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Abstract

This Research Note investigates
party advertising in newspapers and
on social media (Facebook) during
the 2019 general elections in
Flanders, the largest region of Bel‐
gium. The 2019 elections saw a
marked increase in the use of social
media advertising by parties,
whereas newspaper advertising saw
a decline. Prior research that com‐
pares multiple types of advertising,
particularly advertising on social and
legacy media remains limited. As
such, based on a quantitative content
analysis we investigate not just the
prevalence of party advertising on
both types of media, but also com‐
pare the level of negativity, presiden‐
tialisation, and issue emphasis. Our
analysis reveals substantial differ‐
ences: we find that not only the type
of advertisements varies across the
platforms, but also that social media
ads tend to be more negative. Finally,
parties’ issue emphasis varies sub‐

stantially as well, with different
issues being emphasized in newspa‐
per and Facebook advertisements.

Keywords: political advertising, Bel‐
gium, social media, newspapers, cam‐
paign.

This research note investigates Flem‐
ish parties’ advertising on social media
(Facebook) and in the written press
during the final campaign weeks of the
May 2019 general elections in Bel‐
gium. Since people had to vote for the
federal, regional and European
parliament, the stakes for parties were
high, and prior evidence suggests this
was amongst others reflected in cam‐
paign spending of over € 20 million.

This research note deals with two
broad questions. First, to what extent
have parties embraced Facebook ads as
a new campaign tool? There is ample
research about how social media have
gradually become a crucial aspect of
political campaigning (Jungherr 2016;
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Kreiss and McGregor 2018). We com‐
pare what Flemish parties have spent
on Facebook ads and to what extent
this has gone at the expense of news‐
paper ads. In addition, based on ad
metadata, we present a basic analysis
of the demographics of the groups that
were exposed to social media adver‐
tisements.

Second, we ask whether this form
of online advertising is substantially
changing the way parties campaign.
Based on a quantitative content analy‐
sis, we investigate several characteris‐
tics of parties’ campaign advertise‐
ments on Facebook and in newspapers.
In this way, the content of a tradi‐
tional offline campaign channel is con‐
trasted with a relatively new channel
that parties have added to their cam‐
paign toolkit. More concretely, we
examine three aspects of the ads that
are related to important topics in the
campaign literature: the level of presi‐
dentialization, the issues of the cam‐
paign and the degree of negativity of
the campaign ads.

1 Method

We analyse parties’ campaign commu‐
nication by examining two types of
advertising: social media (Facebook)
advertising and advertising in the writ‐
ten press (newspapers). As party
advertising on broadcast media is
limited, newspaper advertising is a
mainstay in Flemish party campaigns.
That said, social media are becoming,
also in the Belgian context, increas‐
ingly important: not only do we see a
drop in newspaper advertising (see
Results), digital advertising also con‐
stitutes roughly one fourth of the total
campaign expenditures of parties,

totalling over 5 million euro (Vanden
Eynde et al. 2019). Moreover, Face‐
book has disclosed party advertising
through its Facebook ad library, pro‐
viding researchers with a comprehen‐
sive overview of the advertisements
that were published.

The Facebook advertisements
were collected through the Facebook
ad library: we scraped all ads (N =
1,683) that appeared on the accounts
of the party and the party chairman
during the final three weeks of the
campaign (4-25 May). We chose to
focus on these two accounts for several
reasons. First, we opted to include the
party chairman’s account because
many ads, while technically being pos‐
ted by the party chairman, were fun‐
ded by the party itself. As such, we
consider these ads as equally repre‐
senting party messaging. Second,
although this selection excludes ads
that were posted by other politicians
of the party, it allows for a more uni‐
fied selection criterion, since all major
Flemish parties and party chairmen
have active Facebook accounts,
whereas this is not the case for all
other politicians. Moreover, it is
important to note that these ads, in
contrast to regular posts, reach an
audience beyond the followers of the
party or party chair. Third, as our
results show, the ads that were pub‐
lished on these two pages capture a
substantial number of ads and repre‐
sent a sizeable budget. Thus, by
including the party leader Facebook
account, the sample offers a better
(but not complete) representation of
the parties’ advertising. However,
many ads were duplicates – identical
ads that were either fielded on differ‐
ent days or shown to different publics.
Therefore, we only use the full scraped
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set (N = 1,683) for our dissemination
and cost analysis. The N = 807 unique
advertisements – i.e. those advertise‐
ments published by a party that had a
unique advertisement text – were
coded in depth to track issue men‐
tions, negativity and candidate appear‐
ances (see below), allowing us to
appraise these elements.

