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This exploratory laboratory study analyzes emotional responses to two types of populist strategies on social media platforms. We focus on emotional responses to content expressing ordinariness (on Instagram) and victimhood (on TikTok), where the content creator is a right-wing populist leader who is unfavorably perceived by the respondents in the study. Thus, the study critically tests the effectiveness of de-demonization strategies used by populist leaders to diversify the electorate. The research employs a combination of facial expressions analysis and two self-report measures of emotions to investigate the emotional responses elicited by populist strategies in individuals belonging to an out-group. Additionally, we examine the interrelation between psychophysiological measures and self-reported emotions. In doing so, the study makes a methodological contribution by advancing our understanding of emotional response processes and the methodologies employed to measure emotional responses. The results reveal positive and negative emotional responses, challenging the prevailing emphasis on negative emotions in response to out-group communication. However, the facial expressions and the self-reported emotions do not correlate. Our interpretation underscores the role of cognitive reasoning processes in differentiating emotional responses to political out-group social media content.
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Introduction

In politics, social media platforms provide a space for the informal and communicative expression of everyday concerns, allowing parties and politicians to engage directly with the public (Kissas, 2022). This avenue has proven especially attractive to populist parties, whose messages may encounter challenges in gaining traction within conventional media outlets. Populist parties have thus harnessed the potential of social media platforms, which has also contributed to electoral success (Aalberg and de Vreese, 2017). However, researchers argue that populists, especially through their social media communication, exacerbate negative emotional trends, indirectly fueling affective polarization (Hameleers, 2020). Affective polarization, the increasing tendency of individuals to harbor strongly negative feelings toward those with different political views, has become a growing concern in many democracies worldwide (Iyengar et al., 2019; Berntzen et al., 2023). One of the most troubling aspects of affective polarization is its association with the production of negative emotions, such as anger and fear (Lu and Lee, 2019; Rehnström et al., 2023). In fact, negative emotions, such as anger, have been found to boost engagement on social media (Martella and Bracciale, 2022). This suggests that adopting a negative tone as a communication style can be a particularly effective strategy on social media (Hameleers et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2022), with algorithms playing a crucial role in amplifying the visibility of negative content (Settle, 2018).

At the same time, to broaden their electoral appeal and reach volatile voters, populist parties try to polish their image and de-demonize themselves (Albertazzi and Bonansinga, 2023), potentially giving rise to more positive emotional responses. Previous research has primarily focused on negative emotional responses to populist communication styles, neglecting the potential positive emotional responses that may arise (Fischer and Lelkes, 2023). In general, research on emotions within political science has exhibited a particular emphasis on fear, anger, and enthusiasm, and overlooked other emotions such as empathy or disgust (Marcus, 2023; Redlawsk, 2023). Thus, to fully understand the emotions of populist communication, it is essential to explore a broader spectrum of emotional responses. While some studies have examined the correlation between in-group enthusiasm and out-group anxiety (McLaughlin et al., 2020), little is known about the possibility of positive emotions from the out-group in response to populist social media strategies. Given the significant influence of social media on affective polarization, it is crucial to investigate how emotional responses to social media content arise. In addition, the concepts, theories, and methodology for measuring emotions remain a contested area of research and an important question that remains unresolved among political psychologists pertains to the connection between psychophysiological and self-report measures (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024). Therefore, to provide a broader understanding of the emotional responses, both psychophysiological and self-reported measures were collected, making a methodological contribution to the field of research (Bucy, 2021).

This study aims to analyze the emotional responses of an out-group audience to social media content from a right-wing populist party1 leader since social media content can amplify out-group animosity (Rathje et al., 2021). The out-group is defined in terms of political identity. Consequently, this study aims to assess the efficacy of populist communication strategies through an examination of a critical case involving a sample that, while not the typical target audience of such communication, represents a group with the potential to broaden the populist party’s electorate. In Finland, the right-wing populist party has become one of the largest political parties in terms of voter support and much of their success has been attributed to the effective utilization of social media platforms in their efforts to reach out to the electorate (Horsti, 2015; Hatakka, 2017). Empirically, we utilize content from the Instagram and TikTok accounts of the successful female right-wing populist leader of the Finns Party, Riikka Purra. We utilized real social media content to increase external validity, mirroring how users are influenced by social media in the real world (Banks et al., 2021). Furthermore, the chosen platforms’ architecture is conducive to generating distinct strategies, which may elicit a variety of emotional responses (Nawara and Bailey, 2017; Bast, 2021). Right-wing populists frequently employ Instagram, adopting a positive tone to foster a sense of closeness with citizens (Bast, 2021). In contrast, TikTok serves as a platform for populists to communicate more ideological content, targeting a perceived common enemy to the people, often using a humorous and entertaining manner (Gonzalez-Aguilar et al., 2023). The motivation for our investigation of the social media content of Riikka Purra is her distinct strategies to use different strategies (ordinariness and victimhood) on the two platforms. On Instagram, Purra adopts an intimate ordinariness communication style, sharing a wide range of content, from homemade meal snapshots to pictures of nature. This diverse content may create a feeling of intimacy and closeness with her followers with a focus on playful language and emojis, de-demonizing and mainstreaming the populist leader (Albertazzi and Bonansinga, 2023). In contrast, on TikTok, Riikka Purra shifts her approach to project a sense of victimhood and political activism. During the time of the study, her TikTok content primarily revolved around her campaign for the 2023 Parliamentary election, employing strategies rooted in people-centric messaging, portraying “the elite” as a threat to “the people.” These two strategies encapsulate the embodiment of an ordinary persona that portrays itself as speaking on behalf of people while victimizing them, in different emotional ways (Kissas, 2022). The study contributes by testing the effectiveness of the de-demonization strategy on a population belonging to the out-group. Focusing on the possibility of both positive and negative emotional responses in a critical case, a young out-group, provides important insight into research on populist communication. In conjunction with the establishment of the theoretical framework, the study’s exploratory research questions are formulated.



