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The present article examines and compares the diverse online electoral advertising strategies

employed by the Socialist Party (PS) and the Democratic Party (PD) in Albania’s national and

municipal elections. The purpose of this study is to analyze the themes, communication

techniques, and tones used in campaign advertising and to evaluate how these components

vary depending on the type of election and the political party participating. It focuses on

discrepancies in tone, themes, and the priority placed on candidate image versus policy

issues. This research uses content analysis methods to reveal significant differences in the

content and strategies of electoral advertisements across various election types and political

parties. The study highlights clear disparities in the political communication tactics used in

national and municipal elections, as well as between the Socialist and Democratic Parties.

This study’s findings reveal differences in advertising content and strategies across national

and municipal elections for Democratic and Socialist parties. This has significant implications

for political groups, advertising, and lawmakers, particularly given the increasing impact of

social media on citizen participation in the democratization process.
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Albania’s electoral campaign evolution and political context

The evolution of Albanian election campaigns reflects the
political, social, and technological transformations that
have occurred in the country since the introduction of

political plurality in the 1990s. The fall of the communist gov-
ernment in 1991 triggered a political transformation, leading to
the formation of new political structures and democratic estab-
lishments. The first pluralist elections in Albania took place in
1991, characterized by anomalies and the significant influence of
the former communist party, which had rebranded itself as the
Socialist Party (PS). As the initial opposition party, the Demo-
cratic Party (PD) emerged as a prominent political entity during
this period (Biberaj 2023, p. 47). Public rallies, face-to-face
meetings, and the distribution of printed promotional materials
dominated electoral campaigns as Albania transitioned from a
one-party system to a democratic society (Misha 2002, p. 55).
During this time, media was predominantly under state control,
with independent media only beginning to emerge (Kalemaj
2005, p. 243).

The 1997 collapse of pyramid schemes in Albania caused a
profound national crisis that extended beyond financial issues,
marking a pivotal moment in the nation’s contemporary history.
A significant number of Albanians suffered substantial financial
losses, leading to widespread social dissatisfaction and political
instability. This collapse eroded public trust, heightened social
tensions, and contributed to the disintegration of governmental
institutions. Violence and anarchy proliferated nationwide,
underscoring the fragility of Albania’s fledgling democratic pro-
cesses and revealing critical weaknesses within its political fra-
mework. In the aftermath, election campaign discourse
increasingly focused on the need to restore stability, rebuild
institutions, and address the socioeconomic divides exacerbated
by the crisis (Jusufi 2021; Vickers and Pettifer 1997, p. 129)

Electoral campaigns underwent significant structural and
organizational advancements during the 2001 and 2005 elections.
Political parties began utilizing media platforms, such as televi-
sion and radio, to disseminate their messages and broaden their
reach (Londo 2008, p. 102). The role of free and independent
media became increasingly significant as private television and
radio gained popularity (Abazi 2013, p. 14)

Albania’s political landscape remains dominated by established
parties, with notable antagonism between the Socialist and
Democratic parties. The advent of the internet and social media
significantly transformed political campaigns, reshaping their
structure and tactics. Campaigns in Albania have traditionally
focused on major issues such as economic development, cor-
ruption, and EU integration. Both the Socialist Party, which
advocates social-democratic and progressive policies, and the
Democratic Party, which promotes conservative and center-right
ideologies, strategically craft their messages around these themes,
often employing populist rhetoric to appeal to a broad voter base.

Since 2013, election campaigns have incorporated tactics like
targeted advertising, data analytics, and grassroots mobilization.
Grassroots initiatives, involving direct voter outreach and com-
munity engagement, play a crucial role in garnering support
(Jusufi 2021). Political parties in Albania increasingly rely on
data-driven methods to identify and connect with key voter
segments. Platforms like Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter became
essential tools for political communication during the 2013 and
2017 elections, although traditional media, including television,
radio, and print newspapers, continued to wield significant
influence (Çani 2017, p. 215).

Political leaders not only maintained a digital presence on these
platforms but also drew attention in mainstream media, thus
expanding their reach. In this context, both Edi Rama of the

Socialist Party and Lulzim Basha of the Democratic Party effec-
tively capitalized on the opportunities offered by social media
throughout the campaign.

The COVID-19 epidemic and the consequent restrictions,
which included bans on public meetings, led to a significant
transformation in political campaigns. The 2021 election cycle
witnessed a notable shift into the internet domain, highlighting
the increasing significance of social media in political campaigns.
In the 2021 Albanian parliamentary elections, the Socialist Party
of Albania, under the leadership of Prime Minister Edi Rama,
achieved a substantial victory by obtaining 74 seats out of the
total 140 in Parliament. The Socialist Party secured a third
straight term in government by garnering over 50% of the votes.
The primary competitor, the center-right Democratic Party,
secured 39% of the vote and obtained 59 seats. Following the 2021
elections, the United States government officially designated
former Prime Minister and longstanding Democratic Party (DP)
leader Sali Berisha as a persona non grata, leading to a division
within the DP. The internal conflict led to disagreements over the
DP’s legal representation, prompting the formation of the “Alli-
ance Together We Win” as a strategic reorganization to address
the crisis. The formation of the “Alliance Together, We Win” in
2023 serves as a prime example of parties intentionally uniting to
consolidate power and increase their chances of success in elec-
tions. Parties frequently establish these coalitions in response to
internal conflicts or larger election tactics aimed at maximizing
voter support (Biberaj 2023). The coalition’s formation and its
financial backing for campaigns reflect the growing trend of
adopting digital campaign strategies in response to Albania’s
shifting political landscape.

