4 %

Protest 3 1,3 % 0 0 %

Health Care 2 0,8 % 1 0,5 %
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Figure 4: Frequency of issues/topics on the overall level of newspaper 
articles
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Figure 5: Frequency of issues/topics in connection to the AfD of 
newspaper articles
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Table 16: Frequency of topics/issues in newspapers on different article level

All 
Cases  

(n)

OTOP + 
AfDTOP 

(n)

OTOP + 
AfDTOP 

(%)

only 
OTOP 

(n)

only 
OTOP 

(%)

only 
AfDTOP 

(n)

only 
AfDTOP 

(%)
Proportional 

Coverage 

Other campaigning 
events 79 56 70,9 % 18 22,8 % 5 6 % 77,2 %

Asylum & Immigration
69 38 55 % 21 30,4 % 10 14,4 % 69,4 %

Political Scandal 62 39 61,9 % 7 11,1 % 16 27 % 88,9 %

TV Debate(S) 51 16 31,4 % 25 49 % 0 0 % 31,4 %

Campaigning 44 16 36,4 % 24 54,5 % 4 9,1 % 45,5 %

Polls & Coalition 
Negotiations 47 29 61,7 % 10 21,3 % 8 17 % 78,7 %

Internal organization of 
parties 30 13 43,3 % 13 43,3 % 4 13,3 % 56,6 %

International relations 24 1 4,17 % 23 95,8 % 0 0 % 4,17 %

Media 28 8 28,6 % 15 0,5 % 5 17,9 % 46,5 %

Crime 24 12 50 % 10 41,7 % 2 8,3 % 58,3 %

Infrastructure 24 6 25 % 16 66,7 % 2 8,3 % 33,3 %

Social policy 25 9 36 % 13 52 % 3 12 % 48 %

Other 21 3 14,3 % 16 76,2 % 2 9,5 % 23,8 %

Economic Policy 21 10 47,6 % 7 33,3 % 4 19 % 66,6 %

Racism 24 12 50 % 4 16,7 % 8 33,3 % 83,3 %

European Union 17 5 29,4 % 10 58,8 % 2 11,8 % 41,2 %

Justice & Policy 18 5 27,8 % 9 50 % 4 22,2 % 50 %

Campaign strategies
20 6 30 % 6 30 % 8 40 % 70 %

Protest by the AfD 19 9 47,4 % 2 10,5 % 8 42 % 89,4 %

Religion 10 4 40 % 5 50 % 1 10 % 50 %

Environmental policy 
and energy 9 5 55,6 % 3 33,3 % 1 11,1 % 66,7 %

Protest against the AfD
12 6 50 % 1 8,3 % 5 38,5 % 88,5 %

Education 6 3 50 % 3 50 % 0 0 % 50 %

Military 5 0 0 % 5 100 % 0 0 % 0 %

Housing 4 2 50 % 1 25 % 1 25 % 75 %

Protest 3 0 0 % 3 100 % 0 0 % 0 %

Health Care 3 0 0 % 2 66,7 % 1 33,3 % 33,3 %



Notes 
—> OTop: Issues/topics coded on the overall level of an article  
—> AfDTop: Issues/topics coded in relation to the AfD 

- All cases: Cases in which the issue/topic was coded on the overall level of an article and/or in 
relation to the AfD 

- OTop + AfDTop: Cases in which the issue/topic was coded on the overall level on an article 
(OTop) and in relation to the AfD (AfDTop) 

- Only OTop: Cases in which the issue/topic was only coded on the overall level on an article 

- Only AfDTop: Cases in which the issue/topic was only coded in relation to the AfD 

Proportionate coverage:  
All cases - Only OTop  
or  
OTop & AfDTop + Only AfDTop 