Theoretical framework


Populist social media strategies: ordinariness and victimhood

Populism has been defined as a “thin-centered” ideology that separates the people and the elite into two homogenous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite” (Mudde, 2004, p. 543). Other scholars have focused on the view of populism as a style of communication (e.g., Jagers and Walgrave, 2007). Populism can be posited as a distinct style of political communication because it is primarily an act of speech, as populist actors use words, signs and images to connect with “the people” and vilify “the elite” (Block and Negrine, 2017). This populist style of communication often includes an anti-establishment appeal of victimhood (Al-Ghazzi, 2021), and an ordinariness appeal (Kissas, 2022). Furthermore, the populist communication style can include an emotional element to convey the division between “us” and “them” in a more compelling way by the expression of positive emotions towards “us” and negative emotions towards “them” (Hameleers et al., 2021). Research has found that populists use significantly more emotional appeals, such as anger and fear, compared to mainstream parties. Additionally, the medium of communication, specifically social media, increases the use of emotional appeals for all parties (Widmann, 2021). Additionally, a notable trait of populist parties is their strong emphasis on a charismatic leader (Bos et al., 2013).

Moreover, populism is garnering growing attention as a communicative strategy valued for its capacity to engage people, generate interest, and fuel debates, positioning it as a method employed to capture attention and achieve success (Engesser et al., 2017), particularly on social media platforms (Martella and Bracciale, 2022). We acknowledge that there are various conceptual frameworks of populism as a communication style (see de Vreese et al., 2018; Bast, 2021; Hameleers et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2022). In our study, we see populism as a communication style that justifies its actions by appealing to and identifying with the people and is rooted in anti-elite sentiments (Jagers and Walgrave, 2007). In a social media context, this populist communication style encompasses two distinct strategies: ordinariness and victimhood (Kissas, 2022). Although populist communication styles are not exclusive to populist politicians and parties (Schwartz et al., 2022), we argue that ordinariness and victimhood as communicative strategies are particularly fundamental for populist actors in a social media context. In line with Kissas (2022), we have an integrative approach to populism by viewing populism as a performance that shapes identity through technology, particularly social media, and emotions. This performance is stylized, while also being subject to the regulation and framing within the platform’s media environment (Kissas, 2022).

In the age of social media and politics, presenting oneself as an ordinary person is vital for politicians, as it allows the public to identify with them and perceive them as representatives who can advocate on their behalf (Bast, 2021; Kissas, 2022). Ordinariness is closely linked to the concept of personalization in contemporary politics. The rise of social media has accelerated and intensified the trend of personalized politics (McGregor et al., 2017), wherein the influence of individual politicians is amplified, accompanied by more personalized, intimate, and lifestyle-oriented interactions with politics (Bennett, 2012). Populist actors thus often embrace an intimate communication style, sharing personal and private aspects of their lives to present themselves as relatable and unpretentious political leaders (Stanyer, 2012; Bracciale and Martella, 2017). This process is particularly crucial for populist actors aiming to transition into the mainstream political arena and mitigate the perception of being too extreme (Albertazzi and Bonansinga, 2023). The ordinariness strategy manifests in the use of “one of you” imagery or rhetoric encompassing emotionalization and simplification (Farkas et al., 2022). Studies show that politicians primarily use Instagram to support the ordinariness strategy by conveying a sense of proximity to people and the overall tone on Instagram tends to be more positive compared to other platforms (Nawara and Bailey, 2017; Bast, 2021). Researchers have also noted that the strategy of ordinariness can be interpreted as a mechanism of de-demonization for populists, undertaken to polish their public perception and expand their electorate (Albertazzi and Bonansinga, 2023). However, for female populist leaders, displaying their private life, and presenting a softer, more human image can be a double bind, as there is simultaneously a need to project the image of a strong populist leader with “masculine” traits (see Bast et al., 2022).

The populist style of communication extends beyond the portrayal of ordinariness; it may also manifest as a strategy of victimhood (Kissas, 2022). In general, negativity is a characteristic of populist media performativity (Hameleers et al., 2021). Consequently, central to the populist communicative strategy is the victimization of people in a confrontational, nonconforming and provocative way in the face of a perceived injustice perpetuated by an establishment (Kissas, 2022). In other words, the victimhood strategy portrays “the elite” as a threat to “the people” and “the elite” is perceived as ignoring the voices of “the people” (Hameleers et al., 2021). Additionally, the victimhood strategy can manifest as a dichotomous “friend versus foe” rhetoric (Weyland, 2001), portraying minorities within “the people” as enemies (Bast, 2021). As a result, populism’s appeal to the public transcends the celebration of ordinariness; it strategically shifts blame onto “the corrupt elites,” framing “the people” as victims of this establishment (Hameleers et al., 2021; Kissas, 2022). Overall, the victimhood strategy encompasses a tonality that is more overtly negative.

In summary, the populist style of communication prominently features emotional appeals that encompass both positive and negative emotions, with negativity (Schwartz et al., 2022) and a focus on victimization. We perceive these two strategies, ordinariness and victimhood, as encompassing several other defining features and recurring elements of populism, including the three core concepts of populism: people-centrism, anti-elitism, and popular sovereignty (Mény and Surel, 2002). The strategy of ordinariness involves populists positioning themselves as closely connected to “the people” and as being a part of the people, while the victimhood strategy entails discrediting the elite and asserting that they have undermined the people’s sovereignty (Ernst et al., 2019). By employing these two distinct strategies of populist communication, populists aim to convey their affinity with the people while simultaneously distancing themselves from, assigning blame to, or identifying elites or minorities as adversaries (Bast, 2021).



