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Abstract. At the beginning of 2017 massive protests took place on the 
streets of the biggest cities in Romania, unprecedented in the post-De-
cembrist history of the country. They were caused by a decree passed by 
the government that was meant to decriminalize certain offences, in-
cluding official misconduct. In situations such as social movements on a 
larger scale, the communication flow on social networking platforms, es-
pecially on Facebook, which is the most popular social media platform in 
Romania, increases exponentially (Tufekci & Wilson, 2012; Valenzuela, 
2013). In this context, the present paper focuses on the analysis of the so-
cial media communication of the main political parties and their leaders. 
The communication strategy expressed especially on Facebook is interest-
ing, because it is preferred by a large part of the protest participants (for 
information regarding Facebook groups of protesters see Adi & Lilleker, 
2018). The central question of the present paper revolves around the way 
in which political parties and leaders communicated during the afore-
mentioned protests. We have carried out a computer-assisted frequency 
analysis and have analyzed 15 Facebook accounts of the main political 
parties and their leaders during the period January 18th – March 5th 2017, 
which corresponds to the period of the protests. 

Keywords: Social Media; Official communication; Political parties; 
Political actors; Credibility. 
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Introduction

At the beginning of 2017, the Romanian Minister of Justice proposed an emer-
gency ordinance with the intent to decriminalize certain acts of corruption by poli-
ticians. This action led to the largest protest in Romania’s post-communist history, 
which lasted for almost two months and caused uproar and debates throughout 
the country. The protests were often organized and promoted on Facebook and 
relevant issues related to protests were also discussed on this platform. 

In the context of recurring misconduct and neglecting office duties by politi-
cians, sometimes the last resort of citizens is to organize and take part in protests. 
The objective of such events is to raise awareness about relevant issues, start a dia-
logue and, not least, to find reasonable solutions to pressing problems. Hirschman 
(1999) considers that protests are meant to release the tension of those who are 
most frustrated and to postpone or annihilate the exit of the most discontent indi-
viduals in the society. 

Social networks have redefined the relationship between citizens and political 
parties by facilitating a more direct communication and an open dialogue between 
political representatives and other members of society. These communication 
channels provide governments and political parties with the opportunity to in-
teract and engage with citizens more than they did before. Social media represent 
another channel which allows political actors to promote themselves and directly 
communicate with the electorate and have direct and inexpensive access to vot-
ers (Jacobs & Spierings 2016). The difference between social networks and other 
e-government websites is that the former allows a higher degree of interactivity, 
which should lead to increased transparency and trust in ruling political parties 
and government, whereas the latter does not allow for such interactivity. 

According to recent data gathered by Gemius, a reputed consultancy company 
in the field of online advertising, in 2017, Facebook was the most used social me-
dia platform in Romania with over 5.5 million users, followed by Pinterest with 
724,400 active users. Instagram, with 660,700 users, LinkedIn with 644,000 users 
and Twitter with 582,000 users.1

Facebook is the most popular social networking platform in Romania with 8.4 
million users, in June 2017. At a population of 19.2 million, that is a penetration 
rate of 43%. To be precise, 70% of all Romanian Internet users own a Facebook ac-
count. In Eastern Europe, Romania has the highest number of Facebook users. If 
we take a look at the penetration rate of Facebook, that is the number of Facebook 
users in relation to the total number of the population of each country, Romania 
(43%) is close to, but comes after Hungary (54%), Bulgaria (47%), Czech Republic 
(46%) and Slovakia (44%), but ahead of Moldova (17%) and Ukraine (12%).2

1 https://www.gemius.com/agencies-news/romania-top5-social-networks.html (11.03.2018)
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2According to Facebrands.ro, a Romanian monitoring service of Facebook ac-
counts nationwide3, in 2017, 50% of users were women and 50% were men. The 
top three age categories of users are the following: most of them are 25-34 years 
old (26.83%), followed by users aged 18-24 years old (21.47%) and 35-44 years old 
(21.15%). Other age groups are the following: 45-54 years old (12.63%), 13-17 years 
old (9.24%), followed by 55-64 years old (6.16%) and by users aged 65+ (2.53%). 
Most of them are married (68.04%), while only 22.6% of them are single, 8.2% are 
in a relationship and 1.09% are engaged. These number and figures show that this 
social networking platform reaches a significant proportion of Romanian Internet 
users, considering that almost half of all Romanian Internet users are present on 
Facebook and most of them are relatively young. This segment of the population 
that is present on social media is the same segment that represents the working 
force of the country directly affected by any political action or decision. For politi-
cians, the fact that they can address this population segment directly through this 
communication tool should be perceived as an asset and should be fully used. 
Whether this is the case will be shown in the following chapters. 

We will focus on the created dialogue, or to be specific, on the use or lack of 
reactions and responses from the main political parties and leaders towards the 
issues. By using a computer-assisted analysis, we analyzed online materials pub-
lished by the abovementioned country’s representatives on their Facebook pro-
files during the period of the protests, in order to see how they acted and reacted 
during the protests, how active (number of posts) and how involved they were 
(discussions carried out on the matter or related to it).

The Events

In January 2017, two weeks after the PSD-ALDE government headed by prime 
minister Sorin Grindeanu was inaugurated, street protests began in Romania be-
cause of the government’s intentions to bring amendments to the Criminal Code. 
On the first day, on January 18, around 5,000 people protested, out of which nearly 
4,000 in Bucharest, the capital of the country.

