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Abstract 
The recent rise of populist politicians in Western democracies is often associated with their allegedly suc-
cessful use of digital media. However, for a long time, there has been little research specifically on populist 
online communication. To address this substantial research gap, the thesis pursues two major research 
aims: First, it investigates drivers of populist communication in politicians’ online self-presentation and on-
line news media representation. Second, the thesis examines the effects of populist online communication 
on citizens’ behavior in the form of user reactions to politicians’ social media posts and reader comments 
on online news articles. Based on five internationally comparative studies and the overarching synopsis, the 
cumulative thesis demonstrates that populist online communication is driven by the reciprocal interactions 
among politicians, journalists, and citizens and is influenced by various factors on the macro, meso, and 
micro level. Furthermore, it shows that populist online communication resonates with citizens and is multi-
plied by them – specifically by citizens with prior strong populist attitudes. By analyzing the interactions of 
three key actor groups – politicians, journalists, and citizens – and by following a multimethod approach the 
dissertation connects research on both the supply and demand side of populism.
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1	 Introduction

“The others have newspapers, radio, tele-
vision, banks, and corporate money  – we 
have you, we have the network,”1 Matteo 
Salvini (2018) told his followers in a video 
posted on Facebook in February 2018, one 
month before the leader of the populist 
right-wing party Lega Nord became Minis-
ter of the Interior and Deputy Prime Min-
ister of Italy. Salvini’s message is reminis-
cent of statements by other politicians. In 
recent years, the open disdain that mostly 

1	 Translation by the author.

right-wing  – as well as some left-wing  – 
politicians have shown for the mainstream 
news media has been a recurrent theme in 
political campaigns in Western democra-
cies. Relatedly, the attempts of these pol-
iticians to bypass the mainstream news 
media through social media are frequently 
discussed. In particular, the rise of popu-
list politicians and parties is often associ-
ated with their allegedly successful use of 
social networking sites – and often seen as 
signs of a “populist Zeitgeist” that Mudde 
(2004) had predicted more than a decade 
earlier.
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At the end of the last century, Blumler 
and Kavanagh (1999, pp. 219–220) argued 
that the expansion of media outlets and 
the associated new opportunities for the 
public to become politically active would 
increase populist tendencies and anti-elit-
ist popularization. Around the same time, 
Bimber (1998) claimed that the Internet 
might promote an “unmediated” commu-
nication between citizens and the govern-
ment that would increase citizen influence 
on politics at the expense of elites and po-
litical intermediaries, such as traditional 
political parties and the mainstream press. 
Today, the assumption that politicians use 
the Internet to bypass traditional mass 
media and communicate directly with 
their followers is mostly applied to their 
self-presentation on social media (e. g., 
Parmelee  & Bichard, 2012). As the quote 
above shows, populists often make this 
claim themselves. At the same time, pop-
ulist actors regularly succeed in attracting 
the attention of the mass media with their 
provocative statements that cater to media 
logic and news values (Mazzoleni, 2008). 
Thus, in a hybrid media system (Chadwick, 
2017), populist actors may also use social 
media to gain attention in the mass media. 
The digitization of traditional news media 
leads to an increased commercialization 
and audience orientation that could make 
online news media even more suscepti-
ble to populist statements (Aalberg  & de 
Vreese, 2017). Furthermore, online media 
provide citizens with more possibilities for 
direct feedback and interaction, for exam-
ple via likes, shares, or comments. 

Scholarly awareness of the crucial role 
of populist communication and empir-
ical research in this area have increased 
immensely in the last few years. However, 
despite the early linking of populism and 
the Internet by Bimber (1998), for a long 
time there was hardly any scientific knowl-
edge about the occurrence and effects of 
populist online communication. Thus, 
many questions remain unanswered. 
First, there is still scarce research on what 
constitutes the supposed affinity between 
digital media and populism, to what ex-
tent actors use populist communication 
online, and what contextual factors or op-

portunity structures promote the use of 
populist online communication. Second, 
whereas research on populism and social 
media has increased, these platforms are 
still often looked at in isolation and rare-
ly compared to other digital or tradition-
al communication channels as part of a 
larger information system (de Vreese, Ess-
er, Aalberg, Reinemann, & Stanyer, 2018). 
Specifically, the role of online news media 
has been neglected, despite the fact that 
the mass media continue to play a central 
part in the rise of recent populist actors 
(e. g., Esser, Stępińska, & Hopmann, 2017). 
Third, although vast literature argues that 
citizens have come to play a more active 
part in digital journalism, their role in 
populist communication remains under
researched. Very few studies investigate 
the effects of populist communication 
on citizens’ behavior or specifically in an 
online context. Moreover, there are only 
few field studies that examine the effects 
of populist communication outside of an 
experimental context. Finally, the supply 
side and the demand side of populism are 
still mostly looked at separately. To address 
these substantial research gaps, the disser-
tation sets out to answer two overarching 
questions:

