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L Introduction and background

The elections to the State Duma (the lower house of the Federal Assembly), which were
held from 17 to 19 September 2021, took place against a backdrop of the exclusion of
genuine opposition candidates, the general absence of independent media, the
elimination of civil society and the absence of credible international observers due to
the restrictions imposed by the authorities. These were the first elections held after the
2020’s referendum on changes to the Constitution which included enhancing the
powers of the incumbent president, who can run for two more terms and can remove
judges of the Constitutional and Supreme Courts. The changes introduced within the
overall legal framework also included additional limitations on holding public
assemblies and increased criminal liability for related violations, expanded the status of
‘foreign agents’ to private individuals, and further tightened media and Internet
regulation.

Four hundred and fifty seats were contested in a mixed electoral system, with half of
them elected in single-mandate constituencies under the first-past-the-post system and
the other half from lists of candidates of political parties in one federal constituency.
Fifteen political parties wanted to participate, and 14 were registered to contest the
elections, but prominent opposition figures were banned or excluded from running. The
elections were marked by a widespread allegation of fraud. The introduction of
electronic voting, which was made available in 7 regions of the Russian Federation, was
among the most criticized ‘novelties’. The elections lacked credibility and were at odds
with the international commitments to which Russia had committed itself.

The aim of the monitoring project was to map the communication of political actors on
social networks in the pre-election period (from 19 July to 16 September). The analysis
of posts by selected political actors (contesting entities) on the social networks
Facebook, Instagram, VKontakte, and Odnoklassniki focused primarily on the stories
(narratives) presented in these posts.

II. Executive Summary

When comparing the number of posts by political parties on the four monitored
platforms, parties were generally more active on Facebook (FB), while the fewest posts
appeared on Odnoklassniki (OK). They posted 1,735 posts on Facebook, 1,268 on
Instagram (IG), 1,059 on VKontakte (VK), and 507 on Odnoklassniki.

Top Topics/Stories

The single most frequently presented story by parties was ‘Election campaign activities’,
with 239 posts dedicated to this story on FB. However, on all three other platforms, this

MEMO 98

www.memo98.sk, memo98@memo98.sk, www.facebook.com/memo98.sk, +421 903 581 591




story was not featured very often. The most presented story on each of the other three
platforms was ‘Social support’ with 179 posts on Instagram, 112 on VK, and 83 on OK
respectively. On Facebook, ‘Social support’ was presented in 73 posts (the seventh most
frequently presented standalone story on this platform).

For stories directly linked with elections, the story of ‘Withdrawal of candidates’ was
frequently presented on VK and OK (5t place), while it was only 11t on Facebook and
14t on Instagram.

Another key stories were ‘Covid-19 in Russia’, which was the 2" most presented
standalone story on three platforms - FB, OK, and VK, while it was the 5t on Instagram.
Also, ‘Environmental protection’ featured high - the 34 most frequently presented story
on FB (82 posts) as well as on VK (51 posts), and 2" on IG (90 posts), while on OK it
was the 4th one (22 posts).

On Facebook, relatively frequently presented stories were also the following ones:
‘Sanctions against Russian athletes’ (4th, 80 posts), ‘Economic development, business
support’ (5, 77 posts), and Criticism of Russian elections (6%, 75 posts). On Instagram,
while the above-mentioned story of ‘Social support’” dominated, other frequently
presented stories were ‘Environmental protection’ (90 posts) and Covid-19 in Russia (88
posts). On OK, the frequently presented story (not mentioned above) was ‘Formation of
the right historical memory, cultural policy’ - 374 most frequently presented single story,
while on VK, ‘Ensuring security’ ranked as the 4t most frequently presented story (41
posts).

Engagement!

If we consider the stories that generated the most interactions on FB, it was ‘Election
campaign activities’ (239 posts, with over 17,000 interactions), followed by ‘Sanctions
against Russian athletes’ (which had a higher ‘interaction’ rate, with 80 posts generating
over 10,000 interactions). Other election-related stories also gained a high number of
interactions - ‘Withdrawal of candidates from elections’ and ‘Criticism of Russian
elections’.

