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2 Perceptions of Populism
and the Media

A Qualitative Comparative
Approach to Studying the Views
of Journalists and Politicians

Susana Salgado and James Stanyer

Introduction

This chapter provides background on the methodological approach
adopted in the study on politicians’ and journalists’ perceptions of popu-
lism in the next two chapters of this collection. One of the two chapters
presents and discusses: politicians® perceptions (Salgado et al.) and the
other, journalists’ perceptions (Stanyer et al.). This research had several
aims. The first was to understand populism from the perspective of politi-
cians and journalists. Few, if any, studies have sought to try and under-
stand the phenomenon from this standpoint. The second was to give voice
to our data subjects, allowing them to express themselves in their own
words, without constraint. And, third, was to determine the extent to
which perceptions were shared (or not) across borders. Few, if any, stud-
ies have tried to understand this phenomenon in a comparative context.
Our approach aims to identify the most commonly held views on popu-
lism in countries in different European regions and to explore the reasons
underpinning those views. This type of research agenda has potential to fur-
ther illustrate the relationships between populism and media, and between
populism and democracy. The present chapter outlines the main procedures
adopted in our approach to studying perceptions of populism. Before con-
cluding with a summary on our findings, the chapter explains the main
outcomes of the research and provides contextual data for the study, as well
as providing insight into reasons for the methodological design adopted by
our research approach. It also examines some of the challenges faced by
comparative studies in gathering and analyzing qualitative data.

Why Study Perceptions of Populism? And
Why Include the Media?

The general purpose of our approach to studying perceptions of populism
is broadly inspired by Blumer’s (1986 [1969]) symbolic interactionism,
which is based on three main premises: Actions towards things are heavily
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influenced by the meaning of those things to the actors; meaning itself
results from different types of social interactions; and meanings are con-
strued and modified through interpretive processes. Furthermore, in our
view, the media are deeply involved in all of these processes, especially
when we consider complex phenomena such as populism. This line of rea-
soning substantiates the relevance of comparatively investigating percep-
tions of populism and what journalists and politicians—two groups which
usually take on the role of leading public opinion—consider populism to
be, and what are its causes and consequences.

Making sense of political information and events, in a similar way to
political socialization more generally, is influenced by what we consider
others to think. Additionally, research has pointed to the influential role
of opinion leaders in opinion formation (e.g., the two-step flow of com-
munication by Katz & Lazarsfeld, 2017 [1955 | which draws attention to
the influences of opinion leaders on citizens, and of media on both). Other
influential media research has also empirically supported the impact the
media have on perceptions and attitudes (e.g., Gerbner & Gross, 1976;
McCombs & Shaw, 1993; Domke, Shah, & Wackman, 1998; Scheufele,
1999).

Contemporary political and media environments also suggest the
centrality of both opinion-makers and the media in the formation of
perceptions. For example, populist rhetoric itself implies the impor-
tance of the media: Some populist politicians openly criticize journalists
and mainstream media and portray them as ‘enemies of the people’,
while most populists try to bypass all kinds of representation, includ-
ing that provided by the news media coverage of current events. A
prime example is Viktor Orb4n in Hungary. This also means that there
are commonly intentional distortions of news and reality which result
in misinformed beliefs that have potential to impact on the different
actors’ perceptions of events.

Populism has been seen both as a negative and positive feature of
democracy (see Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012, 2017; Aalberg, Esser, Reine-
mann, Strombick, & de Vreese, 2017; Salgado & Stavrakakis, 2018). It
might be that this apparent contradiction is linked, not only to the differ-
ent experiences countries have which is driven by the different types of
populism they have first-hand experience of, but also to the discourse by
and about populists that are produced and conveyed in the different types
of media by opinion-makers in general, and in particular by politicians
and mainstream journalists.

