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Abstract: Social networking sites allow politicians to reach followers directly and
offer citizens platforms to express their opinions. However, online discussions often
lack civility, leading to increased polarization. Although existing research has
brought important insights into populist effects on political trust, attitudes, or elec-
toral behavior, we know less about how populism’s use of divisive rhetoric and
identity-based appeals contribute to the confrontational responses of social media
users. To address this gap, we investigate the relationship between the use of populist
communication inmigration-related social media posts by populist and non-populist
political actors and the use of uncivil and intolerant rhetoric by social media users.
Focusing on the case of the Czech Republic between 2013 and 2020, we conducted
a quantitative content analysis of Facebook posts about the contentious issue of
migration created by political parties and comments under those posts published by
social media users. Our results indicate that while different elements of populist
communication bringmixed results to the responses in online discussions, the social
media posts created by populist political parties are positively associated with
increased online incivility and intolerance. These findings have significant impli-
cations for understanding the potential influence of populist messages on social
media and its consequences for democratic societies, highlighting their relevance in
addressing and mitigating crises beyond the migration crisis, such as the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic and other emergencies.
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1 Introduction

Social networking sites have become important platforms for political communica-
tion in many countries worldwide (Stier et al., 2018). Social media offers political
parties an opportunity to engage directly with citizens and the potential for people to
express their opinions and engage in rational discussions (Oz et al., 2018; Weber,
2014). However, as online discussions can be fragmented, prone to echo chambers,
and impersonal, lacking face-to-face interactions, users with varying perspectives
and orientations may engage in debates, which trigger strong identity-based eval-
uations and result in the emergence of uncivil or discriminatory language (Chan
et al., 2019; Frischlich et al., 2019). While incivility refers to violations of consider-
ations for discussion partners, intolerance signals a lack of respect for opinions,
beliefs, religions, or cultures (Kenski et al., 2020; Rossini, 2022).

In the context of political communication and online discussions, the topic of
migration holds particular significance. The divisive nature of the migration issue,
combined with the amplifying impact of the social media environment, has inten-
sified public sentiments and emotions, such as fear, anger, and even hatred, among
social media users. The 2015/2016 refugee crisis played a pivotal role in further
politicizing and polarizing the migration discourse in many European countries,
leading to political contention and public disagreement. In the Czech Republic,
concerns and anxieties regarding the potential arrival of migrants from culturally
different backgrounds have fueled heated debates, resulting in a wide range of
polarized viewpoints and discussions (Navrátil & Kluknavská, 2023).

Against this background, populist communication and the involvement of
populist actors may play a significant role in fostering uncivil and intolerant online
discussions. Populist messages are based on a highly divisive Manichean view of
politics and society, in which the people are pitted against the elites, the “others”, or
each other, and which appeal to people’s identities by identifying a threat posed by
“corrupt elites” to “pure people” (Moffitt, 2016; Mudde, 2007). Politicians employing
populist communication use rhetorical strategies that exploit the fears and concerns
of the public regarding minority issues, particularly migration. They tend to use
narratives and identity-based appeals to create a division of “us” against “them.”
Such discourse can lead to a more confrontational tone in online discussions and,
ultimately, the use of uncivil or intolerant language, as social media users may feel
their identities are being threatened (Vreese et al., 2018).
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However, the role of populist communication and populist actors on incivility
and intolerance in online political discussions remains underexplored. This study
focuses on this gap by examining whether and how populist communication and the
populist character of political parties are associated with uncivil and intolerant
rhetoric in social media users’ comments. Ourmain research question is: What is the
relationship between the use of populist communication in Facebook posts about
migration by populist and non-populist political parties and incivility and intoler-
ance used by social media users in their comments? We answer this question by
conducting a quantitative content analysis of migration-related Facebook posts
published by political parties in the Czech Republic and comments under those
political posts between 2013 and 2020.

This study sheds light on the relationship between populist communication
and online incivility and intolerance. Understanding incivility on social media is
important as it can negatively impact political attitudes and behavior. In particular,
the research shows how online incivility can lead to a decrease in political trust
(Van’t Riet & Van Stekelenburg, 2022), have detrimental effects on deliberation (Lück
& Nardi, 2019), and increase polarization (Lee et al., 2019). Exploring the role of
populism, a defining element of contemporary politics, can provide insights into the
nature of conflicts in political discussions, particularly during periods of heightened
social and political polarization, including various types of crises such as economic
crises or health emergencies (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic).