1.	 What are the drivers of populist online 
communication with regard to (a) pol-
iticians’ online self-presentation and 
(b) its representation in the online news 
media?

2.	 What effects does populist online com-
munication have on citizens’ reactions 
in response to (a) politicians’ self-pre-
sentation and (b) its representation in 
the online news media?

These questions build the foundation of 
the cumulative dissertation and are em-
pirically assessed in five related publica-
tions. The dissertation extends previous 
research by looking at populist communi-
cation across different online media plat-
forms and by investigating the interaction 
of three key actor groups – (1) politicians, 
(2) journalists, and (3) citizens – that have 
so far often been investigated separately. 
I analyze (1) how politicians use populist 
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communication in their self-presenta-
tion, (2) how journalists represent populist 
ideas in the mass media, and (3) how cit-
izens respond to populist communication 
in the form of user reactions to politicians’ 
social media posts and reader comments 
in response to online news articles. With 
regard to politicians’ self-presentation, 
I contribute to the literature by examin-
ing populism in the communication of a 
broad range of political actors across the 
political spectrum and different commu-
nication channels. In relation to the role of 
journalists, as de Vreese et al. (2018, p. 432) 
urge, I consider the media both as a plat-
form for transmitting populist messages 
by politicians through the media and as 
possible initiators of populist messages 
in the form of populism by the media (Es-
ser et  al., 2017). With regard to citizens, I 
explore the role of populist citizen jour-
nalism (Esser et  al., 2017) in the form of 
populist reader comments as well as the 
effects of populist online communication 
on citizens’ manifest behavior in the form 
of popularity cues (Porten-Cheé, Haßler, 
Jost, Eilders,  & Maurer, 2018). Finally, by 
investigating both drivers and effects of 
populist online communication and by 
combining content analysis, digital trace 
data, and an experimental survey, I con-
nect research on the supply side and the 
demand side of populism.

2	 Theoretical framework

The thesis follows an ideational approach 
(Hawkins  & Kaltwasser, 2018) and under-
stands populism as a “thin” ideology that 
describes a Manichean conflict between 
“the people” and “the elite” over sovereign-
ty in society (Mudde, 2004). Furthermore, 
the homogenous conceptualization of 
“the people” as the favored in-group im-
plies that there are specific social groups 
that are excluded from the people as 
“others” (Albertazzi  & McDonnell, 2008). 
Depending on the parsimony of the con-
ceptualization, populism as a “thin” ide-
ology therefore consists of three (Mény & 
Surel, 2002; Wirth et al., 2016) or four (Al-
bertazzi  & McDonnell, 2008; Engesser, 

Fawzi, & Larsson, 2017) dimensions: peo-
ple-centrism, anti-elitism, popular sover-
eignty, and the exclusion of “others”.

On the supply side, populism can be 
investigated in the form of populist com-
munication that manifests in political 
discourse. Populist ideology can be com-
municated by various actors by means of 
specific populist key messages. From a po-
litical communication perspective, three 
key actor groups are of particular interest 
as populist communicators: political ac-
tors, the media, and citizens (de Vreese 
et al., 2018). On the demand side, populism 
manifests in the form of populist attitudes 
of citizens at the individual or aggregated 
mass level (Akkerman, Mudde, & Zaslove, 
2014). These populist attitudes can be 
conceived of as a latent demand or a dis-
position that can be activated by populist 
communication (Hawkins  & Kaltwasser, 
2018; Krämer, 2014). Furthermore, popu-
list communication is expected to have ef-
fects on different attitudes and behaviors 
of citizens that may be explained theoret-
ically by priming, framing, blame attribu-
tions, social identity theory, or emotional 
persuasion processes (Hameleers, Bos,  & 
de Vreese, 2017; Hawkins  & Kaltwasser, 
2018; Krämer, 2014; Wirz, 2018).

