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Abstract. During the COVID-19 pandemic, a large part of Lithuanian society was deprived of a direct contact
and traditional means of communication and information sharing. The uninhibited publication and dissemina-
tion of any information provided by digital space had become a tool for some politicians not only to protect their
constituents but also to seek transient popularity or other goals in manipulative ways. In a post-truth culture, such
an approach based on ‘personal opinion’ or emotion has virtually become a substitute for scientifically proven
facts and objective truth. The research on the phenomenon of disinformation draws upon analysis of individual
narratives and the deconstruction of their structure and content. It involves the identification of the main false
narratives developed by Lithuanian political leaders from January of 2020 onwards and the singling out those
narratives that determined the politicians’ subsequent success or even the rise to popularity of some older or new
social movements and political parties.
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Dezinformacijos naratyvai vieSojoje Lietuvos politikos lyderiy komu-
nikacijoje per COVID-19 pandemija

Santrauka. Per COVID-19 pandemijg didelé dalis visuomenés neteko galimybés tiesiogiai bendrauti ir naudotis
jprastomis komunikacijos ir dalinimosi informacija priemonémis. Skaitmeninés erdvés galimybés nevarzomai
skelbti ir skleisti bet kokig informacijg kai kuriems politikams tapo jrankiu ne tik apsaugoti rinkéjus, bet ir ma-
nipuliatyviais badais siekti laikino populiarumo ar kity tiksly. Posttiesos kulttroje toks ,,asmenine nuomone® ar
emocijomis pagristas pozitris praktiskai tapo moksliskai jrodyty fakty ir objektyvios tiesos pakaitalu. Dezinfor-
macijos reiskinio tyrimai remiasi konkreciy naratyvy analize ir jy struktaros bei turinio dekonstravimu. Tyrimo
metu identifikuojami pagrindiniai melagingi naratyvai, nuo 2020 m. sausio buve plétoti Lietuvos politikos lyde-
riy, ir jvardijami lémusieji vélesne politiky sékme ar net kai kuriy senesniy ar naujy visuomeniniy judéjimy ir
politiniy partijy populiaruma.

Reik$miniai Zodziai: dezinformacija, naratyvai, vie$oji komunikacija, politikos lyderiai, pandemija, COVID-19.

Introduction

Democracy is about winning public support. Some politicians compete for public approval no matter
collateral damage. The Covid-19 pandemic provided them with a perfect opportunity to raise public
awareness and gather a considerable amount of public attention. Fear and uncertainty helped politicians
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to employ disinformation techniques to divide social unity and to become new leaders of rather small,
but still substantial factions.

This article aims to test a hypothesis that the deliberate spreading of Covid-19 disinformation narra-
tives helped such politicians in Lithuania (predominantly acting or former members of the Lithuanian
and European Parliaments) to raise individual public awareness and get approval for their public agenda.

While the pandemic has helped everybody to notice the negative impact of widespread disinforma-
tion (see also Figure 1), it remains unclear if the mass audience has sufficient understanding and prac-
tical competencies to tackle the challenges of disinformation on a daily basis. Moreover, the invasion of
the Russian Federation into the territory of Ukraine has raised the stakes, and it has become an essential
asset for modern citizens to upgrade their critical thinking skills.
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Figure 1. Google Trends data on the global search for the keyword ‘disinformation’

Meanwhile the paradigm of ‘disinformation’ is not new in the academic discussion. Numerous pub-
lications elaborate on the subject. It has even attracted a systematic research such as presented by a team
from International Hellenic University, which suggests a unified disinformation taxonomy combining
the insights from ten different false information taxonomies."’

At the same time, the academic consensus on the characteristics of disinformation is rather uniform.
It was thoroughly explained by Don Fallis in 2015. He defines three major areas: (a) type of information;
(b) misleading information; and (c) non-accidentally misleading information.” The same characteristics
are included into a concise definition presented by the Merriam-Webster dictionary’: disinformation is
‘false information deliberately and often covertly spread (as by the planting of rumours) in order to in-
fluence public opinion or obscure the truth’

The Covid-19 pandemic has not only raised public awareness of disinformation but has become an
area of widespread politically motivated disinformation content. Although the academic discussion on

major Covid-19 disinformation narratives is ongoing, several publications are especially worth mention-
ing here.

See more Kapantai, E.; Christopoulou, A.; Berberidis, Ch.; Peristeras, V. A Systematic Literature Review on Disinforma-

tion: Toward a Unified Taxonomical Framework. New Media ¢ Society, 2020, Vol. 23, No. 5, p. 1301-1326, https://doi.
org/10.1177/1461444820959296.

