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ABSTRACT

Social media has been an important tool in the expansion of the
populist message, and it is thought to have contributed to the elec-
toral success of populist parties in the past decade. This study
compares how populist parties advertised on Facebook during the
2019 European Parliamentary election. In particular, we examine
commonalities and differences in which audiences they reach and
on which issues they focus. By using data from Meta (previously
Facebook) Ad Library, we analyze 45k ad campaigns by 39 parties,
both populist and mainstream, in Germany, United Kingdom, Italy,
Spain, and Poland. While populist parties represent just over 20%
of the total expenditure on political ads, they account for 40% of the
total impressions—most of which from Eurosceptic and far-right
parties—thus hinting at a competitive advantage for populist parties
on Facebook. We further find that ads posted by populist parties
are more likely to reach male audiences, and sometimes much older
ones. In terms of issues, populist politicians focus on monetary
policy, state bureaucracy and reforms, and security, while the focus
on EU and Brexit is on par with non-populist, mainstream par-
ties. However, issue preferences are largely country-specific, thus
supporting the view in political science that populism is a “thin
ideology”, that does not have a universal, coherent policy agenda.
This study illustrates the usefulness of publicly available advertis-
ing data for monitoring the populist outreach to, and engagement
with, millions of potential voters, while outlining the limitations of
currently available data.
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puting — Sociology; « Human-centered computing — Social
networking sites.

* After the first author, the author names are in alphabetical order.

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or
classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed
for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation
on the first page. Copyrights for components of this work owned by others than the
author(s) must be honored. Abstracting with credit is permitted. To copy otherwise, or
republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to lists, requires prior specific permission
and/or a fee. Request permissions from permissions@acm.org.

WWW 23, April 30-May 04, 2023, Austin, TX, USA

© 2023 Copyright held by the owner/author(s). Publication rights licensed to ACM.
ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-9416-1/23/04...$15.00
https://doi.org/10.1145/3543507.3583267

2852

Gianmarco De Francisci Morales
gdfm@acm.org
CENTAI
Turin, Italy

Yelena Mejova
yelenamejova@acm.org
ISI Foundation
Turin, Italy

André Panisson

andre.panisson@centai.eu
CENTAI
Turin, Italy

KEYWORDS

advertisement, elections, Facebook, politics, populism

ACM Reference Format:

Arthur Capozzi, Gianmarco De Francisci Morales, Yelena Mejova, Corrado
Monti, and André Panisson. 2023. The Thin Ideology of Populist Advertising
on Facebook during the 2019 EU Elections. In Proceedings of the ACM Web
Conference 2023 (WWW °23), April 30-May 04, 2023, Austin, TX, USA. ACM,
New York, NY, USA, 11 pages. https://doi.org/10.1145/3543507.3583267

1 INTRODUCTION

In the past decade, newly-established parties have risen across
Europe [20, 37], with mainstream and centrist parties receiving
less attention [22]. These changes have been attributed to several
recent traumatic events, including the Great Recession of 2008
[25], the migration crisis of 2015 [12], and the continued economic
globalization [11]. As a result, numerous populist movements have
gained popularity by holding the political establishment responsible,
and by promoting the sovereignty of “the people” (identified, by
different movements, as nationality, class, or ethnicity) [1]. A stark
example of such a movement is the 2016 Brexit vote, wherein the
United Kingdom voted to leave the European Union. The following
EU Parliamentary election in 2019 saw high voter participation
of about 51%, and was widely considered a testing ground for the
populist movements rising across the continent.!

Beside global transformations and crises, the increasing pop-
ularity of populist messages has been linked to the proliferation
of social media and online advertising. Internationally, social me-
dia audience concentration has been shown to correlate with the
populist vote share [6], as the profit-maximizing algorithms of the
online platforms amplify the most incendiary messages [18]. The
filtering mechanisms enabled by social media can favor both the
mobilization of crowds of like-minded individuals and the establish-
ment of information sources alternative to mainstream media [19],
thus helping the onset of populist movements. The leading populist
parties, including the Italian 5 Star Movement, the British National
Party, and Front National in France, build websites, maintain social
media presence, and often surpass their mainstream counterparts
in engagement metrics [18].

As the importance of online advertising became apparent, ma-
jor online platforms took steps to provide increased transparency

Uhttps://www.politico.eu/article/populist-tide-rises-but-no-flood-eu-elections-2019
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when it comes to political advertising. One such effort is the Meta
(previously Facebook) Ad Library? which offers a “comprehensive,
searchable collection of all ads currently running from across Meta
technologies,” as well as a historical search for inactive ads around
“issues, elections, or politics”. Crucially, the dataset captures the
activities of the populist political actors around paid content promo-
tion and targeted advertising. This resource allows us to examine
how thematically and demographically cohesive is the populist
“wave” recorded in the recent decade.

In this paper, we use the Meta Ad Library to examine political
advertising around the 2019 EU Parliamentary election in Germany,
United Kingdom, Italy, Spain, and Poland—the five largest countries
in EU by population (excluding France, where political advertising
around elections is forbidden). In particular, we consider the politi-
cal parties that have won at least 1 seat or at least 2% of the votes
in a national parliamentary election since 1989, and focus on those
identified by PopuLisT® [36] as populist, far-right, far-left, or eu-
rosceptic (note that these labels often overlap). Our main research
questions are the following:

e RQ1 How are PopruLisT parties different from the other
ones?
e RQ2 What is common across PopULIST parties in Europe?