During the following days, the protests expanded all over Romania and in the 
diaspora, especially after the Minister of Justice, Florin Iordache, announced that 
government carried out its previously expressed intentions and published a gov-
ernment decree (OUG13) in the Official Journal of Romania, with the aim of par-
doning certain criminal acts by amending the Criminal Code in order to decrimi-
nalize certain acts of abuse of office. He also informed the public that the govern-

2 Internet World Stats. Usage and Population Statistics, “Romania”, available at: https://www.
internetworldstats.com/stats4.htm#europe (04.03.2018)

3 http://www.facebrands.ro/demografice.html (04.03.2018)
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ment adopted a project aimed at offering collective pardoning for punishments for 
certain offences. During this entire time, the ordinance was subject number one in 
the media and in the public opinion.

The protests peaked on a Sunday evening, at the end of the third week of pro-
tests, on February 5th, when more than 600,000 demonstrators protested across the 
country.4 In the fourth week, the minister of justice resigned as a sign of collabora-
tion and poof that the initiators do not have personal interests or any other hidden 
agenda.

The protests continued even though the government adopted a decree to repeal 
the controversial OUG135. At the beginning of the fifth week, the Senate adopted 
another bill OUG14, through which it dismissed the previous ordinance. OUG13 
would have decriminalized acts of corruption which caused less than $48,000 
(about 200,000 lei) in damage and it would also have halted all investigations for 
pending corruption offenses, prevented further cases related to these offenses to 
be brought to justice, and freed some officials imprisoned for corruption. Despite 
the dismissal of OUG13, demonstrations calling for the resignation of the entire 
Social Democratic-led government, which introduced the measure, continued for 
several more days.6

During the sixth week of protests, the ordinance that had already been abro-
gated was subjected to a vote of rejection in Parliament. For the first time in the 
post-Decembrist history of Romania, the Senate was put in a position to reject an 
already dismissed ordinance, which virtually no longer existed. The protests, al-
though smaller, continued for one more week. 

Theoretical Framework

One can consider protests to be a huge crisis for the country, its people and 
its representatives. Usually, during such crisis situations the responsible actors 
become more active, in order to solve the crisis through various communication 
techniques. According to Coombs (2007), crises are negative events that cause 
stakeholders to make ‘attributions’ (interpretations) about crisis responsibility, 
affecting how stakeholders interact with the organization. Coombs’ situational 
crisis communication theory SCCT (Coombs, 2007a) is the most used theory to 
examine crisis communication and management. This theory suggests that the re-

4 http://stiri.tvr.ro/proteste-fata-de-ordonantele-privind-gratierea-si-modificarea-codului-
penal--manifestantii-si-au-strigat-nemultumirea-la-sediile-psd-si-alde_813697.html#view 
(04.03.2018)

5 http://www.mediafax.ro/politic/guvernul-a-dat-ordonanta-de-abrogare-a-oug-13-publicata-
la-scurt-timp-in-monitorul-oficial-cum-arata-documentul-care-pune-capat-celei-mai-controv 
ersate-ordonante-16150031 (04.03.2018)

6 https://edition.cnn.com/2017/02/09/europe/romania-justice-minister-resigns/ (04.03.2018)
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sponse to a crisis should correspond to the extent of responsibility for the crisis 
and the reputational threat posed by the crisis. The attribution theory, which is the 
epistemological fundament of the SCCT, states that sympathy and anger are the 
most commonly expressed emotions by people who are aware of the existence of a 
certain crisis situation and who are searching for the responsible people for the oc-
currence of such crises (Coombs, 2007b). Inevitably, the occurrence of a crisis leads 
to the expression of strong feelings, such as sympathy towards those who have 
suffered damage and anger towards those who are considered responsible for that 
damage. In the present case, the attribution of blame, the expressed emotions, but 
also the responses can be identified and quantified through the analysis of social 
media content.

Jin and Liu (2010) developed the SCCT model even further and incorporated 
the social media strategies into the traditional framework of crisis communication 
strategies. The aim of the social-mediated crisis communication model (SMCC) 
is to guide crisis managers in their social media efforts and activities following a 
crisis. This model differentiates between three types of public: the communicators 
of crisis information, the consumers of that information through social media and 
the indirect consumers, who are social media inactives. By monitoring social me-
dia channels, crisis managers can identify these three publics and figure out how 
and when to respond online (Jin and Liu, 2010). 

There is a wide range of crisis communication theories used in the specialized 
literature. According to a recent study (Cheng, 2016, 10), which consisted of a 
comprehensive review of the scholarship on crisis communication strategies (CCS) 
within a global context, there are severe inconsistencies between the different crisis 
communication theories published in highly ranked academic journals, therefore 
a more complex model was proposed. The interactive crisis communication 
(ICC) model was proposed, within which both organizational and stakeholders’ 
strategies and response forms were included and an integrated strategy toolkit to 
synthesize all important CCS was suggested. 