From 2021 to 2023, electoral campaigns in Albania underwent
a major shift toward digital platforms, underscoring the evolving
landscape of political advertising and communication. The use of
these platforms in the 2021 national and 2023 local elections
demonstrated their strategic effectiveness in engaging and
mobilizing voters, particularly among younger demographics.
Facebook and YouTube have emerged as essential tools for
political outreach, mirroring global trends. By 2023, the role of
social media had grown considerably, complementing traditional
media, such as television and newspapers, as primary channels for
political communication. Increased investment in digital mar-
keting has become a key factor influencing the development of
election campaigns. In the 2021 election, the Socialist Party led
the digital campaign, allocating substantial financial resources to
both digital and traditional media. Meanwhile, the Democratic
Party increased its budget for social media while maintaining
similar expenditures on conventional media.

The 2023 campaign primarily centered on the major political
parties, particularly the Socialist Party and the “Together We
Win” coalition. In 2023, the Socialist Party, led by Prime Minister
Edi Rama, secured a significant victory, winning 50 out of
Albania’s 61 municipalities. The party emerged as the favorite in
major cities, including Tirana. Meanwhile, the “Together We
Win” alliance succeeded in only 11 of the 61 municipalities.
According to OSCE data for 2023, Facebook remains the leading
social network in Albania, with 28 of 44 political parties actively
present on the platform. The Democratic Party and the Socialist
Party had the largest followings, with approximately 328,000 and
204,000 followers, respectively. Politicians’ Facebook pages gained
widespread popularity throughout the campaign. Among the 39
party leaders with official accounts, Prime Minister Rama leads
with 1.62 million followers, followed by Mr. Berisha, who has 1.12
million. Political parties managing electoral campaigns have
recognized the critical role of social media in engaging voters,
particularly younger demographics, despite various challenges.
They swiftly adapted to the demands of the digital age, using

ARTICLE HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-04118-7

2 HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |         (2024) 11:1558 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-04118-7



diverse strategies to expand their reach and influence within a
rapidly evolving political and technological landscape. The his-
tory of election campaigns in Albania reflects a steady progression
toward modernization and the integration of new technologies,
while addressing the complexities that come with technological
and social advancements

Introduction
During election campaigns, electoral advertising has a significant
impact on public sentiment and voter behavior (Goldstein and
Freedman 2002). In Albania, as in many other countries, political
parties employ a range of strategies to attract voters in both
national and municipal elections. This research aims to compare
the advertising tactics used by the Socialist Party and the
Democratic Party in Albania during the 2021 national election
and the 2023 municipal election. Specifically, it examines each
party’s unique qualities, content, communication strategies, and
thematic elements. The 2021 national election and the 2023
municipal election provide a valuable framework for comparative
research, especially regarding the nuanced content and commu-
nication tactics of electoral advertisements within Albania’s dis-
tinct political context during these years.

This study applied an adapted version of Benoit’s functional
theory of political campaign discourse (Benoit 1997, 2003) to
analyze the objectives and content of 212 online video adver-
tisements supporting candidates and national parties in the 2021
and 2023 campaigns. A total of 53 advertisements from the
Democratic Party and 53 from the Socialist Party were analyzed
for each election year. The functional theory suggests that cam-
paign discourse addresses two main topics: policy and character.
Benoit and Compton (2014) argue that candidates can campaign
on what they do and who they are. Notably, policy and character
are interrelated aspects of the professionalized campaign process
(Hacker et al. 2000; Strömbäck 2007, p. 7). According to Benoit,
campaign communications strategically craft messages to acclaim,
attack, or defend policies and/or character traits. This framework
aids in identifying and distinguishing the themes and topics in
advertisements from Albania’s 2021 national election and 2023
municipal election.

The functional theory of campaigns offers a valuable frame-
work for classifying and analyzing the nuances of political
advertising. Originally developed for television spots, this theory
posits that elections are inherently comparative, leading politi-
cians to craft campaign narratives that position them as more
appealing alternatives to their opponents.

This study examines several core hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1 posits that the Socialist Party (PS) and the

Democratic Party (PD) emphasize different themes in their
electoral ads for national and municipal elections.

Hypothesis 2 suggests that the use of formal, informal, and
mixed communication styles in electoral advertisements differs
significantly between the Socialist Party and the Democratic
Party, as well as between different election types.

Hypothesis 3 proposes that there is a significant difference in
the focus on candidates’ image versus policy or themes: national
election ads tend to emphasize the candidate’s “image,” whereas
local elections prioritize “issues.”

Hypothesis 4 suggests that the Socialist Party tends to favour
“positive-acclaim” tones in their advertisements, while the
Democratic Party is more likely to use “negative” and
“comparative” tones.

Hypothesis 5 posits that the two parties employ different
thematic appeals, with the Democratic Party more frequently
using “emotional appeals” and the Socialist Party favouring
“logical appeals.”

This study aims to investigate the following research questions
to identify differences and trends in Albanian political commu-
nication during the 2021 and 2023 elections:

RQ 1: What are the differences in thematic topics, advertise-
ment tones (positive-acclaim, negative-attack, and comparative),
and communication styles between the electoral ads of the
Socialist Party and the Democratic Party in national and local
elections? What do these differences reveal about each party’s
strategic emphasis and communication approaches?

RQ 2: How does the emphasis on a candidate’s image over
policy or thematic content vary between national and local
elections, and how does this emphasis align with the strategic
campaign approaches of the Socialist and Democratic Parties?

RQ 3: How do the Socialist Party and the Democratic Party
differ in their use of credibility, emotional, and logical appeals in
national and municipal election campaigns?

