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Abstract: This study investigates the profound metamorphosis of political dis-
course in Romania, tracing its shift from traditional institutional oratory to a 
communicative model governed by platform logics and algorithmic visibility. Us-
ing a mixed-method design, the research bridges the gap between citizens’ expec-
tations and actual digital political performance. Data was gathered via an explor-
atory diagnostic survey (N=446), a longitudinal content analysis of 100 political 
speeches (2014–2025), and 15 years of engaged participant observation within 
state institutions. Findings reveal a stark discrepancy: while citizens prioritize 
honesty, clarity, and evidence-based argumentation, current political practices 
privilege emotional appeals and populist framing optimized for virality. This ten-
sion reached a systemic crisis in 2024, when Romania became the first nation to 
witness the annulment of a presidential election due to coordinated TikTok manip-
ulation. The study concludes that the transition toward “algorithmic legitimacy”- 
where authority is derived from engagement metrics rather than substantive delib-
eration - presents a fundamental challenge to democratic resilience in post-com-
munist contexts. 
 
Keywords: Political discourse, Algorithmic legitimacy, Social media, Romania, 
Affective publics, 2024 election crisis. 

 
Introduction 

 
The digital restructuring of the 

public sphere has fundamentally al-
tered the relationship between politi-
cal representatives and the electorate, 
redefining the very nature of demo-
cratic communication1. In Romania, 
a post-communist democracy char-
acterized by high internet penetration 
but declining institutional trust, this 
transformation has accelerated the 
transition toward a “regime of visi-
bility.” In this new paradigm, politi-

cal power is derived from the capac-
ity to be seen and recognized within 
perceptual fields organized by plat-
form algorithms2. 

The 2024–2025 Romanian politi-
cal cycle offered a global precedent 
for these dynamics. The unexpected 
rise of candidate Călin Georgescu - 
from marginal polling numbers to a 
first-round victory via a coordinated 
TikTok campaign - led to the first-
ever annulment of a presidential 
election by a Constitutional Court 
due to cyber warfare and algorithmic 
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manipulation3.This event under-
scored the vulnerability of demo-
cratic deliberation to “algorithmic 
legitimacy,” where visibility metrics 
replace procedural credibility. 

This research addresses three core 
gaps identified in current scholarship: 
the specific interactional expectations 
of Romanian citizens, the impact of 
platform affordances on discursive 
structure, and the longitudinal shift 
from rational institutional appeals 
(2014) to affective-populist registers 
(2025). We hypothesize that a sig-
nificant dissonance exists between 
the rational, honest discourse desired 
by the public and the simplified, 
emotional content delivered by poli-
ticians to ensure algorithmic survival. 

The profound transformations of 
the public sphere in the digital age 
have radically reshaped political dis-
course, redefining the relationship 
between the political class and the 
electorate. A more complex forms of 
decentralized activism, movements 
that function without centralized 
leadership, is made possible by such 
emerging technologies4. The emer-
gence of social media has not only 
democratized political communica-
tion, but also led to an unprecedented 
acceleration of emotional polariza-
tion and ideological fragmentation. In 
this context, the research concerning 
the political discourse of Romanian 
politicians in the digital environment 
using qualitative and quantitative 
methods, including comparative 
analysis of the tone, coherence, and 
subjects of the messages, as well as 
the analysis of exploratory survey 

involving 446 respondents that clari-
fies the population's perceptions on 
the evolution of this discourse and 
their expectations of politicians be-
comes not only timely but also im-
perative. This is a new “regime of 
visibility”5, in which image, emo-
tional reaction, and online perfor-
mance often replace the rational 
content of the political message. The 
systematic study of this phenomenon 
can provide valuable data for under-
standing new forms of political le-
gitimacy, but also for recalibrating 
democratic communication strategies 
in an environment subjected to 
hyperacceleration and algorithmic 
manipulation. 

Politicians receive real-time feed-
back from people and can shape their 
discourse based on the number of 
comments and likes. It should not be 
overlooked that many politicians pay 
to promote their appearances on so-
cial media so that their message 
reaches the “right” social bub-
bles/echo chambers and then show 
(in internal party struggles or in com-
parison with political opponents and 
the media) that they are a popu-
lar/influential and appreciated politi-
cian. Due to manipulation on social 
media, the Constitutional Court can-
celed the 2024 presidential elections, 
a world first, and they were repeated 
in 2025 after a major political and 
social crisis. Romania was forced to 
acknowledge the defeat of democ-
racy by social media. A presidential 
candidate who appeared in opinion 
polls with a 6% voting intention 
managed to come first in the 2024 
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presidential elections with 22.94% of 
the votes. His campaign on TikTok 
went under the radar of any polls. 
The Superior Council for National 
Defense declassified a secret report 
by the Romanian Intelligence Service 
showing that the online promotion of 
candidate Călin Georgescu was coor-
dinated by a state actor, using ap-
proximately 25,000 TikTok accounts, 
including some created as early as 
2016 and activated two weeks before 
the elections, indicating a deliberate 
and well-organized digital campaign. 
These actions were not declared as 
required by the electoral legislation 
in force. At the same time, the SRI 
found extensive cyber attacks - in-
cluding DDoS and attempts to 
exfiltrate data from the electoral in-
frastructure - operated in a manner 
characteristic of an actor with state 
resources, endangering the integrity 
of the Romanian electoral process6. 

In a society where trust in institu-
tions is declining7 and public dis-
course is fragmented into information 
bubbles, the longitudinal and cross-
platform analysis of politicians' 
communication offers an innovative 
tool for democratic diagnosis. This 
research proposes not only a new 
methodological framework based on 
affective and semantic analysis and 
people's expectations of politicians' 
discourse on social media, but also a 
model that can be replicated in other 
socio-political contexts. In this con-
text I intend to answer the following 
research question: (I) How do Roma-
nian citizens relate to online political 
discourse in relation to their expecta-

tions of honesty, clarity, and data-
based arguments? (II) To what extent 
do social media algorithms influence 
the form and content of political dis-
course, favoring emotion and polari-
zation over rational argumentation? 
(III) How did Romanian political 
discourse evolve between 2014 and 
2025 in terms of tone, structure, and 
legitimacy as perceived by the pub-
lic? I start my research from two 
central assumptions: (I) There is a 
significant discrepancy between citi-
zens' expectations (clear, honest, 
data-based discourse) and the current 
practices of politicians on social me-
dia (emotional, simplified, algorith-
mically optimized messages) and (II) 
Politicians' presence and activity on 
social media directly influence public 
perception of their legitimacy, but 
this legitimacy is often built on visi-
bility and emotion, not on consistent 
argumentation. The research is mul-
tidisciplinary, drawing on studies of 
democracy, political communication, 
sociology, and new media. 

The scientific relevance lies in 
identifying patterns of interaction and 
narrative that could anticipate popu-
list deviations, discursive radicaliza-
tion, or phenomena of institutional 
delegitimization. In addition, the 
contribution of such research is cru-
cial for the development of public 
policies regulating online communi-
cation, as well as for digital civic 
education. In the era of post-truth and 
digital populism, scientific under-
standing of the dynamics of political 
discourse on social networks is be-
coming a matter of global interest. 
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Theoretical Framework: From 
Deliberation to Affective Pub-
lics 

 
The theoretical evolution of digi-

tal communication power must be 
understood through the lens of “con-
nective action”8. This concept marks 
a fundamental shift from organized 
institutional participation toward 
personalized digital networks. This 
transition is inextricably linked to the 
formation of “affective publics”-
communities organized around 
shared emotional intensities rather 
than formal ideological debate9. In 
these digital spaces, feeling often 
precedes reasoning. Consequently, 
the “emotionalization” of communi-
cation becomes a strategic necessity 
for political actors seeking to acquire, 
maintain, or reclaim power10. 