2 Incivility and Intolerance as Reactions in Online
Comments

As political communication has moved from traditional offline channels to online
platforms, social media has become a critical space for political discourse. Large
social networking sites, such as Facebook, offer their users a way to respond to
political posts by “liking,” sharing, or commenting on the messages (e.g. Eberl et al.,
2020). Each of these responses represents different levels of engagement with
political posts. While liking the content is the lowest participatory behavior and
sharing the content the highest, commenting is the middle-level public response
which includes interactions between users and content as well as among users (Kim
& Yang, 2017).

Social media platforms have become political arenas that can facilitate pluralistic
discussions but also clashes between advocates of different viewpoints. This envi-
ronment can facilitate the spread of uncivil and intolerant discourse (Chan et al. 2016).
Although there are some differences in how scholars approach incivility and
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intolerance, disrespect and impoliteness have been commonly used as operationali-
zations of such discourses (e.g. Gervais, 2019). We follow an approach distinguishing
intolerant and uncivil discourses (e.g. Rossini, 2022). Incivility is an expression based
on vulgar language, insults, rude, profane, disrespectful, or dismissive tone directed
either towards the participants in the discussion or the topic. It includes ridicule,
invectives, name-calling, mockery, swearing, personal, ad hominem attacks, slander,
and belittling of opponents based on personal characteristics, ideas, or arguments
(Coe et al., 2014; Kenski et al., 2020; Stryker et al., 2016). Intolerance includes hate
speech and actions undermining democratic principles, such as prejudice, stereo-
typing, discrimination, and racist, hateful, or violent speech. The line betweenuncivil
and intolerant discourse is set at the crossing of the pluralistic democratic discourse
(Rossini, 2022).

3 Populism and Populist Communication

Populism has emerged as a prominent feature in contemporary politics, with some
scholars describing it as the defining characteristic of our time (Mudde, 2007). In this
article, we combine the ideational (Mudde, 2007) and communication perspectives
(Engesser et al., 2017), the two approaches which are not mutually exclusive and
represent different aspects of populism (Kefford et al., 2022).

Populism, as a thin-centered ideology, considers society as divided between two
homogeneous and antagonistic groups, the “pure” people and the “corrupt” elites,
and asserts that politics should reflect the general will of the people (Mudde, 2007;
Stanley, 2008). Populism argues that the “good” people have been betrayed by the
“bad” elites who are abusing their positions of power. It also demands that the
sovereignty of the people must be restored. Populism identifies the most significant
conflict as between political representation and the electorate, exceeding the in-
tensity of the usual conflict between government and opposition (Mudde, 2007). As
populism offers few specific perspectives on political or socio-economic issues, it
often attaches itself to some “host” ideology, for instance, nativism, which supple-
ments the ideational core of populism (Mudde, 2007).

When populist ideology is communicated in public, itsmain ideological elements
are characterized by a particular content and style, which appeal to the grievances of
people by advocating for the people, attacking the elite, and ostracizing “the Others”
with the use of negative and emotional tones (Engesser et al., 2017; Ernst et al., 2019).
Populist communication is often associated with the style of communication used by
populist politicians, but it can also be used by political actors across the political

4 A. Kluknavská et al.



spectrum. For instance, established political parties have adopted some populist
communication features as a response to the challenge posed by rising populist
challengers. This adaptive strategy has led some scholars to describe a populist
zeitgeist characterizing contemporary party politics (Rooduijn et al., 2014).

4 The Role of Populist Communication in Fostering
Incivility and Intolerance

Populist narratives, built on simplifiedworldviews, intense emotions, negativity, and
the construction of a deep moral conflict, have proven effective on social media
platforms like Facebook (Ernst et al., 2019). Previous studies have shown the influ-
ence of populist communication on forming political attitudes (Bos et al., 2013) and its
potential to exacerbate conflicts among social media users (Coe et al., 2014; Rains
et al., 2017). We expect that the main elements of populist communication are
positively associated with social media users’ use of uncivil and intolerant language,
particularly in the context of the migration issue.

