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Carpet bombing vs. targeting: the
Impact of pro-government social
media influencers during the
2022 Hungarian general election
campaign

Balint Mikola*

CEU Democracy Institute, Central European University, Budapest, Hungary

Hybrid media systems challenge the agenda-setting role of legacy media and
political elites, and open new avenues for political parties and governments to
push their narratives. Social media influencers have gained special prominence
in accessing young audiences, which led to their incorporation into electoral
campaigns. This paper explores how the Hungarian governing party, Fidesz,
relied on social media influencers in its 2022 re-election bid, and evaluates the
success of this strategy in reaching young audiences vis-a-vis other social media
pages that share political content. The paper uses Facebook ad statistics to test
how cooperation with pro-government influencers amplified the government’s
narrative, especially among young voters under 35. It finds that pro-government
influencers have been less efficient in reaching their desired audience, however,
this was compensated by a vast budget and a “carpet-bombing” approach. The
paper contributes to an emerging literature on the role of social media influencers
as political agenda-setters.
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1 Introduction

More than a decade after the notion of “hybrid media systems” was first presented
(Chadwick, 2011), thinking about the interactions between old and new media logics has
become a cornerstone of political communication research (see, e.g., Perusko, 2021, Reese,
2022). However, even if it has been widely demonstrated that young, digital native audiences
rely on social media influencers as a reliable source of information regarding an increasing
number of subjects, including political issues (Geers, 2020; Hao et al., 2014), scholarly work
on their impact on young people’s political attitudes remains sporadic (Schmuck et al., 2022;
Suuronen et al., 2022). Consequently, the attention of political scientists studying social media
has mostly focused on party and political elite communications conducted through verified
institutional accounts, predominantly on Twitter (e.g., Maireder and Ausserhofer, 2014,
Masroor et al., 2019; Yaqub et al., 2017), although there is increasing recognition of the
importance of other platforms, such as Facebook, YouTube, TikTok and Instagram (Kliver,
2024). This shift in emphasis is warranted by the changing sociodemographic composition in
social media platforms’ followers (Laor, 2022). As several political psychologists have shown
(Konstantinou and Jones, 2022; Santer et al., 2023), Gen Z and younger audiences place
disproportionate emphasis on the (perceived) authenticity of the social media content they
consume, which has contributed to the increasing popularity of self-selected social media
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influencers on the one hand, and less mediated platforms such as
TikTok and Instagram (Alsharawy et al., 2025; Belanche et al., 2021)
on the other.

As this paper will argue, focusing on the appropriate channels per
country and per demographic group may be especially relevant in
understanding political discourse in an autocratizing context
(Lithrmann and Lindberg, 2019) where different narratives are offered
to target groups that overlap to a negligible degree, allowing for the
diversification of channels, messaging, and communication styles.
Moreover, the paper also addresses a gap in existing literature on
social media influencers, which has primarily considered them as
opinion leaders who also engage in marketing brands or products
(Djafarova and Rushworth, 2017; Lee and Watkins, 2016; Munnukka
etal., 2019), but rarely focused on their political impact (Riedl et al.,
2023; Schmuck et al., 2022; Suuronen et al., 2022).

To address the role of social media influencers in shaping political
discourse and the attitudes of young voters, a definition is needed first.
Following Suuronen and colleagues, social media influencers will be
understood as “opinion leaders who (1) intensively use social media
in their communication practices, (2) collaborate with corporations
to monetise their opinion leader status, (3) establish regular two-way
interactions with their followers that often lead to parasocial
relationships, and (4) engage in self-branding strategies to curate a
consistent public persona” (Suuronen et al., 2022: 303). Since this
paper focuses on the creation of political content, the previous list of
criteria will be extended with a fifth requirement: to understand
political impact, we will look at social media influencers who regularly
post political content on their profiles. Even though the number of
social media followers may be consequential in determining
influencers’ political impact, which would warrant focusing on meso-
and mega influencers (with more than 100 thousand and 1 million
followers, respectively) (Ali et al., 2025; Conde and Casais, 2023),
since this paper focuses on institutionalised forms of advertised
content, it will use ad spending as a criterion for selecting relevant
influencers instead. This approach seems warranted given that the role
of “nano” and “micro” influencers is also increasingly acknowledged
in the literature (Woolley, 2022).

It may be further problematised what is considered as “political
content,” whereby one may distinguish between content that is
explicitly related to current political affairs through mentioning the
names of specific political parties, actors or referring to ongoing
political debates or scandals vs. those that refer to more generic or
“soft” issues such as environment, human rights, identities etc. In a
similar vein, Suuronen et al. (2022) make a distinction between social
media content discussing “formal politics,” i.e., “issues that relate to
political processes, institutions, or actors such as politicians, parties,
or policies” and “lifestyle politics” understood as posts that refer to
“collective concerns” that have a broad societal impact including
health, travel, family, or housing. This study will exclusively focus on
social media influencers who address “formal politics”; therefore, the
aforementioned distinction will only be relevant on a theoretical level.
However, conceptually, influencers that meet these criteria may be
differentiated from the broader group of social media influencers
through the introduction of the term “political influencers” (Riedl et
al., 2023) understood as “content creators that endorse a political
position, social cause, or candidate through media that they produce
and/or share on a given social media platform” (Riedl et al., 2023, p.
2). It must be noted, however, that political influencers so conceived
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are not an entirely new phenomenon whose roots may be found in
earlier research on “political influentials” (Dubois and Gaffney, 2014)
and opinion leaders (Mangold and Bachl, 2018).