Recent literature suggests that online 
and social media provide specific oppor-
tunity structures for populist communi-
cation and populist actors (Aalberg  & de 
Vreese, 2017; Engesser et  al., 2017). How-
ever, within a hybrid media system, old-
er and newer media logics compete and 
complement each other (Chadwick, 2017, 
p.  207). This hybridity becomes visible in 
the interplay not only between online and 
offline channels but also within political 
online communication. In addition to 
noninstitutionalized online communica-
tion platforms such as social media, tra-
ditional, well-known media brands have 
established themselves online (see, e. g., 
Humprecht, 2016). Journalistic and so-
cial media outlets follow different media 
logics, which may influence their roles as 
platforms for populist communication. 
Furthermore, online media allow for a 
more direct interaction between politi-
cians, journalists, and citizens within the 



380	 Blassnig / Studies in Communication Sciences 21.2 (2021), pp. 377–388

same platforms and therefore potential-
ly change the relationship between these 
three actor groups. Therefore, populist 
online communication is conceptualiz
ed as the interplay between (1) populist 
communication in politicians’ online 
self-presentation, (2) journalists’ online 
media representation of populist commu
nication, and (3) citizens’ responses to this 
written and posted content in the form of 
audience reactions.

Following a communication-centered 
approach (Stanyer, Salgado,  & Ström-
bäck, 2017), it is assumed that politicians’ 
communication can be populist to vary-
ing degrees. This leads to the question 
of what factors might explain the use of 
populist key messages. First, characteris-
tics of the communication channel may 
act as drivers of populism in politicians’ 
self-presentation. Specifically, news media 
logic, network media logic, or generally a 
highly audience-oriented logic offer sev-
eral opportunity structures for populist 
communication (Ernst, Engesser, Büchel, 
Blassnig,  & Esser, 2017; Landerer, 2013; 
Mazzoleni, 2008). In addition, specific 
characteristics of political parties such as 
an extreme ideological position have been 
identified as potential drivers of populist 
communication in politicians’ self-pre-
sentation (Ernst et  al., 2017; Ernst, Esser, 
Blassnig, & Engesser, 2019).

Despite the growing importance of so-
cial media, the news media are crucial for 
the wider dissemination of populist com-
munication. Journalists can take on differ-
ent roles as initiators, gatekeepers, or in-
terpreters of populist messages (Wettstein, 
Esser, Schulz, Wirz, & Wirth, 2018). First, as 
initiators journalists can express populist 
ideas themselves in the form of populism 
by the media (Esser et  al., 2017). Second, 
described as populism through the media, 
journalists as gatekeepers can disseminate 
and thereby reinforce populist messag-
es by other actors, mostly by politicians 
(Esser et  al., 2017). Third, as interpreters 
of populist messages, journalists can at-
tenuate or amplify, criticize, or legitimize 
populist messages by politicians (Wett-
stein et  al., 2018). In online news outlets, 
journalists may be specifically likely to 

voice or cite populist statements due to 
an increasing audience orientation, the at-
tention economy, commercialization, and 
an orientation toward news values and 
network media logic. Additionally, specific 
characteristics of news coverage, such as 
opinion-oriented formats or interpretative 
journalism, may act as drivers of populist 
online communication. Finally, these ten-
dencies may be reinforced by soliciting the 
active feedback, distribution, and partici-
pation of readers.

The increasing audience-orientation 
and possibilities for citizens’ direct feed
back in an online environment make cit
izens the third central actor group for 
populist online communication. The 
dissertation examines both the effects of 
populist communication on citizens as re-
cipients and on their subsequent behavior 
as actors in populist communicative inter-
actions (de Vreese et al., 2018). Thereby, I 
specifically focus on three aspects: (1) user 
reactions to populist communication in 
the form of popularity cues (Porten-Cheé 
et al., 2018); (2) reader comments as pop-
ulist citizen journalism (Esser et al., 2017); 
and (3) how the former two aspects can be 
conceptualized as effects of populist com-
munication. In this regard, the thesis inte-
grates theoretical perspectives on network 
media logic (Klinger  & Svensson, 2015), 
the role of reader comments in the online 
public sphere (Dahlberg, 2001; Freelon, 
2015; Toepfl  & Piwoni, 2015), and differ-
ent persuasion processes such as schema 
theory (Krämer, 2014), priming (Roskos-
Ewoldsen, Roskos-Ewoldsen,  & Carpen-
tier, 2002), and social identity theory (van 
Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008).