Central to this analysis is the con-
cept of “algorithmic legitimacy”. 
Traditional legitimacy relies on legal-
procedural frameworks or charis-
matic authority. However, in the dig-
ital arena, authority is increasingly 
perceived through the lens of en-
gagement metrics, such as likes, 
shares, and views. This labor of be-
coming “algorithmically recogniza-
ble”11 forces politicians to adapt to 
platform logics. These systems re-
ward visual immediacy and contro-
versy over argumentative depth or 
ideological consistency. 

As Tufekci12 warns, the pressure 
for virality inherently distorts the 
moral priorities of leaders. This leads 
to oversimplification and strategic 
polarization. Politicians are subse-

quently transformed from traditional 
orators into digital influencers. They 
seek to “break the bubble” through 
short, emotionally charged messages. 
This shift is driven by the desire for 
real-time feedback and the simulation 
of emotional proximity with the 
electorate13. 

Political discourse has migrated 
from the deliberative sphere to the 
affective realm14. Previously, dis-
course was mediated through formal 
channels, such as press releases or 
televised interviews. Today, politi-
cians communicate directly via plat-
forms like Facebook, TikTok, and 
Instagram. These platforms constitute 
the stage where politics is performed 
and contested. 

The expansion of social media has 
redefined the relationship between 
representatives and citizens. Com-
munication is no longer unidirec-
tional; it is interactive and often re-
active. Algorithms exert an invisible 
pressure on discourse. They select 
content based on the emotional re-
sponse of the audience rather than its 
quality or truthfulness. Thus, political 
discourse is increasingly produced 
for algorithms rather than for citi-
zens. 

This research identifies a persis-
tent gap between citizen expectations 
and political practices. Empirical data 
indicates that the public values hon-
esty, clarity, and evidence-based ar-
guments. However, the dominant 
online style privileges emotional 
appeals and populist frames. 

Politicians adopt the role of influ-
encers to ensure visibility within in-
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formation-saturated environments. 
This strategy aims for narrative con-
trol through rapid reactions15. How-
ever, this practice undermines repre-
sentative democracy by eroding ide-
ological substance. Ultimately, the 
study demonstrates that legitimacy in 
the digital age is often constructed 
through visibility and emotion rather 
than consistent argumentation. 

The transition from collective to 
connective action has fundamentally 
personalized political participation, 
fostering the emergence of affective 
publics that prioritize emotional in-
tensity over rational deliberation. 
This shift is further amplified by plat-
form algorithms that systematically 
reward polarization and virality at the 
expense of substantive policy debate. 
Consequently, the Romanian case 
serves as a critical laboratory for un-
derstanding how these digital dy-
namics expose democratic vulnera-
bilities to large scale manipulation. 
 
Materials and Methods 
 

The Survey as an Exploratory Di-
agnostic Instrument 

To capture the cognitive and af-
fective filters of the electorate, we 
conducted an online survey with 446 
respondents (May–June 2025). The 
survey16 was distributed online via 
social media platforms and through 
direct contact lists, reaching over 
7000 individuals. Addressing re-
viewer concerns regarding represent-
ativeness, we explicitly define this 
sample not as a national proxy, but as 
a diagnostic instrument designed to 

identify trends and tendencies within 
the “digitally active” population. This 
approach is methodologically valid 
for exploratory research on emerging 
digital phenomena where non-proba-
bility sampling allows for mapping 
relationships and preferences in spe-
cific, high-influence sub-groups. The 
sample was heterogeneous but edu-
cated (N=211 higher education, 
N=200 postgraduate), reflecting the 
demographic most likely to serve as 
information gatekeepers in digital 
networks. 

 
Engaged Participant Observation 

(Native Ethnography) 
This research leverages over 15 

years of immersion within the Roma-
nian Parliament and Government. 
This “engaged participant observa-
tion” (or native ethnography) pro-
vides emic insights into the day-to-
day production of political messag-
ing17. By witnessing the shift from 
formal institutional moderation to the 
current pressure for digital virality 
from the inside, the researcher acts as 
a primary instrument of data collec-
tion. This longitudinal perspective is 
validated by previous peer-reviewed 
works18 and ensures that theoretical 
claims are grounded in practical in-
stitutional reality. 

 
Longitudinal Content Analysis 
We analyzed 100 political arti-

facts (speeches, press releases, and 
social media posts) from two periods: 
2014 (the maturation of Facebook) 
and 2025 (the TikTok crisis era). 
Using a coding scheme inspired by 
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LIWC19, artifacts were evaluated on 
three dimensions: 

1. Dominant Themes: (Public 
policy/budgeting vs. Identity/ 
populism). 
2. Tone: (Procedural/neutral 
vs. Aggressive/polarizing). 
3. Rhetorical Appeal: (Ra-
tional/logos vs. Emotional/ pathos). 
The selection of the 100 speeches 

was conducted through a rigorous 
multi-stage systematic sampling pro-
cess to ensure representativeness and 
eliminate selection bias. First, a sys-
tematic sampling frame was applied 
to the parliamentary members of each 
political party, selecting every fourth 
individual from an alphabetical list. 
This method ensured an even distri-
bution across the entire legislative 
spectrum and prevented the over-
representation of high-profile leader-
ship figures. For each selected legis-
lator, a diverse corpus of digital and 
traditional outputs was analyzed, 
including formal political declara-
tions, legislative interventions, press 
releases, and social media posts. 

To capture the temporal evolution 
of this discourse, the years of analy-
sis were chosen through a defined 
random statistical step. This ran-
domization was implemented to ac-
count for both electoral and non-
electoral cycles, thereby mitigating 
the risk of data distortion caused by 
temporary campaign-related surges. 
By using a randomized interval for 
year selection, the study captures a 
longitudinal perspective that reflects 
consistent communication patterns 
rather than isolated political events. 

This methodical approach provides a 
robust empirical foundation, linking 
individual legislative performance 
with the broader digital shift toward 
algorithmic legitimacy. 

 
Romanians' trust in social me-
dia and institutions vs. politi-
cians 

 
The rise of social media as the 

main channel for political communi-
cation represents one of the most 
significant transformations of the 
public sphere in the last two decades. 
In this context, the speed of infor-
mation dissemination is more im-
portant than relevance, and politi-
cians have had to adapt quickly to the 
new rules imposed by platforms such 
as Facebook, Twitter/X, Instagram 
and TikTok. These platforms, origi-
nally designed as spaces for recon-
necting with former colleagues or 
close friends, have gradually trans-
formed into central arenas of public 
debate, where the struggle for visi-
bility, influence and legitimacy takes 
place in real time with an impact that 
is difficult to control. 

In view to contextualize and ex-
plain the situation in Romania, the 
article will highlight: (1) where Ro-
mania stands in terms of its presence 
on social networks20 and (2) the re-
sults of the main statistical studies on 
Romanians' trust in institutions and 
politicians. 

(1) Social media in Romania 
At the beginning of 2025, a report 

by DataReportal21 showed that 13 
million Romanians were on social 
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media, equivalent to 68.6% of Ro-
mania's total population. There were 
also 11.6 million users over the age 
of 18 using social media, represent-
ing 75.5% of the total adult popula-
tion. 73% of the total internet user 
base in Romania (regardless of age) 
used at least one social media plat-
form. It is important to note that so-
cial media users may not represent 
unique individuals and that a single 
person may have multiple accounts. 

In January 2025, there were 17.8 
million internet users in Romania. 
This means that the internet penetra-
tion rate in Romania was 94% of the 
total population at the beginning of 
the year. 

Facebook users: approximately 
9.9 million users. Meta only allows 
people aged 13 and over to use Face-
book, so it is worth noting that 60.3% 
of the “eligible” audience in Romania 
uses Meta in 2025. 

YouTube users: 13.0 million users. 
Instagram users: 5.45 million users. 
TikTok users: 8.51 million users 

aged 18 and over in Romania at the 
beginning of 2025. 

LinkedIn users: 4.9 million users 
in Romania at the beginning of 2024. 