The uncivil and intolerant responses can be linked to users’ social identities. The
process of identity formation is grounded in assumptions of social identity theory
(Tajfel, 1978), according to which individuals tend to categorize themselves and
others into various social groups based on group similarities and differences. Poli-
ticians use populist frames to emphasize social identities by creating a sense of
belonging among their supporters and self-identification with a positively evaluated
group of good people (in-group) and also a sense of a threat by demonizing political
elites or out-groups as a way of creating a common enemy for their followers to rally
against (Bos et al., 2020; Hameleers et al., 2018). The construction of two opposing
identities through populist appeals can also trigger rude, uncivilized, or hateful speech
(Rains et al., 2017).

When political actors discredit or blame the elite in their communication and
accuse them of being detached from the people (Ernst et al., 2019), it can potentially
spark uncivil or intolerant responses from people, especially when discussing highly
divisive issues such asmigration. Discrediting involves defining oneself against elites
by highlighting their negative qualities, such as lying, incompetence, or laziness.
Assigning the blame links the elite to the negative state of society, such as economic
or social decline, and identifies a clear culprit, such as specific politicians or inter-
national organizations (Engesser et al., 2017). By framing the migration issue as a
result of elite failures or highlighting the negative consequences for society
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associated with elite decision-making (Bos et al., 2020), political actors can fuel in-
securities, anxieties, or anger among in-group members, contributing to intergroup
conflicts. We can thus expect that the presence of anti-elitism in a political post
discussing migration will be associated with higher use of incivility (H1a) and
intolerance (H1b) in users’ comments.

People-centrism in populist communication emphasizes politicians’ closeness to
the people, stresses people’s virtues, praises their achievements, and portrays them
as a homogeneous group, through which it creates a strong sense of collective
identity based on shared values, interests, or beliefs (Ernst et al., 2019). Politicians can
use people-centric frames to create a sense of unity and common purpose among
their supporters, often by painting themselves as the authentic representatives and
the defenders of an in-group against external or internal threats (Hameleers et al.,
2018). The use of people-centric frames can have a contrasting connection to uncivil
and intolerant responses in users’ comments. On the one hand, it can exploit existing
social divisions and contribute to the emergence of uncivil or intolerant discourse.
This can be particularly true in the context of migration, given how political actors
utilize this issue to reinforce a shared identity based on exclusionary criteria, such as
ethnicity, nationality, or cultural and religious background. On the other hand, it can
foster a sense of solidarity and belonging, potentially reducing uncivil or intolerant
responses. We, therefore, ask to what extent does the presence of people-centrism in
a political post discussing migration affect the chances of social media users using
uncivil (RQ1a) and intolerant (RQ1b) language in their comments?

Populist communication puts forward exclusionary discourses toward “the
Others.” In the context of the migration issue, it often frames migrants as an out-
group favored by the elites and portrays them as a threat to the identity, interests,
culture, or values of the people (Bos et al., 2020; Engessser et al., 2017; Jagers &
Walgrave, 2007). This framing can contribute to the polarization of the public de-
bates, creating divisions between those who perceive migrants as a threat and those
who support more inclusive and welcoming approaches. When people perceive that
the presence of another group is threatening their own group, they may feel a sense
of insecurity and react negatively, even with uncivil or hostile verbal responses. As
such discoursesmay exacerbate the sense of “us” versus “them” dynamics, we expect
that the presence of ostracization in a political post can increase the likelihood of
uncivil (H2a) and intolerant (H2b) responses in users’ comments.

The stylistic populist elements can also lead to uncivil or intolerant responses.
Negativity, frequently associated with a populist communication style, depicts fail-
ures, negative events, or developments in society or politics (Ernst et al., 2019; Heiss
et al., 2019). Negativity, linked to populism through its tendency to paint society in
black and white, could, in the context of migration, contribute to the polarization of
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opinions and fuel animosities between people. As such, negativity can lead to higher
use of pejorative, even hostile expressions when engaging in online discussions. We,
therefore, ask to what extent the negative tonality of a political post affects the
chances of social media users’ using uncivil (RQ2a) and intolerant (RQ2b) language in
their comments.

