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ABSTRACT

This policy brief examines the social media strategies of
political parties targeting young voters ahead of the 2024
European Parliament elections, focusing on Facebook and
Instagram activity in Germany, Sweden, Hungary and Poland.

Social democratic parties and the Greens posted the highest
proportion of content related to young people, relative to their total

posts, but struggled to generate comparable engagement. Conversely,
far-right parties achieved the highest average interaction levels, despite
posting fewer messages specific to young people, suggesting that precise,
resonant messaging is more effective than broad outreach.

The analysis reveals that parties often addressed young voters as a homogeneous
group, lacking nuanced messaging tailored to diverse subgroups within the young people
demographic. Content varied significantly by country, and democratic parties frequently
failed to meet young people’s demands for concrete proposals and compelling narratives.
This has left a gap that can be exploited by far-right parties, who effectively fill it with simplistic
solutions. Additionally, the use of toxic rhetoric — most prevalent among far-right parties
- not only boosts engagement but also corrodes democratic discourse by undermining
respectful competition of ideas.
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Builders of Progress

Builders of Progress is a FEPS-led series of research outputs that explore
the key concerns and aspirations of young Europeans. It examines their
opinions on a wide range of social issues, including (in)equality, climate
change, political participation and the European Union. In the tradition of
FEPS's previous Millennial Dialogue project, a major study is published
every four years in which European youth are surveyed across many
European countries. You can find the 2022 Builders of Progress survey
here:  https://feps-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Builders-
of-Progress-Europes-Next-Gen.pdf.

Between these major outputs, we address important aspects highlighted
in the surveys that deserve more attention and a more nuanced, often
qualitative, analysis. This present publication is part of such a deep dive.

The research findings of the Builders of Progress series stimulate
debate and provide sound advice on how to shape a progressive future
with and for young people.

More information on Builders of Progress can be found here: https://
feps-europe.eu/theme/youth-participation/.
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Introduction

Authors: Elena Avramovska, Matteo Dressler, Michael
Jennewein’

The 2024 European Parliament (EP) elections have
significantly shifted the balance of power in EU
lawmaking. Far-right parties made substantial gains,
while liberal and green parties were the biggest
losers. Conversely, centre-right parties slightly
increased their share of the vote, social democratic
parties approximately maintained their seats and
far-left parties gained some additional seats. These
election results were highly anticipated not only for
their impact on EU lawmaking, but also because
millions of young people cast their votes for the first
time. The recent lowering of the voting age to 16
for European elections in Germany and Belgium -
joining Austria and Malta, which already allowed 16
year olds to vote, and Greece, which permits 17 year
olds to vote - has heightened politicians’ focus on
mobilising young voters.

Traditionally, voter turnout in elections, including
EP elections, has been low among young people.
However, this trend began to change in 2019,
with youth turnout reaching record highs in many
European countries.? Driven strongly by concerns
about climate change, this shift indicated growing
interest in European politics among young people
and increasing support for green political parties.

Five years and multiple crises later, the political
landscape in Europe has changed dramatically. The
2024 European elections witnessed a decline in
voter turnout among those under 25. Only 36% of
eligible voters in this age group participated, marking
a 6% decrease from the 42% turnout in the 2019
elections, while the overall population’s participation
rate remained stable at 51%.% Additionally, far-right
parties have surged in popularity in many countries,
with significant backing from young voters. In
some nations, young voters are supporting anti-
immigration or anti-establishment parties in
numbers equal to or even greater than the rest of
the population. Furthermore, far-right parties have
adeptly utilised social media platforms like TikTok
to attract new, young supporters.

Against this backdrop, this policy brief asks how
political parties targeted young voters on social
media in the campaign preceding the 2024 European
elections. Which strategies were more successful in
engaging voters on these platforms?
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Methodology

We analysed social media posts on Instagram and Facebook to identify key themes, the emotional tone of online con-
versations and messaging strategies. The platforms were selected based on public data accessibility, which enabled an
automatic, text-generated analysis.

Country selection: we used a pragmatic approach of using the parameters of equal geographic distribution representa-
tive of all European regions: German; Hungary; Poland; and Sweden.* We opted for countries with larger populations, so
our sample sizes are significant. Furthermore, we looked for different competition dynamics at the party group level. For
instance, we were interested in countries where the far right is claimed to be strong at targeting young voters and com-
bining this with countries where green (GER) and conservative (HUN) parties are apparently strong at reaching young
voters. As a reference group, we consistently monitored social democratic parties in all selected countries.