The newspaper sample consists of
756 advertisements that were pub‐
lished during the final week of the
campaign (21-25 May) in six Flemish
newspapers (De Morgen, De Standaard,
De Zondag, Deze Week, Het Laatste
Nieuws and Het Nieuwsblad). Although
the periods differ, our results do not
substantially differ if we restrict the
social media analysis to the final cam‐
paign week, so we report the results
for the full period. The newspaper
advertisements were collected by stu‐
dent coders who went through the
newspapers and marked the various
advertisements in the editions of the
newspapers.

The advertisements were coded by
two student coders. To ascertain the
reliability of coding, several training
sessions were organized, and a subset
of the sample (N = 20) was double
coded. Krippendorff’s alpha was at
least 0.7 for all variables included in
the analysis (Hayes and Krippendorff
2007).

We focus on four sets of variables:
those pertaining to presidentialization,
issues, negativity and data on dissemina‐
tion of the advertisements. First, to
examine the level of presidentializa‐
tion, we track the highest per cent of
candidate mentions/features taken up
by any single candidate. This gives us
an indication of the extent to which
parties centralized their campaigns
around a single political leader, rather

than a dispersed set of candidates. For
each advertisement, up to five candi‐
dates were coded. If the advertisement
contained more than five politicians,
which was the case in less than 1% of
the ads, the five that were most promi‐
nently displayed (as determined by
size) were coded. We also track the dis‐
persion of attention across candidates
through the normalized Shannon H,
which is a common measure of entropy
that has been successfully used to
measure scope of attention (Boydstun
2008). We use the normalized version
of H, as this accounts for the fact that
the maximum value of the non-nor‐
malized version increases as the num‐
ber of unique politicians per party
increases, and we know this varies sub‐
stantially between parties. The nor‐
malized version of Shannon H corrects
for this, resulting in a measure that
ranges from 0 to 1, with higher values
indicating greater dispersion of atten‐
tion across politicians, and lower val‐
ues indicating greater concentration –
i.e. presidentialization. Second, we also
track the issues that were mentioned in
the advertisements by assigning up to
three major topic codes based on the
Belgian Comparative Agendas Project
codebook
(www.comparativeagendas.net). In
total, there exist 25 major topic codes
related to policy.1 This allows us to
examine to what extent parties use
these ads to stress issues rather than
persons and second whether parties
stress different issues on different
platforms. Third, with regard to nega‐
tive campaigning, for each ad we assess
whether the ad criticizes another party
or a candidate of that party (1) or not
(0), and we also examine both the
party that is criticized and the type of
attack (issue, person or both). Fourth
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and finally, based on the publicly avail‐
able data on the Facebook ad library,
we assess the demographic distribu‐
tion of the social media advertise‐
ments in terms of gender and age
groups.

Unless otherwise noted, we always
weight our analysis based on the esti‐
mated number of impressions (Face‐
book) or size (newspaper) of an adver‐
tisement. This helps us account for the
fact that some ads had greater dissemi‐
nation or were published much larger
than other ads. Note that the Face‐
book ad library only provides brackets
indicating the number of impressions
(e.g. between 1,000 and 4,999), so we
assign the mean value of the bracket to
each advertisement. Although imper‐
fect, it allows us to account for the fact
that some ads reach much larger audi‐
ences than others. For newspapers, the
size of an advertisement is expressed
as the per cent of the page that is occu‐
pied by the advertisement, and ranges
from 0 (0%) to 1 (100%).