Emotional responses to populist strategies on social media

Although emotions are often seen as individual responses, in politics, and on social media, it is also important to recognize collective behavior, and its placement in social relations (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). Political figures, leaders, and social movement organizers utilize emotions in their online communication to amplify message reach and reinforce perceived social norms (Brady et al., 2017). Populism is intertwined with emotions, given populism’s inherent emotional intensity aimed at evoking affective responses by appealing to “the people” or blaming “others” (Martella and Bracciale, 2022; Schumacher et al., 2022). Populists employ, for instance, an ordinariness strategy to elicit positive emotions like pride, enthusiasm, and hope (Albertazzi and Bonansinga, 2023) when connecting with the public. Conversely, with a victimhood strategy, they target elites or assign blame to specific groups to evoke negative emotions—anger by assigning blame and fear by portraying vulnerability and threat to “the people”.

Employing a negative frame on social media not only increases transmission (Brady et al., 2017) but also heightens the perception of polarization (Banks et al., 2021). Populists on social media often use negative emotions in combination with ideology, and it has proven to be a successful strategy during election campaigns (Martella and Bracciale, 2022). Negative emotional appeals have been shown to be a more effective strategy for eliciting user interactions and reactions compared to positive appeals (Martella and Bracciale, 2022). Another study examining the emotional expressions of American politicians on Instagram and Facebook revealed that young people prefer their political leaders to convey emotionality, such as happiness or compassion (Bossetta and Schmøkel, 2023), which indicates that positive communication can also be significant for voters. Populist communication frames depicting ordinariness result in more likes on Facebook and reduce angry reactions (Jost et al., 2020).

Most of the studies presented above identify emotional responses by utilizing reaction buttons on social media platforms, and these reaction buttons represent a very limited supply of different emotions. Also, when looking at the psychophysiological responses to populist communication styles, no differences were found between exposure to anti-establishment and pro-establishment rhetoric (Schumacher et al., 2022). Instead, other variables, such as vote choice and education level, condition the effects in the study (Schumacher et al., 2022). This demonstrates that the way of measuring emotional reactions has importance for the outcome.

Moreover, when looking at populist communication strategies, the in- or out-group of the respondents is important. The language used for political in-groups and out-groups generates different forms of engagement (Rathje et al., 2021). In a study of Twitter and Facebook discussions, the same pattern was found on both platforms: out-group content is associated with angry reactions, but also with “haha” comments, and in-group language correlates with positive reactions and love. Posts with out-group language were re-posted twice as often as posts with in-group language, emphasizing the effectiveness of such content by evoking mockery and emotions such as anger (Jost et al., 2020; Rathje et al., 2021). Concerning the alignment of emotional responses, in-group discourse could result in strong emotions without an unconscious, affective response. Similarly, out-group discussions could exhibit individual physiological responses but not report any emotions because they are motivated to reduce their reasoning cognitive reactions consciously or unconsciously (Homan et al., 2023). Likewise, in situations where individuals are overwhelmed with a large amount of conflicting information, people tend to switch from thoughtful and reflective deliberation to relying more on their reflexive and partisan instincts (Choi and Lee, 2021). There is evidence that exposure to out-group disagreements can backfire (Kim, 2015; Bail et al., 2018), but these studies often analyze intentional exposure or discussion with the out-group (Heatherly et al., 2017). This impact could be constrained since most individuals do not actively seek out news on social media (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017). In a study of online unintentional exposure to information that challenges one’s beliefs, the results do not reduce or moderate the emotional responses people have toward their political views, nor does it backfire in a negative way (Zhu et al., 2024).

In summary, there has been a strong focus on negative emotions in political communication, particularly when combined with populist strategies and out-group communication. However, there remains a gap in our understanding of whether a broader range of emotions can be elicited (cf. McLaughlin et al., 2020). Given the recognized influence of style, framing, and emotionality in populist communication (Jost et al., 2020; Hameleers et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2022), this study formulates an exploratory research question to further investigate the impact of populist social media communication on emotional responses:


RQ 1: What emotional responses do the right-wing populist communication strategies ordinariness and victimhood evoke in individuals belonging to an out-group?
 



Measuring emotional responses

In recent decades, emotions have garnered growing attention as a consequential field of study within political science. The shift towards a scientific approach to comprehending emotions has provided advantages previously unavailable to researchers endeavoring to enhance their understanding of the nature of emotions and their impact on human judgment (Marcus, 2023). Still, the precise definition and measurement of these concepts continue to pose challenges (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). Affect, an immediate, unconscious physiological response to stimuli (Lodge and Taber, 2005), is often analyzed using arousal (the intensity) and valence (positive or negative) dimensions (Russell, 1980; Bakker et al., 2021). The affective response is followed by cognitive evaluation and discrete emotions such as anger or fear (Marcus et al., 2000). Emotions represent the subjective aspect of this experience, encompassing intensity within constructed narratives, semantic progressions, and semiotic frameworks (Massumi, 2002). Affective responses can be measured by psychophysiology such as skin conductance and facial electromyography (Bakker et al., 2021), and discrete emotions are often measured by self-reports (Bradley et al., 2001; Homan et al., 2023; Zhu et al., 2024). However, broader categorizations into positive–negative emotions, or moral and nonmoral-emotional expressions are often employed, with the potential for employing finer subcategories (Brady et al., 2017).

Presently, prevailing practices in political science predominantly hinge on the reliance on self-reported emotions (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024). A notable challenge associated with relying on self-reports for emotional measurements pertains to the predominantly preconscious nature of affective processes, rendering them difficult to measure (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024). Furthermore, individuals may be inclined to self-report in socially desirable ways, particularly concerning sensitive topics (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024). In prior research, the assessment of self-reported emotions has frequently relied on surveys that inquire about the prevalence of specific emotions. However, the theoretical underpinning of these studies often centers on preconscious appraisals (Marcus, 2023). Noteworthy, affective responses do not have to align with cognitive discrete emotions (Barrett and Satpute, 2019; Homan et al., 2023), which could be explained by the fact that different brain regions are involved. The connection between a direct and unmediated decision-making process, initiating with psychological responses and concluding with behavioral responses, has been challenged (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024). The observed weak link between self-reports and physiological indicators of emotions has prompted concerns regarding the validity of these measures. Moreover, upon examining the emotional responses provided by respondents without relying on pre-defined survey categories, a considerably wider range of emotions becomes apparent. In a study involving interviews with affectively polarized individuals (Versteegen, 2024), more than 25 distinct emotional expressions were identified, and for instance, sarcasm, discontent, and nostalgia were found to be more prevalent than fear and happiness.