National parties monitored:

EP group (new group in

Country Acronym brackets)
GER Alternative fiir Deutschland AfD ID (ESN)
GER Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands SPD S&D
GER Biindnis 90/Die Griinen Griine Green/EFA
GER Christdemokratische Union/Christlich Soziale Union Cbu/Csu EPP
SWE Sveriges socialdemokratiska arbetareparti SAP S&D
SWE Moderaterna M EPP
SWE Sverigedemokraterna SD ECR
HUN Fidesz — Magyar Polgari Szovetség Fidesz NA (PfE)
HUN Tisza TISZA NA (EPP)
HUN Democratic Coalition/Magyar Szocialista Part DK/MSZP  S&D
HUN Mi Hazank Mozgalom MHM NA (ESN)
POL Koalicja Obywatelska KO EPP
POL Lewica Lewica S&D
POL Konfederacja Konfederacja NA (ESN)

Data collection: our project partner Democracy Reporting International (DRI) helped us gather the database for this
research by using CrowdTangle to collect data from Instagram and Facebook between 1 March and 15 June 2024 fo-
llowing three steps.

1. We gathered posts from a range of party accounts, including official party accounts of the party leadership candida-
tes running in the European elections in electable positions and party accounts of the young people’s wing.

2. We filtered our collection of posts to identify posts related to the EP elections using a keyword list developed by DRI.
3. We further filtered the data to find posts targeting young voters, using a separate keyword list. This list included sin-

”n ou

gle-phrase keywords and combinations like “apprenticeship”, “birthrate”, “brain drain”, “civic service” AND “young”.

Spin-off: the project included a separate qualitative analysis of the TikTok election campaigns of our monitored parties
in Germany. °

Data analysis: we translated the selected young-people-related posts into English for standardised analysis. Using BER-
Topic — an unsupervised machine-learning approach for automatically identifying key themes and narratives in large
text corpora — we analysed social media posts referencing young voters or topics related to young people to uncover
the dominant themes. Sentiment analysis evaluated the emotional tone of these posts, while engagement analysis as-
sessed audience interactions. Note that the voting age for European elections differs slightly in Germany (16 years old)
compared to our other country cases, which might partly explain different dynamics there.
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1. Quantitative data analysis

Around 10.6% of all posts related to the EP elections
were directed at young voters (389 out of 3,665).
As expected, the total number of posts targeting
young people increased as the European elections
(6-9 June) approached. This rise was not linear but
reflected a general uptick in posts related to the
2024 European elections as the vote drew nearer
(Figure 1). The highest number of posts (11) was
recorded on 1 May and 21 May 2024. Among the
top-20 most active accounts, Istvan Ujhelyi of the
Socialist Party (MSZP) led with 20 posts, just above
the official account of Poland’s extreme-right party
Konfederacja (19 posts).

Social democratic (132 posts), far-right (113) and
conservative parties (64) had the highest absolute
number of posts in our sample, partly due to our
focus on these party families and the number of
accounts monitored. In contrast, green (33), liberal
(24) and other actors (23) targeted young voters
significantly less. When considering the share of
their total social media posts aimed at young voters,
social democrats led with 14.8%, followed by the
greens with 12.79%, while conservative and far-
right actors had the lowest share of 8.3% and 8.5%,
respectively.

Figure 1. Social media posts related to EP elections directed at young people.
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Furthermore, we observed significant differences in
the social media targeting of young voters across
countries (Figure 2). Hungarian (157) and German
(110) politicians and party accounts were the most
active at targeting young voters, while Swedish (43)
were the least active in our sample. The scale of
these differences suggests they might not only be
due to chance, differences in platform importance
by country or the slightly varying number of accounts
analysed per country. Instead, the number of posts
is also likely to be an indicator of the importance that
political parties in the individual countries attach
to young voters by addressing them more or less
frequently on Instagram and Facebook.

While addressing young voters is the supply aspect
of the equation, measuring whether these posts
were actually liked, shared or commented on -
our definition of measuring engagement on social
media — gives a better idea of whether people were
actually taking aninterestin these posts. The highest
engagement for posts related to young people were
found for the far-right Swedish Democrats, followed
by AfD in Germany and Konfederacja in Poland. Far-
right parties led in engagement in every country we
examined (Figure 3). Overall, far-right parties were
trailed in engagement by green parties. Posts by
conservative, liberal and social democratic parties,
on the other hand, attracted the least engagement
on average.

