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ABSTRACT
This study explores online political campaigning during the 2021 national elections in Albania and Kosovo, empha-
sizing the role of Facebook as a primary campaigning platform amidst the Covid-19 pandemic. Rooted in the 
concept of issue ownership within political communication in the Western Balkan context, the research explores 
the main themes and tactics political parties use to secure the electorate’s votes. Employing DigiWorld’s manual 
coding of 2,056 Facebook posts over four weeks, our findings highlight significant disparities in engagement levels 
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on key issues like health and economy, underlining the nuanced interplay between digital issue ownership and 
voter engagement. The content analysis research uncovered a surprising pattern: government parties showed higher 
engagement levels in Covid-19-related discussions, contrary to our expectations. However, opposition parties led 
interactions on all topics. Notably, posts on the economy, rural issues, employment, and infrastructure elicited stron-
ger public engagement, emphasizing their significance in the digital political landscape.

Keywords: Covid-19; elections; Facebook; issue ownership; online campaigning; voter’s 
engagement.

RESUMEN
Este estudio explora las campañas políticas en línea durante las elecciones nacionales de 2021 en Albania y Kosovo, 
haciendo hincapié en el papel de Facebook como plataforma principal de campaña en medio de la pandemia de 
Covid-19. Basada en el concepto de propiedad de los temas dentro de la comunicación política en el contexto de los 
Balcanes Occidentales, la investigación explora los principales temas y tácticas utilizadas por los partidos polí-
ticos para asegurar los votos del electorado. Empleando la codificación manual de DigiWorld de 2056 publicaciones 
de Facebook durante cuatro semanas, nuestros hallazgos resaltan disparidades significativas en los niveles de par-
ticipación en asuntos clave como la salud y la economía, subrayando la interacción matizada entre la propiedad de 
los temas digitales y la participación de los votantes. La investigación de análisis de contenido descubrió un patrón 
sorprendente: los partidos gubernamentales mostraron niveles más altos de participación en las discusiones rela-
cionadas con Covid-19, contrariamente a nuestras expectativas. Sin embargo, los partidos de la oposición lideraron 
las interacciones para todos los temas. En particular, las publicaciones sobre la economía, los problemas rurales, 
el empleo y la infraestructura provocaron una mayor participación pública, lo que enfatiza su importancia en el 
panorama político digital.

Palabras clave: Covid-19; elecciones; Facebook; propiedad de los temas; campañas en 
línea; participación de los votantes.

RESUMO
Este estudo explora a campanha política online durante as eleições nacionais de 2021 na Albânia e Kosovo, enfatizando 
o papel do Facebook como uma plataforma de campanha primária em meio à pandemia da Covid-19. Enraizada no 
conceito de propriedade da questão dentro da comunicação política no contexto dos Balcãs Ocidentais, a pesquisa 
explora os principais temas e táticas usadas pelos partidos políticos para garantir os votos do eleitorado. Empre-
gando a codificação manual do DigiWorld de 2056 postagens do Facebook ao longo de quatro semanas, nossas 
descobertas destacam disparidades significativas nos níveis de engajamento em questões-chave como saúde e eco-
nomia, destacando a interação diferenciada entre a propriedade da questão digital e o engajamento do eleitor. A 
pesquisa de análise de conteúdo revelou um padrão surpreendente: os partidos do governo mostraram níveis mais 
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altos de engajamento em discussões relacionadas à Covid-19, ao contrário de nossas expectativas. No entanto, os 
partidos da oposição lideraram as interações para todos os tópicos. Notavelmente, postagens sobre economia, 
questões rurais, emprego e infraestrutura provocaram um engajamento público mais forte, enfatizando sua impor-
tância no cenário político digital.

Palavras-chave: Covid-19; eleições; Facebook; propriedade da questão; campanha online; 
engajamento do eleitor.

Introduction

The rise of digital platforms and social media has fundamentally transformed political campaigns, offering new 
avenues for political actors to engage with voters. Online campaigning has become a prominent component of 
electoral processes, providing opportunities for candidates and parties to reach wider audiences, mobilize 
supporters, and influence public opinion. However, the impact of online campaigning on electoral outcomes, as 
well as its broader implications for democracy, remains complex and multifaceted. 

Our study focuses on the political discourse in Kosovo and Albania, specifically examining the central themes 
that influenced campaigns during their recent parliamentary elections, which were conducted amid the Covid-19 
pandemic. We employ a theory-driven approach to analyze how digital platforms, particularly Facebook, are used to 
assert issue ownership (Kamps, 2007) and frame political narratives. We combine quantitative and qualitative 
analysis to uncover prevalent themes, ranging from social and economic issues to matters of national importance. 
Moreover, this research goes beyond mere topic identification, exploring the dynamics and implications of 
these dominant themes in the context of digital political communication. We investigate how the different political 
parties in Albania and Kosovo engaged with these topics and analyze their strategies in framing the discourse. 

The pandemic posed significant new challenges for election campaigns. These challenges included constraints 
on traditional, in-person campaigning due to social distancing measures and gathering restrictions. Additionally, 
there was a digital divide, with limited internet access in certain regions, making it challenging for political parties 
to effectively reach people nationwide. During this period, political parties were forced to adapt their campaign 
strategies, placing a heavy reliance on social media and online advertising. This complexity was particularly evident 
in transitional or hybrid regimes like Albania and Kosovo, non-eu countries with still-evolving democratic institu-
tions (Freedom House, 2023). From one perspective, Albania and Kosovo share several commonalities, including 
language, culture, historical backgrounds, democratization processes, and media systems (Gërguri & Zeneli, 2023; 
Godole, 2014, 2020).
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Both Albania and Kosovo recently experienced significant shifts in their political arenas. In Kosovo, the political 
landscape experienced a seismic shift with the rise of the Self-determination Movement. After years of established 
political parties dominating the government, this movement achieved a historic victory in the 2021 elections, 
winning over 50 % of the vote, a majority not achieved by a political party in Kosovo. Albania, long marked by 
the predominance of two major parties, has also experienced a significant political transformation. In the recent 
election campaigns, the Socialist Party (ps) achieved a majority, enabling it to govern alone for a third consecutive 
term in 2021.