This research aims to uncover and explain significant dis-
parities in the strategies these political parties employ. The fol-
lowing sections will provide an in-depth analysis of these topics,
offering a comprehensive overview of the Albanian election
advertising landscape during the 2021 and 2023 elections

Literature review
Political advertising plays a pivotal role in shaping public opinion
and influencing voter behavior toward candidates, parties, or
specific issues (Brownstein 2008; Jackson et al. 2000; Sides and
Karch 2008; West 2017). It spans various formats, including
television, radio, print, and increasingly, online and social media
platforms. Since the 1990s, politicians have integrated the Inter-
net into their campaigns, following its broad adoption by the
public (Fowler et al. 2021; Lilleker and Jackson 2013). The
internet allows political candidates and parties to efficiently
gather financial resources, mobilize supporters, and disseminate
their messages at a lower cost compared to traditional media,
while also bypassing potential biases in mainstream political
journalism.

According to Kaid (2002), political advertising encompasses a
wide array of materials and serves diverse objectives, from dis-
tributing positive messages that emphasize a candidate’s creden-
tials and achievements to using negative messages to undermine
opponents by scrutinizing their record or character. Effective
political communication aims to capture public attention, remain
timely, and convey concise, impactful ideas. It also relies on
repeating key points and using slogans and keywords to reinforce
messages (Fowler et al. 2021).

Researchers increasingly note the challenge of distinguishing
ads focused on policy issues from those emphasizing candidates’
personal traits. Historically, policy views were regarded as sub-
stantive stances reflecting political preferences, while personal
attributes contributed to a candidate’s public image (Kaid and
Johnston 1991). However, this distinction has become more
complex as political advertising language and style have evolved,
attracting scholarly attention across both traditional media (like
television and radio) and new digital platforms (Ballotti and Kaid
2000; Jamieson 1988; Atkinson 1984).

Linguistic studies in political communication offer valuable
insights into the strategic construction of messages to attract
voters (Sikanku 2022). Gunsch et al. (2000) found that positive
advertisements typically use less formal language and cognitive
vocabulary, creating an optimistic outlook by highlighting future
possibilities and current successes. Conversely, negative ads often
focus on the past, emphasizing opponents’ weaknesses or failures,
with a tone that often conveys anger or disdain. These tonal and
content variations reflect deliberate choices by campaign teams to
shape voter perceptions, underscoring the complexity of political
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communication. Positive ads work to construct an optimistic
narrative around a candidate’s potential and achievements, while
negative ads aim to create doubt about opponents by questioning
their records or character. The effectiveness of these techniques
can significantly influence the political landscape, shaping voter
perceptions around both policy and personal character. Today, as
voters spend less time watching television, they increasingly
engage with political campaigns on internet platforms (Kaid and
Postelnicu 2005).

Digital platforms have become essential communication
channels, enabling political candidates, parties, and interest
groups to express and elaborate on their views on significant
social issues. Political advertisements on digital media serve a
strategic purpose beyond simple promotion. These materials are
meticulously crafted to showcase the strengths, accomplish-
ments, and unique attributes of the candidates, while also
drawing comparisons with other candidates. This dual approach
aims to highlight each candidate’s merits and provide voters
with valuable perspectives, helping them make informed deci-
sions by emphasizing contrasts in policies, ideologies, and lea-
dership qualities.

Benoit’s analysis of presidential advertising trends reveals
an increase in attack ads, noting that winners typically favor
positive messaging, whereas those trailing in the polls are
more likely to use negative tactics (Benoit 1997). The primary
goal of political advertising is to shape public sentiment and
persuade voters to support a particular candidate or party.
Kaid (2012) underscores the vital role of political advertising
within electoral communication, as media sources function as
channels that shape, inform, and influence voter decision-
making.

Research outlines the structured organization of political ads
according to thematic elements: Issue-centric advertisements focus
on significant political issues, such as healthcare, immigration,
and climate change, demonstrating a candidate’s understanding
and proposed solutions to foster voter confidence (Holbrook and
McClurg 2005).

Personality highlight ads emphasize a candidate’s unique traits,
such as integrity, leadership, accomplishments, and personal
history, establishing a favorable perception among voters (Hayes
2013).

Comparative advertisements promote a candidate or party by
highlighting contrasts in policies, personal traits, or historical
records to persuade voters of the advertiser’s superiority (Geer
2008).

Attack advertisements, or “negative ads,” focus on undermining
opponents by spotlighting past failures, controversies, or scandals,
aiming to instill doubt about the opposition’s competence
(Fridkin and Kenney 2012; Kahn and Kenney 1999).

Fear-based advertisements leverage voter anxieties around
national security or economic instability, presenting the candidate
as the solution to these concerns to garner support (Brader 2006).

Inspirational advertisements use optimistic messaging, stirring
emotions with powerful imagery and music to convey a vision
that aligns with voters’ aspirations (West 2017).

Biographical advertisements humanize candidates by sharing
personal stories, challenges, and professional journeys, connect-
ing candidates to voters and emphasizing their ties to local
communities and public service commitment (Ridout and Franz
2011).

Chou’s 2014 study found that ads endorsed by common citi-
zens or entertainers, rather than political figures, can increase
voter favorability and voting intent by building trust and cred-
ibility for the endorsed candidate. It’s essential to note that these
categories often overlap, with single ads incorporating elements
from multiple types. The effectiveness of each type depends on

factors such as political context, target audience, and broader
campaign strategies.