Figure 2. Number of social media posts targeting young people per country.

B Hungary M Germany M Poland M Sweden

100

50

8 Less is More: How Political Parties Reach Young Voters on Facebook and Instagram



Figure 3. Average interaction with social media posts targeting young people by political ideology.
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2. Sentiment analysis

To better understand which posts garnered more
interactions — that is, create engagement, as defined
above — we examined the relationship between their
emotional tone (positive, negative or neutral) and
political ideology. This often-used method in social
media research, called sentiment analysis, allowed
us to obtain sentiment scores ranging from -1 to
1, with =1 indicating very negative and 1 indicating
very positive sentiment (Figure 4).

Although our analysis did not find a statistically
significant relationship between post sentiment

and total interactions, our data indicates that far-
right actors tended to produce the most negative
content.® Notably, these actors, in almost all cases,
also received the highest average engagement
with their posts. Given that our findings lacked
statistical significance — likely due to our limited
sample size — it is important to consider broader
datasets to assess how negative content influences
engagement. Our analysis focused solely on post
sentiment and did not examine the use of “toxic
language” — language that is rude, disrespectful or
unreasonable and likely to make someone leave
the discussion.” However, our project partner DRI
incorporated this aspect into their broader social
media monitoring of the campaigns of political
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Figure 4. Average sentiment score by ideology on a scale from -1 (very negative) to 1 (very positive).
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parties related to the 2024 European elections,
extending beyond posts aimed specifically at young
audiences.® Their findings reveal that Instagram and
Facebook posts containing toxic content generated
more interactions. Taken together, these results
suggest that the engagement success of far-right
actors may be linked to their use of negative and
toxic content, highlighting the significant role such
strategies play in driving social media interactions.
These findings align with earlier research showing
that negative content and news on social media
tends to be shared more widely, thereby rewarding
users who produce such material.®

10
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3. Topics and narratives:
A national story

European elections are still largely shaped by
national contexts, and this is reflected in the
respective election campaigns. To better understand
the topics and narratives at play in each country, we
analysed them on a country-by-country basis. Since
automated modelling did not provide meaningful
insights at this level due to the small sample size,
we opted for a manual approach, reading and coding
the content directly. Here is what we found.

Less is More: How Political Parties Reach Young Voters on Facebook and Instagram



Germany

Germany ranked second among the four countries
monitored in terms of social media posts related
to young people, with 110 posts focused on
engaging young voters. The posts were relatively
evenly distributed across political groups, with each
group posting between 22 and 34 times. However,
the engagement generated by these posts varied
significantly (Figure 5). The far-right AfD achieved
the highest average of 3,740 interactions per post,
far outpacing other groups; the Greens followed
with 992 interactions per post, while the SPD and
CDU/CSU trailed with 409 and 159 interactions,
respectively. Notably, the most popular single post
also came from the AfD, amassing over 31,000
interactions.

The content focus of each party varied considerably.
The CDU/CSU primarily created traditional campaign
posts, frequently highlighting mobility programs
for young people like Interrail. In contrast, the AfD
consistently positioned itself as the “party for
young people”, using strong nationalist rhetoric,
including a “Germany first” narrative, and responding
aggressively to media scrutiny, especially an
investigative report detailing their plans for mass re-
immigration policies if they came to power."

The Greens, meanwhile, emphasised mobility
issues for young people, such as Interrail, and
frequently referenced the EU’s four freedoms, tying
these themes to their core issue of climate change.
Posts often highlighted climate change’s impact on
younger generations and celebrated the lowering of
the voting age to 16, framing it as an opportunity for
progressive voices to shape the future.

The SPD also discussed climate change but
focused on presenting their vision for the EU's
future. Unique among the parties, the SPD warned
of the risks associated with rising far-right influence,
emphasising the potential dangers for both young
people and the broader population.

Hungary

Hungary emerged as the leader in social media posts
targeting young people, with a total of 157 entries,
primarily from the far-right Homeland Party and the
social democrats (MSZP/DK). However, despite
this high volume, engagement rates were relatively
low, indicating that a large quantity of posts did not
necessarily translate into high interaction. Notably,
Peter Magyar of the Tisza party — an emerging centre-
right figure — achieved the highest engagement per
post, outperforming the established Green and other
parties (Figure 5). In contrast, the most active posts
from both the social democrats and the Homeland
Party generated notably low levels of engagement.

