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Abstract
Political campaigns routinely appeal to citizens’ emotions, and there is evidence that such appeals influence political
behaviour. Social media, an important arena through which political actors communicate with voters, provide a rich source
of data for investigating not only which communication strategies they use but also which of these engage followers.
Building on political psychology and political communication literature, the present study investigates the relationship
between appeals to specific emotions (fear, anger, enthusiasm, and pride) and the engagement that such posts generate on
Facebook. We created an engagement index sensitive to the Facebook page follower count and employed multilevel mod‐
elling techniques. We conducted amanual content analysis of posts by British political parties and their leaders (N = 1,203)
during the Brexit referendum debate on Facebook. We found that engagement with a post substantially increases when
appeals to anger, enthusiasm, and pride are present. Conversely, there is no relationship between appeals to fear and
engagement. Thus, the results indicate with observational data what we know about the effects of emotions from experi‐
mental research in political psychology. Emotions of the same valence (e.g., fear and anger) have a different relationship
with user engagement and, by extension, political behaviour and participation online. This indicates that to fully under‐
stand the role of emotions in generating user engagement on Facebook, we must go beyond the positive and negative
dichotomy and look at discrete emotions. Lastly, British political actors used Facebook communication to generate online
political participation during the Brexit debate.
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1. Introduction

Socialmedia have becomean important channel through
which political actors communicate with the voters and
an arena for political participation in which citizens
can respond to political messages (Keller & Kleinen‐von
Königslöw, 2018). On Facebook, these responses can take
the form of “likes,” “comments,” “shares,” and “reac‐
tions.” Based on the logic of virality (Klinger & Svensson,
2015), when users engage with content through any of

the abovemeans of interaction, political actors’ posts are
spread to wider audiences. The more interactions with
a post, the more visible it becomes, not only to politi‐
cal actors’ followers but also to their respective networks
(Bene, 2017; Keller & Kleinen‐von Königslöw, 2018). This
increased visibility, in turn, has the potential to attract
new voters (Bene, 2018), party members (Gibson et al.,
2017), media attention (Bene, 2018; Chadwick, 2017),
and even contribute to the electoral success (Bene,
2018). Triggering engagement from followers is thus an
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important goal of effective political communication on
Facebook (Bene, 2017).

Reflecting the growing consensus about the central‐
ity of emotions in politics, the presence of emotions
has been included in the analytical frameworks of sev‐
eral studies investigating what generates user engage‐
ment on Facebook (e.g., Bene, 2017; Blassing et al., 2021;
Gerodimos & Justinussen, 2015; Heiss et al., 2019; Jost
et al., 2020; Martella & Bracciale, 2021; Metz et al.,
2020). All the aforementioned studies find that the pres‐
ence of emotion in a post leads to greater user engage‐
ment. However, the results are less conclusive when it
comes to the role of positive and negative emotions.
While some find that only negative emotion significantly
increases user engagement (Bene, 2017), others find
that the effect of positive emotion on engagement is
stronger than negative (Heiss et al., 2019).

This study aims to shed more light on the role of
emotion‐eliciting message content in generating user
engagement on Facebook and zoom in on appeals to
discrete emotions. By appealing to emotion, campaigns
can influence citizens’ political behaviour (Brader, 2006).
Research from political communication and political psy‐
chology further shows that to understand how emo‐
tions influence behaviour, we must consider the role
of specific emotions (Brader, 2006; Weber, 2012). Today
we know that even emotions of the same valence, for
example, fear and anger, have different behavioural con‐
sequences. While anger is a powerful driver of politi‐
cal participation (Brader, 2006; Valentino et al., 2011),
fear can, in many cases, encourage withdrawal (Brader,
2006; Weber, 2012). Building on the existing body of
research, the present study explores further and clar‐
ifies the role of emotion in generating user engage‐
ment with Facebook posts. We draw on political psy‐
chology and political communication literature and inves‐
tigate the role of appeals to fear, anger, pride, and
enthusiasm—four emotions considered most relevant
in a political context (Brader, 2006; Ridout & Searles,
2011), in generating user engagement with political
Facebook posts.

We conducted a manual content analysis of posts by
British political parties and their leaders (N = 1,203) dur‐
ing the Brexit referendumdebate on Facebook.We inves‐
tigated the relationship between appeals to fear, anger,
pride, and enthusiasm, and their respective levels of user
engagement with the Facebook posts. We measured
engagement by the total amount of interactions (“likes,”
“comments,” “shares,” and “reactions”) a post received.
While these represent different qualities of interaction,
they all increase the visibility of Facebook posts and can
be used as an indicator of how successful communica‐
tion on Facebook is (e.g., Boulianne & Larsson, 2021;
Gerbaudo et al., 2019; Keller & Kleinen‐von Königslöw,
2018). Further, interactions with posts can be used
as metrics of civic engagement and political participa‐
tion online (Gerodimos & Justinussen, 2015). We thus
assume that the more interactions a post generates, the

more successful its content is at mobilizing citizens to
engage in political participation online.