Nevertheless, some researchers posit that physiological measures and self-reports may be tapping into distinct facets of affect (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024). Physiological measures might more accurately capture affect, representing the initial valanced reaction to a stimulus, while subjective reports encompass additional cognitive noise and reflect socially conditioned emotions (Funck and Lau, 2023). Hence, physiological and self-reported measurements are different, but valid ways of capturing emotions (Bakker et al., 2021).

This study also addresses an exploratory methodological research question, given that prior research emphasizes that various measures of emotion may not necessarily align (Barrett and Satpute, 2019; Homan et al., 2023). In previous studies of populist communication, reaction buttons on social media are often used to capture emotional responses, which does not capture all the emotions that previous research has shown to be important (Marcus, 2023; Versteegen, 2024). Hence, we study both the immediate and subconscious reactions in the form of facial expressions and two types of self-reported responses (free written statements, and a questionnaire) that involve cognitive reasoning processes. Thus, the study formulates a second methodological exploratory research question:


RQ 2: How are the psychophysiological and self-report measures of emotions interrelated in out-group response to right-wing populist content?
 




Research design

In this exploratory laboratory study, the participants were randomly assigned to two treatment groups with two distinctive stimuli of populist strategies: ordinariness (Instagram) or victimhood (TikTok). The participants in the study were Swedish-speaking Finns, and the content from the out-group of the receivers consisted of social media content made by Riikka Purra, the party leader of the right-wing populist Finns Party. The Swedish-speaking Finns, despite having official language status, represent a minority in Finland, constituting 5.2% of the total population (Saarela, 2021). The Finns party has a history of opposing the rights of this minority in Finland (Himmelroos and Strandberg, 2020) and is the most disliked party by Finnish Swedish-speaking voters (Strandberg, 2023). To test the effect of the two strategies, we implemented an experimental single-factor design with psychophysiological measurements during the exposure to stimuli and a post-test-only measurement of self-reported emotions. By using real social media content (Instagram and TikTok), we uphold experimental realism (McDermott, 2002). To reduce the threat to internal validity that the differences in content might produce, we randomized the respondents into two treatment groups (Banks et al., 2021) and conducted a separate stimuli manipulation check with an additional student sample.

The study design, hypotheses, and research questions, and the planned analyses were preregistered on the Open Science Framework (OSF) (https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/GBMQY) before data collection begun. Moreover, the OSF page contains a Supplementary material with detailed information about the measurements, the coding instructions, information about deviations from the pre-registration plan, and other relevant information for reproduction of the study. We adhered to the ethical evaluation procedure established by the Research Ethics Committee at Åbo Akademi University.


Participants

The study was conducted in June 2023, and 43 participants aged 20–36 took part, which is a normal sample size used in laboratory studies (Fournier et al., 2020). The participants were recruited through an e-mail invitation to students at a Finnish University. The aim was to deliberately recruit participants from the Swedish-speaking Finnish population, as they are likely to exhibit out-group feelings towards the social media content creator used in the study. It is noteworthy that Swedish-speaking Finns typically exhibit a robust linguistic identity while also demonstrating proficiency in the Finnish language (Karv and Backström, 2022). Moreover, the aim was to specifically target young people, given that they constitute the primary demographic of social media users. For comprehensive descriptive statistics of the sample, see the Supplementary material. The study was conducted before the party leader, Riikka Purra, came under severe scrutiny in July 2023 for racially insensitive remarks in an online blog post dating back to 2008.

In this study, participants were randomly assigned to two groups. Random participant allocation is an effective way to control for known factors like gender, age, and political interest, as well as unmeasured and unknown variables that could potentially impact the outcome (Stoker, 2010). The two treatment groups were:

1. The group that watched the Instagram account of Riikka Purra (n = 22)

2. The group that watched the TikTok account of Riikka Purra (n = 21)

To confirm the respondents’ emotional distance to Riikka Purra, we investigated feelings towards Finnish political parties represented in parliament, with the specific interest of feelings towards Riikka Purra’s Finns Party (PS). Participants were asked to indicate their feelings with the following question: “How would you describe your feelings towards the following political parties? Please indicate your response on a scale of 1–7, where 1 means that you strongly dislike the party, 4 means you are completely neutral towards the party, and 7 signifies that you strongly like the party.” The Finns Party (PS) was most disliked ([image: image] = 2.1) by the participants, whereas the Swedish People’s Party (RKP) was most liked ([image: image] = 5.7) by the participants (for comprehensive descriptive statistics, see the Supplementary material). The fact that the Finns Party is the most disliked party is not surprising, given that the participants were deliberately recruited from the Swedish-speaking Finnish population among which the RKP is the most popular party. Additionally, the result aligns with previous research showing that the right-wing populist Finns Party is typically less favored by the Swedish-speaking population (Strandberg, 2023). The Wilcoxon signed-rank test confirms that the participants consistently had more negative feelings towards the Finns Party than the Swedish People’s Party (p < 0.001).

We conducted a randomization check to assess group differences in various background variables, including socio-economic background, political interest, social media usage, and feelings toward Finnish parties (Freeman–Halton extension of the Fisher exact probability test or Mann–Whitney U-test). Details regarding the measurements, median values, and specific tests employed are presented in the Supplementary material. At the 0.05 significance level, there were no statistically significant differences between the treatment groups by gender (p = 0.86), age (p = 0.77), feelings for the Finns Party (p = 0.07) habit of using Instagram or TikTok (p = 1 and p = 0.96), political interest (p = 0.50) nor occupation (p = 0.52). The differences between the two treatment groups concerning feelings for the Finns Party are small but almost significant, and the group that watched TikTok rated the Finns Party slightly more positive than the group that watched Instagram (mean 2.4 versus 1.8). Thus, the Finns party is still by far the most disliked party in both groups.