2 Results

2.1 Are Parties Changing from Offline to
Online Advertising?

Before we look at the use of parties’
ads in the 2019 election campaign, it is
relevant to mention the shift in ad
usage compared to the previous elec‐
tion. Comparing the newspaper ads
that appeared in the six newspapers
between 2014 and 2019 reveals that in
2014 there were substantially more
newspaper advertisements in the final
campaign week (N = 1,568) compared
to 2019 (N = 756) (see Lefevere et al.
2019 for an analysis of 2014 newspa‐
per ads). Although part of the drop has
to do with shifts in the newspaper

offering, particularly a reduction in the
number of editions of De Zondag, all
newspapers had less ads in 2019
compared to 2014. In short, there
seems to be a general decline of party
advertising in Flemish newspapers –
presumably in favour of social media
advertising.

As a further exploration, Table 1
presents the number of ads per party
on both Facebook and in newspapers.
The table lists both the unweighted per
cent of ads and the weighted per cent
(based on the number of impressions
for Facebook ads and size for newspa‐
per ads), as comparing both numbers
provides a first glance in the type of
ads – i.e. few but large and/or highly
disseminated ads versus many but
smaller ads/ads with less reach. It is
clear that parties differ in the relative
attention they give to various chan‐
nels. We can roughly see three pat‐
terns. First, the small opposition par‐
ties Groen and PVDA hardly use any
type of ad, probably due to a lack of
resources. Although Groen published
quite a lot of ads on social media
(18%), when accounting for their dis‐
semination the number drops to 7%,
indicating that their ads had more
limited dissemination compared to
other parties. Second, the three gov‐
ernment parties have started to use
Facebook ads, but still consider news‐
paper ads as relatively more impor‐
tant. N-VA as the biggest party, with
the largest campaign budget, is present
on both platforms, whereas Open VLD
has the highest level of Facebook ads
of the incumbent government parties.
Yet, the relative difference between
the two types of ads is similar for the
three parties. N-VA dominated the
newspaper advertisements, oftentimes
with large, full-page ads featuring their
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party chairman, Bart De Wever. On
social media, the N-VA took a similar
strategy, focusing on fewer ads with
high dissemination (as indicated by
the small number of unweighted ads –
4% – which jumps to 12% if we
account for their level of dissemina‐
tion). Third, the opposition parties
Vlaams Belang (VB) and s.pa clearly
favour social media advertising. For VB
this makes sense as they are blocked
from advertising in many subscription
newspapers, and their ads only appear
in the free newspaper De Zondag. sp.a
had a decent number of newspaper
ads, and also had a few, but highly dis‐
seminated ads on Facebook: although
they had 353 ads on Facebook, many
of them were duplicates (our analysis
indicates 169 unique ads) that were
either fielded on different days or dis‐
seminated to different groups.

For social media, the Facebook ad
library allows us to estimate the cost
per ad, which enables us to compare
the party spending on Facebook
ads to the overall cost of parties’ digi‐
tal campaigns. We rely on the VIVES
data (KULeuven) on overall digital

campaign spending to have an impres‐
sion of the relative emphasis on social
media campaigning within the overall
digital campaign spending of the par‐
ties (Vanden Eynde et al. 2019). The
left pane of Figure 1 has the overall
digital campaign spending of parties
based on the VIVES data during the
four months before the election,
whereas the right pane shows the esti‐
mated cost of the Facebook ads per
party on the pages of the party leader
and party itself during the short cam‐
paign of three weeks. Note that our
measure of social media spending is
also based on the ‘brackets’ infor‐
mation of the Facebook ad library, so
absolute numbers should be inter‐
preted with caution. That said, these
figures do give us an indication of the
spending of parties, relative to other
parties and to their overall digital cam‐
paign budgets.