While a comparably large amount of research has looked into the use of social 
media platforms by politicians during election campaigns, relatively little work 
has been done on how these actors are using online platforms during crisis situ-
ations, such as protests. Research shows that the use of social media for political 
communication can have an impressive impact. For example, findings of a study 
conducted in the Netherlands state that politicians with higher social media en-
gagement get relatively more votes within most political parties (Effing et al., 
2011), while a study conducted on the use of Facebook by Norwegian Party Lead-
ers indicate that the type of content least provided by politicians on their online 
platforms is acknowledging the support of others (Larsson, 2015). A recent survey 
conducted among German local political actors state that politicians do not try 
to bypass journalism by addressing the public directly through social media; in-
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stead, they have acknowledged the power of social media and use it as a tool for 
targeting precisely the journalists who follow them online (Bernhard, 2015). The 
US elections of 2008 have especially shown that social media technologies have 
become increasingly important for political communication and persuasion (Wat-
tal et al., 2010).

Since then an impressive number of articles on political communication through 
SNS have been published, where the collecting, monitoring, analyzing, summa-
rizing, and visualizing tools and approaches for politically relevant information 
published on social media have varied, due to the large number of different social 
media platforms, as well as the complexity of information and available data. A 
systematic tracking and analysis model has been proposed by Stieglitz and Linh 
(2012). The model considers four major approaches: (1) topic/issue-related, (2) opin-
ion/sentiment-related, (3) actor-related, and (4) network-related and the authors 
suggested the appropriate data analysis tools for each of the aforementioned ap-
proaches. Over the years, the number of such tools has increased and many of them 
have been developed in order to be intuitive and user-friendly, hence our choice of 
using FacePager for conducting the computer-assisted frequency analysis. 

Methodology and Sampling

Our study is exploratory in character since, to our knowledge, few studies exist 
of political actors’ and political parties’ Facebook usage for citizen communication 
during protests. The main goal of this paper is to identify the response strategies 
of the most important Romanian political parties and their leaders to the protests, 
which took place at the beginning of the year 2007 in Romania. 

Our focus lies in finding out what the official position of the ruling political 
parties and leaders was towards the protests. By official response we mean their 
posts on social media, specifically on Facebook, firstly because this is the platform 
where the most discussions and debates between the involved citizens took place 
(for information regarding Facebook groups of protesters see Adi & Lilleker, 2018) 
and secondly because Facebook brings users closer together and may enhance the 
quality of interpersonal communication more than other social media platforms 
(Yoo & Gil de Zúñiga, 2014). For this, we conducted a frequency analysis. 

The first part of our analysis aims at finding out the extent to which (number 
of posts) the major political parties and political actors in Romania used Facebook 
to react to the protests and to compare their social media activity in these months 
with that during the quieter months of the year, when no specific social or politi-
cal events took place. Our interest is to see how interested they were in an open 
dialogue, especially in difficult times and crisis situations like the ones during the 
protests. An interesting approach is to evaluate the communication extent and 
strategy of the party (Social Democratic Party) who initiated this government de-
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cree, to see if this party was more active and interested in taking a position than 
the other parties and also compared to other months. The research questions we 
aimed to answer in the first part of the analysis are the following:

Q1: How active were the most important political parties and political leaders on 
Facebook during the period of the protests? 

Q2: Was the political party (Social Democratic Party) which initiated the ordi-
nance (OUG13), more active than the other political parties during this pe-
riod? 

Q3: Which was the political party/political leader that benefited from the highest 
engagement from their followers? 

The methodology used in this first step consists in carrying out a computer-
assisted frequency analysis thus analyzing 15 Facebook accounts during the pe-
riod January 18th – March 5th, which corresponds to the period of the protests. The 
analyzed Facebook accounts belong to the President of Romania Klaus Iohannis, 
the former prime minister Sorin Grindeanu, the former minister of justice Florin 
Iordache and to the leaders of the six main parties governing the country, respec-
tively the accounts of those six parties. This approach was based on the one hand 
upon existent literature (Lev & Haleva, 2018) according to which higher-ranked 
politicians are more active on Facebook than politicians with lower ranks and, on 
the other hand, on the fact that the analyzed politicians were the most involved in 
the protests, due to the positions they occupied during that period.

The datasets have been collected via Facepager software (Keyling & Jünger, 
2018), which is usually used to extract public existing data from Twitter, Facebook, 
and other social media platforms. This software collects URLs from a query setup. 
After collection, the extracted data is stored in a local database and exported to a 
CSV file from where one can generate visual representations of the extracted data. 
In this study we collected around 800 posts from the aforementioned 15 Facebook 
accounts. Table no 1 and 2 render an overview on the analyzed Facebook accounts 
and their total number of followers at the time of the analysis. According to 
specialized literature on best practices in content analysis (Lacy et al., 2015, 10), 
unlike human coders, computers are 100% reliable and can efficiently work with 
big data sets. Algorithmic text analysis is best suited for dealing with manifest 
variables which are digitally archived, such as the use of certain words, hashtags 
or likes. Our aim was chart the number, the type of posts and number of reactions, 
shares and comments to those posts, in order to see to what extent the political 
parties and actors reacted to the protests at the beginning of 2017. 

The second part of the analysis aims at finding out the way in which these 
parties and political leaders reacted (content evaluation of posts) on Social Me-
dia. Very few studies have analyzed the response of politicians to protests and 
therefore there is no acknowledged model which includes types of responses to 
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protests, which could be used in this study. Therefore, the research questions we 
aimed to answer in the second part of the analysis are the following:

Q4: Were the online posts of the main political parties/ leaders rather on or off-
topic?

Q5: Which were the topics that triggered the largest engagement of the public?