On the other hand, both countries exhibit differences: while elections in Kosovo are not contested by the oppo-
sition and are assessed by international reports as free, the situation in Albania is quite different, as we will further 
elaborate in this research. Therefore, we believe that these similarities and differences create a unique context for 
investigating political parties’ use of social media, particularly Facebook, for their political objectives. We view this 
research as a significant contribution to the fusion of studies on this issue, especially in non-eu countries with less 
consolidated liberal democracies. We aim to analyze the extent to which campaign communication strategies can 
become more uniform across different political systems in the context of Covid-19 restrictions.

There are very few analyses on the electoral campaigns of political parties in Albania and Kosovo (Kajsiu, 2010; 
Gërguri, 2019; Meka & Kalemaj, 2022; Fetoshi & Shahini-Hoxhaj, 2023) or in the Western Balkans (Kmezić & Bieber, 
2017), and even fewer on specific topics like the concept of issue ownership.

1. Historical and Political Contextualization

Historical context is crucial when analyzing political dynamics, especially in understanding the unique back-
grounds of political parties in each country. Albania’s political landscape includes parties like pd, ps, and lsi, which 
comprise the Albanian sample included in our study. The Democratic Party (pd) of Albania, established on December 
12, 1990, just before Albania’s shift to political pluralism, initially advocated for a legal state, market economy, 
and human rights. Today, it is known for promoting economic liberalization and democratization. The Democratic 
Party is often characterized as having a broad, somewhat undefined ideology, uniting diverse groups under a com-
mon goal of supporting democracy (Biberaj, 1998, p. 66). The Socialist Party (ps), previously the Albanian Party 
of Labour (Communist Party), renamed itself during its 10th congress on June 10, 1991, and soon after, on July 3, 
adopted a new program. Aligning with European social democratic ideals, it supports privatization but advocates 
for maintaining agricultural cooperatives and some key industries under state control (Biberaj, 1998, p. 106). The lsi 
(Socialist Movement for Integration) split from the Socialist Party in 2004. Emphasizing its inclusivity through the 
term “movement”, it implemented a one-member-one-vote system for leader elections. Since 2005 it has played 
the role of a “kingmaker” party, often holding a pivotal position in forming government coalitions with either the 
ps or pd. lsi identifies itself as a center-left, social-democratic party that is in favor of European integration.

In Kosovo the situation was distinct. The ideological orientation was not the primary motive that grouped 
people to create political parties before and after the war. During the 1990s, their program mainly focused on the 
liberation of Kosovo. After the war and during the period of Provisional Self-Government with the United Nations 
Interim Mission in Kosovo (unmik), where unmik enjoyed full powers (Baliqi, 2018; Beha & Hajrullahu, 2020), the focus 
on Kosovo’s final status produced political parties without a clear ideological division (Berisha, 2020). Even after 
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Kosovo gained independence, challenges in consolidating sovereignty and resolving the issue with Serbia left 
limited space for parties to define clear ideological paths. Today, parties present themselves with an ideological 
identity, often joined with pan-European parties. However, the lack of a clear ideological orientation is not always 
reflected in party members’ beliefs and attitudes (D4D Institute, 2020). 

In the case of Kosovo, we included in our sample four parties, aak, ldk, lvv, and pdk (see table 1). The oldest 
party in Kosovo is the Democratic League of Kosovo (ldk), which was founded in December 1989, as the main 
anti-socialist party. For almost two decades, the leader of ldk was former president Ibrahim Rugova, who was 
the leader of the party from the founding of the party until he died in January 2006. ldk is considered a political 
party that changed the country’s political philosophy (Krasniqi, 2017). ldk is defined as a center-right ideology and 
advocates for economic liberalism and social conservatism (D4D Institute, 2014). The Democratic Party of Kosovo 
(pdk) emerged out of the political wing of the Kosovo Liberation Army (kla) and was led by Hashim Thaçi from 1999 
to 2016. Another party founded by former Kosovo Liberation Army (kla) members was the Alliance for Future of 
Kosovo (aak) in 2000 (ashak, 2018). pdk and aak are also defined as centre-right with a combination of economically 
liberal but socially conservative policies (D4D Institute, 2014). The Self-Determination Movement (lvv) was a civil 
initiative in the beginning, entering to political spectrum in 2010. Albin Kurti has led lvv since it was founded in 
2005. lvv belongs to the center-left ideology advocating for left policies, such as an economic system to create a 
social opportunity for citizens; it is strongly against privatization, and so on.