For the most part, the patterns for the
overall digital campaign and Facebook
spending line up. What is immediately
clear is that VB spent a lot more on
digital media and Facebook advertising
compared to other parties. During

Table 1. Number of ads in newspapers (weighted for ad size) and Facebook
(weighted for impressions)

Party Newspaper ads Facebook ads

Unweighted % Weighted % Unweighted % Weighted %

CD&V 14 22 18 8

Groen <1 <1 18 7

N-VA 50 45 4 12

Open VLD 25 26 23 17

sp.a 9 14 21 24

Vlaams Belang 2 2 10 27

PVDA 0 0 7 5

Total 756 1,683
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both the short campaign and the over‐
all campaign, about half of its total
campaign budget was assigned digital
campaigning (Van den Eynde et al.
2019). Relatively speaking, VB’s Face‐
book spending estimated by our sam‐
ple took up 22% of its digital campaign
budget. Our findings indicate that N-
VA spent comparatively less on Face‐
book ads (14%). We suspect that this is
the case because the party decided to
focus more on Google ads.

Finally, the metadata from the
Facebook ad library allows us to exam‐
ine the demographic distribution of
the party ads. This data only contains
information on age and gender,2 so
admittedly our analysis is only a
limited examination of this phenom‐
enon. That said, given the fact that in

the interpretation of the elections ref‐
erence was regularly made to the
(assumed) targeting of social media
ads, even a cursory examination seems
worthwhile. Figure 2 presents the per
cent of impressions of Facebook ads,
broken down by age and gender
groups. We further show the distribu‐
tion across age groups for all parties
combined (black bars) and per party
(gray bars). 

The figure shows the per cent of
impressions amongst different age
groups, with the lighter shaded area in
each column indicating the per cent of
females in that group, the darker sha‐
ded area the per cent of males. Given
the Facebook demographic, it should
not surprise that overall the younger
age cohorts tended to be targeted more

Figure 1 Facebook (short campaign; party + leader) and overall digital
campaign spending (VIVES data) for 2019 election campaign, per
party

Figure 2 Per cent impressions of party advertisements amongst age/gender
groups
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(black bars). The targeting was more‐
over not solely based on age groups, as
we notice ‘spillover’ into the 13- to 17-
year-old bracket, which seems odd
given their inability to vote (now). As
such, these users probably have been
exposed to the ads because of member‐
ship to another segment that was
targeted.

In the interpretation of the suc‐
cessful campaign of VB, oftentimes the
suggestion was made that they
targeted young people. Our analysis
indicates that although the party did
target young people, other party ads
had an even greater dissemination
amongst younger age cohorts. For
example, Groen had relatively more
attention to voters in the bracket
18-24, and sp.a/CD&V in the age
bracket 25-34. Of course, given the
number of VB ads, in absolute terms
the party still reached this segment
comparatively more than other parties:
27.2% of VB ad impressions occurred
amongst the age bracket of 18-24.
Knowing that VB ads accounted for
27% of the overall impressions (see
Table 1), this amounts to 7.3% of VB
impressions amongst these age groups
(27.2% * 27%). While Groen had, rela‐
tively speaking, more impressions
amongst the same age bracket (31.8%),
its ads only accounted for 7% of overall
impressions (see Table 1). As such,
Groen’s higher relative percentage only
amounts to 2.2% of impressions, less
than one third of the VB impressions
amongst this group. Moreover, there
does not seem to be an outspoken
focus on men over women in the VB
advertising demographics either, as it
had the same per cent of reach
amongst male voters as N-VA (both
57% male, 43% female). That said,
another perspective on the same graph

is that amongst the right-wing parties,
the VB ads had much greater reach
amongst younger demographics. Both
N-VA and Open VLD had the lowest
dissemination amongst the 18-34 age
brackets. This suggests that on the
right-hand side of the political spec‐
trum, VB had greater dissemination
amongst first-time voters, especially
compared to Open VLD and N-VA.