Due to the previous step, where all the posts are being downloaded through 
the Facepager software, carrying out the second step is more facile, due to the fact 
that all posts are stored offline and can be retrieved anytime from the same place. 
The second step consists in reading all posts in order to establish the proportion of 
on-topic versus off-topic posts. We consider on-topic posts all those regarding: the 
ordinance, the protests, the constitutional state, the separation of powers, crimi-
nal offences. Off-topic subjects are about attacks of political opponents on other 
subjects than those mentioned above and other discussed topics, not related to 
the protests. The author and two students served as coders. The author, as well as 
the two students separately read and coded the content into on-topic and off-topic 
posts, constantly discussing the findings. According to Baxter & Babbie (2004) this 
type of checking may serve as the quantitative inter-coder reliability.

Table 1. Overview on the analyzed Facebook accounts (political leaders) 
and their total number of followers in December 2017

Political Leaders No. of Followers
1 Klaus Johannis ~ 1.800.000
2 Traian Băsescu ~ 400.000
3 Nicușor Dan ~ 150.000
4 Liviu Dragnea ~ 160.000
5 Călin Popescu Tăriceanu ~ 85.000
5 Raluca Turcan ~ 85.000
6 Sorin Grindeanu ~ 78.000
7 Kelemen Hunor ~ 17.000
8 Florin Iordache ~ 10.000

Table 2. Overview on the analyzed Facebook accounts (political parties) 
and their total number of followers in December 2017

Political Parties No. of Followers
1 PNL ~ 260.000
2 PSD ~ 68.000
3 USR ~ 64.000
4 ALDE ~ 47.000
5 PMP ~ 45.000
6 UDMR ~ 44.000
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Findings

In the last few years, social media has become an important political commu-
nication channel. It enables political institutions and voters to interact with each 
other directly. Therefore, common belief is that political activities might gain more 
transparency and citizens might be more involved in the political decision-making 
processes. Research shows a particularity among Romanian political actors, re-
spectively that Romanian politicians are preoccupied more with their political im-
age and less concerned about building a dialogue with their voters (Momoc, 2013). 
It seems that Romanian politicians do not use Social Media to encourage rational 
dialogue and the debate of projects in society, but to mock the competitors, to treat 
them with irony, and, above all, to position their political profile in the voters’ 
minds (Momoc, 2013). We are interested in finding out to what extent the above 
mentioned findings are valid in the context of protests. 
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Figure 1. Political parties: Number of posts during the period of the protests

The Social Democratic party, which initiated the government decree, was the 
least active party during this period with only 19 posts. But the other governing 
party, with whom PSD holds the majority of seats in Parliament, the Alliance of 
Liberals and Democrats (ALDE), was the most active (80 posts). Other active par-
ties were the Liberal party with 73 posts, the PMP party with 65 posts and the 
party of the Hungarian minority with 63 posts. The Save Romania Union was very 
discreet with only 27 posts.

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

PSD
USR

UDMR
PMP
PNL

ALDE
Video

Status

Link

Photo

Event

Figure 2. Political parties: Types of posts during the period of the protests
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The most frequent types of posts are photos, links and videos, followed by sta-
tuses and one event. From a total of 19 posts published by PSD, 12 were photos, 
links or statuses shared from the party’s president Facebook account. It is a com-
mon practice for parties to share content from their leader’s social media pages, 
for example, 20% of the content on the account of the ALDE alliance is taken from 
their leader’s social media page. But in the case of the account of the PSD party, 
there is content almost exclusively taken from their president’s page. 

Almost half of USR’s posts are videos. It is worth mentioning that they have a 
practice of sharing live videos, a method of involving the audience in their activi-
ties while they are happening. The communication strategy of the party UDMR 
is to share material taken from the social media accounts of other party members. 
Almost every other post is either a share from their president’s page or from the 
page of other party members or it is a presentation of the initiatives and activities 
of a party member. 
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Figure 3. Political leaders: Number of posts during the period of the protests

The most active leaders were Raluca Turcan (PNL) with 90 posts, Nicușor Dan 
(USR) with 66 posts and Călin Popescu Tăriceanu (ALDE) with 58 posts, followed 
by Kelemen Hunor (UDMR) with 40 posts and Traian Băsescu (PMP) with 30 
posts. The initiators of the decree, PSD president Liviu Dragnea (12 posts), prime 
minister Sorin Grindeanu (18 posts) and the minister of justice, Florin Iordache (4 
posts) were the least active.

Surprising is the fact that although the union USR was not active at all, its lead-
er posted more than twice as much as his party. 

The most common types of posts are photos, links and videos, followed by 
statuses and one event. Traian Băsescu was the sole political leader who changed 
his status almost on a daily basis, while Călin Popescu Tăriceanu was the only 
political leader who created and shared a note. Raluca Turcan posted a number 
of 39 videos out of which 29 as live videos, which is an indication of her intent to 
directly involve the audience in her activities. The prime minister’s Facebook ac-
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count during this period consists of shares from the official social media account 
of the Romanian Government and of one share from the page of the PSD leader, 
Liviu Dragnea. 
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Figure 5. Political parties: Gradual development of Facebook activity 

A general observation might be that the least amount of Facebook activity can 
be observed on the profile of each party during the first week of protests. We can-
not talk about a gradual development of posts when it comes to PSD. This party 
was consistent during the entire period and posted very little, keeping it under 5 
posts every week. PNL was very active and published around 10 posts per week, 
with a peak during the second and the third week. The same applies to UDMR. 
This was the week when discussions in the public opinion were also very heated.