1 Facebook defines "engagement” as all public interactions (reactions, comments, and shares) plus clicks
on the post. On Instagram, "engagement" or interactions are the total number of likes, comments, and
saves on the post. On OK, the engagement rate is calculated as follows: the classes, comments and shares
are added together, then multiplied by 100 and divided by the number of members in the group. On VK,
the engagement rate is calculated as the average number of reactions per post. Next, the resulting value
is divided by the number of subscribers in the account and multiply by 100. However, in our report, when
we refer to ‘engagement’ on VK or OK, it represents a sum of comments, reposts, and likes.
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On Instagram, ‘Social support’-related stories (179 posts) were most interacted to,
followed by ‘Renewal (turnover) of power (2™ in terms of interactions, and 1st in the
number of views) -72 posts - and ‘Criticism of Russian elections’, which was presented in
‘only’ 35 posts but was the 3rd in terms of interactions. ‘

In VKontakte, the four stories that generated the highest number of interactions are
as follows: ‘Social support’ (11,800)" ‘Withdrawal of candidates’ (10,900), ‘Criticism of
Russian elections’ (9,550), and ‘Covid-19 in Russia’ (8,850).

As for Odnoklassniki, a story of ‘Social support’ was the dominant story (3,200),
followed by ‘Covid-19 in Russia’ related stories with (almost 1,000 engagements),
‘Formation of the correct historical memory and cultural policy’ (650), and ‘‘Criticism of
Russian elections’ (530).

Political parties in social media

On Facebook, three parties published more than 300 posts each in the monitored pre-
election period. Rodina was the most active one (386 posts), closely followed by United
Russia (345 posts), and Yabloko (301 posts). A just Russia-For Truth, KPFR, LDPR, and
Party of Growth, published between 140 and 100 posts. When it comes to engagement,
United Russia and Yabloko were the two clear frontrunners.

The most presented stories in the Rodina posts were ‘Relations with Ukraine, war with
Ukraine’ (36 posts) and ‘Economic development, business support (31 posts); these
stories also attracted the most interactions, along with the third story in terms of the
number of posts - Migration in Russia (29 posts). For United Russia, the dominant story
presented was ‘Covid-19 in Russia’ (45 party posts), followed by ‘Sanctions against
Russian athletes’ (37 posts), the latter one, however, attracted a much higher number of
interactions. The most presented stories in the Yabloko posts were two election-related
stories: ‘Election campaign activities’ (67 posts) and ‘Criticism of Russian elections’ (29
posts), together with a story about Environmental protection (also 29 posts). The two
election-related stories also generated the highest number of interactions.

On Instagram, United Russia was the single most active party in the number of posts -
with 401 of them. Yabloko (over 248 posts), New people (209 posts), and LDPR (161
posts) followed. A rather different picture was noted regarding interactions
(engagement), as KPFR was the ‘leading’ party, followed by New people and then United
Russia; New people dominated in terms of the number of views.

In the case of United Russia, the story of ‘Social Support’ (77 posts) and ‘Covid-19 in
Russia’ (50 posts) were the most prominent. The most represented stories in Yabloko's
posts were ‘Environmental protection’ (28 posts) and ‘Withdrawal of candidates from
elections’ (22 posts). The third most active party in terms of the number of posts - New
people - presented more frequently the following stories: ‘Support of the Regions’ (28
posts), followed by ‘The authorities need to hear the people’ (22 posts). KPFR's election-
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related stories ‘Criticism of Russian Elections (18 posts) and ‘Withdrawal of Candidates
from Elections’ (13 posts) were the most prominent in this party’s posts.

United Russia was the single most active party also on OK, with 121 posts, followed by
the Party of Pensioners (78 posts) and Yabloko (over 55 posts). In United Russia’s posts,
Covid-19 in Russia’ (27 posts) and ‘Social Support’ (24 posts) were the two most
frequently presented stories (also most engaged with). For the Party of Pensioners, the
most dominant topics were Social support (35 posts) and ‘Renewal of Power’ (18 posts),
with the first one being by far the most engaged with the story. Yabloko’s most
frequently presented stories were ‘Environmental protection’ and Withdrawal of
candidates’ (each of them ten posts) along with ‘Protection of rights (political, labor, etc.)’
(9 posts); the latter one also got the biggest number of engagements.