2.2 Is the Content and Style of Facebook
Ads Different from Newspaper Ads?

First, we look at the extent to which
parties ‘presidentialized’ the elec‐
tions – i.e. whether they focused atten‐
tion on a single candidate, or on a wide
array of candidates (Van Aelst et al.
2012). There are various ways of oper‐
ationalizing presidentialization, but we
opt here for two key measures. First,
the per cent of candidate appearances
in advertisements taken up by the
most visible candidate: this gives us an
indication of the concentration of can‐
didate visibility around the ‘top’ candi‐
date. Second, we report Shannon H’s
measure of entropy, which provides a
more generalized measure of the dis‐
persion of candidate visibility across
candidates (Boydstun 2008). Lower
values indicate greater concentration
of attention to fewer candidates,
higher values a more evenly spread
attention. Table 2 presents the results
per party, for both social and newspa‐
per advertisements. Note that because
Groen (N = 2) and PVDA (N = 0) had
no or very little newspaper ads, we do
not report figures for these parties’
newspaper advertising.

The findings reveal substantial differ‐
ences both between and within parties:
VB most consistently presidentialized
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its campaign by drawing the vast
majority of attention to the top candi‐
date, party leader Tom Van Grieken.
Across both newspaper and social
media advertisements the party put
forward the party chairman, leaving
almost no attention for other candi‐
dates. PVDA had similarly focused
attention on its party chairman, but
our data does not allow us to test
whether this presidentialization also
held up in newspaper advertisements
because the party simply had no adver‐
tisements in newspapers. The highly
focused campaigns of these smaller
parties are not uncommon, as they
have less well-known candidates and
no or few people in (local) government.
sp.a focused its attention on its chair‐
man as well, but interestingly only on
social media (64%), and much less so
in newspaper ads (18%). Part of the
explanation is that many parties use
newspaper ads seemingly more to
increase the visibility of their leading
candidates in different constituencies,

leading to a plethora of candidates get‐
ting a bit of attention (with the excep‐
tion of VB).

CD&V, Groen and N-VA form the
‘middle’ of the pack, with leading can‐
didates that take up most attention by
a good margin, but not anywhere close
to the numbers for VB and PVDA.
Again, the leading candidate’s visibility
bonus is less pronounced in newspaper
ads. Finally, Open VLD presents an
interesting case: the party had
extremely dispersed attention, fielding
a lot of different candidates in their
advertising. It is hard to designate a
clear ‘top’ candidate, as the difference
with the other candidates is only 1 or
2%. Although the Facebook ad library
does not allow us to test this, the strat‐
egy seems to also diversify the candi‐
date offering geographically. This is
picked up in the newspaper ads espe‐
cially, with a very high dispersion
index: unsurprisingly, in this setting it
is the EP candidate Verhofstadt who
manages to get most attention, as he is

Table 2. Presidentialization in Flemish party ad campaigns

Party Facebook advertisements Newspaper advertisements

Most men-
tioned candi-
date (%)

Shannon H
(normalized)

Most men-
tioned candi-
date (%)

Shannon H
(normalized)

CD&V Hilde Crevits (44) 0.69 Hilde Crevits (23) 0.56

Groen Meyrem Almaci
(47)

0.65 – –

N-VA Bart De Wever
(38)

0.67 Bart De Wever
(33)

0.66

Open VLD Maggie De Block
(22)

0.72 Guy Verhofstadt
(18)

0.76

sp.a John Crombez
(64)

0.54 John Crombez
(18)

0.84

VB Tom Van Grieken
(64)

0.58 Tom Van Grieken
(89)

0.29

PVDA Peter Mertens
(78)

0.48 – –
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featured throughout Flanders given
the single constituency in which EP
elections are held. The other candi‐
dates tend to be visible only in newspa‐
per editions for ‘their’ constituency,
resulting in a high entropy (0.76).

To provide insight into the issues
that dominated the advertisement
campaigns, we first look at the number
of ads that could be considered as sub‐
stantial, meaning that they received an
issue code. Only 41% of newspaper ads
mention any issue, while in contrast,
80% of Facebook ads had at least one
issue mentioned. This indicates that
many newspaper ads tend to serve a
different purpose, and merely serve to
present the (regional) candidates. The
use of such ads is rampant in newspa‐
pers, but almost completely absent
from social media. Table 3 presents the
per cent of advertisements that men‐

tion various issues, for ads on social
media and newspapers. Note that we
omit issues that were not mentioned
by any parties (e.g. sport, religion)
from the table, and that because for
each ad up to three issues could be
coded the percentages sum to over
100%. 