The 2021 elections in Albania and Kosovo were pandemic elections. This refers not only to the issues addressed 
by political parties but also to the methods and strategies that the political parties in both countries employed. In 
Albania, the pandemic arrived a few months after being hit hard by the 2019 earthquake, in which 51 people lost 
their lives, around 3000 were injured, and thousands of homes were destroyed (source). The pandemic brought sig-
nificant challenges for the Albanian healthcare system, which in 2021 was ranked 74th out of 89 countries (Shehu, 
2023, p. 5). Most countries facing elections during the pandemic period chose to postpone them, prioritizing not 
only public health and citizen safety but also adhering to the principles of the rule of law (Pyrzynska & Skoczylas, 
2020, p. 237). The Albanian government decided to conduct general elections, bypassing several protective mea-
sures against gatherings of people. A digital divide further complicated the situation. Limited internet access in 
some areas made it difficult for political parties to reach people across the country. This was particularly evident 
in Albania, where only 77 % of families had internet access (akep, 2021). In contrast, Kosovo experienced a more 
advanced digital transformation, with 96.1 % of households having internet access (ask, 2021). In Kosovo, the political 
crisis in 2020 after the outbreak of the pandemic aggravated the situation, complicating Kosovo’s response to the 
health crisis (Gërguri, 2021), changing government at the peak of the Covid-19 and going to elections less than a 
year after the pandemic was spread in the country.
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2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Understanding issue ownership in political communication
The concept of issue ownership in political communication is crucial for understanding how political parties strategically 
assert their stance in public debates, particularly through digital platforms like Facebook. Scholars have treated 
this concept as a strategic process to highlight and emphasize issues that align with a party’s perceived strengths 
(Kamps, 2007). Central to this is John R. Petrocik’s theory (1996) on issue ownership in political campaigns, which 
posits that candidates strategically employ issues to gain advantages. According to Petrocik, campaigns act as a 
form of marketing, intending to make their own issues the focal point of the election. He argues that voters are 
primarily pragmatic and instrumental, focusing more on problem-solving than policy specifics (Petrocik, 1996, 
p. 830), and their concerns vary with national conditions. Candidates’ efforts influence them in priming and framing 
issues. In a contrasting perspective, Kevin Banda (2021) explores the immediate effects of issue ownership cues 
on voters’ perceptions and evaluations of candidates. His work emphasizes the significance of these cues in shaping 
voter opinions in the short term. Interestingly, there appears to be a discrepancy between the issues emphasized 
by political parties and those capturing the public’s attention. This discrepancy suggests that uncontrolled factors 
play a substantial role in user engagement and opinion-shaping (Banda, 2021; Haßler et al., 2020).

While these approaches to issue ownership are significant, they are primarily focused on the landscape of 
countries with prevailing liberal democracies, where political parties typically have a history established post-World 
War II. These parties often possess a strong political identity that translates into specific issues they represent for 
the electorate. Political parties in post-communist countries like Albania, or newly independent states like Kosovo, 
are relatively new and tend to shift from one issue to another. For pragmatic reasons, they often appear to claim 
ownership over a broad range of issues. Formally, the online party programs published in Albania are similar to 
those of their counterparts in Western Europe. The Socialists “own” issues related to progressive taxation and free 
healthcare, whereas the Democrats emphasize flat taxation and market liberalization. A commonality among all 
parties since the fall of the communist dictatorship is their reliance on external forces (such as the eu and nato) as 
allies in addressing internal challenges. To date, no party with a platform opposes Albania’s integration into the eu 
or advocates for withdrawal from nato and other international organizations. Guided by this literature, we pose the 
following research questions: 

RQ1: What were the prevailing topics of communication by political actors?

2.2. An issue-ownership dimension on Facebook
When voters leave the realm of traditional politics, they are more prone to act based on influences and short-term 
concerns. A gradually disorganized electorate gives social media more room to determine the agenda and necessitates 
a far more intensive campaigning effort from the parties. This suggests that social media has a greater influence on 
how the public views issue ownership (Stiegitz & Dang-Xuan, 2012). Political actors now use social media platforms 
as a major arena to take control of issues, sway public opinion, and refute their rivals’ positions. Furthermore, 
political parties are paying more attention to examining the issues being discussed on social media. Stieglitz and 
Dang Xuan (2012) note that this may encourage politicians to participate more in these discussions.
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Political parties often focus on specific issues, outlining their positions on the topics that are now consuming 
the political agenda. Prior studies have demonstrated the reciprocal effect of media, political, and public agendas 
(Gilardi et al., 2022; Vliegenthart & Walgrave, 2011) and these reciprocal effects are apparent on social media, where 
popular political issues are frequently correlated in the news, public opinion, and social media (Jungherr et al., 
2015). Facebook provides a filtered view of political reality that is closely linked to traditional media (tv, Radio, or 
Newspaper) and public opinion around important topics. However, political parties using their pages to commu-
nicate directly with voters often try to impose issues or shift the focus of public opinion and traditional media. 
Since users discuss current political events on Facebook, issue ownership often reflects short-term shifts in issue 
salience in the public opinion or media (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2019).

Since many of the topics discussed on Facebook sometimes come from the agenda of the traditional media or 
political parties using social media pages, certain issues will be emphasized even more on Facebook rather 
than presenting a different issue agenda. Some issues will be discussed more on Facebook when they appear 
prominently in the traditional media or in the social media pages of political parties. Therefore, social media platforms 
can play a significant role in shaping issue ownership and can quickly adapt to public and media agenda changes. This 
leads to the next research questions:

RQ2: How did different political parties engage with these topics, and how did their approaches differ between 
Albania and Kosovo?

2.3. Facebook as a site of engagement in “extraordinary circumstances”
With Facebook at the forefront, social media has become an integral part of political parties’ communication 
strategies. The Covid-19 pandemic amplified its importance, as a primary venue for political discourse. Political 
communication researchers have studied the use of social media by political parties for election campaigns mostly 
as single-state case studies (Steppat & Castro, 2022) and most of the studies are from Western European countries as 
well as the United States (Haßler et al., 2020; Bene, 2021; Rossini et al., 2021; Nai et al., 2021; Gattermann & de Vreese, 
2022; Magin, et al., 2017). The use of social media in election campaigns in Western Balkans has been studied in a 
small number of papers published in international journals thus far (Gërguri, 2019; Fetoshi & Shahini-Hoxhaj, 2023; 
Zguri, 2017; Kera & Hysa, 2020) and they did not have a country comparative approach, as they were focused on 
election campaign in a single state. 