On VK, again United Russia was again the single most active party with 171 posts,
followed by Rodina (127 posts) and Yabloko (over 92 posts). In the posts of United
Russia, the story of ‘Covid-19 in Russia’ (29 posts) and of ‘Social Support’ (25 posts) were
the most prominent and got the highest numbers of engagements. For Rodina,
‘Relations with Ukraine, war with Ukraine’ (20 posts) and ‘Economic development,
support of the business’ (10 posts) were the leading ones, while in Yabloko posts, these
were ‘Environmental protection’ (17 posts) and ‘Withdrawal of candidates’ along with a
topic ‘Power is authoritarian, uses repression’ (each topic 16 posts); these stories in
Rodina’s as well as Yabloko's posts also generated high engagement.

III. Findings

Facebook

A total of 1,735 posts with stories were identified in the posts of political parties. By far,
the most frequently presented single story was as follows: ‘Election campaign activities’
(239 posts). Election-related topics were mentioned relatively frequently also in
relation to ‘Criticism of elections’ (75) and ‘Withdrawal of candidates from Elections’ (52).

Other frequently presented standalone stories were ‘Covid-19 in Russia’ (89 posts) and
Environmental protection (82), ‘Economic development, business support’ (77), ‘Social
support’ (73), Improving education (61), and ‘Pension reform’ (55).

Figure 1 | FACEBOOK - Top 10 stories by political parties (number of posts)
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Top 10 topics & stories on Facebook accounts of political parties by number of posts

Election campaign activities

Covid-19 in Russia

Environmental protection

Economic development, business support
Criticism of Russian elections

Social support

Improving education

Pension reform

Withdrawal of candidates from elections

Sanctions against Russian athletes

When considering the stories that triggered the largest number of interactions, the most
‘reacted to’ standalone story was ‘Election campaign activities’ (239 posts, with over
17,000 reactions), followed by ‘Sanctions against Russian athletes’ (which had higher
‘interaction’ rate, with 80 posts generating over 10,000 interactions). Some election-
related stories also gained also a high number of reactions - ‘Withdrawal of candidates
from elections’ and ‘Criticism of Russian elections’.

Figure 2 | | Top 10 topics & stories on Facebook accounts of political parties by number
of interactions

Top 10 topics & stories on Facebook accounts of political parties by number of interactions

Election campaign activities

Sanctions against Russian athletes
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On Facebook, regarding the number of posts and general activities of parties, Rodina
(365 posts) was the most active one, followed by United Russia (315) and Yabloko (272
posts). A just Russia-For Truth, KPFR LDPR, and Party of Growth published between
140 and 100 posts. When it comes to the number of interactions, United Russia and
Yabloko were the two leading parties.

Figure 3 | Number of posts published on Facebook accounts of political parties

Number of posts published on Facebook accounts of political parties

Rodina

United Russia
Yabloko

AJust Russia - For Truth
KPRF

LDPR

Party of Growth
Party of Pensioners
New People

Green Alternative
Civic Platform

Communists of Russia

Figure 4 | Number of interactions on Facebook accounts of political parties
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Number of interactions on Facebook accounts of political parties

United Russia
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Rodina
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The most presented stories in the Rodina posts on Facebook were ‘Relations with
Ukraine, war with Ukraine’ (36 posts) and ‘Economic development, business support’ (31
posts); these stories also attracted the most interactions, along with the third story in
terms of the number of posts - Migration in Russia (29 posts). For United Russia, the
dominant story presented was ‘Covid-19 in Russia’ (45 posts), followed by ‘Sanctions
against Russian athletes’ (37 posts), the latter one, however, attracted a much higher
number of interactions. The most presented stories in the Yabloko posts were two
election-related stories: ‘Election campaign activities’ (67 posts) and ‘Criticism of
Russian elections’ (29 posts), together with a story of ‘Environmental protection’ (also 29
posts). The two election-related stories also generated the highest number of likes and
comments.

