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Abstract: When a crisis strikes, political leaders can either unite or continue their political battles. While social media often
sustains adversarial dynamics, the public opinion literature highlights a concept labelled rally-round-the-flag, where citizens
temporarily unite behind leaders during crises. In times of crisis, Facebook is an important communication platform due to
its large user base, with between 65% and 69% daily users, making it an important platform for reaching citizens with
information during a crisis. This study analyzes Facebook messages from twelve Norwegian politicians across nine parties,
covering a period ranging from September 2019 to January 2022, including three COVID-19 lockdowns and a national
election. Empirically, a linear probability model and descriptive analyses are used to examine changes in communication
strategy. Results show a temporary decline in criticism and a rise in accommodative and trust-oriented messaging during the
first two lockdowns among opposition politicians. However, as the crisis subsided, political competition resurfaced,
illustrating how digital platforms mediate short-lived unity and accelerate the return to routine contestation.
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INTRODUCTION

In times of societal crisis, citizens often rally around their political leaders, producing what is known as the “rally-round-the-
flag” effect. This phenomenon is well-documented in the public opinion literature, with empirical evidence emerging from
periods of war, terrorist attacks, and COVID-19 lockdowns [1]. However, the rise of social media has changed the dynamics
of political communication, potentially disrupting traditional rally effects. Platforms like Facebook facilitate continuous
interaction and confrontation between political actors, potentially sustaining political competition even during national
emergencies.

Against this backdrop, the present study examines the evolving communication strategies of governing and opposition
politicians in Norway from six months before the COVID-19 outbreak until the end of the third lockdown. Analyzing political
messaging on social media, this study explores whether the emergence of a crisis foster a temporary communicative unity or
whether digital platforms amplify ongoing political contestation. Specifically, the current study addresses two research
questions: (RQ1) To what extent do governing and opposition politicians shift their messaging strategies during crises
compared to non-crisis periods? (RQ2) How do these messaging strategies and public trust changes evolve over time as the
crisis progresses or recedes?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Political Competition or Rally-round-the-flag
Social media platforms allow for the continuous spread of political information through direct citizen-politician
interaction. These relationships are often cultivated on platforms such as Facebook, where politicians share “behind-the-
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scenes” glimpses, discuss policy, and openly criticize political opponents [2].

Negative campaigning has become a persistent feature of social media, with political actors strategically highlighting
their opponents’ weaknesses to underscore their own competence. While the intensity and tone of such criticism may vary
depending on timing—such as during election cycles or moments of heightened attention—the underlying dynamic is one
of ongoing political competition [3]. This competition does not pause during non-election periods but is increasingly
embedded into digital communication. Popular and scholarly accounts point to the rise of perpetual campaigning, where the
lines between routine communication and special event responses such as crisis are blurred, making social media an arena
for constant partisan positioning and rivalry.

The rally-round-the-flag effect originates from the seminal work of Mueller [4], who examined shifts in public support
for the U.S. president during the Korean War. According to Mueller [4], exogenous shocks—such as wars, terrorist attacks,
or national emergencies—can trigger a short-term surge in public support for incumbent political leaders. During such
moments, citizens tend to set aside partisan divisions and unite around their government, seeking stability and decisive
leadership when facing a crisis. However, these effects are typically temporary and do not eliminate political contestation in
the long run. One of the most widely cited examples of this phenomenon is the dramatic increase in approval ratings for the
U.S. president following the 9/11 terrorist attacks. More recently, rally effects have also been documented during health
crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to lockdowns in numerous countries.

Over time, rally effects have become an established empirical phenomenon in the public opinion literature, with
considerable scholarly attention being directed toward understanding when they occur and how long they persist [1,5]. For
example, Johansson et al. [5] explore why political leaders struggle to maintain high levels of support over time, emphasizing
the temporal nature of rally effects. A key reason for the decline in public support is the gradual reemergence of political
competition as opposition parties resume their critical role in the democratic discourse. Particularly in multiparty systems,
opposition actors—including right-wing populist parties—often seek to reassert their relevance by challenging government
decisions and refocusing attention on contested political issues. As the sense of crisis diminishes, the space for politics
reopens, transitioning back to routine communication.

The Norwegian Context

Norway is a stable multiparty system with nine parliamentary parties constantly competing for power [6]. In March 2020,
Norwegian political leaders were faced with the COVID-19 pandemic, a dual challenge encompassing public health and
political communication [7]. Political leaders responded swiftly by implementing stringent public health measures, leading
to three distinct lockdowns between March 2020 and January 2022. These periods of crisis signified a break from routine
political communication and governance. Instead, crisis management, public reassurance, and strategic use of
communication platforms became central to the role of political leadership [8]. Notably, the early phase of the pandemic was
marked by high public trust and cross-party consensus, situating Norway as a case where institutional legitimacy and political
cooperation shaped the initial response [9].