Studies on users’ engagement with political parties’ Facebook pages have received more attention in the past 
few years (Bene, 2021; Heiss et al., 2019; Keller & Kleinen-von Königslöw, 2018; Xenos et al., 2017). However, fewer 
studies are focused on issues that trigger user engagement (Bene, 2021; Eberl et al., 2020). Political processes can be 
influenced by the media by emphasizing and concentrating on certain issues while neglecting others, explained by 
media theories such as agenda-setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972), priming (Iyengar et al., 1982), and the punctuated 
equilibrium (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993).

In the social media age, where social media platforms are an important factor during election campaigns, the 
agenda online is often set by users’ engagement, as algorithms will give more space and reach to those posts that 
have more engagement. Therefore, finding the issues that make people respond and engage is essential because, 
according to these theories, these issues will significantly impact how citizens behave politically and how politics 
are conducted.
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Besides the issues that were part of the political discourse through different election campaigns, this time, 
the topic of Covid-19 was not limited to the campaign period. The pandemic has been one of the most important 
mobilizing issues for the government in Albania, contrary to Kosovo. During the campaign, the governing party 
in Kosovo was more focused on economy, an issue that they own as their leader and their prime minister can-
didate are both well-known economists, and for years, ldk always emphasize that the economy of Kosovo was 
better developed when they governed, and they had ministries related to economy. Therefore, we form the 
following hypothesis:

H1: Opposition parties in both countries engaged more on the topic of Covid-19 than governing parties.
H2: Posts related to economics or education show greater differences in engagement levels between Albania 

and Kosovo.

3. Method

3.1. Data collection, sample, and coding process
This study’s empirical component is embedded within the larger Digital Election Campaigning Worldwide 
(DigiWorld) project, a comprehensive international research initiative. The DigiWorld project seeks to conduct a 
comparative analysis of election communication strategies across various countries. Our study contributes to this 
broader research endeavor, exploring specific aspects of election communication in Albania and Kosovo. Utilizing 
the DigiWorld coding scheme, we manually analyzed Facebook postings from four major political parties in Kosovo 
(n = 995) and three major political parties in Albania (n = 1,062). To select these parties, we considered two main 
factors: their presence in parliament and their history of participation in government. We defined ‘major parties’ 
as those that have consistently held a substantial number of parliamentary seats and have played a role in govern-
ing their countries. In Kosovo and Albania, we selected parties that have met these criteria since the 2010 and 
2013 elections, respectively. Facebook was selected as it is the most popular social media platform in both coun-
tries (Datareportal, 2023), while the posts’ engagements (reactions, comments, and shares) were collected using 
Crowdtangle in 2021 when the campaign happened in both countries. The full sample was coded by four coders, 
two coders per country, and they attended a training session about the coding scheme we used. The survey platform 
www.soscisurvey.de was utilized as a coding tool to streamline the coding process. We calculated Brennan and 
Prediger’s kappa for our interrater reliability test, as per prior studies (Tønnesen et al., 2023), which is appropriate 
for sparse and robust binary categories (Quarfoot & Levine, 2016). The test revealed that the categories were 
generally understood and had satisfactory reliability (Brennan and Prediger’s kappa = 0.86).
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Table 1. Political Parties in the sample, their posts, and total interactions (likes, comments and shares)  
on Facebook for the 4 weeks

Kosovo Albania

Parties 
(abbreviation)

Self-
determination 
Movement (lvv)

Democratic 
League of 

Kosovo (ldk)

Democratic 
Party of 

Kosovo (pdk)

Alliance for 
the Future of 
Kosovo (aak)

Socialist 
Party (ps)

Democratic 
Party (pd)

Socialist 
Movement for 

Integration (lsi)

Opposition Governing Opposition Opposition Governing Opposition Opposition

Posts number 132 242 252 369 233 521 308

Total 
interactions 864.3K 78.1K 240.3K 92.5K 299.3K 182.3K 41.2K

Likes 723.8K 66.1K 184.3K 81.1K 237.5K 144.4K 38.6K

Comments 106.4K 10K 34.1K 8.1K 44.6K 26.6K 590

Shares 34.1K 2K 21.9K 3.3K 5.7K 7.6K 1.6K

Ideological 
position Centre-left Centre-right Centre-right Centre-right

2021 elections 
results 50.28 % 12.73 % 17 % 7.12 % 48.67 % 39.43 % 6.81 %

3.2. Measurement
A Facebook post is the unit of analysis for coding the content categories. The coding of photos and videos was lim-
ited even if the entire article is coded. For example, only the first image is coded in image galleries, while for videos, 
the first minute has been coded. The DigiWorld coding scheme consists of three different categories:

	• Binary categories with 0 (not applicable) or 1 (applies) values. Typically, these categories are part of a 
larger category. This allows for the selection of multiple subcategories for the main category. For example, 
the main category “topics” contains the subcategories “polity”, “politics”, “taxes”, etc., and each subcategory 
can have a 0 or 1 code applied to it, allowing for the coding of more than one subcategory. 

	• Categories with more than two values, where only one of them is applicable, and choosing one of them 
eliminates all the others. For example, in the category of “image”, it is either a photograph, illustration, 
meme, cartoon, or selfie. 

	• Non-numeric categories in which the coder must copy and paste the links contained in the post. 

The subjects discussed in the posts were assessed by categorizing whether specific policy matters were covered 
in the content. The second part of the codebook encompassed a variety of binary codes that captured issues. The 
focus on the topics varies from “polity,” “politics”, “economy and finance”, “health”, “education”, “labor and social 
issues”, and so on.
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4. Findings

4.1. Macro-level: Country comparison
When observing the political parties’ activities during the four-week period (see Figures 1 & 2), it is evident that, in 
the case of Albania, the main challenger (pd) put significantly more work into their Facebook campaign, creating 
a more significant number of posts than the incumbent party, ps. pd managed to gain around 10 % more compared 
to the 2017 elections. The situation in Kosovo was the pretty same: lvv, who won the 2019 elections, had the lowest 
Facebook activity in the 2021 election campaign, while one of the traditional parties, aak, had the highest Face-
book activity. However, predictably, there was no relationship between this activity and the election outcome. 
The results of the 2021 election gave a historic victory for lvv, having over 50 % of the votes, while aak, despite high 
activity, achieved a lower result than in the 2019 elections.
 