3	 Method and data

The cumulative dissertation comprises 
five publications that draw on four data 
collections to investigate populist com-
munication across different countries 
and communication contexts. I analyze 
social media posts of politicians, online 
news media content, and their effects on 
citizens’ reactions in the form of popular-
ity cues and reader comments in up to six 
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countries. Thereby, I draw on quantitative 
content analysis, digital trace data, and an 
online survey experiment to combine the 
supply and demand sides and to comple-
ment the advantages and disadvantages of 
the different approaches.

3.1	 Comparative approach
The dissertation follows a comparative 
approach, analyzing the manifestation of 
populist communication and its effects 
across different countries, communica-
tion channels, and actor types. All content 
analyses (Articles I–IV) include several 
countries in their research design. How
ever, they differ somewhat in their ap-
proach. Article I follows the most explicit 
comparative approach by comparing the 
use of populist communication across 
four countries  – Switzerland (CH), Ger-
many (DE), the United Kingdom (UK), 
and the United States (US) – and by inves-
tigating structural aspects on the macro 
level as explanatory factors. This allows 
investigating politicians’ use of populist 
communication in varying political and 
electoral settings and explaining differ-
ences and similarities through different 
contextual settings (Esser  & Hanitzsch, 
2012). In Articles II, III, and IV, the com-
parative approach serves more as a com-
parison of relations, in which the different 
contexts work as a robustness check and 
enable a higher generalizability of the 
findings within Western Europe (Esser  & 
Vliegenthart, 2017). Articles II and IV fol-
low a most different systems within most 
similar systems design in the selection of 
the countries (Switzerland, France, and 
United Kingdom). For Article III, six West-
ern democracies were selected: Switzer-
land (CH), Germany (DE), France (FR), Ita-
ly (IT), the United Kingdom (UK), and the 
United States (US), providing even more 
diverse contexts.

3.2	 Research design, methods, and data
Article I is based on a quantitative con-
tent analysis of politicians’ statements in 
political talk shows and on social media 
(Facebook and Twitter) in four countries 
(CH, DE, UK, US). The material was man-
ually coded by the author of the disser-

tation. This study focuses on politicians’ 
self-presentation and includes state-
ments by 74 politicians across the political 
spectrum during a routine time in 2014 
(N = 2454) (for more details see Blassnig, 
Ernst, Büchel, & Engesser, 2018).

Articles II and IV draw on a quantita-
tive content analysis of online news cov-
erage related to the topic of immigration 
and responding reader comments during 
national election campaigns in France 
(2017), Switzerland (2015), and the United 
Kingdom (2015). These data were manual-
ly coded by a team of intensively trained 
student coders. The data set includes 
N = 493 news articles from 14 online me-
dia outlets and N = 2904 reader comments 
(for more details see Blassnig, Engess-
er, Ernst,  & Esser, 2019; Blassnig, Ernst, 
Büchel, Engesser, & Esser, 2019).

Article III is based on a quantitative 
content analysis of Facebook posts and 
tweets from 36 political leaders of 29 par-
ties (N = 566) across six countries (CH, 
DE, FR, IT, UK, US) during a routine time 
in 2015. Again, these data were manually 
coded by a team of intensively trained stu-
dent coders (for more details see Blassnig, 
Ernst, Engesser, & Esser, 2020).

Article V draws on data from an online 
survey experiment with a 2 × 2 design. The 
experiment was conducted in Switzerland 
in 2019. The participants were recruited by 
a market research company from its online 
access panel using quota sampling for age, 
gender, and education based on Eurostat 
data for German-speaking Facebook users 
in Switzerland (N = 647) (for more details 
see Blassnig & Wirz, 2019).

3.3	 Operationalization of populist 
communication

The most crucial variable of the disserta-
tion is populist communication. It serves 
as the dependent variable in Articles I, II, 
and IV, as an independent variable in Ar-
ticles III and IV, and as the experimental 
factor in Article V. Its operationalization 
was derived directly from the theoretical 
definition of populist ideology, building on 
previous literature (Cranmer, 2011; Ernst 
et al., 2017; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Wirth 
et  al., 2016). Overall, populist communi-
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cation is regarded as a formative measure, 
based on twelve populist key messages re-
lated to the four dimensions people-cen-
trism, anti-elitism, restoring sovereignty, 
and the exclusion of others.

