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 ABSTRACT

Introduction: This research has analyzed the visual discourse on Instagram of the European far-right parties in Italy, Germany, France, Spain, Belgium, Austria and Poland on the COVID-19 vaccines carried out during 2021. The main objective has been focused on in discovering the position of these parties regarding the vaccination process against the coronavirus and the use of biased strategies or frames linked to misinformation. Methodology: (N=1050) Instagram posts have been analyzed using visual content analysis. The results show that the European far-right parties studied have not used their Instagram accounts to spread health strategies to alleviate the effects of COVID-19. Results: The contents disseminated have turned out to be individualistic and consistent with the ideals of each party. Except for specific exceptions, in general all the parties have shown a neutral position without being very explicit in their positions. Discussion: What these findings reveal is an inclination not to make decisive speeches that could make them lose voters, despite maintaining a critical position that pretends to be an alternative to the official one. Conclusions: Their main speeches allude to the lack of individual freedom, the voluntariness in the administration of the dose, the rejection of vaccination of children and the denial of the COVID passport.
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RESUMEN 

Introducción: En esta investigación se ha analizado el discurso visual en Instagram de los partidos de extrema derecha europeos de Italia, Alemania, Francia, España, Bélgica, Austria y Polonia sobre las vacunas contra la COVID-19 realizados durante 2021. El objetivo principal se ha centrado en descubrir el posicionamiento de estos partidos frente al proceso de vacunación contra el coronavirus y el empleo de estrategias o encuadres sesgados vinculados con la desinformación. Metodología: Se han analizado (N=1050) publicaciones de Instagram mediante un análisis de contenido visual. Los resultados evidencian que los partidos de extrema derecha europeos analizados no han empleado sus cuentas de Instagram para difundir estrategias sanitarias con las que paliar los efectos de la COVID-19. Resultados: Los contenidos difundidos han resultados ser individualistas y acordes con los ideales propios de cada partido. Salvo excepciones puntuales, en general todos los partidos han mostrado una posición neutra sin ser muy explícitos en sus posiciones. Discusión: Lo que revelan estos hallazgos es una inclinación para no realizar discursos determinantes que puedan hacerles perder votantes, a pesar de mantener una postura crítica que pretende ser alternativa a la oficial. Conclusiones: Sus discursos principales aluden a la falta de libertad individual, a la voluntariedad en la administración de la dosis, al rechazo de la vacunación a niños y a la negación ante el pasaporte COVID.
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1. INTRODUCTION

We live in times of major global changes to communication. The phenomenon of disinformation has burst into the public arena, with an internet architecture that conforms perfectly to the political activity of the new generations: more informal, peer-oriented, and allergic to authority (Storsul, 2014), where political actors can produce and disseminate their own media content (Crilley & Gillespie, 2019). This situation has allowed populist parties on the far right of the political spectrum to leverage social media platforms and their user-generated content, thereby leapfrogging over the obligatory intermediation of traditional media (Krämer, 2017). In 2016, Donald Trump’s presidential victory in the United States and the success of the Brexit campaign in the United Kingdom marked a new era, unleashing an epistemic crisis in contemporary democratic societies (Benkler et al., 2018) characterized by phenomena such as fake news and post-truth (McIntyre, 2018). Although its origins can be traced much further back, the term “fake news” was coined by the journalist Craig Silverman of BuzzFeed (2017) to explain certain media processes that were unfolding in the United States and other countries. Due to its use as an insult to discredit any media outlet that contradicts one’s own ideology (as Donald Trump used it repeatedly during his term as US president), some authors have recommended not using the term “fake news”, instead favoring the concept of “disinformation” (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017).

Another phenomenon of recent years has been the rise of political parties identified as extreme or far right, which have seen an expansion of global proportions (Brils et al., 2020; Halikiopoulou, 2020). Researchers such as Mudde (2019) describe this as a “fourth wave” of the far right, characterized by a powerful media impact and widespread acceptance of its principles. The “far right” label is an umbrella term that includes radical and extreme right parties covering a broad spectrum of ideological positions, ranging from outright rejection of the democratic system and support for the use of violence to an acceptance of democracy but without admitting essential elements of it, such as minority rights and pluralism (Wondreys & Mudde, 2022). Mudde coined the term “populist radical right” (PRR) to refer to parties considered nativist, authoritarian and populist (Mudde, 2007).