Despite the potential impact of social media influencers’ political
content on young people’s political attitudes, empirical research into
this is area has been scarce. However, the prevalence of political
content on social media influencers’ feeds was demonstrated by a
non-representative survey of Finnish influencers which found that
over 90 percent of the social media influencers surveyed brought up
political topics at least once on their channels, even if these mostly
included “lifestyle politics” (Suuronen et al., 2022). Influencers’
political content has also been found to contribute to the perceived
simplification of politics, thereby making political topics more
approachable to young audiences (Schmuck et al., 2022). Moreover,
recent research has found that political influencers have mostly
fulfilled the role of “amplifiers” in the social media information
ecosystem, i.e., they commented on existing political events rather
than initiated new ones (Liang and Lu, 2023), and even though they
shared rich information, the share of opinionated content and self-
representation remained relatively low (Sehl and Schiitzeneder, 2023).

Notwithstanding the novelty of this research strand, it seems
justifiable to assume that political content posted by social media
influencers shapes the attitudes of young social media consumers, and
that such opportunity is also recognised by institutional political
actors who otherwise struggle to reach young voters. Furthermore,
since political marketing by non-institutional actors falls outside the
scope of campaign regulation in most countries (Tambini et al., 2019),
it also creates a loophole for creative campaign financing, making it
an even more attractive avenue for political parties that have a sizeable
communications budget but are bound by legal thresholds (for a more
detailed account of parties’ social media spending, see Stuckelberger
and Koedam, 2022).

The sections below explain case selection and provide its context,
which is followed by the description of the data used for the
proceeding analysis of the findings. The paper ends with a concluding
section and some thoughts for discussion.

2 Case selection: Hungary as a
laboratory of outsourcing government
discourse

Hungary has been a crucial case both for studying trends in
de-democratization as well as media transformation during the past
more than a decade. The country’s democratic backsliding since 2010
has been widely documented and discussed in academic literature, as
well as in cross-national democracy indices such as V-Dem which has
categorised Hungary as an “electoral autocracy” since 2018 and
included it on its list of “top autocratizers” in 2022 (Papada et al.,
2023). The peculiarity of the Hungarian case, especially within an EU
context, has also drawn significant attention from the scholarly
community and a constant search for the most appropriate label to
characterise it, with authors referring to it as an “externally constrained
hybrid regime” (Bozoki and Hegediis, 2018), an “illiberal regime”
(Enyedi and Whitefield, 2020; Kreko6 and Enyedi, 2018; Enyedi, 2024),
a “diffusively defective democracy” (Bogaards, 2018), or a case of
“well-managed autocratization” (Enyedi and Mikola, 2024),
among others.
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However, the Hungarian governing party Fidesz has not only
been especially innovative with regards to the content of its populist
discourse (Hegediis, 2021), but also in terms of the methods it has
chosen to distribute such messages. While its media strategy
(discussed below) has been influential to the extent that it spilled
over to regional allies including Macedonia under Gruevski and
Slovenia under Jansa (Kazharski and Macalova, 2020), the more
recent conquest of social media by Fidesz has been less discussed
and even less researched (see, e.g., Hoffman and Neumayer, 2024).
Some of the most recent findings indicate that Fidesz has not only
dedicated vast financial resources to dominate social media, but that
it also used different emotional appeals in its messaging than its
competitors through primarily evoking anger and fear in their posts
(Bene and Juhdsz, 2025). One should note that the reliance of ruling
politicians on social media during election campaigns is not unique
to Hungary and has been documented by research in Israel (Haleva-
Amir and Nahon, 2015; Katz, 2018), Brazil (Brito et al., 2019), and
Turkey (Demirhan, 2016; Yesil, 2021). At the same time, the
institutionalised outsourcing of campaign messaging to an
organised group of political influencers is an innovation by the
Hungarian governing party (Horvath et al., 2025) which renders
this a crucial case to study the use of political influencers in
electoral campaigns.

The sections below first discuss the media, institutional and
regulatory context of political campaigning in Hungary, then
introduce a truly exceptional experiment in the field of social media
political marketing which involves the establishment of a
pro-government influencer agency, the implications of which will be
elaborated in the empirical section.

2.1 The takeover of the Hungarian media
landscape 2010-2022: from party
colonization to single-party dominance

From the moment Fidesz gained a two-thirds supermajority in
parliament in 2010, its ambitions to dominate the Hungarian media
landscape have been clear, starting with the adoption of a new Media
Act the same year, which has ensured single-party dominance over the
national Media Authority (Bajomi-Lazar, 2013, 2017; Polyak, 2019).
Fidesz has secured its dominance in legacy (print, TV, radio) media
via three channels: 1. hostile takeovers; 2. rejecting appeals for licenses
and hindering mergers and acquisitions by market actors; and 3.
channelling state advertising budget to government-friendly outlets
(Batorfy and Urban, 2020).

The perhaps most consequential move towards media dominance
was the gradual and complete acquisition of regional and local outlets
that were previously owned by several independent commercial
publishers. This has culminated in the creation of an unprecedented
phenomenon: pro-government oligarchs voluntarily “donated” these
outlets to a not-for-profit association in 2018, concentrating more
than 400 outlets in a single conglomerate, covering the whole regional
media market. The radio market is likewise dominated by
pro-government outlets, while independent radio stations routinely
struggle to get licenses. Since 2021, the most relevant independent
radio, Klubradio, can only function online. The commercial television
market is somewhat more pluralistic thanks to the continued presence
of German RTL group which broadcasts independent news coverage.
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The online media space remains relatively balanced, despite
remarkable efforts from the government to extend its sphere of
influence to this arena (Heinrich Boll Stiftung, 2022). Landmarks in
this regard were the takeover of two of the most popular online news
sites Origo.hu (in 2015), and Index.hu (2020) through businessmen
close to the ruling party which reach more than 2 million readers
combined. Despite these developments, several independent news
sites remain among the most popular ones, and these outlets have
increasingly relied on subscription-based or crowdfunding models to
compensate for the distortions of the advertising market. Therefore,
online media remains resilient and has significant reach despite
enormous discrepancies in the resources available to them.