Instagram

The picture of parties’ posts on Instagram was somewhat different from the one shown
on Facebook, as other stories were among the most frequently presented (except for
the one related to Covid-19).

Out of a total of 1102 posts with stories by political parties in the monitored period, the
following ones were the most frequently presented by parties overall: Social support
(129 posts), Covid-19 in Russia (79 posts), Environmental protection (67posts) and The
authorities need to hear the people (63 posts).

The election-related stories - Renewal (turnover) of power and Withdrawal of candidates
from elections followed and were each presented in 37 party posts; a story related to a
Criticism of Russian elections accounted for 27 posts.
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Figure 5 | Top 10 topics & stories on Instagram accounts of political parties by number
of posts

Top 10 topics & stories on Instagram accounts of political parties by number of posts
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Protection of rights (political, labour, etc.)

On Instagram, the story of ‘Social support’ dominated, while other frequently presented
stories were as follows: ‘Environmental protection’ (90 posts) and Covid-19 in Russia (88
posts).

Among the top 10 stories, when it comes to interactions, the ‘Social support’-related
stories (179 posts) were the most interacted with, followed by ‘Renewal (turnover) of
power (72 posts) and ‘Criticism of Russian elections’, which was presented in ‘only’ 35
posts but was the 3 in terms of interactions.

Figure 6 | Top 10 topics & stories on Instagram accounts of political parties by number
of interactions
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Top 10 topics & stories on Istagram accounts of political parties by number of interactions
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On Instagram, United Russia was the single most active party in the number of posts -
with 401 of them. Yabloko (over 248 posts), New people (209 posts), and LDPR (161
posts) followed.

Figure 7 | Number of posts on Instagram accounts of political parties

Number of posts published on Instagram accounts of political parties

United Russia
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A different picture was noted regarding interactions - where KPFR was the ‘leading’
party, followed by New people and United Russia.
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Figure 8 | Number of interactions on Instagram accounts of political parties

Number of interactions on Instagram accounts of political parties
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In the case of United Russia, the story of Social Support (77 posts) and Covid 19 in Russia
(50 posts) were the most prominent in the party's contributions. The most represented
stories in Yabloko's posts were Environmental protection (28 posts) and Withdrawal of
candidates from elections (22 posts). The 3 most active party in terms of number of
posts - New people - presented more frequently the following stories: Support of the
Regions (28 posts), followed by The authorities need to hear the people (22 posts).
KPFR's election-related stories ‘Criticism of Russian Elections (18 posts) and
‘Withdrawal of Candidates from Elections’ (13 posts) were the most prominent stories
in their posts.

Odnoklassniki (0OK)

On OK, parties were less ‘active’ compared to other social networks, with a total of 507
posts with stories. Similarly, on Instagram, a story of Social support was the single most
presented one, with 83 posts. Other relatively frequently presented stories were Covid-
19 in Russia (35 posts) and Formation of the correct historical memory and cultural policy
(32 posts). Over 20 posts were recorded in connection with the following
environmental stories: Environmental protection, and Renewal (changeability) of power,
as well as the election-related story of Withdrawal of candidates - the only story directly
linked with elections among the top 10 stories on parties’ OK posts.

Figure 9 | Top 10 topics & stories on VK accounts of political parties by number of posts
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Top 10 topics & stories on Odnoklassniky accounts of political parties by number of posts
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As for engagement, a story of Social support was the dominant story (3,200), followed
by Covid-19 in Russia-related stories (almost 1,000 engagements), Formation of the
correct historical memory and cultural policy (650), and ‘Criticism of Russian elections’
(530).

United Russia was the single most active party also on OK with 121 posts, followed by
the Party of Pensioners (78 posts) and Yabloko (over 55 posts).

In United Russia’s posts, Covid-19 in Russia’ (27 posts) and ‘Social Support’ (24 posts)
were the two most frequently presented stories (also most engaged with). For the Party
of Pensioners, the most dominant topics were Social support (35 posts) and ‘Renewal of
Power’ (18 posts), with the first one being by far the most engaged with the story.
Yabloko’s most frequently presented stories were ‘Environmental protection’ and
Withdrawal of candidates’ (each of them ten posts) along with ‘Protection of rights
(political, labor, etc.)’” (9 posts); the latter one also got the biggest number of
engagements.

