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Abstract

The central theme of this thesis was a deeper understanding of social media communication by
Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) elected for Czechia between 2020 and 2022. The
author decided to conduct the research due to the influence the politicians maintain (factual
within the legislative process and the one based on their authority when co-creating opinions in
the public sphere), while a lack of academic studies on such a topic existed, establishing
a research gap to be filled. In the past, researchers within the field of political sciences focused
primarily on the qualitative dimension of online communication (text analysis) or only one of
the social media platforms (mostly Twitter). This approach could uncover sentiments but made
it much more challenging to spot trends. Therefore, the data from Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram were obtained via an online provider Zoomsphere, mainly from the parties' leaders
in the European elections of 2019. These pieces of information were researched with a data
analysis approach, which consisted of nine main steps. After evaluating the research aim, data
were identified, collected, extracted, cleaned, aggregated, analyzed, and finally visualized in
order to make conclusions based on the outcomes. Once this process was finished, the data were
compared with other variables, among which was the MEPs' age, duration of the mandate,
number of plenary speeches, the performance of the party for which the politicians were elected,
or presence in traditional media (TV, radio, online media, and offline newspapers). Moreover,
the data were also compared with each other to reveal a potential connection between the
activity of MEPs and users of the platforms. Based on the literature, a special segment was
dedicated to the performance of populist politicians and the sentiment they evoke among users
on Facebook. The research indicated that rather than underlining factors influencing the social
media communication of MEPs, the number of followers, interactions, storytellers, and page
posts depended, in most cases, on individuals (most likely their history, policy focus,
communication style, etc.). Moreover, the performance depended on the type of platform.
Besides, in the case of populist politicians, it indicated that rather than being favored among all
the social media, they were highly successful on Facebook, underperforming on Twitter, and
moderately thriving on Instagram. Nevertheless, since the research was limited only to
quantitative analysis and focused exclusively on certain individuals rather than all MEPs elected
for Czechia or the European Parliament as a whole, other studies must be conducted to confirm

or refute the outcomes of this thesis.



Abstrakt

Ustiednim tématem této prace bylo hlubsi porozuméni komunikaci na socialnich sitich ze strany
europoslancti zvolenych za Ceskou republiku mezi lety 2020 az 2022. Autor se rozhodl provést
tento vyzkum, jelikoZ europoslanci maji ve svych rukou znaény vliv (fakticky v rdmci
legislativniho procesu, stejn€ jako svou autoritu pii spoluvytvafeni nazori ve spolecnosti),
pificemz akademické studie na podobné téma chybély, coz vytvofilo prostor pro tuto
diplomovou praci. Vyzkumnici z fad politologh se v minulosti zaméfovali predevS§im na
kvalitativni rozmér online komunikace (analyza textl) a to vétSinou pouze na jednu z platforem
(ve vétSiné ptipadl Twitter). Takovy ptistup sice mohl odhalit sentiment uzivateld, ale mnohem
Twitteru a Instagramu prostfednictvim online nastroje (Zoomsphere), a to prevazné od lidra
stran ve volbach do Evropského parlamentu v roce 2019. Tyto informace byly zkoumany
pomoci datové analyzy, ktery se skladala z deviti krokd. Po vyhodnoceni cile vyzkumu bylo
tieba data identifikovat, shromazdit, extrahovat, vycistit, agregovat, analyzovat a nakonec
vizualizovat. Po dokonCeni tohoto procesu byla data porovnéana s dal§imi proménnymi, mezi
n¢z pattil vék europoslancti, délka mandatu, pocet vystoupeni na plenarnich zasedanich, vykon
politické strany, za kterou byli europoslanci zvoleni, ale i pfitomnost v tradi¢nich médiich
(televize, rozhlas, online média a noviny). Kromé toho byla data porovnévana i mezi sebou,
aby byla odhalena ptipadnd souvislost mezi Cinnosti politikli a aktivitou uzivatelii. Specialni
segment byl vénovan populistickym politikim a naladam, které jejich pfitomnost vyvolava
mezi uzivateli Facebooku. Z vyzkumu vyplynulo, Ze spiSe nez na faktorech, které mohou
potencidlné ovlivitovat komunikaci europoslancii na socidlnich sitich — pocet sledujicich
(followers), interakci (interactions), vypraveéct (storytellers) a sdilenych ptispévkil (page posts)
— ve vetSiné pripadi pravdépodobné zavisi spiSe na konkrétnich osobach a jejich historii,
piipadné zaméteni na specifické oblasti politiky. Stejné tak vyvoj proménnych zavisel na typu
platformy. V ptipadé populistickych politikli se navic ukazalo, Ze jsou velmi UspéSni na
Facebooku, jedni z nejméné aktivnich na Twitteru a relativné se jim daii na Instagramu.
Nicméné vzhledem k tomu, Ze se vyzkum omezil pouze na kvantitativni analyzu a vybral pouze
ur¢ité jednotlivce (a nezahrnul vSechny europoslance zvolené za Ceskou republiku nebo
Evropsky parlament jako celek), je tikolem pro dalsi studie, aby potvrdily ¢i vyvratily vysledky

této prace.
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1. Introduction

Unlike any of the times in the history of humankind, most of today's societies around
the globe spend a large chunk of their lives glued to the screens. Online space has become
a parallel universe in which we can find a tasteful recipe, pictures of a friend from primary
school, as well as the most recent scientific knowledge. This lifestyle shift also culminated
thanks to platforms designed to connect people: social media. Be it Facebook, Twitter, or
Instagram, networks spread to our lives, and what once appeared as a nice-to-have tool is now
a necessity. All of this is feasible because of rapid technological change, which allowed us to
be (apart from consumers of content) creators of what is uploaded to the Internet

Despite some users being unaware of it, all of this 'movement' creates data, which can
be collected by companies, NGOs, governments, political parties, universities, and many more
organizations. Since the collection and analysis of these pieces of information help
organizations to be more efficient, gain unique insights, or think of challenges ahead in new
ways, the world of Data Analysis has become more significant than ever. With every passing
day, it is easier to explore data in new methods, sometimes even without knowledge of
programming languages. And because data may also lead to a better understanding of the
communication between voters and politicians, this area offers a unique space for scholars in
the field of political sciences.

The world of social media and data is interesting on its own, but it is particularly
fascinating in the context of political communication. As further explained, disseminating
information via digital channels for parties and candidates is more important than ever. This is
obvious according to the global and Czech trends, which show steady growth in the usage of
online platforms among citizens. Moreover, social media are essential for supranational
(European) politicians since they spend a large part of their lives outside of their nation-states.
Therefore, the Internet and social media are crucial to overcome the distance barrier.

Therefore, the author analyzed the social media usage of Czech Members of the
European Parliament (MEPs). Moreover, several influential politicians with various party
affiliations and backgrounds stand at the center of this paper. The motivation to use social media
for them is clear. Apart from the distance issue, the policy-making process in the EU is more
complex than the one in Czechia, and people consequently tend to be less interested in it.
Another motive to use online platforms may be the competition for the voters' attention. The

MEPs must contest for traditional media coverage (TV, radio, newspapers, etc.) with the elected



representatives in Czechia (200 members of the Parliament, 84 Senators, and others from the
regional level), who are closer to the people, and focus their attention mainly on national issues.
The main advantage of using social media by MEPs is the fact that platforms are much more
direct, without any gatekeepers, and with the option of adjusting the message based on
preferences. However, one thing is clear: the MEPs have a list of motivations to use social
media, which means that research on their online behavior was appropriate.

Consequently, the goal of this thesis was to better understand the way in which Czech
MEPs use social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram), as well as the reaction
of the audiences to their online presence. The first part was represented by page posts (the
amount of content shared by the MEPs), while the users’ behavior was reflected by the number
of followers, interactions, and for Facebook also storytellers.! These variables were compared
with each other in the first research question, while the rest of them focused on the influence of
various factors on the MEPs' social media presence.?

This thesis was divided into five main parts. After an introduction, the research
framework was outlined. Within it, the author first offered definitions of terms crucial for this
paper and later discussed the relevant publications and studies. Later, research questions that
arose from the literature review were presented. The last part of the second chapter contained
an explanation of the used methods. All nine steps of the utilized method, the Data Analysis,
were explained in the second chapter.? The research included data from three online platforms
(Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter) from 2020 until 2022. Since the procedure of this kind of
quantitative approach is highly structured with clear predefined steps, the author found it to suit
the structure and aims of the thesis.

The third chapter presented the results of the research. To make outcomes easy to
comprehend, they were presented together with answers to the research questions. Some of the
data were also presented visually to emphasize the main findings and make comparisons
apparent. In the following part, the author discussed the possible factors influencing the
research results, provided a broader context, and delivered interpretations based on
the outcomes of the analysis. Lastly, a conclusion reiterated the main findings while outlining
the possibilities for future research, which could widen the scope of the knowledge regarding

the usage of social media by politicians.

! All the variables were explained in the chapter 2, on the page 27.

2 Duration of the mandate, Politicians age, Number of speeches during plenary sessions, Comparison with Czech
political parties on the platforms, MEPs presence in traditional media, Success of the populist MEPs and
Sentiment on Facebook.

3 Research Framework chapter, page 25.
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2. Research Framework

Data Analysis has many features which are interesting for researchers, including
political scientists. The following parts introduced the topic while also provided the thesis with
a theoretical foundation, which aimed to deliver justification and context for the thesis itself.
A literature review uncovered a research gap in the current academical knowledge, while the
third part introduced the research questions. Next, the methods and design were described, and

the last section presented the limitations of the research.

2.2. Literature review

2.2.1. Introduction

As mentioned earlier, the up-to-date state of knowledge is crucial for the relevancy of
any new research. Findings of this state-of-the-art were presented using a thematic structure.
In other words, the literature review was centered around the key concepts essential for the
thesis. Firstly, political communication in the current era of new media was discussed, followed
by the Europeanization of media. Thirdly, studies regarding the communication of the MEPs
are introduced, while the fourth part focuses on populistic politicians in the context of social
media and the European Parliament (EP), which is vital for this paper. In the last part, the author

concluded all the main points and outlined the ground for the thesis research.

2.2.2. Political Communication in the Age of Social Media

While most of the planet's population owns a mobile device (Statista.com, 2020)
and most EU citizens use social media on smartphones at least once a month (Statista.com,
2020), analysis of the data produced by the users is more crucial and exciting than ever before.

As researchers from Teesside and Aston Universities argue, “massive amounts of
user-generated data sourced from various social networking platform[s]...provide new
insights,” and therefore “it is critical for individuals, organizations, and governments to extract
[data] and make use of the meaningful information,” (Xu et al., 2022, p. 11). Zachlod (et al.,
2022, p. 1064) agrees while saying that “extensive spread and use of social networks provide a
rich data source that can be utilized to answer a wide range of research questions from various
disciplines”. The same author also believes that the analysis of data from social media is a fresh

field for researchers (Zachlod et al., 2022, p. 1066).
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Even though this type of research is relatively pristine, such platforms have already
changed users' behavior a long time ago. As Ghani (et al., 2019, p. 417) says, the “popularity
of the Internet and the advent of the Web 2.0 technologies have transformed the contents of the
web from publisher to user-created contents,”. According to Ramos-Serrano (et al., 2018,
p. 125), this type of communication supports dialog since the information flows in both ways.
Nevertheless, social media has not only changed the way we communicate but also has been
a significant contributor to what is nowadays called ‘Big Data’ (Ghani et al, 2019, p. 417).
Plenkovi¢ (2015, pg. 115) aspires to grasp the larger context and argues that communication as
a whole is becoming increasingly influenced by online space, the new media, smartphones, and
social media, as well as the enhancement of ‘Internet citizens’.

Although analysis of social media is rather a fresh area of study, Ghani (et al., 2019,
p. 417) asserts that over “the last decade, research related to social media has been
increasingly growing, and many algorithms related to artificial intelligence and machine
learning have been developed,”. Understanding the data generated by users (be it the creators
of the content or the ones interacting with it) can be crucial even in cases of whole-societal
issues, such as the pandemic of Covid-19. As CNN noted, online gossip about the lockdown of
Lombardy ahead of the official Italian government statement led to a vast withdrawal from the
region, making it harder for state officials to fulfill their goal of containing the virus (Cinelli et
al., 2020, p. 1). Similar situations are one of the many reasons to seek out more research about
“how people seek or avoid information and how those decisions affect their behavior,
particularly when the news cycle—dominated by the disintermediated diffusion
of information—alters the way information is consumed and reported on,” (Cinelli et al., 2020,
p. 1).

The shift in how news are spread and digested affects various areas, including the
political sphere. As Zachlod (et al., 2022, p. 1064) pointed out, the option of influencing the
outcomes of elections or affecting a community through social media is a possible scenario.
Cinelli (et al., 2020, p. 1) agrees with this statement while adding that the “shift from the
traditional news paradigm profoundly impacts the construction of social perceptions and the
framing of narratives,”. Moreover, “it influences policy-making, political communication, as
well as the evolution of public debate especially when issues are controversial,”. Furthermore,
Turnbull-Dugarte (2019, p. 1) claimed that online platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram helped to fill a gap created by a decrease in traditional newspaper production, and,
consequently, politicians used this opportunity to communicate with the voters in new ways.

However, from Serrano's (2019, p. 215) perspective it is much more a sort of necessity rather
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than an opportunity because elected officials “cannot avoid or neglect its use, as social media
platforms are now a cornerstone of political communication,”. Therefore, in the context of the
current “trends in data collection...political parties are using social media to collect, monitor,
and analyze voter reactions to political messaging,” (Serrano, 2019, p. 215).

Based on the Pew Research Center analysis, Himelboim (et al., 2012, p. 92) agrees with
the rise of the trend while arguing for a causality between the decrease in traditional and the
increase in new media consumption. Unlike in the case of TV, radio, press, or even online media
outlets, when using social media, users and voters “have new opportunities for political
participation and communication by joining interest groups, interacting with political
institutions and candidates, and exchanging and discussing political information with other
citizens, ” (Himelboim, p. 93). However, social media are not merely filling a gap and offering
opportunities to the citizens. They also represent “the ideal vehicle and information base to
gauge public opinion on policies and political positions as well as to build community support
for candidates running for public offices,” (Stieglitz et al, 2013, p. 1278).

While it is certain that the rise of the Internet influenced political communication, the
way in which it is impacted is a point of interest for multiple researchers. In the first decades of
its augment, this initially scientific project was perceived as a tool for the participation of the
people in the public sphere (Bekafigo et al., 2013, p. 637). Such a hopeful perspective can be
traced back to a primitive techno-optimism (Loader et al., 2011, p. 758) which portrayed the
online space as a “place for open deliberation,” producing the “conditions of equality,” among
people (Ramos-Serrano et al., 2016, p. 124). Despite many disadvantages of the online space,
this favorable view was not buried in the past millennium. As Loader (et al., 2011, p. 758)
claims, “a fresh wave of technological optimism has more recently accompanied the advent
of social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, Wikies and the blogosphere,”
seeing them as a place where anyone can share their opinions and thus leading the way to create
a more egalitarian society.