Hungary’s nosediving in terms of press freedom has also been
documented by comparative indices such as Reporters Without
Borders’ (RSF) World Press Freedom Index in which Hungary ranked
10th in 2006 in a global sample of 180 countries, while its position has
plummeted to the 85th place by 2022." Although the decline already
started during the 2006-2009 government crisis, Hungary still ranked
23rd in 2010, therefore, most of the backsliding occurred under the
various Orban cabinets, which also saw the country being downgraded
to “Partly Free” by Freedom House (2019).

2.2 On political advertising in Hungary

Beyond creating a media sphere that is heavily biased towards
the governing parties, Fidesz also introduced changes in campaign
regulations that further tilted the already uneven playing field in
its direction. In particular, the 2013 law on campaign financing has
introduced the opportunity of SMD candidates to transfer their
share of state subventions to the central party campaign budgets,
which are subject to less rigorous accountability mechanisms. This
formula has resulted in the centralisation of political campaigns
and has facilitated the emergence of “fake parties,” i.e., business
parties (Hopkin and Paolucci, 1999) that contest the elections
without serious political ambitions for the sake of getting access to
state subventions. The emergence of such parties has contributed
to the fragmentation of the opposition vote and strengthened the
majoritarian effect of the mixed electoral system in favour of the
governing parties (Papp and Zorigt, 2018). Moreover, in 2017,
Fidesz adopted a controversial regulation on political billboard
campaigns which made it illegal for billboard companies to offer
discounts from their list prices, as well as constrained political ads
to the duration of the official campaign period. Since this regulation
does not apply neither to government advertising, nor to NGOs,
Fidesz could easily circumvent it through outsourcing its messages
to one of these actors.

Opposition parties’ opportunities to communicate their campaign
messages are also limited by the fact that public media channels are
only obliged to offer a 5-min slot to each party’s principal candidate,
while they are free to dedicate the remaining airtime to cover news
related to the governing parties (Hungary Today, 2022). In addition to
the lack of media access, opposition parties also face severe sanctions
from the State Audit Office which has in several cases recommended

1 See: https://rsf.org/en/index?year=2022
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cutting their state subventions for failing to comply with financial
reporting requirements?, while it has routinely failed to detect similar
irregularities in the case of Fidesz.

Moreover, as Batorfy and Urban (2020) demonstrate, the media
access of the opposition is not only influenced directly by not offering
them space to articulate their agendas, but also indirectly through
diverting a disproportionately large share (according to Mérték, 2021,
86 per cent) of state advertisement budgets to government-friendly
media outlets or, more eloquently, through the “uncontrolled
expropriation of the state’s financial resources in the interest of
transforming the media market” (Batorfy and Urban, 2020: 44). Such
distortion of the media market creates a vicious circle in which
independent outlets may either opt out from state advertising
altogether, depriving themselves of a crucial source of income and the
financial stability it provides, or exercise self-censorship in order to
remain eligible.

However, social media has long been considered as an arena that
can potentially equalise inequalities in media access (Gibson and
McAllister, 2015) and thus present new opportunity structures to
political challengers and incumbents alike. Beyond that, social media
political advertising is also relevant in the sense that it offers a loophole
to circumvent campaign financing regulations that set a HUF 5
million threshold per candidate in general election campaigns, a limit
that certain candidates have outspent on Facebook alone.’ The State
Audit Office that oversees the campaign spending of political parties
declared in 2021 that such ads did not qualify as political
advertisement, therefore exempting them from the aforementioned
threshold. Moreover, in June 2025, the government decided to lift all
campaign spending thresholds, therefore making the 2026 general
elections a laboratory of unregulated campaign finances, whose
impact will reach beyond social media.

From a broader perspective, the opportunity constituted by
online political advertising is not only manifest in individual
breaches of campaign limits, but also in the amount of overall
spending: cumulated spending (since data was first made
available in April 2019) on political Facebook ads has passed the
HUF 7 billion mark in April 2022, which is more than twice of
the estimated overall amount the government (HUF 3.1 billion)
and opposition parties (HUF 390) million have spent on their
billboard campaigns during the 2022 general election campaigns,
combined (K-Monitor, Political Capital and Transparency
International Hungary, 2022). Previous analysis of Facebook
spending data® has shown that pro-government pages’
advertisement budget exceeded that of opposition-leaning
Facebook pages (by 74 per cent), however, this difference is still
less pronounced than the estimated eightfold difference in legacy
media and outdoor advertising budgets (K-Monitor, Political
Capital and Transparency International Hungary, 2022).

2 See, eq.
us-hungary-jobbik-fine-idUSKBN1EX1J
3 See: https://k.blog.hu/2022/03/31/campaign_spending_hungary_billboards
4 See: https://444.hu/2022/02/10/

csak-a-fideszes-blogok-es-ujsagok-mar-1-milliard-forintot-hirdettek-el-a-

https://www.reuters.com/article/

facebookon
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2.3 On the relevance of social media
influencers in Hungary

Following a global trend, the rise of social media influencers in
Hungary has been uninterrupted from the second half of the last
decade to the extent that the Hungarian edition of business magazine
Forbes published its first “List of the Most Valuable Influencers” in
2023 (Forbes, 2023), symbolically elevating this scene to the same level
of importance as legacy media players. The increasing weight of the
sector is also demonstrated by the advertising revenue that is spent via
influencers: market research company Kantar estimated in 2021 that
annual overall spending on influencer marketing in Hungary has
passed the HUF 1 billion mark that year, which was still below 1 per
cent of overall advertising revenues but was growing steadily at the
time®, and reached an estimated HUF 4-5 billion by 2023
(Szabd, 2024).