A study such as this also provides important subsidiary information
about democracy, its quality, and the role of the media in democracy.
By talking about populism, its causes and consequences, politicians and
journalists are indirectly assessing the quality of democracy in their own
countries and worldwide, and making inferences about the role of dif-
ferent types of media (e.g., news media coverage and social media) both
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. democracy and in these phenomena. Establishing the most common
g »n populism and on populist actors also sets the tone for further
vwfsq(mnding citizens’ evaluations of the country’s values, and signals
rlll: EZh;viors and attitudes that are expected of politicians, journalists,
itizens in general. .
an_C[[ lfilstlrzslr;tionfhip between opinioq—makers’ ideas apd the overall politi-
cal environment is largely assumeq in research, but it has not been con};
sistently and systematically exam%ned and documented. Our res.earc‘
approach fits within this scope and is a first attempt to look at thesT'l.?sges
systcmatically, but taking advantage of thg added value of qua ltam]re
research regarding the richness and comple{uty of the data collected. Only
a qualitative approach permits such a detailed study of these elements.

Why a Qualitative (Comparative) Approach to
Studying Populism?
The main goal of this research project is to try to understansi hoxy acFor,s
in the media and politics make sense of the current ‘popghst zeitgeist’.
There is a long tradition in communication and media studies, z}nd in t.he
social sciences more generally, of interpretivist research.(Derhlzm & Lin-
coln, 2011). However, qualitative comparative analyses in this vein ha\./e
been less common. Indeed, most spatially comparative resejarc}.l has paid
less attention to questions of human understanding, preferr%n.g.m.stead to
focus on causality and empirically observable facts. This positivistic meth-
odological approach has advantages (King, Keohane,'& Verba, 1994), l?ut
it is not the only one and is not always the most suitable for addressing
certain research questions (see Brady, Collier, & Seawright, 2010). .
From existing quantitative research on populist poliFical communica-
tion, we know an increasing amount about what po‘puhst p011t1c1aqs and
parties say and what is said about them in the media and, from this, the
views of such actors might be extrapolated, but as far as we know, f.ew
have gone beyond media texts and political manifestos to explgre meaning
making in relation to populism. So why do we need to examine ]ogrnal-
ists’ and politicians’ understanding of populism? And why gompargtlvely?
We do not know exactly what sense politicians and journalists in different
countries make of the rise of populism. Is it, for example, connected to
racism, nationalism, popular participation? What assumptions, associa-
tions, and prejudices are most commonly held? It is precisely thesg views
that shape the production of political and media texts and are an impor-
tant part of shaping public opinion and political attitudes. P011t1c1§qs and
journalists are considered important opinion-makers an.d have pr1v1'leged
access to media outlets, which allows them to spread their views and influ-
ence others. Knowing the substance of their opinions about important
issues such as populism, and its causes and consequences, i.s therefore key
to comprehending what is understood by populism in different places,
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which type of discourse, arguments, and issues are usually associated with
it, and what explains variations across countries.

We also wanted to give voice to our data subjects to allow them to
express themselves in their own words, to explain what they understood
about populism, and then to see the extent to which perceptions are
shared (or not) across borders. That is, to try to understand meaning
making in the context in which it happens, in particular, national politi-
cal and media contexts. While there have been some attempts to explore
the meaning making activity of data subjects, this tends not to be com-
parative. Therefore, we wanted to know the extent of shared perceptions
across borders given the different contexts. Existing research provides a
series of possible reasons for why perceptions might be different or simi-
lar between countries, and these reasons are discussed in the respective
chapters on journalists” and politicians® perceptions.

Qualitative comparative research faces several hurdles, especially when
involving more than two or three national contexts (Brady et al., 2010).
However, having a team of scholars from 15 European countries, with
knowledge of the political and media systems and cultures, presented a
golden opportunity for a qualitative comparative analysis of understand-
ings of populism. Beside the immediate linguistic advantages, such a team
can provide an in-depth culturally nuanced insight that cannot be gained
otherwise, and rarely by one or two scholars. It is only with this knowl-
edge that qualitative comparative research can be carried out thoroughly
and any reliable patterns identified.