Procedure

When arriving at the laboratory, participants received a brief introduction to the study and research ethics and signed an informed consent form. Subsequently, they completed a pre-test survey before being taken into a separate computer-equipped room for data collection, involving a calibration process. During data collection (2 min), participants wore noise-canceling headphones, to block noise other than that from the stimuli. Participants were instructed to use the social media platform for a standard two-minute session. They were free to browse the feed and engage with content as usual, with the only stipulation being to stay within Riikka Purra’s profile. If participants felt they had finished before the two-minute mark, they had the option to do so by ending the stimuli session.

After viewing the stimulus, participants were asked about their self-reported emotions and experiences during the stimuli, by completing a survey on the computer. Following the data collection, participants received a debriefing session and the opportunity to ask questions before departing.

The laboratory study was conducted by one senior researcher, and one trained research assistant. Participants were compensated with a 25-euro gift card and a complimentary lunch for their participation.



Stimuli and manipulation check

The stimuli in this study were:

1. The Instagram account of Riikka Purra: https://www.instagram.com/sanrines/

2. The TikTok account of Riikka Purra: https://www.tiktok.com/@riikkapurra

The main reason for choosing Purra was that her social media communication strategies varied greatly between the two platforms, which creates a potential for evoking varying emotional reactions.

To validate our stimuli post-hoc, we conducted a manipulation check after the laboratory study using a different sample of university students, similar to the initial sample. Participants were recruited through an email invitation sent to students at a Finnish university. As the mean number of opened posts in the actual laboratory study was three on both Instagram and TikTok, participants consisting of university students (N = 60), instructed to examine the three posts from either Riikka Purra’s Instagram or TikTok that were most viewed during the actual laboratory study.

The manipulation check employed a randomization process to ensure the participants were assigned to view either Instagram or TikTok. Following this, participants were tasked with evaluating the thematic content resonating with both profiles. The assessment incorporated items designed to measure themes of ordinariness and victimhood (from 1, “not at all apparent theme,” to 7 “clearly apparent theme”) and the emotional valence (from 1, “very negative,” to 7, “very positive”) of the content. The results are presented in Table 1. Given the non-normal distribution of the data, a Mann–Whitney U-test was conducted to assess statistical significance.



TABLE 1 Stimuli manipulation check for theme and emotional valence.
[image: Table1]

The findings indicate a significant difference in the content between Riikka Purra’s Instagram and TikTok. The participants rated ordinariness strategies, such as portraying the image of an ordinary person and depicting everyday life, to be more prominent on Instagram. She frequently shares images of her meals, including a description of what she has been making, such as “Spaghetti made from zucchini and a versatile sauce [image: inline1] [image: inline1] (tomatoes, bell peppers, yellow and garlic onions, celery, dates, lemon, pepper, coconut aminos) + side dishes [image: inline1]” (Purra, 2023a). She also shares everyday photographs, either of herself out in nature or of her dog. One example is the birthday celebration of “Princess Kerttu Kaarina, from the streets of Bucharest, is celebrating her birthday at home in Kirkkonummi with her favorite people. The menu includes a liver casserole cake with six sausages and a chocolate version for humans” (Purra, 2022). Although Purra’s self-personalizing frame thus includes glimpses of private life, she does not publish imagery relating to family life and roles in the content.

In contrast, victimhood strategies, such as criticizing the elite and expressing threats against people, were rated to be more prominent on TikTok. On TikTok, Purra’s content revolves around her active campaign for the Parliamentary election. She frequently addresses the camera directly and discusses political matters often using strategies of victimhood, posing “the people” against an establishment. The videos are filled with statements of people-centrism and a return of popular sovereignty, such as videos with statements: “[…] The Finns Party is not a radical party, but we are exactly where a Finnish party should be. Defending this country and the citizens of this country and restoring the position of Finns as number one in their own country” (Purra, 2023b).

Furthermore, participants in the manipulation check perceived the content on Instagram as more positively oriented compared to the content on TikTok. This difference reinforces the validity of our manipulation, indicating that our treatment groups were effectively exposed to two distinct populist strategies—ordinariness on Instagram and victimhood on TikTok.




Measurements


Dependent variable: facial expressions

Participants viewed stimuli on a 22-inch full HD widescreen monitor while their facial expressions were recorded using iMotions 9.3 software. A Logitech HD Pro C920 web camera, placed at eye level in an upright position, captured participants’ facial reactions.

Facial expression analysis (FEA) was performed through automatic analysis using computer vision with the Affectiva (AFFDEX SDK 5.1) software. The analysis is done through three steps: (1) face detection (2) facial action units (AU) detection and registration, and (3) facial expression and emotion classification. The AFFDEX software does not necessitate a baseline neutral stimulus. Instead, it utilizes an internal rolling baseline for its classifiers. This means that each analyzed frame is compared not only to the current face but also to the ones from past and future frames. This technique reduces the occurrence of false positives by eliminating prolonged or persistent resting faces. The rolling baseline operates under the assumption that genuine, natural facial expressions are fleeting events that emerge and vanish over time. Therefore, persistent expressions are regarded as “unnatural” and are excluded from the calculation. The use of the rolling baseline has been found to enhance the accuracy of detecting AUs based on internal research (iMotions 9.3, 2023).