However, it took relatively long for political parties’
communications teams to recognise this trend and switch platforms
accordingly. In particular, Fidesz has for long tried to reach young
audiences via online news sites (888.hu and pestisracok.hu) as well as
a TV channel (Pesti TV), however, they all fell behind their main
competitors in their respective segments: based on Gemius audience
data®, 888.hu and Pesti Sracok have on average generated
approximately 150-200 thousand real users per week (about 10 per
cent of the leading news sites), while Pesti TV’s audience share has
fluctuated between 0.04 and 0.06 per cent.” Since these outlets did not
live up to expectations regarding desired audience share, and
generated massive financial loss even despite generous state
advertising income, the governing party decided to streamline its
media portfolio after the 2022 general elections.® Therefore, of the
three aforementioned outlets, only Pesti Sracok remains live, while
from 2020, most communication towards young audiences was
transferred to social media, via institutional (party or MP) accounts
or outsourced to influencers, as explained in the next section.

2.4 Megafon: an unorthodox attempt to
outsource political communication

Although the relevance of social media in political communication
has been recognised and applied by political leaders across the globe,
most notably, former US president Donald Trump (Clarke and Grieve,
2019; Ott, 2017; Ross and Caldwell, 2020), as well as by the “troll
factories” in the service of Russian disinformation campaigns (Jensen,
2018; Zannettou et al., 2019), the establishment of a professional
influencer agency to support pro-government messaging in a

5 See a summary of Kantar's findings at the following address: https://www.
digitalhungary.hu/
marketing/1-milliard-korul-jarhat-a-teljes-hazai-influencer-mediakoltes/11280/
6 https://rating.gemius.com/hu/tree/14

7 See https://medial.hu/2020/12/31/hirtv-pesti-tv-nezettseg/

8 Beyond the outlets mentioned, political daily Magyar Hirlap, business
daily Vilaggazdasag, political weekly 168 Ora, and business weekly Figyel®
were also discontinued. For details, see:

more https://ipi.media/

analysis-one-year-after-election-media-freedom-in-hungary-remains-suffocated/
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non-institutionalised way is an unorthodox approach whose impact
researchers have just started to explore (Bene and Juhdsz, 2025).

This was adopted by the Hungarian governing party Fidesz to
complement institutional profiles for leading politicians on social
media, most notably Facebook, which is the most popular social
media platform in Hungary 5.65 million active users in 2022.°
Government representatives who also play a role in international
politics are also active on Twitter, however, this platform has very
limited reach (450 thousand users) in Hungary and therefore is more
catered towards an international audience. At the same time, since
2020, Fidesz has diversified its online communication strategy by also
establishing profiles on Instagram (2.75 million users in Hungary) and
TikTok (2.17 million users in Hungary) to reach young voters.

Beyond the institutional accounts, Fidesz also needed a tool to
utilise discourse that was incompatible with the image of government
politicians but appealed to young voters more directly through its use
of more conflictive, and sometimes vulgar language. This task was
outsourced to Megafon, a not-for-profit communications agency
established in August 2020 by Istvan Kovacs. Kovacs previously served
as the strategic director of the Center for Fundamental Rights, a
pro-government NGO (also referred to as a Government-Organized
Non-Governmental Organization, or “GONGO”; for a definition, see
Celebi, 2022) that has routinely echoed the government’s discourse on
issues related to free speech, minority rights and migration (Ger¢ et
al.,, 2022). Megafon has stressed since its inception that it did not rely
on neither public nor party funds to cover its operation costs which
were allegedly financed from “right-wing businesspeople’s” donations,
a claim that has often been challenged by independent outlets. Due to
its strong linkages with pro-governmental narratives and actors, one
could argue for also categorising Megafon as a GONGO, however,
while this could faithfully reflect their mission, it would not be
consistent with their organizational status, therefore, this paper refers
to them as a not-for-profit company that operates as a social media
“influencer agency”.

Since its foundation, Megafon has served as a hub to recruit, train,
and sponsor social media influencers echoing the messages of the
Hungarian governing party. In a campaign video' that promotes the
activities of Megafon and calls for the recruitment of new influencers,
they defined their mission as amplifying the voice of “right-wing
rebels” and claimed that “the fight for Hungary’s future will be won on
the Internet”” In fact, the recruitment efforts of Megafon seem to have
yielded success: the official list of influencers sponsored by Megafon
rose to fourteen by 2023. Several of the supported influencers have
been public figures on their own right before their affiliation with
Megafon, blurring the boundaries between their roles as “political
influencers” vs. GONGO representatives and legacy media actors: the
team includes former anchorpersons (Philip Rakay, Kristof Trombitds,
Bence Apati), a pro-government publicist (Zsolt Bayer), as well as a
political analyst who held various positions at pro-government think-
tanks (Déniel Dedk). Although the team is dominated by men, one of
the two female influencers (Stefi Déri) is among the top 5 in terms of

9 For a comprehensive overview of Internet and social media user statistics
and demographics in Hungary, 2022, see: https://datareportal.com/reports/
digital-2022-hungary