 
Number of party posts (vertical axis) compared to election results (percentages in rectangle) 

Figure 1. Number of party posts (vertical axis) compared to election results  
(percentages in rectangle)

Regarding the content of the party posts, there were many similarities between the two campaigns. All parties 
in both countries primarily used Facebook as an important channel for mobilization, calling for votes from their 
supporters (Albania = 73.1 % & Kosovo = 83.8 %). Facebook was used more often as an information channel by 
parties in Kosovo (14.5 %), compared to Albanian parties (6.8 %), posting news and information related to the cam-
paign, including television appearances of party leaders or other actors on different tv channels. Even interaction 
was more often used by political parties in Kosovo, 8.1 %, while in Albania, it was only 1.1 %. 

To address our initial research question (RQ1), which is focused on the macro level (represented by the coun-
tries in our sample), we have examined what the most prevailing topics of communication by political parties 
are. The results show that two dominant topics in both countries were related to economy and health. This is an 
expected outcome because, amid the challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic, health and the economy assumed 
dominant importance. The health crisis necessitated political parties to articulate their strategies for managing 
the pandemic, ensuring public health, and controlling the virus’s spread. Voters were keenly interested in healthcare 
infrastructure, vaccination plans, and the overall pandemic response. Simultaneously, the economic impact of 
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the pandemic, characterized by job losses and economic downturns, compelled political parties to address their 
plans for economic recovery. Voters sought assurances on economic stimulus, unemployment support, and 
measures to stabilize industries.

Figure 2. Topics (at least 5 % of total posts) during the analyzed period

In Albania, infrastructure was also a frequent topic, which is directly related to the earthquake that happened 
less than two years before the national election. Voters would be particularly attentive to proposals demonstrating a 
commitment to rebuilding and safeguarding against future disasters, making infrastructure a pivotal issue in the 
electoral landscape.

Data on Table 2 presents the negative binominal regressions models and when examining the topics as predictors 
of post shares and comments, interesting similarities emerge. While economy-related posts were dominant in 
both countries when it comes to voters engagement in political parties’ Facebook pages, posts in Kosovo were 
more likely to receive shares (irr = 1.436; p <.01; ci = 1.171-1.761) and comments (irr = 1.176; ci = 0.958-1.444). In Albania, 
such posts seemed to not matter for voters engagement, while they were more likely to decrease the number of 
shares by almost 20 % (irr = 0.852; p <0.05; ci = 0.718-1.010) and number of comments by 50 % (irr = 0.500; p <0.001; 
ci = 0.421-0.595).

Infrastructure was another important topic in Albania, and Facebook posts on political parties’ pages about 
this issue were almost two times more likely to get comments (irr = 1.771; ci = 1.473-2.129) and shares (irr = 1.494; 
ci = 1.246-1.791). This was not the case in Kosovo as posts focused on infrastructure issues did not get voters’ atten-
tion. Another important country’s divergence emerges in the way Facebook users interacted with health-related 
posts. We noticed that posts focused on health and Covid-19 were more likely to be shared and received about 

Covid
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20 % more comments in Albania. In Kosovo, besides the economy, agriculture was another topic that attracted 
more voters’ engagement. Voters were two times more likely to share (irr = 2.380; ci = 1.614-3.510) and comment 
(irr = 2.040; ci = 1.454-2.863) on posts about agriculture. Education was another topic that attracted more voters’ 
engagement in Kosovo and had about 60 % more comments (irr = 1.592; ci = 1.271-1.995) and about 50 % more 
shares (irr = 1.457; ci = 1.107-1.917). However, in Albania, such posts on agriculture and education were more likely 
to decrease the number of shares by almost 30 %, while in comments, there is a better situation about posts on 
education, as they did not have negative effect on voters’ engagement.

Table 2. Topics post predictions of Facebook user engagement in Albania and Kosovo elections

Post Shares
irr (95 % ci)

Post Comments
irr (95 % ci)

Albania Kosovo Albania Kosovo

Topics

Economy 0.852 [0.718-1.010]* 1.436 [1.171-1.761]** 0.500 [0.421-0.595]*** 1.176 [0.958-1.444]

Health 1.641 [1.366-1.972]*** 0.855 [0.691-1.059] 1.684 [1.404-2.020]*** 0.619 [0.507-0.756]***

Foreign Policy 1.097 [0.810-1.485] 0.220 [0.174-0.277]*** 1.203 [0.880-1.644] 0.173 [0.139-0.216]***

Education 0.772 [0.611-0.975]** 1.457 [1.107-1.917]* 1.031 [0.812-1.308] 1.592 [1.271-1.995]***

Infrastructure/
Transport 1.494 [1.246-1.791]*** 0.865 [0.350-2.134] 1.771 [1.473-2.129]*** 0.877 [0.383-2.008]

Agriculture 0.782 [0.604-1.012]** 2.380 [1.614-3.510]*** 0.640 [0.495-0.828]** 2.040 [1.454-2.863]***

Immigration 0.849 [0.657-1.096] 0.736 [0.102-5.327] 0.851 [0.658-1.102] 0.191 [0.026-1.385]

Politics 0.840 [0.656-1.075] 2.512 [2.003-3.151]*** 0.352 [0.277-0.447]*** 2.697 [2.188-3.326]***

Party

lsi 0.165 [0.133-0.205]*** 0.010 [0.008-0.012]***

pd 0.593 [0.489-0.720]*** 0.271 [0.225-325]***

ps (reference)

pdk 9.761 [7.802-12.212]*** 2.516 [2.002-3.162]***

lvv 21.978 [16.912-28.562]*** 18.591 [14.205-
24.331]***

aak 1.100 [0.905-1.337] 0.561 [0.459-0.685]***

ldk (reference)