Fallis, D. What Is Disinformation? Library Trends, 2015, Vol. 63, No. 3, p. 401-426, https://doi.org/10.1353/1ib.2015.0014.
More details at: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/disinformation.
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Firstly, a joint team effort led by Brian Hughes that suggested a codebook of online anti-vaccination
rhetoric.” Their research presents twenty-two narrative tropes, among which four key common narrative
tropes were ‘Vaccine Injury, ‘Corrupt Elite,; ‘Heroes and Freedom Fighters, and ‘Sinister Motives. All
narratives were organized by primary antagonists: Government/Establishment and Elites (8 narratives),
Society at Large (4 narratives), Shadowy Villain (2 narratives), the Vaccine Itself (5 narratives), and with-
out clear antagonist (3 narratives).

Secondly, a special mention should be given to the team from the University of Southern California,
which tried to categorize misinformation campaigns on Twitter. Although their research is available only
on-line and arXiv articles are not peer-reviewed, nevertheless, the summary of characteristics provided
by this team is a good starting point for further analysis. The authors define seven misinformation topic
clusters: scientific facts, side effects, effectiveness, deaths, vaccine refusal, rollout, and dehumanization.’

Thirdly, various public fact-checking organizations have amassed a massive number of fakes being
spread in public. These studies are not scientifically reviewed, however, their insights might be used in
a qualitative research, setting aside the quantitative aspects due to validity issues. Therefore such reports
as those presented by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism should also be considered.® From
their point of view, the types of misinformation claims could be categorized into nine groups: public
authority action; community spread; general medical; prominent actors; conspiracy theories; how virus
transmits; virus origins; public preparedness; and vaccine development.

In the context of populist political communication, all these Covid-19 disinformation narratives
could be called a low-hanging fruit. Politicians do react and take the opportunity to employ them, re-
sulting in an increase of public support, as Carl C. Berning, Marcel Lubbers and Elmar Schlueter from
the Netherlands have showed in their longitudinal study on populist communication.” The attention of
politicians to and the exploitation of wedge issues are well explained by James Stanyer, Susana Salgado
and Jesper Stromback, who have stated that a key feature of populist political communication is the an-
tagonistic relationship between ‘we, the people’ and the elites and out-groups, which are seen as threats
against ‘us, the people’ or as those responsible for the problems that affect ‘us, the people® This insight fits
perfectly into the narratives mentioned earlier, where the ‘government, the ‘establishment’ and the ‘elites’
are the major targets of disinformation actors.

A similar trend had been proven by Peter Lurie, Jordan Adams, Mark Lynas, Karen Stockert, Ro-
byn Correll Carlyle, Amy Pisani and Sarah Davidson Evanega, who presented a retrospective cohort
study of a large database of online articles in English-language news media from July 2020 to June 2021.
41,718 articles (3.2% of all articles on COVID-19 vaccine) contained at least one of the vaccine misin-
formation themes.’

*  Hughes, B.; Miller-Idriss, C.; Piltch-Loeb, R.; Goldberg, B.; White, K.; Criezis, M.; Savoia, E. Development of a Codebook of Online
Anti-Vaccination Rhetoric to Manage COVID-19 Vaccine Misinformation. International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health, 2021, Vol. 18, No. 14, 7556 p. 1-18, https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18147556.

> See more Sharma, K.; Zhang, Y; Liu Y. COVID-19 Vaccines: Characterizing Misinformation Campaigns and Vaccine Hesitancy on
Twitter. ArXiv Prepr, June 15, 2021, p. 1-14. Retrieved from https://arxiv.org/pdf/2106.08423v1.pdf [accessed 15/11/2022].

¢ See Brennen, S.J; Simon, E; Howard, PN.; Nielsen, R.K. Types, Sources, and Claims of COVID-19 Misinformation. A Report

Published by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, University of Oxford, 7 April 2020, p. 1-13. Retrieved from https://

reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-04/Brennen%20-%20COVID%2019%20Misinformation%20FINAL%20

%283%29.pdf [accessed 15/11/2022].

Berning, C.C.; Lubbers, M.; Schlueter, E. Media Attention and Radical Right-Wing Populist Party Sympathy: Longitudinal Evidence

from the Netherlands. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 2019, Vol. 31, No. 1, p. 93-120, https://doi.org/10.1093/

ijpor/edy001..