A party with little activity was USR, which kept it under 5 posts every week, 
but with an obvious peak during the second and third week, when they doubled 
their number of posts. This was the sole party without any posts during the last 
two weeks. ALDE and PMP were also very active and consistent throughout this 
period, with the observation that PMP was the only party with a peak during the 
last week of protests. 
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Figure 4. Political parties: Types of posts during the period of the protests
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Figure 6. Political leaders: Gradual development of Facebook activity

The least active politician was Liviu Dragnea, the leader of PSD, who kept it 
under five posts every week. One of the most active leaders, Raluca Turcan, pub-
lished between 10 and 20 posts every week, with a peak in the second and third 
week. Not much activity was registered on the profile of the leader of the Hungar-
ian minority party, Kelemen Hunor, except for the 6th week when he doubled his 
activity. This was the week in which the already abrogated OUG13 was subjected 
to a vote of rejection in Parliament. Nicușor Dan, president of the USR party, was 
more active during the first half of the period and quieter during the second. Călin 
Popescu Tariceanu was quite active during the entire period, but especially dur-
ing the 2nd and the 3rd week, with a peak on the 5th of February, when he was more 
active than during each of the other weeks. A constant activity could be observed 
on the account of PMP leader and former president Traian Băsescu, who posted 
around 4 times each week. Not very active was the president, Klaus Iohannis, 
with a maximum of 5 posts in the first week, followed by an activity decrease. The 
prime minister was not very active, as expected, but surprised with two weeks in 
a row without any activity at all. The least active was the minister of justice, Florin 
Iordache, who had only 4 posts during this entire period. 

There were no significant differences between the number of posts of the par-
ties and those of their leaders, with few exceptions. One of the exceptions was 
that the leader of USR posted three times more than his own party. In all the other 
cases, the parties posted more often than their leaders. 

The growth of social media networking sites leads to the formation of an envi-
ronment which provides numerous occasions for costumers to share their views, 
preferences, support or disbelief towards institutions, brands or people, who have 
an online presence. Specialized literature considers this type of feedback to be an 
engagement indicator of consumers towards various social media content. Van 
Doorn et al. (2010) for example define the term ‘‘engagement’’ as a behavioral 
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manifestation toward a brand or firm, beyond purchase, behavior which is result-
ing from motivational drivers. In other words, engagement comprises manifest 
behaviors exhibited by consumers as they interact with brands in the online envi-
ronment. By counting the number of reactions, shares and comments we aimed at 
measuring the engagement of the Facebook posts. The term “reactions” refers to 
the total sum of “likes”, “loves”, “hahas”, “wows”, “sads” and “angries”.

The posts of USR had the biggest engagement, the most reactions, shares and 
comments, although this party is on the third place regarding its number of fol-
lowers and during this period it published the least number of posts, after PSD. 
Being very active during this period and having the highest number of followers, 
PNL is on the second place. ALDE was the most active party during the protests 
and the numbers of reactions, shares and comments are also high. Despite the fact 
that PMP and UDMR were pretty active during the protests, the reactions to their 
posts is not as high as in the case of other parties, mainly due to the small number 
of Facebook followers. PSD being the least active party received the least number 
of reactions. 
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Figure 8. Political leaders: Number of reactions, shares and comments

President Klaus Iohannis, although not very active on social media during the 
period of the protests, received the highest number of reactions, shares and com-
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Figure 7. Political parties: Number of reactions, shares and comments
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ments for his posts by far, not least because he had been elected not very long 
before and had the highest number of followers on Facebook by far, almost 2 mil-
lion. He received ten times more reactions, shares and comments than all the other 
personalities and parties. The posts of Nicușor Dan, leader of USR, had a high 
impact, like his party. Liviu Dragnea received almost 200.000 reactions to his 12 
posts, also because he was one of the leaders with the most followers (160.000 fol-
lowers). A similar situation could also be observed in the case of Traian Băsescu 
who, due to his popularity, received for his 30 posts almost 140.000 reactions. The 
former president is the second most popular political leader in the online field 
(400.000 followers), after the current president (1.800.000 followers). The posts of 
the PNL leader, despite being the most active leader during this period, had a re-
duced impact. This could be explained by the fact that Mrs Turcan did not have a 
high number of followers. The former minister of justice, Florin Iordache, had the 
least number of followers, the least online activity and the least impact, despite be-
ing one of the central figures regarding the protests. 

1

10

100

1000

10000

100000

1000000

Like

Love

Angry

Haha

Wow

Sad

Figure 9. Ranking: Total number of reactions received during the period of the protests

Introduced at the beginning of 2016, the five types of reactions, besides the tra-
ditional “like”, give users the opportunity to express a wider range of emotions. 
The figure above depicts the exact number of reactions registered for the posts of 
the main political leaders and parties of the country. At first glance, one can ob-
serve the presence of the reaction “angry”, which is an accurate description of the 
tense situation. 
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It is remarkable that the presidents of the main Romanian parties received 
more reactions than their parties, which is an indication of the fact that politics is 
foremost battle between personalities, but the higher number of reactions is also 
linked to the high number of followers. Despite the medium number of posts, but 
due to his high number of followers, president Iohannis received the most reac-
tions of all kinds, except for laughs. The leader of the liberal party, Raluca Turcan, 
had the highest number of posts, but received almost as many reactions as all the 
other leaders, except for Kelemen Hunor. It seems that the number of followers is 
directly linked to the number of reactions. It is remarkable that the former minister 
of justice, Florin Iordache, managed to receive around 100 reactions of each kind 
with only 4 posts. The same applies to PSD.