The economy was a central theme across parties,
with discussions focusing on EU fund allocation,
publicinvestment, youth employment and education.
Campaign messaging frequently included criticisms
of political opponents. Women'’s rights and gender
equality also emerged as central topics in the
debate. Politicians from Momentum and MSZP
shared posts advocating for stronger protections of
women’s and girls’ physical and mental health, with a
particular focus on reproductive health. In contrast,
representatives from Fidesz voiced opposition to
the growing influence of “gender ideology” in their
posts.

Peter Magyar's posts, though few, drew significant
engagement by targeting the government with
pointed critiques. Previously recognised mainly as
the former justice minister’s ex-husband, Magyar has
now become a significant challenger to the ruling
Fidesz party, aided by his recently formed Tisza
party. Tisza's rapid ascent can be partially attributed
to its success in mobilising young Hungarians.™

The ruling Fidesz party also produced a high volume
of posts, primarily emphasising family policies,
economic stability and peace, but these posts
generally attracted limited interaction. Meanwhile,
the social democrats presented a broad range of
topics in their posts, with a strong emphasis on
young people’s mobilisation, although they focused
less on anti-corruption messaging than other parties.
This suggests a strategic variation among parties

Less is More: How Political Parties Reach Young Voters on Facebook and Instagram 1



in targeting young voters, with some emphasising
economic opportunities and critique of governance,
while others highlight social policies and national
stability.

Poland

In Poland, 79 campaign posts targeted at young
people positioned the country ahead of Sweden
but below Germany and Hungary, in terms of online
engagement focused on young people. Among the
Polish parties, the social democratic Lewica posted
the most young-people-related content, followed by
the centre-right Civic Coalition (KO) and the far-right
Konfederacja, which produced 20 posts aimed at
young people in our sample. Despite Lewica’s higher

volume, Konfederacja achieved the highest average
interaction per post, reflecting strong engagement
with their messaging.

Distinct themes emerged across the parties. Lewica
emphasised their vision for a socially just and
equal EU, framing the EU as a platform for young
people’s involvement in shaping a progressive
future. This approach underscored Lewica’s focus
on directly addressing young people’s issues and
promoting active young people’s participation. The
Civic Coalition’s young-people-related content, by
contrast, concentrated on family and children’s
welfare policies, highlighting initiatives to improve
these areas.

Figure 5. Average interaction with a party family by country.
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Note: Before the election, when the data for this project was collected, Fidesz and Tisza in Hungary and Konfederacja in Poland were

non-aligned with EP groups
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Konfederacja, with fewer posts but higher
engagement, focused heavily on attacking political
opponents and questioning the EU's role in
delivering economic growth, coupled with strong
anti-migration rhetoric. Their young-people-related
content resonated with a segment of young voters
attracted to their nationalist and Eurosceptic
messages, indicating a strategic focus on mobilising
disillusionment with the EU and concerns over
economic issues. This varied approach among
parties suggests differing strategies in appealing to
young voters, from fostering EU-oriented progressive
visions to capitalising on economic and nationalist
sentiments.

Sweden

In Sweden’s 2024 European election campaign,
political parties exhibited relatively low social
media activity targeting young people, with only
43 posts analysed across three main parties. The
Social Democratic Party of Sweden (SAP) was the
most active, contributing 27 posts, followed by
the centre-right Moderatana party with ten posts
and the farright Sweden Democrats (SD) with
six posts. Despite posting less frequently, the SD
achieved significantly higher average engagement
per post (4,366 interactions) compared to SAP
(836) and Moderatana (982). The SD also had the
most engaging single post, accumulating 9,528
interactions.

The predominant theme among all parties was
campaign events, accounting for half of the posts.
These typically included reflections on daily
campaign activities, such as visits to schools and
young people’s institutions but seldom delved
into broader campaign issues. The SAP uniquely
focused on young people in their messaging, with
their posts explicitly encouraging young people to
vote or support young candidates. These appeals
were primarily disseminated through the Swedish
Social Democratic Youth League and occasionally
tied to traditional social democratic priorities like
free education and social cohesion.