We orient our analysis along two main axes: audience demographics
and ad content, so we articulate our research in 4 sub-questions:

e RQ1.a: Are the audiences reached by PopULIsT parties dif-
ferent from those reached by other parties?

e RQ1.b: Are the contents of the ad campaigns of the PopuLisT
parties different than those run by other parties?

e RQ2.a: Are the demographic characteristics of the audience
of the PopuLisT parties similar across European countries?

e RQ2.b: Are the contents of the ad campaigns of PopuLisT
parties common across countries?

We find that populist parties reach a distinctly different audi-
ence than other parties, with a higher prevalence of male and older
individuals—so much so that it is possible to automatically identify
whether an ad is from a populist party judging from the audience
it reaches (F1 from 0.64 to 0.95). Further, the cost to reach this audi-
ence is lower for populist parties, especially in Germany and Spain.
Confirming previous literature [34, 42], we find that monetary,
state, and bureaucracy reforms feature predominantly in populist
messages, as well as security and immigration, which are partic-
ularly popular in the eurosceptic and far-right ads; while themes
of human rights and environmental issues are underrepresented.
However, commonalities in populist messages across EU are “thin-
ner” than the differences between countries: when we take into
account countries as confounders, most of the issue focus appears
to be country-specific. In summary, we show an extensive use of
Facebook advertising by the populist parties, illustrate its relative
cost effectiveness, and demonstrate quantitatively and qualitatively
the diversity of populist message across the EU during the election.
We conclude with a discussion of limitations of this data source
and point to further opportunities for transparency that will help
social media platforms support the democratic process.

2https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/
3https://popu-list.org
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2 BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK
2.1 Populism

Populism and anti-elite political stances have existed since the
late 19th century, but have become increasingly common at the
turn of the 21st century [2]. Since the Great Recession of 2008,
populism has gained political ground in Europe and elsewhere. For
instance, in UK, Farage celebrated the Brexit vote as “a victory for
real people” [44]. A new cleavage has emerged in the European
parliament: beside left and right, a new separation has developed
between populist parties and the mainstream [34]. Note, however,
that European populism is not necessarily eurosceptic, with notable
examples in the Spanish Podemos and the DiEM25 pan-European
Movement [31].

Mudde et al. [33] have defined populism as an ideology that
considers society to be ultimately separated into two groups, the
people and the elite; while the elite is often corrupt, for populists,
politics should express the “general will” of the people. Laclau [27]
defines it as an appeal to the entirety of the political community
against unresponsive political elites. Moreover, according to Laclau,
populists’ use of an “empty signifier” allows them to join different
demands in a single campaign. Populists often formulate “the peo-
ple” in identities including nationality, class, or ethnicity, and put
themselves in opposition to yet other identities [34]. Given this di-
chotomous framing, which is moralistic rather than programmatic,
populism has been defined a “thin” ideology [33]. Thus, populism
“is unable to stand alone as a practical political ideology: it lacks the
capacity to put forward a wide-ranging and coherent programme
for the solution to crucial political questions” [17, 40]. As such,
populism can be paired with other ideologies [2]: Zulianello [46]
recognizes radical right populists, who identify the people in ethnic
terms; neoliberal populists, who use producerist tones to oppose
cultural and bureaucratic elites; left-wing populists, who combine
populism with forms of socialism; and “valence populists”, who
focus on issues not positioned on the left-right spectrum.

In Europe, right-wing populism currently represents the most
common combination. From 1979 to 2019, 85% of the 779 members
of populist parties elected to the European Parliament were from the
right-wing, compared to 15% left-wing [41]. In our dataset, 55% of
Facebook views to populist parties ads are directed to far-right pop-
ulists, while 19% towards far-left ones. Radical right populists often
have pro-national sovereignty, anti-globalization, anti-immigration
stances, with Eastern Europe sometimes also being concerned about
the cosmopolitan values coming from the West [34]. The populist
left, conversely, is more concerned about fiscal policy, and takes
an anti-austerity stance. In combination, populist incumbents may
position themselves in the economic left and the cultural right [42].

2.2 Online political advertising

Online political advertising has grown significantly over the last
years [38]. While many social networks offer online advertising in
election campaigns, Meta (previously Facebook) stands out as one
of the most influential platforms [23]. To monitor online sponsored
political advertising, these companies have created public collec-
tions of ads that run on their platforms. In this work, we use Meta
Ad Library, a historical collection of politically-relevant advertising
that the company surfaces in the aims of greater transparency.


https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/
https://popu-list.org
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Political parties post content on Facebook to gain visibility
among the electorate on the Internet, and to engage and mobi-
lize their voters online and offline. For example, Koc-Michalska
et al. [24] show that interactivity is important, and responsive party
posts on Facebooks are significantly more likely to be shared, liked,
and commented on by users. The audience targeting has also been
studied, in the case of anti-immigration advertising in Italy, find-
ing that the political parties promoting anti-immigration messages
reach voters similar in age and gender to their voter base [8, 9].