The unit of analysis for the FEA data is per treated frame. In AFFDEX, seven emotions are detected: happiness, anger, fear, surprise, sadness, contempt, and disgust. The emotion score is derived from a combination of different AUs, to correspond with Ekman and Friesen’s (1986) EMFACS-7, representing seven basic emotions. Each emotion gets a value between 0–100, where 50% (50) likelihood represents a moderately strong display of facial response, 75% (75) is a strong response and 25% (25) is a mild facial response. The classification process is entirely based on statistical analysis, and the classifier provides a probabilistic outcome that reflects the probability or possibility of the expression being genuine (iMotions 9.3, 2023). The AFFDEX algorithm has been validated in several studies. For instance, when the facial expression analysis in iMotions is compared to facial electromyography (EMG), happy and angry faces correlate highly and the results of the comparison between AFFDEX and EMG are comparable (Kulke et al., 2020). In another study, Westermann et al. (2024) find that EMG determines the expressions faster than AFFDEX (approximately 800 ms). In our study, the timing delay is not a problem, since we use the max value of facial expressions during the whole stimuli session. Moreover, not adding additional tension due to electrodes applied in the face, such as when using EMG, possibly provides more reliable results (Kulke et al., 2020). When AFFDEX is compared to other emotion classifying algorithms such as FACET, the latter performs better, but the AFFDEX algorithm still achieves acceptable accuracy (Stöckli et al., 2018). However, there is always the potential for inaccurate coding when using computer vision. An examination of previous research indicates that computational algorithms align with human evaluations in detecting positive emotions, anger and neutral expressions. However, the identification of emotions like fear has proven to be more challenging (Peng and Lu, 2023). The specific programs utilized for these evaluations are not explicitly detailed in the referenced article.



Dependent variable: self-reported emotions

Firstly, after exposure to the stimuli, the participants were presented with an open-ended question: “Can you describe what you experienced while engaging with Riikka Purra’s social media content? Provide examples of how you felt during the study and if there is anything specific you reacted to.” If participants provided responses that were unclear to the researcher, clarification was sought during the debriefing session. The answers were coded for different emotional responses by two researchers at the analysis stage. To analyze the recipients’ thoughts and the depth and valence of cognitive reasoning processing, the thought-listing technique of Cacioppo and Petty (1981) was used. Each sentence was treated as an individual unit of analysis, resulting in 122 units of analysis. The sentences were coded according to their valence into positive, negative, neutral, surprised or mixed thoughts. The emotion surprised was introduced as a distinct valence because it could be interpreted as either a negative or a positive emotion, yet still not considered a mixed emotion. Following the analysis stage, the categories of surprise and mixed emotions were merged into a single category labeled” other” due to their low frequencies feeling. The coding instructions and operationalization are presented in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Operationalization of the valence of thoughts in the open-ended questions.
[image: Table2]

The two researchers coded half the material each based on the coding instructions and then each re-coded half of the material based on the provided coding instructions. We conducted an inter-reliability test on 20 randomly drawn sentences using Krippendorff’s alpha (Krippendorff, 2011), the α for the coding is 0.933, representing a very high agreement.

Secondly, the participants were asked to rate three emotions, anger, happiness and fear (Homan et al., 2023): “On a scale from 1 to 100, indicate how much you felt (emotion) where 100 represents very much (emotion) and 0 not at all (emotion).”



Significance levels and effect sizes in the analysis

As the subjects were not randomly drawn from a population, the number of subjects per group is small, and the data is not normally distributed for the dependent variables, robust nonparametric statistics were used in the analysis. For continuous variables, median values (Mdn) that are less sensitive to outliers, and interquartile range (IQR: 75th minus 25th percentile) are presented.

The nonparametric Mann–Whitney U-test, performed on mean ranks instead of initial scores, was carried out for comparisons between groups (facial expressions and self-reported emotions on a scale of 0–100). To assess effect size, which is a crucial issue in studies with small numbers of subjects (Kramer and Rosenthal, 1999), a nonparametric effect size estimator, Cliff’s delta (d), was used since it is robust in small sample sizes with non-normal distributions (Cliff, 1996). According to Vargha and Delaney (2000), Cliff’s d of 0.11, 0.28, and 0.43 correspond to small, medium, and large effects, respectively.

Differences between the groups regarding the free written sentences were analyzed with Pearson’s chi-square test. To identify categories that significantly differ from each other, we examined the adjusted residuals. Values below −1.96 or above +1.96 represent clear differences (Agresti, 2002). The interrelatedness of the emotional measurements was analyzed with Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient.

The significance level was set at p < 0.5, which is also used in other laboratory studies (e.g., Bakker et al., 2021). The designed power analysis (calculated with G*Power 3.1.9.7. software for Mann–Whitney U-test) was calculated for two-tailed tests of non-normally distributed data. This yielded an effect size of 0.9 at alpha = 0.0.5 and power (beta) = 0.75. Obviously, the high effect size means we run the risk of not noticing smaller significant differences between the treatment groups. On the other hand, it entails that the differences that are significant indicate large differences and thus likely to be found in replications of our experiment.




Results


Facial expressions during the stimuli exposure

Firstly, we address the first research question: What emotional responses do the right-wing populist communication strategies ordinariness and victimhood evoke in individuals belonging to an out-group? Table 3 presents the maximum values of facial expressions observed during the stimuli exposure. Overall, the two treatment groups exhibit comparable emotional responses. For respondents viewing Instagram, anger emerges as the facial expression with the highest maximum values recorded (2.1). For respondents viewing TikTok, surprise emerges as the facial expression with the highest maximum value (2.5). No significant differences between the groups emerge for any of the facial expressions. Furthermore, these numbers represent less than a mild facial expression (iMotions 9.3, 2023). These findings suggest that the two strategies, ordinariness and victimhood, did not elicit strong initial emotional responses in the participants.



TABLE 3 The median max value per experimental treatment during stimuli presentation (IQR in parenthesis, scale 0–100).
[image: Table3]



Self-reported emotions

The participants wrote a total of 122 sentences after the stimuli presentations. On average, participants in the Instagram group and the TikTok group wrote similar amounts of sentences, 3.0 and 2.7, respectively. In Table 4, there is a statistically significant association between type of exposure and emotions expressed in the sentences by the participants. A further examination of the adjusted residuals showed that the proportion of sentences expressing positive and negative emotions clearly differs between the exposure types. A higher proportion of sentences expressing positive emotions was found among participants exposed to ordinariness stimuli on Instagram (39%) compared to those exposed to victimhood stimuli on TikTok (14%). Conversely, a higher proportion of the sentences written by the group exposed to victimhood stimuli on TikTok reported negative emotions (29%) than did the sentences by the group that were exposed to the ordinariness stimuli on Instagram (8%).