The literature review highlights the importance of distin-
guishing candidate advertisements to enable voters to make
informed decisions. Scholars in political science and commu-
nication are deeply interested in the strategic communication
techniques used by political actors, recognizing that these mes-
sages convey the party’s core values, positions on key issues, and
information targeted toward the electorate. Kaid (2012) under-
scores the transformative impact of the Internet on political
advertising, while Benoit’s functional theory contributes to our
understanding of political language by emphasizing the impor-
tance of voter autonomy. Esser and Strömbäck (2012) examine
the evolution of various campaign communication methods—
including contemporary, postmodern, marketing-driven, and
digital approaches—while considering each country’s unique
context. These variations create distinct challenges and oppor-
tunities, highlighting the diverse promotional strategies globally
and how they diverge from ideal theoretical models. Norris
(2023) expands on the concept of campaign eras, detailing a
progression from premodern to modern and postmodern stages,
ultimately leading to an era characterized by strategies centered
on individuals, broadcasting, and internet platforms. This view
aligns with prior theoretical perspectives.

Chadwick (2017, 2019) describes the current period as the
“fourth era,” defined by a media environment that integrates
multiple elements. Kreiss (2016) and Kaid (2004) note that the
rise of video-sharing platforms has profoundly influenced the
political landscape, driving significant shifts in traditional cam-
paign methods and strategies.

Methodology
The study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining
qualitative and quantitative content analyses to examine political
advertising content and strategy across national and general
elections in Albania. This methodology was comprehensive, uti-
lizing a variety of analytical tools to investigate the nuances of
political advertising in electoral contexts. Content analysis, a well-
established method in social research, involves the systematic,
quantitative examination of communication messages for
research purposes.

The study focused on the social media activities of active
campaign candidates, particularly on Facebook and YouTube, in
the 30 days leading up to the election. Research centered on
Albania’s primary political parties: the Socialist Party in the 2021
and 2023 elections, the Democratic Party in 2021, and the
“Alliance Together We Win,” which emerged from the Demo-
cratic Party in 2023. An extensive data collection strategy gath-
ered a wide range of advertisements, forming a solid foundation
for analyzing political communication techniques.

To ensure accurate and unbiased analysis, a rigorous sampling
process was used to select advertisements. The sampling frame
consisted of 84 unique advertisements identified for each candi-
date on the specified platforms (Facebook and YouTube) within
the study period. This included both sponsored posts and display
ads, representing the full scope of candidates’ advertising activ-
ities. Given the relatively small overall sample size (84 adver-
tisements), a subset of 53 ads—over 63% of the total—was chosen
to ensure a comprehensive and dependable analysis.

A random number generator was used to select 53 advertise-
ments per candidate from the pool of 84, arranging them
chronologically for each candidate and selecting ads randomly.
Numbers exceeding 84 were disregarded, and new ones were
generated as needed. If an advertisement was found to be irre-
levant or duplicated, a new selection was made using another
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randomly generated number. This method ensured that each
advertisement had an equal chance of selection, minimizing bias
and enhancing the reliability of the sample.

To improve sample accuracy, additional steps were imple-
mented, including organizing the initial sample frame by plat-
form to achieve balanced representation across advertisement
types. The sample was also validated to encompass a broad range
of subjects and tones. Each selected advertisement underwent
manual verification to confirm its relevance to the study, ensuring
that duplicates, errors, and non-campaign-period ads were
excluded.

The use of systematic random sampling, coupled with cross-
verification, ensured that the sample encompassed a broad range
of themes and tones, enhancing both the quality and compre-
hensiveness of the data. This meticulous sampling approach
enabled the collection of a diverse and representative sample of
the candidates’ advertising activities, providing a solid foundation
for analysis. The study’s overall findings and conclusions were
strengthened by the combination of systematic random sampling,
stratification, and careful verification, which bolstered the relia-
bility and validity of the data.

For the 2021 elections, data collection included advertisements
from the public Facebook pages and official YouTube channels of
Lulzim Basha, leader of the Democratic Party, and Edi Rama,
leader of the Socialist Party. During the 2023 elections, the data
also included content from Edi Rama and Erion Veliaj, the
Socialist Party’s candidate for Tirana, as well as ads from Sali
Berisha, the informal leader of the Democratic Party, and Belind
Kellici from the “Alliance Together We Win.”

The study involved closely monitoring the official social media
profiles and YouTube channels of the candidates and political
parties to build a comprehensive dataset. This process entailed
systematically collecting all advertisements placed on both plat-
forms, focusing on content, structure, issues, and methods used.
Regular visits to each page were conducted in the month leading
up to election day to thoroughly document all campaign adver-
tisements. Due to its labor-intensive and time-consuming nature,
manual coding of the dataset was recognized as challenging.
However, the comprehensive data collected provided a robust
repository of political advertisements, reflecting the strategies
deployed on the social media profiles of these political figures and
enhancing understanding of political communication in Albania’s
election landscape. This study relies on Benoit’s functional theory
of campaign discourse. An in-depth comparative analysis of
electoral advertising in Albania was conducted, yielding valuable
insights into the strategies and communication tactics used by the
primary political parties across election cycles (Suk et al. 2022).
Ads were analyzed and categorized based on communication style
—formal, informal, or mixed—and tone, such as positive, nega-
tive, neutral, or comparative. Recurring themes were identified
and classified to provide insight into the thematic focus of poli-
tical discourse. The advertisements were systematically grouped
according to their features and approaches, examining types of
appeals—logical, emotional, and credibility-based—as well as
tactics like acclaim, attack, or defense. A detailed unit analysis of
each ad was conducted, offering a thorough and cohesive eva-
luation of the campaign’s content and strategy.