& Stanyer, J.; Salgado, S.; Stromback, J. Populist Actors as Communicators or Political Actors as Populist Communicators: Cross-Na-
tional Findings and Perspectives. In: Populist Political Communication in Europe / Eds. T. Aalberg, F. Esser, C. Reinemann, J. Strom-
back, C.H. de Vreese. New York: Routledge, 2017. p. 361, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315623016.

°  See Lurie, P; Adams, J.; Lynas, M.; Stockert, K.; Carlyle, R.C,; Pisani, A.; Evanega, S.D. COVID-19 Vaccine Misinformation in En-
glish-Language News Media: Retrospective Cohort Study. BMJ Open, 2022; Vol. 12, No. 6: €058956, p. 1-9 https://doi.org/10.1136/
bmjopen-2021-058956.
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A huge opportunity that presented itself for populist communication during the Covid-19 pandemic
was even more important due to the lack of timely and well-prepared governmental response. The vac-
uum in the public sphere has provided populist politicians with a perfect chance to react as described in
the model of the mediatization of politics by Luca Manucci'’ (see also Figure 2).

Political actors generate media-
friendly (Covid-19 clickbaiting)
messages

This generates messages . .
; The audiences receive
which are a trade-off

"understandable" and
between the logic of the e e

"interesting" messages
two types of actors

: Covid-19 fakes and
involved (Covid-19 ¢ . ?“ d. S
. s misinformation)
infotainment)

Media actors influence the agenda

of political actors and the content of
their messages (alternative to the

official version)

Figure 2. ‘Mediatization of politics’ model as presented by Luca Manucci
and updated by the author of this article.

The theoretical background of our research builds upon the theoretical taxonomy of populist disin-
formation as provided by Michael Hameleers. According to his Concept-indicator-model, disinforma-
tion in populist discourse can be categorized as (a) scapegoating the media; (b) prioritizing common
sense and the people’s truth; and (c) populist disinformation." It is evident, that such approach requires
elaborating on the paradigm of Covid-19 disinformation narratives in populist political communication.

Populist communication uses various topics, Covid-19 being only one of many. Moreover, not all pop-
ulism in Covid-19 content is disinformation; therefore, we will employ a specific model (see Figure 3) of
populist political communication using Covid-19 disinformation narratives.

Populist political
communication

Disinformation

narratives

Figure 3. The model of populist political communication using Covid-19 disinformation
narratives designed by the author of this article.

Manucci, L. Populism and the Media. In: The Oxford Handbook of Populism / Eds. C.R. Kaltwasser, P. Taggart, P. Ochoa Espejo,
P. Ostiguy. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017, p. 470, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198803560.013.17.

See more Hameleers, M. Populist Disinformation: Exploring Intersections between Online Populism and Disinformation in the US
and the Netherlands. Politics and Governance, 2020, Vol. 8, No. 1, p. 146-157, https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v8i1.2478.
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The model does not take into account the fact that there is political communication on Covid-19,
which is not populist. At the same time, there are Covid-19 disinformation narratives, which are dis-
seminated by politicians but are not considered populist. That is where we conclude that populist polit-
ical communication is object- and not actor-related. Moreover, that is the reason why populist content
should be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. The ‘labelling’ of some politicians as ‘populist’ is very risky
because such a characteristic might be dynamic and ever-changing.

1. The Theoretical Background and Research Methodology

Public political communication is a complex phenomenon. It cannot be studied without a substantial
narrowing of data and making presumptions about the interconnections between the objects in question.
The research focuses on two questions:

(1) Did political actors use/were associated with Covid-19 misinformation narratives distribution
during the pandemic?

(2) Did such activity make a substantial impact on their public image?

We do not analyse other related questions, such as political communication topics, and do not scruti-
nize the potential impact of those activities. We make a presumption that during the pandemic, the mis-
information narratives themselves constituted a major and decisive part of public political communica-
tion. Therefore, the changes that occurred on the level of public support can be related to these major
parts of political actors’ communication.

We also do not examine the political situation and successes or failures of the leading coalition par-
ties, although this basic political activity could play an important part in the change of public support for
certain politicians.

At the same time, we do not explore the structural composition of political communication processes,
i.e., politicians, media, and audiences. It is possible that specific public communication is not a result
of politicians’ activity, but is rather an output, resulting from regular media activities and/or because of
a public push to provide ‘easy’ and ‘convenient’ answers to complex questions.'” Such possibilities are
described in the above-mentioned ‘mediatization of politics’ model by Luca Manuci. We take this as our
research limitation, which could be a focus of further research.