Looking at the second biggest reaction received by each account, after the tra-
ditional “like”, observers are given an insight into the atmosphere on each plat-
form. For example, the most expressed reaction for president Iohannis, Raluca 
Turcan, ALDE, PMP and PSD is “love”, which could be an indicator for the sup-
port they are receiving from their followers. Former president Băsescu was the 
only one who received the most “haha”, possibly due to his humorous and witty 
writing style. Liviu Dragnea, Sorin Grindeanu Florin Iordache, Nicușor Dan and 
PNL received the most “angry”. The first three politicians are those responsible 
for the ordinance, while the last leader and party were those who addressed the 
problem the most on social media. It is worth mentioning that Liviu Dragnea, the 
president of the Social-Democratic party, received the most negative reactions to 
posts with positive or optimistic content. The party UDMR and its president re-
ceived the most “sad” reactions, which could be an indication of the fact that the 
atmosphere on their platforms was not as heated as on others, but the most im-
portant issues of the period were debated. Călin Popescu Tăriceanu, who is very 
appreciated amongst his followers, and the party USR, very popular amongst the 
young generation of the country, received an approximately equal number of love 
and angry. This is an indicator of support, but also of a tense situation. 

Hereinafter we will have a look at the content of the Facebook activity of the 
above-mentioned parties and their leaders. We will take into consideration the 
main topics that were discussed and see the proportion of on-topic versus off-top-
ic posts. We consider on-topic posts all those regarding: the ordinance, the pro-
tests, the constitutional state, the separation of powers, criminal offences. Off-topic 
subjects are about attacks of political opponents on other subjects than those men-
tioned above. 

Looking at the discussed topics, we can observe that each account has its own 
agenda, but at the same time, there is a good coordination between the parties 
and their presidents, as most parties reposted statements form their presidents’ 
accounts. ALDE and its president barely mention the protests and the ordinances, 
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but are constantly attacking the country’s president in 90% of their posts, accusing 
him of having a hidden agenda. Another preferred topic for distracting the atten-
tion from the distress caused by ordinance 13 is the schedule of the TV appear-
ances of their party members. On-topic posts are about concern regarding the lack 
of separation of powers in Romania. 

Liviu Dragnea and his party have two accounts with almost identical content. 
They mostly posted about off-topics, such as visits of party members in the USA 
and their encounters with various officials, at which followers reacted with nega-
tive comments. Other preferred topics were the gross domestic product and Ro-
mania’s position within the European Union. Their on-topic posts were around 
20% of the total number of posts and were mainly accusations against the presi-
dent Klaus Iohannis who was portrayed as an instigator. 

The very active president of the liberals and her party posted about the protests 
and about the possible implications of the ordinance around 90% of the time, by 
posting statements, pictures and videos depicting the protesters on the streets of 
the country. At the same time, they never missed an opportunity to blame PSD for 
pursuing only their interests, to stress the danger that this party brings and to pre-
sent itself as the right and most reasonable actor in such a crisis situation.

The same open attitude could be observed on the Facebook accounts of Nicușor 
Dan and his party, USR. They started an open and direct dialogue about the ordi-
nance and its implications for specific political actors, through self-made videos as 
well. The party and its members constantly encouraged people to get out on the 
streets while leading by example and protesting in Parliament for 5 days. Almost 
all activity was on-topic.

The majority of PMP’s posts were taken from their presidents’ account, where 
Traian Băsescu was vehemently against the ordinance and the party that adopted 
it. His posts are the longest and most personal ones. He uses this public space to 
talk about current issues through the lens of his vast experience as politician and 
as former president of Romania, considering that he still has a huge and devoted 
fan group, whose members often express their support through appreciative com-
ments. He also often criticized Liviu Dragnea’s and the government’s politics, de-
manding their dismissal. Most of the party’s and his posts were on-topic, while 
around 10% of them were about his TV appearances. 

The public agenda of Kelemen Hunor and that of his party were on-topic. They 
often expressed their concern about the existence of a constitutional state and the 
separation of powers in Romania. There is also a sentimental side to the posts 
where the party and its president relate to the protesters and openly admit to un-
derstanding their frustration. The few off-topic subjects, around 10%, were about 
internal issues of the party or about TV appearances of party members.
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The president Klaus Iohannis presented himself as the wise leader emphasiz-
ing on the freedom of expression and supporting peaceful demonstrations. At the 
same time, he was harshly blaming the initiators of the ordinance. 95% of his posts 
are on-topic, stressing his concerns for the people and mentioning the instances 
when he joined the protesters, but also a phone call in which Germany’s Chancel-
lor, Angela Merkel, expressed her support in his fight against corruption. 

The prime minister Sorin Grindeanu adopted the same strategy as PSD, the 
party he is a member of, respectively to avoid the subject of the protests and con-
centrated on bringing forward the efficiency of the government he was leading 
by presenting various government projects and the budget draft while distancing 
himself from all the distress. 