Overall, the issues in social and news‐
paper advertising do not seem to have
much correlation as newspaper and
Facebook ads seem to stress different
issues. That said, the economic condi‐
tions were important in both cam‐
paigns, either through discussions of
the economy (8% Facebook, 43%
newspapers) or employment, including
the prominent debate on pension
reform (25% Facebook, 17% newspa‐
pers). Migration was also discussed
quite intensively in both Facebook and

Table 3. Per cent of social media and newspaper advertisements that mention
issues

Issue Facebook ads
(%)

Newspaper ads
(%)

Employment 25 17

Migration 12 20

Government affairs 10 2

Social affairs 8 45

Economy 8 43

Health 7 0

Justice 7 19

Environment 5 1

Energy 4 17

Education 4 17

Mobility 3 5

Civil rights 2 0

Housing 2 0

Agriculture 1 0

Foreign affairs 1 0

Foreign trade 1 0
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newspaper ads, as was justice (and
crime). But several issues, for example
social affairs, education, energy and
government affairs, were much more
dominant on either Facebook or news‐
paper ads. To some extent, this may be
due to the different emphasis of par‐
ties on one medium or the other. For
instance, VB pushed migration, but
had less newspaper ads. To examine
the extent to which the issue agendas
of individual parties aligned, we calcu‐
lated the correlation between parties’
issue attention in their Facebook and
newspaper ads. Table 4 shows the cor‐
relation, as well as the most men‐
tioned issue in a party’s social media
and newspaper ads. 

What is immediately clear is that even
at the individual party level, issue
agendas are quite different depending
on the medium involved. For two par‐
ties the correlations are relatively high
(CD&V and VB), suggesting some
alignment. For Groen, the data also
suggests a clear focus on the environ‐
mental issue but due to the low num‐
ber of newspaper ads it is hard to
speak of an ‘agenda’ of newspaper ads.
Yet, for N-VA, Open VLD and sp.a, the
correlations are quite low. Looking at
the raw data, we noticed that this

seems to be due to the different nature
of both type of ads. As mentioned
before, newspaper ads tend to serve a
different purpose and are less about
issues and more about promoting indi‐
vidual candidates. In addition, the
nature of the issue-based ads differs
between social media and newspapers:
whereas the newspaper ads are often
broadly targeted and discuss the party
platform as a whole (i.e. a letter from
the leading candidate(s), see Figure 3),
the Facebook ads deal with more spe‐
cific and current policy issues, policy
gaffes of opponents, specific issue
positions and so forth – presumably
because they can be much easier made
and related to current events. In sum,
the result of these two patterns is that
parties’ issue attention on Facebook is
much more dispersed compared to
newspaper ads. Not only are there less
issue-focused ads in newspapers, those
that are published tend to deal with
the broad, overarching issues that the
party wants to push. 

Next, we discuss the negativity of the
campaign: to what extent did parties
go on the attack and who criticized
whom? In terms of overall negativity,
we find that 20% of social media
advertisements contained an attack

Table 4. Alignment of parties’ issue agendas in Facebook and newspaper
advertisements

Party Most mentioned issue on…

Correlation Facebook ads (%) Newspaper ads (%)

CD&V 0.61 Employment (31) Social affairs (87)

Groen – Environment (61) –

N-VA 0.26 Funct. of Democracy (18) Economy (40)

Open VLD 0.24 Health (17) Social affairs (73)

sp.a 0.17 Employment (50) Social affairs (77)

VB 0.59 Migration (32) Migration (96)
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against another party. Yet, these
advertisements had systematically
more impressions – we cannot be sure
whether this is because parties were
pushing the attack ads more, or
whether they were simply viewed more
– because if we weight the data by the
number of impressions, 29% of the
advertisements was negative. As such,
at least on social media the short cam‐
paign had substantial negativity. In
contrast, in the newspaper advertise‐
ments, negativity was present in 18%
of advertisements, accounting for ad
size. Moreover, only N-VA, who
warned of the danger of a ‘red-green
front’ in about one third (35%) of its
newspaper ads, used ads to ‘go nega‐
tive’. While other parties did make
very indirect references to other par‐
ties (i.e. Open VLD hinted at the fact
that for them it is not your back‐
ground that matters, but your future),
or the fact that current policies are
inadequate (e.g. VB’s argument that
Flanders is providing welfare for the
entire world), no direct attacks were
made against other parties. Even N-

VA’s attacks were somewhat unclear,
as it is uncertain to what extent these
attacks singled out the Flemish parties
(Groen/sp.a) or the Walloon ones
(Ecolo/PS).