Moreover, in this research we do not analyse the specific motives of the shortlisted politicians.
Their subjective decisions would require an in-depth and critical evaluation, since very few populist
politicians would be open and sincere about their political communication strategy and tactics. Again,
that could be a task for further research and analysis.

The research does not examine samples in regard to the politicians who were for vaccination or those
who took a neutral stance, because such data should be evaluated in respect to complex political agenda
issues. It would not be achievable without in-depth data analysis, which is neither available nor is covered
in this research. Nevertheless, it might be accomplished in further research.

The main target of this research is to examine a rather specific and at the same time a very special
and limited issue of political populism using Covid-19 misinformation narratives. The opportunity to
criticise ill-preparedness for pandemic management, disseminate fake stories and become leaders of new
political movements was unique and rather rare for populist politicians.

The main hypothesis of this research is the idea that there is a direct link between the motivation of
the populist political actors and the use of Covid-19 disinformation narratives during the pandemic. We

12 Cf. Jonutis, K. Populism and Conspiracy Theories: The Case of the Lithuanian Family Movement. Aktualu rytoj / Relevant Tomor-

row, 2021, Vol. 1, No. 20, p. 93-107, https://doi.org/10.51740/RT.1.20.5.
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collected empirical data about individual communication of political leaders and compared it to public
approval ratings, presented by trusted social research companies. If the public approval ratings showed
a boost after active dissemination of the Covid-19 disinformation narrative, our hypothesis would be
proven. It would lead to the conclusion that populist political communication has been at least partially
driven by public approval and not scientific and factual information.

The research does not cover the analysis of specific content of political communication. It builds upon
misinformation taxology presented by other scholars, applying it to data observed in Lithuanian political
communication. The data collection did not aim for full coverage of political actors. On the contrary, it
sufficed with individual cases when the dissemination of misinformation narratives was noticed. More-
over, the chronological sequence was not considered when making a presumption that a single case
identified was a sign of regular activity. From this perspective, the research could be criticized as soon as
at least a single case of shortlisted politicians is presented with data about their misinformation activities.
At the time being, there is no such contradicting data. Further analysis would require the evaluation of
outreach that a particular content has achieved and the coverage of specific target audiences.

The specific examples of public political communication were collected and documented by the author
of this article throughout the Covid-19 pandemic. During the final phase of the research, the initial data
were double-checked and amended where the new data were available. Nevertheless, the research does not
aim to provide a full overview of the public political Covid-19 misinformation communication. It might
be a subject of further research, providing a better understanding of populist political communication.

Therefore, the main added value of our research is the cross-checking of two unrelated datasets.
We gathered social research data (polling) and public communication examples from the leading politi-
cians. After conducting a critical evaluation of primary data, we used comparative methods in order to
identify potential chronological correlations between different datasets.

Special attention should be paid to data collection and chronological limits. On March 11, 2020,
the World Health Organization declared Novel Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) outbreak a pandem-
ic."” At the same time, the initial signs of rapidly spreading disease were reported in January 2020 with
some reports dated as early as late 2019. The final date for data collection for this research was Octo-
ber 2021. Therefore, the initial timeframe for data collection was January 2020-October 2021.

Lithuanian parliamentary elections were held in 2020 with primary and secondary voting taking place
on October 11 and 25, respectively.'* A new coalition agreement was signed on November 11, 2020" and
the full set of the Cabinet was approved by the President on December 7, 2020.°

Political campaigns during the parliamentary elections and the exaggerated media attention before
the new coalition is formed have a significant external impact on the public approval level. Therefore, all
data from the start of the pandemic up to December 9, 2020 should be excluded from the evaluation as
they would be heavily biased.

A further notice should be made that the second quarantine, which lasted for eight consecutive
months, was officially ended on June 28, 2021."”

* 'WHO Director-General’s Opening Remarks at the Media Briefing on COVID-19-11 March, 2020. World Health Organization,