We found that appeals to anger, enthusiasm, and
pride are strong predictors of engagement,while appeals
to fear had no effect. These results not only indicate
that it is important to look at the influence of appeals to
discrete emotions, going beyond the positive and nega‐
tive dichotomy, but also that behavioural effects of emo‐
tions that we know mostly from experiments can also
be detected using observational Facebook data. Beyond
the substantive contribution of this article, our study
strengthens the investigation of emotion and its effect
on user engagement in two ways: First, employing a mul‐
tilevel modelling technique accounts for clustering of the
data at the Facebook profile level, which means that
we correct for the similarities that posts from a politi‐
cal actor might share in terms of content and presence
of emotional appeals. Second, by computing an engage‐
ment index that is sensitive to the number of follow‐
ers of each political actor, we correct for the expected
increased interaction count associated with having a
larger follower base. The two approaches better account
for the existing data structure of social media political
communication.

2. Interactions on Social Media

Socialmedia have become essential tools in political cam‐
paigning, allowing politicians to not only communicate
with those who follow them but also reach secondary
audiences when their followers engage with content
(Vaccari & Valeriani, 2015). By interactingwith politicians’
posts, followers and their networks contribute to the cir‐
culation of posts, spreading them to a wider audience.
User interactions can thus be considered a currency of
social media (Klinger & Svensson, 2015). They are indica‐
tors of how successful politicians’ communication is, and
crafting messages that followers will interact with is one
of the main aims of political actors who communicate on
Facebook (Bene, 2017). Based on the interactions that
their posts receive, politicians can understand what type
of content generates engagement and use such insight in
future communication (Jost et al., 2020).

For users, Facebook provides an opportunity to
express their opinions and reactions to politicians’ posts
through different means of interaction. On Facebook,
citizens can interact with politicians’ posts by “liking,”
“commenting,” “sharing,” or “reacting” to them. Even
though these interactions differ in quality and are consid‐
ered distinct modes of expression (for an overview, see
Larsson, 2018, p. 329), their aggregated number can be
used to measure the overall engagement generated by
content (Keller & Kleinen‐von Königslöw, 2018). Further,
user interactions on Facebook can be used as metrics
of civic engagement and political participation online
(Gerodimos& Justinussen, 2015) and consequently allow
us to investigatewhich communication strategies are suc‐
cessful at stimulating online political participation.
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In this study, we investigate the relationship between
appeals to specific emotions and user behaviour in the
form of interactions with Facebook posts. The underly‐
ing assumption is that the more successful the post’s
content is at mobilizing users to engage in political
participation, the more interactions it will generate.
More specifically, we investigate whether appeals to
anger, pride, and enthusiasm (emotions that we know
from political psychology stimulate political engagement
and participation; e.g., Brader, 2006; Valentino et al.,
2011), increase the overall engagement with Facebook
content—and whether appeals to emotions such as fear
(known to decrease political participation in various
forms; Valentino et al., 2011; Weber, 2012) decrease it.
Our dependent variable is thus the total amount of inter‐
actions that posts receive, which is also a known prac‐
tice in the existing literature (e.g., Boulianne & Larsson,
2021; Gerbaudo et al., 2019; Keller & Kleinen‐von
Königslöw, 2018).

Because emotions are at the centre of our study, an
alternative approach could be to use Facebook’s emo‐
tional reactions as dependent variables. While “haha”
and “wow” are considered very ambiguous, “love” and
“angry” reactions are positive and negative expressions
of emotional states, respectively (Jost et al., 2020).
However, Zerback and Wirz (2021) find that while posts
eliciting anger trigger “angry” reactions and posts elicit‐
ing sadness trigger more “sad” reactions, they also unex‐
pectedly found that “angry” reactions are, in fact, driven
more strongly by the sad theme in posts. Consequently,
while research on Facebook’s emotional Reactions as
expressions of users’ emotions is growing and already
providing useful insight, we cannot yet be sure of
the extent to which the different emotional reactions
can, in fact, be treated as valid expressions of spe‐
cific emotions, especially beyond the positive–negative
dichotomy. Further, out of the emotional reactions avail‐
able on Facebook, only the “angry” reaction corresponds
to one of the four emotions of interest in this study.
Because of the above, and becausewhat is of importance
in this study is not finding outwhether appeals to specific
emotions make people experience those emotions, but
the role that appeals to specific emotions play in theman‐
ifest behaviour of users, we have chosen overall engage‐
ment with posts as the dependent variable.

3. Emotional Appeals in Political Communication

Emotional appeals, understood as attempts to “stir the
feelings of the audience when delivering a political mes‐
sage” (Brader, 2006, p. 4), are a widely used campaign
communication strategy (Brader, 2006; Ridout & Searles,
2011). Research has further shown that political cam‐
paigns appeal to citizens’ emotions deliberately and
strategically (Brader, 2006; Crabtree et al., 2020; Ridout
& Searles, 2011). By doing so, campaigns can affect vot‐
ers’ behaviour, shaping it in predictable ways (Brader,
2006; Crabtree et al., 2020). There also seems to be no

doubt today that emotions play a crucial role in politi‐
cal behaviour (e.g., Brader, 2006; Marcus, 2002; Marcus
& MacKuen, 1993). The political significance of emo‐
tions has been empirically linked to, among others, polit‐
ical participation (Valentino et al., 2011; Weber, 2012)
and political learning and decision making (Brader, 2006;
Marcus & MacKuen, 1993).