Figure 10 | Top 10 topics & stories on Odnoklassniky accounts of political parties by
engagement
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Top 10 topics & stories on VK accounts of political parties by engagement
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Figure 11 | Number of posts on V Kontakte accounts of political parties
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Figure 12 | Number of engagement on Odnoklassniky accounts of political parties

Number of engagement on Odnoklassniky accounts of political parties
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VKontakte (VK)

Out of a total of 1059 posts, almost one third of them was dedicated to ‘other’ stories.
Among the 740 posts in which monitors identified a relevant story, the single most
frequently presented story was again the one dealing with Social support (112 posts),
followed by Covid-19 in Russia (55 posts), Environmental protection (51), Ensuring
security (41), Withdrawal of candidates (40) and Power is authoritarian, uses repression
(38). More than 30 posts allocated to a story were also found for the following stories:
Economic development, support of business (32 posts), and Criticism of Russian elections
(31 posts).

Figure 13 | Top 10 topics & stories on VK accounts of political parties by number of posts
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Top 10 topics & stories on VK accounts of political parties by number of posts
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The four stories that generated the highest number of engagements are as follows:
‘Social support’ (11,800) ‘Withdrawal of candidates’ (10,900), ‘Criticism of Russian
elections’ (9,550), and ‘Covid-19 in Russia’ (8,850).

Also, on VK, United Russia was the single most active party with 171 posts, followed by
Rodina (127 posts) and Yabloko (over 92 posts). In the posts of United Russia, the story
of ‘Covid-19 in Russia’ (29 posts) and of ‘Social Support’ (25 posts) were the most
prominent and got the highest numbers of engagements. For Rodina, ‘Relations with
Ukraine, war with Ukraine’ (20 posts) and ‘Economic development, support of the
business’ (10 posts) were the leading ones, while in Yabloko posts, these were
‘Environmental protection’ (17 posts) and ‘Withdrawal of candidates’ along with a topic
‘Power is authoritarian, uses repression’ (each topic 16 posts); these stories in Rodina’s
as well as Yabloko’s posts also generated high engagement.

Figure 14 | Top 10 topics & stories on VK accounts of political parties by engagement
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Top 10 topics & stories on VK accounts of political parties by engagement
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Figure 16 | Number of posts on VK accounts of political parties

Top 10 topics & stories on VK accounts of political parties by number of posts
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Figure 17 | Number of engagements on VK accounts of political parties
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Number of engagements on VK accounts of political parties
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IV. Methodology

The applied methodology consists of quantitative and qualitative analysis of the selected social
media content. The quantitative analysis focused on the number of posts created by the selected
actors on Facebook and Instagram using CrowdTangle?; posts on OK and VK were provided
automatically by the “Scan Interfax” company. Social media posts served as a reference and
monitoring unit, which was further analysed by monitors who identified those posts that were
related to political issues or elections and classified the narratives presented in the posts of the
selected actors.

L. List of monitored stories/narratives

2 CrowdTangle (a social media analytics tool owned by Facebook) “tracks public posts on Facebook, Instagram
and Reddit, made by public accounts or groups. The tool does not track every public account and does not
track private profiles or groups, so this data is not representative of performance across the entire platform.
The numbers shown here reflect public interactions (likes, reactions, comments, shares, upvotes and three
second views), but do not include reach or referral traffic. It does not include paid ads unless those ads began
as organic, non-paid posts that were subsequently “boosted” using Facebook’s advertising tools. Because the
system doesn’t distinguish this type of paid content, note that some high-performing content may have had
paid distribution. CrowdTangle also does not track posts made visible only to specific groups of followers."
The tool was applied on the published posts after three-days period so that the interaction generated by the
post is relatively stabilized.
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Improving healthcare

Ensuring security

Health issues

Relations with Ukraine, war with Ukraine
Improving education

Sanctions against Russian athletes
Covid-19 in Russia

Sovereignty, independence of the country
Business control & price regulation
Relations with the US