4	 Key findings

Article I (Blassnig et  al., 2018) focuses on 
politicians’ self-presentation. It investi-
gates how politicians across the political 
spectrum employ populist communica-
tion in talk shows and on social media in 
four countries and shows that populist 
communication is context-dependent. It 
finds a most complete populism in Swit-
zerland, a more anti-elitist populism in 
Germany and the United Kingdom, and 
a mostly empty populism in the United 
States. Moreover, the politicians’ commu-
nication is more populist in talk shows 
than on social media, and extreme parties 
are more anti-elitist and excluding but not 
more people-centrist than moderate or 
center parties are.

Article II (Blassnig, Ernst, et al., 2019) 
shifts the focus from social media to on-
line news coverage and attendant reader 
comments. The paper provides empirical 
evidence for the distinction between pop-
ulism by the media and populism through 
the media (Esser et al., 2017). It finds that, 
first, the majority of populist key messag-
es in online news articles originate from 
politicians, not from journalists. Second, 
populist communication by journalists is 
higher in opinion-oriented stories, where-
as populism by political actors is higher in 
straight news articles. Third, journalists 
rarely explicitly attenuate or criticize pop-
ulist statements by political actors. Finally, 
the article finds that the reader comment 
sections are more populist than the online 
news articles. 

Article III (Blassnig et al., 2020) inves
tigates the effects of populist communi-
cation in political leaders’ self-presen-
tation on social media on the number of 
popularity cues they receive. It finds that 
populist posts receive more popularity 
cues than non-populist posts  – but only 
on Facebook not on Twitter. Posts of po-

litical leaders that communicate more 
populist on average, have a higher popu-
larity or reach on both platforms. Leaders 
of pre-defined typical populist parties re-
ceive a higher social media response than 
leaders of typically non-populist parties 
overall – but they do not profit more from 
communicating populist key messages.

Article IV (Blassnig, Engesser, et  al., 
2019) focuses more closely on citizens and 
an effects perspective by analyzing how 
populist statements by journalists and pol-
iticians in online news articles affect the 
number and content of reader comments 
by citizens. The article demonstrates that 
populist communication by politicians 
and journalists in online news triggers (a) 
more frequent reader comments and (b) 
more populist reader comments, (c) re-
gardless of whether the journalists mod-
erate populist messages by political actors 
or not. 

Article V (Blassnig  & Wirz, 2019) is 
based on an experimental survey with a 
2 × 2  design comparing populist vs. non-
populist messages in Facebook posts by 
typically populist vs. non-populist poli-
ticians as the source of the message. The 
results show that both, populist messages 
and populist actors, foster the recipients’ 
perception of a Facebook post as populist, 
but only populist messages are drivers of 
user reactions. The study further demon-
strates that the effect of populist commu-
nication on user reactions is moderated by 
recipients’ prior populist attitudes: Only 
users with strong populist attitudes are 
more likely to share populist messages 
than non-populist messages. Finally, this 
study finds an unexpected negative inter-
action between populist communication 
and populist actor; recipients were more 
likely to react – specifically to comment – 
on populist messages if they came from 
the non-populist actor.

The key findings of the dissertation 
can be connected and summarized in four 
main conclusions with regard to populist 
online communication: First, politicians’ 
self-presentation on social media is not in-
herently more populist compared to other 
communication channels. Although so-
cial media provide several opportunity 
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structures for populist communication, 
politicians’ use thereof is influenced by 
additional factors such as the situational 
context, the issue, or party characteristics. 
However, populist social media messag-
es may receive disproportional attention, 
both directly from followers  – specifically 
on Facebook  – and indirectly via tradi-
tional mass media. Therefore, politicians 
may use social media not only to circum-
vent gatekeepers and directly reach their 
followers but also to gain attention in the 
news media.

Second, journalists seldom voice pop-
ulist ideas themselves, but they readily pro-
vide a stage for populist messages by polit-
ical actors in online news articles as well 
as by citizens in reader comments. Thus, 
journalists mainly act as gatekeepers for 
the dissemination of populist communi-
cation online and less as initiators or in-
terpreters of populist messages. Howev-
er, opinion-oriented journalism acts as a 
driver of populism by the media. 