Nevertheless, if we perceive the topic via the lens of political communication, the main
feature of social media is interactivity between users, supporting the notion of “dialogue with
citizens and voters, ” that goes “beyond the mere transmission of information” (Ramos-Serrano
et al., 2016, p. 125). As Serrano (et al., 2019, p. 215) argued, politicians came up with various
ways of externalizing their opinions, while evaluating users' responses. Moreover, according to
these researchers, parties, and candidates use social media as an official channel to comment
on relevant topics, where users provide them with quick and concrete opinions about their

stances. Compared to the past era, such direct communication between politicians and voters
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was unimaginable. Moreover, other researchers argued the opportunity to talk directly to people
is the reason behind social media popularity among politicians (Karlsen et al., 2016, p. 352).

When discussing social media and political communication, one term should be
included in the debate: echo chambers. This concept describes a space where people read and
watch content that is in line which what they already believed before entering it (Quattrociocchi
et al., 2016, pp. 1-2). Moreover, the term typically contains a negative connotation while
referred to in the public sphere. Yet, some researchers perceive it as a routine part of democratic
society (Radio Wave, 2022). Others argue that platforms can help to spread various opinions
among users and help them to expand the pool of their knowledge, which is contradictory to
the concept logic. For example, Turnbull-Dugarte (2019, p. 3) claimed that “while echo
chambers may exist in the same vein that they do across all forms of media conduits, social
media networking applications do provide for the penetration of these chambers despite a lack
of active volition on behalf of the user, underlining their potential power as an important and
effective tool for political communication,”.

While these encompassing arguments about social media can be correct, every platform
has different features, which is especially crucial in the context of political communication. For
instance, Ramos-Serrano (et al., 2016, p. 125) argue that these sites are “increasing dialogue
with potential voters”. Moreover, research conducted by Enli (et al., 2013, pp. 769-770)
concludes that most tweets had signs of conversation, meaning that the platform supported
exchange. Another example was the study of the 2011 Brazilian elections. Scholars from the
University of Washington in Seattle examined that Facebook and Twitter provides a space for
unique exchanges between those seeking office and citizens (Gilmore et al., 2014, p. 44). Apart
from other statements, the examples emphasize that social media reinforces communication

between users (citizens, voters) and politicians.

2.2.3. Media and Europeanization

While the nation-states in the EU still maintain their own media landscapes, the
supranational (European) level is becoming increasingly important. According to Trenz (2008,
pp. 293-294), the Europeanization of communication is suitable to study as a phenomenon that
enlarges public spheres outside of member states, to the continental level. On the same note,
Segesten (et al., 2017, p. 363) adds that the process of Europeanization is happening once the
content is created and spread in the nation-state, but includes continental importance, as well as
the supranational actors. Similarly, Heft et al. (2022, p. 24) argues that it takes place throughout

a longer period, while determined by various situations, such as “political crises, political and
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communication opportunity structures, and specific legacy and digital media conditions,”.
Moreover, it can occur in vertical and horizontal forms (Sifft et al., 2007, p. 131). The vertical
one appears when the topics are taken from the European to a national level, and the horizontal
one emerges if the regional discourses incorporate contexts from other member-states (Segesten
etal., 2017, p. 363)

While the European level influences the national public spheres, it is crucial to
understand who creates the image of the EU within states. Statham (et al. 2013, p. 58) concluded
that the mainstream media play a vital role in forming the notion since they are the central place
where the discussion regarding European issues happens, while they have
a significant influence on public opinion (McCombs, 1997, pp. 433-434). Moreover, Segesten
(et al., 2017, p. 364) argues that “/t/raditional media selectively filter and voice political
information and...affect the relationship between politicians and citizens on EU-related
topics,”. Overall, the role of media in society can also be explained by the theory of agenda-
setting (introduced by McCombs and Shaw), which states that traditional media choose the
themes for the public sphere by picking particulars news (Rivas-de-Roca et al., 2020, p. 228).

Based on this argumentation, De Wilde (2011, p. 560) claims that the “polarization of
opinions, interests, or values,” is growing over time and that to understand the Europeanization
of public space, it is not enough to solely research traditional media. From his point of view,
online platforms where communication regarding politicians takes place must be included
as well. Segesten (2017, p. 364) also states that “mainstream media...are among the key actors
driving a Europeanization process from the top down,”, while social media offer people
an option to create policies and EU-related content without any limitations. Furthermore, users
can play an intermediary role while disseminating information from traditional media on online
platforms among their networks.

Likewise, he concludes in the research that “social media may harbor greater potentials
for Europeanization than traditional media like television or print,” since it offers
“the unbounded spatial restraints of online communication, user networks, and communication
flows can more easily transcend national borders when a discussion pertains to pan-European
events,” (Segesten 2017, p. 364). Scholars from Technical University in Munich add that this
kind of both ways communication benefits politicians since it makes them more likable among
citizens (Serrano, 2019, p. 215).

Yet other researchers (Ramos-Serrano et al., 2018, p. 134) asserted that the national
public sphere still prevails compared to the European level. Moreover, Nulty (et al., 2016,

pp. 434-435) claims that European political parties prefer national topics in the elections to the
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EP. Along the same lines, researchers from Masaryk University argue that if the political leaders
from the member state parties have an interest in the MEP's further success, European
politicians are under a certain pressure to follow the lead of the national parties (Zapletalova et
al., 2020, p. 7). This usually manifests in demands to comment on issues important to national
audiences, which can differ from European topics. A similar opinion is expressed by Hix
(et al., 2011, pp. 8-9), who argue that the election to the EP is often labeled as secondary,
implying that the political communication during the pre-election (and post-election) period is
dominated by the context of parties’ competition on the national level.

Other researchers argue that this type of election is especially prone to the spread of
Euroscepticism since the issues and debates are brought from the nation-states (Heft, 2022,
p. 22). According to Inglehart (et al., 2019, p. 31) and Zielonka (2018, pp. 6-8), the success of
such populist parties may harbor a challenge to liberal democracies and the deepening

of Europeanization in various spheres.

2.2.4. European Parliament and Communication

The EU institutions represent more than 500 million citizens and consist mainly of three
essential bodies: European Commission, European Council, and European Parliament. For all
the 27 states in the Union, it is crucial to comprehend Commission's intentions since it is the
only body able to propose legislation. At the same time, the Council, formed by the leaders of
nations (prime ministers, presidents, chancellors), is no less crucial, mainly because of its
approval and veto power in some of the policy areas, which can lead to a blockage of joint
efforts in various fields (such as foreign or social policies). Nevertheless, neither of these bodies
is elected directly by the European electorate. The Council is formed by the governments of the
member states, while the Commissioners are elected indirectly by the rest of the institutions
(How the European Union works, Europarl.europa.eu, 2022).

Thus, solely in the case of the EP, the people can elect their representatives directly.
This has several hypothetical advantages (e.g., bringing continental topics closer to the regions)
and practical weaknesses (such as trying to gain compromise among 700 representatives from
27 states, who discuss and find compromises on various topics, despite their distinct cultural
backgrounds, language skills, or political affiliation).

The options for citizens' participation on the EU level are not only more limited
compared to nation-states, but less popular as well. Overall, voter turnout is smaller during
elections to the EP than to the national parliaments (European election results,

Europarl.europa.eu, 2019). Both Gleissner (2005, pp. 222-223) and Michailidou (2015, p. 332)
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argue that the reason for this lies in predominantly pessimistic media coverage of the EU.
Furthermore, Chaffe (et al., 1997, p. 427) claims that media are crucial for voter turnout.
According to Strombaéck (et al., 2013, pp. 353-354), apart from being unfavorable, the coverage
of EU issues is not stable. This is evident during pre-election periods when only a tiny piece of
media agenda focuses on supranational topics. Moeller (et al., 2018, p. 446) build on this idea
while stating that if “the EU is featured in the news, it is most likely in the context of national
developments or general economic trends like the Euro-crisis,” adding that “most of the news
items that discuss European issues in depth concern international relations and abstract
economic processes, which is the type of information that is quite distant,”. Although the
authors discuss the topic in connection to the activeness of young adults, this tendency may
apply to different age groups. On the same note, Rivas de Roca (et al., 2020, pp. 237-238)
claims that the notion of the EU is created more by diplomatic topics, rather than issues
influencing the daily life of citizens. Apart from the distance issue, supranational bodies do not
provide adequate communication for journalists (Lloyd et al., 2014, p. 5) making it even harder
for people to join the continental discussion. Overall, these arguments suggest that (despite the
EU's political significance) the coverage is predominantly negative, rather limited, and if the
media focuses on European topics, ordinary people see them as distant from their daily lives
and therefore unengaging.

Despite these findings, the EP “has become an important institution on a number of
policy issues that impact significantly the EU member states as well as the lives of Europeans,”
(Lappas et al., 2018, p. 1). The same author builds on his argument while claiming that this
“conjunction with the increased salience of the debate about the future of European integration
has created opportunities for European parties, institutions, and decision-making bodies to use
social media in order to engage citizens and increase their involvement with EU issues, and in
turn create a European public sphere,” (Lappas et al., 2018, p. 1). In other words, while there
are restraints for citizens to follow the EU policy-making process, social media platforms offer
an opportunity to bend this trend toward more active continental discussion.

However, even though the topic of social media communication on the European level
is attractive to researchers, most of them focused on communication during campaigns before
the European elections. Therefore, “there is a lack of studies that examine social media usage
and its impact on MEPs’ social media popularity during non-election periods,” (Lappas et al.,
2018, p. 1), offering a unique opportunity to researchers. Moreover, since “social media are
offering numerous opportunities to European politicians, parties, and institutions to reach out

large audiences across national borders in a cost-efficient way,” (Lappas et al., 2018, p. 7)
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a wide range of research opportunities are waiting for those seeking to research political
communication on the European level.

Moreover, it may be even more important to research the connection between the
national and European levels. While every political system has its uniqueness based on the
historical experience, the evolvement of the institutions, and the influence particular of
politicians (e.g., Charles De Gaulle recreating the French democracy to a semi-presidential
system), there are few noticeable patterns observable among parliamentary democracies in
Europe. As well as in the case of Czechia, according to Turnbull-Dugarte (2019, p. 4), Spanish
political “campaigning is highly centralized, party-dominated, and more and more reflects
a presidentialised and personalistic election campaign style...where the top candidate serves
as the main public face of the party.”. Moreover, it is “not common practice for candidates
on the party list or even for party members to carry out their own independent campaign
activities (apart from perhaps local elections), and the concept of door-to-door can vassing is
unheard of,”. This means that social media offers a substantial possibility, which “serves the
potential function for parties and candidates in Spain of increasing the perceived proximity
between candidates and their potential voters by facilitating direct interaction between the
two,” (Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019, p. 4).

Among other reasons why the field is ideal for research is the fact that the “EU is going
through a period of turbulences,” which makes it interesting “fo explore which practices
European leaders adopt in social media for political communication,” (Rivas-de-Roca et al.,
2020, p. 30). Overall, despite issues with communication between the EU institutions and the
national-media systems, the topic is significant, as well as offering a variety of options for

research.

2.2.5. Social Media and Populists

Researchers across the years and countries (Serrano et al., 2019; Flew et al., 2019; Heft
et al., 2022) concluded that parties that may be put into the basket of populism are likely to use
social media platforms extensively. Furthermore, these politicians tend to have followers who
are more dedicated to communicating with their favorite politicians online, without
gatekeepers.

The precise definition of populism may vary, yet the main essence of this political
stream has substantial similarities. As an example, Mudde (2007, pp. 6-7) talks about the term

as an ideology that divides people into two camps: the people and a corrupt elite. Moreover,
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the communication style of these politicians “include/s] emphasising the sovereignty of the
people, referencing dangerous others’ and attacking elites,” (Heft et al., 2022, p. 25).

Since these kinds of politicians and parties have “/imited access to traditional mass
media, they use these new communication channels to overcome disadvantages
in communication and to contact potential voters,” (Serrano, 2019, p. 215). Other authors
agreed with this argument while stating that “/d]igital communication technologies are used
in particular by emerging and fringe political actors...who are occasionally shunned or...even
excluded from coverage on traditional media,” (Heft et al., 2022, p. 5). The main reason why
this access could be limited is probably situated in the way in which populist politicians
“blamed traditional media for presenting them in a negative light and obscuring their
intentions,” which pushes them to use “social media as an alternative ecosystem,” (Serrano
etal., 2019, p. 215).

Therefore, populist individuals can use social platforms to “bypass the mainstream
media’s frequently liberal-cosmopolitan stance and allow people to talk to each other directly,
organise in groups and rallies and accelerate the spread of nationalism,” (Flew et al., 2019,
p. 8). This distrust was also manifested by voters and supporters of AFD in Germany (Decker
etal., 2017, pp. 6-8), who support this right-wing party mainly because they feel misinterpreted
by the mainstream media (Serrano, 2019, p. 215). Moreover, with no gatekeepers or any kind
of fact-checking, this provides populists with a unique and prolific space where they can
disperse opinions and messages (Khosravinik, 2017, pp. 66-67).

However, it is not solely about populists being able to use social media skillfully: the
critical element is also the fact that their supporters and followers consume this kind of content
more often and with a higher level of trust than the traditional media (Heft et al., 2022, p. 7).
Additionally, Hameleers (et al., 2019, pp. 146-148) argues that people who carry populist ideas
prefer homogeneous societies, oppose migration, do not hold respect toward national elites,
doubt mainstream media, and are more likely to perceive unfiltered information from social
media as truthful and vital.

To understand the larger context, it is important to acknowledge the fact that “/eft-wing
populist parties tend to concentrate on economic issues on social media, while right-wing...on
issues that resonate with xenophobic voters,” (Serrano, 2019, p. 215). However, the fact is that
both right and left-wing politicians lean more toward being active on social media, while their
supporters have more trust in these channels. Therefore, this space offers a unique opportunity

for research.
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2.2.6. Conclusion

This chapter strived to present the current state of knowledge. While providing a base
for the following research, certain points emerged as crucial for the thesis.

It is evident that social media are essential for the communication of political parties
(Zachlod et al., 2022; Cinelli et al., 2020; Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019; Serrano, 2019), as they
provide a unique platform for interactivity. This led some scholars to perceive these online sites
as a cornerstone of current political communication (Turnbull-Dugarte et al., 2019, p. 3).

The reasons for this phenomenon are multiple, such as the decline of the traditional
media (e.g., TV, radio, newspapers), the directness of the informational exchange, as well as
the option of analysis and evaluation of platforms (not only) by political parties. However,
social media also represents an opportunity for research for researchers from a wide range of
disciplines, including those of political sciences (Dwivedi et al., 2020, p. 2).

