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COVID-19 AND RIGHT-WING POPULISM

FOREWORD

Times of crisis always function as gateways for dissatisfaction and protest.
There are growing doubts about the government’s ability to act and the loss
of control is perceived as a threat to everyday life at a personal and a societal
level. This plays into the hands of political forces that seek to stoke worries,
fears and resentment, and to pillory elites, institutions or a whole system.
This is precisely what happened as a result of the migration crisis. But did
right-wing populist groupings also profit from the COVID-19 pandemic?
The 2021 MIDEM Annual Study reveals a mixed picture in this regard. The
response to the question depends on whether right-wing populists have governmental responsibilities or whether they are in the opposition. It can be
observed that, for the most part, they initially advocated tough restrictions.
However, those that were not in power then changed sides, becoming some
of the harshest critics. They saw the crisis as a chance to once again accuse
the political and media elites of failure. The threat of the virus was frequently
equated with that posed by migration, whereby immigration was also described as a health risk for the population, which brings us full circle and back
to the communication strategy in the migration crisis.
Yet, it is by no means the case that right-wing populists everywhere benefited
from the COVID-19 crisis. They found it difficult to find the right aspect of the
crisis to focus on in order to mobilize their supporters. However, they were
able to succeed with their strategy in particular in places where they managed to seize on the existing alienation experiences of individual population
groups and intensify those feelings by means of their populist criticism of
elites, institutions and the system. This is evident in empirical findings for
Saxony, which form a part of the German version of MIDEM annual study.
The communication strategies employed by right-wing populist groupings in
seven European countries were examined on the basis of their official Facebook pages. The quantitative evaluation was incorporated in the analysis of
the political behavior of these parties and the discursive context of national
measures to contain the virus. MIDEM was again able to count on the expertise of members of its international research network. All contributors
deserve thanks for their focused work during the research and evaluation of
the data as well as the production of the texts. The editing, proofreading and
production team has once again brought the demanding process to a successful conclusion. We are grateful for the constant, generous and trusting
support of Stiftung Mercator and the TU Dresden.

Prof. Dr. Hans Vorländer
Director
Mercator Forum Migration and Democracy (MIDEM)
TU Dresden

FINDINGS

Right-wing populist parties respond to the pandemic
in one of two ways: Those in the government attempt to
depoliticize the topic of the COVID-19, whereas right-wing
populist parties in the opposition use the pandemic to
strengthen and define their populist profile.

erally mean spreading conspiracy theories, instead they
point out supposed ‘blind spots’ in the COVID-19 debate.
Content which would be classed as conspiracy theories is
mainly spread on other right-wing populist and extreme
right-wing platforms.

For the most part, right-wing populists do not use their
official channels to address the topic of the COVID-19
more frequently than other parties. There is, however,
a distinct difference in the kind of communication when
compared to other parties: In the social media of many
right-wing populist parties, state measures to combat
the pandemic have become a backdrop for polemics and
emotionally charged criticism of the government.

In the course of the pandemic, right-wing populist parties initially suffered slight losses of support on average,
but then stabilized at pre-crisis levels. In countries where
right-wing populists were part of the government, those
parties generally lost somewhat more support, after a
brief rise at the beginning of the crisis.

In order to be perceived as a credible alternative to the
established parties, right-wing populists in the opposition
radically changed course at the beginning of the pandemic: They went from proponents of the protective measures
to harsh critics. In this way they stayed true to their anti-establishment stance and presented themselves as the
mouthpiece of ‘the people’ who are being strangled by the
COVID-19 measures.

FINDINGS

Right-wing populists justify the rejection of the government’s infection prevention and control measures because of the impact on the economy on the one hand and
on individual freedoms on the other. They warn of a wave
of bankruptcies and the collapse of the economy. Many
right-wing populists also see measures such as placing
limits on social contacts as an unjustified encroachment
on fundamental rights and freedoms.
The topic of migration remains important for right-wing
populists, even during the pandemic. However, this applies in particular to right-wing populist parties in Northern and Western Europe – and is true to a lesser extent for
right-wing populists in East-Central and Southern Europe.
The topics of the COVID-19 and migration are often linked,
for example, when warnings are issued about the virus
being spread due to irregular migration.
There are various issues which function as catalysts for
criticism of the European Union. Right-wing populists in
Central and Eastern Europe demand a return to national
sovereignty instead of European cooperation, whereas in
the case of the right-wing populists in Sweden criticism is
directed first and foremost at the EU’s measures to assist
member states to recover economically and financially
from the COVID-19 crisis.
Right-wing populists do not fundamentally question
professional expertise about the pandemic. Rather, they
use their official channels of communication to attempt to
expand the range of opinions. However, this does not gen-