Economic crises and issues arising from mass migration seem to lie at the historical roots of contemporary populism (Laclau, 2005). These phenomena have been especially intense in recent years, creating circumstances favorable to the growth of populist movements, which also benefit from the effects of an uneven globalization (Kübler & Kriesi, 2017). Populism is not easy to define (Mudde, 2007) as it covers a wide range of political positions and can be studied from a variety of perspectives (Alonso-Muñoz & Casero-Ripollés, 2020). There is, however, a general consensus that populism is a “weak” and opportunistic ideology that adapts easily to circumstances and contexts (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2018; Aalberg & de Vreese, 2017) best suited to the achievement of its objectives (for example, splitting society into the separate camps of “the people” and a “corrupt elite”). It is also widely agreed that discourse and communication play an important role in the raison d'être of populism; i.e., that populism should be understood as a “communication phenomenon” (de Vreese et al., 2018; Casero-Ripollés et al., 2017) characterized by a particular way of explaining its ideas and propositions (Block & Negrine, 2017; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). The strong emotional charge and the sensationalist, provocative, and polarizing tone (Arias, 2016) it employs to create stereotypes of “the Other” are some of these characteristics. However, the use of these strategies can vary in degree, which in turn gives rise to different forms of populism (Aalberg et al., 2017). In view of the above, the media needs to be a key consideration for any analysis of populism.

The recent rise of populism has coincided in time with the outbreak of the global COVID-19 pandemic, which has also become an important factor in political terms, constituting a perfect hotbed for the growth of populist movements, particularly on the far right, and for the dissemination of falsehoods and disinformation related to sensitive public health issues such as vaccines. The opposition of populist far-right parties to both the scientific and political elite (Eberl et al., 2021) has been a constant since the beginning of the pandemic. This context has exacerbated the propensity of extremists to spread conspiracy theories based on anti-elitist, populist and simplistically dualistic worldviews, which depict the academics and scientists who struggle to fight them as members of a technocratic class with the same flaws they deem inherent in our political representatives.



2. THE FAR RIGHT AND POPULISM ON SOCIAL MEDIA AND INSTAGRAM

Following events such as Britain’s decision to leave the EU and Donald Trump’s victory in the US presidential elections in 2016, there has been a growing concern about the role of social media as a contributing factor to polarization and the destabilization of democratic systems (Bennett & Livingston, 2018; Iosifidis & Wheeler, 2018). The well-known sociological phenomenon of homophily, whereby individuals with similar interests (including politics) tend to group together, (McPherson et al., 2001), is now made manifest in online interactions in the form of another key concept related to disinformation: what the internet activist Eli Pariser (2011) calls the “filter bubble.”

By their nature, social media platforms facilitate the dissemination of messages around the world, leapfrogging over the filters imposed by traditional media, which are deemed to be mediatized by the power of the elite (van Erkel & van-Aelst, 2020; Mazzoleni, 2008). This feature of social media is greatly valued by populist parties (Engesser et al., 2017). Moreover, the content posted on social media, as an alternative to messaging on traditional media outlets, is characterized by a kind of “spectacularization” and an emotionalism associated with populist discourse (Gerbaudo, 2018). These persuasive strategies are particularly effective in the case of disseminating images or videos, which may not be sufficiently studied given that fake news tends to be examined as a strictly textual issue. Our brains can process images at an incredible speed, much faster than they process text (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017).

Some recent studies have highlighted this visual dimension of messages produced and disseminated by parties identified as populist far-right movements (Pérez-Curiel & Rivas-de-Roca, 2022). And while many examine such dissemination on the highly news-focused platform Twitter, increasing attention is being given to alternative platforms like Instagram, which, according to Al-Rawi (2020), has become a toxic battleground despite its reputation in popular culture as a harmless platform suited to communications about fashion, and where young people can share selfies and photographs of their travel and dining experiences. In fact, we would argue that apparently innocuous visual messages such as memes are often used as highly effective political attacks and that they therefore deserve more attention and scholarly study.