It is important to note that from the outset the project was a collab-
orative exercise. The working group was committed to the principle of
inclusive research. All members were given the opportunity to provide
input into each stage of the research process and the discussions took
place at key meetings organized by the COST Action, with further work
conducted in the periods between meetings.

In sum, we believe that a qualitative comparative approach has the
advantage of drawing on the substantive knowledge of researchers situ-
ated in the countries under examination. This allows a more culturally
nuanced account of the journalists’ and politicians’ understanding of
populism across countries,

Method

Since the focus of the project was to examine how politicians and jour-
nalists make sense of populism and its causes and consequences, it was
important that the chosen research instruments allowed these two tar-
get groups to express their views and provide detailed responses to the
questions. We could have used an instrument such as a closed survey
with pre-defined responses (e.g., yes/no, or multiple-choice sets), but it
was felt among working group members that this would limit the scope
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for interviewees to be able to express therpselyes. It was deemgd grucial
to allow the interviewees to articulate their views and not be limited to
box-ticking. o . . .

It is well documented that qualitative research interviews allow in-
depth examination of views, althqugh they do ha\{e.well-acknowle‘dged
limitations (e.g., very context-specific data could elicit processes of ‘dou-
ble hermeneutic’; for a synoptic account, see King & Horrocks, 2010).
However, this choice needed to be offset against the need to be able
to compare interview findings. The need to produce mater}al.l that was
directly comparable across countries, media outlets, and pglmcal parties
meant that the interviewers needed to use the same questions and have
the exact same guidelines regarding how questions should be posed, .and
additional information requested when needed. To overcome this tension,
the working group used semi-structured qualitative research interviews.
These enabled there to be a balance between, on the one hand, giving
voice to the interviewee, and, on the other, providing a clear focus on a
number of agreed topics. It also afforded interviewees the space to talk
but provided material that was directly comparable.

Countries Included and Contextual Information

As noted earlier, we were interested in identifying discernible patterns
across countries, type of media outlets and political parties, and between
left and right on the political spectrum. In total, researchers from
13 countries took part in the study of journalists, and 11 countries in the
study of politicians (see Table 2.1 below). This means that some countries
only appeared in one of the studies. The country sample was self-selecting,
determined by membership of the COST Action, and by interest in and
ability to participate in the research being developed at the working group.
The nature of all COST Actions means that as long as a country meets the
qualifying criteria, researchers from that country can join the Action.
The working group chairs ensured as much as possible that the country

Table 2.1 Country sample for the interview studies with journalists and politicians

Country Journalists Politicians

Bosnia and Herzegovina;
Bulgaria; Hungary;
Poland; Romania

Bosnia and Herzegovina;
Bulgaria; Czech Republic;
Hungary; Romania; Serbia

Eastern Europe

Northern Europe Denmark Denmark; Norway

France; Greece; Italy; Greece; Italy; Portugal;
Portugal; Spain Spain

Southern Europe

Western Europe =
Other Turkey -
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sample included countries that corresponded to all the different European
regions (see Aalberg et al., 2017), but this could not be enforced, and
some countries had to withdraw from the study due to lack of means to
conduct the research (see also the introduction to this volume). There was
ineluctable tension between what was desirable in theory and what was
feasible in practice. In each country a minimum of four journalists and
four politicians were interviewed. This followed a long discussion about
the feasibility of adding additional interviewees vis-a-vis the value added
to this with the possibility of introducing sample imbalance in the data
analysis stages.