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and others are also vital for the communication of
European institutions and the process of Europeanization. Despite advocates of traditional
media exists (Segesten and Bossetta, 2017), social media can overcome the obstacles, which
neither TV, radio, nor newspapers can. Among the main advantages are the people's options for
the co-creation of European topics, and easier flow of the content from the EU level to the
nation-states. Moreover, those politicians who use social media prove to be more popular with
the citizens.

For the EP and communication, there are two main themes: people cannot participate as
much as on the national level, and the coverage of the EU is in many cases negative and limited.
The fact that the Union is far away from daily lives can be caused by the institutions' insufficient
communication and a lack of a central media coverage system. A combination of these factors
leads to lower participation in the EP election than in cases of national parliaments.

Lastly, the importance of social media for populists was discussed. According to the
overview, they tend to use new media more than mainstream politicians and their supporters
operate on them more frequently. The reason for this is the distrust of the mainstream media,
which can lead even to the non-participation of some politicians. Consequently, the Internet
provides an alternative ecosystem for these individuals and groups.

To conclude, the literature provided the author with a gap in knowledge. Firstly, we
know that social media are crucial in today's world and for political communication on the
European level. Secondly, the public spheres in the EU are more national than continental, thus

leading further research toward regional studies or comparisons of different nations. Thirdly,
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the MEPs are likely to react and discuss regional topics because national parties influence them.
Moreover, since politicians use the platforms extensively, large amounts of data are available,
offering an opportunity for research. Lastly, populist politicians and their supporters use social
media more, providing the researcher with a clear motivation to include this fact within the
study. Therefore, the decision to conduct a data analysis of the social media usage of Czech

MEPs has its sufficient reasoning.

2.3. Research Questions

Based on the previous chapter, the research questions are introduced in the following
part. The context is provided with each one of those, explaining the relevance for the thesis.

As discussed, the issue at the center of this research is the lack of knowledge regarding
social media usage by Czech MEPs. Since they hold considerable power in the legislative
system and as influencers of the public debate, it is crucial to apprehend their online presence.
Consequently, the objective is to compare the politicians based on the obtained data and provide
a larger context. In other words, the research aims to capture the evolution of the data
throughout time, while seeking to spot trends.

The author decided to analyze selected representatives of the Czech MEPs while
focusing on three leading social media sites (Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram). Even though
LinkedIn was at first considered a relevant platform for this research, the necessary data could
not be acquired. A period of three years (1% of January 2020 until 31% of December 2022) was
chosen, because software* was not able to provide the researcher with older data.

As Lappas (et al. 2018, p. 1) mentioned, most of the scholars focused on the election
period, which creates a lack of studies on communication during the standard mandate.
Moreover, during the election period, the shared content is much more planned and intensive
(Enli and Moe, 2013, p. 638), meaning that it is less likely to represent the authentic daily
communication of the candidates. On the other hand, an extensive period during non-mandate
times may uncover the fundamental nature of politicians, at least in the case of their usage of
social media platforms. Therefore, the fact that the research did not include the election year

of 2019° may not be a disadvantage.

4 Zoomsphere. (n.d.). All-in-one Social Media Management Tool. ZoomSphere.com.
https://www.zoomsphere.com/
5 In May of 2019 the 9th direct election to the EP since 1979 took place.
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The research questions below focus on several key variables, which were always
compared with the data from social media platforms. These are 1) the activity of the MEPs,
2) the duration of the mandate, 3) the MEPs' age, 4) the number of speeches during plenary
sessions, 5) Czech political parties’ success on social media, 6) the presence of MEPs in
traditional media, 7) the success of the populistic MEPs and 8) Sentiment of MEPs on
Facebook.

RQ1: Is there a correlation between the activity of MEP (defined as the number of posts) and
the amount of reaction from the users (defined as the number of followers, page interactions,

and, in the case of Facebook, also page storytellers)?

This opening research question was chosen primarily to spot any potential correlation
between the data by comparing the sets, before doing the same with external variables. The
researcher aimed to validate if the proactiveness of the MEP on social media is connected to
the activity of the users. It was reasonable to expect that correlation existed since the creation

of content may support the creation of likes, comments, and shares.

RQ2: Is there a correlation between the mandate duration and the measured variables?

As Turnbull-Dugarte (2019, p. 11) claimed, freshly elected politicians tend to acquire
a higher number of likes, as well as other types of engagement. Since it is likely that there is
a link between the amount of time that the MEP spent in Brussels or Strasbourg and activity on

social media, the second research question focuses on this kind of comparison.

RQ3: Is there a correlation between the age of the MEPs and the measured variables?

The topic of age and usage of social media is fairly discussed across academic fields
(Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, 2019; Betul Keles et al., 2020; Manisha Sharma et al. 2022) However,
it is a fact that younger generations were using these platforms to a higher degree than elders
(Statista 2019; Pew Research Center 2021, pg. 6). Therefore, the third research question strived

to uncover if there was a similar trend among selected Czech MEPs.
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RQ4: Is there a correlation between the number of speeches during plenary sessions and the

measured variables?

The activity during the plenary sessions may spill over to other parts of MEP's jobs,
such as higher social media usage. Apart from that, the MEPs could reuse their speeches on
social media channels as new content, while also gaining the attention of their colleagues, (both
European and national) media, or citizens, thus reinforcing their popularity on Facebook,

Twitter, and Instagram.

RQS: Is there a correlation among measured variables between the political party, for which
the politicians were elected (or party leader in the case of Instagram), and the MEPs' own

performance on social media?

National parties hold immense power over MEPs since they especially influence the
topics on which the politicians focus (Zapletalova and Kominkova, 2020). Moreover, according
to Hix (et al.,, 2011, pp. 8-9), the elections to the EP are secondary and, therefore, the
competition is mainly between the national parties and their leaders, rather than on the European
level. Schulte-Cloos (2018, pp. 411) also mentioned that success in the EP elections may lead
to a gain of votes for the party on the national level. Since this connection exists, it is interesting

to search for a potential link between the party and MEP activity on social media.

RQG6: Is there a correlation between the MEPs' presence in conventional media (TV, radio,

print, and online newspapers) and the measured variables on social media platforms?

Despite the traditional media were in decline (Statista, 2023), they are still a channel of
political communication. This is especially correct in the context of European topics within the
national public sphere. All types of traditional media can help politicians spread their opinions
and penetrate the public sphere from the fop down. This means that with skillful usage of social
media channels (famous for their bottom-up approach since users can express opinions), MEPs
would spread their ideas more efficiently. Consequently, it is interesting to understand

a possible connection of usage between traditional and new media.

SRQ7: Did populist MEPs thrive more on social media platforms in measured variables

compared to their moderate colleagues?
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Apart from comparing all the MEPs with multiple variables, the author decided (based
on the literature) to focus on the discrepancy between moderate and populistic politicians. Since
the previous studies (Heft et al., 2022; Fawzi, 2019) claimed that right-wing and left-wing
politicians used social media more, as well as their proponents are more likely to be active

on these online platforms, it opened a research opportunity also within this thesis.

SRQ8: Was the overall sentiment of the content shared by populist politicians on Facebook
more negative (defined as 'angry’, 'haha', 'sad') than in the case of other MEPs?

Researchers also pointed out that the coverage of the EU is mostly negative
(Schmuckaand and Hameleers, 2020, pg. 1543). Moreover, if the media focus on European
issues, the topics are mostly distant from the people, which could reinforce the pessimistic bias.
Since it is rather improbable to measure the second variable (distance) with quantitative data,
the author decided to focus on the antagonistic reactions toward the EU topics. Widely
discussed in the Limitations of the Research sub-chapter, it is necessary to mention that the
negativity of a reaction always depends on the context of the communication. For instance,
the message can be pro-European, while reporting about a war in a different country, causing
people to show their grief or anger despite being proponents of the Union's approach.
Nevertheless, the author believes that if the reactions are mostly negative over the course
of three years, conclusions can be drawn from them. Therefore, the reactions 'angry’, 'haha’,
and 'sad’ were put into the basket of negative reactions, while ‘like’, ‘love’, and ‘wow’ labeled

as positive.

2.4. Method and Research Design

In the following section, the design of the research was described. Since the author
operated with large amounts of information, the decision was made to use the conventional data
analysis framework applicable to various fields, including political sciences. Based on the book
Big Data Fundamentals: Concepts, Drivers and Techniques (Erl et al., 2015, pp. 156-162),

the research includes the following nine steps.
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Table num. 1, Process of Data Analysis

Number of Step | Name of the Phase Explanation

1. Evaluation of the Definition of research problems, objectives,

research aim and questions.
2. ) ) ) Classifying the data and the way of their

Data identification
collection.
3. . Acquiring information from a reliable data
Collection of the data
source.
4. Extraction to a suitable | Transfer of data to software that allows their
system analysis.
5, Data validation and Inspection for any possibly invalid or missing
cleaning data.
6. Data aggregation and
. Merging the data into one place (dataset).

representation
7. . Examination and evaluation of the

Data analysis

information.
8. Visualization of the Choosing an appropriate graph for the
data visualization of analysis.
9. . ' Answering the research questions, discussion,
Drawing conclusions
and recommendations.

The first step already took place in previous chapters, where the aim and research

questions were defined. However, it is suitable to restate the central issue, which is the lack of

knowledge regarding the usage of social media by Czech MEPs, despite their influence. Hence

the objective was to understand how the selected MEPs (7 for Facebook and Twitter,® 6 for

¢ Dita Charanzova (ANO), Jan Zahradil (ODS), Marcel Kolaja (CPP), Katefina Konec¢na (KSCM), Ludgk
Niedermayer (TOP09), Ivan David (SPD), Tomas Zdechovsky (KDU-CSL).
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Instagram)’ communicated on these platforms. This was achieved by analyzing quantitative
data from social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram). All data were primary,
meaning that the researcher collected information by himself and did not obtain them from
existing literature.

Within step number two, the researcher identified the data. However, before the
acquisition, the criteria for the collection were defined. Firstly, three social media channels were
chosen: Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. The first and the last were included, because of the
magnitude of users, which is (apart from Youtube) considerable with 2 958 and 2 000 million
respectively (Statista, 2023). Despite Twitter had only approximately half of the TikTok users
(Statista, 2023), it is an important platform for sharing ideas among expert groups and
politicians (Stier et al., 2018, pp. 51-55), which is especially important for MEPs. Moreover,
even though LinkedIn was at first considered a relevant platform for this research, the necessary
data could not be acquired. Moreover, the period of the research was two years (1st of January
2020 until the 31st of December 2022), determined by the software limitations, which did not
allow collect further historical data.

Steps 3 (collection) and 4 (extraction) were described jointly below since there was
a strong link between those parts. The data were obtained via a website-based application

www.ZoomSphere.com,® which main function is the management of social media accounts

(posts scheduling and data visualization). Apart from that, the software provides users also with
a ‘benchmarking feature’, which allows a comparison of various accounts, while providing raw
datasets in Comma Separated Value (CSV) format. After the researcher downloaded the
datasets, he converted CVS to Microsoft Excel format (XLSX), within which further analysis
was conducted. The original format is more suitable for large datasets analyzed in
a programming language (e.g., Python, R). However, XLSX served the aim of the thesis
research, since the whole analysis happened in Microsoft Excel. Data for the fifth research

question regarding traditional media was obtained via www.NewtonMedia.eu,’ which provided

the author with good-quality data in XLSX format straight from the website. In order to navigate
better among the different variables throughout the thesis, the table below serves as an

explanation of all the used terms.

7 Michaela Sojdrova (KDU-CSL), Ludék Nidermayer (TOP09), Marcel Kolaja (CPP), Katetina Kone¢na
(KSCM), Martina Dlabajova (ANO), Jan Zahradil (ODS).

8 Zoomsphere. (n.d.). All-in-one Social Media Management Tool. ZoomSphere.com.

% Vujtechova, P. (2022). Media Insight that makes sense. Newton Media, a.s. https://www .newtonmedia.eu/
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Table num. 2, Variables Explained!®

Variables Alternative Names Definition
Fan Trend Followers, Fans A number of people following certain pages on social media
Page Posts Posts, Activity, Content Amount of shared content on a certain social media platform
A number of users who interacted with a page: gave a like,
Page I ] I i . . .
age Interactions nteractions shared, clicked on, commented, tagged, or mentioned it.
Users who create their own content (post), while mentioning the
Page Storytellers Storytellers

page and enabling others to visit the page.

All datasets had an issue with certain Czech letters, which the software could not convert
to standard letters within the English alphabet However, this was a minor and reparable issue
that took little effort to fix. Overall, the data were reliable, providing the researcher with datasets
for 36 consecutive months. In other words, this means 1096 (days of the measured period) times
7 (number of candidates for Facebook and Twitter), supplying the author with 7 672 cells in
one dataset. In the case of Facebook, four variables (Fan Trend, Page Storytellers, Page Posts,
and Page Interactions) were measured, meaning that the overall number of analyzed cells for
this platform was 30 688. For Twitter these variables were three (Fan Trend, Page Posts, Page
Interactions), delivering 23 016 cells. In the case of Instagram, the situation was different since
one MEP was not included due to software limitations. Still, six MEPs and three variables (Fan
Trend, Page Posts, Page Interactions) provided the researcher with a slightly lower number of
19 728 cells. Additionally, the data from Facebook regarding the type of users' reactions
(sentiment) was included (42 cells). See the table with all the acquired data from MEP's social

media channels below.

10 Facebook Insights Metrics Definitions | DashThis. (n.d.). DashThis.
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Table num. 3, Number of Cells Acquired from Social Media Accounts

Platforms | Variables | Fan Trend Page Posts | Interactions | Storytellers Sentiment Total
Facebook 7672 7672 7672 7672 42 30 730
Twitter 7672 7672 7672 - - 23016
Instagram 6576 6576 6576 - - 19 728

Total 21920 21920 21920 7672 42 73 474

Therefore, the combined number of cells from social media channels was 73 474. By
adding the data from traditional media, which were for nine MEPs (seven for both Facebook
and Twitter, plus two additional politicians for Instagram) representing 9 864 cells.
Consequently, 83 338 cells containing data were analyzed. It is important to note that all the
data was anonymized, collected legally (via a commercial software) and were not used for any
other purposes that the research in this thesis.

To fulfill step number five, all information were checked for missing values, outliers, or
any other issues, which could decrease the validity of the research. The author found most of
the data reliable, with no missing values or significant discrepancies. However, there were
exceptions to this in the case of Instagram. Firstly, the author had to change two MEPs because
their data could not be obtained. Therefore, Charanzova and Zdechovsky had to be replaced by
the second MEP from the same party with the highest number of preferential votes casted for
the 2019 European elections. These were Dlabajova and Sojdrova, respectively. Moreover,
David had to be excluded from this part of the research for the same reason, the software
limitations. The researcher aimed to replace him as in the previous cases by the second MEP
from the same party (Blasko), but the data were not available either. Consequently,
communication on Instagram was analyzed solely via the data from six MEPs.