March 11, 2020. Retrieved from https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-

at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020 [accessed 15/11/2022].
Parliamentary elections 2020. The Central Electoral Commission of the Republic of Lithuania. Retrieved from https://www.vrk.It/

en/2020-seimo [accessed 15/11/2022].
° See Gudavidius, S. Koalicijos sutartis pasira§yta — partnerés imasi portfeliy dalyby. Verslozinios.lt, November 9, 2020. Re-
trieved from https://www.vz.lt/verslo-aplinka/2020/11/09/koalicijos-sutartis-pasirasyta-partneres-imasi-portfeliu-dalybu [ac-
cessed 15/11/2022].
See Voverianaité, S. Nauséda patvirtino Simonytés ministry sarasga. Delfi.lt, December 7, 2020. Retrieved from https://www.delfi.lt/
news/daily/lithuania/nauseda-patvirtino-simonytes-ministru-sarasa.d?id=85930541 [accessed 15/11/2022].
See Gudavicius, S. Karantinas baigiamas, dalis ribojimy lieka. Verslozinios.lt, June 28, 2021. Retrieved from https://www.vz.It/vers-
lo-aplinka/2021/06/28/karantinasbaigiamas-dalis-ribojimu-lieka [accessed 15/11/2022].
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In the context of disinformation narratives and their dissemination, it is essential to identify the most
significant political events that took place in Lithuania at that time. A new semi-political movement
‘Lietuvos $eimy sajudis’ (The Lithuanian Family Movement) was formed around April 2020. It was one
of the leading institutional players pushing forward anti-governmental agenda, demanding to lift mask
requirements, change regulations against the non-vaccinated citizens etc. A major public event ‘Didysis
$eimy mars$as’ (The Great March of Families) was organized in the capital city of Vilnius on June 15.
A rally against Covid-passports was held on August 10, which culminated in the riots in the evening.'

Therefore the period of April-August 2020 could be characterized as an institutionalization of the an-
ti-vaccination movement, which created political agenda, raised populist leaders and gained substantial
public support. It was reversed after the riots, when the radical nature of the movement became evident
for the majority of its supporters.

In order to compare populist political actors, we need a trusted source of social research data. During
the period of January 2020-October 2021, several national social research companies were conducting
polling: Vilmorus, Spinter tyrimai and Baltijos tyrimai. Occasional data were also published by Nortal.
The substantial weakness of Spinter tyrimai and Baltijos tyrimai data was the fact that they were car-
ried out using CAWI methodology, meaning no direct live contact, with data collected through distant
means, such as online questionnaires and/or phone calls. Therefore, a decision was made to use raw data
from Vilmorus omnibus polls.

It is important to note that none of the companies carried on polling during the quarantine period
from November 2020 to April 2021. It is an important factor, which should be taken into account. There-
fore, the real impact can be evaluated only after April 2021. Keeping in mind the national parliamentary
elections of October 2020, all data from January 2020 until the elections are only indicative of the general
political context and will not be used for the formulation of conclusions.

2. Shortlisted National Politicians Disseminating Covid-19 Disinformation Narratives
2.1. High Profile Examples

During the selected period of January 2020-October 2021, Vilmorus had conducted omnibus surveys
eleven times.

Vilmorus national omnibus polls
January 10-18, 2020"

February 7-13, 2020%

March 6-13, 2020*

no polls (the first quarantine)
June 5-13, 2020%*

18 See the detailed account in Jonutis, K. Populism and Conspiracy Theories: The Case of the Lithuanian Family Movement, p. 93-107.

' Naujausi reitingai: kol S. Skvernelio populiarumas degé, G. Nauséda Sové | virSy, Lrytas.lt, January 25, 2020. Retrieved from
https://www.lrytas It/lietuvosdiena/aktualijos/2020/01/25/news/naujausi-reitingai-kol-s-skvernelio-populiarumas-dege-g-nause-
da-sove-i-virsu-13387232/ [accessed 15/11/2022].

» Reitingai: pirmiinai - tie patys, o j dugng nugrimzdusiy gretose yra naujy veidy. Lrytas.t, February 22, 2020. Retrieved from https://
www.Irytas.It/lietuvosdiena/aktualijos/2020/02/22/news/reitingai-pirmunai-tie-patys-o-i-dugna-nugrimzdusiu-gretose-yra-nau-
ju-veidu-13741663/ [accessed 15/11/2022].

2! Pavasariniy reitingy stpynes judina ir pasaulj stingdanti uzkrato $mékla. Lrytas.lt, March 21, 2020. Retrieved from https://www.
Irytas.lt/lietuvosdiena/aktualijos/2020/03/21/news/pavasariniu-reitingu-supynes-judina-ir-pasauli-stingdanti-uzkrato-smek-
1a-14126980/ [accessed 15/11/2022].