Regarding the activity of the minister of justice, 50% of his Facebook discourse 
was on topic, to be more precise, 2 out of 4 posts were attempts to clarify the situ-
ation, one post underlining the true intentions behind the famous ordinance and 
the other announcing his resignation as a response to the demand on the streets. 

The posts that engaged the audience the most and received the most reactions 
were the following: PSD posted a photo depicting a visit carried out by its presi-
dent in the USA. Liviu Dragnea posted a long text in which he accused the presi-
dent of disturbing constitutional order, because the latter supported the protest-
ers and was asking for the dismissal of OUG13. ALDE posted about the concerns 
of the ambassador of the USA, Hans Klemm, regarding the constitutional state, 
which could be affected by the ordinance. Tariceanu received the most reactions 
for a post where he expressed his thoughts on the current matter and blamed pres-
ident Iohannis for visiting the institutions of the EU and telling Brussels officials 
his distorted version of the story. PNL reposted the statement of Cătălin Predoiu, 
a member of Parliament, who accused the minister of justice and the prime min-
ister of supporting criminals. Raluca Turcan received an impressive amount of 
reactions (1.3K) for publishing a video showing the streets of Bucharest filled with 
protesters. This video then made international news, depicting the heated situa-
tion in Romania. USR received the most support for a live-video from their own 
protests organized in Parliament, while the president of that Union received the 
most reactions for a video containing an interview of Liviu Dragnea, where he 
was publicly lying, pretending that he was not aware of such a project just a few 
days before the adoption of the OUG. Iohannis posted a very emotional discourse 
about the honest people of Romania who, in hope of a better future, voted for PSD. 
Grindeanu addressed violent incidents occurring during the protests. Iordache 
addressed several affirmations about PSD, the government and the ordinance in 
an attempt to clarify the allegedly confusing situation. 

We were also interested in finding out whether the online activity of the 
aforementioned parties and political leaders was intensified during the period 
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of the protests. Our findings show that period of the year did not represent a 
peak in the online communication and that in the case of the responsible party, 
PSD, this period was quite the opposite. The party posted more every month, 
except for the months in which the protests took place. The activity of each of the 
leading parties and political actors throughout the year 2017 can be traced in the 
figures 10 and 11.

Figure 10. Political parties: Distribution of posts during the entire year

Figure 11. Political leaders: Distribution of posts during the entire year
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Discussions and conclusions

This paper contributes to the field of (online) political communication in crisis 
situations and its aim is to empirically investigate whether political representa-
tives are open to dialogue in rather difficult times for their country or if they prefer 
to wait it out and let it pass. In accordance with previous research (Momoc, 2013), 
our data shows that Romanian politicians do not use Social Media to encourage 
rational dialogue and the debate of projects in society, but to blame and accuse the 
opponents, to treat them with irony, and, above all, to put themselves in the best 
light and frame their image accordingly in front of their voters. But this is the na-
ture of social media, and especially of Facebook. The conflation of self-expression, 
self-communication and self-promotion into one tool, which is subsequently used 
for personality assessment and manipulating behavior, should raise the aware-
ness of users in their different roles as citizens, friends, employees, employers and 
so on. After all, social media are not neutral stages of self-performance – they are 
the very tools for shaping identities. (Van Dijck, 2013, 213)

Regarding the first research question (Q1: How active were the most impor-
tant political parties and political leaders on Facebook during the period of the 
protests?) the findings are the following: looking at the online activity of the main 
political parties and leaders throughout the year, findings show that this was not 
the most active period of the year regarding the use of social media, as shown in 
the figures 10 and 11. The most frequent types of posts are photos, links and vid-
eos, followed by statuses and events. In the case of PSD, the party dedicated 63% 
of their content to their president by sharing much content from his page. The So-
cial Democratic party, which initiated the government decree, was the least active 
party during this period with only 19 posts, while the other governing party, with 
whom PSD holds the majority of seats in Parliament, the Alliance of Liberals and 
Democrats (ALDE), was the most active (80 posts). Other active parties were the 
Liberal party with 73 posts, the PMP party with 65 posts and the party of the Hun-
garian minority with 63 posts. The Save Romania Union was very discreet with 
only 27 posts. The most active leaders were Raluca Turcan (PNL) with 90 posts, 
Nicușor Dan (USR) with 66 posts and Călin Popescu Tăriceanu (ALDE) with 58 
posts, followed by Kelemen Hunor (UDMR) with 40 posts and Traian Băsescu 
(PMP) with 30 posts. The initiators of the decree, PSD president Liviu Dragnea 
(12 posts), prime minister Sorin Grindeanu (18 posts) and the minister of justice, 
Florin Iordache (4 posts) were the least active.

Coombs’ situational crisis communication theory SCCT (Coombs, 2007a), 
which is the most used theory to examine crisis communication and management, 
suggests that the response to a crisis should correspond to the extent of responsi-
bility for the crisis and the reputational threat posed by the crisis. In relation to this 
theory, our findings for the second research question (Q2: Was the political party 
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(Social Democratic Party) which initiated the ordinance (OUG13), more active 
than the other political parties during this period?) show that the Social Democrat-
ic party, which initiated the government decree, was the least active during this 
period with only 19 posts, which could be an indicator for them not wanting to 
assume responsibility. The initiators of the decree, PSD president Liviu Dragnea, 
prime minister Sorin Grindeanu and the minister of justice, Florin Iordache were 
the least active during this period, as they definitely applied the ostrich method. 