The second issue emerged once the author strived to acquire the data of the political
parties on Instagram. For both Facebook and Twitter, sets were gained without any
complications, yet for the third analyzed platform, the data were not reliable. Therefore, the
researcher decided to obtain the data from the party leaders who were then compared with
MEPs. Lastly, in the case of the same research question focusing on Czech political parties, one

politician stood aside. The only communist MEP from Czechia was also the chairman of her
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party, which made it useless within the context of the research question. Instead of ‘comparing’
Konecna with herself, the author decided to put next to each other her performance with the
one of the KSCM (Communist Party of Czech and Moravia). Despite she was unique within
the dataset, the author believed that despite this discrepancy, the value of having the data from
her profile included in the analyses prevailed. As already mentioned, all the other data were
reliable and could be used for the thesis purposes.

After the author took all the necessary precautions to ensure that the data was cleaned,
step number six was conducted. In other words, all the data was aggregated into one single
Microsoft Excel document, while different variables from various platforms were presented in
separate sheets to ensure clarity and reliability. Since all the pieces of information were in one
document, the Data Analysis was conducted. The software used to analyze the data was the
same as the one for the cleaning, Microsoft Excel. Even though programming languages could
be used for large amounts of information, this thesis aimed to comprehend trends within
relatively small datasets, rather than obtain details in a high volume of information. Moreover,
since Excel analyzed the data without any issues during a pilot analysis, it also proved suitable
for the thesis research.

The Data Analysis part is discussed in depth in the Results chapter, together with step
number 8 (Data Visualization), which aimed to make it easier for the reader to comprehend the
Data Analysis outcomes based on tables and charts. These were created in Microsoft Excel
as well. The graphics helped to complete the final step number 9, which was composed of
answering the research questions, discussion (to which the next chapter was dedicated), and

recommendations for further research, outlined in the last chapter.

2.5. Limitations of the Research

Despite the analysis aspired to widen the pool of knowledge with the most suitable tools
and frameworks, there are boundaries that it could not overcome.

The first limitation is the method of Data Analysis itself. Indeed, this approach is the
most reasonable choice with defined goals while processing a large amount of data. However,
by the nature of quantitative research, it is incomprehensible to gain depth within the topic,
as it would be possible with qualitative research. The selected approach uncovered the long-
term trends, however, the researcher did not reveal the essence of the research sample and
measured variable. This would be possible if tools such as questionnaires, surveys, text analysis

of social media channels or structured interviews with the MEPs had been conducted.
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Moreover, this kind of more in-depth analysis could also focus on the texts (e.g., the
posts of politicians, reactions of the users) or visuals (pictures or videos), which could uncover
and possibly explain some of the phenomena, omitted by Data Analysis. On the other hand, it
would be time-consuming, costly, and above the limits of a master’s degree student to conduct
a qualitative analysis of such a sample in a similar period (36 months) on three social media
platforms. In other words, the price-performance ratio of this procedure was appropriate for the
purposes and options of the researcher, given his current academic stage.

Another significant limitation was the chosen sample. Firstly, the thesis used data from
3 years and misses the long-term trends. Since Czechia is a member state of the EU since 2004
and some of the MEPs were serving for several election periods, a larger amount of data could
uncover additional patterns. However, certain time and financial limits were imposed on the
researcher, which restrained to analyze a higher volume of data. Likewise, not all the social
media usage of the MEPs elected in 2019 for Czechia (21) were analyzed, but only particular
individuals were chosen (7 for Facebook plus Twitter and 6 for Instagram). Therefore,
a compromise was found in the chosen period of 36 months and fewer MEPs.

Moreover, the researcher did try to acquire the data for all 21 MEPs for three platforms
within the period but failed to get reliable information. In many cases, entire columns were
missing. In other words, the way in which data were collected imposed another limitation. In
case where more resources would be dedicated to the research, more software tools could be
purchased, making the data more reliable and, potentially, widening the scope of the analysis.
Therefore, this sample size () made it less likely for the outputs to be as reliable as they could
be if more and varied data would be included. Moreover, since no advanced statistical methods
were utilized, there is a certain limit to what the data could reveal, as well as to the relevancy
of the outcomes.

On a similar note, the option of comparing the social media usage of Czech MEPs with
the members of the Czech Parliament (Chamber of Deputies or Senate) or other significant
national politicians (the President, Mayors of Cities, and Regional Politicians well-known in
the national level, etc.), could provide the research with a better knowledge of whose voice is
sufficiently listened to in the online world and whose is not. Since the literature review clearly
concluded that the national public spheres are still more important than the European one, this
approach would be appropriate for gaining more understanding of political communication on
the Internet at the member states' level.

Despite all these disadvantages, the author firmly believes that the research brought

interesting data and insights, and that its completion was legitimate and justifiable.
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3. Results Section

In this part, the outcomes of the Data Analysis were presented. Since this chapter strived
to provide information regarding the goal of the thesis, the results were introduced together
with tables that aimed to make it easier to understand the meaning of the data. The presented
results were further discussed and contextualized in the following chapter.

Within the Research Framework section, the Research Questions were presented in
a logical order from broader to more particular ones. The same structure was applied to this
chapter. However, before presenting the results, it is crucial to mention that the data from social
media accounts,'! which were compared with the main variables,'? were in some cases adjusted
for the visualization part. In other words, some of the data were divided so particular trends
could be visible. The divided number conversion is stated on the bottom side of the chart.
However, tables present in the case of every research question contain the original data without
any adjustments. Note that to make the numbers comprehendible, thousands and hundreds of
thousands were separated by commas. Also, the data within the tables are compounded

numbers!? for the research period.'

3.1. First Research Question

Is there a correlation between the activity of MEP (defined as the number of Page Posts) and
the amount of reaction from the users (defined as the Fan Trends, Page Interactions, and, in

the case of Facebook, also Page Storytellers)?

Table num. 4, Facebook

Variables | MEPs | Charanzova | Zahradil Kolaja Konecna | Niedermayer David Zdechovsky
Page Posts 81 489 620 1,320 1,607 1,656 3,244
Fan Trend 5,990 6,895 3,061 48,847 15,082 48,314 35,260
Storytellers 152,677 11,984,786 | 1,110,969 | 10,114,469 | 10,921,695 | 4,928,463 | 6,896,119

Page Interactions 16,225 133,505 40,614 2,435,294 272,379 3,602,295 | 1,394,663

' Fan Trend, Page Posts, Page Interactions and in the case of Facebook also Page Storytellers.

12 Age, mandate duration, number of speeches, the performance of the domestic political party, the presence of the

MEPs in conventional media and the sentiment of the users’ reactions on Facebook.
13 Except for the Fan Trend variable, where the number of followers for the last day of the period was used.
14 From 1st of January 2020 to 31st of December 2022.
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For this platform data for four different variables (Fan Trend, Page Storytellers, Page

Posts, and Page Interactions) was obtained. The activity of MEPs accounts is compared to three

other variables, all of which reflected the behavior of the users. However, no specific trend is

available to the observer, meaning that no correlation exists in this case.

Nevertheless, there are a few interesting evolvements to be noted. Firstly, Zahradil,

despite having a low number of followers, interactions, and posts, had the highest number of

storytellers of all MEPs. On the other side of the chart, Zdechovsky, even though he was

a leading example of content creation, did not have other variables as advanced as other MEPs

who shared fewer posts. Lastly, Niedermayer's posts sharing did not reflect the overall activity

on his profile, where, in this sense, he underperformed Konecna. In other words, despite he was

more productive in content creation, he did not get as many interactions and followers.

Table num. 5, Twitter

Variables | MEPs | Konecnda | Charanzova | Niedermayer | Kolaja | David | Zahradil | Zdechovsky
Page Posts 264 626 700 786 1,354 1,593 7,255
Fan Trend 5,416 28,296 28,264 6,010 4,034 13,887 28,045

Page Interactions 20,267 185,860 189,265 52,675 | 58,401 127,253 1,330,953
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In the case of Twitter, no correlation was founded either. As obvious from the table, the
most active MEP (Zdechovsky) acquired the highest amount of page interaction among all
the politicians in the analysis, which would indicate a possible connection. On the other hand,
MEPs such as Charanzova or Niedermayer overperformed him for their followers, despite much
lower activity (page post). Even though all three had more followers, neither Kolaja, David nor
Zahradil got close to the numbers of the MEPs mentioned above.

However, all these arguments speak for no connection between the activity of the MEPs
and users, since the evolvement is not linear and, most importantly, did not correspond with the

activity of the politicians.

Table num. 6, Instagram

Variables MEPs Sojdrova Niedermayer Kolaja Konecna Dlabajova Zahradil
Page Posts 82 136 163 408 575 683
Fan Trend 862 3,839 1,787 2,304 2,801 1,777
Page Interactions 2,014 11,833 24,070 35,635 40,849 21,969

As already mentioned in the research framework chapter, the analysis of Instagram
differs in the sense of the research sample, since one MEP was removed (David) and two were
replaced by colleagues from the same political party (Charanzovd by Dlabajova and
Zdechovsky by Sojdrova). This change was caused by insufficient or even missing data in the
cases of Charanzové and Zdechovsky, which would make the research invalid.

To answer the research question, the activity of MEPs on the most visual social media
platform included in this research showed only a partial correlation. When considering the page
interactions, we can see a steady trend of growth, corresponding with the number of posts
produced by politicians. The only exception to this is Zahradil, whose followers and interactions
did not reflect his activity. The same is nearly also valid for the followers' trend, which had one
trim shift in the case of Niedermayer, who had the highest number of followers from all MEPs.

However, in most cases, growth in content production also led to higher interest of the users.
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3.2. Second Research Question

Is there a correlation between the mandate duration and the measured variables?

Table num. 7, Facebook

Variables | MEPs David Kolaja | Charanzova | Konecna | Niedermayer | Zdechovsky | Zahradil
Mandate (months) 42 42 91 91 91 91 212
Fan Trend 48,314 3,061 5,990 48,847 15,082 35,260 6,895
Page Posts 1,656 620 81 1,320 1,607 3,244 489
Page Storytellers 4,928,463 | 1,110,969 152,677 10,114,469 | 10,921,695 6,896,119 | 11,984,786
Page Interactions | 3,602,295 | 40,614 16,225 2,435,294 272,379 1,394,663 133,505

As the table indicates, there is no correlation between the mandate durations and the
number of followers on Facebook, since the Fan Trend variable differs significantly. For
instance, while Zahradil had been MEP since 2004, he is among the three politicians with
the lowest number of followers. On the other hand, David was elected in 2019 and had more
than 96 thousand profiles following him. Similarly, Konecnd had a significant number,
outperforming not only the longest-serving MEP but also those who were elected in the same
year as her.

On the other hand, storytellers showed a partial correlation. In other words, those who
were elected for a shorter amount of time had significantly lower amounts of this variable than
their longer-serving colleagues. Be it Kone¢na, Niedermayer, Zdechovsky, or Zahradil, they
all outperformed David or Kolaja elected in 2019. On the other hand, Charanzova had the lowest
numbers, even though she was elected in 2014.

As for followers, the number of posts did not show any sign of connection with the
length of the mandate either. While David's profile produced more than 1 600 posts within three
years, the most senior MEP only shared 489. Moreover, Zdechovsky and Charanzova, who
served for 91 months (as of the end of 2022) had a significant gap (3 163 posts) between them.

Although a diminutive growth is present starting with Konecnd, and continuing through
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Niedermayer until Zdechovsky, it is not sufficient to answer the research question positively.
Therefore, there is no correlation between mandate duration and the number of posts.

When comparing time spent in the EP and interactions, it seems that the correlation
is almost reversed. In other words, the longer a person held a mandate, the fewer interactions
a page earned. While David's interactions were as high as 3 602 295 within the three years, the
longest-serving MEP earned only a fraction of that, roughly 4% (135 505). On the other hand,
compared to the highest number in the chart, Kolaja or Charanzova had even lower numbers
(1,1% and 0,45% of Davids' performance, respectively). However, since Kone¢na had a decent
performance within the context of other MEPs, this trend is not reversed, and no correlation
could be found.

Table num. 8, Twitter

Variables | MEPs | David | Kolaja | Charanzova | Konecnd | Niedermayer | Zdechovsky | Zahradil
Mandate (months) 42 42 91 91 91 91 212
Fan Trend 4,034 6,010 28,296 5,416 28,264 28,045 13,887
Page Posts 1,354 786 626 264 700 7,255 1,593
Page Interactions 58,401 | 52,675 18,586 20,267 189,265 1,330,953 127,253

Chart num. 2, Twitter
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The case of the platform bought by Musk (Conger et al., 2022) slightly differs from the
earlier data. While the last chart mainly showed no correlation between the number of months
an MEP was elected, Twitter partially fulfilled this notion. This is correct at least when the
newest politicians (David plus Kolaja) and the rest of the spectrum were compared, which
delivered significant growth. On the other hand, despite Charanzova, Niedermayer, and
Zdechovsky had around 28 thousand followers, Kone¢na (with the same length of the mandate)
did not copy their trend. Another argument for only a partial correlation is the fact that Zahradil
had not even half of the followers of his ten-years-less serving colleagues.

For the correlation between the number of page posts among the chosen MEPs, the
author decided to answer the research question negatively. As the data showed, the trend aims
downward until reaching Niedermayer, who showed that a shorter time in the EP did not mean
fewer posts. On the other hand, Zdechovsky's numbers outperformed everyone, be it in
comparison with the politicians who entered the Parliament with him in 2014, his newer or
longer-serving colleagues. Therefore, the overall trend did not show any sign of correlation.

The page interactions data showed a similar pattern to the previous metric. Zdechovsky
hugely outperformed his fellow MEPs, while both Charanzov4 and Niedermayer had around
187 thousand interactions, which is 60 thousand more than Zahradil throughout 2020 and 2022.

Therefore, no correlation existed between the two variables.

Table num. 9, Instagram

Variables MEPs Kolaja Konecna Niedermayer | Dlabajova Sojdrova Zahradil
Mandate in months 42 91 91 91 91 212
Fan Trend 1,787 2,304 3,839 2,801 862 1,777
Page Posts 163 408 136 575 82 683

Page Interactions 2,407 35,635 11,833 40,849 2,014 21,969




In the case of Instagram, the number of followers shows that the trend is not
straightforward. Moreover, the freshest MEP in this chart had more followers than Zahradil,
which served 15 years more than Kolaja. Meaning that for followers on Instagram, there is no
connection between this variable and the activity of MEPs.