2 Ilgg karanting turéje iStverti $alies Zzmonés atpirkimo oziu pasirinko prezidenta G. Nauséda. Lrytas.lt, June 20, 2020. Retrieved from
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Individual-level ratings were made public for fifty politicians: Valdas Adamkus, Arvydas Anusaus-
kas, Ausriné Armonaité, Agné Bilotaité, Vilija Blinkeviciité, Viktorija Cmilyté-Nielsen, Rimantas Dagys,
Evelina Dobrovolska, Artinas Dulkys, Simonas Gentvilas, Gintaras Grusas, Elvinas Jankevicius, Simonas
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né, Andrius Tapinas, Valdemar Tomasevskij, Viktor Uspaskich, Zygimantas Vaiciiinas, Aurelijus Veryga
and Remigijus Zemaitaitis.

Public communication of these longlisted politicians was analysed by collecting data from (a) natio-
nal online news portals, (b) individual social media accounts, and (c) represented political organization
social media accounts.

After taking into account the taxonomy of Covid-19 disinformation narratives, at least partially po-
sitive results were achieved for eight politicians: Blinkevic¢iaté, Karbauskis, Nauséda, Paluckas, Puteikis,
Tomasevskij, Uspaskich and Zemaitaitis.
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https://www.facebook.com/viktorasuspaskich/posts/pfbid0zARE9Bqu2wd6pAynKR4w2k4D7a2RyS8PrUQu3xe7k6cKpqZb9RoSvjyYTSH6PmYhl
https://www.facebook.com/viktorasuspaskich/posts/pfbid0zARE9Bqu2wd6pAynKR4w2k4D7a2RyS8PrUQu3xe7k6cKpqZb9RoSvjyYTSH6PmYhl
https://www.facebook.com/viktorasuspaskich/videos/1532156003841819/
https://www.facebook.com/viktorasuspaskich/videos/1532156003841819/
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It is interesting to mention that no disinformation content was found in the political communication
of the ruling coalition politicians, except for Karbauskis, who was a parliamentary coalition leader until
the parliamentary elections in October 2020, and Nauséda, acting as the President of the Republic of
Lithuania since July 2019. Both Karbauskis’s and Nauséda’s public communication containing Covid-19
disinformation narratives were identified in 2021. At that time Karbauskis was only a leader of a minority
political group, whereas Nauséda was only a formal state leader; the state executive power was concen-
trated in the hands of Government.

Keeping in mind the final timeframe of November 2020 and October 2021, an additional comparison
was made. It showed that two politicians could not be evaluated only partially due to the low acceptance
in public (Puteikis and Zemaitaitis). Therefore, the final selected shortlist for the analysis included Blin-
kevicitté (together with Paluckas), Karbauskis, Nauséda, Tomasevskij and Uspaskich.

We will analyse their data in alphabetical order.

Paluckas was the chairman of the Lithuanian Social Democratic Party, but he resigned after his party
failed the parliamentary elections. On May 9th, 2021 Blinkeviciaté was elected as the new chairwoman.

The change of leadership had a positive impact on the public support of the party. But it made a mi-
nimum positive change in the individual evaluation of Blinkeviciuteé. It is especially important that du-
ring August-October 2021, she made several attempts to go public with semi-disinformation messages
such as ‘no to segregation, yes to education’ Blinkevi¢iutés attempts to play down the importance of
the masks and the need for widespread vaccination etc. did not make a substantial impact on the ra-
tings (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. Blinkeviciaté (together with Paluckas) and the Lithuanian Social Democratic Party.
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07-02-2020 9.7 2.3 253 22.7 52
06-03-2020 8.3 1.9 23.2 24.6 52.2
05-06-2020 9.1 2,3 22.9 22.7 54.4
10-07-2020 7.1 1.7 29.2 19 51.8
04-09-2020 8.5 2 33.9 21.5 44.6
08-04-2021 6.8 n/a n/a n/a n/a
11-05-2021 10.2 6.6 49.7 17.6 32.7
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09-06-2021 13.3 7.2 49 20.1 30.9
29-07-2021 15.9 8.7 49 18.4 32.6
09-09-2021 17.7 8.6 49.2 19.6 31.2
15-10-2021 16.8 9.9 47.2 19.7 33.1

Karbauskis was a strong supporter of anti-vaccination leaders inside his party, Dainius Kepenis, Va-

lius AZuolas and others. He took a stance and tried to defend their position saying that ‘alternative opin-

ion makes rational sense’

In individual ratings, Karbauskis's popularity was growing during the first half of 2021, when his polit-

ical opponents were struggling with an efficient strategy to stop the spread of Covid-19. He achieved top

public support in May 2021, but lost contact with his populist supporters when they switched to other more

radical anti-vaccination leaders (e.g., a rise in public support for Nauséda and Uspaskich) (see Figure 5).