In addition to the public collections created by the companies
themselves, there have been efforts by the research community to
independently monitor online sponsored political advertising. Ma-
tias et al. [29] designed a software-supported approach for auditing,
which uses coordinated volunteers to analyze political advertising
policies enacted by Facebook and Google during the 2018 U.S. elec-
tion. A team of volunteers posted auto-generated ads and analyzed
the companies’ actions, and found systematic errors in how com-
panies enforced policies. Moreover, an audit of the Ad Library has
shown that the platform allows for inaccurate disclosure of adver-
tiser’s political advertising activity [15]. The authors demonstrate
instances of undeclared coordinated activity by “inauthentic com-
munities” that are able to fund large-scale advertising campaigns.
Furthermore, concerns have been raised around potentially dis-
criminatory advertising via “look-alike” audience matching, which
allows the advertiser to define a precise selection of audience mem-
bers by supplying a list of users with personally identifiable infor-
mation [39]. On the larger scale, political scientists are concerned
that the authority to preserve the integrity of democratic delibera-
tion is being ceded to commercial actors “who may have differing
understandings of fundamental democratic norms” [14]. The role of
targeted advertising and differential pricing on reaching a diverse
audience has also been criticized for its potential to create political
filter bubbles [4, 10]. Facebook in particular has been under fire
for promoting divisive content that is seen as harmful to peaceful
demographic processes [16, 43]. For instance, at the beginning of
the COVID-19 pandemic, a study found divisive messaging in the
Facebook ads around the vaccine and other preventive measures,
competing with any potential advertising by public health institu-
tions [30]. Further, misinformation was found in the advertising of
far-right populist Spanish party VOX around two Spanish general
elections in 2019 [7]. In this work, we examine the extent of adver-
tising by the populist parties during the European Parliamentary
election of 2019, and assess the possible audience targeting, as well
as issue ownership, in comparison to other major political parties.

3 DATA
3.1 PopuLisT

To better understand the subject of our study, we turn to experts
in the field who have compiled a list of parties that have showed
populist, extremist, or eurosceptic tendencies. The PopuList? is
the result of close cooperation between academics and journalists,
initiated by The Guardian. The list consists of European parties from
31 countries tagged as populist, far right, far left, and eurosceptic.
Each party can receive multiple tags (e.g., the Lega party in Italy is
at the same time tagged as far-right, eurosceptic, and populist).

“4https://popu-list.org

2854

WWW 23, April 30-May 04, 2023, Austin, TX, USA

3.2 Facebook Ad Library

We take into consideration all the parties in the list that belong to
one of the top-5 countries in EU by population.> We exclude France
from this list because political advertising is illegal in the country
during the six months prior to the elections [13], therefore we do
not have enough data for our analysis.® The final list of countries
is: Germany, United Kingdom, Italy, Spain, and Poland.

For each country, we collect all the parties which participated
in the 2019 EU elections in May 23-26, and additionally match the
same criteria as the POPULIST: at least one seat or at least 2% of votes
in a national election.” The resulting list contains 46 parties, out of
which 17 are in the PopuLisT.2 For each party, we manually identify
its main Facebook page and the one of its leader(s).” This dataset
is publicly available!®. We find 39 parties out of 46 which have a
presence on Facebook, for a total of 57 Facebook pages. Among
these pages, 21 belong to parties in the POopULIST (18 pages of parties
and 3 of party leaders), and 36 to parties not in the PopuLisT (27
pages of parties, 9 of party leaders).

We use the Meta Ad Library API!! to retrieve all the ads authored
by the pages identified as above, and published between April
and May 2019. Overall, we find 44 949 ads from the selected five
countries (Appendix B shows their volume). For each ad we retrieve
the publication date, the end time of the ad campaign, the text of
the ad, the number of impressions (i.e., the number of users who
saw the ad, given as a range), the cost of the campaign (again as
a range), and the demographic of the audience reached by the ad:
gender (male, female, or unknown) and age (in 7 buckets). Following
previous literature [8], for values that come in a range (cost and
impressions) we take the average of the endpoints of the range, and
for open-ended ranges we take the known closed endpoint.

By combining these two data sources (PopuList and Facebook
ads), we can visualize the most frequent combinations of tags
present in political advertisement in Figure 1. The most common
tag is eurosceptic (16) followed by populist (14), however the lat-
ter accrues a larger number of impressions overall. Far-left parties
are neither common nor very prominent in terms of impressions.
The most common combination of tags is the triplet populist, eu-
rosceptic, far-right (9), while we have only 2 representatives of the
combination with complementary ideology (populist, eurosceptic,
far-left). Parties tagged with the far-right combination obtain ap-
proximately 3 times more impressions that the ones with the far-left
one. Table A1 reports more detailed statistics about the dataset.

In order to fairly quantify the impact of each ad and party, in
the following, rather than looking at individual parties or Facebook
pages, we take as the unit of analysis a single ad impression. That
is, when aggregating ads by parties with the same tag, their weight
is proportional to their reach. For each ad, we then focus on their
main characteristics available: audience and content.

SWhich includes UK at the time of the elections.

®We only find 3 ads published by French parties, which were all published after the end
of the election on May 26; this fact corroborates our decision to exclude the country.
"Data from ParlGov.

8Here we report the number of single parties, rather than coalitions.

%In case of coalitions, we take the Facebook page of each of its members and the page
of the leader of the coalition.

Ohttps://zenodo.org/record/6597765

https://www.facebook.com/ads/library
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Figure 1: Number of impressions for all the combinations of
tags (top bar plot). The lower part of the plot shows the num-
ber of Facebook pages for each combination of tag (bottom).
For each tag, we show its total number of impressions (left
bar plot), and write the total number of pages with that tag
(colored numbers). There are 34 pages without any tag, and
they obtained a total of almost 242M impressions.