The politicians included in the study were required to be elected politi-
cians in national or regional assemblies, or party leaders’ representatives.
The sample needed to include left and right or center political parties,
and one populist party as defined by country chapters included in the
edited volume by Aalberg et al. (2017), in which the different cases of
populist actors in the several European countries were identified and dis-
cussed by the country chapters’ authors. The selection of populist actors
included in our study was thus based on the selection previously made
by the participants in their country chapters which were published in
the first COST Action edited book (Aalberg et al., 2017), namely on
Bosnia (Dzananovié¢ & Karamehié, 2017), the Czech Republic (Cisar &
Stétka, 2017), Denmark (Béchler & Hopmann, 2017), France (Hubé &
Truan, 2017), Greece (Papathanassopoulos, Giannouli, & Andreadis,
2017), Hungary (Csigé & Merkovity, 2017), Italy (Bobba & Legnante,
2017), Norway (Jupskas, Ivarsflaten, Kalsnes, & Aalberg, 2017), Poland
(Stgpiniska, Lipinski, Hess, & Piontek, 2017), Portugal (Salgado &
Ziquete, 2017), Romania (Corbu, Balaban-Balag, & Negrea-Busuioc,
2017), and Spain (Sanders, Berganza, & de Miguel, 2017). Table 2.2
gives an overview of the parties from each country represented by our
interviewees (approximately 50 politicians).

To be interviewed in our study, journalists had to be established and
experienced professionals who report on politics and who work for a
known media outlet, preferably with national or international reach.
Where this was not possible, news media outlets with regional reach could
also be included. The country teams were asked to include one journalist
from a popular/tabloid media outlet that conformed to the above, when-
ever possible. Overall, more than 50 journalists were interviewed. An over-
view of the news media outlets they worked for can be found in Table 2.3.

In the event that country teams were unable to meet the criteria for
selection, their countries were excluded from one or both studies, While
in most countries access to interviewees was unproblematic, this was not
always the case for both politicians and journalists. In some countries,
despite repeated requests, it was impossible to achieve the quota of inter-
views and/or the minimum required balance in the sample within the
given time frame and so these countries were excluded from the study.

Perceptions of Populism and the Media 23

Table 2.2 Political parties of the interviewed politicians

e
Country Type of party
Left and center-left  Right and center-right ~ Populist parties
parties parties
Bosnia The Democratic Serb Democratic Party; SBB (Alliance for
Front Party of Democratic Better Future)
Action (SDA)
Bulgaria  Coalition Bulgarian ~ Citizens for European  Ataka; Volya
Socialist Party for Development of
Bulgaria Bulgaria (CEDB)
Denmark  Social-Democrats; ~ Venstre (Right-Liberal ~— Danish People’s
Alternativet Party) Party
Greece Potami Nea Dimokratia (New Go!den Dawn;
Democracy) Syriza
Hungary LMP (an independent MP) Fidesz; Jobbik
Italy Democratic Party Forza Italia Northern League;
S Stars Movement
Norway  Socialist Left Party; Conservative Party The Progress Party
Centre Party ‘ .
Poland Modern Civic Platform (PO) Law and Justice (PiS)
(Nowoczesna);
Democratic Left
Alliance (SLD)
Portugal ~ Communist Party Social Democratic PNR (National
(PCP); Socialist Party (PSD) Renewal Party)
Party (PS)
Romania PSD (The Social PNL (National Liberal USR (Upion to Save
Democrat Party) Party); UDMR (The Romania)
Democratic Union of
the Hungarians from
Romania)
Spain PSOE; Citizens (C’s) Popular Party (PP) Podemos
Asking Questions

The interview guide covered the key questions to be asked by all research-
ers involved in the project (see section below for further details on the
actual questions and their specific purpose). The questipns were designed
to be open and not leading. It was agreed the interviewers should not
lead the interviewees’ responses, but instead allow them to speak. Follow-
up questions for clarification could be asked wheq necessary but it was
important to allow the interviewees to respond without prompt a.nd to
freely speak their minds. With these strict procedures, we were trying to
ensure that we were collecting responses to the actual questions posed and
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Table 2.3 Media outlets of the interviewed journalists

Country Type of media outlet

Broadsheet/serious Popular/tabloid media
Bosnia Numanovi¢; Karup-Drusko; Daily Avaz

Mavrak; TV Cubro
Bulgaria Panorama Bulgarian National Gallery

Television (BNT); media regulatory
body; freelance journalist and
political blogger