Although Instagram is ranked fourth among the world’s most popular social media platforms, behind Facebook, YouTube, and WhatsApp, its number of users has grown to 1.393 billion (Statista, 2021). Local data for Spain indicates that Facebook and WhatsApp continue to be the most popular social media platforms, although in 2021 Instagram moved into third place, followed by YouTube and Twitter. Moreover, Facebook’s popularity dropped in relation to the previous year, while Instagram’s increased from 59 to 64% (IAB Spain, 2021). This makes this more visually oriented platform an interesting case study for the analysis of political content, especially given its popularity among young people who get their news on the platform, who represent a significant demographic in electoral terms (Newman et al., 2020). In fact, Santiago Abascal, the leader of Spain’s far-right party, Vox, acknowledges that they have a very strong presence on Instagram, a forum with more images than words and a predominantly young audience, in contrast to Twitter, which is more popular with journalists, politicians, and ideologues.

Messages posted by politicians on Instagram have attracted considerable scholarly attention in recent years. The Swedish general elections of 2014 were one of the first electoral events in which Instagram was used as a campaign tool, although according to a study by Filimonov et al. (2016), the parties used the platform merely to reproduce content posted elsewhere, as a kind of “billboard.” Other authors, such as Lalancette & Raynaud (2017), have found that political actors regularly share content related to their private lives on this platform. In Spain, research has shown how Instagram has become a tool for “spectacularization” (López-Rabadán & Doménech-Fabregat, 2021) and that populist far-right parties like Vox use the platform more to define their image as professional politicians and approachable individuals than to disseminate typically extreme-right messages (Sampietro & Sánchez-Castillo, 2020).

Other studies have analyzed specific narratives disseminated by Vox on this platform, such as anti-feminist (Bernárdez-Rodal et al., 2020) and anti-immigration narratives (Jaramillo-Dent et al., 2021). This far-right party uses Instagram to convey a clear message: Vox is the only party that knows and understands the needs of the Spanish people, which are defined in opposition to foreign interests. A noteworthy study at the pan-European level was conducted by Bast (2021), taking an international perspective on how European populist far-right leaders present themselves on Instagram. The main conclusion of his study is in line with the research on Vox discussed above: the creation of a “professional” image and the idea of being closer to the common people stand out over other frames traditionally associated with the far right that may be perceived as more aggressive.



3. POSITION OF THE EUROPEAN FAR RIGHT ON COVID-19 

Far-right parties in the European Union (EU) have monopolized the discourse of opposition to the policies implemented by governments and institutions in an effort to halt the spread of COVID-19, including vaccination campaigns (Eberl et al., 2021). However, the reaction has not been the same everywhere, as there has been considerable variation depending on the country and on whether the party in question is in government or opposition (Wondreys & Mudde, 2022). What is common to all far-right parties is the absolute distrust in the scientific and political elite that has marked their responses throughout the pandemic.

For example, among European far-right parties we might expect to find more denialist discourses in line with the reactions of Trump or Bolsonaro, both of whom dismissed the severity of the virus from the outset; however, such discourses have not been widespread among these parties, which instead have sought to promote disinformation about COVID-19 with all kinds of statements that fan the flames of different conspiracy theories (Vieten, 2020). There is a large number of studies exploring the relationship between the pandemic and different political stances (McNeil-Willson, 2020). The most common of such stances, many of which are associated with an exclusionary form of nationalism (Bieber, 2020), include the theory that the virus was produced by the Chinese or is the result of immigration (especially illegal immigration) and that it is therefore an external enemy intended to disrupt the peaceful life of the national community; that it was created by “dirty” people who “do not wash,” in contrast to the hygiene and “purity” of the country’s citizens; or even that it was developed in a laboratory run by Jews, thereby reviving anti-Semitic tropes of the past (Ehsan, 2020).

In keeping with the ideology of these parties, with its rejection of globalization and liberalism, their first reaction was to call for the closure of national borders to protect the country from the external threat (Wondreys & Mudde, 2022). The far right saw this crisis as an opportunity for nation states to recover the sovereignty they had lost now that the fragile nature of these globalizing processes had been exposed. They thus focused much more on care and support for their fellow citizens, while criticizing governments for acting too slowly and weakly in response to the skyrocketing infections and deaths around Europe in the first months of the pandemic (McNeil-Willson, 2020). It is certainly true that in the first wave of the pandemic the responses of the different governments and of transnational institutions like the EU were fiercely criticized for their ineptitude, lack of planning, and the selfishness implicit in their efforts to ensure a supply of facemasks and vaccines for their own citizens at the expense of international cooperation and the needs of less developed countries. If there is anything about the virus that we know for certain, it is that it can only be overcome through a global approach, a fact that went ignored by most European nations. This circumstance was exploited by the forces of the far right in order to legitimize and consolidate their political agenda, albeit with some serious contradictions.