3.3 Content annotation

To characterize the most important issues mentioned in the col-
lected ads—both those from parties in PopuList, and those not
associated with these characteristics—we use inductive qualitative
coding (for an overview of the process, see the introduction by
Linneberg and Korsgaard [28]). To overcome linguistic barriers, we
use Google Translate to obtain an English translation of each ad,
available during annotation beside the original version. We remove
near-duplicate ads (i.e., based on the similarity of lemmatized ad
text). Then, we use an iterative, collaborative process to create the
codebook, wherein an initial set of codes from the literature [32, 36]
is augmented and iteratively refined by all 5 authors. Specifically,
we begin the process with a sample of ads from all countries and
parties, and qualitatively explore them by identifying major codes
and more detailed codes for issues either explicitly or implicitly
mentioned in each ad (there could be multiple). In this effort, we
are guided by the previous literature on the common emphases of
populist movements, which have been shown to include national
sovereignty, immigration, and cultural values on the right, and fis-
cal policy and austerity on the left [34]. For example, a major code
“human rights” may have several sub-codes including “women’s
rights”, “freedom of speech”, and “voting rights”. Then, we label
all the considered ads following open coding procedures [28], with
periodical discussions to cluster similar concepts and reach a con-
sensus. Our codes are determined by all annotators, first separately,
and merged together upon discussion; as such, no annotator agree-
ment can be computed. This way, we annotate all ads from PopuList
parties, totaling 1898 ads; of those, 337 ads are related to local rather
than European elections, and are thus removed. We publicly re-
lease this labelled data set.!?> Appendix C reports the final list of
top-level and sub-codes. These codes reflect issues discussed not
just by parties in PopuLisT, but all others in the selected countries.

2https://zenodo.org/record/7594103
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Finally, the remaining ads are annotated with this coding scheme,
with unclear examples discussed together (because of the open
nature of the task, no annotator agreement was computed).

4 RESULTS
4.1 Characterizing PoPULIST parties

To answer RQ1.a, we characterize the parties according to the
gender and age of the audience reached, and additionally by looking
at the cost per impression of the ads, which is a proxy for the value
of the audience to the given party.

4.1.a  Demographics. We compare the audience reached by Pop-
ULIST parties to the one reached by other parties. Figure 2 shows
the demographic reach for each tag, compared to the one of all
ads without the given tag (called tag complementary), aggregated
over all countries. As summary statistics, for gender, we use odds
ratios to measure the increase in likelihood of a viewer of the ad
being male. For age, we use the Wasserstein distance between the
distributions, which represents the difference (in years) between
the average audience of PoPULIST parties compared to the others.

Overall, populist, far-right, and eurosceptic parties tend to reach
more male audiences (+50%, +79%, +70% respectively). In addition,
the age Wasserstein distance values of 7.92, 3.98, and 4.18, respec-
tively, indicates that these parties reach older audiences on average.
These similar findings could be partially explained by the high
overlap between these three tags, as shown in Figure 1. Conversely,
far-left parties reach a balanced audience in terms of gender (+9%)
and similar ones in terms of age (Wasserstein distance of 0.49). The
small difference we observe is in the opposite direction: far-left
parties reach a larger fraction of people of age 25-34 across Europe.

Country-specific demographics. To assess the variability of such
demographic characteristics across Europe, we replicate the analy-
sis by country. For far-left in Italy and UK we do not have enough
ads to run the analysis (fewer than 10 ads), therefore we omit the
results for these two cells. Looking at gender distribution, Figure 3
shows, for each country, the male-to-female odds ratio in the au-
dience of each tag. Beside confirming the result from the previous
analysis—most PoPULIST parties generally reach an audience with
a higher presence of males—we observe that in particular far-right
parties, especially in Germany and Spain, have a markedly more
male audience. The exception to this pattern is Poland, the only
country where a tag presents a larger female audience, in the case
of both populist and far-left parties (note that these two tags corre-
spond to distinct sets of parties in this country).

Regarding age, Figure 4 shows, for each country, the normalized
age distribution of the audience reached by parties with each tag,
compared to all the parties without the given tag. The shaded area
represents the standard deviation of the reached audience for each
bucket, computed across ads. We see regional differences within the
same tag. For instance, while eurosceptic parties in Poland reach
a younger audience, the opposite is true in UK. A similar pattern
can be seen for far-right between Poland and Germany. UK shows
the largest differences in audience age between the parties, with
PoPULIST ones generally reaching an older audience. Overall, no
consistent cross-country pattern can be identified.
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To understand if these differences are significant when taken
together, we build a machine learning model that distinguishes
whether the ads comes from a party with a specific PopuLIsT tag
given its reached audience. In general, the demographic-based clas-
sifier manages to distinguish populist, far-right, and eurosceptic ads
with a sufficient level of accuracy (F1 > 0.64). However, far-left ads
are less distinguishable than their counterparts. See Appendix D
for country-specific classification results.