Constant 12.753
[11.290-14.405]***

53.512
[44.057-64.997]***

79.599
[70.787-89.509]***

106.977
[88.202-129.749]***

N 1062 995 1062 995
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Post Shares
irr (95 % ci)

Post Comments
irr (95 % ci)

Albania Kosovo Albania Kosovo

Log-likelihood -3851.953 -5001.085 -5371.131 -5722.035

Dispersion 
parameter 1.624 3.282 2.853 3.645

aic 7749.905 10052.116 10788.262 11494.071

4.2. Meso-level: Party comparison
For the second research question (RQ2), the focus is on party comparisons regarding their engagement with domi-
nant topics. Therefore, at the level of political parties, we wanted to compare governing parties with opposition 
parties on one of the prevailing topics, Covid-19. Generally, 15.5 % (n = 319) of the posts concerning the Covid-19 
issue were published by political parties in both countries. lvv and ldk were two parties that had the primary responsi-
bility for Covid-19 management in Kosovo as they governed in coalition for a period, and later, ldk governed alone. 
In their coalition, lvv led the Government and had the Ministry of Health until June 2020, when the government led 
by Kurti was overthrown by a no-confidence motion, and ldk created a new government, governing alone from 
June 2020 to the 2021 election. This created a situation when both parties could identify themselves with the issue 
of Covid-19. However, ldk was way more active than lvv posting more often about the health crisis, and by giving 
more attention to the issue, Covid-19 could be considered an associative issue ownership for ldk.

In Albania, the political situation is different because, unlike Kosovo, where there was a government coalition 
and the government changed during the crisis, in Albania, only one party led the country, ps, which was the party 
that posted more often for Covid-19. Leading alone because in Albania, there was no division of power in the field of 
health. ps had the topic of Covid as an associative ownership issue, and early studies (Tresch et al., 2013) show that 
parties find it more difficult to attack the ownership of other parties’ associated issues. This may have prompted two 
opposition parties in Albania to focus on other topics.

An interesting result is the absence of corruption in the top topics of the campaign in Kosovo. In the election 
campaigns in Kosovo, corruption has always been one of the main topics. lvv is considered to have issue ownership 
because in every previous campaign it had attacked other parties for corruption. However, in the 2021 election 
campaign, corruption was not among the salient issues because all parties did not have strong attention to this 
topic. Previous research (Tresch et al., 2013) concludes that parties are unable to steal issues that voters associate 
with other parties, and this also applies to the Kosovo context because other parties were not focused on an 
issue that is owned by lvv.

We formulated hypothesis H1, suggesting that opposition parties would have greater engagement than 
governing parties in discussions related to Covid-19. To test our hypothesis, we calculated the mean number of 
total interactions (including reactions, shares, and comments) on posts related to the pandemic, categorized 
by party position, either in government or in opposition. Surprisingly, our findings contradict H1 as government 
parties (ps in Albania and ldk in Kosovo) had a higher average (1014.6 interactions) compared to opposition parties 
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(996.2 interactions). However, when considering the meaning of total interactions across all topics, opposition 
parties outperformed government parties with an average of 885 interactions, while government parties averaged 
811 interactions.

Figure 3. Prevailing topics by political parties

4.3. Micro-level: Topics comparison
For the second hypothesis, the focus is on topics. At the level of political parties, the most active party on the 
prevailing topic of Covid-19 was ps in Albania (93 posts) and ldk in Kosovo (53 posts each). Parties also posted more 
often about economic issues; this topic was the main one in the campaign of pd in Albania (182 posts) and aak in 
Kosovo (107 posts). Infrastructure, particularly in the context of earthquake recovery, was a significant issue 
in Albania, with the ps and pd posting nearly 100 times about their solutions for affected people. In Kosovo, foreign 
policy, especially concerning the unresolved issue with Serbia, was a key campaign topic, with the aak making 
56 posts on this subject.

People are more likely to interact with postings that address topics that are meaningful to them (Eberl et al., 
2020). We have examined whether there is a correlation between the topic of posts by the political parties and 
the standardized engagement metrics among Facebook users. The study shows that Facebook users are more 
engaged with posts focusing on the economy, rural issues, employment, and infrastructure. This is a crucial 
finding as it suggests that these topics resonated more with the electorate. For economic posts, the Socialist Move-
ment for Integration (lsi) in Albania and ps showed significant engagement, while the pdk in Kosovo also had a 

Covid
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positive correlation. In rural topics, the Vetëvendosje Movement (lvv) in Kosovo showed strong engagement, as 
did the lsi for reactions. lvv also saw significant engagement in agriculture and employment posts. ps’s posts on 
infrastructure and ldk’s on foreign policy showed substantial engagement, though not significantly different in 
correlation coefficients.

Data in Table 3 presents the negative binominal regression models and when examining the topics as pre-
dictors of post shares and comments between four political parties in Kosovo. When looking into the results, 
interesting parallels cut across the parties on how their policy stances are used to drive engagement on social 
media. For instance, economic and education topics were more likely to be engaged across all parties. lvv is particularly 
exceptional in education (shares: irr  =  1.896, and comments: irr  =  2.149), which shows that their emphasis on 
education appealed to the voters and, therefore, received more engagement on social media. On the other hand, 
the topic of infrastructure is one in which ldk posts were more likely to receive comments (irr = 1.844), and shares 
(irr = 1.202), which may suggest that discussions about infrastructure might drive comments and shares within 
this party’s base. Even though elections were held in the pandemic period, health-related posts did not attract 
voters’ engagement in most of the parties.