Indeed, as the pandemic grew worse and governments extended lockdowns and increased restrictions in an effort to contain the virus, including strict border closures, the position of European far-right parties varied widely (Wondreys & Mudde, 2022; Halikiopoulou, 2020). Those that were in government at the time, such as PiS (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość) in Poland, exploited the situation to restrict individual freedoms and undermine the internal conditions of democracies that were already weak before the pandemic began. Parties in opposition, on the other hand, accused governments of excessive regulations on citizens’ movements that were violating personal freedoms and destroying the economy. For example, at the beginning of the pandemic, AfD (Alternative für Deutschland) called on the German government to impose stricter measures, and then later claimed that lockdowns were no longer effective or appropriate. This frustration with the state, which was shared by many other citizens, led European far-right parties (together with COVID denialists and anti-vaccine groups) to encourage large-scale protests and demonstrations throughout 2021 in countries such as France, Italy, Austria, Denmark, and the Netherlands, protesting against further lockdowns, vaccine mandates, or the COVID passport requirement to gain access to entertainment venues and cultural events. There were even inflammatory arguments comparing the supposed persecution of the unvaccinated to the singling out of Jews under the Nazi regime.

Obviously, these discourses are not entirely new but have been fermenting for some time, associated with populist movements that have been gaining legitimacy in many parts of the world in recent years (Eberl et al., 2021). Nevertheless, it is also clear that it is far-right parties that are benefiting the most from these circumstances, especially as a result of the handling of the pandemic, as they seek to promote a new political order (Bieber, 2020) and to gain greater visibility and credibility in a context of social polarization, despite the efforts of social media platforms to censor any fake news or disinformation about COVID-19 posted on their platforms.

In view of the considerations outlined above, for this study the following hypothesis and research questions were proposed:

H1 The European far-right parties analyzed in this study all adopt the same position regarding the use of vaccines against COVID-19.

RQ1 What discourse do they use as an argument against mass vaccination? Does it include disinformation?

RQ2 Have far-right parties in Europe used their strong presence on Instagram to engage in public emergency messaging against COVID-19?



4. METHODOLOGY

The methodology for this research draws on various studies that apply discourse analysis (van Leeuwen, 2008) to political profiles on Instagram (Lalancette & Raynauld, 2017; Lilleker et al., 2019; Sampietro & Sánchez-Castillo, 2020). Specifically, this involves analyzing the visual and textual elements present in each post, as social media users consider both textual and visual elements to judge the profiles of other users (Pelled et al., 2017).

To answer the research questions posed for this study, we analyzed visual archives, photos, and videos. In the case of videos, the first image or frame was encoded, since this is immediately visible when Instagram users scroll through their feed and projects the maximum impact (Haßler et al., 2021). It is the methodology used by Lalancette and Raynauld (2017) in their study on Instagram on the figure of Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. The authors qualify as "visual digital content" or "online images", both still and moving images. Also Sampietro and Sánchez-Castillo, (2020) in their analysis of the image of Santiago Abascal (Vox), analyze the figure of the politician from the so-called "visual texts" that arise from the staging of still and moving images from the same point of view.

The Instagram accounts of the far-right parties analyzed are: Germany’s Alternative für Deutschland (AfD),1 led by Jörg Meuthen and Tino Chrupalla; Poland’s Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (PiS),2 led by Jarosław Kaczyński; Spain’s Vox,3 led by Santiago Abascal; France’s Rassemblement National (RN),4 led by Marine Le Pen; Belgium’s Vlaams Belang (VB),5 led by Tom van Grieken; Austria’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ),6 led by Heinz-Christian Strache; and Italy’s Lega Nord (LN),7 led by Matteo Salvini. The study focused on the Instagram accounts of the political parties rather than the individual accounts of their leaders, as the intention was to identify the content posted by far-right organizations and analyze their discourses as organizations, without considering the personal interests of their leaders. The analysis covers a period from the authorization of the first safe and effective COVID vaccine by the European Commission on December 1, 2020 (EC.Europa.eu, 2020) to November 26, 2021, when the World Health Organization (WHO) issued an alert classifying the Omicron variant as a COVID-19 variant of concern (WHO, 2021). Over this 12-month period, a large volume of political information was posted on social media platforms in Europe with the aim of polarizing public opinion about vaccination against COVID-19 (Brubaker, 2021; Brils et al., 2020; Down & Joon-Han, 2021).