Also, the page posts metric is not linear, yet it may harbor a notion of a partial
correlation. Kolaja (as the shortest-serving MEPs) had one of the lowest amounts of shared
content, while the average among the politicians elected in 2014 was significantly higher.
Moreover, the longest-serving MEP had the largest number of posts. However, Niedermayer
and Sojdrové perform low numbers, meaning that there is no correlation between the time the
person spends in the EP and page posts.

Although the chart showed a similarity among the page posts and interaction, it is
obvious that both Konecnd and Dlabajovéa had more activity on their profiles than Zahradil.
Therefore, there is no correlation between mandate duration and interactions of the users with

the page.

3.3. Third Research Question

Is there a correlation between the age of the MEPs and the measured variables?

Table num. 10, Facebook

Variables | MEPs | Konecna Kolaja Zdechovsky | Charanzova | Niedermayer | Zahradil David
Age 41 42 43 47 56 59 70
Fan Trend 48,847 3,061 35,260 5,990 15,082 6,895 48,314
Page Posts 1,320 620 3,244 81 1,607 489 1,656
Page Interactions | 10,114,469 | 1,110,969 | 6,896,119 152,677 10,921,695 | 11,984,786 | 4,928,463
Page Storytellers | 2,435,294 40,614 1,394,663 16,225 272,379 133,505 | 3,602,295
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As visible from the chart above, there is no correlation between the number of followers
on Facebook and the age of MEPs. The reason for this is that the youngest (Konec¢nd) and the
oldest (David) MEPs are among the ones with the biggest follower bases. Moreover, only
one-year older Kolaja (42) had significantly lower numbers than Konecnd (41), while
forty-three-year-old Zdechovsky was the third most popular, leaving his half-generation older
colleagues (e.g. Charanzova, Zahradil) behind.

With little variations, the case of storytellers is almost the same as the previous one.
However, in this comparison, both Kone¢na and David decreased, while Zahradil's numbers
grew significantly. The only MEP in the sample, which has a similarly high amount of
storytellers, is Zdechovsky. Nonetheless, also in this case, there is no correlation between age
and the number of people who mentioned the page.

As seen with the previous data, these do not show any possible correlation. The main
argument is the number of posts produced by Zdechovsky, which is much higher than the three
oldest MEPs (Zahradil, David, and Niedernayer). Moreover, even if we would perceive the
pattern from the perspective of youthfulness (lower age causing higher usage of social media),
it would be a false statement, since both youngest and oldest MEPs have a similar amount of
posts.!® In comparison, Charanzova had not even 0,5% of David's and roughly 0,7% of Kone¢na

pages performances. Therefore, there is no correlation between the age of MEP and interaction.

15 Koneéna number was 1320, while David shared 1656 posts.
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Table num. 11, Twitter

Variables | MEPs | Konecnd | Kolaja | Zdechovsky Charanzova | Niedermayer | Zahradil | David
Age 41 42 43 47 56 59 70
Fan Trend 5,416 6,010 28,045 28,296 28,264 13,887 4,034
Page Posts 264 786 7,255 626 700 1,593 1,354
Page Interactions 20,267 52,675 1,330,953 185,860 189,265 127,253 | 58,401

Unlike previous dataset visualization from Facebook, Twitter has a different trajectory.
In the case of followers, the youngest and the oldest were not as followed, while the three MEPs
in the middle had similar digits ranging around 28 thousand. However, the follower base
declined once we reach the two oldest MEPs. Therefore, there is also no correlation between
these two variables.
As for the posts, Zdechovsky's page had an exceptional production of content within the
measured period (7 255 posts overall which is 6,6 posts per day on average). However, even
once we exclude his extraordinary case, there is no sign of correlation. Moreover, Kolaja had
a higher number than Kone¢na (the youngest), but also than Charanzova or Niedermayer.
Therefore, there is no correlation between age and page posts. The interaction data almost copy
the number of posts, meaning that there is no correlation between the two either.
Table num. 12, Instagram
Variables MEPs Konecna Kolaja Dlabajova Niedermayer Zahradil Sojdrova
Age 41 42 46 56 59 59
Fan Trend 2,304 1,787 2,801 3,839 1,777 862
Page Posts 408 163 575 136 683 82
Page Interactions 35,635 2,407 40,849 11,833 21,969 2,014
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As mentioned in the context of previous data, also in the case of Instagram, age was not
a determining variable influencing the number of followers. Neither the youngest nor oldest
MEPs were most popular, while the two MEPs with the higher number of followers were the
two in the middle of the age spectrum (Dlabajova and Niedermayer). Hence, there is no
correlation in this case.

Almost repeatedly, the author found that the number of posts is not determined by the
age of MEPs in the case of Instagram. Rather than steady growth or decline, which would
indicate a correlation, the values were ranging widely. Therefore, the answer to the research
question is negative as well.

While in the previous case Zahradil was the MEP with the biggest number of posts, for
interactions, he was among the least successful. Even though the trend in this chart is not
straight, it displays a tendency to have fewer interactions when the MEP is older. Thus, there

is a partial correlation between the age of the politicians and the interactions of the users.

3.4. Fourth Research Question

Is there a correlation between the number of speeches during plenary sessions and the
measured variables?

In the case of the fourth research question, the data was collected from the official
profiles of the MEPs (Home | MEPs | European Parliament, n.d.-b). On each politician’s page,

’

the author reviewed the section “Main parliamentary activities,” where a part named
“Contributions to plenary debates” offered the history of the plenary session speeches since
2020. The researcher summed up all the contributions mentioned by the website. Despite some
speeches lasting solely a few seconds, while others were several minutes long, all of them were

counted as ‘1’ for the purposes of this research.

Table num. 13, Facebook

Variables | MEPs David Zahradil | Niedermayer | Zdechovsky | Konecna Kolaja Charanzova
Plenary speeches 18 19 26 50 51 139 270
Fan Trend 48,314 6,895 15,082 35,260 48,847 3,061 5,990
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Page Posts 1,656 489 1,607 3,244 1,320 620 81

Page Interactions 3,602,295 133,505 272,379 1,394,663 2,435,294 40,614 16,225

Story Tellers 4,928,463 | 11,984,786 | 10,921,695 6,896,119 | 10,114,469 | 1,110,969 152,677
Chart num. 4, Facebook
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As the chart indicates, there is no connection between the number of speeches and the
number of followers (red line) in this case. While the MEP who accomplished the lowest
amount of speeches (David) is among the most popular, Kolaja and Charanzova had the high
number of speeches while lacking followers.

However, it suggested that the ones who were by far the most active in giving speeches
were not as popular among users of Facebook, which is also the case with the interactions
(yellow line) and posts (pale blue line). In other words, those politicians who spend
considerably more time addressing the chamber were producing less Facebook content.
Interestingly, the most active was Zdechovsky getting in the center of the chart, disrupting any
possibility of connection among variables. To put his performance into perspective, he had been
roughly 40 times more productive than Konecna and approximately 52 times in comparison
with Kolaja. The second (David) and the third (Niedermayer) MEPs were not in any kind of
sequence, leading the author to the conclusion that there is a partial reverse correlation between

the activeness on social media and the number of plenary speeches.
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The storytellers (orange line) differed from the rest of the variables. In this case, there
could be a (negative) correlation if David would have more storytellers. Another factor is the
difference between Zdechovsky and Konecnd, where the gap is only one speech (50 to 51). And
since the difference is not as striking, in the scenario where the two MEPs would be switched
(Konecna would have fewer speeches), combined with David's potentially higher numbers, the
correlation would be perfect. Regardless, there is no correlation between the number of

speeches and any of the measured variables.

Table num. 14, Twitter

Variables | MEPs | David | Zahradil | Niedermayer | Zdechovsky | Konecna | Kolaja | Charanzova
Plenary speeches 18 19 26 50 51 139 270
Fan Trend 4,034 13,887 28,264 28,045 5,416 6,010 28,296
Page Posts 1,354 1,593 700 7,255 264 786 626
Page Interactions 58,401 | 127,253 189,265 1,330,953 20,267 52,675 185,860

The trend revealed above illustrates several points. Firstly, there has been a continuous
increase in followers since the very beginning of the chart, growing until Zdechovsky (4th),
dropping steadily afterward while increasing a little at the very end to the highest value within
the variable. However, since the second least active (measured by speeches) Zahradil had more
followers than the much more outspoken ones, such as Konec¢na (3rd) and Kolaja (2nd), there
is no correlation between the variables.

When comparing the number of page posts and page interactions versus speeches at the
plenary sessions, no trend emerged. Astonishingly, Zdechovsky outperformed the least active
colleague by creating as much as twenty-seven times more content. Moreover, seeing
performance through the lens of page interactions, he published seven times as many posts as
Zahradil and 65 times more than Konec¢na. Yet, he is rather an exception in a poll of chosen
politicians. However, even without him, the trend would not be steady. Meaning that

no correlation between any of the variables exists.
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Table num. 15, Instagram

Variables MEPs Dlabajova Zahradil Niedermayer Konecna §0jdrovd Kolaja
Plenary speeches 8 19 26 51 77 139
Fan Trend 2,801 1,777 3,839 2,304 862 1,787
Page Posts 575 683 136 408 82 163
Page Interactions 40,849 21,969 11,833 35,635 2,014 2,407

Chart num. 5, Instagram
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As with the previous research questions, this change in the research sample unravels
new perspectives. Particularly when comparing speeches and followers (yellow line) on
Instagram, the trend appeared to be nearly reversed. Thus, the more speeches an MEP gave, the
fewer followers were obtained. Since the trend is not linear (for instance the last Kolaja and the
second Zahradil had a similar number of followers), the researcher decided to reason only for
a partial and reverse correlation.

The effort that the MEPs invested into their Instagram accounts (page posts, yellow line)
varies over the three years. Whereas Dlabajové shared content 575 times, the MEP with the

second biggest number of speeches (Sojdrova) published solely 82 pictures. Since this variable
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did not evolve straightforwardly, the author decided to argue again for partial and reverse
correlation. There are several arguments for this opinion. Firstly, the two MEPs with the highest
number of speeches produced nearly the lowest amounts of posts. On the other side of the
spectrum, the two politicians who joined the plenary debates least were the ones who shared
the content most. The correlation is solely partial because Niedermayer and Konecna were not
aligned with this trend.

The final variable of interactions (orange line) is not representing any kind of
correlation. Despite Dlabajova having the highest amount of this metric (while she was the one
with the lowest number of speeches), there was no significant gap between her performance
and that of the fourth Konecnd. Moreover, Kolaja, who was the most active in plenary debates,

was also third in the case of interactions with his profile.

3.5. Fifth Research Question

Is there a correlation among measured variables between the political party, for which
the politicians are elected (or party leader), and the MEPs' own performance on social
media?

Before presenting these results, it is essential to clarify why and how this research
question differs from the rest. As explained in the methodology of this thesis, this part did not
have one unifying variable cutting through all the data sets. Here, the idea was based on
comparing the metrics from both profiles (MEPs and parties or leaders) on social media
platforms. Therefore, to make the charts illustrative enough, the data was not merged and thus
this subchapter is longer than the previous cases.

Fortunately, the data for all the measured variables from Facebook was successfully
acquired. On the other hand, the scraping process for the rest of the social media platforms was
not as successful, which lead the researcher to specific changes.

For Twitter, this was the exclusion of Dita Charanzova from the analysis since her
political party (ANO) did not have an active profile between 2020 and the end of 2022. The
approach toward Instagram changed even more since not all parties had a page there, plus the
scraping process was inaccurate for those who had one. Such a situation led the author to the
decision of comparing MEPs' performance with the party leaders. This could be applied
to everyone except Katefina Konecnd, who is MEP and party leader at the same time.

Consequently, an exception was made, and she was compared with her political party (KSCM),
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and not with herself. Lastly, there were not enough data regarding the interactions of party

leaders on Instagram, which resulted in the exclusion of this variable. It is also vital to note that

all the charts are ordered around ascending data of selected political parties, with to goal of

spotting potential correlations.

Table num. 16, Facebook

Variables | MEPs | Parties David Charanzovia Kolaja Konetna Niedermayer Zahradil Zdechovsky
SPD ANO CPP KSCM TOP0Y ODS KDU-CSL
Fan Trend (MEPs) 48,314 5,990 3,061 48,847 15,082 6,895 35,260
Fan Trend (Parties) 31,785 100,541/ 158,954 16,214 121,956 68,901 27,193
Page Posts (MEPs) 1,656 81 620 1,320 1,607 489 3,244
Page Posts (Parties) 3,862 2,183 3,271 3,740 3,934 6,044 4,348
Page Interactions (MEPs) 3,602,295 16,225 40,614 2,435,294 272,379 133,505 1,394,663
Page Interactions (Parties) 498,324 1,114,411 4,148,469 933,008 3,007,398 3,640,574 461,560
Page Storytellers (MEPs) 4,928,463 152,677 1,110,969 | 10,114,469 10,921,695 11,984,786 6,896,119
Page Storytellers (Parties) 1,765,120 4,969,108 | 21,077,063 | 4,315259 14,532,450 14,956,746 2,502,224

Chart num. 6, Followers on Facebook
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While the trend is not explicit, it is evident that those MEPs whose parties were less

followed tended to be more popular. This can be applied the other way around as well, meaning
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that the politicians with fewer followers were underperforming the party's popularity.
Therefore, a reverse correlation was found.
Pages storytellers on Facebook

Since 5 out of 7 politicians showed growth in storytellers almost copying the same
metric in the case of the parties, a partial correlation existed. There were two main reasons for
this decision. Firstly, the performance of Kolaja was significantly diverging from the Czech
Pirate Party. Secondly, as with the followers, the three first MEPs (David, Zdechovsky,
Konec¢nd) outperformed their political parties, while the three following ones underperformed
them. Despite these two facts, the author was certain regarding the correlation between the party

and MEPs' number of storytellers.

Chart num. 7, Posts on Facebook
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The activity of each MEP and her or his party, represented by the number of published
posts, delivered a linkage. The reason why it could be solely a partial one is the fact that Zahradil
published a small amount of content, while his party (ODS) was the most successful among its
Czech counterparts. However, the overall the activity of parties was correlated with the

performance of MEPs.
Page interactions

Similarly, as in the case of the followers, page interactions showed a comparable

scenario. Those MEPs who had a smaller number of interactions were elected for parties with
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significantly higher success. Moreover, also the opposite is correct, meaning that parties of

successful MEPs underperformed them. However, because the data was not accurate in

correlation, plus Charanzova's party (ANO) has similar digits as Kone¢na (KSCM)'S the

correlation was partial.