The report also analyses the num-
ber of users of other social media 
platforms. Thus, at the beginning of 
the year, there were 2.65 million 
Snapchat users, 1.63 million X (Twitter) 
users and 2.83 million Pinterest users 
in Romania. 

(2) How Romanians rank in 
terms of trust 

The latest INSCOP22 survey was 
conducted on 1,150 people using the 

CATI method (telephone interviews). 
The data obtained between June 20 
and 26, 2025, with a confidence level 
of 95% shows that 63% of respond-
ents trust the Army, which is also the 
entity in which Romanians have the 
highest level of trust. The Army is 
followed by the Church (57.7%) and 
the Romanian Academy (46.8%). 
The City Hall is trusted by 38.9% of 
those interviewed, and the Presidency 
by 34.8% respondents. 26.9% of 
Romanians said they had confidence 
in the press, and the Government and 
Parliament are at the bottom of the 
ranking with 20.4% and 14.5% re-
spectively. This is roughly the order 
of institutions in most of the statistics 
available in recent years. The expla-
nation is that people have greater 
trust in institutions/people who are 
closer to them, to their community. 
The government and parliament are 
“more distant” institutions, and the 
unknown brings with it a degree of 
mistrust and fear23. 

 
Perceptions, behaviors and ex-
pectations of the digital audi-
ence 

 
50% of survey respondents con-

ducted for this study mentioned that 
they had followed the politicians' 
activity on social media daily, 22.2% 
several times a week, 6.1% once a 
week, 16.4% rarely, and 5.4% said 
they did not follow politicians on 
social media at all. Basically, only 
one in five is very little or not at all 
interested in politics and the activities 
of politicians, while the rest believe 
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that they can find out what parlia-
mentarians or local elected officials 
have been doing directly from social 

media, where they can also interact 
with them. 

  

 
Figure 1: Social media follower trends for political actors 

Source: Author’s own work 
 

It is relevant that 71% of those 
who follow politicians on social me-
dia do so with the intention of learn-
ing about their activities, 32.6% do so 
out of curiosity and 10% for en-
tertainment. Politicians also attract 
followers because they make jokes, 
insult others, parody others, or be-
come the subject of amusement 
themselves, or because their posts 
only receive ironic or malicious 
comments, or even because they pro-
voke internet users to mock other 
politicians. In many cases, the written 
messages are accompanied by enter-
taining pictures or videos (in view to 
capture attention). However, some 
politicians also make mistakes by 
altering pictures of other politicians 
and laughing at certain characteris-
tics. It should be noted that when a 
politician crosses this line and posts 

such altered photos that suggest that 
another politician has a moustache 
like Hitler or Stalin, or looks like 
someone with Down syndrome, they 
are sanctioned in the public sphere 
and forced to delete the image. 
Herewith, the press becomes a true 
“watchdog of democracy.” Often, 
even though the image is deleted 
from social media, it continues to 
circulate on other private messaging 
apps. 

One in five respondents is invol-
untarily exposed to politicians' posts, 
either because they have interacted 
with a politician's post in the past or 
because they are part of the target 
audience for promotional campaigns. 
Only 11.4% of respondents say they 
follow certain politicians because 
they like their personality and are 
inspired by their posts. Obviously, 
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political issues polarize and create 
camps, which is why over 64.9% of 
people seek to see how a politician 
has reacted to one topic or another.  

However, there is also a filter for 
verifying the information posted by 
politicians on social media. Over 
92.3% respondents also get info 
about politicians' activities from other 
sources. Only 7.7% of respondents 
regard the information presented on 
politicians’ pages as true. Traditional 
media, TV, radio, and print media 
have lost ground in recent years, and 
this is obvious. All studies on the 
media market in Romania show that 
online media has surpassed or is on 
par with TV. What is interesting in 
this study is that almost one in four 
respondents verify information from 
“friends.” In other words, if a friend 
shares something or says that this is 
true, they tend to believe that it is 
genuine and it has been verified by 
that friend. Let's not forget that our 
sample consisted mainly of people 
with higher education, which makes 
this even more worrying. Eurostat 
figures (2024) show that only 17.4% 
of adults aged 25 to 74 had higher 
education in 2022, just over 60% had 
secondary education, and almost 22% 
did not even have high school educa-
tion. 

Verifying information from the 
primary source such as from the 
websites of public institutions, has 
not yet become common practice 
among consumers of news and in-
formation about politics. Very few 
people who see an alarmist news 
story about a bill search the Parlia-

ment or Government website in view 
to check that piece of legislation and 
compare the extent to which the in-
formation in the news story is correct 
or not. This is also the basis for fake 
news campaigns or exaggerations in 
political messages, as people find it 
difficult to verify and tend to believe 
alarmist messages. 
 

Public discourse between peo-
ple's expectations and the way it 
is “delivered” 

 
As mentioned above, politicians' 

public communication has changed 
radically in recent years. They no 
longer just send press releases to me-
dia outlets, which make them known 
to the public; now they have started 
to communicate directly with citizens 
through social media, being a 
cheaper and a more trustworthy con-
nection. This has led them to adapt 
their communication style: to place 
more emphasis on emotion, easy-to-
understand arguments, shorter texts 
and videos (the short video revolu-
tion24), to throw in strong words in 
the first few sentences to be pro-
moted by algorithms, etc. They no 
longer have speeches with argu-
ments, logical questions and answers, 
demonstrations with figures, facts, 
comparisons of articles of law, or 
other classic rhetoric25.  

Through participation and direct 
observation in the Romanian Parlia-
ment, we have noticed the following 
important aspect: at present, a speech 
or public statement is no longer pre-
pared by three advisors over several 
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days, most of the time, they are 
drafted in a few minutes and posted 
on social media. There is also a race 
against time: who will be the first to 
take a position on a particular issue. 
In a way, we can say that today's 
politicians synthesise and decipher 
the “old communiqués” instead of 
journalists and political analysts, who 
until a few years ago were the inter-
mediaries between politicians and the 
people.  

In the questionnaire used for this 
study, we asked respondents in the 

sample how they usually interact 
with politicians' posts on social me-
dia. We started from the hypothesis, 
which proved to be true, that many 
are “passive observers”, without in-
teracting much with politicians, hav-
ing certain fears of exposing them-
selves in the public space, of receiv-
ing negative reactions from other 
users, or even of avoiding the risk of 
polarizing their friends and family 
members. The results are as follows:

 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Trends in respondent engagement with politicians' social media 
posts 

Source: Author’s own work 
 

Therefore, 55.1% of respondents 
are “passive consumers”, and 10% 
are even more “discreet,” blocking 
their posts so they no longer see what 
they post or writing to them privately 
when they have something to say. 
Basically, they do not expose them-
selves publicly, do not comment, and 
do not interact with them openly. 
However, more than half often just 
give a simple “Like” to posts. The 
motivations are diverse, as shown by 

the qualitative analysis of the open-
ended questions: some give a like 
because they like the photo, without 
reading the message, others because 
they like the politician or as a sign 
that they are familiar with the subject 
and appreciate the message. Likes do 
not automatically mean a commit-
ment to vote for them or to get in-
volved in politics for one ideology or 
another. 
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Figure 3: Respondent engagement trends regarding political digital discourse 

Source: Author’s own work 
 

The data collected reveals an es-
sential aspect of digital-political be-
havior: interaction with politicians' 
posts is no longer exclusively rational 
or based on deliberation, but is in-
creasingly mediated by emotional 
affinities, aesthetic reactions and 
algorithmic automatisms. The fact 
that 52.9% of respondents say they 
react “because they agree with the 
message” still suggests a certain ide-
ological component, but this is sig-
nificantly complemented by second-
ary factors such as visual appeal 
(23.9%) and the emotion generated 
by the message (7.3%). This diversi-
fication of reasons for interaction 
confirms the observations of 
Chadwick and Dennis26 regarding the 
transition to a “hybrid media system” 
model in which political content is 
consumed and redistributed not only 
for what it says, but for how it feels 
and how it looks. 