The analysis included 150 posts by each party, obtained randomly using the “=RAND()” function in Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Corp.) for all of the posts on the parties’ Instagram profiles. The number of units of analysis is analogous to that of current research involving social media platform content analysis (Li et al., 2021; Boatman et al., 2021; Unni & Weinstein, 2021).

In addition to knowing the participation rate of each match, data was obtained on the number of followers of the party’s official account, the number of likes for each post with visual content related to the research, and the number of comments. The engagement rate measures the number of interactions that social media users have with a particular post, and the number of likes, reactions, and comments the post receives (Larsson, 2016). Given that there are many ways to calculate engagement and considering the specific features of each platform, for this study the formula used is [(number of likes+ number of comments) / number of followers] x 100, an adaptation of the engagement rate formula developed by Chen (et al., 2021).

Six “crisis frames” related to the far right in Europe were identified in their posts on Instagram, associated with the concepts of migration, globalization, governance, liberty, resilience, and conspiracy. These frames offer an understanding of the interactive processes that take place between far-right groups, global events, and the authorities (McNeil-Willson, 2020). The content analysis explores how the far right in Europe has developed its visual discourse on COVID-19 on Instagram and identifies the deliberate emphasis on certain aspects of reality and the concealment of others, while also identifying diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational components of these frames (Snow & Bedford, 1992).

Frames provide an important means of analyzing the language and symbolism used by political groups and they have proven useful for exploring key issues underlying the rise and success of the far right. They also offer information for understanding and interpreting the activist discourse of far-right organizations, identifying important contexts that define these parties in areas such as identity, migration, traditional values, and self-portrayal (Guenthe et al., 2020). These frames provide a very sound basis for identifying the responses of the far right to the public health crisis, and also in a broader political and organizational context. The six crisis frames are:


	Migration: the spread of COVID-19 as a result of migration across open borders.


	Globalization: the spread of COVID-19 as a result of globalization and multiculturalism, criticizing weak border controls due to a globalist agenda and warning against European multiculturalism as a way of overlapping ideological principles related to national identity and neo-fascism (Zuquete, 2018).


	Governance: the impact of COVID-19 as a result of government mismanagement.


	Liberty: the political parties express concern about the use of lockdowns as a means of public control, endangering the basic pillars of democracy and using the virus as a pretext for invading our privacy. This frame is also related to the opposition against vaccine mandates.


	Resilience: posts that promote resilience against COVID-19. Resilience is defined here as the capacity of the people to confront and respond to adversity, and their ability to take advantage of different sources of strength (individual or social) in order to adapt and meet challenges and situations of tension, stress, or trauma (McNeil-Willson, 2020). Examples of resilience include care for vulnerable groups, donations of foodstuffs and basic necessities, volunteering and the Red Cross, army assistance, blood donations, charity work in hospitals, etc.


	Conspiracy: COVID-19 is used deliberately as a distraction to promote disinformation about the virus and general suggestions of conspiracy theories. This frame, which can be difficult to identify, includes a wide variety of approaches, including erroneous information such as the idea that the virus was manufactured in a laboratory, that information on COVID-19 is being used as a smokescreen to distract from other more important realities, that vaccination is being driven by the economic interests of pharmaceutical multinationals, etc.




The six frames outlined above can be interpreted in multiple ways, which means that any individual frame might overlap to varying degrees with others. For this reason, it was decided to assess them using a Likert scale (1-5) in order to identify the intensity of the presence of each variable. This made it possible to obtain more precise results and scaled measurements. Four variables were established to identify the attitude towards vaccination (in favor; against; neutral; protest), in this case using a percentile quantification. The “protest” variable should not be confused with “against,” as it is possible that a post in which protest is the dominant feature may not clearly define its position in favor or against vaccination.

To mitigate the possibility of bias in the coding of the units of analysis, an intercoder reliability process was conducted on the six frames. Two analysts who did not participate in the initial coding evaluated a subsample of 50% of the posts by each party (n=75), making for a total of 525 units of analysis that were submitted to this process to measure the degree of consensus or agreement reached. For the reliability calculations two criteria were used: the observed agreement coefficient, and Cohen’s kappa coefficient (κ).