Figure 5. Karbauskis and the Lithuanian Farmers and Greens Union.
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07-02-2020 11.6 2.9 19.4 63 17.6
06-03-2020 12.4 2.5 23.9 54.7 214
05-06-2020 13.4 3.3 24.8 53.1 22.1
10-07-2020 17.6 33 25.8 51.7 22.4
04-09-2020 15.1 3.2 29.2 50.4 20.4
08-04-2021 15.4 4.5 25.9 52.2 21.9
11-05-2021 16.2 5 26.3 50.4 23.3
09-06-2021 15.1 4.1 27.2 50.1 22.7
29-07-2021 15.6 39 26 47.2 26.8
09-09-2021 10.4 34 24.4 49.8 25.8
15-10-2021 9.4 2.8 25.4 50.4 24.2
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The Lithuanian Farmers and Greens Union had also lost a considerable amount of public support due
to the separation of Skvernelis’s political group in June-September 2021.

During the spring-summer of 2021, President Nauséda became a perfect illustration of opportunist
political communication in the context of Covid-19 disinformation. In early spring 2021, he made ear-
ly contacts with the leadership of the new political gathering ‘Lietuvos $eimy sgjadis. In May-June, he
criticized the Government for taking too strong measures against the non-vaccinated citizens, and even
expressed his support for the radical leaders of this part of the society.

It is evident from the graph, that Nauséda’s actions and public stance helped him to regain public
approval at least partially. He managed to increase his approval ratings from April to June 2021. Mean-
while, it is also noticeable that his initiatives had only a short-term impact. As soon as Nauséda’s direct
involvement began to fade, his leadership started quickly to vanish away, even though his general appro-
val rating remained comparatively high (see Figure 6).

Figure 6. Nauséda and the President of the Republic of Lithuania.

25 80
70
20 60
15 50
40
5 20
10
0 0
o o o o (=] o o o o o o o — — — — — — — — — —
(o] N N (o] [} N N o~ N (o] N (o] o (o] (o] [} (o] o o~ (o] o o~
o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o
N a4 & & & o & & &N N o & & & & o & & N & &N A
— o o < LN Yo ~ (o] D o i (o] — o o < n O ~ o] D o
C @ @ Q o o o o o 4 <4 <4 o o o © o o o o o -
i i i i — i i — i i i i — i i — i — - i — i
o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o
mmmm The best representative of interests Evaluates positively
Polling date Support Qhoose the best . P031t1Ye Negatlye Dor’t know
the party political representative | evaluation evaluation
10-01-2020 n/a 23.2 73.3 7 194
07-02-2020 n/a 20.4 74.3 7.7 18
06-03-2020 n/a 20.3 74.8 7.8 17.4
05-06-2020 n/a 14.5 60.1 13 26.9
10-07-2020 n/a 16.2 61.8 11.7 26.5
04-09-2020 n/a 14.4 64.7 13 22.3
08-04-2021 n/a 12.1 53.8 26.1 20.1
11-05-2021 n/a 13.1 61.4 20.2 18.4
09-06-2021 n/a 16.1 63.1 18.6 18.3
29-07-2021 n/a 13.9 55.2 239 20.9
09-09-2021 n/a 9.5 52.8 25.8 21.4
15-10-2021 n/a 8.7 53.9 24.9 21.2
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Tomasevskij can be characterized as an ‘occasional denier! He is not an active participant in social

media, therefore his publicity has been limited to classic media. Journalists have rare opportunity to in-

terview him due to the fact that Tomasevskij is a member of the European Parliament, thus, in his case

the distance creates additional challenges.

The roller-coaster in party support data could be explained using the methodology of Vilmorus re-

searchers. It has a relatively high error margin (3-4pp). The Electoral Action of Poles in Lithuania—Chris-

tian Families Alliance has a low support level, therefore the rating is objectively fluctuating (see Figure 7).

Due to ‘occasional’ occurrence, there is no evidence of substantial changes in individual approval

ratings. It could be a sign that populist political communication must have a long-term record in order

to achieve a noticeable impact.