Also, the fact that 25% of partici-
pants say they intentionally avoid 

interaction so as not to expose their 
beliefs indicates the existence of a 
form of digital self-censorship, a 
phenomenon widely documented in 
the literature27. This behavior can be 
understood through the lens of the 
digital “spiral of silence”28, which 
suggests that the perception of a 
dominant opinion or the risk of social 
sanction leads to withdrawal from 
public expression. At the same time, 
10.5% of respondents say they react 
“automatically, without hesitation”, 
confirming the dominance of passive 
and algorithmic content consump-
tion, in line with Klinger and 
Russmann's hypotheses regarding the 
pressure of platform-mediated visi-
bility29. 

Another significant aspect is the 
reaction out of frustration: 17.8% of 
respondents say they interact only to 
convey their dissatisfaction directly 
to politicians. This type of interaction 
can be associated with the phenome-
non of “rage participation”30, in 
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which platform users no longer seek 
deliberation, but only the channeling 
of negative emotional energy. 

In this context, digital political 
communication is fragmented be-
tween identity confirmation, emo-
tional reactivity and strategic non-
interaction, which leads to a latent 
polarization of the digital space. Pol-
iticians are thus forced to construct 
messages that not only convince, but 
are also felt and visible a radical 
transformation from the tradition of 
rational argumentative discourse. 

 
Discursive preferences and 
information processing 
mechanisms 

 
Respondents' preferences indicate 

a clear equation between conciseness, 
argumentation, and visual impact. 
The high percentage for short and 
clear messages (60.3%) and argu-
mentative, data-based messages 
(81.3%) reflects the appeal to the 
central route of the Elaboration Like-
lihood Model (ELM). It assumes that 
an audience considered motivated 
and capable of cognitive elaboration 
prefers relevant, well-structured, and 
evidence-laden information. How-

ever, the significant preference for 
visual messages (14.4%), even if 
numerically smaller, highlights the 
relevance of peripheral routes, where 
powerful images and videos can act 
as “cognitive heuristics”, quickly 
synthesizing information and in-
creasing the visibility of the message 
in crowded feeds (ELM adapted to 
social media). The electorate has 
begun to prefer messages that come 
directly with the “verdict or conclu-
sion”, to the detriment of speeches 
that require effort to follow, analyze, 
and think on the part of those who 
listen or read them.  

At the same time, the call for civic 
mobilization (30%) and humor or 
self-irony (17.2%) reflect the inte-
gration of digital political marketing 
strategies. Recent studies suggest that 
political leaders are no longer just 
sources of information, but “civic 
influencers”, capable of generating 
action through emotional framing 
and personal tone. Calls to action 
prove effective in increasing en-
gagement and electoral mobilization, 
and humor serves as an accessible 
form of proximity, reducing the per-
ceived distance between politician 
and voter31. 
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Figure 4: Survey results regarding respondent engagement patterns with politicians' 
online posts 

Source: Author’s own work 
 

The importance of the visual 
component cannot be underesti-
mated. Research in the field of visual 
political communication emphasizes 
that images and videos can generate 
immediate emotional reactions and 
increase the perception of credibility 
and authenticity, even when the ex-
planatory text is minimal. A strong 
visual impact can amplify the mes-
sage and facilitate virality32.  

From the perspective of Media 
Richness Theory (MRT), visual and 
multimodal formats (video, images 
accompanied by short text) offer a 
higher level of clarity and reduce the 
ambiguity of political discourse. Vis-
ually rich messages allow for rapid 
transfer of meaning, especially in 
contexts where attention span is lim-
ited. And right now, all economic, 
social and political actors are fighting 
for a single limited resource the at-
tention of potential customers. Thus, 
the combination of clear, well-argued 

text and powerful visual support in-
creases the ability to capture and at-
tract the target audience.  

This emergence of the new digital 
political discourse requires a synergy 
between cognitive relevance (solid 
argumentation), immediate accessi-
bility (concise message) and visual 
force (images/video), complemented 
by persuasive applications (mobili-
zation, humor). Successful online 
politicians are those who combine 
these elements within an integrated 
form, adapted to the algorithmic logic 
of platforms and the fragmented at-
tention of the contemporary audi-
ence. 

When respondents are faced with 
a single choice regarding the evalua-
tion of a political post, 92.1% of 
them indicate “message content” as 
the dominant criterion. This choice 
reflects a declarative preference for 
clarity, rationality and argumentative 
information. According to the Elabo-
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ration Likelihood Model33, this be-
havior suggests an activation of the 
“central route” of information pro-
cessing individuals evaluate the mes-
sage based on the logical content and 
coherence of the arguments. Such 
situations are common in political 
contexts where the public feels per-
sonally involved or informed and, as 
such, engages cognitively in the 
evaluation of messages34. 

However, the importance of emo-
tion and aesthetics should not be un-
derestimated. The low percentages 
for “emotion conveyed” (4.3%), 
“aesthetics of the post” (2.7%) and 
“popularity of the post” (0.9%) can 
be explained by the social pressure to 
appear rational in public elections35. 
In a single response, most subjects 
feel the need to validate behaviors 
considered “rational” in a political 

context. This dissonance between 
actual and stated behavior is known 
in planned behavior theory as “social 
desirability bias”36. In real-life con-
texts of social media use, as recent 
research shows, users often react 
emotionally, visually, or impulsively, 
even if they declaratively emphasize 
content37. 

The data from our study (analyzed 
above) show that 81.3% respondents 
prefer “argumentative, data-based 
messages,” and 60.3% choose “short 
and clear messages.” This overlap 
indicates a clear trend toward concise 
but rationally constructed messages, 
in line with the “hybridized logic 
media” model proposed by 
Chadwick38, which emphasizes how 
effective political messages must 
combine digital clarity with factual 
substance.

  

 
 

Figure 5: Public perception of essential attributes in political discourse: A priority 
analysis 

Source: Author’s own work 
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The next question in the question-
naire was an open-ended one, for 
which we summarized, analyzed and 
grouped the 370 responses into 12 
main categories, based on the fre-
quency of similar ideas.  

When respondents were asked 
openly what trait they considered 
most important in politicians' dis-
course on social media, 138 mentions 
of sincerity/honesty dominated, fol-
lowed by clarity (124), conciseness 
(117), and data-based arguments 
(101). This stated priority reflects the 
public's demand for credibility and 
authenticity. According to theories of 
source credibility (ethos), the per-
ception of honesty, transparency, and 
integrity is central to public trust in 
political actors39. Recent research 
shows that politicians perceived as 
authentic and consistent are evaluated 
more favorably even in the absence 
of sophisticated messages40 a finding 
that is also valid in the Romanian 
context, where political scandals 
have greatly eroded institutional 
trust, as shown above. 

Preferences for clear/simple lan-
guage (124), concise messages (117), 
and data-based arguments (101) sig-
nal a public orientation toward ra-
tional and accessible discourse. 
These preferences correspond to the 
Elaboration Likelihood Model 
(ELM): the cognitively engaged Ro-
manian public prefers well-struc-
tured, reasoned and concise messages 
that allow for critical evaluation41. In 
a national context where the average 
literacy level is low42, clarity and 
conciseness become essential in view 

to avoid misinterpretations and en-
sure effective reception of the politi-
cal message. 

We also note the rejection of pop-
ulism (85 mentions) and the desire 
for concrete/applied discourse (63), 
responsible and serious (31). This 
confirms the theory of ethical politi-
cal marketing, in which the public 
seeks discourse focused on solutions 
and real facts, not slogans or emo-
tional manipulation43. In Romania, 
where populist rhetoric has had an 
impact, respondents demand articu-
late policies, not facile commitments 
or populist promises a trend visible in 
polls on political trust. 