When investigating political communication strate‐
gies on social media and their role in generating user
engagement, several studies have included emotion in
their frameworks. They have all found that emotional
content increases user engagement (e.g., Bene, 2017;
Blassing et al., 2021; Heiss et al., 2019; Jost et al., 2020;
Martella & Bracciale, 2021; Metz et al., 2020). However,
the results regarding the effect of positive and nega‐
tive emotions are less conclusive. Bene (2017) found
that positive emotions have no significant effect on user
engagement but that negative emotions do. Similarly,
Martella and Bracciale (2021) found that especially nega‐
tive emotional appeals successfully increase user inter‐
actions. On the other hand, Heiss et al. (2019) and
Gerbaudo et al. (2019) found that the effect of positive
emotions on user engagement is stronger than that of
negative ones. We believe that two measures need to
be taken to clarify further the role of emotions in gener‐
ating user engagement: Taking a discrete, as opposed to
a dimensional approach to emotions; and investigating
emotional appeals instead of emotions expressed.

3.1. Dimensional and Discrete Approaches to Emotion

Research on emotion in politics has often focused on
two dimensions of affect, positive versus negative (e.g.,
Marcus, 2002; Marcus et al., 2000), and most studies
investigating the role of emotion in generating user
engagement have followed this path (but see for exam‐
ple Blassing et al., 2021; Zerback &Wirz, 2021). However,
we know that even emotions of the same valence dif‐
fer from each other. For example, while fear and anger
are both negatively valenced emotions, they have very
different behavioural effects (e.g., Brader, 2006; Lerner
& Keltner, 2001; Weber, 2012). Fear is, among others,
equated with risk avoidance and decreased willingness
to engage in many forms of political participation, while
anger is a powerful motivator of participation in pol‐
itics and often tied to risky action (Lerner & Keltner,
2001; Valentino et al., 2011). Consequently, distinguish‐
ing between emotions of the same valence, instead of
considering them as a single entity, can provide a more
nuanced and accurate understanding of their influence.
In the present study, we thus measure appeals to fear,
anger, pride, and enthusiasm and investigate their rela‐
tionship with user engagement.

3.2. Emotional Appeals and Emotionality

There are two main ways in which we can conceptual‐
ize the presence of emotion in campaign communication.
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First, messages can be considered emotional when they
contain emotional expressions. Second, messages can
have characteristics or contain cues that make them
likely to elicit certain emotional responses (Brader, 2006;
Ridout & Searles, 2011). To date, most studies investi‐
gating the effects of emotion on user engagement have
taken the first approach. Employing either content analy‐
sis, or tools such as sentiment analysis, the authors clas‐
sified posts as containing positive or negative emotional
language and expressions (for exceptions, seeMartella &
Bracciale, 2021; Zerback & Wirz, 2021).

We argue that operationalizing emotion in political
communication as emotional appeals, understood as
attempts to “stir the feelings of the audience when deliv‐
ering a political message” (Brader, 2006, p. 4), can be
a step toward further clarifying the role of emotion in
generating engagement with Facebook content. Various
message cues are likely to elicit specific emotions, and
campaigns can use these cues strategically and delib‐
erately to appeal to the emotions they want to elicit,
thereby shaping the behaviour of voters in predictable
ways (Brader, 2006; Crabtree et al., 2020). Messages
aiming to elicit specific emotions can thus affect user
behaviour and lead to different levels of user engage‐
ment. To investigate this further, we map the presence
of emotional appeals in Facebook posts, and then inves‐
tigate their role in generating user engagement.We draw
inspiration from the approach taken by Brader (2006)
and Ridout and Searles (2011) by translating the ideas
of appraisal theories and Affective Intelligence Theory
(AIT) into indicators of emotional appeals and expecta‐
tions about their influence on the engagement.

4. Behavioural Consequences of Emotions and the
Impact of Emotional Appeals on Engagement With
Facebook Posts

This study examines the influence of appeals to fear,
anger, pride, and enthusiasm on engagement with
Facebook posts. In this section, we provide an overview
of the behavioural consequences of the emotions of
interest, drawing on AIT (Marcus, 2002; Marcus et al.,
2000), appraisal theories (Lerner & Keltner, 2001; Smith
& Ellsworth, 1985), and empirical research applying
these (Brader, 2006; Valentino et al., 2011;Weber, 2012).
We then use these to formulate hypotheses. Both AIT
and appraisal theories examine the role of emotion in
information processing and political behaviour. Despite
differences between the theories, they largely agree on
the behavioural consequences of the four emotions in
this study and the circumstances under which they arise
(although fear is a somewhat more complex case; for a
brief discussion, see Brader, 2006, pp. 58–59).

