Although terrorism and the migrant crisis have, until
recently, attracted most of the headlines, in Europe
today one of the most serious threats to the democratic
order comes from Vladimir Putin’s Kremlin. Across the
continent, Russia is in the process of expanding its
military and political options by polarizing attitudes
among the public in target states. It spreads false
information regarding United States and European
Union (EU) policies and intentions in order to decrease
trust in democratic institutions and public support for
closer ties with the Euro-Atlantic community in states
both inside and outside of the EU. This campaign of
soft-power intervention created the need for a
coordinated response carried out by both, the
European governments and civil society with an aim to
improve communication, strengthen advocacy, and
increase outreach within the transatlantic community.
The Beacon Project fills this space.
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Through the Beacon Project, IRI seeks to accomplish four goals:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Support a strong transatlantic dialogue
Defend pluralistic democracy as a core value of Western democracies
Stand against internal and external threats to democracy
Re-engage in Europe’s vulnerable regions inside and outside the EU

Until recently, Moscow’s effort to influence public and elite opinion in Europe in favor of its positions had gone
largely unnoticed, but the effort is both broad and deep. The Beacon Project’s >versus< ICT tool, in
combination with polling, aims to shed light on these efforts by producing data-driven analysis on connections
between disinformation and anti-liberal movements, as well as producing sophisticated public-opinion
research to obtain a clearer picture of current political weaknesses that allow this exploitation to occur. By
providing data and building political alliances for common action – across European governments and civil
society, the Beacon Project is helping close the information space exploited by the Kremlin. With Russia’s
continuing military effort to destabilize the governments and states of the Eastern Partnership, the need to
develop a strong, transatlantic response to the Russian soft-power effort has become even more acute. The
Beacon Project is just that response.

In order to support this counter strategy, the Beacon Project has created two standing round tables; one,
comprised of representatives from political parties, party foundations and institutes; and a second, of
independent think tanks, NGOs, media outlets, and other civil society actors from the EU and its immediate
neighborhood. This network is supported by two main features of the project:

The Beacon Project’s ICT data collection tool,
>versus<, is being developed to aid local media
monitors and researchers to obtain qualitative and
quantitative data from a wider range of sources.
This database will be built by developing a
collaborative standardized methodology to provide
quality data on the scale and effectiveness of
disinformation for the first time. In addition, this
data will be further supported by new national
polling initiatives.

Through the discussions of the two standing round
tables and the data provided by the >versus< tool,
the project will work toward drafting specific policy
suggestions to close the democracy gaps present in
our societies, that can be exploited by hostile
influence and disinformation. It is only through
reducing the democracy deficit on local, national,
and European levels that the gains of anti-liberal
political movements can be reversed.

Beacon Project >versus< Insights:
Coverage of Angela Merkel in Some CEE Media
As part of the development of the Beacon Project’s >versus< ICT data collection tool, IRI conducted
its first case study on the way Angela Merkel is portrayed in some of the most popular articles and
social media in Central and Eastern Europe (specifically Slovakia, Czech Republic, and Hungary). The
study was conducted with
the Beacon Project’s core
partners in the respective
countries Globsec Policy
Institute (Slovakia), European
Values Think Tank (Czech
Republic), and Political
Capital Institute (Hungary).
Given the recent
controversies surrounding
‘disinformation’ in the
American presidential
elections, there is a lot of
media attention being paid
to the upcoming
parliamentary elections in
Germany. An analysis carried
out by Buzzfeed’s Alberto
Nardelli and Craig Silverman
and published under the title
Hyperpartisan Sites And
Facebook Pages Are
Publishing False Stories And
Conspiracy Theories About
Angela Merkel1, highlights
the issue of how various
media outlets cover Angela
Merkel. What they found
was that the anti-Merkel
media was “echoing what
was seen during the US
election, many of these sites
mix legitimate partisan
political content with false
and conspiratorial information, especially about refugees and Islam, in order to inspire passion and
increase social engagement.”

1

https://www.buzzfeed.com/albertonardelli/hyperpartisan-sites-and-facebook-pages-are-publishing-false

To complement the Buzzfeed article, the Beacon Project and its partners carried out a similar review
of Merkel’s coverage in some of the Slovak, Czech, and Hungarian media. While we are still fine
tuning our data tool and establishing the corresponding methodological framework2, we found that
our results largely reflect those that were seen in the German online media space by Buzzfeed. Over
all the most shared articles are hyperbolic, disingenuous, or disinformative and seemingly designed
to stoke fear.
The first analysis we did was to take a look at the top 50 most shared headlines on Facebook relating
to Angela Merkel. After translating the headlines in to English and removing common English
stopwords we created a basic histogram to reflect some of the most common words across the
combined corpus of headlines from all three countries. Despite the relatively small sample size, we
can see a few key words reflected in the histogram. While Merkel and Germany are obvious
keywords, the rest reflect some of the divergent messages we saw as we investigated each of the
countries individually. In particular, references to migrants, attack, election, and media reflect what
the people in the three countries were the most interested in.