Czech Republic  Czech Television; Tyden (The Week); -

Respekt; Pravo
Denmark Politiken; Jyllands-Posten; TV2 Ekstra Bladet
France Le Monde; slate.fr; www.lesjours.fr; -
freelance journalist
Greece Kathimerini; Efimerida ton Democratia
Syntakton; cnn.gr
Hungary Heti Vildg Gazdasag (World 888.hu; RTL Klub
Economy Weekly); TV2
Ttaly Corriere della Sera, Il Giornale; -
1l Fatto Quotidiano
Portugal Publico; Expresso; Observador; SIC — Correio da Manha
Romania Adevarul; Sinteza; clujulcultural.ro Romania TV
Serbia Radio Television of Vojvodina; Blic
Deutsche Welle Radio; NIN
Spain El Mundo; COPE; Libertaddigital. -

comy; el diario.es

Turkey Hurriyet; anonymous national -
newspaper x2; Gozlem (regional)

that we were gleaning the respondents’ first impressions without inducing
any bias via the interviewer.

The resort to prompts and probes during interviews was also consid-
ered and it was deemed that these interventions were important to ensure
that the interviewees reflected on and addressed the questions asked (see
King & Horrocks, 2010, for a discussion of the issues). This type of
action by the interviewer was limited, though, to situations where the
interviewee had not properly addressed a question or when further clarifi-
cation was needed. Specific recommendations were made for interviewers
to avoid leading the interviewees’ answers and to intervene only in case
the actual question had not been answered or when further clarification
was deemed necessary.

Finally, it was decided that all interviews should either be conducted
in person or over Skype call, and not by email or a social media medium
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such as Facebook (see Opdenakker, 2006, for a d.iscussion of the issues
involved in this type of decision). In-person interviews were favored and
encouraged, but in case these were not possible d}le to 'dlstance or the
unavailability of respondents to meet in person, interviews were con-
ducted through Skype.

Translation

There were 15 different countries included in the study, each with a dif-
ferent language. The challenges of translating qualitative interviews have
been well documented elsewhere (Bogusia & Young, 2004). One of the
main challenges of conducting qualitative comparative research in mul-
tiple languages is the issue of accurate translations that take account of
cultural and linguistic differences. This challenge was amplified by a lim-
ited budget. While there was no money for professional translators, all
working group members spoke English fluently in addition to their native
Jlanguage. The translations were thus conducted by members of the COST
Action and of the working group. This had the added advantage that
those who translated the interviews were the same people working on the
research, ensuring that they were familiar with the project, its guidelines,
and objectives (Bogusia & Young, 2004).

Each research question was also translated from English into the vari-
ous native languages by participating researchers. Any queries with the
original English questions were followed up with the project leaders. Any
potential follow-up questions not included in the interview guide, but
deemed necessary to clarify the respondents’ answers, had to be clearly
signaled and fully translated and explained in the interview transcripts.
Once complete, all the interviews were transcribed into English or, in
the event this was not possible, into their native language with all the
relevant passages relative to the research questions translated into English.
While it would have been ideal to translate each interview in its entirety
into English, the cost of doing this and the practicalities of timing meant
that this could not be done at this stage in all countries. The translated
responses to each of the questions were then made available for the
research team to use.

Explaining the Questions

The questions were designed not only to capture the most relevant percep-
tions of populism from these two target groups, but also to attempt to
unravel what could be underpinning some of their ideas, always consider-
ing the comparative dimension, as previously explained. This means that
the questions had to be simple and straightforward and had to make per-
fect sense to both groups, that is to say, they could not be focused merely
on journalistic culture issues or on polity-related subjects, but they had
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to be meaningful to both target groups. There were five main questions
which, in some cases, additionally included short follow-up questions.
The questions were devised to illustrate the key themes that are usually
related to the formation of perceptions of populism: The broad meaning
of populism for each of these two target groups in different European
countries; the perceived consequences of populism in their country and in
democracy in general; the reasons for the popularity of populist political
actors; the social issues that are most related to populism (if any, in their
opinion) in their own country; and, finally, the role of the media, both
mainstream media outlets and social media, in spreading or containing
populist ideas and discourse. These questions were thus also related to
the issues addressed in other parts of this volume.