Appeals to anger can be used to mobilize citizens to
engage in the political process. Anger produces action
(Lerner & Keltner, 2001), causes people to engage with
politics (Brader, 2006; Valentino et al., 2011), and rein‐
forces existing partisan habits (Brader, 2006). It has

been linked to increased mobilization and willingness
to engage in various forms of political participation
(Valentino et al., 2011; Weber, 2012). Consequently,
we hypothesize:

H1: Appeals to anger are positively associated with
increased user engagement.

While of the same valence as anger, fear produces dif‐
ferent behavioural outcomes. While anger is linked to
action and less careful processing of events, fear is
related to avoidance and more systematic information
processing (Brader, 2006; Marcus et al., 2000; Valentino
et al., 2011). Compared to anger, fear can cause with‐
drawal and lessen political engagement (Weber, 2012).
While fear can increase the desire to participate polit‐
ically in certain ways, it also encourages withdrawal
from activities (Brader, 2006) and, overall, decreases will‐
ingness to participate in politics in various forms (e.g.,
Marcus et al., 2000; Weber, 2012). We thus hypothesize:

H2: Appeals to fear are negatively associated with
increased user engagement.

Enthusiasm involves an increased sense of being per‐
sonally in control and facilitates approach over with‐
drawal (Weber, 2012). Further, it reinforces the desire
to continue current actions and stay involved in the
successful activity while reinforcing existing partisan
habits (Brader, 2006). It increases political participation
by transforming stimuli into political action; thus, it has
been linked to increased political mobilization, including
greater interest in campaigns, higher inclination to vote,
and desire to volunteer (Brader, 2006; Valentino et al.,
2011). We hypothesize:

H3: Appeals to enthusiasm are positively associated
with increased user engagement.

According to AIT, pride indicates the enthusiasm dimen‐
sion of the disposition system and thus has similar mobi‐
lizing effects on political behaviour (Marcus et al., 2000).
Appraisal theorists, however, treat pride as distinct from
enthusiasm because of its retrospective, as opposed
to enthusiasm’s prospective character (Lazarus, 2001).
Further, pride has a unique influence on collective identi‐
ties, and since these are important in campaign contexts,
some empirical studies have also looked at pride sepa‐
rately from enthusiasm (Brader, 2006; Ridout & Searles,
2011). We hypothesize:

H4: Appeals to pride are positively associated with
increased user engagement.

5. Method

We employed a manual quantitative content analysis
of communication by the four largest political parties
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in the British Parliament in 2016, as well as the UK
Independence Party (UKIP) due to their important role
in Brexit. We analysed messages posted by the official
party’s Facebook profiles and pages of their leaders two
months before and one month after the referendum.
The Brexit debate had “strong emotional overtones”
(Degerman, 2019, p. 829), and various scholars have
emphasized the central role of emotion in Brexit (e.g.,
Degerman, 2019; Moss et al., 2020). Further, a number
of researchers and commentators emphasize the impor‐
tance of social media in this context (e.g., Brändle et al.,
2021). Consequently, the Brexit referendum debate on
Facebook makes a suitable case study to investigate the
use and role of emotional appeals.

5.1. Sample

The dataset consists of posts published on the official
pages of the Conservative Party, the Labour Party, the
Liberal Democrats, the Scottish National Party (SNP),
and the UKIP, as well as their respective leaders David
Cameron, Jeremy Corbyn, Tim Farron, Nicola Sturgeon,
and Nigel Farage. We also included Boris Johnson in the
sample, as he played an important role in the Brexit ref‐
erendum campaign despite not being the official party
leader at that point. Both party and individual politi‐
cians’ profiles were included because user interactions
can differ depending on the type of Facebook profile (see
Heiss et al., 2019). Responding to calls for more research
on political communication on social media outside of
strictly campaign communication (e.g., Blassing et al.,
2021), we looked at posts from 23 April 2016 to 23 July
2016, representing two months before and one month
after the Brexit vote. This timeframe allowed us to inves‐
tigate the role of emotions in engagement with political
communication both during the contentious Brexit cam‐
paign and its aftermath. All Facebook posts and inter‐
actions with them were downloaded using Facepager
(Jünger & Keyling, 2018) in August 2020. From a total of
1,260 posts, 57 were removed because of missing data
and text (N = 1203).

5.2. Engagement as Dependent Variable

We created an overall engagement index that sums up
all interactions. The underlying assumption is that the
higher the number of interactions with a post, the more
successful the content is at mobilizing users to engage
in online political participation. We are particularly inter‐
ested in whether user interactions are decreased by
appeals to fear and increased by appeals to anger, enthu‐
siasm, and pride. Consequently, we consider the depen‐
dent variable, which combines all popularity cues a post
received as a suitable measure. Additionally, our engage‐
ment measure accounts for the number of followers
each Facebook profile had, as these impact the total
amount of interactions that posts on different Facebook
profiles generate. Because it is not possible to retrospec‐

tively find out the exact number of followers a page had
at a given moment in the past, the number of follow‐
ers was recorded during the data collection process in
August 2020.We propose that the count obtained during
data collection is useful and sufficient. Statistically, the
relationship between emotional appeal and engagement
(without accounting for follower count) is as strong as in
themodel presented in the article (see Appendix C in the
Supplementary File). However, the engagement formula
presented here fits the data better.