TABLE 4 Presence of emotions in reported sentences by the participants after stimuli exposure.
[image: Table4]

A closer inspection of the surprise sentences shows that the proportion of sentences expressing surprise is significantly larger in the pool of sentences uttered by the participants who viewed the Instagram stimuli (8 of 66 sentences, 12%) compared to the sentences by the participants exposed to TikTok stimuli (1 of 56 sentences, 2%), Fisher’s exact test, p < 0.05.

Finally, we inquired with the participants regarding their emotional experiences concerning three distinct emotions: anger, fear, and happiness. Table 5 presents the median values for each treatment group. The findings indicate that after exposure to the ordinariness strategy, participants reported experiencing a high degree of happiness (48), compared to exposure to the victimhood strategy (3). Findings indicate that the participants exposed to the ordinariness strategy reported experiencing a significantly higher degree of happiness (48) compared to the participants that were exposed to the victimhood strategy (3). Conversely, exposure to the victimhood strategy elicited stronger feelings of anger (30) and fear (9), in comparison to exposure to the ordinariness strategy (0 for both emotions). All these three emotions differ significantly between the two treatment groups. All these three emotions differ significantly between the two treatment groups, and the effect size is large, Cliff’ s d > 0.48.



TABLE 5 Self-reported emotions on a scale from 0–100 after the stimuli presentation, median value (IQR).
[image: Table5]

In summary, based on the self-reported emotional responses, the ordinariness strategy elicited notably more and stronger positive emotions, as evidenced by the free, written expressions following exposure to the stimulus, as well as by responses regarding feelings of happiness, anger, and fear where happiness emerged as the dominant and exclusive emotion. In contrast, the victimhood strategy yielded a higher prevalence of negative emotional written responses, significantly surpassing the reactions to ordinariness content. Furthermore, the victimhood strategy within self-reported emotions of anger and fear was notably accentuated exposure to the victimhood strategy evoked stronger self-reported emotions of anger and fear compared to the ordinariness stimuli. We address the exploratory research question of how emotional responses manifest through different measurements in the concluding discussion.



The interrelatedness of measurements

Our second research inquiry sought to explore the interrelationship between psychophysiological and self-report measures of emotions in response to out-group right-wing populist content. Previous research highlights the potential divergence among various measures of emotions. To address this, we conducted a correlation analysis involving correlations between the maximum values of facial expressions for anger, fear, and happiness, and self-reported measures for anger, fear, and happiness (Table 6).



TABLE 6 Interrelatedness of measurements.
[image: Table6]

These analyses yield overall negative null result, suggesting no correlation in the interrelationship between psychophysiological and self-reported measures in response to out-group populist content. There is however one significant correlation between facial expressions of anger and self-reported measures of anger for the participants who watched the TikTok stimuli. The victimhood strategy produced higher amounts of self-reported anger, which correlated with more facial expressions of anger. However, when looking at the aggregated level, no significant correlations were found for any of the three emotions.




Conclusions and discussion

This study investigated the emotional responses to social media content produced by a right-wing populist leader. The study used authentic social media content expressing the populist strategies of ordinariness (on Instagram) and victimhood (on TikTok). In the study, we employed various measures to capture emotional responses, including psychophysiological measures through facial expressions and two distinct self-report measures.

Regarding the first research question—what emotional responses do the right-wing populist communication strategies ordinariness and victimhood evoke in individuals belonging to an out-group—the study yields mixed results. Exposure to the two strategies does not result in differences regarding facial expressions. This type of content did not produce strong emotional facial expressions in the respondents, nor did the type of facial expressions differ between the ordinariness group and the victimhood group. However, self-reported emotions expressed in writing show significant differences between the groups. Concerning self-reported emotions, exposure to victimhood caused more negative emotions while exposure to ordinariness evoked more positive emotions when compared to each other. Previous studies found that out-group language was effective in evoking anger and ridicule (Rathje et al., 2021), but in this study, we find that out-group language through different strategies produces both positive self-reported emotional responses (exposure to ordinariness strategy) and negative self-reported emotional responses (exposure to victimhood strategy). This can explain why studies examining the effects of social media on affective polarization yield mixed results (Kim, 2015; Bail et al., 2018) as previous studies may have employed a wide range of framing strategies for social media content. Both strategies also resulted in a high number of neutral self-reported expressions. These results indicate that the initial emotional response to stimuli presentation did not strongly evoke emotions in participants when considering the strategies of ordinariness and victimhood by an out-group content creator. This finding is particularly intriguing since previous research has predominantly centered on negative emotions (Bakker et al., 2021). It underscores the potential for positive and neutral emotions to be associated with out-group content (Jost et al., 2020). In comparison, some studies show that when unintentionally encountering out-group content, it must not backfire negatively (Zhu et al., 2024).

Previous research indicates that the different measurements of emotions do not necessarily align (Barrett and Satpute, 2019; Homan et al., 2023). Therefore, we posed an exploratory research question: How are the psychophysiological and self-report measures of emotions interrelated in out-group response to right-wing populist content? Interestingly, we found a correlation concerning emotional expressions of anger for the group who watched the victimhood strategy on TikTok, where higher self-reported scores of anger correlate with more angry facial expressions. Anger was the dominant self-reported emotion for the victimhood strategy. Previous studies have reported that facial expressions of fear might be more challenging to capture (Peng and Lu, 2023), and since there is relatively little self-reported fear by the participants in the two exposure groups it is perhaps not surprising to not see a correlation for this emotion. At the same time, although the ordinariness strategy resulted in high levels of self-reported happiness, this is not visible in the facial expressions for the Instagram group, nor at the aggregated level. One explanation is that facial expressions shown in a laboratory setting in response to video stimuli might be more covert, and not as easily detected as for instance overt emotional expression in a public setting (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024). Previous research has also highlighted that different measurements capture different aspects of affect and emotional expression (Barrett and Satpute, 2019; Homan et al., 2023), and that combining different measurements provides a broader picture of the emotional experience (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024).