The rest of the preferences reflect 
the need for empathy (44), assumed 
authenticity (42), and discourse with-
out attacks (27). These aspects high-
light the emotional and narrative di-
mension, but in a context where 
meaningful messaging takes prece-
dence. According to studies on politi-
cal authenticity, perceptions of 
proximity and personal transparency 
strengthen civic engagement and 
reduce political cynicism44. In 
Romania, leaders perceived as au-
thentic often active on social media 
gain additional credibility45. 

Results drawn from the integrated 
analysis of quantitative and qualita-
tive data highlight the emergence of a 
model of digital political communi-
cation that privileges honesty, clarity, 
conciseness, and factual basis, to the 
detriment of populism, attacks, or 
rhetorical excesses. Social networks 
are not just channels for disseminat-
ing messages, but media with their 
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own logic algorithmic, affective, 
reactive that transforms both the form 
and content of political discourse46. 
In the Romanian context, these trans-
formations intersect with a high de-
gree of institutional mistrust, but also 
with an acute social need for authen-
ticity and responsibility. 

The model of effective discourse 
outlined by respondents suggests an 
ideal digital politician who combines 
the ethos of honesty with argumenta-
tive logos and controlled pathos em-
pathy without melodrama, emotion 
without manipulation. The online 
presence of such a leader must offer 
transparency, concrete solutions and 
clear, easy-to-process language, 
without excluding the aesthetic di-
mension or the ability to mobilize. 
Often, these political leaders also 
take the initiative to post materials 
(video or text) in order to educate the 
public in one area or another. Thus, 
they slightly exceed their role by 
wanting to become social media in-
fluencers. However, the public reacts 
this behavior by ignoring the mes-
sages or by commenting and mock-
ing them. In other words, an effective 
digital leader is neither a cold tech-
nocrat nor a charismatic influencer 
devoid of content, but a hybrid figure 
who performs authenticity, explains 
data, avoids slogans, and maintains a 
continuous, interactive relationship 
with citizens47. 

Politicians who attain government 
positions often abandon this model of 
digital communication once they 
become prime minister, president, or 
minister. Within their new job, they 

enter the “classic” communication 
format: press conferences, press re-
leases, TV appearances, or live 
broadcasts of government meetings 
or other public events. Public institu-
tions are still reluctant to embrace 
such a communication model for 
bureaucratic, legal, or personnel rea-
sons, as showed in an older study48. 

These findings allow us to outline 
an equation manager for communi-
cation efficiency in the digital age: 
Perceived credibility (honesty + con-
sistency) + Communication clarity 
(language + conciseness) + Factual 
basis (arguments + data) + Appropri-
ate visual content (images + video) + 
Narrative mobilization (tone, emo-
tion, calls to action) = Political dis-
course relevant to the logic of social 
networks. This formula can serve as a 
theoretical framework applicable not 
only in the analysis of Romanian 
political communication, but also in 
the design of ethical and effective 
public communication strategies in 
similar contexts. 

 
The presence of politicians on 
social networks and the impact 
of social media on political 
discourse 

 
Theorists such as Habermas 

warned that the digital public sphere 
could become a field of deliberative 
fragmentation, dominated by the 
logic of show and popularity at the 
expense of critical rationality49. 
However, numerous empirical stud-
ies have shown that social media 
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shapes perceptions, voting behavior 
and even political polarization50. 

Almost 94% of respondents 
(68.9% + 24.8%) believe that the 
active presence of politicians on so-
cial media influences public opinion, 

with varying degrees of intensity. 
This massive percentage validates the 
central hypothesis of contemporary 
political communication: social net-
works are perceived as an active 
vector for shaping citizens' beliefs. 

 

 
 

Figure 6: Comparative analysis of citizen expectations versus perceived reality  
in political discourse 

Source: Author’s own work 
 

The above data support theories 
of “digital agenda-setting”51, accord-
ing to which politicians who com-
municate effectively online can set 
the dominant themes of public con-
versation, especially in the context of 
a fragmented audience. 

In the context of direct communi-
cation through social media, the pub-
lic perceives a greater “proximity” to 
political leaders, which increases the 
level of engagement and may favora-
bly influence the perception of their 
authenticity52. This perception is re-
flected by 68.9% respondents who 
consider the influence of social me-
dia to be “significant.” 

On the other hand, 24.8% re-
spondents do not deny the influence, 

but temper it, indicating a critical or 
more selective category, possibly 
more digitally educated, which filters 
political messages and is aware of the 
manipulative dimension of platforms. 
This segment could correspond to 
“reflective users”53. 

Only 6.4% of the total (5.9% + 
0.5%) believe that social media does 
not play a significant role in shaping 
public opinion. This marginal group 
could be made up of people who are 
not active on social media, have low 
trust in the digital environment, or 
rely predominantly on alternative 
sources of information (print media, 
traditional TV, small groups). 

Thus, politicians who are not ac-
tive or do not communicate coher-
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ently on social media risk losing 
ground in the symbolic competition 
for visibility. Multi-platform strate-
gies, supported by professional 
communication teams are needed. 

Those figures confirm the ur-
gency of media education and the 
development of critical thinking 
among the public in order to under-
stand the difference between honest 
political communication and digital 
propaganda. At the same time, the 
entire social media field must comply 
with a set of clear rules on the trans-
parency of sponsored messages, 
combating disinformation, and re-
sponsibility in expression. This is 
becoming a critical area for demo-
cratic regulation54. 

As the above figures show, we 
can conclude that the active presence 
of politicians on social media is per-
ceived as a major factor influencing 
public opinion, which reconfirms the 
centrality of these platforms in the 
communication space. Theoretical 
correlations and practical implica-
tions converge to the need to profes-
sionalize digital political communi-
cation and civic education adapted to 
the algorithmic era. 

It is very curios that among those 
who participated in the study and 
provided the above answers, 52.4% 
say that after interacting with politi-
cians online, they have changed their 
opinion about that politician, and 
47.6% say they did not change their 
opinion.  

In the classical tradition, the po-
litical leader was a distant figure, 
representing an authority built 

through institutional rituals and for-
mal legitimacy. In the digital age, this 
authority is “humanized,” becoming 
a performative actor in an open and 
unstable symbolic space55.  

The online presence of political 
leaders implies a continuity of per-
formance56, but in a more volatile 
setting, where the boundaries be-
tween “role” and “person” are 
blurred. This interaction with citizens 
through comments, responses, or 
even symbolic gestures such as 
shares or “likes” contributes to the 
reconfiguration of the political im-
aginary, and the change in opinion is 
a symptom of this identity recon-
struction. Moreover, this volatility of 
perception can be framed within what 
Clifford Geertz called the “symbolic 
dramaturgy of power”57, where lead-
ers must constantly regenerate their 
authority in front of a participatory, 
not passive audience. Digital plat-
forms thus become liminal spaces58, 
where political status is (re)ne-
gotiated through repetitive symbolic 
gestures that have a profound impact 
on the collective imagination. 

The analysis of the open-ended 
responses to the question “How 
would you describe the overall im-
pact of social media on political dis-
course?” offers a rich and nuanced 
qualitative perspective, comple-
menting the previous quantitative 
data and confirming a predominantly 
critical public perception, but one 
that is aware of the irreversible and 
fundamental nature of the influence 
of digital platforms. From the 322 
responses summarised, seven clear 
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thematic categories emerge, reflect-
ing a complex understanding of the 
phenomenon, as follows: 

1. Major/Overwhelming Impact 
(with predominantly negative or 
mixed undertones): Approximately 
50-55% respondents described the 
impact as “immense”, “very large”, 
“strong”, “decisive”, “major”, “es-
sential”, “overwhelming” or “radi-
cal”. Many of those responses were 
supplemented by details indicating 
either a negative perception or the 
complex nature of this influence. 

2. Manipulation, Disinfor-
mation and Fake News: This is by 
far the most prominent negative 
theme, accounting for about 30-35% 
of all critical responses. Frequently 
used terms include “manipulative”, 
“fake news”, “misinformation”, 
“propaganda”, “deceptive”, “distort 
discourse”, and “false realities”. Re-
spondents emphasize the vulnerabil-
ity of the uneducated and undiscern-
ing masses to such practices. 