Example - Infrastructure:  
- All cases: n = 24 

- OTop + AfDTop: n = 6 

- Only OTop: n = 16 

- Only AfDTop: n = 2 

Proportionate coverage:  
24 - 16 = 8  
or 
6 + 2 = 8 h 
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Table 17: Issues & Topics on all SM platforms across all Politicians

n %

Asylum & Immigration 118 36,9 %

Other campaigning events 76 23,8 %

Campaigning 39 12,2 %

Crime 36 11,3 %

Economic Policy 31 9,7 %

Justice & Policy 31 9,7 %

TV Debate(S) 31 9,7 %

European Union 26 8,1 %

Religion 19 5,9 %

Other 18 5,6 %

Political Scandal 16 5 %

Internal organization of parties 14 4,4 %

Environmental policy and energy 13 4,1 %

Infrastructure 13 4,1 %

Media 11 3,4 %

International relations 10 3,1 %

Polls & Coalition Negotiations 10 3,1 %

Social policy 6 1,9 %

Health Care 6 1,9 %

Education 5 1,6 %

not identifiable 5 1,6 %

Campaign strategies 4 1,3 %

Military 2 0,6 %

Housing 1 0,3 %

Racism 1 0,3 %

total 320 100,0 %



 

 !84

Figure 6: Frequency of issues/topics on all SM platforms across all 
politicians
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Figure 7: Thematic map of SM statements by Weidel, Petry and von Storch 
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Table 18: Selection of examples for ‘Promotion’-Theme

Actor SM POST

Petry IRL Events (before) ‘I am excited! @AfD_Sachsen_ASA @AfD_Zwickau #DareToVoteAfDGermany 
#Btw17 #AfD’ [Twitter, 28/08/17] 

- Retweet of @AfD_Zwickau: ‘Reminder: Today at 6 o’ clock in Sportpark 
Crimmitschau will we welcome our federal chariwoman @FraukePetry’

TV appearances (before) / 

Mobilizing messages ‘/’ [Twitter, 04/09/17] 
- Retweet of @AfD: ‘+++We’ve moved++++ WE are changing @AfD_Bund 
to @AfD: Spread the word! #DareToVoteAfDGermany’ + Picture saying 
‘Please retweet! The only opposition party now as @AfD!’

‘+++ Final Sprint! Support the direct candidate Frauke Petry for the German 
Parliament +++ […] [Facebook, 07/09/17] 

- Call for donations (longer FB posts due to detailed information)

‘+++ Election Fraud Case: Become an Election Observer! +++ […] [Facebook, 
09/09/17] 

- Call for people to become election observers (longer FB posts due to 
detailed information)

Storch Mobilizing messages ‘You’d like to test how high your agreement with the claims and stances of the AfD 
is? Take the Wahl-O-Mat! Dare to!’ [Twitter, 01/09/17] 

- Attached Link to German Wahl-O-Mat, a quiz that test your political 
orientation 

‘A wave is starting… show your face for the #AfD - join now! 
#DareToVoteAfDGermany’ [Twitter, 30/08/17] 

- Retweet @AfD: ‘#DareToVoteGermany: These citizens show their faces for 
the #btw17. Record your own video now here [Link]’ + Video’

‘Follow @AfD It is very good. #DateToVoteAfDGermany’ [Twitter, 30/08/17] 
- Retweet of @AfD: 70.000 follower - Please continue supporting the #AfD 
by retweeting, liking, following & hashtags! #DateToVoteAfDGermany

TV appearances (before) /

IRL Events ‘Tonight! Hofheim!’ [Twitter, 30/08/17] 
- Picture with details about the event and who will be there

Weidel Mobilizing messages ‘Support the AfD and share this video! […]’ [Twitter, 28/08/17] 
- Picture with details about the event and who will be there

‘When in a few minutes the first tv debate at Sat.1 is going to start, you have the 
possibility the to vote for the person with the best performance on 
www.debatometer.com Try it now and tun on Sat. 1 at 22: 30!’ [Twitter, 29/08/17] 

- Picture with details 

‘+++ Support the AfD: share this post! +++ […]’ [Facebook, 28/08/17] 
- Picture with details about upcoming tv events to which Weidel has been 

invited 

TV appearances (before) ‘@ClausStrunz will ask @katjakippin, @GoeringEckardt @c_lindner and me ‘the 
10 question that are most important to German in @Sat.1 #AfD’ [Twitter, 30/08/17] 

‘Today I will be a guest at ‘Wie gent’s Deutschland?’ [debate show] with Ursula 
von der Leyen, @HeikoMaas, @AndiScheuer, @katjakipping, @JTrittin & 
@KatjaSuding. #AfD’ [Twitter, 28/08/17] 