10 See: https://www.facebook.com/megafonkozpont/videos/1569670233404205

Frontiers in Political Science

10.3389/fp0s.2025.1672594

ad spending, see Table 1. At the same time, Megafon has used real
personalities in its social media campaigns as opposed to fake
accounts or bots (Helmus et al., 2018), which has contributed to the
perceived authenticity of their messaging (see Horvath et al., 2025).
Megafon influencers’ support for the Hungarian governing parties
is explicit in the content of their social media posts. Although a
detailed analysis of Megafon’s discourse is beyond the scope of this
paper, a few examples are due here to illustrate the extent to which
posts shared by Megafon influencers mirror the governments rhetoric.
The main campaign message of Fidesz during the 2022 general
elections was that left-wing opposition parties were supportive of the
war in Ukraine, meaning both willingness to send Hungarian soldiers
to fight on Ukrain€’s side, as well as support for EU sanctions against
Russia (Krekd, 2022). Mirroring these messages, one of the top ads by
Megafon influencer Daniel Dedk suggested that “the left-wing
(opposition) would not shy away from anything to seize power” which
he illustrated with quotes from opposition politicians detached from
their original context in which they argued for the necessity of EU
sanctions. He then went on to argue that “we cannot let left-wing
politicians ruin what we, Hungarians achieved together;” a point that
the video illustrated with captions from pro-government rallies where
the flag of Fidesz was waived visibly. The video ended with a call to
action to vote at the general elections, with the narrator saying that
“Hungary’s peace and prosperity is our common interest” and that
“anyone who votes for this, votes for Fidesz.” This perfect alignment
with government messages and the use of elements from the visual
identity of Fidesz are typical of Megafon influencers’ posts, which
therefore amplify campaign messages without legally qualifying as
parts of a political campaign. The close resemblance of Fidesz’s and
Megafon’s narrative is also strengthened by strong personal linkages

TABLE 1 Overall ad spending by Megafon influencers (2019 April-2023
March).*

Name of Advertiser Total ad Number
Facebook spend (million of ads
page HUFs)
Dedk Daniel Megafon 254.2 126
Rékay Philip Megafon 251.8 125
Bohar Daniel Megafon 192.1 112
Stefi Déri Megafon 177.1 86
Trombitas Kristof Megafon 166.3 69
KonVerzié Megafon 61.4 36
Kotter Tamas Megafon 52.5 31
Korondy Tamas Megafon 25.2 15
A kopasz oszt Megafon 17.7 6
Megafon Megafon 133 6
Apiti Bence Megafon 9.6 12
hivatalos oldala
Kovdcs Istvan Kovdcs Istvan 33 91
Megafon
GeriJoca Megafon 2.1 3
SUM 1,226.5 718

*Source of data: Facebook Ad Library. Profiles with the same name or those that belong to
the same person (e.g., “Bohér Daniel” and “Bohar Déniel - Riporter”) have been aggregated.
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between the two organisations, including Foreign Minister Szijjartd’s
2024 presentation and call for active involvement in the 2024
European Parliament elections at a Megafon event', and the
participation of several of the government’s candidates in Megafon’s
training programs.'

Furthermore, what is also typical of Megafon influencers’ posts is
that they often use colloquial language to express their contempt with
opposition figures, stylistically distinguishing their posts from those of
government representatives. Typical examples of such stylistic marks are
the use of derogatory adjectives to describe political opponents
including “full-blown left-wing propagandists, a real left-liberal PR
agency, a “traitor troll,” telling them to “go to hell” or referring to them
as a “joke” While Megafon posts often target specific politicians of the
opposition, they also serve to discredit independent media outlets by
labelling them “fake news.” This strategy is in line with the diversification
of Fidesz’ communications machinery which appeals to various groups
of consumers using different stylistic repertoires, a feature that dates to
the party’s foundational period when it described itself as “radical,
liberal, and anti-communist,” which streams were embodied by different
leaders of the party (Bozoki, 1989; Enyedi, 2006).

3 Empirical data

Most research on political communication on social media either
focuses on the discursive aspects of such communication (Farkas and
Bene, 2021; Jungherr et al., 2019) or on its cognitive or emotional
impact on followers (Duncombe, 2019; Hasell and Weeks, 2016).
However, few studies address the financial aspects of political
campaigns on social media (Bright et al., 2020). This paper analyses
Facebook ad spending data, both in terms of its financial aspects and
its impact, which is an often overlooked but increasingly relevant
aspect of political campaigns (Avis et al., 2022). To analyse ad
spending and impression statistics in detail, this study relies on
publicly available data on political advertisement downloaded from
the Facebook Ad Library that has allowed access to data from 2019
April, and which has been used for documenting campaign spending
in similar research before (Bene and Kruschinski, 2021). The data
provided includes information about all spending related to political
advertising per individual social media post, and covers the amount
spent, as well as estimated audience and impression figures on all
social media platforms operated by Meta (Facebook, Instagram,
Messenger). The availability of such data allows us not only to detect
how much certain advertisers spent during a specific period, but also
to assess the efficiency of such advertisements in terms of reaching
their desired target audience, defined as the number of impressions
(the number of times an individual social media post is displayed in
any user’s feed) generated on Facebook per the amount spent on
advertising posts. Further insights may be drawn from audience

11 See: https://444.nu/2024/05/06/
szijjarto-megfeszitett-internetes-harcot-ker-a-megafonosoktol-a-
kovetkezo-hetekre

12 See: https://telex.hu/techtud/2024/01/25/
megafon-kepzesek-jelentkezok-szemelyes-adatok-adatszivargas-adatvedelmi-

incidens-fideszes-politikusok
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demographics, of which age will be key to our analysis. Therefore, the
research design will allow us to answer the following two research
questions: 1. How does increased spending on social media advertising
affect the reach of the social media posts advertised?; and 2. How
successful are targeted social media ads in reaching
young demographics?