Engagement = “Reactions’’ + “Comments’’ + “Shares’’
Followers

5.3. Independent and Control Variables

Variables were coded binary for each post (1 = presence,
0 = absence). We conducted two rounds of inter‐coder
reliability with the researcher coder and a non‐expert
coder. The second round of testing yielded Krippendorf’s
alpha scores on a 10% sample of posts ranging from
0.695 to 1. All variables of interest were reliable (see
Appendix A in the Supplementary File).

Independent variables: Emotional appeals. The cod‐
ing scheme of emotional appeals is an extension of AIT
and appraisal theories to the field of political communi‐
cation, based on the notion that specific message cues
elicit different emotions (Brader, 2006). We only coded
emotional appeals in text. Because we are not interested
in tapping into the emotional reactions of the coders, the
coding question was, following Brader (2006) and Ridout
and Searles (2011), “which emotion did the author of the
post aim to evoke?” Further, to ensure theoretical preci‐
sion, for the appeal to any of the four emotions of inter‐
est in this study to be coded as present, a post had to
contain theoretically derived indicators. Appeals to fear,
for example, featured content associated with threat,
an uncertain future, or uncontrollability (Brader, 2006;
Lazarus, 1991; Marcus et al., 2000). The coding scheme
can be found in Appendix E in the Supplementary File.
Multiple emotional appeals could be coded as present
in a post. 61.2% of posts contained no appeal to emo‐
tion, 32.4%at least one emotional appeal, 6.0% twoemo‐
tional appeals in one post, and just under 1% contained
three or more emotional appeals.

Control variables. The following variables were
included as controls: (a) Populist content: Several stud‐
ies (e.g., Bobba, 2019; Jost et al., 2020) found that pop‐
ulist messages drive user engagement (but see Martella
& Bracciale, 2021). Consequently, and because populism
is thought to have played a central role in Brexit (e.g.,
Clarke & Newman, 2017), we control for the presence
of populist content, understood as communicatively
expressing people‐centrism, anti‐elitism, and ostracizing
“the Others” (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). (b) Party vs.
individual politician profile, as this could impact engage‐
ment (Heiss et al., 2019). (c) Because political actors
can communicate differently in pre‐ and post‐election
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periods (Schmuck & Hameleers, 2020), we control for
communication before the referendum vote and after.
(d) The frequency of posts, because the more often a
profile posts, the fewer reactions a specific post might
receive (Bene, 2017). (e) The presence of immigration,
sovereignty, and economy as topics in the post, as these
were themost important issues of the Brexit referendum
campaign (Hobolt, 2016). And (f) Length of the post (e.g.,
Heiss et al., 2019).

6. Results and Analysis

6.1. Descriptive Analysis

Before discussing the association of emotional appeals
with engagement, we present some descriptive results.
Table 1 focuses on the political Facebook profiles.

Considering the number of followers and the mean
engagement for each political actor, Nigel Farage has
the highest engagement with his posts of 0.10 (follow‐
ers = 1,002,437). He is followed by Nicola Sturgeon
(0.09), UKIP (0.07), and Tim Farron (0.06), all of whom
have significantly lower numbers of followers. However,
from the high follower accounts, Jeremy Corbyn (fol‐
lowers = 1,641,689) has a high engagement score of
0.05. The engagement scores are, to a great extent, spe‐
cific to the different political actors. Perhaps both Nigel
Farage and Jeremy Corbyn have high engagement with
their messages because they have an established polit‐
ical member base. Given the increasing personalization
of politics, particularly on social media (e.g., Metz et al.,
2020), it is perhaps not surprising that four out of five
party profiles generate less user engagement than pro‐
files of individual politicians.

Turning to the content, Table 2 shows that 39% of
the posts contained an appeal to at least one of the
emotions of interest in this study. Appeals to anger and
enthusiasm were most prevalent, each present in 17%

of posts. Appeals to pride and fear were significantly less
frequent, appearing in 7% and 5% of the posts, respec‐
tively. Looking at the control variables, populist content
was not very prominent in our data. Fifteen percent of
the posts contained people‐centrism, 17% anti‐elitism,
and 3% ostracizing “the Others.” Lastly, 25% of the posts
contained at least one of these elements. The distribu‐
tion of posts between individual politicians andparty pro‐
files was fairly even, with 48% being by a politician and
52% by a party profile. Further, 75% of the posts were
created before the Brexit referendum vote, which was
expected since the data was collected for two months
before the vote and only one month after.

Table 3 shows that enthusiasm and anger were
the emotions that were appealed to most frequently.
These were followed by pride, while fear was the least
prevalent emotional appeal. Nigel Farage, UKIP, and
Boris Johnson used appeals to emotion most frequently
(appeals to at least one emotion in 61%, 56%, and
43% of their Facebook posts, respectively). Appeals
to enthusiasm made up a considerable part of their
communication—featuring in 43%, 28%, and28%of their
posts, respectively. A post by Boris Johnson is a good
example of an appeal to enthusiasm:

We have less than ten days until we get the chance
to take back control of our country and crucially our
democracy, and Vote Leave. In these remaining days
we need to do all we can to keep banging the drum
about why it is time for us to believe in ourselves, to
believe in Britain and what we can do.