Another interpretation of the discrepancy between the facial expressions and the self-reported emotions suggests that differences emerge between the groups when cognitive reasoning becomes a factor (see Marcus et al., 2000). This demonstrates that prior to the cognitive reasoning process, when the affect is unconscious, there are no clear differences between the two treatment groups as the facial expressions analysis demonstrated. However, when participants are required to cognitively assess the emotions they have experienced, the perception of the out-group populist leader or her social media content comes into play and these self-reported emotions (both positive and negative) intensify significantly compared to the pre-conscious assessment. In other words, in contrast to Homan et al. (2023), when being exposed to out-group content, people increase their cognitive reasoning and self-reported emotional reactions consciously or unconsciously. This implies that the perception of affective polarization towards the out-group elicits stronger self-reported emotions. In the context of the ordinariness strategy, which can also be viewed as de-demonization (Albertazzi and Bonansinga, 2023), it implies that communication from the out-group may pleasantly surprise individuals, evoking positive emotions. If the de-demonization strategy proves effective for a critical case such as the out-group, it is likely to be successful with other voter demographics as well.

There are some limitations of this study. Since it is an exploratory laboratory study the sample size is usually relatively small, the results presented do not readily support making broad generalizations. Thus, these findings should be viewed as exploratory. Further studies with larger samples and better power would be important to further validate the findings of this study. Nevertheless, some of the discoveries propose thought-provoking inquiries and avenues for future investigation. In particular, refraining from overly broad categorizations of content on social media is essential, for instance, only talking about right-wing populist communication is not sufficient. In this study, we demonstrate how right-wing populist strategies can elicit positive emotional responses from recipients belonging to the out-group, in this case, a critical case involving a sample that, while not the typical target audience of such communication, represents a group with the potential to broaden the Finns Party’s electorate. Using real-world stimuli, from two different platforms, is always a trade-off between internal and external validity because they are more complex and difficult to control (Shadish et al., 2002), and future studies could design fictitious social media posts that precisely manipulate the aspect one wishes to investigate, to increase the internal validity. In this study, we focused on communication from a right-wing populist leader representing one party, making broad generalizations about populist movements limited, especially since there is a broad heterogeneity in populist parties in Europe (Hameleers et al., 2021). Furthermore, future studies could consider using content from ordinary citizens from the out-group, as affective polarization is not limited to negative emotions only for the political elite (Iyengar et al., 2012).

In this study, the initial unconscious responses of facial expressions were measured alongside self-reports. Within this investigation, we found clear differences between treatments regarding the self-reported cognitive assessments of emotional responses, but not within the measurement of facial expressions. This result may not come as a surprise, considering that prior studies have predominantly relied on cognitive reasoning aspects of emotions, such as self-reports, written statements, or even Facebook reaction buttons, to analyze emotional expression and develop theoretical foundations (Bradley et al., 2001; Homan et al., 2023; Zhu et al., 2024). Consequently, we call for further research combining psychophysiological measurements with self-reported responses. In this study, the angry facial expressions correlate to more self-expressed anger for the victimhood stimuli. The ordinariness stimulus that was perceived as more positive did not correlate with positive facial expressions. It would be intriguing to expand the assessment beyond facial expressions to include other measures of psychophysiology (e.g., skin conductance) to determine if similar patterns can also be discerned in those measures, and to combine the measurements with eye-tracking (Bakker and Schumacher, 2024) as a tool to determine what specific features of the social media content that capture the attention of the viewers. Especially when using real content, echoing the way individuals are impacted by social media in their everyday lives (Banks et al., 2021), other types of features that are displayed alongside the original post, such as comments from other users, could contribute to the emotional response of the participants. The impact of the gender of populist party leaders in shaping voter impressions through an ordinariness strategy that highlights their private life is an interesting avenue to explore. Based on an experimental study, Bast et al. (2022) show that female populist leaders are not harmed by emphasizing their private roles. Our findings support this, as the ordinariness strategy evoked positive emotions. However, Purra did not provide glimpses of family life, and the sample in our study had a female bias.

In conclusion, in our case, a female right-wing populist politician a politician who employs different social media tactics has the capacity to elicit both positive and negative emotions in a skeptical public that dislikes the politician in question. Showing a populist leader as an approachable ordinary person, doing everyday tasks, gives the respondents a positive emotional experience, even though the respondents position the populist party as an outgroup from themselves. However, when the social media content expresses victimhood contentmessages with a critique of the elite and societal threats, the respondents expressed anger. The findings align with prior research highlighting the emotional nature of right-wing populism, intending to elicit affective reactions from the public (Martella and Bracciale, 2022; Schumacher et al., 2022). However, the expression of negative emotions toward a victimhood strategy may stem from a distaste for the strategy itself and its originator, or as an emotional reaction to the specific message. Notably, the Instagram group initially disliked the Finns Party the most; however, over time, they had more positive emotional expressions. Employing multiple methods, including eye-tracking and more nuanced self-reported assessments beyond standard survey items, could assist researchers in unraveling the intricate processes involved in emotional responses. Additionally, it is noteworthy that the negative dimension of affective polarization in this context is primarily shaped by the framing of the content, rather than being rooted in immediate, unconscious emotional reactions.
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Footnotes

1   In political science literature, various labels such as “populist radical right,” “far right,” and “extreme right” are frequently used to classify these parties. We use the label “right-wing populist party” to characterize the Finns Party. This designation indicates that the party adopts an authoritarian stance on socio-cultural issues (e.g., opposing multiculturalism) while maintaining a less defined position on socio-economic issues (e.g., welfare services).
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