Advertisement effectiveness. Figure 5a shows the cost per im-
pression for ads with different tags and countries, compared to their
complementary ones (marked with a star).!® In both Germany and
Spain, PoPULIST ads are noticeably cheaper than their complement
(especially for far-right in Spain). Conversely, there is no difference
for Italy, Poland, and most of the tags in UK. Interestingly, euroscep-
tic ads in UK are the only ones that are more expensive than their
counterpart. Note that we are comparing to other political ads, so
the price difference can be attributed to some characteristic of the
ads (either how they are targeting their audience, their content,
or timing). When looking at the effectiveness of advertising at the
ballot (Figure 5b), in Germany, and to some extent in UK, non-
PopULIST parties spent more per vote than PopuLisT parties. The
original data shows that this pattern is driven by establishment par-
ties (CSU-CDU, SPD, and FDP) who spent much more than others
on social media, and reaped limited benefits at the vote. A similar
pattern is present in UK with LibDem and Tories out-spending
other parties. In Spain, instead, while the cost per impression is
lower for PopULIST parties, this advantage does not translate into
an improved outcome in votes. Conversely, in UK, all parties show
similar cost per impression, but PopULIsT parties fared better in
elections. Clearly our analysis is not causal as it ignores hidden
confounders (including actual persuasiveness of online ads [26]),
however it is indicative of potential differences across countries.

3All the costs are converted to Euros by using the average exchange rate in May 2019.
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Figure 5: Cost (a) per impression and (b) per percentage of
vote for each tag for each country. Star mark represents the
tag complementary.

Overall, in 2 out of 5 countries (Germany and Spain), POPULIST
ads are cheaper, with a single example for which the opposite holds
(eurosceptic in UK). The impressions for ads on Facebook are split
40/60% between PopuLIST and non-PopULIST parties, respectively.
This proportion mirrors the results of the 2019 EU elections, where
PopuULIST parties obtained roughly 44% of the votes (see Table 1)—
even though no direct causal link can be claimed. However, contrary
to the common narrative, non-PopULIST parties have spent more on
advertising, mainly driven by large expenses of establishment Ger-
man parties. Finally, there are large regional differences in the costs
of advertising, which however do not seem immediately explainable
by the economic development of the countries.

4.1.b  Content. We now turn our attention to content in order to
answer RQ1.b: are the contents of the ad campaigns of the PopuLisT
parties different from those run by other parties? To do so, we
use the issues and sub-issues we have identified through content
annotation (Section 3.3). The issues of Security and Immigration
are dominated by parties that are at the same time eurosceptic, far-
right, and populists. The issue of Institutions (e.g., state reforms) is
owned by populist parties in general. Far-left parties, instead, tend
to focus on Economy, Human Rights, and Environmental issues.
Environment is underrepresented in far-right parties, while issues
related to the European Union are underrepresented in far-left
parties. See Appendix E for a visualization.

To identify and quantify which specific sub-issues are particu-
larly associated with PopULIST parties, we use a simple regression
model. Specifically, based on the sub-issues determined for each ad,
we build a logistic regression model aimed at predicting whether
an ad is authored by a party with a given PopuLisT tag. Since we
wish to model the average case for a European Facebook user, we
again weight each tag by its number of impressions. For this re-
search question we are not interested in country-specific effects,
but rather whether PopULIST parties own specific issues across all
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Table 1: Fraction of total estimated expenditure, impressions,
and votes, for PopULIST parties.

Others

Est. expenditure (€) 771776 (21%) 2879761 (79%)
Est. impressions 160 662 868 (40%) 239416 693 (60%)
Votes 44448 658 (44%) 56 629116 (56%)

PoruLisT

Table 2: Model fit (in-sample AUC ROC score) for the differ-
ent regression models tested.

PopuLisT Issue + country Issue + country Sub-issue +
tag random slopes rand. intercepts no country
Populist 0.879 0.833 0.671
Far-right 0.887 0.864 0.767
Far-left 0.869 0.848 0.802
Eurosceptic 0.828 0.772 0.683

considered countries. Therefore, we ignore country-specific effects
in this model; we investigate those in Section 4.2.b.

Table 2 reports the goodness of fit obtained by this model for
each of the PoPULIST tags, measured as the area under the ROC
curve (rightmost column). The values range from 0.67 to 0.80, which
suggest that the topic of an ad can often be enough to distinguish a
PopruLisT ad from non-PopPULIST ones, regardless of the country of
origin. This correlation is stronger for far-right and far-left parties,
that seem to share more affinity across European countries—which
is to be expected, considering they are both more well-established
and historically well-defined than populism.

Figure 6 shows the coefficients for each sub-issue in these models.
Such coeflicients quantify how much more likely an ad is to belong
to a given tag given its sub-issues. More abstractly, they indicate
which topics are more important for PopuLIsT parties than other
parties, across all the considered countries. By looking at these
coefficients, we can sketch what platform PopuLisT parties were
promoting through Facebook ads in the elections. First, far-right,
eurosceptic, and populist parties are very often grouped together
(remember that parties with all three tags represent a larger share
than parties with only one, Figure 1). In general, these parties focus
more on the Euro, bureaucracy, illegal immigration, law & order, and
institutions such as police and the military; while, they advertise
significantly less on climate change and regional separatism.

On the topics related to the EU, these parties talk more about
problems related to the institutional structure of the Union: power
balance, Brexit, and national sovereignty. Moreover, all PopuLIsT
parties (i.e., including far-left) advertise less than other parties
on the topic of European Unity. Focusing specifically on populist
parties, their typical issues ads are job creation, corporate taxes,
austerity, and institutional reforms. On the contrary, they tend to
ignore issues such as healthcare, workers’ rights, and education.