The average agreement percentage indicator for each variable were as follows: Migration: 87%, (κ)= 0.818; Globalization: 88%, (κ)= 0.872; Governance: 70%, (κ)= 0.776; Liberty: 89%, (κ)= 0.883; Resilience: 80%, (κ)= 0.762; and Conspiracy: 73%, (κ)= 0.712. Although the variables are subject to subjective interpretation, and the data suggests that this is especially true of the “Conspiracy” and “Resilience” variables, these results indicate that the intercoder reliability was sufficient, taking into account the standards established in Social Sciences (Oliden & Zumbo, 2008), and thus the reliability of the statistical process was confirmed. The percentage indicator in stance on vaccination were as follows: In favor 83%, (κ)= 0.813; Against 81%, (κ)= 0.793; Neutral 88%, (κ)= 0.882 and Protest 87%, (κ)= 0.893. The statistical process was carried out using SPSS (v21.IBM).



5. RESULTS

In response to the first hypothesis (H1), the results show that the far-right parties analyzed in this study have not adopted a homogeneous discourse on Instagram in relation to COVID-19 vaccination in Europe (Table 1).

Table 1.

Mean Scores. Parties/Frames.













	
	Migration
	Globalization
	Governance
	Liberty
	Resilience
	Conspiracy





	AfD
	2.06
	1.92
	1.32
	2.95
	3.01
	2.49



	PiS
	2.03
	1.60
	1.32
	2.15
	3.45
	2.38



	Vox
	1.82
	1.83
	1.78
	1.77
	1.83
	1.74



	RN
	2.05
	2.16
	2.58
	3.26
	2.07
	2.17



	VG
	1.87
	1.91
	1.82
	3.13
	1.85
	1.91



	FPÖ
	1.80
	1.85
	1.75
	2.86
	1.71
	2.92



	LN
	1.89
	1.89
	2.81
	3.25
	2.83
	1.98



	Mean
	1.93
	1.88
	1.91
	2.76
	2.39
	2.22





Source: Own elaboration.

In general terms, the frame with the biggest presence is Liberty (M=2.76), referring to individual freedom and the use of government policy to impose societal control. Of the parties analyzed, the only one that forms part of the government in its country is the Polish party Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (PiS) led by Jarosław Kaczyński. Its status as a governing party has compelled it to adopt a discourse focusing more on the statistics on vaccinations and less on the gravity of the case numbers, the use of the COVID passport, or the alleged violation of basic rights (Figure 1).

Figure 1.

Prawo Sprawiedliwość (PIS), Poland “Vaccinations administered”



Source: https://www.instagram.com/PISORGPL/

The three parties that do not make extensive use of the Liberty frame are Spain’s Vox, Austria’s FPÖ and Germany’s AfD. The Spanish party led by Santiago Abascal invokes a patriotic discourse of Resilience (M=1.83), employing military terminology to call Spaniards to the defense of the nation against the enemy, which in this case is COVID-19, responding to adversity with the support of institutions like the Red Cross or the Spanish army. It also makes subtle references to problems of Globalization (M=1.83) and open borders as explanations for the public health crisis. On the other hand, the Austrian far-right party (FPÖ) focuses on a narrative of Conspiracy (M=2.92), which it uses to undermine the official discourse (Figure 2), while Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) also makes frequent use of a discourse of Resilience (M=3.01).

Figure 2.

Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs, Austria. “No to experimenting with our kids”



Source: https://www.instagram.com/fpoe_at/

In response to the first research question (RQ1), the rest of the parties embrace a discourse questioning the repression of individual freedoms, expressing opposition to the control over individual movement entailed in the so-called “COVID Passport,” as exemplified in a post by the Belgian party (Figure 3). However, there is no widespread dissemination of disinformation related to COVID-19, which would be more clearly associated with conspiracy theories or with blaming the public health crisis on migration or the processes of globalization, issues generally at the very heart of populist far-right ideology.

Figure 3.

Vlaams Belang, Belgium. “No compulsory COVID Passport”



Source: https://www.instagram.com/vlaamsbelang/

On the other hand, the data presented in Table 2 reveals that not all parties have taken a neutral stance in relation to vaccination, a fact consistent with the diversity of populist discourses (Aalberg et al., 2017).

Table 2.