The presence of emotional appeals in the political post refers to the tendencies of
actors to share positive or negative emotions or reveal feelings (Bos et al., 2013; Ernst
et al., 2019). The expressive language used in themessages aboutmigration, including
positive emotions, such as happiness, hope, or pride, and negative emotions, such as
anger, fear, sadness, or anxiety, can amplify emotions in the audience. When people
feel emotional, they tend to rely less on logic and reasoning, potentially leading to a
breakdown of politeness and respect towards discussion opponents. We ask to what
extent emotionality in a political post affects the chances of social media users’ using
uncivil (RQ3a) and intolerant (RQ3b) language in their comments.

5 Uncivil and Intolerant Responses to Populist
Actors’ Social Media Messages

Populist actors exploit direct access to the people’s grievances by circumventing
gatekeepers (Kriesi, 2014). They create a strong connection with their followers by
reinforcing the sense of belonging, making them feel more approachable and more
socially present (Ernst et al., 2019; Jacobs & Spierings, 2016; Kruikemeier et al., 2013).
Social media also allows populists to connect with like-minded people (Jacobs &
Spierings, 2016) and use personalized, dramatic, emotionalized, or harsh rhetoric
attacking elites and out-groups (Engesser et al., 2017; Ernst et al., 2019).

Social identity can play an important role in social media users’ reactions to
political posts of populist actors, especially when addressed in relation to a highly
contested issue of migration. As populist actors are particularly likely to employ
populist rhetoric (Schmuck & Hameleers, 2020), often centered around minority
issues, they regularly promote a particular vision of what it means to be amember of
“the people.” This can intensify the responses of social media users who strongly
identify with populist messages about migration, making them more prone to
engaging in uncivil or intolerant behavior when encountering opinions that are
perceived as conflictingwith their own.We, therefore, expect that socialmedia users
will be more uncivil (H3a) and intolerant (H3b) in the discussions under political
posts of populist actors than non-populist actors.
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6 Methodology

After the fall of communism, the Czech party system was quickly established as one
of the most stable party systems in Central and Eastern Europe, with a relatively low
level of volatility (Powell & Tucker, 2014). Party competition was structured around
the dominant left-right conflict of political parties resembling traditional party
families, including the radical left party Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia
(KSČM), the Czech Social Democratic Party (ČSSD), the Christian-democratic party
Christian and Democratic Union – Czechoslovak People’s Party (KDU-ČSL) and the
conservative party Civic Democratic Party (ODS) and the TOP 09 party (Havlík, 2015).
The Czech Republic has also experienced the unprecedented rise of populist political
parties (for electoral results, see Supplementary Material A), including technocratic
(centrist) populist Action of Dissatisfied Citizens (ANO 2011) and the populist radical
right Freedom and Direct Democracy (formerly Tomio Okamura’s Dawn of Direct
Democracy). The Czech party system, combining a set of traditional political parties
and populist actors, thus provides an excellent opportunity to examine the rela-
tionship between populist communication and political discussion.

Focusing on the topic of immigration is suitable for such inquiry. In Central and
Eastern European countries, the issue of immigration did not historically play a
significant role in shaping party politics or public political attitudes until the
outbreak of the European migration crisis in 2015. The refugee crisis considerably
politicized the topic, presenting it as a polarizing problem rather than an opportunity
despite low levels of asylum applications and immigrants overall (Navrátil &
Kluknavská, 2023).

The data for our study consists of a corpus of Facebook posts from the political
parties in the Czech Republic between 2013 and 2020. Our sample includes political
parties represented in the Chamber of Deputies at least once during our time frame.
Our final sample contains 798 migration-related posts and corresponding 6263
comments. We drew this sample from all Facebook posts (n = 60,528) of political
parties during the time frame (2013–2020). We sampled it based on keywords related
tomigration and refugee crisis: refugee,migrant,migration, immigration, or asylum.
We included all the migration posts created by political parties (except for the SPD
party, where we randomly sampled 300 posts to keep the data among parties com-
parable), in which migration issue was a dominant topic. More information on the
political parties and the data is included in Table 1. We describe the whole sampling
process in Supplementary Material B.