A continuation of the pandemic can cause the dissatisfaction with the crisis management to grow, which can
be actively used by right-wing populists to deepen political
and social divisions. The longer-term social and economic
effects of the COVID-19 crisis can also easily serve as the
backdrop for populist criticism of the government.
In the case of the AfD in Germany, it can be assumed
that above all its populist style was decisive in convincing
numerous radical ‘Coronavirus-skeptics’ to back the party. As the evaluation of the representative survey on the
COVID-19 measures in Saxony shows, the tendency to
voice sharp and even highly conspiracist criticism of the
infection prevention and control measures mainly arises
in connection with populist orientations in the population
(see German version of the Annual Study 2021).

A
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COVID-19 AND RIGHT-WING POPULISM
Times of crisis are said to be the hour of the populists. The financial
crisis increased the support for both left- and right-wing populists,
whereas the migration crisis provided a boost primarily for right wing
populist parties1. Both crises fueled the perception of political failure
and revealed a growing dissatisfaction with democratically elected
representatives. They were gateways for populists, whose political
business model is to stoke doubts about the responsiveness, the legi
timacy and the ability to act of political and media elites and to mobilize
the concerns, fears and resentment of the population. However, populist
movements and parties do not simply benefit from crises. They can also
significantly contribute to promote and heighten the perception of crisis,
thus playing a substantial role in exacerbating grievances and inciting
societal divisions. Fueling a sense of crisis is the common populist way of
doing politics, making sharp distinctions between the ‘good’ people and
the ‘corrupt’ elite, a narrative that de facto enables the disempowerment
of representative institutions and authorizes autocratic leadership, as
a means to implement the authentic, homogeneous and unadulterated
will of the people (Vorländer 2019; 2020; 2021).

CRISES AS GATEWAYS FOR
POPULISTS

In recent years, the significant public interest in the topic of migration
and its extensive media coverage facilitated the mobilization of voters
by right-wing populists (MIDEM 2018; 2019; Angeli/Otteni 2022). It is
much less clear whether the COVID-19 crisis could and can be used
by populists in the same way to attract more public attention and to
politically mobilize: Does the pandemic represent an opportunity for
right-wing populists or is it a risk? There are good reasons to assume that
populists are capable of politically harnessing the dissatisfaction with the
governments’ management of the pandemic. In fact, protest marches
against governmental measures were at times directly organized by
right-wing populist parties (as in Spain). And where there were ‘hybrid’
protest events against restrictions or vaccination campaigns, comprising
very diverse social groups, right-wing populist (and far-right) forces often
participated, attempting to gain influence and to use the protests to
further their agenda. In addition, the spread of misinformation on social
media concerning the dangerousness of the virus and the alleged sideeffects of vaccines, can easily play into the hands of right-wing populist
forces. As an analysis of the German case shows, positions critical of the
management of the pandemic can be combined with blanket criticism
of the liberal-democratic system, policies, public service media and
government action (cf. Guhl/Gerster 2020).

RIGHT-WING POPULISTS AT
COVID-19 PROTESTS

At second glance, however, it could also be problematic for right-wing
populists to instrumentalize the COVID-19 crisis. There are two reasons for
this: Firstly, the demand for greater consideration of medical expertise in
politically relevant decisions does not sit well with the anti-elite protest stance
of right-wing populist parties. The social and health-related policy fields that
have dominated the political and media agenda throughout the course of the
pandemic do not fit the ‘issue profile’ of right-wing populist parties. Issues
related to migration and belonging, which are at the core of these parties’
agenda, did not generate nearly as much public interest and media attention
as before (cf. fig. 1). Thus, the potential media impact of typical radical right
messages also faded. Secondly, with the onset of the pandemic, there was