Mean Scores. Parties/Frames.



Source: Own elaboration.

The German party (AfD) expresses support for vaccination (N=106; 70.7%) provided that it is not made compulsory but left as a personal choice within the scope of individual freedoms, although the party does oppose vaccination for children under the age of 12 (Figure 4). The same favorable position on vaccination (N=115; 76.7%) is evident in the posts of the Polish party (PiS).

Figure 4.

Alternative für Deutchland (AfD), Germany “Söder wants to impose the vaccine on children under 12. Hands off our kids”



Source: https://www.instagram.com/afd.bund/

The Spanish (Vox), French (RN), Belgian (VG), and Italian (LN) parties have all exhibited a neutral position on vaccines in their posts, although they do position their party strategies identified in the frame analysis (Table 1). Conversely, the discourse of the Austrian far right party is marked by a categorical rejection of vaccination (N=100; 66.7%). This variability is another reflection of the adaptability of populist parties, which seek to leverage all political and social circumstances to their advantage (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2018).

In response to the second research question (RQ2), based on the results outlined above, it can be concluded that the European far-right parties analyzed have taken a partisan approach to their messaging on Instagram, promoting their party positions rather than making use of the huge influence they exert on their followers on this platform to communicate useful public health information (Drylie-Carey et al., 2020). For example, although they are obviously aware of the importance and persuasive power of the images they post, the political parties studied did not take advantage of their influential position to show their leaders wearing face masks, practicing social distancing, or following public health measures such as washing their hands or using hand sanitizer. Instead, they have generally sought to maintain a provocative tone that challenges the government, especially when the parties concerned belong to the official opposition.

Table 3. Engagement rate



Source: Own elaboration. Date of data: 2021/12/15.


1. Mean number of likes.

2. Mean party number of comments (data not available in the profile for Germany´s AfD party).



The data presented in Table 3 reveals that success or engagement on Instagram is higher among parties that position themselves with a more belligerent visual discourse against mass vaccination, mainly of children. These results are consistent with the findings of studies conducted on the communication style of populist parties, especially far-right parties, which aim for polarization and provocation (Arias, 2016). This is the case of the parties in Italy, Austria, and especially France, whose leader, Marine Le Pen, directly blames the government and immigration, with very aggressive messaging: “No to face masks for schoolchildren”; “Public health priority for French citizens, not for immigrants”; “With Macron, an immigrant enters France every 2 minutes”. However, the parties that take a more moderate stance, or even clearly support vaccination, have obtained objectively lower engagement rates on Instagram; this is the case of the German, Polish, and Belgian parties. Particularly noteworthy is the neutrality of Vox, whose quest for a central position on the Spanish political landscape has compelled it to adopt a position that is not openly for or against vaccination.



6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this study is to offer a clearer understanding of the communication strategies used by far-right populist parties on a social media platform of growing importance in response to the public health emergency caused by COVID-19, which placed these parties in a very awkward position as they needed to maintain an aggressive and polarizing attitude towards governments for their handling of the pandemic, calling for greater individual and economic freedom in light of the government restrictions, while at the same time supporting the protection of the public in keeping with their exclusionary nationalist ideologies.

In this context, considering the particular political, social, and public health conditions of each country analyzed while also taking into account the unique features of populism itself, it is unsurprising that the parties have taken different stances on the question of vaccination. Among their various opinions they do not deny the existence of the disease, the case numbers, or the danger the pandemic poses. Nevertheless, they generally convey a clear concern about what they deem to be a violation of personal rights and individual freedoms in the government policies adopted to deal with COVID-19. Specifically, their “denialist” perspective is focused above all on the restrictions and obligations imposed upon members of the public to get vaccinated against their will, such as a measure as simple and effective as the requirement to present a COVID passport to be able to enter a restaurant. The rules are different in each country, which in turn gives rise to different responses: The Austrian government, for example, made vaccination compulsory for all of the country’s residents in November; in Italy, all public employees were required to get vaccinated; and in Spain and Belgium, the COVID passport required people to get vaccinated in order to enter a bar, etc. These circumstances also meant that the frame with the biggest presence in the posts analyzed was the one related to individual freedom and to criticism of what they deemed was government overreach. In Poland, where the far-right party governs as part of a coalition, its pro-government discourse was positioned significantly more on the side of the vaccinated, avoiding criticism which, if it had been made, would have to be directed at themselves.