Finally, far-left parties behave differently than other PopuLisT
parties. In particular, the most identifying far-left issues are eco-
nomic (housing, wages, healthcare, workers’ rights) and related to
human rights (peace, inclusivity, racism). They also focus less on
law & order and job creation (job creation rhetoric has often been
attacked from the left as a dog whistle for the wealthy class [35]).
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Figure 6: Coefficients for each sub-issue in a logistic regression model aimed at identifying whether the author of an ad is a
PopuLisT party. Each PopULisT tag has a separate model, represented by different symbols and colors. Coefficients are sorted
grouped by issue and sorted decreasingly by ‘populist’ weight within the group. Ads are weighted by number of impressions.

4.2 Similarities of PopuLisT across Europe

Finally, we evaluate the similarity of Facebook ads from PopuLisT
parties across countries. By estimating common traits, we also
weigh how prominent they are with respect to cross-country dif-
ferences. We do so in terms of demography reached (Section 4.2.a,
RQ2.a), and then in terms of ad content (Section 4.2.b, RQ2.b).

4.2.a Cross-Country Demographic Similarity. To evaluate similari-
ties across the audiences of ads from each PopuLisT tag in different
countries (RQ2.a), we compare their classification models. For each
country and PopULIST tag, we train an SVM classifier to distinguish
whether an ad from country X is run by a PopuLisT-tag party (e.g.,
populist), based on the demographic of its audience (we choose
SVM, as it had a better performance over Logistic-Regression at
78% F1 vs. 67%). Then, we compare the coefficients obtained by
such models: if the two classifiers attribute similar weights to each
age and gender group, it means their ads demographics are similar.
Across countries, a few interesting patterns emerge. UK populist,
far-right, and eurosceptic ads shows a marked similarity in their
audiences to German far-right ones (AfD). Moreover, populist par-
ties in Poland also target the same demographic as Spanish far-left:
this effect is explained by a similar male-to-female ratio as both
reach a more female audience (Figure 3). Finally, Italian populist
and eurosceptic ads exhibit some similarity with all Spanish ads.
Appendix F reports a visualization of the cosine similarity of the
SVM coeflicients of each classifier across countries and tags. We
further test this hypothesis by formulating a domain adaptation clas-
sification task. We obtain low performance scores, which suggests
that the differences across European countries are more prominent
than any similarities in their demographics (see Appendix F).

4.2.b  Cross-country content similarity. We finally turn our atten-
tion to RQ2.b: are the contents of the ad campaigns between all
of the populist parties common across countries? To answer this
question, similarly to the previous section, we model the problem
as a logistic regression where we predict whether an ad is of a
given tag (e.g., populist) given the issues it talks about. This way,
the coefficients of the model tell us which issues are important for
PopuULIST parties across all the considered countries—i.e., whether
viewing an ad about a certain topic makes it more likely to be look-
ing at an ad of a given tag. In particular, we employ a generalized
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linear mixed effects model (GLMM) to control for country-specific
effects. The specification of the model has fixed effects for each
issue, and both random intercepts and slopes for each combination
of country and issue.'* Compared to a simpler model with only
random intercepts, this version shows a better fit in terms of AUC
(see Table 2, first and second columns), and is also statistically sig-
nificantly better according to a likelihood ratio test (p < 1076).13
We give a qualitative interpretation of the model next.

The fixed effects (FE) coefficients can be interpreted as a standard
logistic regression. The random intercepts simply account for the
different baseline prevalence of each tag in each country. For the
random slopes, instead, the assumption is that talking about an
issue has a different effect in each country. That is, we assume that
the effect of the country is also mediated through differential effects
on the issues. For example, the issue of institutional reforms is a
main talking point for populist, far-right, and eurosceptic parties in
UK, such as the Brexit party, but not as much in other countries.!®
Figure 7 shows the coefficients for this model, with fixed effects in
black (the solid line represents the standard error), and the posterior
estimate the random intercept for each country in a different color.
The shaded gray area represents the standard deviation of the
random slopes (the main parameter estimated by the model): larger
areas represent a more marked difference across countries.

We first focus on the fixed effects, which represent the common-
alities across Europe as identified by this model. There are just a few
cross-country effects consistently shared by PopuLisT parties. Pop-
ulist, far-right, and eurosceptic parties consistently under-represent
environmental issues in their ads, while over-representing those
related to security. On this latter issue, far-left parties behave in
a diametrically opposite way, and consistently neglect security-
related issues. Finally, immigration is the focus of far-right and
eurosceptic parties across Europe, while not a topic of interest for
far-left parties. Other effects are either small or not significant.

Let us now compare the standard deviation of the random effects,
represented by the shaded gray area, across issues and tags. Several

4 As before, we weight ads by their number of impressions, and use a Bayesian method
to infer the parameters of model, so to add Gaussian priors for the distributions of the
random effects, via the blme package.

15We were unable to estimate a similar model that uses sub-issues as independent
variables, due to the high granularity of the sub-issues which requires a very large
amounts of parameters to be estimated.

163ee for example https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?id=451295515626544
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Figure 7: Coeflicients of logistic regression model with random slopes for each country and issue combination (colored dots),
and fixed effect for each issue (black diamond). Solid black line represents the standard error of the fixed effects. The shaded
gray area represents the standard deviation of the random slopes: larger areas indicate larger differences among countries.

areas are quite large, and their effect is comparable to or larger than
the corresponding fixed effect. This result indicates that there is
a large difference among countries on these issues. In particular,
environment, foreign policy, immigration, institutions, and security
present rather dispersed random effects. Conversely, for the other
issues the spread is lower, but these also correspond mostly to small
or non-significant fixed effects. Overall, the picture painted by the
model is that the differences across countries are stronger than the
similarities among them.