This post featured content associated with potential suc‐
cess and the achievement of one’s goals (in this case leav‐
ing the EU) and strengthening commitment to achieving
this goal by emphasizing the audience’s role in making
it come true. While fear was overall the least used
emotional appeal in the political Facebook posts, David

Table 1. Profile‐level variables and mean engagement scores for political actors.

Facebook profile Frequency of posts Followers M engagement SD engagement

Nigel Farage 142 1,002,437 0.10 0.12
Nicola Sturgeon 33 409,672 0.09 0.14
UKIP 132 515,912 0.07 0.06
Tim Farron 48 36,321 0.06 0.09
Jeremy Corbyn 163 1,641,689 0.05 0.09
David Cameron 104 1,147,033 0.04 0.04
SNP 138 325,702 0.04 0.10
Boris Johnson 86 1,811,737 0.02 0.03
Conservatives 37 751,561 0.01 0.02
Labour 174 1,096,195 0.01 0.02
Liberal Democrats 146 204,371 0.01 0.02

Notes: Engagement scores were normalized for ease of interpretation; the values range between min = 0 and max = 1 (M = 0.04,
SD = 0.08).
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Table 2. Number of posts and percentage of post‐level variables (N = 1,203).
Variable N %

Emotional appeals
Anger 203 17
Fear 57 5
Pride 83 7
Enthusiasm 207 17
Total 467 39

Populist content
People‐centrism 175 15
Anti‐elitism 203 17
Ostracizing “the Others” 37 3
Total 297 25

Politician/party profile 576 48

Brexit campaign 905 75

Topics
Immigration 110 9
Sovereignty 118 10
Economy 105 9
Brexit referendum 719 60
EU 45 4
Tradition & values 114 9
Labour & welfare policy 201 17
Security & foreign politics 144 12
Party politics & elections 259 22
Environment 27 2
Other 57 5

Purpose of post
Mobilization 495 41
Self‐promotion 185 15
Information 476 40
Other/Unclear 2 0.2

Table 3. Percentage of emotional appeals for each political actor.

Profile Anger Fear Pride Enthusiasm Total

Boris Johnson 18 2 17 28 43
Conservatives 11 0 0 8 19
David Cameron 6 17 13 8 40
Jeremy Corbyn 28 2 6 8 39
Labour 22 9 2 7 37
Liberal Democrats 9 3 5 25 38
Nicola Sturgeon 15 3 0 3 18
Nigel Farage 16 3 13 43 61
SNP 9 0 1 4 14
Tim Farron 10 0 6 10 25
UKIP 27 7 11 28 56
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Cameron used it most frequently out of all investigated
political actors (17%). Advocates of Britain leaving the EU
often referred to the Remain campaign as “Project Fear,”
and the findings of this study seem to indicate that there
was some truth to the Leave campaign’s accusation.

Overall, the appeals to emotions that are known
to mobilize people to participate in politics have been
employed much more frequently than appeals to fear.
As the next section shows, appeals to enthusiasm, pride,
and anger seem to have worked as intended and signifi‐
cantly increased user interaction.

6.2. Predicting Engagement With Facebook Posts

To analyse the influence of emotional appeals on engage‐
ment, we fitted several mixed‐effects models with ran‐
dom intercept (Table 4), thus accounting for the cluster‐
ing of the data at the political actor level.

Focusing on how the models were built, Model 0
represents the null model containing just the random
intercept, namely the political actor variable. The intr‐
aclass correlation coefficient = 0.34, which means that
34% of the variance in engagement is explained at level 2
(political actor) of the model, therefore justifying the
need for amultilevel modelling technique.Model 1 intro‐
duces the predictors = different emotional appeals, the
fixed effects explaining 8% of the variance. The vari‐
ables were introduced successively in different models
to observe the degree of model improvement with each
step. Model 2 is considered the full model, introducing
the controls (elements of populist content and other rel‐
evant profile and post‐level variables). Model 2 is a statis‐
tically significant improvement over model 1, explaining
25% of the variancewith the variables in the fixed effects
part of the model and 45% of the variance in total.

The dependent variable was positively skewed,
which means that there are more observations with
lower engagement scores on the left side of the distri‐
bution than on the right side with higher scores (see his‐
tograms in Appendix D of the Supplementary File). To be
able to fit a linear regression model, we took the natu‐
ral logarithm of the engagement variable to manage the
normal distribution assumption. This changed the inter‐
pretation of the regression coefficients as follows: They
represent the estimated percentage change in outcome
with one increased unit in the predictor. All threemodels
were fitted with the logged outcome variable.

Yi = (exp(𝛽i) − 1) × 100
To test our hypotheses, we fitted a mixed‐effects model
(model 2) with a random intercept linear model pre‐
dicting engagement from appeals to emotions present
in text and elements of populist content, as well as
political variables and topic issues included as controls,
Pseudo R2 = 0.45. Three out of the four emotional appeal
variables have a significant positive effect on engage‐
ment. The presence of anger is associatedwith increased
engagement by 58%, pride with increased engagement

by 59%, and enthusiasm by 83%. Thus, hypotheses H1,
H3, and H4 are supported. However, the presence of fear
does not decrease engagement significantly. Therefore,
H2 is not supported.