PANDEMIC POSES CHALLENGES
FOR RIGHT-WING POPULISTS

1 The terms “radical right” and “right-wing populist” are used interchangeably throughout this study.
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a general call for strong and effective governments that would take decisive
action against the spread of the virus. In countries like Germany, the citizens’
trust in the government rose to record levels at the beginning of the pandemic.2
Under such circumstances it is difficult for right-wing populists to profit from
the general sense of uncertainty. Sharp criticism of the government can easily
lead to the impression that they are irresponsible and lack solidarity. What is
more, after the onset of the pandemic, national governments often did exactly
what right-wing populists had demanded for a long time: closing the borders.
In addition, curfews and lockdowns are likely to be interpreted as the kind of
determined government action that typically appeals to authoritarian-minded
sections of the electorate (Klein 2020).3

Fig. 1: Salience of migration and health
Migration (own country)

Migration (EU)

Health (own country)

Health (EU)

60 %
50 %

political and societal divisions. It will be easier for populists to blame
governments for the long-term social and economic consequences of the
crisis and use them as a backdrop for criticism of the establishment. It is
thus possible to conceive of a scenario where the pandemic context provides
populists with opportunities to strengthen their fundamental and sweeping
critique of liberal and representative democracy.
The MIDEM annual study of 2021 explores the relationship between the
COVID-19 crisis and right-wing populism. It asks how such parties addressed
the issue and whether they spoke about it more often than other parties.
How did they evaluate the measures to contain the pandemic, the lockdowns,
the restrictions of fundamental rights and the vaccination campaigns? Were
they able to politicize the COVID-19 crisis and achieve polarizing effects, as
they did with the migration crisis?5 The study provides a comparative and
differentiated picture of right-wing populist strategies and narratives in
Europe. Methodologically,
relies on 2014
the analysis
of the 2016
official Facebook
2011
2012 it 2013
2015
2017
accounts of right-wing populist parties in twelve European countries.
The first finding to emerge from the quantitative analysis of Facebook content
is that right-wing populist parties did not speak more often about COVID-19
than other parties. In fact, in eight of the twelve countries studied these
parties paid less attention to the pandemic than the established parties.
There are exceptions (such as Konfederacja in Poland), but the majority of
right-wing populists do not seem to concern themselves with the topic more
than the other parties. In the official social media channels of the Spanish
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COVID-19: THE TOPIC IS NOT A
CLEAR PRIORITY
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Fig. 2: Proportion of COVID-19-related Facebook posts of right-wing populist parties in Europe
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Note: Proportion of respondents in the European Union who named migration or health as one of the two most important problems for their own country or
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the EU; For the question at the European level the response option ‘health’ was included for the first time in the Standard-Eurobarometer 93.
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Source: European Commission 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021 / Own representation
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The question thus begs itself: do right-wing populists profit from the COVID-19
crisis or are they unable to do so? Based on polls and election results it would
appear that the crisis has not brought about an increase in support for the
right-wing populists; however, it has not triggered a downwards trend either.
Those parties that did record increases were mainly relative newcomers to
the political arena (like Fratelli d’Italia in Italy or Chega in Portugal)4. On a
regional level the picture is somewhat more mixed: the AfD was successful
first and foremost in regions where the measures to restrict the spread of
the pandemic are viewed particularly critically, and where the vaccination
rates are strikingly low (Vorländer/Herold/Otteni 2021: 22). One can also
suppose that, as the pandemic continues, dissatisfaction and mistrust of
governments will increase, with further protests against infection prevention
and control measures. These can be used by right-wing populists to deepen

Analysis time period: 03/01/2020 to 04/30/2021

Note: Mi Hazánk (Hungary) is not included here as data for the party are only available from February 2021 and thus a direct comparison with other
2 Similar developments can also be observed in other countries (European Commission 2021).
3 Even in the MIDEM study “COVID-19 in Saxony” – with all the criticism of the measures and restrictions
– a relative majority of 49 percent of respondents felt it was a pity “that the government had not taken
tougher measures in the fight against the pandemic”. Moreover, 60 percent considered it right “that
the state even restricts private freedoms for the protection of its citizens if necessary” (Vorländer/
Herold/Otteni 2021: 22).
4 See German version of the Annual Study 2021

parties is not possible.
Source: Own data based on Facebook

5 cf. also Bobba/Hubé 2021.
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LINKS MADE BETWEEN COVID-19
AND MIGRATION