Moderatana’s content related to young people was
minimal. Their young-people-focused posts featured

politicians engaging with university students,
launching young people’s campaigns and discussing
mental health support for the younger demographic.
However, due to the small number of posts, definitive
conclusions about their engagement strategy for
young people are limited.

While the SD achieved high engagement rates, they
had few posts targeting young voters. Their most
engaging content centred on themes like national
sovereignty, strict immigration policies and security
concerns, often only mentioning young people in
passing, not as the core part of their message.

Conclusion and recommendations

Our analysis of political parties’ social media
campaigns on Facebook and Instagram during the
lead-up to the 2024 EP elections reveals several key
insights into strategies to engage young people.
Parties frequently mentioned young people in the
context of general campaign events, calls to vote or
criticisms of opponents. However, these references
often treated young people as a homogeneous
group, lacking targeted messaging to specific
subgroups within the demographic.

Content related to young people covered diverse
topics, such as the economy, EU fund allocation and
women’s rights, but without a consistent pattern
across countries. Notably, increasing the volume
of posts related to young people did not correlate
with higher engagement. Social democratic parties
and the Greens posted the most content related
to young people, relative to their total posts, but
did not achieve commensurate interaction levels.
In contrast, despite fewer posts focused on young
people, far-right parties garnered the highest average
engagement, suggesting that targeted, resonant
messaging is more effective than broad outreach.

Our findings are mirrored by analysis of TikTok
campaigning in Germany, where the far-right AfD
achieved significant interactions with fewer posts.
The AfD’s strategy included outsourcing content
distribution to fans and followers, creating a more
direct and engaging approach for young voters.

Less is More: How Political Parties Reach Young Voters on Facebook and Instagram 13



This may have contributed to their substantial gains
among voters under 30.'2

While our analysis did not find a statistically
significant link between post sentiment and
engagement, broader studies indicate that toxic and
negative content tends to receive more interactions
on social media platforms. This suggests a troubling
pattern, where divisive content is amplified due to
social media algorithms prioritising highly engaging
material.

In addition to the findings presented in our research,
other analyses have identified several key factors
that explain the success of far-right parties’ political
content on social media. These factors include
significant investment in digital communication
resources, positioning themselves as alternatives to
mainstream media, creating networks of politicians
and activists who act as influencers, and fostering a
strong collective online identity among supporters.™

Two primary challenges emerge from these findings.
Firstly, democratic parties often fail to meet young
people’s demands for concrete proposals and
narratives addressing their concerns, leaving a
void that far-right parties can fill with simplistic
solutions. Secondly, the prevalence of toxic content
undermines liberal democratic discourse by eroding
respectful competition between ideas.

Recommendations

1 Adopt a participatory communication model

Politicians should move away from a traditional
sender-receiver approach and involve young people
as active participants in content creation and
dissemination. This “one to many to many more”
model empowers individuals to amplify messages
through their networks, increasing reach and
engagement.

2 Craft relatable and concrete messaging

Politicians should address young people directly,
offering specific takeaways in a dialogue-driven
manner. Use storytelling to highlight issues,
showcase institutions providing support and

outline concrete policies. Engage young people as
equals, valuing their input and encouraging two-way
communication.

3 Avoid toxic rhetoric

Although negative content may boost engagement,
progressive parties should refrain from using toxic
language, as it contradicts liberal democratic
values. This should not prevent them from calling
out enemies of democracy - though this alone is not
a sufficient strategy — or from polarising on issues
they are traditionally known for, such as combating
inequalities.

4 Regulate social media algorithms

Social democrats must ensure that policymaking
reins in platforms that economically benefit from
promoting toxic content and compels them to adjust
their algorithms to encourage healthier political
debates. At the same time, they must tread the
delicate balance of not infringing too much upon the
principles of free speech. Simple fact-checking and
hate-speech monitoring are insufficient.

5 Monitor, implement and update legislation

Upcoming elections will test the effectiveness of
current tools like the Digital Services Act (DSA)
and the “Transparency and Targeting of Political
Advertising” directive. EU institutions should closely
monitor their impact and be prepared to introduce
updates ornew legislationinthe 2024-2029 mandate,
especially considering the influence of US-based
platforms in the context of a Trump government.
Concretely, social democrats should support the
effective implementation of regulations like the
DSA, which depends on empowering digital services
coordinators with resources and conducting public
awareness campaigns about citizens’ rights.
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