As such, we focus on negative cam‐
paigning in social media ads here. On
social media, negative advertising was
much more evenly spread across par‐
ties – and it was also much more
direct. 54% of the attack ads were pub‐
lished by VB, followed by 20% sp.a,
12% N-VA, 6% by PVDA and Groen,
and almost no attack ads by Open VLD
(1%) and CD&V (less than 1%).
Although it is sensible to expect VB to
have the most attack ads since it had
the most ads overall, VB’s advertising
was amongst the most negative, with
more than half of its ads (52%) being
critical of other parties. PVDA (45%)
had a similar level of negativity,
whereas Groen (37%) and especially N-
VA (23%) and sp.a (20%) had only a
minority of attack ads on social media.

To understand who criticized who,
Table 5 presents the percentage of
social media ads that were targeted at

Figure 3 Examples of letter style, broad-based newspaper ads (left: CD&V;
middle: N-VA; right: Open VLD)

390 doi: 10.5553/PLC/258999292020002003007 - Politics of the Low Countries 2020 (2) 3

This article from Politics of the Low Countries is published by Eleven international publishing and made available to anonieme bezoeker



Campaigning Online and Offline: Different Ballgames?

other parties. Because of the low num‐
ber of negative ads by CD&V and Open
VLD, we omit them from the table.
Table entries indicate the per cent of a
party’s attack ads that mention
another party. For example, the 38%
entry in the top left corner indicates
that 38% of Groen’s attack ads
attacked CD&V. Because attack ads
could be targeted at multiple parties
(e.g. all government parties), percen‐
tages sum up to over 100%.

A first pattern is that the incumbent
coalition parties (CD&V, Open VLD
and N-VA) were targeted by all opposi‐
tion parties: Groen, sp.a, VB and PVDA
all focused the majority of their attacks
on the incumbent coalition. In this,
the N-VA was the ‘primus inter pares’:
as the largest party in the coalition, it
received most attacks. During the cam‐
paign, the rivalry between N-VA and
Groen was emphasized in the media:
indeed, our data indicates a mutual
dislike indicated by the high number of
negative ads from Groen to N-VA
(76%) and vice versa (67%). The sec‐
ond, and more surprising, pattern is
that the extreme right VB attacked all
other parties, with a particular focus
on N-VA (86%), yet was almost com‐

pletely left alone by the other parties,
save for PVDA. In other words, while
VB was free to launch attacks on other
parties, it enjoyed relatively still waters
itself.

3 Conclusion

This research note presented an analy‐
sis of Flemish online and offline party
advertising during the last weeks of
the 2019 general election campaign.
The election resulted in a win for VB,
and prior analyses have indicated that
important shifts occurred during the
campaign (van Erkel et al. 2019), yet
thus far no work has sought to lay bare
the patterns in the campaign content
itself. Based on a quantitative content
analysis of Facebook and newspaper
ads, we examined the use, (demo‐
graphic) reach and content of parties’
advertising campaigns.