IRL Events ‘Today I am excited for these two #AfD events: #Kirchhain (Hessen) - entry from 
16:15 on, #Trier (RLP) open air starting at 19:00’ [Twitter, 28/08/17] 

- Picture with details about the events

‘+++ My upcoming events for the next week at one glance! +++ Please get an idea 
of the #AfD yourself! [Link]’ - Link to more details, together with picture of all the 
dates [Twitter, 09/09/17] 

- Picture with details about the events
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Table 19: Selection of examples for ‘Circulating’-Theme

Actor SM POST

Petry Other Users’ Posts ’Old parties only think until the 24th of September. #DateToVoteAfDGermany #AfD #Btw17’ [Twitter, 
29/08/17] 

- Retweet of @AfD: ‘2018 Family reunification for 387.5000 Syrians possible! With only 3 persons 
ca. a big city like Munich! #AfD [Link]

’/’ [Twitter, 31/08/17] 
- Retweet of @AfD_HD who points toward an allegedly illogical poll distributed by Taggesschau, 
stating that a coalition between the Liberals and Christian Democrats gained more popularity while 
both parties lost voter shares in the shown poll’

Media Articles ‘/ ’ [Twitter, 07/09/17] 
- Retweet of @Zeit_online ‘Exclusive: Dangerous safety deficits - preliminary election results can 
be hacked!’ + Link with ZEIT article, headline: ‘The GFE can be manipulated’

‘Does the chancellor care about this?’ [Twitter, 30/08/17] 
- Link attached to an article by WELT, headline: ‘The majority of Germanys against family reunion 
of refugee’

Press releases s. picture 1

Storch Other Users’ Posts ‘Much better.’ [Twitter, 29/08/17] 
- with Retweet and picture from Alice Weidel about integration minister being better up in Turkey 
(implying incompetency and no interest in German people and culture)

‘The blue miracle keeps growing and growing. 11%‘ [Twitter, 31/08/17] 
- Retweet of @Wahlrecht with recent polls

Media Articles ‘A typical #AfD-voter: critical, informed and worried about the decay of the state of law and the division 
of power in [German flag emoji]’ [Twitter, 02/09/17] 

- attached a link to an article by WELT containing an interview with an AfD voter about his 
motivations to do so

‘Just read this. About the lies in statistics’ [Twitter, 09/09/17] 
- attached a link to an article by WELT, headline: 'When the hizbollah appear as extreme right forces 
in statistics

Recording IRL Event ‘Now, follow the Live-stream from our event with @Nigel_Farage! #NigelinBerlin ’ [Twitter, 08/09/17] 
- attached a link to Facebook stream 

‘Now, follow the Live-stream from our event with @Nigel_Farage! #NigelinBerlin ’ [Twitter, 08/09/17] 
- attached a link to Facebook stream 

‘Press conference for #NigelInBerlin has begun. You can follow the stream here [Link]’ [Twitter, Original 
also in english, 08/09/17] 

- attached a link to Facebook stream 

‘/’ [Facebook, 08/09/17, Original also in english] 
- Shared a link to live stream to the press conference

Weidel Other Users’ Posts +++Again: Jogger raped in Leipzig! Following: a text with nine tips that you should keep in mind when 
running through Merkel-Germany‘ [Facebook, 03/09/17] 
- together with a list of less serious tips for women

Media Articles ‘I want to say thank you to you: relatively few people can have an enormous effect here at the #AfD! 
Thumbs up! [Twitter, 01/09/17] 

- attached a link to Bayrischer Rundfunk: ‘Parties and their questionable followers’ 

Recording IRL Event ‘Here you can watch a video of my speech from the 1st of September in #Trier in front of 350 interested 
citizen #AfD #Btw17 (Link)’ [Twitter, 03/09/17] 

- Link to Video on Facebook

Press releases s. picture 2

Recording TV ‘Attached you’ll find the video of my visit at the @morgenmagazin [morning show]: 
#DareToVoteAfDGermany #AfD (Link)’ [Facebook, 28/08/17] 