Additionally, while the three emotional appeals are
associated with a substantial increase in engagement
with Facebook posts, the engagement increase occurs at
different rates: anger elicits the least strong increase in
engagement of just over half. Contrastingly, enthusiasm
is associated with the highest increase in engagement
of 83%, surpassing the effect size of appeals to pride
(59%). Positive emotions, specifically appeals to enthusi‐
asm, are associated with the greatest increases in users’
engagement with political posts.

Further, from the included control variables, whether
the post was from the Brexit campaign period or after
had a significant effect on engagement. Posts after the
Brexit vote generated more engagement (M = 0.07) than
those during the Brexit campaign (M = 0.03). Neither ele‐
ments of populist communication, relevant Brexit topics,
whether the post originated from a party or politician,
how often the accounts posted, or the length of the post
were significantly related to users’ engagement.

6.3. Appeals to Emotions as Part of Populist Content

One potential area of concern was that due to the often‐
posited emotionality of populism and populism’s “extra
emotional ingredient” (Canovan, 1999, p. 6), the mea‐
surements of appeals to emotion and populist content
would tap into the same concept. Figure 1 shows that
while there is one strong correlation (r = 0.5 between
appeals to anger and attacking the elites), all other corre‐
lation coefficients indicatemoderate or small correlations.
Furthermore, the variance inflation factor (VIF) values for
the appeals to emotion and populist content showed no
evidence of multicollinearity in the mixed‐effects model
predicting engagement. VIF values ranged between
1.10–1.55 (see Appendix B in the Supplementary File).
Statistically, emotional appeals and populist content vari‐
ables do not measure the same concept.

7. Conclusions

Our study aimed to shed more light on the relationship
between emotions and user engagement with political
Facebook posts during the Brexit referendum debate.
The strengths of our study are both theoretical (coding
manually for appeals to discrete emotions instead of pos‐
itive and negative emotional expressions in text) and
methodological (employing multilevel modelling tech‐
niques and a weighted engagement index to account
for the particularities of social media data). Below we
present the extent to which political actors used dif‐
ferent emotional appeals in their Facebook communi‐
cation, then we discuss the strong positive relationship
between appeals to specific emotions and increasing
user engagement.
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Table 4. Estimates for mixed‐effects models with random intercept predicting user engagement.

M0 Engagement M1 Engagement M2 Engagement

(Intercept) −99.58*** −99.66*** −99.71***
(27.06) (25.63) (77.59)

Emotions
Fear −8.23 −5.13

(15.54) (15.60)
Anger 71.98*** 57.52***

(8.58) (9.58)
Pride 88.16*** 59.00***

(13.17) (12.87)
Enthusiasm 96.27*** 82.65***

(9.17) (9.10)
Controls

People# 17.86+
(9.91)

Elites# −4.88
(10.51)

Others# 10.09
(22.76)

Politician/party profile 136.78+
(47.39)

Brexit campaign −50.85***
(7.27)

Freq. post 0.15
(0.40)

Length post −0.00
(0.00)

Immigration 13.43
(12.92)

Sovereignty 17.53
(12.56)

Economy 9.83
(11.29)

N 1,203 1,203 1,203
Pseudo R2 (fixed effects) 0.00 0.08 0.25
Pseudo R2 (total) 0.34 0.39 0.45

Random effects
Var (level 2) 0.78 0.74 0.60
Var (level 1) 1.09 1.03 0.98

AIC 3665.55 3542.34 3447.82
BIC 3680.82 3577.99 3534.39
ANOVA model improvement *** ***
Notes: # = elements of populist content, + p ≤ 0.10, * p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001; coefficients and standard errors were trans‐
formed with this formula for ease of interpretation: Yi = (exp(𝛽i) − 1) × 100.
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Figure 1. Correlation matrix between appeal to emotions and populist content.

7.1. Use of Emotional Appeals in Political
Communication on Facebook

The majority of the political actors under scrutiny
appealed to anger, enthusiasm, and pride much more
frequently than fear. Reflecting existing research (Brader,
2006; Ridout & Searles, 2011), this finding suggests that
political actors strategically appealed to citizens’ emo‐
tions. It also indicates that political actors have a good
understanding of how to communicate with voters on
Facebook effectively. On Facebook, the follower base
of politicians largely consists of those who already sup‐
port them, and the “strategic value of this friendly audi‐
ence lies in mobilization…rather than convincing them
of policy propositions” (Stier et al., 2018, p. 55). Since
appealing to anger, enthusiasm and pride can not only
stimulate politicalmobilization but also reinforce existing
partisan habits (e.g., Brader, 2006), it makes sense that
political campaigns appeal to these emotions when they
“preach to the converted” on Facebook (Stier et al., 2018,
p. 55). Appeals to fear were not used frequently by any
political actors considered in this study, except for David
Cameron. Fear appeals can be used to persuade unde‐
cided voters andmake the opponent’s supporters reeval‐
uate their decisions while placing less weight on prior
convictions (e.g., Brader, 2006). If the main aims of polit‐
ical campaigns are to persuade and mobilize voters, the

majority of political actors considered in this study used
Facebook for the latter purpose. Consequently, while our
findings on the use of appeals to different emotions on
Facebookmight not be very surprising, they indicate that
how political actors communicate with their followers
on Facebook might not be entirely unproblematic from
a normative perspective. Even appeals to enthusiasm,
which at face value are not negative, are likely to make
citizens rely more strongly on prior convictions and stick
to their choice of candidate, which can further polarize
voters (Brader, 2006).