It is unsurprising that right-wing populists have attempted to use the
pandemic to further their agenda, establishing links between the pandemic
and their flagship themes. This is most notably the case for migration. In
addition to the general description of migration as a cultural, security and
economic threat, a new kind of threat was incorporated into the narrative:
the health risk posed by migrants for the indigenous population. There were,

post-onset
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pre-pandemic: 01/01/2019 to 02/29/2020
post-onset: 03/01/2020 to 04/30/2021
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It is a typical characteristic of populist communication that more importance
is attached to public opinion than scientific expertise or the results of
empirical research (cf. Wondreys/Mudde 2020). Right-wing populist parties
were nevertheless noticeably careful not to use their offi cial communication
channels to sow mistrust towards expert opinions. The opinions of health
experts are only rarely fundamentally questioned. Rather, right-wing
populists attempt to expand the range of opinions to include positions
which are said to have hardly been heard and which support their criticism
of the government. Conspiracy theories are rarely found in the parties’
official accounts. Sharing of content related to conspiracy theories is in fact
widespread in far right social media; however, when it comes from political
actors, it usually occurs via the personal accounts of individual politicians.

pre-pandemic
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Fig. 3: Proportion of migration-related Facebook posts made by right-wing populist parties in Europe pre-pandemic
and post-onset
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This sudden change of heart is not without reason: It often correlates with a
change in the mood in the population. One reason for this is the increased
focus on the social and economic effects of the pandemic (Stern 2021), which
coincides with a drop in levels of trust in governments, after the initial sharp
rise. Right-wing populists in the opposition took advantage of this change of
mood by presenting themselves firstly as a mouthpiece of the hard-working
majority of society suffering because of the COVID-19 measures and,
secondly, as defenders of the freedoms that had been curtailed. However,
there are differences in the way they criticized the government and to what
extent: In some cases, they used the pandemic to radicalize their opposition
(e.g. Vox in Spain), whereas in other cases the criticism was relatively mild
(e.g. Dansk Folkeparti in Denmark).

Even though right-wing populists in the opposition are keen to link the
pandemic to migration, the criticism of the state’s COVID-19 response
does not follow an ethno-nationalist logic. Rather, it serves to sharpen
and strengthen the parties’ populist profile. In particular the initial change
of course by many right-wing populist opposition parties, who went from
proponents of infection prevention and control measures to harsh critics,
indicates that the parties’ first priority was to be perceived as the (sole)

RN

The opposite is true for right-wing populist opposition parties: they had
significantly more trouble devising a clear strategy on the issue. In the very
early stages of the pandemic most of these parties advocated stricter and
more comprehensive infection prevention and control measures and criti
cized their respective government’s response as too lax and too slow. Just
a few months later, however, the criticism of the government was radically
different: COVID-19 measures were mostly criticized as excessive or
disproportionate, despite the sometimes rising numbers of infections. There
was often talk of scaremongering and ‘COVID-19 hysteria’.
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CHANGE OF COURSE IN THE
INITIAL PHASE

COVID-19 DOES NOT DISPLACE
THE TOPIC OF MIGRATION

The quantitative analysis of social media has shown that the share of posts
dealing with migration remains high (cf. fig. 3). This applies in particular to
Northern and Western European countries, where these parties place greater
emphasis on migration than is the case in the South and East of Europe.
The question as to whether the COVID-19 crisis contributed to lowering the
significance of the topic among right-wing populist parties does not have a
clear-cut answer. The results reveal a mixed picture: In half of the countries
studied the significance of migration stayed approximately the same or even
increased (as in Spain, Sweden or France), in other countries it decreased (as
in Germany, the Netherlands or Italy).
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The content analysis of COVID-19-related posts also reveals important
differences in how right-wing populist parties dealt with the pandemic .
Once again, the difference between right-wing populists in government and
those in the opposition is evident: For the most part, right-wing populist
parties in office endeavored to de-emotionalize and depoliticize the topic
of the pandemic, in order to thereby give the impression of reliability and
professionalism. The governing party PiS in Poland, for example, strictly
avoided making the topic a subject of political controversy, judging by
the fact that opposition parties are never mentioned in its social media
communications on COVID-19-related issues.
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DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
RIGHT-WING POPULISTS IN
GOVERNMENT AND IN THE
OPPOSITION

for example, frequent reports of infections among immigrants and people
with a migration background, which were taken as proof that they are carriers
of the virus or that they violate lockdowns. The traditional contrast between
the native population and immigrants, whereby the political ‘elite’ is said to
give preferential treatment to the immigrants, was also present in right-wing
populist communication throughout the pandemic. More broadly related to
their nativist agenda, there were frequent references to the “Chinese virus”,
although no European party made this connection as frequently as the
former US President Donald Trump (Woods et al. 2020).