The analysis was divided into two main parts: first, transcribing
all collected advertisements, and second, creating a codebook to
evaluate the functions and strategies of advertising across various
campaigns and parties. A detailed codebook was employed to
systematically classify and analyze multiple aspects of each
advertisement, such as overall characteristics, message appeals,
and recurring themes. This codebook provided a structured and
organized framework for thorough data analysis. Political
advertisements were examined from multiple perspectives,

including policy, character, issues, and image, to achieve a com-
prehensive understanding. This empirical approach aimed to gain
detailed insights into the evolution of election advertising tech-
niques from 2021 to 2023 and their impact on political com-
munication within these election cycles. Analyzing political
advertising in Albania offered an in-depth view of the political
communication landscape, revealing the evolving strategies and
techniques used in political campaigns.

The coding process
The coding process in this study was carefully structured to
ensure both reliability and accuracy. A coding frame, informed by
the studies of Benoit (1997, 2001) and Scammell and Langer
(2006), was employed to assess how political advertising influ-
ences voter engagement beyond merely disseminating informa-
tion. The codebook was meticulously crafted to outline the
essential guidelines for the coding procedure. Initially, all adver-
tisements were manually transcribed, followed by the develop-
ment of the codebook. The ‘coding unit’ specifies the section of
the advertisement to be coded, which may include words, sen-
tences, or paragraphs, while the ‘context unit’ comprises the
entire advertisement, providing context for interpreting the
coding unit.

The advertisements were independently classified by the
authors according to a specified coding scheme. Before coding the
entire dataset, a preliminary analysis of 10 advertisements was
conducted to resolve any discrepancies and establish a unified
understanding of the methodology. The Cohen’s Kappa coeffi-
cients, used to measure intercoder reliability, indicated a strong
level of agreement among the authors, with a minimum value of
0.82. Test-retest reliability was also employed to assess the
codebook’s consistency by having two coders analyze the same
content at different times. This method ensures that the codebook
provides precise and consistent instructions, which are essential
for the accuracy of the research results, as highlighted by Graber
(2004).

This study applies Benoit’s (2014) functional theory of cam-
paign discourse to systematically analyze political commercials.
Benoit’s theory suggests that political campaigns primarily use
comparative messaging, where politicians frame their commu-
nications to appear more favorable than those of their opponents.
The theory outlines three main strategies in political advertise-
ments: acclaim, which showcases politicians’ qualifications and
positive attributes; attack, which criticizes opponents’ weaknesses;
and defense, where politicians respond to criticisms with coun-
terarguments. These tactics are further divided into two narrative
realms: policy, which emphasizes achievements, plans, and
visions related to governance; and character traits, which high-
light personal competencies, communication skills, leadership
qualities, and adherence to ideals. This coding system provides a
comprehensive framework for analyzing the complex dimensions
of political communication in advertising.

Results and discussions
The first hypothesis posits that the Socialist Party (PS) and the
Democratic Party (PD) prioritize different themes in their elec-
toral advertisements across national and municipal elections. This
hypothesis aims to determine whether patterns in thematic focus
are consistent between the two major political parties or if each
party employs distinct strategies in its campaigns. A dataset was
compiled, coding the presence of 15 themes within 53 adver-
tisements for both the PS and PD in both national (general) and
local elections. Each advertisement was analyzed, marking themes
such as economy, healthcare, and infrastructure as present (coded
“1”) or absent (coded “0”).To compare thematic focus,
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contingency tables were constructed for each pairing (e.g., PS
National vs. PD National, PS National vs. PD Local, etc.). In these
tables, rows represented different themes, while columns captured
the count of advertisements where those themes were present for
each party and election type. A Chi-square test was then applied
to each contingency table. To ensure the validity of these tests, the
dataset met essential criteria: it contained no repeated measures
or paired observations, thus maintaining the independence of
each advertisement; expected frequencies met the minimum
threshold of 5; and the sample size of 53 ensured representa-
tiveness and minimized selection bias, supporting the robustness
of the Chi-square analysis.

The Chi-square test assesses whether there is a significant
association between two categorical variables—political party
(PS or PD) and election type (national or local)—in relation to
the various advertisement themes. The degrees of freedom (df)
for each test were calculated, and the Chi-square statistic was
compared to the Chi-square distribution with the correspond-
ing df to obtain the p-value. This p-value was then compared to
the significance level (set at 0.05). A p-value below this
threshold would indicate a significant association between the
themes emphasized in advertisements and the type of election
or political party, leading to rejection of the null hypothesis.
The Chi-square test not only reveals the prevalence of themes in
political advertisements but also sheds light on the strategic
differences in campaign messaging across political parties and
election types. The findings, presented in Table 1, detail the
Chi-square statistic, p-value, and degrees of freedom for each
comparison. With all p-values reported as less than 0.001, the
null hypothesis was rejected in each case. These results indicate
that the Socialist Party (PS) and the Democratic Party (PD)

exhibit distinct thematic focuses in their advertisements for
national versus local elections, with these differences being
statistically significant.

The first hypothesis was confirmed, revealing significant var-
iations in theme emphasis not only between national and local
elections within each party but also between the Socialist Party
(PS) and the Democratic Party (PD) across both election types.
Both the election type (national vs. local) and the political party
influence the thematic focus of electoral advertisements, leading
each party to prioritize different themes even within the same
type of election.

The notable variations across all pairings suggest distinct
strategic priorities for each party, reflecting diverse campaign
tactics and ideological approaches. The significant Chi-square
statistics for both national and local elections indicate that the PS
and PD prioritize different topics in their electoral ads. The PS
focuses on specific subjects during national elections, while the
PD emphasizes different themes in municipal elections.