LGBTQ+, same-sex marriage

The Covid-19 global pandemic

Navalny, FBK, Navalny HQs

Relations with Belarus

Election campaign activities

Rising prices

Falling prices

Criticism of Russian elections
Environmental protection

Community development

Pension reform

Migration in Russia

Debt relief

Protection of religious (Christian) values
Income, wages

Improving the quality of the housing and utilities sector

Repair of roads

Economic development, business support
Traditional values (family, etc.)
Normalisation of international relations
Opposition - extremists

Smart voting
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43
44

45
46
47
48
49

50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60

ConpanbHas MOJJePXKKa

CHATHe KaHAU/AATOB C BIGOPOB

OGecneyeHue JOCTYIHBIM XHUJIbeM

dopmMupoBaHMe NPaBUJIbHON HCTOPHUYECKOH MAMATH,
KyJIbTYPHOM NMOJUTUKH

O6HOBJIeHHE (CMEHAEMOCTD) BJIACTU

[loaaepKa perHOHOB

CHMKeHUe HaJloroB

Qelik-HbIOC 0 BBIGOpAX
Pedopma cyie6HOM cHCTEMbI WM TPABOOXPAHUTEIbHBIX
OpraHoB

DefepasbHbIE TPOrPaMMBI

BiiacTb Ao/KHA C/IBIIATD J0Jei

Cankuuu npoTtus Poccuu

BilacTb aBTOpPUTaApPHA, UCIIOJIB3YET PENPECCUU
[IporpeccuBHas 1IKala HAJIOT006I0XKEHUSA

U36bITOK pacxo 0B MOCKBbI

PasBuTue Hayku

[loppepxaHne CTaGUIBHOCTH

HanuoHanuzanus oTpacjeidl 93KOHOMUKH / TpeAnpUsITHI
CoxpallleHue YAHOBHUKOB

Social support
Withdrawal of candidates from elections
Ensuring affordable housing

Creating the right historical memory, cultural policy
Renewal (turnover) of power

Support of the regions

Tax reduction

Fake news' about elections

Reform of the judiciary or law enforcement agencies
Federal programmes

The authorities need to hear the people
Sanctions against Russia

The state is authoritarian, uses repression
Progressive taxation scale

Excessive spending by Moscow
Development of science

Maintenance of stability

Nationalisation of industries/enterprises
Reducing bureaucracy

IL. List of monitored actors in social media

1 Epunas Poccus United Russia
2 KIP® KPRF
3 JIAIP LDPR
4 CopaBegsuBast Poccus A Just Russia - For Truth
5 f6Joko Yabloko
6 Hossle soan New People
7 TpaxpaaHckas naatdopma Civic Platform
8 3esieHad aJbTepHATHUBA Green Alternative
9 3eseHble The Greens
10 KommyHnuctsl Poccun Communists of Russia
11 TMaprus Pocra Party of Growth
12 PoaunHa Rodina

Poccuiickas napTusi neHCHOHEPOB 3a COLMANbHYI0
13 cnpaBeasuBocTb (IlapTHs MEHCHOHEPOB)

14 Poccuiickasi mapTHsi CBO60/IbI U CIPABEJIMBOCTH

15  |PoccuiicKuit 06IeHaPOIHBIN COM03)

MEMO 98

Party of Pensioners
Russian Party of Freedom and Justice

The Russian People's Union
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ABOUT

MEMO 98

An internationally recognized, independent, and non-profit specialist media institution with 25 year-long of
experience conducting media monitoring and research and assisting civil society groups. Using tested and
approved methodologies and tools, we provide media analysis and media monitoring with tangible results,
in particular during election periods. Having participated in more than 120 election observation missions
and about 150 media & election-related projects and training in more than 60 countries (in the
Commonwealth of the Independent States and the Balkan countries, but also in Africa, Asia, South America,
and the Middle East), our experts provide assistance on media & electoral and other democratic
arrangements.

MEMO 98 assumes no responsibility for facts or opinions expressed in this publication or their subsequent
use. Sole responsibility lies with the authors of this publication.
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