5 CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK

The findings of this study confirm the ephemeral, or “thin” nature
of populism, as postulated by political science literature [17, 40].
Although we find some commonalities among PopULIST parties,
especially within the far-left and far-right, the country-level dif-
ferences seem to be more important. Intuitively, since populism
positions itself as anti-establishment, it follows that there would be
little coordination between the parties across national borders in
the form of a supranational entity. These findings further support
the observation that much of European populist rhetoric is nativist
or nationalist in general [31], although it was challenging to ex-
trapolate this stance reliably from the advertising material labeled
in this study. Still, we find a great overlap between the populist,
eurosceptic, and far-right labels in the data, which indicates the
stances associated with the rejection of the pan-European political
vision are heavily entwined with the conservative worldview.
Secondly, this study confirms the extensive use of social me-
dia advertising by the PopuLisT parties. Compared to other ones
(see Figure A3), PopULIST parties advertised extensively on Face-
book, being responsible for about the 40% of the impressions, while
achieving a 44% share of votes in the European Parliament, with
a much smaller expenditure (21% of the total budget). The lower
cost to reach their audience for some of these parties (mainly those
in Germany and Spain) is the main reason behind this result. One
possible cause is that the PoPULIST parties in Germany and Spain
might be targeting audiences that are cheaper to reach. In fact, it
has been shown that female audiences have a higher click-through
rate, and are therefore more expensive at auction time [3]. Also, a
low budget constraint on a given ad skews the audience towards
males because of the aforementioned effect [3]. Another possible
cause is that Facebook considers these ads as more engaging for
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the audience, and therefore serves them at a lower cost [4]; also in
this case, small ad budgets exacerbate the effect.

We expect advertisement costs to relate to economic indicators
in each country, however, this is only partly true. Ads in Poland
are the cheapest, consistent with it being the only developing coun-
try in our sample (according to the IMF). However, e.g., Germany
had a higher GDP per capita than UK in 2019, and Italy a higher
one than Spain. Additional information about the target audience
specification is needed to understand the reason for this drastic
spread in cost per impression. It may be that it is easier to reach the
audiences which interest POPULIST parties, or that there are few
other advertisers interested in these audience, which pushes the
price down. Notably, the cost per impression is much higher for
the UK Eurosceptic parties, which suggests the conditions of the
targeting in post-Brexit debate may differ from the other settings.

This study has several limitations. First, the definition of pop-
ulism is debatable. We use labels provided by The PopuLisTt, a
collaboration between social scientists and journalists, however,
populist messages may be expressed by politicians across the board.
Second, the selection of five countries limits the generalizability of
the results presented here. Considering more countries may show
a stronger party label effect on issue ownership, with a weaker
country-specific effect. The study also pertains to a peculiar time:
it is possible the messaging changes when no immediate voting
events are upcoming, and instead focuses on growing the supporter
base. Third, insights presented here are somewhat limited by the
information Meta publishes in its Ad Library. We are not certain
about the methodology used to include ads in the library, with the
possible exclusion of important issues and political players. For
instance, there are only 20 ads provided for Germany’s AfD party,
despite news coverage of a more extensive use of the platform [21].
It is possible the party uses other ways to communicate, such as
through organic posts. Further, we already mentioned the lack of
information on the audience targeting, some of which may con-
cern the interests, family situation, immigration status, and other
personal characteristics (the ad platform has been used to track
international migration [45] and health-related behaviors [5]).

Finally, we hesitate to make prescriptive statements around po-
tential censorship of political advertising by the platforms or gov-
ernments. Instead, data and algorithmic transparency may empower
people to gauge why they are presented with certain messages.
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Table A1: Total number of ads (and impressions) by country
and tag. The ‘All’ column shows the total number of ads
collected, including ads from non-PopPULIST parties.

APPENDIX
A TERMINOLOGY

Here, we report a description of the key terms used in the paper.

Country Populist Far-right Far-left  Eurosceptic PopuLisT All

e Ad cost: For each ad campalgn,.Facebook Ads Library API DE 909 (141M) 20 (2.8M) 889 (113M) 909 (14.1M) 009 35348
returns a range of the cost paid by the author. For each ES 35(8.1M) 17 (275.5k) 26 (8M) 38 (8M) 43 514
ad we compute the cost as range_min + (range_max — IT 594 (97.3M) 228 (55.8M) 6 (68k) 260 (69.6M) 600 893

. ; Lo . PL 275 (9.2M) 492 (243M) 72 (3.4M) 492 (24.3M) 564 773
range_min) /2. The cost per each impression is determined UK 104 (6.2M) 104 (6.2M) 0(0) 2165 (10.4M) 2165 7418
by a bidding process internal to Facebook, up to ex- All 1917 861 993 3864 4281 44946

haustion of the ad campaign budget. Cost per percentage
votes and cost per impression in figure 5 are computed
as (total_ad_cost) [ (percentage_of _votes_in_election) and
(total_ad_cost)/(total_impressions) respectively.

e Ad impression: Impressions measure how often an ad was
on screen for the target audience. Facebook Ads Library API
returns a range of impressions received by the ad. For each
ad we compute the number of impressions as range_min +
(range_max — range_min) /2. Impressions may reach a user
multiple times, so the number of impressions does not equal
the number of unique users reached.

e Tag: with the term tag, we refer to one of the four tags
(populist, far right, far left, and eurosceptic) proposed by the
PopuList!” project described in section 3.