Third, populist online communica-
tion triggers more audience reactions and 
the expression of populist messages by cit-
izens. Online populist communication (a) 
resonates with citizens by triggering more 
popularity cues on social media and more 
reader comments on online news plat-
forms, and (b) multiplies by eliciting pop-
ulist messages by citizens in reader com-
ments. Thus, within an online context, 
citizens become a more central actor for 
the expression and dissemination of pop-
ulist ideas. 

Fourth, citizens’ populist attitudes mo
derate the effects of populist online commu-
nication on audience reactions. Thus, only 
a limited, specific group of people spreads 
populist ideas online. Yet, this group seems 
to be especially active on social media and 
in comment sections and therefore con-
tributes to the impression of an overrepre-
sentation of populist messages. 

5	 Concluding discussion and 
contribution

Research on populism has long focused 
on the supply side, specifically on political 

actors. Only more recently has the role of 
the media in the dissemination of populist 
communication been taken into account. 
Furthermore, for a long time, citizens have 
been neglected as actors and have only 
been considered  – at most  – in their role 
as passive recipients of populist messages. 
However, the dissertation shows that the 
roles of politicians, the media, and citizens 
have become more interconnected and 
reciprocal in an online communication 
environment. Moreover, the boundary 
between the supply and the demand side 
has become increasingly blurred (see also 
Hameleers, 2018). This blurring must be 
considered when investigating the drivers 
and effects of populist online communi-
cation. 

Based on these considerations, in the 
synopsis of my thesis (Blassnig, 2020) I 
propose a heuristic model of populist on-
line communication that integrates the 
lessons learned in the dissertation and 
findings from the broader literature. As 
Figure 1 depicts, at the heart of this heu-
ristic model lie the three components that 
together constitute populist online com-
munication in its manifested form: (1) pol-
iticians’ self-presentation, (2) journalistic 
media representation, and (3) citizens’ (re)
actions. As the double-headed arrows in-
dicate, the three key aspects are expected 
to mutually influence each other. Addi-
tionally, the model includes influencing 
factors on three levels: (a) structural, situ-
ational, and cultural context factors on the 
macro level; (b) characteristics of political 
organizations, media organizations, and 
communication channels on the meso lev-
el; and (c) characteristics of citizens on the 
micro level. In this brief summary, I want 
to focus on certain aspects that highlight 
the contribution of the dissertation.

Regarding politicians’ self-presenta-
tion, the findings imply that populism in 
politicians’ self-presentation may be in-
fluenced reciprocally by the media repre-
sentation and citizens’ reactions and by 
politicians’ anticipation of their logics and 
response. This suggests a rather strategic 
use of populist communication by politi-
cal actors to get attention from voters or in 
the media. If politicians presume that pop-
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ulist messages might receive more atten-
tion in the news media and more popular-
ity cues on social media, this could provide 
an incentive to use populist communica-
tion strategically.

The media representation of populist 
communication is influenced by charac-
teristics of media organizations, journal-
ists, and the communication channel. The 
predominance of populism through the 
media found in the dissertation can be 
explained by populism’s fit with media log-
ic and news values. Additionally, populism 
in politicians’ self-presentation is expect-
ed to drive populism through the media, 
as journalists closely monitor politicians’ 
social media statements and increasing-
ly incorporate them as quotes in articles. 
For populism by the media, opinion ori-
entation or interpretative journalism were 
identified as drivers. Thus, populism in 
online news could be driven or inhibited 
by specific journalistic role perceptions. 

Citizens’ (re)actions, finally, comprise 
reactions by citizens to populist messages 
by politicians or journalists as well as pop-
ulist messages by citizens themselves. On 

the one hand, the dissertation argues that 
citizens’ reactions are driven by populism 
in politicians’ self-presentation and in the 
media representation. Thus, when consid-
ering citizens’ role as recipients, audience 
reactions can be interpreted as effects of 
populist communication. On the other 
hand, I argue that citizens can exert a more 
active role within an online environment 
as initiators, gatewatchers (Bruns, 2018), 
or interpreters of populist messages.