(Figure 1). The frequency of 15 dominant themes
Figure 1 illustrates the frequency of 15 dominant themes

identified in electoral advertisements by the Socialist Party (PS)
and the Democratic Party (PD) during national and municipal
elections. It visually compares the emphasis each party places on
issues such as economy, healthcare, and infrastructure, high-
lighting differences in campaign strategies by election type and
political party.

In local elections, economic issues take priority, while areas
such as healthcare and tourism receive less attention. Research on
the dominant themes of municipal elections shows a significant
focus on infrastructure (cited 39 times), with issues like immi-
gration largely neglected. National elections, however, reveal
shifts in the main themes emphasized by each party. The Socialist
Party (PS) prioritizes healthcare as a central issue, strongly
emphasizing improvements in health services, while topics such
as crime, justice, and technology are absent from its campaign.
Conversely, the Democratic Party (PD) focuses on social issues in
national elections, mentioning them 31 times, yet overlooks other
important categories.

This difference in focus underscores the contrasting agendas of
the PS and PD depending on the election type. In municipal
elections, the PS emphasizes economic issues, shifting to health-
care in national elections. Meanwhile, the PD prioritizes infra-
structure in local elections, pivoting to social issues in national

Table 1 Chi-square Test Results for hypotheses H1.

H1 PS National PD Local

PD National Chi-square= 106.17 Chi-square= 108.88
p-value < 0.001 p-value < 0.001
df= 14 df = 14

PS Local Chi-square= 82.39 Chi-square= 48.5
p-value < 0.001 p-value < 0.001
df= 14 df= 14

Fig. 1 Thematic focus across election types and parties. This figure illustrates the frequency of 15 dominant themes identified in electoral advertisements
by the Socialist Party (PS) and the Democratic Party (PD) during national and municipal elections. It visually compares the emphasis each party places on
issues such as the economy, healthcare, and infrastructure, highlighting differences in campaign strategies across election types and political parties.
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campaigns. The PD’s national strategy centers on issues critical to
its constituency while de-emphasizing areas such as healthcare,
education, tourism, culture, and technology.

These findings highlight the specific themes shaping the campaign
strategies of Albania’s two main parties, underscoring their adaptive
approaches and voter engagement efforts in response to the electoral
landscape. This nuanced thematic approach not only reflects the
parties’ strategic flexibility but also underscores their intent to align
with voter concerns and priorities across varying election contexts.

The second hypothesis posits that the use of formal, informal,
and mixed communication styles in electoral advertisements
varies significantly between the Socialist Party (PS) and the
Democratic Party (PD) and across different election types.

The Chi-square statistic for PS Local vs. PD Local is not sig-
nificant (p > 0.05), indicating no significant difference in the use
of communication styles between the two parties during local
elections. The higher p-value suggests that any observed differ-
ences in communication style could reasonably occur by chance
Tables 2–5.

The frequency counts for communication styles (formal,
informal, mixed) in local and national elections for both PS and
PD are as follows: in local elections, both parties predominantly
used a formal communication style, with 37 instances by PS and
45 by PD. This is followed by the informal style, used 14 times by
PS and 8 times by PD, and the mixed style, which is the least
common, used 2 times by PS and 1 time by PD.

In national elections, the formal style remains the most com-
mon, with 39 instances by PS and 44 by PD. However, PS exhibits
a higher frequency of informal style usage (20 instances) com-
pared to PD (9 instances), while the mixed style appears infre-
quently for PS (6 instances) and is not used at all by PD (0
instances).

(Figure 2). Comparison between different communication style
Figure 2 compares the use of formal, informal, and mixed

communication styles in the electoral advertisements of the
Socialist Party (PS) and the Democratic Party (PD) during both
national and local elections. It illustrates how each party adjusts
its communication approach to engage different audiences,
reflecting strategic preferences at the national versus local levels.
According to Fig. 2, the significant results in national elections
suggest that PS and PD employ distinct communication strate-
gies, with PS potentially blending formal and informal styles more
than PD, which tends to rely on a primarily formal style. The
absence of significant differences in local elections implies that
both parties adopt similar communication styles for local cam-
paigns, favoring a formal style over informal or mixed
approaches.

Hypothesis 3 proposes that there is a notable disparity in the
emphasis placed on candidates’ image versus policy or thematic
content when comparing national and local elections. Specifically,
national elections are expected to emphasize the candidate’s
“image,” while local elections focus more on “issues.”

The data supports this hypothesis, showing that national
elections prioritize the candidate’s image more than local elec-
tions, which concentrate on policy matters. This distinction aligns
with Hypothesis 3, indicating a significant difference in the focus
on candidates’ image versus policy content between national and
municipal elections.

The Chi-square tests revealed significant differences between
PS National vs. PD National and PS Local vs. PS National, sup-
porting the hypothesis that, while policy discussions are present
at both election levels, national elections tend to place a greater
emphasis on the candidate’s image.

(Figure 3). Frequency of distribution image vs issues
This figure illustrates the shift in electoral advertisement focus

from policy matters in municipal elections to candidate image in
national elections, highlighting the strategic choices made by PS
and PD to align their campaign messages with the electoral
context.

Hypothesis 4 posits that the two parties display different
advertisement tones, with the Socialist Party more frequently
using a “positive-acclaim” tone, while the Democratic Party more
often employs “negative-attack” and “comparative” tones in their
advertisements.

A p-value below 0.001 and a Chi-square value of 20.98 indicate
a significant difference in advertisement tone between PD
National and PS National, revealing notable distinctions in the
advertising strategies of the two parties at the national level, in
alignment with the theory. Similarly, a Chi-square value of 24.78
with a p-value < 0.001 at the local level indicates a significant
difference in advertisement tones between PD Local and PS Local,
further supporting the hypothesis. A Chi-square value of 12.23
with a p-value of 0.006 shows a statistically significant difference,
albeit less pronounced, between the tones in PS local election ads
and PD national election ads.