Table num. 17, Twitter

Variables | MEPs | Parties David Kolaja Konefna Niedermayer Zahradil Zdechovsky
SPD CPP KSCM TOP09 ODS KDU-CSL
Fan Trend (MEPs) 4,034 6,010 5,416 28,264 13,887 28,045
Fan Trend (Parties) 1,921 72,696 3,647 58,621 60,744 24,022
Page Posts (MEPs) 1,354 786 264 700 1,593 7,255
Page Posts (Parties) 0 1,372 19 2,049 2,792 1,628
Page Interactions (MEPs) 58,401 52,675 20,267 189,265 127,253 1,330,953
Page Interactions (Parties) 0 382,649 225 337,172 631,634 61,533

Followers on Twitter

Followers of the parties were on a steady growth for the first three politicians, almost in

line with the same metric for MEPs, pointing out a potential correlation. Nevertheless, the data

stops copying the parties' trend once Niedermayer is reached, which could have, on the contrary,

delivered a reverse correlation. However, no correlation between the measured variables existed

since both trends were inconsistent.

Pages posts on Twitter

The data of the MEPs representing the page posts, while being lined up by the published

content of the Czech parties, evolved randomly. Consequently, there is no correlation between

parties and MEPs' posts on Twitter.

16 While the interactions on their personal accounts’ deviated greatly.
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Chart num. 8, Interactions on Twitter
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Despite four out of six MEPs (Zdechovsky, Niedermayer, Kolaja, Zahradil) represented
a reverse correlation,!” overall data could not prove this. The rest of the MEPs (David and
Konecnd) were not diverging from their parties' interactions significantly. Hence, there is no
correlation between MEPs and parties pages interactions on Twitter. Despite this, it is

interesting to see ascending interactions variable, which is similar to the Facebook metric.

Table num. 18, Instagram

Variables | MEPs | Parties Dlabajova Kolaja Koneéna Niedermayer Sojdrova Zahradil
Babis Bartos KSCM Adamova Jurecka Fiala
Fan Trend (MEPs) 2,801 1,787 2,304 3,839 862 1,777
Fan Trend (Parties/Leaders) 63,780 49,852 2,025 37,435 6,692 51,058
Page Posts (MEPs) 575 163 408 136 82 683
Page Posis (Parties/Leaders) 171 947 106 525 1916 854

Followers on Instagram

As for the followers on Instagram, no correlation could be observed. The main reason
for this was the MEPs followers’ variable, which did not grow or descended gradually but
evolved randomly. Kone¢na had significantly more followers than her party, while in the case

of Kolaja, Zahradil, and Dlabajov4, the situation was reversed.

17 More interactions gained by a political party equals fewer for an MEP and less interactions for the party means
more of the same variable for MEPs.
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Page posts on Instagram
A similar pattern of randomness was also present for the number of posts of the MEPs
and party leaders. While some MEPs were more successful (Konecn4a, Dlabajova), the rest

produced less content. However, since no unifying pattern existed, the author excluded the

option of partial reverse connection and concluded that no correlation existed in this case.

3.6. Sixth Research Question

Is there a correlation between the MEPs' presence in conventional media’® (TV, radio,

print, online newspapers) and the measured variables?

Table num. 18, Facebook

Variables | MEPs | Niedermayer | Kolaja Charanzova | Zahradil Konecna | Zdechovsky David
Media Presence 2,145 2,634 2,734 3,227 6,816 7,522 19,675
Fan Trend 15,082 3,061 5,990 6,895 48,847 35,260 48,314
Page Posts 1,607 620 81 489 1,320 3,244 1,656
Page Interactions 272,379 40,614 16,225 133,505 2,435,294 | 1,394,663 | 3,602,295
Page Storytellers 10,921,695 | 1,110,969 152,677 11,984,786 | 10,114,469 | 6,896,119 | 4,928,463

The number of followers appeared to be partially correlated with the presence in
traditional media. Mainly, there is a significant growth between the third Zahradil and fourth
Kone¢na, both in media presence and followers. On the other hand, David, with the highest
amount of media presence (almost 10 times more than Niedermayer), did not outperform the
third Konec¢na in the number of followers. In other words, the number of times an MEP was
present in a TV, radio, or newspaper article, was not reflected in the number of people following
him or her. Lastly, the MEP with the lowest presence in traditional media (Niedermayer) had
the highest number of page interactions and was second in the case of storytellers. Those are

the two main reasons for solely a partial correlation.

18 Counted as any interview, mention in an article or other type of participation in any of the traditional media.
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Table num. 19, Twitter

Variables | MEPs | Niedermayer | Kolaja | Charanzova | Zahradil | Konecna | Zdechovsky | David
Media Presence 2,145 2,634 2,734 3,227 6,816 7,522 19,675
Fan Trend 28,264 6,010 28,296 13,887 5,416 28,045 4,034
Page Posts 700 786 626 1,593 264 7,255 1,354
Page Interactions 189,265 52,675 185,860 127,253 20,267 133,0953 58,401

Compared to the previous case, the data from Twitter ranged around similar values,
producing rather stable patterns. Starting with followers, the evolvement of the variable was
independent of the MEP's presence in traditional media. The reason for it was that the three
MEPs (Niedermayer, Kolaja, and Zdechovsky) with the most followers were not in a row but
rather spread across the chart. The rest of the variables (page posts and interactions) appeared
related, which was especially observable in the case of Zdechovsky. Nevertheless, the most
media present David had one of the lowest performances among all the measured variables
from social media sites, plus a significant gap between Konecnd and Zdechovsky emerged
(despite they were represented in the traditional media almost equally). Consequently, no

correlation could be found.

Chart num. 9, Twitter
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Table num. 20, Instagram

Variables MEPs Dlabajova Sojdrova Niedermayer Kolaja Zahradil Konecna
Media Presence 1,350 1,486 2,145 2,634 3,227 6,816
Fan Trend 2,801 862 3,839 1,787 1,777 2,304
Page Posts 575 82 136 163 683 408
Page Interactions 40,849 2,014 11,833 24,070 21,969 35,635

The change of the samples (MEPs) in this data set adjusted the patterns significantly,
compared to the previous social media platforms. Followers altered, with Niedermayer being
the most followed politician on Instagram, despite occupying third out of six places on the scale
of media presence. Moreover, the second most followed MEP (Dlabajova) was the least present
in media, while the third (Kone¢nd) was the most active in the TV, radio, or newspaper.
Meaning that there is no correlation between the two variables.

On the other hand, posts emerged as being correlated with the presence in media, at least
if the first and the last MEPs would be excluded from the scale. From Sojdrové to Zahradil, the
numbers were on steady growth. However, because of Dlabajové's over-performance and
Konecna under-performance, only a partial correlation existed between politicians' activity on
social and in traditional media.

Lastly, the interaction variable was the highest with the least (traditional media) active
Dlabajov4, indicating no correlation. However, since the second Sojdrova’s, the numbers grew
almost steadily until the last MEP (except for a slight decrease in the case of Zahradil).
Therefore, the author argued for a partial correlation between how many times were MEPs
present in traditional media and how much the users interacted with their accounts on

Instagram.

3.7. Seventh Research Question

Did populist MEPs thrive more on social media platforms in measured variables

compared to their moderate colleagues?
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Table num. 21, Facebook

Variables | MEPs | Kolaja | Charanzova | Zahradil | Niedermayer | Zdechovsky David Konecna
Fan Trend 3,061 5,990 6,895 15,082 35,260 48,314 48,847
Page Posts 620 81 489 1,607 3,244 1,656 1,320
Page Interactions 40,614 16,225 133,505 272,379 1,394,663 | 3,602,295 | 2,435,294
Story Tellers 1,110,969 152,677 11,984,786 | 10,921,695 6,896,119 | 4,928,463 | 10,114,469
Within this part, the data for every platform (Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram) were
ordered by the followers’ variable. In the case of Facebook, the populistic politicians (Kone¢na
and David) acquired the biggest number of followers out of all MEPs. The same claim is also
correct for the interactions, where they outnumbered the rest of the moderate politicians.
Despite winning among these two variables, they lacked behind with their activeness on social
media (page posts) and storytellers (especially David). Since both politicians outperformed the
rest of the MEPs in two out of four variables, the author decided to argue for a partial correlation
between populism and Facebook performance.
Table num. 22, Twitter
Variables | MEPs | David | Konecna | Kolaja | Zahradil | Zdechovsky Niedermayer Charanzova
Fan Trend 4,034 5,416 6,010 13,887 28,045 28,264 28,296
Page Posts 1,354 264 786 1,593 7,255 700 626
Page Interactions 58,401 20,267 52,675 | 127,253 1,330,953 189,265 18,586
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Chart num. 10, Twitter
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The performance on Twitter differed drastically, putting populistic politicians at the end
of the spectrum in almost all the metrics. The only exception was the case of tweets (page posts),
where David was the third most active. However, all other variables showed that he and
Konecna were not striving on this platform. Thus, the author argued for a reverse correlation
between populism and success on Twitter. In other words, the data suggested that populist
politicians tend to be less active and popular in this case.
Table num. 22, Instagram
Variables MEPs Sojdrova Zahradil Kolaja Konecna Dlabajova Niedermayer
Fan Trend 862 1,777 1,787 2,304 2,801 3,839
Page Posts 82 683 163 408 575 136
Page Interactions 2,014 21,969 24,070 35,635 40,849 11,833

Since the data for David's Instagram performance was not accessible, only Kone¢na

represented populism in the table. As visible, she was the second most interacted profile, and

third in the case of followers and activeness, measured by the number of posts. Yet, her numbers

did not lead the research sample in any of the variables, hence no correlation existed.
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While the literature pointed out that populist politicians use social media more (and
therefore are more successful), data from several Czech MEPs who used main online platforms
for three years indicated that the claim is valid only for Facebook. For Instagram, no correlation
could be spotted and in the case of Twitter, the correlation is even reversed. Therefore, the
answer to the research question is not on a yes or no basis but rather it depends on which social

media site is concerned.

3.8. Eighth Research Question

Was the overall sentiment of the content shared by populist politicians on Facebook

more negative (defined as 'angry', 'haha', 'sad’) than in the case of other MEPs?

Table num. 23, Facebook Sentiment

Sentiment | MEPs | Charanzova | Kolaja Zahradil | Niedermayer | Konecna | Zdechovsky David
Positive 10,986 25,088 93,461 194,835 1,642,754 | 764,032 1,611,358
Negative 1,721 7,296 11,218 29,287 101,961 294,097 544,161
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To spot a trend in the sentiment, the data was converted to percentages, meaning that
the chart shows the ratio of positive and negative sentiment compared to the overall number of
reactions gained by MEPs. Therefore, the data was not represented absolutely but relative to
the performance of each Facebook profile.

The visualized data displays demonstrate several points. Firstly, the party of the
politician with the highest ratio of negative comments (Zdechovsky) did rank as populistic
(Havlik et al., 2018, pp. 162-163). Only the second most negative (David) follows this logic.
Yet the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth most negative are the profiles of moderate politicians.
Rather unexpectedly, the MEP with the highest ratio of positive reactions was Konec¢na with
only 5,8% negativity produced on her profile, compared to an overwhelming 94,2% of positive
reactions. Based on these assertions, the author concluded that there is no correlation between
the two variables, which is correct even after considering possible reverse correlation (meaning
that populism leads to fewer negative reactions). However, this notion is contradictory to

David's second place within the data set.
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4. Discussion chapter

This part presented fundamental ideas essential for interpreting the outcomes of the
analysis. Firstly, a summary of the key findings from the research was delivered. In the
following part, the author shared his understanding of the data by identifying patterns and
relationships. Likewise, he provided a context that probably affected the outcomes, while
connecting this part to the relevant literature. All these sections had one common goal: to
provide the reader with the authors' points of view, contextualize the research, and explain why

the analysis unraveled the way it did.

4.1. Key Findings

The central research problem within the core of this thesis was the lack of knowledge
regarding the communication of Czech MEPs on social media platforms. From the author's
point of view, it is crucial to understand this area more since politicians may play a critical role
in the idea-creation and law-making process. Although EP lacks the power to initiate legislation
on its own, it is a critical body in the process of its creation (Ordinary Legislative Procedure,
n.d.). Therefore, the representatives from 27 states influence how the EU will evolve. This
makes it vital to understand how MEPs utilize their social media channels.

The research was divided into nine research questions and indicated four prominent
themes. Firstly, none of the variables alone were reasons for MEPs' success on all three
platforms. Instead, each platform appeared to have a specific user cohort, consequently making
politicians more engaged or passive.

The second theme is the fact that not in all cases were the variables interconnected,
although a certain logic could indicate so. In other words, a high number of followers did not
have to necessarily correlate with the number of page posts (e.g., Charanzova and Niedermayer
on Twitter, Konecnéd on Facebook), and an immense number of produced content (posts) had
not secured a higher number of interactions or followers in all cases (e.g., Zahradil on
Instagram).

Thirdly, the comparison of MEPs and their parties indicated that those users who are
more likely to follow the party page follow less the MEPs pages, while the reverse is also
correct.

Lastly, populist politicians seemed to strive on Facebook by significant margins, while
lacking on Twitter and being among average on Instagram. Moreover, the reaction of their users

on Facebook was not more negative than in the cases of moderate politicians.
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4.2. Interpretation of the Analysis

For the reader to easily decode the authors' interpretations, this part was ordered based
on the sequence of the research questions. Every evaluation was connected to the result section
outcomes, adding context, opinions and in some cases literature as well. Moreover, every part
comments on each social media platform in the same order as in the research (Facebook,

Twitter, and Instagram).

4.2.1. Activeness of MEPs and Users
Facebook

The reason for the Facebook no-correlation scenario was likely caused by external
factors varying according to the individual politicians. For instance, Zahradil had the highest
number of storytellers, even though he was the second least active. The author believes that his
virality was an outcome of the fact that he had been a member of the EP since 2004, which
made him the longest-serving politician in the body elected from Czechia. Moreover, he was
one of the main figures of the ODS (Civil Democratic Party), a key opposition bloc for majority
of the research period.!” Furthermore, after winning elections in November 2021,% his party
became leading force in the government, while obtaining the post of prime minister.

Another case where some of the variables were deviating from the number of page posts
was David. Not only that his activity was not reflected in the interactions, which were the
highest (despite he was not the most active MEP), but he exceeded the second Kone¢né by more
than one million interactions, which is roughly a 33% difference. The high number of
interactions could be caused by several aspects. Firstly, his followers may tend to share,
comment, and like more content. The second reason may be his historical experiences since he
was a former Minister of Health, and he used to oversee Bohnice, one of the most famous
psychiatric hospitals in the country. In other words, many people know him, and some of them
may even respect him as a professional in the field. Therefore, his social media presence emit
a haze of authority, making it easier for followers to interact with the content. Lastly, the reason
may had been the content itself, causing more virality. This means a higher amount of
emotionally appealing as well as more audiovisual posts. The research of Schmuck and
Hameleers (2020, pg. 1543) proved such a correlation since the analysis indicated that

right-wing populists are oriented on conflict, while their communication is also highly

1 Since 2020 until autumn 2021.
20 Within a coalition with two other parties.
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emotionalized. Therefore, the mixture of a high level of emotions and easy-to-digest content
could lead to more interactions.