TOP 50 "MERKEL" HEADLINES (CS, SK, HU)
OCTOB ER 2016 - JANUARY 2017
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The findings in this sample are still part of a testing process and while they do show some useful insights they
are not meant to be taken as rigorous scientific based research. It is one of the goals of the Beacon Project to
continue to refine the data collection process and methodology to ensure that the research outputs are not
only interesting and insightful, but also robust and fair.

Czech Republic

While the histogram provides an overview of common words found in the top 50 most shared
headlines of all three countries we can get a bit more of a nuanced look when we focus the view to
one specific country and expand the examined text to include the headlines and body of the text.
The above wordcloud begins to show us more about what the Czech media space in general is
concerned with when they speak about Angela Merkel. Overall the wordcloud highlights that while
the Berlin attack was a much written about topic other key themes were Europe, the German
election. These, however, were not necessarily the topics that received the most attention by
readers. In order to explore which topics received the most reach we looked more closely at the
specific headlines that received the most shares on Facebook.

TOP 5 SHARED "MERKEL" HEADLINES (FACEBOOK, CZ)
OCTOBER 2016 - JANUARY 2017
ZEMAN IN RESPONSE TO THE BERLIN ATTACK
REJECTED REFUGEES IN THE TERRITORY OF
CZECHIA

10709

A TRUCK DRIVEN INTO A BERLIN CHRISTMAS
MARKET. NINE DEAD, TENS WOUNDED

6775

I DON'T GIVE A F*CK ABOUT SOME BRADY.
F*CKING A**HOLES, JIŘÍ KRAMPOL FUMED. THEN
HE TOLD US ABOUT HIS EXPERIENCE WITH
CENSORSHIP. AND NOT JUST BEFORE 1989

4855

YOU WILL BE SO AFRAID YOU WILL NOT BE ABLE
TO FALL ASLEEP. EPIDEMIOLOGICAL SITUATION
OF MIGRANTS IS ALARMING. TUBERCULOSIS,
AIDS, SYPHILIS, SALMONELLA, HEPATITIS,…

4829

BABIŠ: MERKEL IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE
ATTACK! THERE IS NO PLACE FOR REFUGEES IN
EUROPE

4707
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The above example of translated headlines from the Czech Republic, shows the main themes being
spread are those focusing on the migration/refugee crisis. While the topic is certainly of great
concern to many across Europe, by looking at the headlines it is quite easy to see how some of the
news worthy topics are exploited for specific agendas. Another sample article from the Czech
Republic shows how some of the sources will use other methods to frame largely fact-based text to
fit a specific narrative.
The below shows two articles which are largely factual, but framed much differently. In fact, in this
example, the article posted on Parlamentni Listy actually references the article published on Týden.
The main difference between the two is quite clear, the one on the right has a much more
unflattering picture of Merkel and accompanies a headline that is much sharper and critical in tone.
While some portions of the text are the same as in the referenced article the author has also
rearranged the order of the paragraph topics to put the seemingly critical remarks of Merkel at the
top to add emphasis and suggest that it was the main message of her statements.

Title: Merkel picked on Zeman as well. According to her,
Europe does not work

Title: Merkel scolded Zeman again

Slovakia

While there are similar topics reflected in the wordcloud for Slovakia, a few stood out with increased
significance. For example, Trump is clearly visible in Slovakia and media was referenced 83 times in
the Slovak media, compared to 47 times in the Czech media. Additionally, by using a basic associated
term algorithm3 we also found that some of the most commonly associated words with ‘Merkel’ in
the Slovak media were ‘eurozone’ (49% correlation), ‘austerity’ and ‘backfired’ (40%) in the overall
text4. This provided some indication that while there was a lot of discussions about the refugee(s)
crisis and the Berlin attack there was also a heightened focus on the outcome of the US election and
themes related to various crises and anti-establishment talking points in the reporting.

TOP 5 SHARED "MERKEL" HEADLINES (FACEBOOK, SK)
OCTOB ER 2016 - JANUARY 2017
JOZEF BANÁŠ'S OPINION: PUNDITS AND
MEDIA GOT A BEATING. TRUMPS VICTORY IS A
DEFEAT FOR THE MAINSTREAM.