This has two implications for the re-
lationship between the demand and the 
supply side of populist communication. 
First, the distinction between the two is 
becoming increasingly blurry and over-
lapping, as citizens can be both recipients 
and senders of populist messages (Hame-
leers, 2018). Second, these findings can be 
connected to a general “shift from a supply 
to a demand market in communication” 
(Brants & van Praag, 2015, p. 395). Journal-
ists and politicians increasingly anticipate 
what they assume to be the people’s needs, 
requests, frustrations, and resentments 
and adapt their behavior or communica-
tion accordingly (Brants & van Praag, 2015, 

Figure 1:	 Heuristic model for research on populist online presentation

Demand side

Parties / politicians

Micro level: Publics / citizens

Politicians’
self-presentation

Media-
representation

Citizens’ 
(re)actionsPopulist online 

communication

Supply side

Media / journalists

Citizens

M
ac

ro
 le

ve
l: 

Po
lit

ic
al

 a
nd

 m
ed

ia
 s

ys
te

m
s

Time I

Meso level: Political and media organizations

Communication 
channel

Time II

 – Political ideology
 – Political position
 – Political logic

 – Structural 
and situational 
context 

 – Political,
journalistic and 
 issue culture

 – Structural 
and situational
 context

 – Political, 
journalistic and
 issue culture

 – Populist attitudes
 – Support for populist actors
 – Emotions
– Relative deprivation

 – Media logics
 – Journalistic control
 – Audience-orientation

 – Role perceptions
 – Opinion-orientation
 – News values

Note. Own presentation based on Blassnig (2020).



Blassnig / Studies in Communication Sciences 21.2 (2021), pp. 377–388	 385

p. 404). This implies that populism in poli-
ticians’ self-presentation and in the media 
is driven reciprocally by the anticipation of 
citizens’ demands and reactions.

Overall, the model suggests that popu-
list online communication is the outcome 
of the reciprocal interactions among poli-
ticians, journalists, and citizens, in which 
different logics interact, merge, and col-
lide, and that is driven or inhibited by vari-
ous factors on the macro, meso, and micro 
level. In this sense, many of the findings 
can be applied to political online commu-
nication in general. However, the disserta-
tion looked only at a small selection of fac-
tors on these different levels of influence. 
Therefore, I see the proposed model not as 
exhaustive but more as a guiding concept 
for future research.

The dissertation also provides rele-
vant societal and practical implications 
for politicians, the media, and citizens in 
liberal democracies. Regarding politicians, 
the findings imply that it could make 
sense to strategically adopt populist com-
munication or focus on populism-affine 
issues to gain more attention by both the 
media and citizens. However, mainstream 
politicians may also face a backlash from 
voters  – specifically from those with low 
populist attitudes  – if they suddenly imi-
tate populist actors. In terms of the media, 
the dissertation has demonstrated that 
most populism in online news stems ei-
ther from cited statements by politicians 
that are often disseminated uncritically, 
opinion-oriented formats, or reader com-
ments. Therefore, journalists and media 
organizations must critically reflect their 
role as gatekeepers and interpreters of 
populist messages by politicians and citi-
zens. For instance, journalists should not 
mistake popularity for relevance (Bruns, 
2018, pp.  230–231). Another central find-
ing is that populism in social media posts 
or news articles leads to more frequent 
and more populist reactions by citizens. 
Considering populism’s problematic stan
ce on central ideas of liberal democracy, 
this multiplication and propagation of 
populist ideas to a larger audience through 
citizens is highly problematic. In contrast, 
from the viewpoint of participatory de-

mocracy, it can also be interpreted as posi-
tive if populist communication would con-
tribute to the increased participation of 
citizens and possibly opinion diversity in 
the online public sphere. Yet, liking, shar-
ing, or commenting provides citizens with 
an easy means of responding directly and 
immediately to politicians or journalists 
online, but may not actually translate into 
real-world political actions or influence. 
This “lopsided efficacy” (Blumler, 2013) 
may further deepen the perceived chasm 
between “the people” and “the elite” that 
is propagated by populist ideology. Finally, 
the dissertation shows that specific groups 
are more likely to react to populist mes-
sages than others are. This finding corrob-
orates earlier research and reinforces the 
argument that populist communication 
contributes to an increasing polarization 
of society into populist and anti-populist 
camps (see also Müller et  al., 2017; Wirz, 
2019). These developments present politi-
cians, journalists, and citizens with major 
challenges and require further investiga-
tion. I hope that my dissertation will pro-
vide the foundation and serve as inspira-
tion for such future research.
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