It might be expected that this frame based on the freedom of individuals in opposition to obligations imposed by a “corrupt” elite, an umbrella concept that includes both journalists and scientists (Wondreys & Mudde, 2022), would have been used extensively in Spain, given that even outside far-right movements, it was adopted in the Madrid region by the conservative party (Partido Popular), whose candidate in the regional elections in May 2021, Isabel Díaz Ayuso, launched her campaign with the slogan (which she subsequently altered) “Comunismo o libertad” (“Communism or Freedom”). Díaz Ayuso also called repeatedly for the relaxation of public health restrictions to take the pressure off small businesses in the restaurant sector so that they could survive the economic crisis. Nevertheless, Vox, like FPÖ in Austria and AfD in Germany, did not make extensive use of this argument. Instead, Abascal’s party favored a patriotic frame of resilience, evoking a military tone to call for the defense of the country against the COVID enemy, highlighting the support of institutions such as the Red Cross and the Spanish army.

Thus, perhaps contrary to expectations, the results of this research suggest that populist far-right parties do not generally use their Instagram accounts to post fake news or disinformation on vaccination, and most do not make use of a discourse of conspiracy or blame the government directly for the handling of the public health crisis. This confirms the findings of previous studies (McNeil-Willson, 2020). The exception to this general rule is France, where Marine Le Pen’s party clearly attacks the government measures, blaming them for the spread of the disease, but this is a very unusual case.

Overall, the European far-right parties analyzed here have favored their own position on the issue, but they have not done so uniformly, nor have they directly opposed vaccination. Instead, they have shown support for arguments against vaccine mandates and COVID passports. These official accounts of far-right parties can take a more neutral official stance (either voluntarily or compelled by the less permissive standards of social media platforms like Instagram), while influencers and anonymous individuals who support their underlying ideology can promote disinformation against the use of vaccines (Salaverría et al., 2020) and thus these more militant approaches coexist with the party’s much milder official position. The apparent objective of this ambiguous discourse is to take a more neutral stance so as not to enter into conflict with either side on a thorny and polarizing topic with opposing views that seem irreconcilable. This positioning is in keeping with previous studies that show that the far right is moving out of marginal electoral status and into a more central space in European politics (Brils, et al., 2020; Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019).

Given that numerous authors identify populism above all as a “communication phenomenon” (Alonso-Muñoz & Casero-Ripollés, 2020; de Vreese et al., 2018), we believe that this study could contribute to a better understanding of the communication strategies used on social media by populist far-right parties in the context of a social emergency like the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, this may have been a circumstance that further boosted the growing electoral success of these parties in many parts of the world, at a time when the rise of antiliberal discourse is jeopardizing the health of democratic systems as we know them (Runciman, 2018).

As a limitation of this study, we recognize that focusing exclusively on the analysis of messages on Instagram posts on the accounts of these parties effectively overlooks many of the different motivations and frames operating in parallel with official narratives on social media. The particular bubble of the social media universe of far-right sympathizers seems more prone to “denialism” and to unambiguous anti-vaccine stances than what is suggested in the visual messages discussed in this article. Moreover, we believe that research in other regions of the world where populist right-wing parties have acquired considerable political influence, such as the United States or Brazil, may produce different findings from those obtained here. We therefore propose an expansion of the objects of study for future research to cover a wider geographical area and include different leaders and influencers who would help fill out the map of messages and frames disseminated on social media platforms in relation to the complex issue of disinformation and COVID-19 vaccines.
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Table 3. Engagement rate

Followers Posts Likes ! Comments 2 Engagement
AfD 115000 820 432153 - 3.75
PiS 31400 1610 936.68 3240 3.08
Vox 643000 2337 3797245 892.74 6.04
RN 28400 385 2832.92 124.36 1041
VG 59600 571 3736.45 96.02 6.43
FPO 5700 829 493.87 731 8.79
LN 2200000 12631 188345.28 2436.10 8.67

Source: Own elaboration

Date of data: 2021/12/15

1.Mean number of likes

2.Mean party number of comments (data not available in the profile
for Germany’s AfD party).
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Table 2. Mean Scores. Parties/Frames

In favor Against Neutral Protest
AfD 106 (70.7) 747 30 (20) 7(4.7)
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Figure 2. Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs (FPO),
Austria. “No to experimenting with our kids”
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