We conducted a quantitative content analysis of political parties’ Facebook posts
and comments to identify the populist message elements (e.g. Schmuck &Hameleers,
2020) and the presence of incivility and intolerance in the comments (e.g. Rossini,
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2022). The final coding was done by one coder (Krippendorff’s Alpha in intra-coder
reliability above 0.7 for all variables; the full results can be found in Supplementary
Material C). Our dependent variables are the presence of incivility and the presence
of intolerance in the comments under a FB political post, respectively. We base the
measurement of our dependent variables based on the conceptualization of incivility
and intolerance presented above. Incivility is operationalized as vulgar language,
insults, personal attacks, pejorative language, and attacks on the opinions or argu-
ments of other people or discussants. Intolerance is operationalized as the denial of
individual rights, racist remarks, attacking political positions of other actors or
discussants, social or economic discrimination, gender, and sexual discrimination,
religious discrimination, other stereotyping, violent threats, or hate speech. For each
Facebook post, we coded a maximum of 10 comments. We dummy-coded the pres-
ence of incivility/intolerance under the migration-related post when at least one of
the comments contained uncivil/intolerant language.

To assess our hypotheses and research questions about elements of populist
communication, we created dummy variables for their presence in political posts.
We operationalize these elements based on the conceptualization of populist
communication: we include content elements of anti-elitism, people-centrism,
ostracization, and stylistic elements of negative tonality of the post and emotionality
present in the political post. To assess the connection of party type towhich a political
party belongs with incivility and intolerance in the comments, we classified Czech
political parties based on the PopuList project’s framework (Rooduijn et al., 2019).
Following similar research (e.g. Eberl et al., 2020), we also include the type of the post,
i.e. if the post was only a text (status) or whether it also included a link, photo, or
video (these types of posts may or may not also include the text). This way, we can
control for the potential influence of the presence of visuals in the message. Lastly,
we include the affiliation with the government as a control variable. For testing the
formulated hypotheses and understanding the research questions, we relied on
binary logistic regression, running two separatemodels for each dependent variable.

7 Results

We tested hypotheses and research questions regarding different elements of
populist communication and the populist character of the political parties for both
incivility and intolerancemodels. As shown in Figure 1 (full regressionmodels shown
in Supplementary Material D), the use of anti-elitism (b = 0.420) and ostracization
(b = 0.471) in migration-related messages increased the odds of social media users
utilizing uncivil language, but these results were not statistically significant. The
presence of people-centrism, however, showed a significant positive connection to
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incivility, meaning that users were less likely to be uncivil when politicians brought
up the people and a sense of unity and common purpose among their supporters
(b = −0.762). The stylistic elements of populist communication, negative tonality
(b = 0.283) and emotionality (b = 0.314), were also positively connected to uncivil
comments; however, the results were insignificant.

Interestingly, socialmedia usersweremore likely to be uncivil under the posts of
populist political parties (b = 0.617) than non-populist parties. The party’s affiliation
with the government also increased the chances that the users were uncivil
(b = 0.324), but the results were insignificant. While the use of a link in the post
(b = 0.271) increased the likelihood of users being uncivil, the inclusion of a photo
(b = −0.012) or video (b = −0.198) in the post in comparison to the status (only text in
the post) decreased it; all these post types were insignificant.

For the intolerance model (Figure 2), social media users were less likely to use
intolerance in their comments when political parties used anti-elite (b = −0.271) and
people-centric (b = −0.124) elements in their messages. However, these results were
not statistically significant. Yet, one of the elements of populist communication
significantly increased the odds of social media users incorporating intolerance in
their comments.When politicians ostracized out-groups in theirmessages (b = 0.902),
the likelihood of users utilizing intolerant language in their comments increased. The

Figure 1: Coefficient plot for incivility as a dependent variable.
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stylistic elements of populist communication, negative tonality (b = 0.549) and
emotionality (b = 0.387), increased the odds of the presence of intolerant language,
yet, the results were insignificant.

The social media users commenting on the political posts of populist actors
(b = 1.268) compared to non-populist actorswere likelier to use intolerant language in
their comments. Unlike in the case of incivility, users were less likely to use intol-
erant language when commenting on the posts of government actors (b = −0.155),
though the results were not statistically significant. When users commented on the
posts that contained only text (status), they were more likely to be using intolerant
rhetoric, in comparison to those posts including the link (b = −0.241), photo
(b = −0.962), or video (b = −0.649).