Our results reveal several relevant
findings. First, our analysis indicates
that, as suggested by our note’s title,
online and offline campaigning are
indeed different ballgames. At a funda‐
mental level, we simply observe differ‐
ent types of ads. Ads on social media
tend to address current issues, more
focused policy stances and direct

Table 5. Per cent of attack ads of a party targeting other parties

Attacker Target

CD&V
(%)

Groen
(%)

N-VA
(%)

Open
VLD
(%)

sp.a
(%)

VB (%) PVDA
(%)

Groen (N = 20) 38 – 76 31 0 0 0

N-VA (N = 9) 1 67 – 0 43 0 0

sp.a (N = 34) 29 11 75 26 – 3 0

VB (N = 51) 12 25 86 20 17 – 15

PVDA (N = 37) 54 31 84 68 28 23 –
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attacks on competitors. In contrast,
newspaper ads are much more about
self-praise and self-presentation. Many
newspaper ads simply feature an over‐
view of candidates or a broadly aimed
‘letter’ by the leading candidate that is
clearly meant to appeal to a broad
audience. The audience characteristics
are presumably driving parties to more
‘generic’ appeals in legacy media, as the
message cannot be tailored to specific
audiences. Newspaper ads basically
only differ between regional editions
as parties mainly want to promote the
candidates who are electable in that
region. In contrast, Facebook ads allow
for so-called micro targeting, where
fine-tuned ads are delivered to just the
audience that will resonate with the
message. However, the extent to which
this is actually used in the Flemish
context as the information of the Face‐
book ad library in this respect is
limited remains unclear. Our demo‐
graphic analysis shows that at least on
the aggregate level all groups are
targeted and that focusing overall cam‐
paign attention on specific socio-dem‐
ographic audiences is not a very com‐
mon practice. Of course, there are two
important caveats to this claim: first, it
only relates to overall attention of ads.
Our goal here was to investigate broad
patterns in party advertising during
the 2019 elections, and as such we did
not investigate whether specific (sin‐
gle) advertisements were tailored to
specific demographic groups. Second,
due to the data available on the Face‐
book ad library, we could only examine
the relative exposure of age and gender
groups, but it is likely that subseg‐
ments were selected based on other
criteria as well. Our analysis does show
that Facebook ads are used in a much
more focused and flexible way, allow‐

ing them to interact with recent events
or mistakes of opponents. In sum, our
analysis indicates that an analysis of
contemporary campaign communica‐
tions should account for communica‐
tion in various settings which is in line
with prior research investigating party
communication through different
media (see, e.g. Walter and Vliegen‐
thart 2010; Tresch et al. 2018).

Second, the level of presidentiali‐
zation differed markedly between par‐
ties, with VB and PVDA having more
attention for their leading candidates
than the other parties. CD&V, Groen
and sp.a still had markedly more atten‐
tion for their leading candidates,
whereas Open VLD had by far the
most evenly spread attention for can‐
didates. An interesting pattern was the
fact that newspaper ads are more
diverse in general, because a substan‐
tial proportion seem to be meant to
introduce local candidates, whereas
these sorts of ads are much less preva‐
lent on Facebook – in line with our
first conclusion.

Third, roughly one in three social
media advertisements was negative,
whereas this was less than one in five
for newspaper ads – and then it was
only N-VA that (briefly) warned of a
‘red-green front’. In social media ads,
the negativity was targeted most at the
government parties N-VA, Open VLD
and CD&V, yet Open VLD and CD&V
did not go on the attack themselves.
The opposition party VB enjoyed a
unique situation: although it criticized
a lot of different parties, particularly
N-VA, at least in advertising it was not
subject to much criticism.

In sum, this research note pro‐
vided a first insight into the patterns
of party communication both online
and offline during the last stretch of
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the general election campaign of 2019.
Although in some respects the findings
indicate ‘business as usual’, for
example with respect to leading candi‐
dates commanding more attention
(Lefevere and Dandoy 2011), in other
respects our findings reveal sometimes
surprising patterns, for example
regarding the difference between the
type of ads launched on Facebook as
compared to those that parties field in
legacy media.

Notes

1 Economy, civil rights, health, agricul‐
ture, education, environment, energy,
migration, mobility, justice, social
affairs, housing, entrepreneurship,
defence, science, foreign trade, foreign
affairs, government affairs, spatial
planning, culture, local and provincial
governance, weather and natural dis‐
asters, fires and accidents, sport,
church and religion.

2 Although technically information on
the region is also available, given the
split party system this is not very
informative, as most of the ads are
only shown to Flemish Facebook
users.
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