C ANNOTATION CODES

Here, we report the codes used to label the ads.

e EU: national sovereignty, Brexit, unity, power balance

e Localism: separatism, autonomy

e Foreign policy: peace, sanctions Institutions: corruption,

state reforms, church, police, banks, military

Security: law & order

Environment: animal welfare, emissions, urban development,

climate change, technology development, ecology

e Human rights: LGBTQ+, women’s rights, freedom of speech,
digital rights, inclusivity, hate speech, voting

e Immigration: relocation, integration, illegal immigration,
racism

B DATASET STATISTICS e Economy: austerity, taxes, corporate tax, personal tax, wel-

Here, we report some statistics about the data set. Figure A1 shows
the temporal evolution of the ad impressions by given tag. Table A1,
instead, shows the raw numbers of ads and impressions per tag.

fare, healthcare, investments, education, jobs, workers’
rights, housing, urban development, rural development,
wages, better bureaucracy, euro, inequality, socialism, in-

novation, free trade

D MODEL-BASED DEMOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS

To understand whether party-specific differences in demographics
are significant when taken together, we build a machine learning
model that distinguishes whether the ads comes from a party with

—— Populist Far-right  —— Far-left

DE ES

—— Eurosceptic

2M a specific PopuLIST tag given its reached audience. For each ad,
we use as features the distribution over the Cartesian product of
0 gender and age buckets, which results in 14 different features.!®
5 15 25 We use support vector machine (SVM) as the classifier for the task,

PL and we train a separate model for each tag and country.
Q 5M Figure A2 shows, for each country, the F1 score (harmonic mean
e between Precision and Recall), computed in stratified 10-fold cross-
§ 10M 2.5M validation, of a classifier that distinguishes ads with a given tag from
g' those without it based on the audience demographic. In general,
- 0 0 RES the demographic-based classifier manages to distinguish populist,
3 15 . 25 far-right, and eurosceptic ads with a sufficient level of accuracy
All countries (F1 > 0.64). Conversely, far-left ads are less distinguishable from
1Y 20M their counterparts. Finally, far-right ads in Germany are harder
to distinguish, despite their very different average audience (see
500K, 10M Figure 3 and Figure 4). The main reason is that they represent a

small minority of the total amount of ads in the country, all from
a single party (20 from AfD — Alternative fiir Deutschland, see
Table A1l). However, when looking at the individual ads, we find
a high variability in their reached audience: some tend to reach a
younger population, while others are shown to older individuals.

5 15 25 5 15 25
May 2019 May 2019

Figure A1l: Impressions over time of tags for each country.

Election dates are highlighted in gray.

18The features originally sum to one, but we standardize their values along the columns,

https://popu-list.org so linear dependency is not an issue (verified via VIF analysis).
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This variability makes learning a consistent distinguishing pattern
almost impossible. Overall, PopuL1sT ads seem to be relatively easy
to identify given the demographics of their audiences, within each
country, as long as they do not constitute too small of a minority.

1.0

-0.4

-0.2

. -0.0
Far-left Eurosceptic

Far-right

Populist

Figure A2: F1 score of the demographic classifier in 10-fold
cross-validation (grey squares have fewer than 10 ads).

E CONTENT ANALYSIS

B Localism

Security
Eurosceptic, Far-right, Populist
Eu

Eurc ic, Far-right

I
Eurosceptic, Populist nstitutions
Eur%sceplti% Human Rights
opulis! . .
Far-left Foreign Policy
Eurosceptic, Far-left, Populist
urosceptic, Far-left

Immigration

Economy
Others

Environment

Figure A3: Sankey diagram showing how much each issue
(on the right) is mentioned by Facebook ads of parties with a
specific combination of PopULIsT tags (on the left). We indi-
cate with “others” all parties that do not have any PopuLisT
tag. Each ad is weighted by its number of impressions.

F CROSS-COUNTRY DEMOGRAPHIC
SIMILARITY

Figure A4 reports the cosine similarity of the SVM coefficients
of each classifier across countries and tags. The diagonal shows
country-specific effects which results in blocks of high similar-
ity within each country, with the exception of far-left, that often
emerges as an outlier. Some of this effect can clearly be attributed to
the overlap between tags (mostly populist, far-right, and eurosceptic
within the same country.
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We examine the similarities across the audiences of ads from
different countries by formulating a domain adaptation task: for
each tag, we test a classifier for each country that is trained on all
the ads from the other countries. Figure A5 reports the F1 score for
each domain adaptation classifier when trained on demographic
data. Most of the F1 scores are quite low. This finding suggests
that for the studied tags, differences across European countries are
more prominent than any similarities in their demographics. This
result is consistent with Figure 4, as the columns (i.e., tags) present
substantial variability in their distributions.
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DE Far-left 0.75

DE Eurosceptic
ES Populist 0.50
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Figure A4: Cosine similarity of SVM coefficients for demo-
graphic classifier

1.0

W 0.06 0.01 0.01 0.07
0.8

@ 0.11 0.32 0.14 0.12
0.6

= 0.20 0.09 0.24
-0.4
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Populist Far-right Far-left Eurosceptic 00

Figure A5: F1 score for domain adaptation task using demo-
graphic information. Larger values indicate greater similar-
ities between parties with that tag in a given country, and
parties with that tag in the other countries.
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