Table 2 Chi-square Test Results for hypotheses H2.

H2 PS National PD Local

PD National Chi-square= 9.34 Chi-square= 1.06
p-value= 0.0093 p-value= 0.58
df= 2 df= 2

PS Local Chi-square= 1.91 Chi-square= 2.74
p-value= 0.38 p-value= 0.25
df= 2 df= 2

Table 3 Chi-square Test Results for hypotheses H3.

H3 PS National PD Local

PD National Chi-square= 14.39 Chi-square= 1.51
p-value < 0.001 p-value= 0.46
df= 2 df= 2

PS Local Chi-square= 1.93 Chi-square= 12.39
p-value= 0.38 p-value= 0.002
df= 2 df= 2

Table 4 Chi-square Test Results for hypotheses H4.

H4 PS National PD Local

PD National Chi-square= 20.98 Chi-square= 24.78
p-value < 0.001 p-value < 0.001
df= 3 df= 3

PS Local Chi-square= 12.23 Chi-square= 5.61
p-value= 0.006 p-value= 0.13
df= 3 df= 3

Table 5 Chi-square Test Results for hypotheses H5.

H5 PS National PD Local

PD National Chi-square= 20.98 Chi-square= 7.13
p-value < 0.001 p-value < 0.028
df= 2 df= 2

PS Local Chi-square= 10.006 Chi-square= 5.61
p-value= 0.006 p-value= 0.13
df= 2 df= 2
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The Chi-square statistic shows no significant difference in
advertisement tones between PS and PD in the local election
context, with a p-value greater than 0.05. These results provide
substantial evidence for Hypothesis 4, indicating that the Socialist
Party (PS) used positive-acclaim tones more frequently than the
Democratic Party (PD), especially in national elections where PD
more often employed negative and comparative tones. However,
this distinction is less evident in local elections, as data indicates
no significant difference in tone between the two major parties.

The visual representation in Fig. 4 highlights these differing
strategic approaches in election advertising, suggesting potential
variations in campaign ideology and targeting strategies.

(Figure 4). Frequency distribution of advertisements tone
Hypothesis 5 posits that the Socialist Party (PS) and the

Democratic Party (PD) employ different thematic appeals, with
the Socialist Party using “emotional appeals” more frequently and
the Democratic Party favoring “logical appeals.” An analysis of
their advertising tactics confirms this hypothesis, showing varia-
tions in theme appeals between the two parties. The Democratic
Party primarily relies on emotional appeals, particularly at the
national level, as reflected in the frequency of such appeals in

their advertisements (PD National: 37, PD Local: 30). Conversely,
the Socialist Party leans toward logical appeals in both national
and local elections (PS National: 16, PS Local: 28). Additionally,
the Socialist Party employs a diverse thematic approach, with a
significant focus on credibility appeals at both the national and
local levels (PS National: 20, PS Local: 20). Substantial Chi-square
test results reveal distinct and contrasting advertising strategies
between the two parties across different election stages.

The analysis of the Democratic Party (PD) and Socialist Party
(PS) advertising strategies supports the revised hypothesis that
thematic appeals differ between the two parties. The Democratic
Party primarily uses emotional appeals, especially at the national
level, as indicated by the higher frequency of such appeals in their
advertisements (PD National: 37, PD Local: 30). In contrast, the
Socialist Party favors logical appeals in both national and local
elections (PS National: 16, PS Local: 28). Additionally, the
Socialist Party places substantial emphasis on credibility appeals
(PS National: 20, PS Local: 20), highlighting a strategic use of
thematic diversity in its campaigns. Significant Chi-square test
results confirm distinct and contrasting advertising approaches
between the two parties across election levels.

Fig. 3 Candidate image vs. policy issues emphasis. This figure illustrates how the focus of electoral advertisements shifts from policy matters in municipal
elections to the candidate’s image in national elections. It underscores the strategic choices made by PS and PD in aligning their campaign messages with
the electoral context.

Fig. 2 Communication styles in election advertisements. This figure compares the usage of formal, informal, and mixed communication styles in the
electoral advertisements of PS and PD across national and local elections. It demonstrates how each party adapts its communication approach to engage
different audiences, reflecting varying strategic preferences at the national versus local level.
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(Figure 5). Distributions and comparison of types of appeals.
Figure 5 illustrates the types of thematic appeals—logical,

emotional, and credibility—used in the advertisements of PS and
PD and contrasts their application across national and local
elections. It highlights each party’s strategic emphasis on different
appeals to resonate with the electorate’s concerns and values,
showcasing the contrast between emotional engagement and
logical persuasion strategies.

Study implications
This study has significant implications for political parties,
advertisers, and politicians. The findings shed light on the tactics
and differences in theme emphasis, communication strategies,
focus on candidate image versus policy content, advertisement
tones, and thematic appeals used by Albania’s two main political
parties. These insights can help political parties refine their
campaign strategies to better align with voter concerns and

preferences across different electoral contexts. Additionally,
advertisers may use these findings to design more effective poli-
tical advertisements that meet strategic objectives and resonate
with target audiences. Lawmakers can also benefit by gaining a
deeper understanding of the evolving dynamics of political
communication, its impact on voter engagement, and its role in
democratic processes.