- Link to Video on
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Table 20: Selection of examples for ‘Commenting’-Theme 1

Actor SM POST

Petry Recent Events ’This is how wrong policies destroy people and families! I live only 1.5 km away from the scene of 
crime…’ [Twitter, 01/09/17] 

- Link attached to BILD articles, headline: ‘Sex offender on the run - Jogger beaten up and raped’

’+++ Frauke Petry: ECJ verdict legitimizes forced distribution of refugees in Europe +++ […]’ [Facebook, 
06/09/17] 

- longer comment on recent ECJ verdict on Facebook 

Other Users’ Posts ‘The Greens are more likely putting Germany’s economic power at risk with their Heave-ho-policies. #AfD 
#Btw17’ [Twitter, 07/09/17] 

- Answer to @Die_Gruenen: ‘’The Greens are the partner for engineers who aim to build the car of the 
future’ - @cem_oezdemir #ThereforeGreen’

‘Fake news, Mr. Gysi! Your policies brought perpetrators to Germany in the first place and is now ruining it 
more and more each day, together with Merkel!’ [Twitter, 06/09/17] 

- Answer to @GregorGysi: ‘Die voter mobilization of the AfD becomes a mobilization of perpetrators. It 
appeals to lower instincts an destroys democratic consent’

On Tv Debates ‘#Merkel and #Schulz press for a Canadian immigration system? #AfD Program well studied! #TV Duell 
#TrauDichDeutschland #BTW17’ [Twitter, 03/09/17] 

Media articles ‘I wonder if Lindner [liberal politician] has ever read the Genevean Convention on Refugees. To expand it in 
1967 has been a huge mistake.’ [Twitter, 07/09/17] 

- Attached Link to FOCUS article, headline: ‘Building up Syria: FDP-leader Lindner wants to send 
Refugees back when the war is over’

Political Stances ‘[Stop-Sign Emoji] Family reunification is fatal: We have to save our eduction and social structures and stop 
the creeping Islamization! #AfD #Btw17 [German Flag Emoji] ’ [Twitter, 29/08/17] 

- together with a picture of Petry and a stopping hand, saying: ‘Stop Familyreunification! Syrians are 
needed at home for building up their state’

Storch Recent Events ‘Make Germany Safe Again! [Link] #DareToVoteAfDGermany #AfD’ [Twitter, 09/09/17] 
- together with Selfie wearing a head ‘Make Germany Sage Again!’, Link to Welt online: ‘Six injured in 
a stabbing - youngest victim only 13 years old’

‘As dishonest as it gets: First the ruin public schools and then they’ll send their children to private schools. 
Nothing #multiculturalalllearntogether’ [Twitter, 06/09/17] 

- Retweet of NDR: Article about a Social Democrat who sends her children to private schools

‘[Hungary Flag Emoji] & Co don’t want migrants and migrants don’t want to be there either, the ECJ’s forces 
Migrant-verdict is going to make the next countries leave the EU. In that way: Good verdict!’ [Twitter, 
06/09/17] 

Other Users’ Posts ‘The #Greens are a party of social pedagogues and enemies to the industry  who want to prohibit the car of the 
future! #DumpTheGreens #Diesel’’ [Twitter, 28/08/17] 

- Answer to @Die_Gruenen: ‘’The Greens are the partner for engineers who aim to build the car of the 
future’ - @cem_oezdemir #ThereforeGreen’

‘Merkel-Lego’ [Twitter, 31/08/17] 
- Retweet of a user’s questions if the after van attacks installed stone barriers already got a name + 
picture of them

‘And we want to, first and foremost, close borders, stop family reunification and mass immigration. That’s the 
difference between #CDU and #AfD ’ [Twitter, 05/09/17] 

- Retweet of @CDU: ‘We want more cctv at hot spots for criminal activities #Fünfkampf [Tv show]’

‘I live just a round the corner. So I’d be happy to join. Thanks for the invite @petertauber. See you tomorrow! 
(Emoji).’ [Twitter, 06/09/17] 

- Answer to a CDU politicians inviting people to meet up for a run together the next day (in context to 
recent incidents with raped joggers and the campaign motto of the CDU: ’A Germany in which we like 
to live and live well’