Over time, however, the communication environment changed as the pandemic moved through different stages.
According to Fiskvik et al. [8], the crisis unfolded in three major lockdown phases, reflecting distinct societal and political
dynamics. While the first lockdown emphasized centralized, state-led communication and information control, the second
phase saw increased public fatigue and a growing need for participatory engagement. Politicians began using social media
to solicit feedback and maintain public connection, echoing broader trends toward interactive governance [9]. By the third
lockdown in November 2021, the political focus shifted again toward restoring political competition in a context marked by
high vaccination rates. Communication became more symbolic and strategic as politicians balanced pandemic messaging
with efforts to maintain visibility and assert political leadership [8,9]. This evolving communication trajectory highlights the
adaptability of political actors navigating the intersection of crisis and routine politics in a high-trust Nordic context.

Analytical Framework

Politicians’ communication strategies on social media are still evolving, yet specific patterns have remained consistent
across contexts and over time. This study draws on three key communicative strategies—criticism, accommodative
messaging, and summoning trust—to construct an analytical framework for understanding whether political actors engage
in perpetual competition or temporarily suspend adversarial rhetoric during times of crisis. These strategies are central to
political and crisis communication research and provide insight into the shifting nature of political discourse during
exceptional events like the COVID-19 pandemic.

Criticism refers to negative messaging, often directed at political opponents or institutions, and is a concept rooted in
election research. Scholars have long emphasized the prevalence of negative campaigning in contemporary politics,
particularly on social media platforms where fast-paced and attention-grabbing content receive most engagement. Criticism
may highlight government shortcomings or signal partisan disagreement, and its presence or absence is a useful indicator of
whether opposition leaders challenge the governing coalition or adopt a more unifying stance during a crisis [2,3].

Accommodative messages are defined as communication strategies aimed at protecting or enhancing stakeholder efficacy
[10]. These messages play a crucial role in crisis communication by fostering reassurance and building confidence in political
leadership. Accommodative content often includes appeals to national unity, expressions of empathy, and morale-boosting
language. By emphasizing collaboration and shared responsibility, such messaging can help maintain social cohesion and
reinforce public compliance with preventive measures.

Trust serves as a key lens to assess the broader communicative environment. In the political communication literature,
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trust is often positioned as a counterbalance to adversarial politics, with prolonged political competition linked to declining
trust in institutions [1]. Research has shown that negativity in public discourse—whether driven by media dynamics or
partisan conflict—can fuel a "vicious cycle" of political cynicism and disengagement. A vicious cycle can eventually lead to
a state of political malaise with little support being given to political leaders.

DATA AND METHOD

Facebook posts were gathered using CrowdTangle in the end of December 2022. Posts from twelve Norwegian party leaders,
representing governing and opposition parties, were collected from September 1%, 2019, to January 31%, 2022. A total of
7266 posts covering three lockdowns and a national election are included in the data. Messages containing criticism and
accommodative information were identified using a manual content analysis. In addition, a trust measure based on natural
language processing are included. Empirically, a descriptive approach is combined with results from a linear probability
model (LPM).

Empirically, three outcomes were used to determine the presence of a rally-round-the-flag effect. The presence of
criticism and accommodative messages guide whether the analysis related to whether each of the lockdown periods were
characterized by political competition with ongoing critic, or if politicians used accommodative messages to establish support
toward preventive measures by attempting to boost morale and showing empathy. Both measures were dichotomous and
coded as 0 (not present) or 1 (present). A manual coding of posts showed respectively a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83 and 0.87.
In addition to these two measures, a measure of trust was developed using natural language processing to create a baseline.
Examining fluctuations in trust have been the standard approach to detect rally effects, but since this study rely on a text-
oriented approach consisting of social media messages from different politicians, a lexicon approach was combined with the
use of OpenAl's GPT4o large language model (LLM) to detect ratio of trust evoking words in messages.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Trends in communication between governing and opposition politicians

Before presenting the results related to the effect of being an opposition politician, a descriptive approach was used to
examine the trends in use of the three strategies increasing either political competition or a rally effect. A graph showing
how the quantity of messages map out over time reveals a clear event-driven pattern with changes happening around the
three lockdowns. Looking at the raw numbers of messages, a decline in criticism occurs during the first lockdown, with an
increase in messages providing an accommodative message and using words summoning trust. A similar pattern occurs
during the second lockdown with a decreasing number of messages providing criticism, while leading to an increasing
number of messages providing an accommodative message.