8 Discussion and Conclusion

This study investigated the relationship between populist communication and online
incivility and intolerance in political discussions on social media. Focusing on
migration, a highly politicized and contested issue across European countries, we

Figure 2: Coefficient plot for intolerance as a dependent variable.
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analyzed whether and how populist communication spread by populist and non-
populist parties in the Czech Republic between 2013 and 2020 is associatedwith social
media users’ uncivil and intolerant language.

Our findings reveal interesting insights regarding the relationship between
populist communication and incivility and intolerance. Specifically, when discussing
the migration issue, we found that the presence of people-centrism in political posts
decreased the likelihood of users utilizing incivility in their comments. When
populist and non-populist politicians emphasized their closeness to the people and
praised the people’s achievements when discussing the migration issue, the chances
of users responding with uncivil language decreased. This finding indicates the de-
escalating potential of appeals to shared identity and a sense of belonging in political
discussions. However, the study also reveals that the use of ostracization targeting
out-groups in political posts about migration increases the chances of intolerant
language being used by social media users. This finding suggests that targeting the
“Others” with hostility and contrasting them with the people, and creating a
perception of unjust favoritism by elites (Bos et al., 2020; Engessser et al., 2017; Jagers
&Walgrave, 2007) can be regarded as an important elite cue and political strategy in
heightening users’ hostile verbal responses in the context of contentious political
issues.

Importantly, the results demonstrate that the populist character of political
parties plays a significant role in shaping the relationship betweenmigration-related
social media messages and the language used by their followers. Social media users
were found to be more likely to use intolerant and uncivil language under the
migration posts of populist actors compared to non-populist actors. This connection
was present even in cases where the posts created by populist actors may not
explicitly contain populist communication elements such as ostracization or anti-
elitism. It suggests a potential broader influence of the narratives employed by
populist actors and the identification and alignment of social media users with the
populist ideology. Populist actors often pursue a strong connection with their
followers, reinforcing a sense of shared belonging. This connection can generate a
heightened emotional response among people concerning perceptions about immi-
grants (Wirz et al., 2018), making them more prone to engaging in uncivil or intol-
erant behavior, even in the absence of explicit populist rhetoric in the posts.

One limitation of our study is its exclusive focus on the migration issue as the
primary context for investigating the relationship between populism and online
incivility and intolerance. As we recognize that the relationship between populist
communication and online discussions can extend beyond the migration topic,
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future research should consider incorporating a more diverse range of public and
policy issues or political contexts to gain amore comprehensive understanding of the
connection between populist communication and online incivility and intolerance.
Further, our study has still been relatively small in scope. Future research could
analyze a larger sample of social media platforms, which are used for different
purposes in relation to sharing and commenting. Such inquiry has the potential to
shed light on howdifferent social networking platforms influence the use of incivility
and intolerance. In addition, future studies could engage in comparison across
different countries and look into dynamics over time and political contexts.

Notwithstanding these shortcomings, our findings have important implications
for our understanding of the role of populist communication in shaping public
democratic engagement and its quality in the public sphere. The uncivil and intol-
erant responses can have significant implications for the overall quality of
democracy. Unlike incivility, which can, under some circumstances, spark a dis-
cussion among people and be beneficial for constructive exchanges (Rossini, 2022),
intolerance can lower the quality of the discussion as awhole (Prochazka et al., 2018).
This is particularly relevant in the context of health crises, such as the COVID-19
pandemic, where constructive exchanges and informed debates are crucial for
effective decision-making and public health measures. The results also suggest that
populists successfully exploit social media platforms to connect with like-minded
individuals who are more likely to identify with messages emphasizing a strong
sense of belonging and exclusion of certain groups from society (Engesser et al., 2017).
These findings highlight the potential for populist communication to exacerbate
divisions and promote hostility but also underscore the importance of political
parties adopting more inclusive and respectful communication that prioritizes dia-
logue. Additionally, the study’s focus on the Czech Republic provides insights into the
role of populist communication in online political discussions and specifically in the
context of disrespectful discussions, in a relatively understudied context, contrib-
uting to the literature on the dynamics of populist politics in Central and Eastern
Europe.
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