The specific aim of the first question, ‘What doyou understand by pop-
ulism?’, was to determine what the interviewees recognized as populism
and to take note of the examples of populist political actors, both national
and international, that were mentioned by them (specific instructions were
given to the interviewers to specifically ask for at least two examples
of populist politicians and populist political parties, one national and
one international, in case respondents had not referred to any specific
examples in their answer). Linking specific examples to the interviewees’
understanding allowed us insight into the coherence of their views about
populism and, at the same time, to explore whether there were mainly
differences or similarities in what journalists and politicians in different
countries consider prime examples of populist political actors (both indi-
viduals and institutions, such as political parties). From this question,
we were also interested in noting whether the interviewees had a clear
idea about what populism is and means, or whether they gave a vague
appreciation of these developments and phenomena (country teams were
asked to consider whether the interviewees provided a clear definition or
not). In addition, the study aimed to ascertain if populism was perceived
by the interviewees as something mainly positive, negative, or both, or
indeed neutral, and if they perceived it as mostly dependent on the politi-
cal actors and the specific context.

The second question dealt with the consequences of populism, both
in the interviewees’ own countries and more generally for democracy
worldwide (‘What do you think the consequences of populism are for
your country? And what are, in your view, the consequences of populism
for the health of democracy in general?’). The objective of including this
topic was to ascertain what the two groups, politicians and journalists,
thought about the effects of populism. We considered it important to
determine the types of effects that were named, and whether there were
differences in Europe regarding the prevalence of negative versus positive
effects of populism. Associating populism with a specific valence and to
a determined type of effect also conveys important information regard-
ing what the main perception of populism is, and could even, in some
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cases, conflict with it. For example, a person considering populism to be
the people participating in democracy and, at the same time, seeing it as
something negative.

In question three we addressed the reasons for the success of populist
political leaders and parties (‘In your opinion, what are the reasons for
the popularity of populist leaders and parties?’). The aim here was to
understand what the interviewees thought about what explains the appeal
of populist political parties and leaders and whether those causes were
related to international versus national factors (e.g., society, politics, cul-
ture, media), or to political leaders’ personal characteristics (charisma,
clarity in communication, and so on).

Question four was aimed at exploring the social issues that these two
target groups usually relate to populism in the 15 different countries
(‘Which social issues are most related to populism in your country?’).
Interviewers received instructions to note the most important social issues
(e.g., immigration, migration crisis, unemployment, cuts in welfare ben-
efits, and so on), as well as specific measures and policies implemented
by the national governments or the European Union, and to only ask
for further information in cases in which clear examples had not been
provided by the interviewee.

Finally, the last question on our list was related to the role played by
the media (‘In your country, to what extent are leading media outlets sup-
portive or critical of populism? Do any media outlets behave in a populist
manner? If so, which ones?’). The objective was to understand whether the
interviewees saw populism as a broader phenomenon that could involve
the media and explore these perceived connections: What is the general
stance that media outlets take towards populism, do they cover populist
ideas and actors, or are the media openly against populism and therefore
refuse to cover populist ideas and actors or campaign against them? The
interviewers received special instructions to ask specifically for examples
of media outlets that acted in a populist manner and to try to understand
why the interviewee considered those media outlets to be populist. This
information is key to evaluating the role that is attributed by politicians
and journalists to the media in spreading or containing populism in these
different European countries.