Regarding the third research question (Q3: Which was the political party/po-
litical leader that benefited from the highest engagement from their followers?), 
the political party which benefited from the highest engagement from its follow-
ers was USR. The posts of USR had the highest engagement, the most reactions, 
shares and comments, although this party is on the third place regarding its num-
ber of followers and during this period it published the least number of posts, 
after PSD. This could be explained by the fact that almost half of their posts were 
videos. This format is known to be the most interactive one. It is worth mention-
ing that they had a practice of sharing live videos, a method of involving the au-
dience in their activities while they are happening. The political leader who ben-
efited from the highest engagement was president Klaus Iohannis. Although not 
very active during this period on social media he received the highest number 
of reactions, shares and comments for his posts by far, not least because he had 
been elected not very long before and had the highest number of followers on Fa-
cebook by far, almost 2 million. He received ten times more reactions, shares and 
comments than all the other personalities and parties combined. Another remark-
able fact is that the former minister of justice, Florin Iordache, managed to receive 
around 100 reactions of each kind with only 4 posts. The same applies to PSD. 
In general, the presidents of the main Romanian parties received more reactions 
than their parties, which is an indication of the fact that politics is foremost a bat-
tle between personalities, but the higher number of reactions is also linked to the 
high number of followers. Despite significant democratic developments, highly 
personalized political conflicts are not new for the Romanian political scene and 
seem to be a trait of post-communist European countries, where individuals with 
a certain degree of national notoriety are rather expected to achieve democratic 
changes (Hosu & Stoica, 2017, 63).

Looking at the types of reactions, president Iohannis, the politician Raluca 
Turcan and the parties ALDE, PMP and PSD received the most support from their 
followers, expressed through the reaction “love”. While the initiators of the de-
cree, Liviu Dragnea, Sorin Grindeanu and Florin Iordache received the most “an-
gry”. These findings are in accordance with existing literature (Coombs, 2007b), 
which states that the occurrence of a crisis leads to the expression of strong feel-
ings, such as sympathy towards those who have suffered damage and anger to-
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wards those who are considered responsible for that damage. Some actors avoid-
ed the subject entirely, while some were using the opportunity to move forward 
and gain more popularity points from their audiences and even resorted to using 
populist discourses.

Our findings in relation to the fourth research question (Q4: Were the online 
posts of the main political parties/ leaders rather on or off-topic?) show that much 
of the posted content by PSD (90%), ALDE (80%) and their presidents (80%, re-
spectively 90%) were off topic. The most content which was on topic has been 
posted by the opposition: PNL, PMP, UDMR and their leaders (around 90% of 
posts were on topic). 

Finally, the fifth research question (Q5: Which were the topics that triggered 
the largest engagement of the public?) revealed the fact that the most engaging 
posts have been those in which the political actors and parties were blaming 
each-other. The posts that engaged the audience the most and received the most 
reactions were the following: PSD for an off-topic photo depicting a visit carried 
out by its president in the USA. Liviu Dragnea for an on-topic text in which he 
accused the president of disturbing constitutional order. ALDE for an on-topic 
testimonial of Hans Klemm, regarding the constitutional state. Tariceanu for an 
on-topic post where he was blaming the country’s president for the turmoil. PNL 
for an on-topic post, in which they were accusing the minister of justice and the 
prime minister for their actions, which led to the protests. Raluca Turcan received 
an impressive amount of reactions (1.3K) for publishing a video showing the 
streets of Bucharest filled with protesters. USR received the most support for a 
live-video from their own protests organized in Parliament, while the president 
of that Union received the most reactions for a video containing an interview of 
Liviu Dragnea who was contradicting himself publicly on the subject of the pro-
tests. While the country’s president posted a very emotional discourse blaming 
PSD for misusing the people’s trust. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The present paper adds to the current research on online political communi-
cation during protests, by systematically analyzing the extent to which politi-
cal parties and actors act and react to protests on their online accounts. There 
are some limitations of this study that must be considered. This research has 
focused on one of the protests in Romania and therefore cannot be subject to 
generalization, but the findings can be taken into consideration for further re-
search on the issue of political actors’ and institutions’ reactions to protests in 
Romania, but also abroad. To our knowledge, there is not much research on the 
online political communication and reaction strategies of political actors and/or 
institutions during protests.
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A second limitation regards the sampling, in terms of selected political actors, 
political parties, and platforms. We have focused rather on the main political ac-
tors and parties, without taking into consideration the activity of other actors and 
parties of the country. Furthermore, the analysis of additional online platforms, 
such as blogs, webpages or YouTube would expand the obtained results through 
this study. A further approach would be to address the way different media out-
lets have brought to the attention of the public the various statements made by the 
aforementioned political parties and actors, in order to see this complex topic from 
a different perspective.

A third limitation refers to the content of the analyzed posts and the received 
comments. An in-depth analysis of the posted content and of the followers’ com-
ments on them could shed some more light on the communication strategies 
adopted by the country’s representatives, it could even conduct to the identifi-
cation of common frames used by them during the protests. Previous research 
(Ernst, 2017) shows that opposition parties use higher amounts of populist com-
munication strategies on social media than government parties. Future research 
could use this approach, operationalize and analyze the posted content, in order 
to see which party rather makes use of populist discourses, especially in crises 
situations such as protests. 
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