Theoretical expectations about the impact of social media on
political competition have for long been dominated by the assumption
that the online sphere would have an equalising effect in terms of
giving voice to opposition and newcomers as opposed to incumbents
(see Gibson and McAllister, 2015). In line with this hypothesis,
previous studies found that Hungarian opposition party spending on
Facebook exceeded spending by government-related pages, therefore
refuting the “stealth media” thesis which postulated that the most
divisive social media campaigns in the US were run by “unidentifiable
‘suspicious’ groups” (Kim et al., 2018: 515). During the 2019 European
Parliament and municipal election campaign, the relative dominance
of the opposition parties on Facebook was so strong that it led
observers to conclude that “in Hungary, Facebook may rather be
considered a campaign tool for the opposition, where the Orban
regime’s opposition may achieve larger visibility than the governing
parties” (Bene et al., 2021, quote translated from Hungarian by the
author). However, this has changed drastically with the establishment
of Megafon in 2020, and the massive outsourcing of pro-government
messages to non-institutional social media actors.

Therefore, in terms of case selection, the analysis will focus on the
social media advertising of Megafon during the 2022 general election
campaign period®, covering all individual social media influencers
and pages that were sponsored by the company. Therefore, data about
a total of 242 Facebook ads sponsored by Megafon have been extracted
from the Facebook Ad Library for this analysis. Since Facebook’s Ad
Library only publishes intervals both in terms of spending, as well as
regarding audience size and impressions, a mixed approach was
followed in terms of estimating actual spending based on the
guidelines of University of Queenslands Election and Data
Dashboard'* on the one hand, and Bene et al. (2021) on the other. The
former has opted for always considering the upper bound value of all
intervals, although they admit that this may “overestimate short-lived
ads for which the actual spend is closer to the lower bound of the
range;” while Bene and his colleagues (2021) have opted for a
diversified approach and conducted separate analyses with lower
bound as well as with upper bound values. However, since Megafon
ads typically run for a short time (often one day), and they only specify
one spending value (typically the lower bound) in the ad settings, it is
more justifiable to use average values from each of the intervals, and

13 Even though the de facto campaign period has spanned for longer than
that, the analysis will rely on the legally established campaign period which
according to Hungarian campaign regulation starts 50 calendar days before
election day. In the case of the 2022 general election campaign, this entails
that the period 12 February to 3 April, 2022 is covered. One should note that
pro-government campaigns are not concentrated to the official campaign
period but span the whole electoral cycle.

14 Read the UQ Election and Data Dashboard FAQ document at the following
address: https://itee.uq.edu.au/files/17437/UQ%20Election%20Ad%20Data%20
Dashboard_FAQs.pdf
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FIGURE 1
Facebook ad spending and impressions generated by political advertisers during the 2022 general election campaign period. Source of data: Facebook
Ad Library.

either the lower or the upper bound whenever only one value is
specified. This strategy could prevent the overestimation of values and
facilitate the interpretation of the findings as opposed to running two
separate analyses. Impression scores for each specific advertised post
have been calculated as the average of the lower bound and upper
bound values provided in the Facebook Ad Library, while the age
demographic data has been calculated based on the average aggregated
share of all age groups below 35 years old (13-17", 18-24, and 25-34)
who were exposed to the Facebook ads considered for this analysis.
The key focus here will be on the efficiency of the sponsored posts
in reaching their desired target audience, expressed as the ratio of post
impressions per spending. However, in order to put such findings into
a comparative perspective, this paper evaluates how Megafons ads
perform vis-a-vis other pro-government social media channels,
including institutional accounts on the one hand, as well as compared
to a similar non-institutional actor that is critical towards the
government. On the pro-government side, the analysis presented below
includes data regarding the official Facebook page of the Hungarian
government, that of the governing party Fidesz, as well as a page that
distributes pro-government news and commentary (Aktudlis), while
opposition social media content is represented by Partizan, an
independent content producer that shares political videos with an

15 While only citizens above 18 are entitled to vote in Hungary, due to the
paper’s focus on “young” constituencies, 13-17-year-olds have also been
included in our sample. However, in 2022, they only represented 3.5 percent
of all Hungarian Facebook users, therefore, their contribution to the overall
demographic  group s

negligible:  https://stats.napoleoncat.com/

facebook-users-in-hungary/2022/04/
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explicitly left-wing ideological orientation and a significant organic
reach among urban intellectuals.

4 Findings

The sections below introduce our findings from the social media
campaigns of different political actors and influencers during the 2022
Hungarian general election, first in terms of spending, then in terms of
demographics, with a focus on the case of Megafon. As Figure 1
demonstrates, the efficiency of Megafon’s Facebook spending (expressed
as the ratio between the amount of Facebook users reached and the
amount spent on specific ads) has been uneven across individual posts.
While in case of the ads that were run with a budget lower than HUF
600 thousand, the impression remained proportionate with the amount
spent, this relationship was disrupted for ads with a higher budget. It is
particularly striking to see how inconsistently the ads with a HUF 1
million budget performed, especially considering that this amount
(approximately EUR 2500) is very large within the Hungarian social
media advertising context, on par with what corporate advertisers
would spend in large commercial campaigns.'® Given that social media

16 Since commercial ad budgets are not made accessible in the Facebook Ad
Library, and commercial advertisers do not have an interest in publishing them
either, it is difficult to make specific comparisons. However, even though the overall
size of advertising budgets may be comparable, commercial advertisers are much
more efficiency-oriented, and therefore invest a larger share of their budgets in
content creation (i.e., video editing, copywriting, honorary fees of influencers),
while they optimise actual ad spending through making better use of the micro-

targeting tools available on Facebook. Spending large lump sums on individual
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advertising is often hailed for its precision and ability to micro-target
campaigns, this overly generous distribution of campaign funds in bulk
lends some credit to describing Megafon’s strategy as “carpet bombing™:
individual social media posts are advertised with such an oversized
budget that their ambition seems to be reaching virtually all Facebook
users in Hungary, rather than appealing to certain groups of the
electorate. This finding is also in line with Bétorfy and Urban (2020)
paper on how state advertising budgets are distributed in Hungary
which found that “in a situation when the government fully expropriates
the state’s resources and removes social control and rule of law-based
oversight over its use of these resources, then the respective costs of
capturing media directly or indirectly will not matter, nor will other
transactional costs” (Batorfy and Urban, 2020, p. 47). In sum, when it
comes to government-related social media spending, it seems that
maximising reach prevails over efficiency concerns.