3. Superficialization and Emo-
tionalization of Discourse: Ap-
proximately 15-20% responses crit-
icize the erosion of the quality of 
political discourse, noting that it has 
become “short, dry and unfounded”, 
“losing depth”, tending to be “con-
sumerist”, relying on “shouting”, 
“clickbait” or turning into an “atten-
tion spectacle”. The emphasis is 
shifting from arguments to emotion 
and the “tyranny of the like”. 

4. Polarization, Aggression and 
Hatred: A significant proportion, 
approximately 10-15% responses 
highlight the contribution of social 

media to “polarization”, “widespread 
hatred”, “aggression”, “personal at-
tacks” and the creation of “infor-
mation bubbles” and “echo cham-
bers”. 

5. Accessibility and Direct 
Communication (positive aspects/ 
benefits): Approximately 10-12% res-
ponses mention positive aspects, such 
as the fact that social media “opens 
up politics to ordinary people”, 
allows for “direct communication”, 
“faster transmission of messages”, 
“humanizes” politicians or provides 
“feedback” for calibrating discourse. 

6. Mixed/Nuanced Impact: 
About 10-15% respondents offer a 
balanced view, acknowledging both 
the benefits (e.g., information, ac-
cess) and disadvantages (e.g., misin-
formation, polarization), suggesting 
that the impact depends on usage or 
context. 

7. Specific Observations/ 
Criticism Addressed to Politicians: 
Some responses, although integrated 
into the above themes, offer direct 
criticism or examples, such as politi-
cians who “lose their morality” in the 
race for likes, adapt “cleverly” to 
online language or, in contrast, the 
example of Călin Georgescu (the 
former candidate in the 2024 presi-
dential elections who entered the 
second round using TikTok and was 
supported by “dark forces” through 
non-transparent campaign financing) 
as evidence of the decisive impact of 
social media on political visibility59. 

These categories of qualitative re-
sponses validate and deepen the theo-
retical frameworks presented in the 
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introduction and discussion section 
of this study, providing empirical 
confirmation of the transformations 
within the political discourse. 

The overwhelming perception of 
a major impact confirms the transi-
tion to a “regime of visibility”60 
where online presence is indispensa-
ble. Respondents intuit that social 
media is no longer just a channel, but 
the main arena of political discourse 
itself, aligning with the idea that “so-
cial networks are political discourse 
itself” (a direct observation from one 
response). This dependence is ampli-
fied by the speed of dissemination 
and the unique accessibility of the 
platforms. 

The themes of manipulation, 
misinformation and superficiality are 
fully consistent with the warnings 
issued by Papacharissi about the 
“degradation of political language”61 
and by Tufekci62 about the “pressure 
for virality that distorts the moral 
priorities of leaders”. The public di-
rectly feels the impact of algorithmic 
logic63, which privileges emotional 
and controversial content over rea-
soned content, contributing to an 
environment of “post-truth” and 
“digital populism”. The observation 
about the “uneducated masses” high-
lights a critical deficiency in media 
literacy and a vulnerability to periph-
eral persuasion tactics64. Responses 
regarding awareness of polarization 
and aggression are also very im-
portant and echo the concept of af-
fective polarization65. Social net-
works, by creating “information bub-
bles” and “echo chambers” exacer-

bate ideological and affective divi-
sions, limiting exposure to different 
perspectives. Expressions such as 
“generalized hatred” or “people's 
court” reflect manifestations of “rage 
participation”66, where interaction is 
motivated by negative emotions ra-
ther than rational deliberation. 

The positive aspects highlighted 
by respondents are in line with 
Castells'67 vision of a more “interac-
tive, decentralized, and emotionally 
sensitive” political space. The poten-
tial for democratization of political 
communication, as demonstrated by 
campaigns such as Obama's68 is rec-
ognized, even if it is often overshad-
owed by negative effects. The ability 
to provide feedback to politicians 
suggests an attempt to restore a 
model of two-way communication, 
even if this may, in turn, be influ-
enced by confirmation biases or so-
cial desirability. 

Respondents clearly note that 
politicians “had to adapt”. This ad-
aptation, while effective in gaining 
visibility69, is also perceived as a 
cause of superficiality and loss of 
authenticity70, transforming discourse 
into an “Instagrammable” or “con-
sumerist” product, guided by “vote 
hunters (like hunters)”. The dynamics 
signals a tension between communi-
cative effectiveness and discursive 
integrity. 

The qualitative findings of this 
study carry significant practical im-
plications for several categories of 
actors. In terms of political commu-
nication, politicians and their advi-
sors must recognize that digital mes-
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sages short, visual, and emotionally 
charged are essential for achieving 
visibility. However, audiences are 
capable of detecting superficiality 
and manipulative intentions. Effec-
tive and ethical strategies should in-
tegrate digital accessibility with sub-
stantive argumentation, navigating 
the complexities of what Chadwick 
describes as “hybridized logic me-
dia”71. Emphasizing discourse groun-
ded in facts, actionable solutions, and 
accountability, even when adapted for 
digital formats, may contribute to 
restoring eroded public trust. 

Regarding civic education and 
media literacy, respondents fre-
quently highlighted concerns about 
the manipulative and disinformative 
potential of social media. These ob-
servations underscore the urgency of 
investing in media education pro-
grams, particularly for younger pop-
ulations. Such programs should equip 
citizens to critically evaluate online 
information, identify misinformation, 
understand platform algorithms, and 
manage their own information envi-
ronments. Comments on functional 
illiteracy and the tendency to rely on 
friends for verification further rein-
force the necessity of developing 
these competencies. 

In the realm of digital platform 
development and regulation, respon-
dents’ reflections on algorithmic inf-
luence, polarization, and examples of 
electoral manipulation indicate that 
social media platforms should assume 
greater responsibility for moderating 
political content and promoting 
algorithmic transparency. Measures 

such as establishing clear rules and 
restrictions for political content could 
contribute to a healthier public 
discourse. 

Finally, the role of traditional me-
dia and civil society remains crucial. 
Many respondents continue to de-
pend on alternative sources for veri-
fication, highlighting the enduring 
function of traditional media as a 
gatekeeper. Civil society organiza-
tions and NGOs are increasingly im-
portant in fostering informed public 
discourse and countering misinfor-
mation, particularly in contexts 
where parts of the press are finan-
cially dependent on political actors. 
In Romania, civil society has as-
sumed some of the traditional press’s 
responsibilities, acting as a watchdog 
for democratic accountability. 

In conclusion, qualitative responses 
confirm that the impact of social media 
on political discourse is perceived as 
overwhelming and complex, with a 
balance tilted toward negative conse-
quences such as manipulation, super-
ficiality and polarization. However, 
there is recognition of the positive 
potential for accessibility and direct 
communication. This public awareness 
is a crucial starting point for efforts to 
recalibrate democratic communication 
in the digital age. 

 
Comparison with the past 

 
People are tempted to compare 

and relate to situations and things 
they have experienced or are familiar 
with. For this reason, we asked them 
what sources they have used in order 
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to obtain information ten years ago. 
Many of them did not have such in-
terests a decade ago, given their age, 
but social networks were already a 
source of information for 31.3% of 
them. 83.7% got their information 
from TV, 35.4% from radio and 55% 
from print media. Almost 25% ob-
tained information from the official 
websites of public institutions. If we 
compare this with the above figures, 
today, almost twice as many people, 
44.6% of respondents, get their in-
formation from official websites. 
This proves that with the rise of mis-
trust and the acceleration of disin-
formation and fake news campaigns, 
people tend to verify information and 
be more cautious. 