6089

JOZEF BANÁŠ: PUNDITS AND MEDIA GOT A
BEATING. WHOSE ASS WILL THEY KISS NOW?
TRUMPS VICTORY IS A DEFEAT FOR THE…

2814

LIKE OBAMA, KISKA DID NOT GET AFRAID OF
THE DALAI LAMA - BOTH HOLLANDE AND
CAMERON HAVE AVOIDED HIM

1991

MERKEL'S MESSAGE TO THE EASTERN EU EVERYBODY OUGHT TO PARTICIPATE IN
ADMISSION OF MIGRANTS (UNDER ARTICLE…

1516

MERKEL AND OBAMA IN AGREEMENT:
INTERNET IS A DISRUPTIVE FORCE. ITS
CENSORSHIP IS NECESSARY

1452
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Not surprisingly, while readers in the Czech Republic tended to favour anti-immigrant messaging
more (at least via Facebook shares), the topics that got the most shares in neighbouring Slovakia
were related to the US election and the so-called defeat of establishment politics and media. As
highlighted in the Czech case, there are many articles which have a lot of common text. In fact, the
two most shared articles in Slovakia had a lot of copied text, including nearly identical headlines.
This widely shared opinion piece by former MP Josef Banaš was first published by the popular
Aktualne website and was then shared on the same day by the Hlavnespravy site where it also
received the second most shares in Slovakia. One key quote from the text gives some insight in to
the general anti-establishment
tone of the article. While the
"Well, journos and pundits, boys and girls, I am curious in whose a**
article itself is an opinion piece
you will be licking now. I am not only curious what journos and pundits
representing some very valid
will do, but also all those Merkels, Tusks or Junckers competing with
concerns, the tone in
each other in pandering to the defeated Clinton clan. How will Angela
combination popularity of the
manage to congratulate the new US president who called her refugee
piece can shed some light in to
politics a catastrophe damaging Germany and Europe?"
the underlying feelings of the
audience.
Hungary

Finally, when looking at the Hungarian media’s coverage of Angela Merkel we again see some of the
same themes highlighted in the wordcloud as we did in the Czech and Slovak media. However, on
appearance it seems to be closer to the Slovak case. To dig deeper in to the words we again ran a
word association with ‘Merkel’ and found that, overall, the texts seem to be portraying a negative
outlook on the upcoming German election.

While the wordcloud highlights that the
Hungarian media was also largely discussing
the refugee(s) crisis the word association table
shows that overall the media tended to focus
on Merkel’s leadership and the negative
impact it might have on her re-election
campaign.

Top 10 words associated with ‘Merkel’ in HU media sample
Associated Words
Correlation
soon
0.53
lose
0.48
difficult
0.47
German
0.46
Islamization
0.46
leave
0.45
The below graph shows that three of the top
indicated
0.43
five shared articles in the country focused on
process
0.43
how Merkel has lost her credibility and should
AfD
0.41
resign. While other articles highlighted the far
right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD). This is
allies
0.41
obviously an important matter as Germany will go to the polls this autumn to decide who should
lead the country.

TOP 5 SHARED "MERKEL" HEADLINES (FACEBOOK, HU)
OCTOB ER 2016 - JANUARY 2017
MERKEL'S IN TROUBLE! A HUGE CROWD
ATTACKED HER MIGRANTS!

4833

MERKEL EDUCATED TRUMP OVER THE PHONE
ON WHAT EXACTLY THE GENEVA…

4233

B IDA'S COMMENT (WHY AN ACTIVIST AIDING
MIGRANTS WILL VOTE YES. SHE TELLS US…

3528

AN UNPRECEDENTED DEMONSTRATION IN
GERMANY! "MERKEL GET OUT!" (VIDEO)

Shares

3393

A TURN OF EVENTS! THEY WILL FORCE
MERKEL TO RESIGN!

3206
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Furthermore, while the use of cross-posting stories was shown to happen in both our Czech and
Slovak samples, it appears to be a much more prevalent tactic in Hungary. Of the top twenty most
shared articles about Angela Merkel, eight were cross posted with
the exact same titles. This included the most shared story Merkel is in
Trouble! Huge Masses have Attacked her Migrants! which appeared
on legfrissebb.info (4833 shares) as well as being cross-posted wordfor-word on maivalosag.com (896 shares) at the same time. This
resulted in a total number of shares of 5729 shares for a story of only
78 words which was about an uncorroborated fight between German
nationals and asylum seekers and was accompanied by a picture of a
neo-Nazi next to an image of Merkel.