As Figure 1 illustrates, this approach is rather atypical, even
among political advertisers with links to the Hungarian government.
The only other Facebook page that spent a comparable average
budget per post during the electoral campaign of 2022 was that of
the Hungarian government itself, however, as Table 2 shows, these
advertisements generated more impressions on Facebook, not far
below the ratio that independent content producer Partizan’s ads
have achieved. At the same time, two other pro-government social
media pages, the official party page of Fidesz, as well as the
pro-government news page Aktudlis did significantly worse,
positioning Megafon at the middle of the range in terms of the
efficiency of ad spending.

When it comes to reaching young Facebook users, Megafon also
fared low in terms of the efficiency of its demographic targeting, as
shown on Figure 2 which shows that only a little more than a third
(35.5 per cent) of the audience reached by Megafon’s Facebook ads
during the 2022 general election period reached the desired target
group of young people, i.e., Hungarian Facebook users under 35. At
the same time, this situates Megafon as the political advertiser with
the second highest share of young audience among the five
advertising accounts observed. This suggests that the low absolute
share of young users reached by these ads is caused by the general
aging of Facebook as a platform (Laor, 2022), rather than insufficient
targeting. Moreover, even though top advertisers with the most
generous Facebook advertising budgets during the 2022 electoral
campaign (Megafon, and the government) fared better in terms of
reaching young audiences, the correlation between overall spending
and reach within the 13-34 age demographic group remained
modest (R? = 0.3559).

The generosity of Megafon’s Facebook ad budget during the
electoral campaign cannot be attributed to a temporary spike though
but is part of a longer trend. Ever since its launch in 2020, Megafon
has featured among the top political advertisers of the country on
Facebook, with an accumulated overall spending that is even superior
to two other top advertisers: Fidesz and the Hungarian government.

As Figure 3 shows, Megafon has been the single largest political
advertiser on Facebook in Hungary between 2019 and 2023, which is
even more impressive if we consider that it was only founded in August

posts without a refined targeting algorithm (as done by Megafon) is an inefficient

approach very few commercial advertisers would follow.
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TABLE 2 Average Facebook ad spending of Hungarian political
advertisers during the 2022 electoral campaign.

Advertiser Average Efficiency ratio

spending per (avg impression/
post (thousand HUF spent)
HUFs)

Megafon 595 0.88

Government 513 1.26

Aktualis 375 0.58

Fidesz 274 0.60

Partizan 38 1.46

2020. Moreover, it is also the only one that has surpassed the HUF 1
billion mark which is superior to the maximum of campaign
subventions parties could receive during the general election campaign
period"’.

Even more strikingly, only three of the opposition parties made
it onto the top 10 list: left-wing-liberal Democratic Coalition, liberal
Momentum, and conservative Jobbik. Beyond political parties and
the Hungarian government, the list also includes pro-government
online media publisher Origo.hu, as well as EzaLényeg.hu, a news site
with close ties to the Democratic Coalition (DK) party.'® Moreover,
beyond Megafon, the list of top spenders also features two social
media sites that share political news and memes, using narratives that
match partisan cleavages: while Aktudlis has been owned by one of
Megafon’s influencers', Erésit6 has been linked to the left-wing
opposition®. It is also worth noting that unlike opposition parties,
Megafon and the Hungarian government concentrated their ad
spending on a relatively low amount of Facebook posts, therefore
spending more than ten times per post as the average of our top 10
sample, resulting in repetitive campaigns built around few centralised
messages. In terms of budget distribution, if we only consider
political party spending, then Fidesz’s social media spending was 63
per cent larger than that of the three other opposition parties
combined. However, if we apply a pro-government vs. anti-
government distinction instead and allocate the news sites that
feature in the top 10 to one of these categories, an even more
disproportionate picture emerges, as shown in Table 3.

Not only does Table 3 reveal the threefold difference between overall
pro-government vs. anti-government spending among the top 10 political
advertisers on Facebook, but also the fact that Megafon alone has outspent
all five opposition-related Facebook budgets combined. On top of that,
Fidesz has spent four times as much as the second most affluent
opposition party (Democratic Coalition). These findings point to the fact

17 Parties that field 106 candidates were eligible for approximately HUF 706
million campaign subvention in 2022.

18 See HVG's
itthon/20230127_Nem_is_az_ellenzeki_kampanyra_kaptak_a_2_milliardot_ezek_

independent  news  site article:  https://hvg.hu/
politikamentes_szerzodesek_volt__allitia_a_DKkozeli_mediavallalkozo

19 See https://telex.hu/belfold/2025/05/26/
kopasz-oszt-filep-david-aktualis-propaganda-magyar-peter-hirdetes

20 See https://magyarnemzet.hu/belfold/2021/04/beindult-gyurcsany-kore-
milliokkal-hirdetik-az-ellenzeki-media-cikkeit-a-facebookon and https://444.
hu/2022/03/16/a-kormanyoldal-mar-35-milliard-forintot-hirdetett-el-a-

facebookon-az-ellenzeki-erok-pedig-osszesen-2-milliardot
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Facebook ad reach of political advertisers among young (<35) target groups during the 2022 general election campaign (the author thanks Franziska
Wagner (CEU) for her assistance in transforming the raw demographic data downloaded from Facebook Ad Library into a manageable format for this
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that not only did Fidesz “compensate” for the perceived bias towards left-
wing and liberal content on Facebook it often claimed exists (also serving
as a raison d’ étre for Megafon), but it also managed to replicate the
dominance it has established in legacy media in the realm of Facebook, at
least in financial terms. This finding supports the normalisation thesis
(Gibson and McAllister, 2015) in that the specific technology in question
(Facebook advertising) has reaffirmed the incumbents advantage over
its challengers.