A following MEP, whose activity did not accurately reflect the rest of the variables, was
Niedermayer. A former Vice-Governor of Czech National Bank and ex-director of Deloitte in
Czechia (CV | NNEDERMAYER | MEPs | European Parliament, n.d.) was on the other side of
the spectrum than David, because his number of page posts was not reflected in the interactions
nor followers. The author assumed that the reason for the low or high participation of the users
is mainly within the kind of shared content. Since Niedermayer's field of interest is economics,?!
his content included more expertise. Such posts on social media were either in the form of
articles or charts rather than emotionally provoking videos or images. However, since the page
interactions essentially reflected users' activity, another reason for his outcomes could be the
type of audience. The evolution of the variable would make sense if his followers were
restrained about sharing the content, commenting on it, or even expressing their emotions via
likes of other forms of sentiments. Despite low variables, the number of storytellers was
immense, almost reaching the first Zahradil. The cause could again be his authority regarding
the EU policies, leading other users to mention the account while discussing the matters
elsewhere.

The last MEP who deserves attention in this part is Zdechovsky. Despite being the most
active politician (measured by the posts), he did not excel considering followers, interactions,
or storytellers (was third every time). The reason for his relatively low digits was likely caused
by the quality of the content, rather than quantity. Moreover, Zdechovsky's agenda is not (unlike
in the case of Niedermayer) centered around a core topic. Instead, the MEP appears to use his
Public Relation skills.

In the case of all the other MEPs, variables were somewhat in line with their activity on

Facebook, which the author decided to leave without comment since a correlation existed.

Twitter

While Zdechovsky dominated Facebook with twice as many page posts compared to the
second David, in the case of Twitter, he conquered the space with almost five times more than
the second most successful MEP in the analysis. This could also be the reason for the high
number of interactions the politician received, connected to the type of content they produced.

Moreover, “retweets” tend to be more popular than “shares” on Facebook. This means that

21 ' While he holds a doctorate (RNDr.) in theoretical cybernetics, mathematical informatics, and system theory.
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Zdechovsky may be an expert in re-sharing tweets, which would be popular among his
followers, rather than solely creating new content. Nevertheless, the type of shared posts is
influential, because he had fewer followers than Charanzova and Niedermayer, both of whom
shared only about 9% of Zdechovsky’s numbers.

Likewise, these two MEPs had relatively higher followers and interactions in
comparison with their activity. The author believed that the reason for these proportionally
increased variables was the importance of Twitter to them. Generally, this platform is used more
by wealthier and more educated people than the societal average (Pew Research, 2019). Those
are journalists, experts, and users interested in policies rather than the general population
(Wojcik et al., 2019, p. 5). For Niedermayer, the reasons were already mentioned (mainly the
expertise), while Charanzova's success was caused by her status as the Vice President of EP.?2
As Sohaib (et al., 2020, p. 511) research methodology indicated, holding an important office
increases likelihood of the being followed by users. Additionally, she studied at the Diplomatic
School in Madrid and commented on Spain's and Latin American countries' development.
Likewise, her doctoral degree from the University of Economics in Prague was probably
responsible for her focus on Consumer Protection and Internal Market. Consequently, from the
authors' point of view, the combination of one of the highest posts in the EP and a clear field of
expertise is why many follow and interact with the profile, despite the low number of posts.

The three MEPs with relatively high activity (Kolaja, David, Zahradil) had rather a small
number of other variables. For Kolaja, this was caused by his freshness since he did not hold
an elected office before and was elected to the EP in 2019. According to research among the
Czech public (CT24.cz, 2019), most people did not recognize two-thirds of Czech MEPs. Those
who were more popular either already held an elected post in the past (Telicka, Pospisil) or
served in the EP for a long time (Zahradil). Based on this, Kolaja was not well known among
voters which caused the lower variables. To his credit, he ran for the position of MEP already
in 2014. However, the chairman of the CPP and the current>® Minister of Regional
Development, Ivan Bartos, was the leader of the elections, which left Kolaja in his shadow.

In the case of David, the reasoning was much easier: users interested in such content
were not present or active on Twitter. As Nulty (et al., 2016, p. 443) argued, populist
populations tent to use Twitter less, which is also reflected by their supporters. This applied

also to Kone¢na, who had an inferior number of all variables.

22 From 2019 at least until the end of the researched slot of this thesis at the end of 2022.
2 As of March 2023.
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Instagram

Here, most of the variables were in correlation, except for two MEPs. Firstly, it was
Niedermayer who was most successful in acquiring followers, even though he was second least
active. The cause of this situation could be the quality of the content, as well as its type. Because
many of the author's former classmates worked for this MEP, he assumed that a large part of
the content is produced by young people. And since Instagram is the main social media site for
this cohort, it is reasonable to assume that the Niedermayer team knows the audience on this
site very well.

Additionally, a divergence exists in the case of Zahradil. Despite being the most active
(683 posts in 3 years), he was outperformed by the three prior MEPs in all other variables. As
in earlier cases, the author believes that the quality of the posts is the cause. In the cases of other
MEPs, the content had a unifying theme or at least a suitable resolution of pictures and videos.
However, the longest-serving MEP seemed to take care of his account on his own while sharing
pictures of distinct alcoholic beverages, speeches from the EP plenary, or policy stands while
randomly integrating the topic of music and historical events. This incoherence and inferior
quality are to be blamed for low performance. Such a perspective is based on Bennett (2017,
p. 3) whose argumentation indicated that the “lack of strategic coherence’” in communication

leads to underperformance.

4.2.2. Mandate duration
Facebook

A correlation between the time spent in the EP and other variables was not found.
However, the data visualization offered the researcher unique and interesting insights. To start
with, most interactions were gained by David, a right-wing populist. The second one was
Kone¢na, who could be defined as a left-wing populist, while she was the most followed MEP
in the analysis. Even though these two politicians were not striving in the page storyteller’s
metric,?* they were popular among users. Based on that, the author believed that the case of
Facebook confirmed the literature's conclusions about populists’ popularity online (Flew et al.,
2019, p. 8). Consequently, the time spent in the EP did not reflect the overall online success on
this platform.

Comparing the mandate duration and Facebook variables also delivered another

interesting point, already mentioned in the previous research question. Zahradil, despite serving

24 K one¢na was third and David fifth.
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for 212 months as an MEP, had one of the lowest variables, except for storytellers. The reasons
for this situation were listed above, yet the author would add a subjective argument based on

observation of Zahradil's social media presence throughout the years.

Twitter

Likewise, on this platform, Zahradil was not striving compared to the shorter-serving
MEPs, while Zdechovsky outperformed everyone. As a result of this data, the author argued
that the lengthiness of the mandate is not as important as other factors, especially the relevancy
of the content for the followers. It is possible to spot particularly while observing the follower’s
variable, which showed no sign of correlation. Users were rather interested in the content
produced by politicians because of their policies, opinions, and relevancy to them (depending
on whether they are part of a wide public or experts). Nonetheless, it is interesting that the time

spent in the EP likely did not affect success on Twitter.

Instagram

No correlation was found for this platform either. Moreover, while monitoring
Zahradil's highest number of posts, it is obvious that his main motivation is to communicate
as much as possible, rather than focusing on the attractivity for the users. Another observation
was that Niedermayer had the highest number of followers, while his posts and interactions did
not copy this trend. In other words, people tend to follow him, but since he was not active, users
did not interact with him as much.

Moreover, while serving for the second term, Sojdrova had one of the lowest numbers
among all the MEPs. The author believed that this was due to three factors. The main one was
that her colleague from the same party (Zdechovsky) is particularly successful on this platform.
Even though the data for his account could not be obtained, at the time of writing this chapter
(March 2023), he had more than six-thousand followers. When comparing him to the most
successful (measured by fan trend) MEP in our analysis, a gap of approximately two-thousands
users existed. What does this mean to Sojdrova? Likely, people bypass her and rather consume
content published by her fellow colleague from the same party, leaving her behind by
significant margins. Secondly, most of the users of Instagram were millennials or Gen Z, while
she fitted into the category of Boomers.?> Based on the brief examination of her account,

it appears that she is focusing on her cohort (older and Christian voters from regions), which

25 Sojdrova was born in 1963, while the ,Boomers* generations lasted from 1946 to 1964 (Nisen, 2013)
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is present more on Facebook. Lastly, from the author's point of view, she is (in a sense) the
creator of her own destiny. In all cases, the number of posts and the number of interactions were
relatively correlated. This indicates that if she shared additional content, more interactions, and

consequently followers, could be gained.

4.2.3. MEPs Age
Facebook

We already saw in the results sections that no correlations existed, mostly because the
youngest and the oldest MEPs had the highest numbers in various variables. Initially, it seemed
appropriate to the researcher to assume that the older an MEP is, the less thriving she or he
would be. However, in the case of Facebook, this argument was entirely inaccurate. Once again,
this could be because populist politicians tend to be more successful on certain social media
platforms. Another explanation is the fact that the politicians included in this analysis were not
varying that much in the sense of their age, or at least not widely. In other words, there are not
any MEPs younger than 41, while the legal age to be elected to the EP in Czechia is 21 years.?°

This fact made it harder for significant discrepancies to appear.

Twitter

Since not even for Twitter a correlation was spotted, and both the oldest and the youngest
MEPs were the least popular, the cause for the politician's success had to be situated elsewhere.
The author believed it was caused (at least in the case of followers) by three distinct factors.
One of them was the deep expertise in topics (Niedermayer and economic issues), the second
was holding an influential position in the institutional structure (Charanzova as a Vice-President
of the EP) and the last was an immense production of the content (Zdechovsky). However,
itappeared that these factors could be applied to certain individuals rather than used as objective
reasons. The researcher based this on the fact that Kolaja held the post of Vice-President of the
EP as well,”” however his numbers were much lower than those of Charanzova. Despite
the success on Twitter was a combination of various causes, one thing is evident: age was not
a determinant of success on none of the social media. The same applies to Instagram, where the

previous arguments were also valid.

26 https://www.mvcr.cz/volby/clanek/volby-do-evropskeho-parlamentu-zakladni-informace-pro-kandidujici-
subjekty-a-jejich-kandidaty.aspx

27 From July 2019 until January 2022. More at: 9th Parliamentary Term | Marcel KOLAJA | MEPs | European
Parliament, n.d.

62


https://www.mvcr.cz/volby/clanek/volby-do-evropskeho-parlamentu-zakladni-informace-pro-kandidujici-subjekty-a-jejich-kandidaty.aspx
https://www.mvcr.cz/volby/clanek/volby-do-evropskeho-parlamentu-zakladni-informace-pro-kandidujici-subjekty-a-jejich-kandidaty.aspx

4.2.4. Plenary speeches
Facebook

The number of speeches compared to success on this platform uncovered a reverse
correlation. The author believed that the time spent delivering speeches and moderating debates
(as well as the regular agenda related to the MEPs' job) consumed a significant chunk of the
Vice-Presidents' time and energy. Consequently, this left less time to conduct online
communication via Facebook. Moreover, since Charanzova and Kolaja were willingly elected
to the positions, it indicates that they were focusing more on the actual political work, such as
amending legislation, being active in the committees, or taking seriously their role

as rapporteur, rather than spending time producing content for social media.

Twitter

Despite no correlation being found, several facts are interesting to notice. To start with,
Charanzova was the most active MEP during the plenary speeches, as well as in the number of
people following her. Even though she was not as thriving in the inferactions and posts
variables, the fact that she held a high position within the EP and was a leader of the ANO
movement for the 2019 European elections certainly played a role. Moreover, the election was
won by her party, providing relevancy to Charanzova by the very fact she had to coordinate the
strongest Czech parliamentary club in the EP. Additionally, she was present among one of the
most influential Czech women (Forbes, 2023), which strengthened her reputation.
Consequently, for journalists and other stakeholders, she was most likely the key individual
who could inform about the European dimension of politics, adding another layer to what was

said or done by former prime minister Andrej Babi§, the movement's founder.

Instagram

The research in this case delivered a partial and reverse correlation, uncovering several
points worth mentioning. Starting with Dlabajova, the author believed that her Instagram
success was strongly correlated to her activity.?® Moreover, she was famous among the Czech
student community for her project “Why not?”*°, which offered few-weeks-long internships to
young professionals. Since most Instagram users were youngsters, her activity outside of

a typical role as an MEP likely helped her to thrive more. Indeed, all the MEPs can invite people

28 She had a second highest number of page posts.
% In original called as: ,,Proc¢ by ne?” (Projekt Motivacnich Stazi Europoslankyné Martiny Dlabajové -
Pro¢ByNe?, 2022).
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to visit EU institutions,*® and many were even using the instrument of internships. However,
throughout the years of being a member of the community of political science students, the
author never witnessed such regular offers as those from the Dlabajova's office.

On the other side of the spectrum, it was interesting to see Kolaja with the most speeches
and the third-highest number of interactions, while he did not produce a lot of content. In fact,
he was the third least posts producing MEP out of all the analyzed politicians. The author
believed that there were few factors for his relative success. Firstly, he was a leader of the Pirate
Party for the EP elections, which is dominantly supported by young people®' (who use
Instagram more), thus potentially causing higher interest in Kolaja's posts. Moreover, since the
researcher worked as a communication specialist in his team for almost a year, he comprehends
the expertise Kolaja wants to embody in the content. In other words, the communication may
be less frequent but much more in-depth and thoughtful, leading to more interactions and

mentions (storytellers).

4.2.5. Czech Political parties
Facebook

The data revealed a reverse correlation and indicated fewer party followers equals more
for MEPs, where the opposite is also correct. Since the author of the thesis was a user and
manager of social media accounts for various companies, he supposed that users have solely
a limited (both mental and time) capacity, which they can dedicate to observing the political
scene. Therefore, it is accurate to assume that people have to choose who they rather follow.

Nonetheless, users interested in the ideas and standpoints of ODS, ANO, TOP 09,
or CPP tend to follow the pages of the parties rather than politicians. This idea was also
applicable another way around. Those users keen to know more about KSCM, SPD, or
KDU-CSL were consuming content produced by politicians’ accounts rather than party pages.
Except for Zdechovsky and KDU-CSL, where the gap was not as wide as for the others, this
trend was also present for page interactions.

Apart from the number of storytellers and posts, which showed a similar trend, the
differences are not as huge as they were in the previous cases. For storytellers, only Kolaja and
CPP* delivered a significant difference between them. All the other groups provided

the researcher with smaller discrepancies, which can be explained by the personalization

30 Group and Individual Visits to the EP | News | European Parliament, n.d.
31 Cerna & Vojkovsky, 2023
32 The most successful political party in this metric.
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of politics (Metz et al., 2020, p. 1481). This means that while the parties pages may be more
followed and interacted with, once there is a crisis, a new legislation proposal, or a serious
accusation of any kind, particular people are tagged in the posts, comments, or mentioned
elsewhere, thus causing a growth in the number of storytellers.