DF

VOX or the French Rassemblement National, for instance, COVID-19-related
topics appear in less than 15 percent of their posts (cf. fig. 2). Right-wing
populists in the government, on the other hand, like the Polish PiS or the
Hungarian party Fidesz, focused on the topic with above-average frequency.
Thus, whether right-wing populists have governmental responsibilities or are
in the opposition constitutes a key difference.
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alternative to the pandemic policy of the established parties. Yet, criticism of
the measures is by no means exclusively the domain of right-wing populist
parties. What sets them apart is the aggressive and populist tone in which
their criticism is professed; after all, on the other side of the barricade is a
supposedly aloof political elite who does not listen to ‘the people’.
LINK BETWEEN REJECTION
OF COVID-19 MEASURES AND
POPULIST ATTITUDES

This close link between radical forms of criticism of state measures to combat
the pandemic, on the one hand, and a populist view of politics, on the other
hand, can also be observed when analyzing the survey conducted by MIDEM
in May 2021 (Vorländer/Herold/Otteni 2021), in collaboration with the opinion
research institute dimap. The results show which kind of communication
resonates with the Corona-skeptical sections of the population. In particular,
they reveal that the tendency to engage in sharp and even highly conspiracist
criticism of COVID-19-related measures is not directly linked with ethnocentricnativist or authoritarian attitudes. Rather, populist orientations (such as a
lack of basic trust in the reliability of political institutions and elites) are a
far more reliable predictor of COVID-19-related conspiracy thinking. Feelings
of deprivation, i.e. the perception of being neglected and unfairly treated
compared to others, are also positively associated to the radical rejection
of infection prevention and control measures. In the case of the AfD in
Germany it can therefore be assumed that it is its populist style, above all,
that convinces numerous radical ‘COVID-19 skeptics’ to back the party.

DATA & METHODS
All country reports rely on a basic form of quantitative text analysis of
Facebook publications in order to assess issue salience, that is, how much
emphasis parties put on specific issues. There are two categories of issues
that are of interest – the first is the pandemic (COVID-19 category) and the
second is migration (migration category). A quantitative text analysis of the
official social media accounts of parties is an appropriate method to answer
the following two questions: (1) how much emphasis do radical right parties
put on COVID-19?; and (2) has their traditional emphasis on migration
changed during the pandemic? Because emphasis is a relative measure,
other political parties are included in the quantitative analysis too, allowing
us to place radical right parties in a comparative perspective.
As hand-coding methods are extremely time consuming when applied to
large bodies of text, this study relies on a computerized content analysis,
following a dictionary based approach6. This method consists of creating a
list of terms associated to the categories of interest (in this case, COVID-19
and migration) and algorithmically (1) identifying the subset of posts per
party that contain the words in the dictionary and (2) allocating these posts
to the categories of interest. This also allows us to count the proportion of
social media posts that fall into the designated categories.
The words that are part of the dictionary were chosen based on a combination
of a priori reasoning and empirical criteria. Naturally, common words such
as ‘covid’, ‘corona’, ‘pandemic’, ‘virus’ or ‘lockdown’ were assigned to the
COVID-19 category a priori, while ‘migration’, ‘migrant’, ‘asylum’ or ‘refugee’
were assigned to the migration category. In addition, all authors were
instructed to manually check a list of all words in the database, ordered
by their frequency. Words initially included in the dictionary but that were
empirically irrelevant were excluded from the dictionaries; words that did
not feature in the pre-defined dictionary but were empirically relevant to
the categories – that is, frequently used – were added.

6 This method has, for example, been defended and applied by Rooduijn and Pauwels (2011) to the
study of populism.
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