Analyzing the Material

The richness and effectiveness of any interview study depends in part on
the analysis of the material gathered. After the interviews were held and
transcribed, the objective was to provide a coherent overview of the mate-
rial collected from the multiple countries by systematizing the interview-
ees’ responses and by deriving further information about the perceptions
capturéd in the qualitative interviews. It was decided that the best way
to achieve this within the budget and time frame was by using thematic
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analysis. ‘Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing and
reporting patterns (themes) within data’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79).
While there are various approaches (see Braun & Clarke, 2006), it is
an ideal method for analyzing qualitative data such as interviews. The
strengths and pitfalls of using the method have been widely discussed
(see Aronson, 1995; Braun & Clarke, 2006), but this type of approach
provides a workable and cost-effective way to make sense of a potentially
large amount of data produced from the interview process and, as such,
was suitable for this study. The data collected through the interviews was
then analyzed by the country teams in order to deconstruct and retrieve
both direct quotes from the respondents’ answers and meta-information,
inferences that could be made from the way in which they answered the
questions. ,

The researchers used the procedures outlined in Braun and Clarke
(2006) and the actual national thematic analyses were conducted in
two stages. Stage one involved the researchers from each country going
through the responses to each question and identifying the key themes.
This material was sent to the project coordinators together with the trans-
lated key passages from the manuscript of each interview. After this proce-
dure, country teams were asked to further analyze the data by completing
predetermined forms that contained specific information requests.

Namely, in the first question, which was related to the definition of
populism from the point of view of the respondent, the additional infor-
mation that was withdrawn from the interviews was based on the follow-
ing guidelines: Does the interviewee provide a clear, or vague, definition
of populism? Is the definition provided explicitly based on an individual
politician (yes/no, who)? Is populism seen as negative, positive, or both?
With regard to question two, which focused on the consequences of popu-
lism, researchers were asked to interpret the valence (positive, negative,
or both) of the effects that had been named by the respondents, and to
categorize them into specific types of effects, namely: social effects (e.g.,
citizen participation, increased racism and intolerance, etc.); party system
effects (e.g., new political parties, unexpected electoral success of populist
parties, etc.); policy effects (e.g., new policies focusing on issues raised by
populist political actors). Similarly, the further analysis of question three
also included some degree of categorization. In addition to identifying
the main idea of what explains the appeal of populist leaders and parties
according to the interviewee, researchers were asked to discern between
different options and to illustrate with examples or quotes provided by the
respondents. The following options were included: personal characteris-
tics, political factors, social factors, media, or other reasons that should
also be explained by researchers. In the supplementary analysis of ques-
tion four, in addition to identifying the main issues that the interviewee
had linked to populism, researchers also had to assess whether one issue
had been prioritized over others (in the case more than one issue had been
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referred to), to name the specific examples that had been provided, and
to determine whether the social issues referred to by the respondents had
peen presented mainly as a cause, or a consequence, of populism. Finally,
in the analysis of question five, which was related to the media and to
the objective of ascertaining whether leading media outlets were support-
ive or critical of populism, researchers were asked to note the examples
pruvided (populist media outlets and media that cover certain issues in a
populist manner) and to retrieve the following meta-information: What is
the perspective of the interviewee regarding whether leading media outlets
cover populist political actors in his/her country?; if there is news cover-
age of populism; what is the interviewee’s view on whether the media are
prcdominantly critical or supportive of populism?; and the explanation
behind that media stance.

Use of Terms in the Text

Given the sample size, composition, and selection, it was decided that
it would be of little value to provide the exact number of people who
responded in a particular way to each question. Such an approach was
also deemed to run counter to a qualitative investigation of this nature.
Instead, throughout the chapters we often use the terms ‘many’, ‘a lot’,
‘mostly’, ‘a majority’. These words were chosen carefully to convey the
scale of a particular response to questions. They are ambiguous in nature,
used here in the following way. ‘Minority’: less than 50 percent. ‘Few or
not many’: less than 30 percent. ‘Majority’: more than 50 percent of those
responding but not more than 70 percent. ‘Mainly or a lot’: between 70
and 90 percent. ‘Most’: more than 90 percent of those interviewed.

Use of Direct Quotes

The inclusion of direct quotes was not deemed necessary for the research
coherence, but it was deemed they would provide a useful insight into
the views of interviewees in certain contexts. Once the interview material
had been analyzed, it was agreed in the working group that the contrib-
uting authors would review the transcripts and identify possible quotes
that could clearly illustrate a particular point of view. These quotes were
provided together with an explanation of where they could fit best and
what they best illustrated, and were included in the two chapters on the
politicians and journalists’ perceptions of populism whenever possible.