While for political parties in Kosovo, posting about the economy or education would get more engagement, in 
Albania, such posts on these topics were more likely to decrease the number of shares and comments by 10 % to 
30 % (data on table 4). Therefore, H2 is supported because in Albania, posts about these topics did not resonate as 
strongly with the electorate as Kosovo, where these issues were highly attractive for voters.

For Albania, the negative binomial regression models’ data present similar trends of how different policy topics 
drive social media engagement. Agricultural posts proved significant for lsi, as followers of this party were three 
times more likely to share (irr = 3.002) posts about this topic. Foreign policy was an engaging topic for ps, who 
were more likely to receive shares (irr = 2.160) and comments (irr = 5.396).

Health, despite the ongoing pandemic in 2021, did not generate the same level of engagement across the 
parties. Whereas the ps was more active in this topic, attracting more voters’ engagement and having about 30 % 
more shares (irr = 1.247; ci = 0.928-1.675), at the same time, they were more likely to decrease the number of 
comments by about 20 % (irr = 0.816; ci = 0.607-1.097).

Table 3. Topics post predictions of Facebook user engagement by four main political  
parties in Kosovo elections

Shares aak ldk lvv pdk

Topics

Economy 1.206 [0.889-1.637] 1.164 [0.790-1.715] 0.969 [0.619-1.516] 0.803 [0.550-1.172]

Health 1.073 [0.727-1.583] 0.925 [0.640-1.337] 0.753 [0.454-1.249] 0.814 [0.558-1.188]

Foreign Policy 1.000 [0.726-1.378] 0.786 [0.504-1.225] 0.331 [0.037-2.986] 0.845 [0.423-1.686]

Education 2.855 [1.737-4.692]*** 0.779 [0.452-1.341] 1.896 [0.865-4.157] 1.316 [0.819 -2.115]

Infrastructure/
Transport / 1.202 [0.358-4.034] 0.917 [0.126-6.685] 0.878 [0.108-7.142]
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Shares aak ldk lvv pdk

Agriculture 1.399 [0.832-2.353] 1.089 [0.562-2.108] 1.824 [0.696-4.781] 1.231 [0.644-2.354]

Immigration / / / 1.200 [0.163-8.853]

Politics 0.820 [0.585-1.148] 0.664 [0.434-1.014]* 1.246 [0.797-1.947] 0.986 [0.651-1.493]

Corruption / / 2.342 [0.262-20.901 0.739 [0.273-1.997]

Defense Policy 0.131 [010-1.673] 0.970 [0.218-4.319] / 2.730 [0.378-19.718]

Policy family 
children 2.503 [0.870-7.201]* 1.094 [0.534-2.239] 0.666 [0.202-2.200] 0.837 [0.458-1.530]

Culture 1.941 [0.273-13.798] 0.734 [164-3.280] 1.092 [0.267-4.472] 0.238 [0.031-1.836]

Labor issue / 0.947 [0.320-2.807] / 1.160 [0.157-8.589]

Constant 5.393 [4.030-7.216]*** 10.820 [7.592-15.420]*** 225.205 [144.185-
351.753]*** 83.649 [58.433-119.747]***

N 369 242 132 252

Log-likelihood -1151.863 -794.497 -851.552 -1348.296

Dispersion 
parameter 1.988 1.935 0.636 1.198

aic 2341.727 1628.993 1741.103 2738.593

Comments

Topics

Economy 0.605 [0.438-0.836]** 0.660 [0.443-0.985]** 0.532 [0.316-0.895]** 1.244 [0.837-1.850]

Health 1.255 [0.846-1.861] 0.698 [0.488-0.998]** 0.351 [0.209-0.590]*** 0.395 [0.269-0.581]***

Foreign Policy 0.573 [0.416-0.791]** 0.720 [0.456-1.138] 0.596 [0.065-5.450] 0.436 [0.219-0.867]**

Education 0.489 [0.298-0.804]** 1.616 [0.936-2.789]* 2.149 [0.976-4.790]* 1.022 [0.620-1.684]

Infrastructure/
Transport / 1.844 [0.557-6.096] 0.815 [0.112-5.9214] 0.248 [0.030-2.068]

Agriculture 1.028 [0.618-1.711] 0.684 [0.355-1.320] 1.959 [0.706-5.431] 1.422 [0.737-2.744]

Immigration / / / 0.520 [0.070-3.866]

Politics 0.660 [0.475-0.916] 0.759 [0.500-1.153] 1.843 [1.107-3.069] 1.090 [0.733-1.622]

Corruption / / 8.090 [0.852-76.778]* 0.992 [0.362-2.719]

Defense Policy 3.008 [0.264-34.230] 1.539 [0.365-6.493] / 3.876 [0.538-27.944]

Policy family 
children 1.399 [0.496-3.942] 0.589 [0.288-1.203] 0.177 [0.053-0.587]** 1.059 [0.577-1.945]

Culture 4.188 [0.688-25.479] 0.791 [0.134-4.661] 1.104 [0.268-4.547] 0.232 [0.031-1.739]
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Shares aak ldk lvv pdk

Labor issue / 0.769 [0.268-2.209] / 2.248 [0.305-16.588]

Constant 36.106 [26.561-
49.081]***

52.959 [37.017-
75.766]***

731.478 [437.320-
1223.497]*** 96.991 [67.066-140.269]***

N 369 242 132 252

Log-likelihood -1466.557 -1162.610 -976.948 -1399.831

Dispersion 
parameter 3.183 2.014 1.599 1.566

aic 2971.115 2365.221 1991.897 2841.663

Table 4. Topics post predictions of Facebook user engagement by three main political  
parties in Albania elections

Shares lsi pd ps

Topics

Economy 0.776 [0.534-1.128] 0.767 [0.604-0.974]** 0.960 [0.622-1.482]

Health 1.008 [0.507-2.003] 0.803 [0.587-1.097] 1.247 [0.928-1.675]