Challenge, limitations and recommendation
Despite its strengths, this study has certain limitations that war-
rant acknowledgment. The focus on Albania’s specific political
context may limit the applicability of the findings to other
countries with different political and cultural environments.
Political advertising strategies and voter behavior can vary sig-
nificantly across countries and political systems, which may
constrain the generalizability of our results. Additionally, relying
on publicly accessible internet video advertisements might not

Fig. 5 Types of appeal in electoral advertisements. This figure illustrates the types of thematic appeals—logical, emotional, and credibility—employed in
PS and PD advertisements, comparing their use across different election types. It highlights the strategic emphasis on various appeals to resonate with the
electorate’s concerns and values, differentiating between emotional engagement and logical persuasion strategies.

Fig. 4 Advertisement tone distribution. This figure displays the distribution of advertisement tones—positive, negative, neutral, and comparative—utilized
by PS and PD in national and municipal elections. It provides insight into the strategic use of emotional appeals and highlights distinctions between the
parties’ approaches to engage voters and frame the electoral narrative.
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capture the full spectrum of campaign tactics, particularly those
employed in less visible or offline settings. Although the study’s
mixed-methods approach provides a comprehensive analysis, the
human coding process introduces an element of subjectivity,
which could result in bias. To mitigate this, a detailed codebook
based on established frameworks was developed to reduce sub-
jectivity in coding.

The Chi-square test, used in this study, also requires a suffi-
ciently large sample size for validity and assumes homogeneity of
variances across categories—conditions that may not always hold.
Moreover, the continuous evolution of digital platforms and rapid
advancements in political communication mean that these find-
ings may become outdated as new technologies and approaches
emerge. Future research could build on this work by examining a
broader range of political contexts, incorporating more diverse
data sources, and developing more objective coding methods.
Recognizing these limitations is essential for advancing research
in political communication.

Conclusion
This study examines the complex electoral advertising strategies
employed by Albania’s two main political parties, the Socialist
Party (PS) and the Democratic Party (PD), in both national and
local elections. Utilizing Benoit’s functional theory of political
campaign discourse, the study meticulously analyzed 212 online
video advertisements to identify the specific objectives and content
shaping the political landscape of the 2021 national and 2023 local
campaigns. The results reveal distinct strategic differences in topic
emphasis, not only across election types within each party but also
between the two parties themselves. These distinctions align with
research on the impact of advertising in shaping voter perceptions
(Brownstein 2008; Jackson et al. 2000). Both PS and PD crafted
unique narratives for national elections, differing from their local
campaigns, confirming the first hypothesis. In both election types,
PS consistently prioritized economic issues, reinforcing its eco-
nomic agenda, while PD shifted focus from infrastructure in local
elections to social issues in national elections, demonstrating a
nuanced approach to addressing voter concerns at different levels.
Applying Benoit’s functional theory, our analysis confirms that
campaign discourse addresses both policy and character, with
candidates crafting messages to acclaim, attack, or defend (Benoit
1997, 2003). PS’s emphasis on economic issues and PD’s focus on
infrastructure and social issues validate the interconnected nature
of policy and character as highlighted by Hacker et al. (2000) and
Strömbäck (2007). Additionally, the study supports Hypothesis 2,
which posits significant differences in communication styles
between the parties in national elections: PS used both formal and
informal styles, while PD primarily adhered to a formal approach.
These findings align with previous research on strategic choices in
political messaging (Gunsch et al. 2000; Kaid 2002). The dis-
crepancy in communication style was less pronounced in local
elections, where both parties favored a more formal approach.

The study also validates Hypothesis 3, confirming that national
elections placed greater emphasis on candidates’ images, while
local campaigns focused more on policy and issues. This shift
reflects a strategic imperative to engage national voters’ opinions
and emotions, contrasting with the narrower focus of local elec-
tions. Hypothesis 4 was supported, revealing a distinct division in
advertisement tones: PS favored “positive-acclaim” tones, pro-
moting a positive campaign image, whereas PD used “negative”
and “comparative” tones to create sharp contrasts with their
opponents. These findings on advertisement tones resonate with
Benoit’s (1997) analysis of presidential advertising trends, as well
as the strategic use of positive and negative messaging noted by
Fridkin and Kenney (2012) and Kahn and Kenney (1999).

Finally, the validation of Hypothesis 5 provides insight into the
thematic appeals favored by the parties. PS primarily employed
logical appeals, aligning with its strategy of emphasizing rational
discourse, while PD utilized emotional appeals to forge a personal
connection with voters, especially in national campaigns.

The thematic appeals preferred by the parties—PS’s use of
logical appeals and PD’s reliance on emotional appeals—reflect a
dual approach in political advertising that highlights each party’s
strengths and contrasts them with their opponents (Holbrook
and McClurg 2005; Hayes 2013; Geer 2008). These findings offer
insights into the strategic adjustments and interactions between
political entities and voters within Albania’s distinct electoral
landscape. Significant differences in thematic emphasis, com-
munication styles, focus on candidate image versus policy,
advertisement tones, and thematic appeals contribute to a com-
plex and strategic political communication environment.

Both parties carefully design these techniques to align with their
campaign objectives, reflecting their beliefs and their under-
standing of voter preferences. Their strategic use of varied appeals
and themes underscores efforts to create narratives that resonate
with voters across different types of elections. This research elu-
cidates how PS and PD navigate the intricacies of electoral com-
munication, employing unique strategies that vary by election type
—national or local. The findings underscore the importance of
content and communication in shaping public opinion and sug-
gest that political parties in Albania are acutely aware of the
impact of strategic communication on voter behavior. Overall, this
study provides valuable insights into political communication in
Albania, establishing a solid foundation for future research into
election strategies within developing democracies.

Data availability
The datasets generated and analyzed during the current study are
available in https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.12674885 open
repository.
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