When it comes to engagement figures, unfortunately, no
systematic analysis can be executed, since unlike in the case of political
advertisement budgets, Facebook does not give access to Page Insights
to external users or researchers, only to page administrators. However,
the findings with regards to the performance of specific ads (as shown
on Figure 2) suggest that Megafon ads delivered acceptable results in
terms of reaching young (13-34) audiences, and even exceeded more
professionally targeted Partizdn’s reach in this demographic group,
which is a counterintuitive finding that suggests that the “carpet
bombing” approach of Megafon delivers the expected outcomes, even
if at a disproportionately high cost.

Frontiers in Political Science

5 Conclusions and discussion

This paper has revealed some important findings about the use of
political influencers in Hungary that may inform future research.
First, it has shown that social media influencers’ impact on political
communication and potentially political attitudes should feature more
prominently on political scientists’ radar, since innovative political
entrepreneurs may increasingly outsource campaign tasks to such
non-institutional actors. While a lot can be (and has been) learnt by
analysing political elite discourse on Twitter, it tells us little about what
shapes popular attitudes, especially among younger cohorts. From a
political communication perspective, this study contributes to an
emerging literature which not only considers social media influencers
as brand ambassadors, but also as actors who potentially transmit
political messages to their followers.

Second, this paper adds to our understanding of the Hungarian
media and political communication context, especially during
electoral campaigns. As the paper shows, outsourcing campaign tasks
has been incentivised both by the regulatory environment on
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TABLE 3 Total Facebook spending of top pro- and anti-government advertisers (2019-2023)*.

Pro-government spending

Anti-government spending

Advertiser Sum (million Share of all Advertiser Sum (million Share of all
HUF) political ads HUF) political ads
Megafon 1226.5 13.5% Erésité 271.8 3.0%
Fidesz 916.4 10.1% Democratic Coalition 2385 2.6%
Hungarian Government 623.2 6.8% EzaLényeg.hu 227.8 2.5%
Aktudlis 297.0 3.3% Momentum 165.8 1.8%
ORIGO 163.0 1.8% Jobbik 147.9 1.6%
Total 3226.0 35.4% 1051.8 11.5%

*Source of data: Facebook Ad Library.

campaign financing, as well as political parties’ struggle to reach
young audiences through legacy media. While a lot of research has
been published on the interrelation between Hungary’s democratic
backsliding and the transformation of the media landscape, relatively
little attention has been paid to how this has been complemented by
social media communication, especially at the non-elite level. The
establishment of a pro-government influencer agency (Megafon) is a
unique yet enlightening case that demonstrates how party messages
may be amplified by formally non-partisan actors whose budget may
even exceed official party spending. Third, the analysis of such
Facebook ads’ performance has shown that even though the “carpet-
bombing” approach which combines high spending with non-refined
targeting is inefficient in terms of delivering impressions, it is relatively
successful in reaching desired demographics, even compared to
competitors that apply more refined and cost-efficient advertising
strategies. This finding may bring more nuance into future research
on the impact of microtargeted social media campaigns on the one
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hand and expand our conceptual vocabulary through using the
analogy of “carpet-bombing” to describe very loosely targeted social
media advertisement campaigns on the other. Lastly, the paper
contributes to the emerging empirical literature on social media
influencers’ political impact and provides comparable evidence to
complement analysis on Duterte’s paid micro-influencers in the
Philippines (Karunungan, 2022), Bolsonaro’s patriotic digital creators
in Brazil (Colussi et al., 2023), and Trump’s U.S. ecosystem of “MAGA”
influencers (Peck, 2025), among others.

Despite the importance of these findings, some limitations of
this study must be acknowledged. First, this article is not focused on
the content of social media posts by Hungarian pro-government
influencers, and therefore, it reveals little about which specific
government narratives they adapt and how they are recontextualised
in their posts. A more detailed discourse analytical approach or
computer-assisted text analysis should be deployed for this purpose;
however, it is beyond the scope of this paper. Second, the analysis is
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limited by the fact that neither ad targeting, nor post engagement
statistics are made available by Facebook beyond a certain level of
aggregation. Therefore, any inferences drawn from this data are
deficient in the sense that they rely on assumptions that are highly
plausible but cannot be directly verified, e.g., the assumption that
Megafon primarily aims at appealing to younger audiences. Third,
the uniqueness of the Hungarian media environment and the
governing party’s social media strategy limits the generalizability of
the findings.

Beyond illuminating the innovative aspects of outsourcing
government communication to social media influencers, the paper
also cast a new light on international debates regarding media
freedom and freedom of expression in Hungary which have
predominantly focused on the disparity of resources and access in
favour of pro-government outlets in the legacy media sphere. As this
paper has shown, such inequalities are even more pronounced in the
case of social media, which may be much more consequential for
shaping the political attitudes of young voters. In sum, research
agendas should recognise the importance of social media influencers
in political communication, since they are here to stay and are
expected to become increasingly important sources of political
information to social media followers who barely consume legacy
news content.
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