Uuuups.’ [Twitter, 29/08/17] 
- As a reaction to a user making her aware of a typo in a previous tweet

On Tv Debates ‘Merkel and Schulz don’t want to close Germany’s but Chad’s borders, and both want family reunifaction. 
Great #TV debate. Thanks for the question.’ [Twitter, 03/09/17]

‘Just now trade of barbs in the German Parliament: 5 left parties play ‘debate’. Real debates again from the 
24th of September on! #AfD’ [Twitter, 05/09/17]

ZDF Scandal.Slomka with ther best Agitprop-manners. This is what we are supposed to pay GEZ [taxes] for?
Get rid of it!Weidel consequent. Set boundaries! We always say that’ [Twitter, 05/09/17]



Table 20: Selection of examples for ‘Commenting’-Theme 2

Actor SM POST

Storch Media articles ‘Going for a run on your own - nobody really needs/wants to do that anyway. And least of all women. 
#lifestyle #free #preserve’[Twitter, 02/09/17]  

- with a Link to a regional newspaper article, headline: ‘After rape in Leipzig: Police advises women 
not to go for a run on their own anymore‘ 

‘Hugging. Integrating. More dance and flirt classes. We can do it!’[Twitter, 04/09/17]  
- Together with a link to an article bei ‘Junge Freiheit‘ (right wing magazine) with the headline: 
‘Number of Islamists in Europe estimated to be more than 50.000‘ 

Political Stances ‘The Islamisation shows the problem. Without core culture society falls apart into parallel societies, each 
with their own special interests. #AfD’ [Twitter, 01/09/17] 

- Picture attached: ‘Include German core culture as a national objective. Assimilation instead of 
integration.’

‘Lower the betterment tax! Vote #AfD! [Twitter, 03/09/17] 
- Picture attached: ‘Storch; 275 Billion Euro higher burdens through the increase of betterment tax. 
Betterment tax is the Merkel tax.

The EU is allegedly in need for an army, because one can’t leave the security to the US anymore. But the 
European borders are protected by Erdogan and Africa. [Twitter, 29/08/17]

Weidel Recent Events ‘Kicking out Özoğuz? Yes - Kick her from her Job as minister of integration! #DareToVoteAfDGermany 
#Wahlen2017 #AfD #BTW17’ [Twitter, 29/08/17] 

- Picture with the statement that Özoğuz should be fired from her job

‘+++ Share! Alice Weidel about the Discussion regarding Aydan Özoğuz (SPD)+++ […] ’ [Facebook, 
29/08/17] 

- Picture with the statement that Özoğuz should be fired from her job based on allegedly controversial 
political claims and statements she made (Germany has no core culture, she is positive about child 
marriage etc.)

Other Users’ Posts /

On Tv Debates ‘According to the constitution only 0.5 percent of all applicants were entitled to asylum in the first place! 
#Wahl2017 #DareToVoteAfDGermany #AfD’  [Twitter, 31/08/17] 

- Picture repeating the statement

‘#AliceWeidelLive for #TVDuell: To be clear on this: People voting for #Merkel are also voting for millions 
of people coming via #family reunification! #DareToVoteAfDGermany #AfD’ [Twitter, 03/09/17] 

- Video attached with Weidel elaborating on this

#AliceWeidelLive regarding #TVDuell: Merkel’s Immigration policy ruins [German flag emoji] welfare 
state: The #AfD will make sure that this will have an end! (Weidel, twitter, 3th Sep ’17]

Media articles ‘SPD-Schwesig can't be bothered to send her children to public schools. It is unbelievable really’[Facebook, 
03/09/17] 

- Link to right-wing Blog, headline: ‘Manuela Schwesig is lucky that his mother sends him to a private 
school’

Political Stances ‘+++ Merkel-government is going to throw Germany even deeper into turmoil +++ Starting in 2018 390.000 
Syrians will cause a family reunification that will change this country drastically. Germany can’t take 
additional 2 million  migrants’ [Facebook, 03/09/17] 

- Video attached with Weidel elaborating on this
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Picture 1 - Example for Press release circulated by Petry on Facebook 
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Picture 2 - Example for Press release circulated by Weidel on Facebook  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