Examining the results shows that there is a notable overlap in how governing and opposition leaders respond to crisis-
related events. When criticism decreases among governing leaders, it tends to decline simultaneously among opposition
leaders—suggesting a form of synchronized rhetorical adjustment in the face of evolving crisis dynamics. Similarly, peaks
in trust-related messaging and accommodative strategies tend to occur at the same time across both groups, most prominently
around the onset of the first lockdown. This convergence points to a broader pattern where political actors, regardless of
institutional role, align their communication styles during periods of uncertainty. Rather than engaging in adversarial
messaging, both governing and opposition leaders appear to move toward more unifying messages—indicative of a
temporary communicative unity mirroring what the literature refer to as a “rally-around-the-flag” effect. These findings
underscore how crisis contexts can prompt not only shifts in individual strategies but also collective recalibrations in political
discourse.

Overall, patterns are event-driven with lockdowns leading to an increase in accommodative messages and messages
contributing to higher levels of trust. Despite finding a pattern in the raw data signaling a rally effect for the first and second
lockdown, during the third lockdown, there seems to be an increase in criticism with a decrease in accommodative messages
and trust. Therefore, based on descriptive results, a rally effect seems to be present, but its short lived and only emerges
during the first two lockdowns.

Interaction Effects Between Political Position and Lockdown Period

The interaction terms in the linear probability models provide insight into how opposition politicians adjusted their
communication strategies across different stages of the pandemic. With regard to criticism, opposition leaders were
significantly less likely to post critical messages during the first and third lockdowns. The probability of posting criticism
decreased by 0.12 (p < 0.01) during the first lockdown and by 0.17 (p < 0.05) during the third lockdown. These findings
suggest that opposition politicians adopted a more restrained rhetorical style in moments of acute crisis, aligning partially
with the expectations of a rally-round-the-flag effect. However, these effects appear temporary. By the period following the
second lockdown, criticism began to re-emerge, though not significantly. Even after nearly two years of crisis, political
competition had not fully returned to pre-pandemic levels.

Turning to accommodative messaging, the models reveal a consistent pattern: opposition politicians were significantly
less likely to post accommodative messages during both the first (-0.11, p < 0.05) and second lockdown (-0.16, p < 0.01).
This trend continued into the post-lockdown periods, with slight but negative effects across the board. These results indicate
that, even during a public health emergency, opposition leaders were less inclined to adopt messages aimed at building
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morale or reinforcing public efficacy. This may reflect the structural position of opposition actors, who typically have less
incentive—or fewer political rewards—for expressing support for government-led crisis management.

The third dimension—trust—shows a different trajectory. Trust-related language increased across all politicians during
the second and third lockdowns. Specifically, opposition leaders were more likely to use trust-evoking language after the
second lockdown, with an interaction effect of 0.04 (»p < 0.01). This trend may reflect the shifting political context in late
2021, as parties began preparing for the national election. Increased use of trust messaging may have been a strategic move
to re-establish credibility and visibility, particularly after prolonged periods of restraint. Notably, the opposition remained
significantly less likely to use trust-based language across the full period (—0.13, p <0.001), underscoring the tension between
crisis unity and political positioning.

In sum, these results reveal a multifaceted and dynamic communicative response. While moments of crisis initially
suppressed traditional patterns of political competition—especially through reduced criticism and limited accommodative
messaging from opposition actors—these effects were neither uniform nor sustained. Instead, what emerges is a gradual
recalibration of political communication, shaped by evolving lockdowns and an upcoming election.

CONCLUSION

This study highlights the dynamic nature of political communication during a prolonged crisis, revealing how governing and
opposition politicians in Norway adapted their messaging across three lockdowns. The evidence points to a temporary rally-
round-the-flag effect during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, with communication becoming more
accommodative and trust-oriented across party lines. However, as the crisis progressed, signs of renewed political
competition reemerged, particularly in the lead-up to the 2021 national election. These findings have important practical
implications for political actors and communication strategists. In high-trust democracies, moments of crisis may open brief
windows for unified messaging and cooperative tone—but sustaining public trust and minimizing polarization requires
deliberate efforts that extend beyond the immediate threat. Social media, while enabling rapid outreach, also reinforces the
return to adversarial dynamics. Policymakers and communicators should be mindful of this trajectory when crafting crisis
responses that aim to balance political accountability with societal cohesion.
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