7.2. Relationship Between Emotional Appeals and User
Engagement on Facebook

In line with three of our theoretically derived hypothe‐
ses, the results indicate that specific emotional appeals
have a strong and distinct positive association with
user engagement. Facebook posts containing appeals
to anger, enthusiasm, and pride—emotions that have
been linked to increased mobilization and willingness
to engage in various forms of political participation
(e.g., Brader, 2006; Valentino et al., 2011)—generate
significantly more user engagement than posts with‐
out. Further, our results show that appeals to fear are
not negatively associated with increased engagement
with Facebook posts, as we initially expected. While the
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literature proposes that fear causes withdrawal rather
than mobilization and participation in various political
activities (e.g., Valentino et al., 2011; Weber, 2012), our
data did not exhibit any relationship between appeals to
fear and engagement.

We cannot be certain that anger appeals used by
political actors on Facebook do make people angry,
enthusiasm appeals make people feel enthusiastic, or
pride appeals make people proud. However, the man‐
ifest behaviour of users seems to support the notion
that by appealing to specific emotions, campaigns can
shape voter behaviour in predictable ways (Brader, 2006;
Crabtree et al., 2020). This, in turn, shows that the
different behavioural mechanisms we know of mostly
from experiments can partially be detected with unob‐
trusive, observational data. Overall, the fact that appeals
to fear and anger, two emotions of the same valence,
show such different relationships with user engagement
underscores the importance of considering discrete emo‐
tions in future research on the role of emotions in politi‐
cal campaigning and engagement on social media.

Another important finding of this study is that pop‐
ulist communication (understood as expressing people‐
centrism, anti‐elitism, and ostracizing “the Others”;
Jagers &Walgrave, 2007) does not increase user engage‐
ment. This holds both for the three elements separately
and when the different elements are aggregated. This
contradicts the findings of some previous studies but
is in line with the results of a recent study by Martella
and Bracciale (2021). While populism has an “extra emo‐
tional ingredient” (Canovan, 1999, p. 6) and is often asso‐
ciated with especially negative emotions, our findings
show that when we systematically disentangle populism
and emotional appeals, it is the latter that drive engage‐
ment. We believe this observation should be factored
into future studies on the effects of populist communi‐
cation on user interaction.

7.3. Limitations

The limitations of our study open up avenues for fur‐
ther research. First, we only coded emotional appeals
in textual communication. However, emotional cues can
be much more than what is expressed in text, includ‐
ing colours, objects, symbols, and music (Brader, 2006).
Consequently, to get an even more thorough picture of
the use of emotional appeals and the role they play
in generating engagement, more research should fac‐
tor in emotional appeals on social media originating
from other modalities than text (e.g., pictures, videos).
Related to the above, not controlling for the format (pic‐
ture, video, link) of the post, which we were not able
to retrieve due to technical reasons, is a limitation of
this study. Second, from a theoretical perspective, both
positive emotions included in this study, namely enthusi‐
asm and pride, have the same mobilizing effect on politi‐
cal participation. Future studies should also look at the
role of positive emotions that do not stimulate politi‐

cal participation (e.g., compassion), although these have
been proven difficult to code reliably with manual con‐
tent analysis (Ridout & Searles, 2011), which was the
main reason we did not include it in this study. Third,
engagement could also have been affected by both vari‐
ables we did not control for and factors that we could not
control, such as paid content and Facebook recommen‐
dation algorithms.

Despite these limitations, our study contributes to
knowledge about political communication and citizen
engagement on social media. The overarching implica‐
tion of our findings is not only that appeals to emo‐
tion are a successful campaign strategy on Facebook,
but also that to fully understand their distinct effects on
engagement, we need to differentiate between appeals
to specific emotions instead of grouping them along
the positive–negative axis. In addition, studying citi‐
zen engagement with politics with social media data
poses particular challenges: (a) In dealing with obser‐
vational data, we lack insight into how algorithms pro‐
mote content and thus influence engagement, which lim‐
its our ability to control for confounding factors that
drive engagement; and (b) analysing ready‐made, exist‐
ing political communication and responses to it, we
necessarily make assumptions about the intentions and
meaning of both political communication and citizen
engagement. Therefore, our choices about the variables
of interest (e.g., appeals to emotions as opposed to emo‐
tions present in text) or calculations for engagement
indices are consequential for the theoretical conclusions
we draw.
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