Question 15 in the questionnaire 
was: “What was different then com-
pared to now in the structure and 
content of messages?” It was an 
open-ended question to which we 
received 318 fairly extensive and 
well-argued answers, with concrete 
examples. The analysis of the re-
sponses indicates a substantial shift 
in the way politics is produced and 
consumed. Respondents identify a 
transition from more formal and 
controlled communication to digital, 
fast-paced, and often superficial 
communication. 

Summarizing the qualitative data, 
three major pillars of differentiation 
can be distinguished, which converge 
towards a common understanding of 
the phenomenon, supported by con-
crete examples from those who an-
swered the question: 

Change in content and tone: from 
substance to emotion and polariza-
tion 

A significant majority of respond-
ents (over 50%) highlight a funda-
mental change in content and tone. 
Political messages from ten years ago 
are perceived as being more serious, 
elaborate, and focused on program 
content. One respondent noted that 
“the messages were more elaborate, 
more consistent, and less emotional,” 
while another stated that “there were 
ideas / today there are not.” In con-
trast, contemporary discourse is de-
scribed as superficial and emotion-
based. A considerable number of 
respondents (an estimated 20-25%) 
criticizes this superficiality. A rele-
vant example is the observation that 
“now there is an avalanche of mes-
sages, the vast majority of which are 
stupid” and that “political discourse 
tends to become 'consumerist', losing 
its depth”. The tone is considered 
more aggressive, hateful, and popu-
list, a trend illustrated by the com-
ment that “they are now much more 
aggressive. Decency and respect are 
lacking”. Other respondent stated: “if 
before the message was well-argued, 
based on facts and experiences, now 
it is short, dry and unfounded.” 

 
Structural and formal adaptation: 

from oratory to fragmented commu-
nication 

A notable proportion (over 30%) 
of respondents notes structural 
changes. In the past, speeches were 
longer and more formal. Now, mes-
sages are shorter, concise and per-
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sonalized, adapted to the visual and 
short-form formats of social media. 
This is highlighted by comments 
such as “now the speed at which in-
formation is transmitted is essential” 
and that “now elections are won with 
TikTok.” One respondent described 
the evolution as moving from “prag-
matic messages” to “electoral mar-
keting messages” and “personalized, 
relational with followers”. 

 
The role of technology: the disap-

pearance of filters and the amplifica-
tion of risks 

This is the third major trend, 
highlighted by a significant propor-
tion of respondents (approximately 
25-30%). Respondents ten years ago 
noted the presence of journalistic 
filters. In contrast, the disappearance 
of filters has led to an increase in 
fake news and the risks of manipula-
tion. One response perfectly summed 
up this difference: “Filters have dis-
appeared from social media. TV, 
radio, and print media used to act as 
filters. Now everyone posts whatever 
comes to mind or whatever suits their 
own interests”. Another respondent 
pointed out that “now post-truth is 
being distributed” and that “perhaps it 
brought people closer together, not the 
interests of parties masked as national 
interests”. Another respondent descry-
bed the situation with the phrase: 
“...now we have even more things said 
openly to sound good on social media, 
so even more lies or untruths, 
whatever you want to call them”. 

In conclusion, qualitative analysis 
of the responses shows that the pub-

lic perceives a deterioration in the 
quality of political discourse, marked 
by a shift from a form of communi-
cation that mimicked rational delib-
eration to a model centered on per-
formance, emotional reaction and 
adaptation to the logic of digital me-
dia. This observation is in line with 
studies documenting the rise of a new 
type of political communication, in 
which image and online interaction 
often replace the rational content of 
the public message. 

Social networks have become the 
main medium for expressing and 
shaping political discourse in Roma-
nia. Despite all the democratic bene-
fits, the perception prevails that these 
platforms amplify manipulation, su-
perficiality and radicalization. Politi-
cians react rather than lead, and the 
public is often a prisoner of emotions 
rather than reason. 

 
Analysis of classical vs. digital 

discourse (2014 and 2025) 
This study explores the evolution 

of public political discourse in 
Romania, conducting a comparative 
analysis of two sets of press releases, 
transcripts from parliamentary ses-
sions and speeches by the President 
of Romania from 2014 and 2025. We 
used an adapted methodology of 
computer-assisted content analysis 
(similar to that offered by LIWC 
software), focusing on thematic, to-
nal, rhetorical and formal variations. 
The results demonstrate a significant 
transition from a predominantly in-
stitutional, procedural and process-
oriented discourse, specific to 2014, 
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to a fragmented, populist, emotional 
and immediate impact-oriented dis-
course, characteristic of 2025. This 
change reflects an adaptation of po-
litical agents to a media ecosystem 
dominated by social networks, where 
communication efficiency takes pre-
cedence over complexity and nuance. 

The methodological approach ap-
plied in this study combines qualita-
tive analysis with a comparative 
structure inspired by quantitative 
metrics. Thus, we investigated cate-
gories such as dominant themes, tone 
(emotional versus rational), rhetorical 
appeal, as well as differences in form 
and length, in order to map the tra-
jectory of Romanian public discourse 
over a decade72. 

 
2014: Institutional discourse 
The speeches from 2014, repre-

sented by parliamentary interven-
tions, press releases, and political 
statements selected from all parlia-
mentary parties and presidential 
speeches, are distinguished by their 
predominantly institutional and for-
mal character. The central themes are 
anchored in legislative, economic, 
and governance processes: 

Legislation and social rights: A 
speech by a member of parliament 
focuses on specific legislative 
changes (“Law No. 53/2003 – Labor 
Code”), using precise legal language 
(e.g., “Art. 59, lit. a)”, “paras. (5) – 
(8)”) to define concepts such as dis-
crimination and harassment. The 
appeal is rational, centred on the need 
to “fill the gaps” and ensure “the dig-
nity of employees”. 

European governance and fi-
nance: Another significant category 
concerns the state budget and the 
absorption of European funds. The 
discourse is marked by partisan con-
frontation, but it takes place in a for-
mal setting, with references to proce-
dures (“vote of confidence”, “chal-
lenged in the Constitutional Court”) 
and the presentation of data and fig-
ures (e.g., “35% absorption rate”, “3 
billion euros”). The tone is critical, 
but the argument is based on eco-
nomic data and government respon-
sibility. 

Identity and security: Discourses 
on the “First Romanian School” and 
NATO membership are longer and 
adopt a festive, solemn tone. They 
use rhetoric of tradition and patriot-
ism (“source of Romanianism,” “for-
tress of Romanian culture”), with a 
strong historical and strategic dimen-
sion. 
Key features (2014): 

Form: Mainly formal oral spe-
eches, press releases, or extended press 
statements. 

Length: Texts of considerable 
length, with complex sentences and 
detailed narrative structures. 

Tone: Formal, procedural, some-
times solemn or polemical, but al-
ways within the limits of an aca-
demic-institutional register. 

Appeal: Predominantly rational, 
based on figures, facts, legal articles, 
and procedures. Emotional appeal is 
present, but is reserved for issues of 
identity and nationality. 

2025: Populist discourse 
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Although the discourses of 2025 
address similar topics (governance, 
justice, social issues), they do so in a 
fundamentally different manner. 
Here, we observe a radical adaptation 
to the logic of digital communication, 
characterized by speed, personaliza-
tion, and emotionality. 

The relationship between au-
thority and citizens: The discourse 
is rapidly becoming polarized, con-
trasting “work” and “actions” from 
“authority” and “accountability” versus 
“selfies”, “hysterical responses on 
TikTok,” and “cheap propaganda”. 
This rhetoric excludes neutrality and 
imposes an explicit moral dichotomy 
between concrete action and “politi-
cal spectacle”. 

Justice and morality: Legal is-
sues are approached from the per-
spective of “injustice” and “cyni-
cism”. Unlike in 2014, when legisla-
tive changes were discussed, the dis-
course in 2025 focuses on emotion 
and moral opposition (“totally ab-
surd”, “lack of predictability”, “in-
competence and fraud”). The opposi-
tion is demonized with terms such as 
“smart guys” or “private companies 
based in Cyprus”. 