Ethical Considerations

Finally, considering the topic and the characteristics of the research
approach, ethical considerations were of utmost importance to the proj-
ect. Clear guidance was sent to all those involved in the research project.
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Those unfamiliar with ethical research principles or those responsible for
researchers that were unfamiliar were required to ensure that adequate
training was undertaken and that all were familiar with guidelines and
possible violations. There are numerous research ethics guidelines and in
our case, the researchers adhered to the European Science Foundation’s
code of conduct on research integrity, which is available at https:/tinyurl.
com/y6uo6ahu.

In addition to this, country researchers needed to comply with their own
university’s ethical guidelines, ensuring prior ethical clearance from their
own universities (documentation confirming this ethical permission was
provided for the COST Action’s records), and obtaining any further permis-
sions from necessary committees for the research and the realization of the
interviews with politicians and journalists. The interviewers required the
explicit authorization of the interviewee to use their name and professional
position. In cases where this permission was not granted, full anonymity
was given as an alternative, provided that the national research team was
directly and fully involved in the interview to avoid any potential use of
false information. The political situation in some of the countries included
in the study meant there was a need to safeguard certain interviewees, espe-
cially those who only felt safe to express their views anonymously. Each
country team was responsible for securely storing the interview material
and ensuring this complied with national and EU-wide data legislation.

Conclusion

This chapter provided background on the methodological approach
adopted in the study of politicians” and journalists’ perceptions of pop-
ulism further explained in the next two chapters. The following two
chapters are the product of a large-scale piece of qualitative comparative
research involving researchers from 15 countries, conducting and ana-
lyzing some 96 interviews in 15 different languages. The study includes
countries from Eastern, Western, Northern, and Southern Europe, which
have experienced different ideological versions of populism and different
levels of success of populist actors and ideas. Such large-scale qualitative
projects tend to be the exception in comparative research, which is often
largely quantitative in nature, in no small part due to the logistical and
financial challenges such a large qualitative undertaking involves. The
COST Action provided a unique opportunity to assemble a knowledge-
able research team with the skills to make such an undertaking a reality.
Besides the immediate linguistic advantages, such a team provided an
in-depth culturally nuanced insight that could not be gained otherwise,
and rarely by quantitative research. It is only with this knowledge that
qualitative comparative research can be undertaken thoroughly and any
reliable patterns identified. Indeed, without this it would have been very
difficult to conduct a research project of this kind.
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As noted from the outset, the project was a collaborative exercise. All
working group members had the opport.unity to provide input int(_) each
stage of the research. process, frorp design through to the analysn_s and
writing up. When designing the project, Fhe approa_ch taken was subject to
much discussion. Members were comm;tt.ed to an interpretivist approa}ch
that gave voice to data subjects and cxamn@d and ag.reec! on the sampling
and analysis techniques as outlined. A project of this kind poses several
challenges. For example, there was no budget to conduct research or pay
p,-ofessi(mal translators, and these activities had to be conducted by team
members.

Ethical considerations were of utmost importance to the project. Clear
guidance was sent to all those involved in the research project, and those
who were unfamiliar had to ensure that adequate learning was undertaken
and that all were then familiar with guidelines and possible violations.

The qualitative approach to research adopted here results in very rich
and complex datasets that have only started to scratch the surface in the
next chapters. A lot is still left to investigate and disentangle in the data.
Different research approaches based, for example, on critical discourse
analysis or other forms of narrative analysis, could point to the exis-
tence of meaningful underlying differences across countries, not detected
through thematic analysis (even though several layers of analysis were
performed in the current study). This was a first exploratory approach to
a highly complex phenomenon aimed at describing and explaining percep-
tions and variation across countries. The role of journalists and politicians
in interpreting and framing populism is not insignificant considering that
their perceptions’ impact on politics might, in turn, influence matters as
important as the acceptance of democratic rules (freedom of expression,
etc.), for example.
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