Lastly, it is interesting that none of the MEPs produced more content than any political
party in this research, despite three MEPs outperformed their parties in a// other variables.
Moreover, this dataset showed that overall success on Facebook3? did not necessarily depend
on the number of posts produced by the account. More likely, it arose from a larger context,
such as the quality of the posts, relevancy for the interested users, and the followers' preferences.
Also, following a page and consuming content are two different things. In other words,
Facebook algorithms offer users content they are more likely to enjoy. This consequently boosts
the company's profit since people spend more time on the platform, while they are likely
to return more often. In practice, a user can have “liked” dozens of various pages, yet those
whom she or he interacts more with are in a feed often. In short, this means that the same
(or even less) content can provide a page with more promising numbers, depending on quality

(Li et al., 2020, p. 17), external factors, and the type of audience.

Twitter

Here, almost the same trend as in the previous case emerged, yet the differences were
not as evident as for Facebook. The author believed that the leading cause for this was the
unpopularity of Twitter among populist politicians, as mentioned previously (Nulty, et al.,
2016, p. 443). Furthermore, Zdechovsky and KDU-CSL had almost identical followers base,
while the number of posts was almost three times higher in his case. The same was correct for
the interaction variable, where the difference was even the biggest. For Zdechovsky, swell

production of content led to more interactions, not necessarily to additional followers.

Instagram

This social media site differed from the previous ones significantly. Since no correlation
was traced, every single comparison of data had a particular explanation. The author believed
that the gap between Konecna and her party was caused by the fact that populist politicians
were followed by users who tend to consume content from specific individuals rather than from

party accounts. This point of view corresponds with the research outcomes of Caiani (et al.,

33 Measured by number of interactions, storytellers and followers.
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2021, p. 408), who found that “populist parties tend to be more personalized than their
non-populist counterparts”, creating an ideal climate for users to follow individuals rather than
parties.

The two MEPs with similar evolvement (Juretka and Sojdrova plus Niedermayer and
Adamova) were as close to each other since they were similarly popular among the Czech
audience. Despite the fact that two of them were party leaders,** the other two MEPs had
expertise in distinct arenas while being active in politics for a long time. To demonstrate this,
Sojdrova was a member of the Czech Parliament from 1996 until 2010, elected to the EP
in 2014. On the other hand, the leader of KDU-CSL had been a member of the Czech Chamber
of Deputies since 2013. The same is correct for Adamova, who became a member of the
country’s Parliament in the same year as Jurecka. Even though Niedermayer was elected to
the EP year after her, his professional history played a role.

The others followed the previous trends, where the party leaders succeed more than the
MEPs. Here, the reasons were individual. All the party leaders who outperformed the MEPs
significantly were either ex-prime ministers (Babi§),*> prime ministers (Fiala),’® or at least
potential prime ministers before the elections (Bartos§; Denikn.cz, 2021). Nevertheless, all the
leaders of the parties always succeeded in comparison with the MEP because they were much
more known within the Czech (online) space.

While the follower’s variable evolved straightforwardly, the page posts dynamic was
much more interesting, in some ways even contradictory. This was applicable to three cases.
Firstly, despite Dlabajova produced roughly three times as much content as Babis, she was less
successful than him as much as twenty-two times. However, the author believed that the
explanation for this was apparent since Babi§ used to be a prime minister for most of the
data-collection period. Secondly, the reverse scenario was the case of Adamova, whose page
posts were triple compared to Niedermayer, while her popularity among followers was almost
ten times higher. The author already explained the reasons for Niedermayer's success
on Instagram earlier. However, the researcher was confident that the key to Adamova success®’
could be explained by the type of content, as well as by the importance of the office she held.

Lastly, and most strikingly, JureCka produced about twenty-four times more content than

Sojdrova, while he had “only” eight times more followers. In other words, Sojdrova was more

3 Adamové was a chairman of TOP 09 since November 2021 and Jure¢ka a leader of KDU-CSL from January
2020. Both held their offices as of March 2023.

35 Holding the highest political office in the country since 2017 until December 2021.

36 Since November 2021 at least until this research was conducted in March 2023.

37 Especially in comparative perspective between posts and followers variables.
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successful per post than him. However, Jurecka still outperformed her since he was closer to

the Czech electorate, while he was the leader of the government party.

4.2.6. Presence in Traditional Media
Facebook

The research part demonstrated that the follower variable was mostly correlated with the
presence in traditional media such as TV, radio, or newspapers. The author argued that these
two worlds were interconnected since old media increased overall familiarity among voters,
which consequently boosted variables on social media. This reasoning is based on a similar
argument by Wolfsfeld (2020, p. 46), who argued that the “same people who are considered
the audience for the traditional media are also those who produce, share, and view political
stories on social media,”. However, this is not applicable to all the variables. Storytellers, posts,
and interactions seemed to depend on individual factors, varying by the specific politician.

Therefore, this argumentation is applicable only to fan trends.

Twitter

Contrary to the earlier platform, none of the variables here were correlated with the
presence of the MEPs in traditional media. Once again, Twitter proved to be unlike Facebook,
since the user base was likely composed of a specific group of people (journalists, experts, other

politicians, etc.).

Instagram

This platform was a mixture of various evolvements with no clear interpretation.
Notably, it appeared that Dlabajova (since she was the least present in traditional media)
invested her time rather to Instagram, where she was MEP with the highest interaction.
By looking at the quality of the content and the number of posts,® it is likely that she (or her
team) dedicated focus to social media instead of the traditional ones.

Moreover, the most followed MEP was Niedermayer, who was also the third least
present in conventional media. For him, the arguments above were applicable here as well.
Furthermore, the first three most traditional-media-active MEPs had a high number
of interactions, potentially caused by their activeness in traditional media. However, the author

assumed that the patterns were influenced by individual factors.

38 She was the second most productive MEP.
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4.2.7. Populist Politicians’ Success
Facebook

The triumph of populist politicians® took place in the case of this platform. The reasons
for this are numerous, but among them are the higher social media activity of the users who
prefer such posts, the content type (more emotional and dividing; De Zudiga et al., 2020,
p. 588) and its type (videos, mostly of the politicians themself complaining about the state of
the worlds and easy-to-understand graphics, usually accompanied by bold colors).

In conclusion, Facebook can be called a domain of populists.

Twitter

As much as they succeeded on Facebook, populists failed in almost every variable on
Twitter. Once and again, the author argued that this is due to the lack of an audience who would
be interested in the content they offer. Moreover, neither populist MEPs’ activity represented
by the number of posts, nor the interactions with their accounts showed any sign of interest
from their side. Therefore, Twitter can be tagged as a social media platform, which is at least

not worth the attention of Kone¢na and David.

Instagram

Kone¢na ranked third most followed and active (posts), while her account was the
second most interacted with. This means that while Facebook was the core social media
platform and Twitter stands aside from their interest, Instagram serves as the second-most
important channel for her. From the author’s point of view, Konecna was trying to target the
older generation (baby boomers) via Facebook, while Instagram was used to push her agenda
to youngsters. As Moffitt (2022, p. 16) researched, different populistic politicians are followed
by various age groups. However, if a certain MEP is successful on particular social media, it is
reasonable to assume that the politician's goal is to target the age group associated with the
platform.

Even though David was not included in this part of the analysis, the author was confident
to argue that he would not get to a similar number performed by the Kone¢na page. From 2019
to 2022, he shared 12 posts, and at the time of finishing this thesis (March 2023), he had less
than 1200 followers. In the context of other MEPs, he would be one of the two last politicians

39 At least when measured by the number of followers.
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on the scale.** Therefore, it seemed that Instagram did not have a clear role in the
communication of populists but was rather used by politicians individually, based on their

preferences and wider context.

4.2.8. The Sentiment of Populists on Facebook

Since the negative sentiment was not connected to the populist orientation of the
politicians, the reasons for the outcomes lay elsewhere. At first, the author hypothesized that
the populist politicians’ content was highly emotional and negative (De Zuiiga et al., 2020,
p. 588).

However, the reactions from the audience may vary and although people could be angry
about certain issues, they could demonstrate their emotions via different emoticons. Giving
a like to posts can support a hostile stance about the issue as well as the utilization of other
negative emoticons (‘angry’, 'haha’, 'sad"). Therefore, it was not an easy task to measure the
sentiment of users under such circumstances.

Secondly, it appeared that for (at least) two first MEPs with the highest percentage of
negative sentiment,*! it was correlated with the number of posts. This is because they were the
two most productive politicians in the analysis. On the other hand, the third (Niedermayer)
and fourth (Konecnd) MEPs with the largest amount of shared content did not show a significant
representation of the pessimistic sentiment (Niedermayer was 3rd and Konecna Ist least
negative). Moreover, the third most pessimistic Kolaja demonstrates that negativity does
not depend on populism or productivity.

To conclude, a broader (higher volume of MEPs) and deeper (focusing on particular
posts) sentiment analysis would be necessary to unravel trends within the context of populist

politicians.

40 While he would also likely have a low number of interactions, reflection of the petite number of posts.
41 Zdechovsky and David.
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5. Conclusion

This thesis centered around the communication of selected Czech MEPs on the three social
media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram) between 2020 and 2022. After introducing
the current debate on the topic in the second chapter, the author scraped and analyzed
information via the data analysis approach. The subsequent part presented the outcomes of the
research, while the fourth chapter provided a broader context and examined the possible reasons
for the results.

Even though it is not easy to evaluate the analysis overall, one fact is evident. No single
variable (activity of the MEPs measured by the page posts, mandate duration, age, number of
plenary speeches, Czech political parties success, presence in traditional media, or populism
influence on either results or sentiment of the users) was a guarantee for success on a// social
media channels for a single MEP. On the contrary, the research revealed that the reasons for
either outstanding or inadequate results stemmed from combining a particular MEP and a social
media platform (or, to be more precise, the users of such a medium). This fact was observable
especially during the presentation of the data for the eighth research question, which focused
on right- and left-wing politicians. As mentioned, both representatives of populistic parties
included in the research, Ivan David (SPD) and Katefina Koneéna (KSCM), showed signs of
considerable success on Facebook and petite performance on Twitter. A similar tendency was
present for the same platforms in the case of the fourth research question. Here, Marcel Kolaja
(CPP) and Dita Charanzova (ANO) were by far the most active in the plenary debates out of all
the MEPs included in the research, yet they both failed to be successful on Facebook. This was
applicable to all the variables, be it followers, posts, interactions, or storytellers. On the other
hand, Charanzovéa was more successful on Twitter yet not as productive as the rest of the MEPs,
since she was the second least active (measured by the number of page posts). Lastly, the MEP
elected for Christian democrats, Tomas Zdechovsky (KDU-CSL), was vastly successful on
Twitter, however, he did not copy the trend on Facebook. Therefore, when analyzing the social
media communication of Czech MEPs, it is vital to differentiate between various platforms
while drawing any conclusions from the data.

As for the academic debate, the analysis delivered several points worth bringing into the
discussion. Firstly, as Segesten (2017, p. 364) suggested, social media were utilized by the
MEPs to communicate from the European level to the member state (Czechia). In line with his
argumentation, none of the leaders of the parties for the European elections in 2019 was

completely inactive. Some of the MEPs utilized a particular platform more, but all of them were
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posting content and interacting with the users on all social media. Therefore, fulfilling the
notion of bridging the distance gap. Secondly, Turnbull-Dugarte’s (2019, p. 4) argument that
the campaign style in countries with a political system such as Czechia is highly centralized
was not fully backed by the analysis outcomes. This was evident when comparing variables
between Czech political parties and the MEPs, where some individuals succeed, while others
did not. Nevertheless, in the case of Facebook and for particular politicians on Twitter, the low
activity was reflected by the success of the party and the other way around. Therefore, it seems
that the personalization of politics depends on the party and politicians, rather than solely the
political system.

Thirdly, the claim of Heft (et al., 2022, p. 22) that the communication of MEPs regarding
the EP is likely to be dominated by Eurosceptics appeared to be correct. However, it is crucial
to note that politicians representing populistic parties, which are keen to be Eurosceptic,
succeeded mostly on Facebook. On the contrary, they failed on Twitter and position themselves
averagely on Instagram. Therefore, for Facebook, the opinions of Serrano (et al., 2019, p. 215)
and Flew (et al., 2019, p. 8) that populist politicians use social media to a higher extent were
verified. And based on the activity of the users on Facebook (fan trends, interactions,
storytellers), Hefts (et al., 2022, p. 7) claim that supporters of populistic politicians tent to be
more engaged on social media was confirm as well.

As mentioned at the end of the second chapter, this research poses significant
limitations. The main concern was the sample size (n), which was relatively small for a data
analysis approach. Despite the initial idea of including all Czech MEPs (21) or creating an
in-country* or cross-country® comparisons, the software reliability limited the researcher to
include 7 MEPs for Facebook and Twitter and 6 in the case of Instagram. Another limitation
connected to the little » was the fact that advanced statistical methods were not used. Therefore,
the findings were not as reliable as they could be if more data and advanced techniques were
utilized. Also, the nature of the analysis prevented more profound findings since it focused on
the quantitative nature of the defined research problem, not the qualitative dimension.

Based on both the outcomes of the research and the limitation, the author believes that
more studies on this topic have to be done. Since there is a lack of research on both the

quantitative (big data) and qualitative (in-depth analysis) dimensions of Czech MEPs'

42 Including the members of the Czech Parliament, the President or relevant politicians from Czech
municipalities and cities councils.

43 For instance, countries of V4 would compound to a total number of 108 MEPs, as for the election period
2019-2024. More at: MEPs | European Parliament. (n.d.). https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/home.
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communication on social media, opportunities for scholars are vast. The first path could analyze
much more information, including either more politicians on the European or national level.
If the researcher would have enough resources, then the inclusion of various actors from
member states and MEPs would be interesting to examine. This would likely require
knowledge of programming languages and advanced data-analysis techniques. However, it
could uncover new online communication patterns, potentially cutting through various
countries and levels of government. The second option is to explore MEPs' social media usage
in a more qualitative manner, focusing on the share content, be it either a text analysis
(researching, for instance, a sentiment or core themes) or the visual content (pictures and
videos). As apparent from the research, the field of online communication of MEPs via social
media platforms is broad and offers many options for scholars.

Despite the limitations of this thesis, as well as the narrow focus and tight resources of
the researcher, the author believed that new and relevant insights were gained by conducting
this analysis. Be it the gap between various platforms in cases of the same politicians or the
correlation between the different aspects and the activity of the MEPs, the thesis brought
findings to the academic debate that make it easier to comprehend the behavior of elected

representatives in the European Parliament for Czechia.
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