Crises and solidarity: Responses 
to crises, such as floods, are commu-
nicated through short messages con-
taining lists of concrete measures, but 
also direct and strongly emotional 
criticism of the opposition. The 
speeches of populists in opposition, 
for example, are structured around a 
call for solidarity and denunciation of 
government actions (“The Romanian 

government values the life of a Ro-
manian at only €3,000”). 

Symbols and identity: There is a 
presence of national identity themes, 
but these are compressed and inte-
grated into short visual or narrative 
formats. The example “7 reasons to be 
proud of Romania in Sarajevo!” shows 
a capitalization of cultural success 
through a list format, optimized for 
distribution on social networks. 

Visuals and hashtags: while 
speeches in 2014 were accompanied 
by at most one official photo, today's 
messages are accompanied by videos 
or at least postcards edited according 
to the campaign model, with a strong 
phrase and party symbols. Most texts 
have hashtags (#) and tag other peo-
ple, places, or pages of political par-
ties in view to increase reach and 
attract as many followers as possible. 

Key characteristics (2025): 
Form: Short, fragmented texts, 

with frequent use of lists, bold head-
lines, hashtags and short quotes taken 
from online sources. 

Length: Predominantly concise 
messages, optimized for rapid content 
consumption on mobile platforms. 

Tone: Direct, polemical, often 
aggressive and accusatory. The tone 
is emotionally and morally charged, 
with a high personal stake (“I believe 
in X” “We will not remain silent”). 

Appeal: Predominantly emotional 
and personal. Messages are based on 
the contrast between good and evil, 
justice and injustice, competence and 
incompetence, rather than arguments 
based on detailed documents or fig-
ures. 
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Comparative analysis and conclu-
sions 

The transition from the 2014 dis-
course to that of 2025 reflects a 
structural change in Romanian politi-
cal communication, which is aligning 
itself with global trends (Castells, 
2008). The change is not one of depth 
of themes, but of manner and form. 

From formal discourse to 
fragmented discourse: The speeches 
of 2014 were designed for a formal 
platform, such as Parliament, while 
the texts of 2025 are optimized for 
the constant flow of social media. 
This change requires a reduction in 
nuance and a simplification of the 
message. In 2014, those who used 
social media often posted the entire 
text taken from the official website of 
the institution (Parliament, Govern-
ment, or an interview given to an 
online publication) and provided a 
link. Today, social media features 
highly condensed versions optimized 
for algorithms. 

From procedural rhetoric to 
populist rhetoric: While in 2014 the 
discourse was legitimized by refer-
ences to laws, budgets and proce-
dures, in 2025 legitimacy is sought 
through direct, emotional connection 
with the public. The “us vs. them” 
logic becomes more explicit and vir-
ulent. 

From rational to emotional ap-
peal: The use of terms with strong 
emotional impact (“tragedy”, “waste”, 
“injustice”, “humiliation”) and the 
personalization of conflict (“I do not 
shy away from responsibility,” “I 
have great respect”) dominate in 

2025. In 2014, although accusations 
were made, they were generally me-
diated by a more formal tone and 
data-based argumentation. 

In conclusion, the analysis of the 
two sets of speeches from 2014 and 
2025 reveals a metamorphosis in the 
Romanian political discourse. Under 
pressure from the digital landscape, 
the discourse is becoming detached 
from institutional logic, becoming an 
instrument of rapid mobilization and 
emotional polarization. This evolu-
tion has profound implications for the 
nature of public debate, the role of 
traditional media and citizens' per-
ception of the democratic process. 
The phenomenon is not specific to 
Romania, but it represents a local 
manifestation of a global trend to-
ward the “social-mediatization” of 
politics. 

 
Conclusions 
 
This research has mapped a pro-

found shift in the landscape of Ro-
manian political communication, a 
transition from institutional rhetoric 
to digital discourse, shaped by algo-
rithms and the demands of immedi-
acy. A comparative analysis of the 
discourses of 2014 and 2025, corrob-
orated with the public perceptions, 
reveals a fundamental reconfigura-
tion of the role of political actors and 
citizens' expectations. While in 2014 
the discourse was predominantly 
formal, procedural and anchored in 
complex legislative processes, in 
2025 we are witnessing fragmented, 
populist, and emotional rhetoric, op-
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timized for visibility and immediate 
impact on social media platforms. 
This evolution confirms the theorists 
who warned about the “emotional-
ization” of political communication73 
and the algorithmic pressure that 
distorts the moral priorities of 
leaders74. 

The central paradox of this trans-
formation lies in the glaring discrep-
ancy between public expectations 
and the current practices of politi-
cians. Although respondents want a 
discourse that is “clear, honest, rea-
soned, and free of populism”, fo-
cused on “real solutions, respon-
sibility, and empathy”, the reality of 
digital political communication is 
often one of superficiality, polari-
zation, and manipulation. Politicians, 
under pressure to “break the digital 
bubble” and generate virality, adopt a 
style that sacrifices nuance and 
complexity, turning the political act 
into a performative spectacle75. This 
tension inevitably contributes to the 
continued erosion of trust in demo-
cratic institutions, a phenomenon 
already visible in opinion polls. 

Faced with this increasingly com-
plex and often toxic communication 
landscape, the essential question 
arises: has the public developed “an-
tibodies” to what the future holds in 
terms of political discourse and social 
media? The data from this study of-
fers a nuanced perspective. On the 
one hand, a significant proportion of 
respondents (over 92%) say they 
check information from multiple 
sources, a behavior that suggests an 
awareness of the risks of misinfor-

mation, but on the other hand, they 
do not choose their sources of infor-
mation carefully. At the same time, 
vulnerability persists: reliance on 
“friends” as a source of verification 
(almost a quarter of respondents) can, 
paradoxically, reinforce “information 
bubbles” and amplify polarization 
rather than counteract it. Thus, the 
public's “antibodies” are still devel-
oping, and their resistance is con-
stantly being tested by sophisticated 
manipulation tactics, as demonstrated 
by the 2024 presidential election, 
which was canceled amid online 
disinformation campaigns. 

 
Implications and recommenda-

tions: 
In view to effectively navigate the 

current digital political landscape, it 
is essential for politicians to rebuild 
their credibility not only through 
short, visual messages, but through 
an authentic combination of solid 
arguments, clarity and ethical calls to 
action, recognizing that the public 
punishes the lack of substance and 
manipulation. At the same time, it is 
vital to invest strategically in digital 
civic education, preparing citizens to 
identify disinformation and under-
stand how emotions can be exploited, 
especially since their defense mecha-
nisms are still imperfect. In addition 
to these efforts, digital platforms and 
regulators have a crucial responsibil-
ity to ensure a level playing field for 
debate, through clear rules on the 
transparency of political content and 
proactive measures to combat ma-
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nipulation, in order to protect the 
health of democracy. 

 
Forecasts and Future Directions: 
Political discourse will continue 

to evolve in a hybrid direction76, 
where traditional elements will inter-
sect with digital ones. In the short 
term, the pressure for virality and 
personalization will persist, likely 
generating new forms of polarization 
and misinformation. However, on 
long term, it is plausible that a por-
tion of the public, tired of digital 
“noise” and superficiality, will de-
velop an increasingly strong demand 
for authentic discourse based on facts 
and solutions. This demand could 
lead to a recalibration of political 
strategies, forcing actors to invest not 

only in visibility, but also in rebuild-
ing trust through consistency and 
accountability. The future of political 
discourse will ultimately depend on 
society's ability to critically navigate 
digital complexity and demand from 
its leaders not just spectacle, but au-
thentic substance. Just as traditional 
parties have lost politically in the last 
two election cycles because they 
were unable to change their discourse 
and strategies in time, the same could 
happen to current parties in the future 
if they fail to consider the changes 
explained above. Democracy will 
suffer as a result of the weakening of 
public institutions and a further de-
cline in people's trust in political in-
stitutions and democracy.  
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