Figure 7. Tomas$evskij and the Electoral Action of Poles in Lithuania—Christian Families Alliance.
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05-06-2020 2.2 n/a 10.9 53.6 35.5
10-07-2020 2.2 1.6 9.5 51.7 38.8
04-09-2020 2.5 1 11.7 51.3 37
08-04-2021 0.6 n/a 9.6 59.6 30.8
11-05-2021 1.3 n/a 9.5 60.9 29.6
09-06-2021 0.8 n/a 6.9 59.7 334
29-07-2021 1.8 n/a 9.1 57.6 33.3
09-09-2021 1.2 n/a 7.7 56.3 36
15-10-2021 1.3 n/a 9.1 58.3 32.6
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Uspaskich is the leading representative of the political anti-vaccination wing. From December 2020,
he organized a regular live broadcast, where he supported many major Covid-19 disinformation narra-
tives. The data collected showed the growing public support in April-July 2021, when the major anti-vac-
cination movement began in Lithuania.

The data show a clear growth of support for Uspaskich from April to May 2021. Moreover, it does not
stop in summer (as it was the case for Nauséda or Blinkevi¢iuté) but continues to grow even in au-
tumn 2021. A similar trend is evident both in individual and party support ratings (see Figure 8).

Figure 8. Uspaskich and the Labour Party.
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10-01-2020 6 2.7 27.8 43.2 29
07-02-2020 59 2.5 26.2 42.8 31
06-03-2020 5.1 2.6 24.7 46.9 28.4
05-06-2020 4.6 2.1 25.5 39.1 35.4
10-07-2020 6.2 3 27.7 40 354
04-09-2020 8.4 3.9 32.8 37 30.2
08-04-2021 3.9 1.9 19.8 543 25.9
11-05-2021 44 2.9 19.6 56.6 23.8
09-06-2021 52 3.1 21.6 51.5 26.9
29-07-2021 5.9 3.3 25.3 46.8 27.9
09-09-2021 5.6 3.6 25 46.8 28.2
15-10-2021 5.7 3.5 245 48.6 26.9

It is important to mention, that Uspaskich is the real leader of the Labour Party; however, other party
members working in the Parliament, such as Aidas Gedvilas and Mindaugas Puidokas, have expressed
similar views. Therefore, the party result should be an indication of broader activities. Nevertheless, Us-
paskich’s activities helped him to take the main political stage and to stand out as a clear leader of the an-
ti-vaccination movement among theestablished political parties having representatives in the Parliament.
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2.2. Low Profile Examples

The candidate vetting has excluded such politicians as Puteikis, Petras Grazulis, Puidokas, Aidas Ged-
vilas, Pinskus, Zivilé Pinskuviené, Kepenis, Azuolas and Antanas Guoga and potential leaders of new
political parties (as in the case of ‘Lietuvos $eimy sajudis’).

A few of them were very active in Covid-19 disinformation dissemination in April-June 2021. Par-
tially it showed up in the polling data. For example, Grazulis and Puidokas were mentioned for the first
time in a national survey in July 2021. Nevertheless, such a mention was temporary, and the long-term
conclusions regarding it are too early to draw.

Discussion, Conclusions and Further Research

This article provides additional information about populist political communication. It proves
that populist politicians exploit various social wedge issues. The Covid-19 pandemic was a perfect op-
portunity for them to divide society, unite part of it under personal leadership and capitalize on this sup-
port in a form of public political approval.

Such a perspective can only be built around various forms of confrontation. During the pandemic,
the evident ‘enemy’ was the government in its various forms: directly elected politicians, state or mu-
nicipal institutions, and even non-governmental or private entities. The confrontation was built around
several semi-civic movements, which received support and encouragement from ‘traditional’ populist
politicians. A large-scale public communication campaign exploited fear, uncertainty and defamation
tactics to raise substantial publicity and encourage citizens to support a new political movement.

It might seem counterproductive in terms of incompatibility between the efforts needed and
the change of approval ratings; however, it is true of traditional political organizations. When we talk
about radical parties and radical politicians, even the change of 1-2 percentage point is a clear win for
their political agenda. In case of successful continuation, such campaign could become a perfect platform
to reach a minimum barrier in the parliamentary elections (5%).

Finally, there is at least partial evidence that the active participation in the dissemination of Cov-
id-19 disinformation narratives helps to raise the level of public support. Active supporters such as Us-
paskich and Nauséda received a substantial boost in their approval ratings for a period of 3 to 6 months,
whereas mild supporters, such as Karbauskis and Blinkevic¢iaté, showed partial positive results in their
individual and/or party ratings.

Further in-depth quantitative measurement and evaluation that would compare the changes in public
support vs. specific narratives, target groups, and chronological events is needed. It could be also ex-
panded into the content analysis of specific disinformation narratives, their distribution and impact on
society.
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