Foreign Policy 1.871 [1.047-3.345]** 0.763 [0.520-1.118] 2.160 [0.282-16.520]

Education 0.638 [0.300-1.357] 0.768 [0.561-1.051]* 0.551 [0.336-0.905]

Infrastructure/Transport 0.420 [164-1.071] 0.817 [0.615-1.085] 1.183 [0.854-1.641]

Agriculture 3.002 [1.423-6.333]** 1.073 [0.767-1.502] 0.431 [0.182-1.020]*

Immigration 0.892 [0.508-1.566] 0.784 [551-1.113] 1.071 [0.527-2.175]

Corruption 2.068 [1.285-3.328]** 1.157 [0.752-1.781] 0.739 [0.273-1.997]

Developmental / 2.426 [0.326-18.067] 2.846 [0.270-30.010]

Policy family children 0.471 [0.155-1.432] 0.824 [0.554-1.226] 2.079 [0.374-11.559]

Culture 1.675 [0.152-18.502] 3.403 [0.937-12.362] 1.566 [0.726-3.378]

Labor issue 1.153 [0.615-2.161] 0.739 [0.499-1.094] 2.793 [0.525-14.853]

Constant 3.459 [2.914-4.104]*** 38.823 [28.807-52.321] 23.593 [18.692-29.779]***

N 308 521 233

Log-likelihood -791.866 -1901.128 -957.514

Dispersion parameter 1.481 0.982 1.716

aic 1621.732 384.256 1955.028

Comments
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Shares lsi pd ps

Topics

Economy 0.791 [0.509-1.230] 0.579 [0.459-0.729]*** 0.939 [0.606-1.455]

Health 1.229 [0.590-2.560] 0.661 [0.486-0.898]** 0.816 [0.607-1.097]

Foreign Policy 0.517 [0.229-1.167] 0.861 [0.584-1.267] 5.396 [0.715-40.733]

Education 0.717 [0.322-1.599] 0.914 [0.661-1.266] 0.575 [0.350-0.945]**

Infrastructure/Transport 0.512 [0.159-1.649] 0.745 [0.565-0.982]** 0.965 [0.690-1.349]

Agriculture 0.595 [0.225-1.574] 1.065 [0.769-1.474] 0.631 [0.270-1.476]

Immigration 0.832 [0.427-1.621] 0.921 [0.656-1.293] 1.179 [0.530-2.622]

Corruption 1.412 [0.808-2.469] 1.259 [0.823-1.927] /

Developmental / 0.784 [0.104-5.881] 0.458 [0.048-4.406]

Policy family children 1.029 [0.279-3.798] 1.025 [0.693-1.517] 1.110 [0.235-5.240]

Culture 0.357 [0.016-7.778] 0.762 [0.209-2.780] 0.915 [0.432-1.941]

Labor issue 0.560 [0.250-1.255] 0.769 [0.523-1.131] 1.422 [0.378-5.354]

Constant 1.767 [1.473-2.119]*** 124.295 [90.612-170.499]*** 246.403 [196.849-
308.432]***

N 308 521 233

Log-likelihood -558.709 -2542.286 -1430.692

Dispersion parameter 1.311 1.027 1.847

aic 1155.418 5126.572 2901.383

Conclusions

This comprehensive analysis of political parties’ Facebook activities during the extraordinary circumstances of the 
2021 pandemic elections in Albania and Kosovo has revealed several key findings, shedding light on the unique 
context of these two hybrid regime countries outside the European Union.

Primarily, it became evident that political parties in Albania and Kosovo, leveraged Facebook as a platform for 
mobilization and information dissemination. They effectively used it to connect with supporters, issue calls to 
vote, and provide campaign-related information during the challenging times brought about by the Covid-19 
pandemic. One of the most noteworthy observations was the prevalence of specific topics in political discourse. 
Across parties in both countries, the dominant subjects of discussion revolved around the economy and health. 
Given the unprecedented nature of the pandemic, these topics naturally took center stage as parties outlined their 
strategies for managing the crisis, ensuring public health, and addressing economic challenges.
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Our analysis also involved examining engagement levels among government and opposition parties, partic-
ularly regarding the Covid-19 topic. Contrary to our initial hypothesis (H1), government parties, specifically 
the Socialist Party (ps) in Albania and the Democratic League of Kosovo (ldk) in Kosovo, garnered a higher mean 
number of total interactions compared to opposition parties in this specific context. However, when considering 
interactions across all topics, opposition parties consistently outperformed government parties. Furthermore, our 
study explored the correlation between the topics of party posts and user engagement metrics. It revealed that 
users were more inclined to engage with posts related to specific issues, including the economy, rural matters, 
employment, and infrastructure. These topics resonated with the public and consistently generated higher levels of 
engagement, underscoring the importance of addressing these concerns in political discourse. The distinct political 
landscapes of Albania and Kosovo, characterized by factors such as the unique leadership style of figures like Edi 
Rama, non-ideological party dynamics, and other contextual specificities, add depth to our findings. These coun-
tries face distinctive political challenges, and our analysis underscores how social media, particularly Facebook, 
shapes political communication within these unique contexts.

Despite the valuable insights gained from our research, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, our 
analysis focused exclusively on Facebook, and other social media platforms were not considered. Future research 
should expand the scope to include a broader range of digital platforms (such as Instagram and TikTok) to provide 
a more comprehensive understanding of political communication. Second, the study’s timeframe was limited to a 
specific four-week period during the election campaigns. A longitudinal analysis spanning a more extended period 
could capture evolving trends and dynamics in political communication. Third, an important limitation is that 
we focus on analyzing posts from political parties rather than individual leaders. Given the historical context in 
these countries, charismatic leaders often play a significant role in shaping political narratives. Future research 
should consider the inclusion of leaders’ social media posts for a more holistic analysis.
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