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Abstract  

Drawing on the theory of affective intelligence, the present study considers the 

prolonged recession in Greece as a major event that increased the levels of 

people’s anxiety and propelled changes in political communication. The 

purpose of the study was to analyze the tone and the emotional appeals of 584 

political advertisements aired over a decade of economic, social and political 

turmoil. A comparison of the pre-recession (2004-2009) to the recession period 

(2010-2015) highlighted that comparative advertising among major political 

parties increased in times of recession. Variations in the emotional appeals were 

also identified with major parties focusing on negative emotions, whereas minor 

parties relied mostly on joyful appeals and the use of humor. The findings 

indicated that during the recession, campaign strategies seem to aim at the 

manipulation of people’s emotions, alternating between positive and negative 

tone of advertisement and between the emotional appeals of joy, humor, anger 

and fear.  

Keywords: political advertising, political campaign, emotional advertising 

  



GREEK POLITICAL ADVERTISING IN RETROSPECT    3 
 

Greek Political Advertising in Retrospect: A Longitudinal Approach 

Considering politics as a sphere where decisions are taken on a mere rational basis, 

studies in sociology and political science have largely neglected the role of emotion, leading 

to an “emotional deficit” in political communications (Richards, 2004). However, evidence 

on the extensive use of emotional appeals in political communications has been flourishing 

(i.e., Marmor-Lavie & Weimann, 2005) and the critical impact of emotion in information 

processing has been acknowledged (Marcus, Neuman & MacKuen, 2000). According to 

Mercer (2005), the identification of norms in international politics represents a promising 

avenue for the recognition of the importance of emotions. In addition, as important carriers 

of media representations, political advertisements provide affectively charged images that 

represent an ideal context for the scrutinization of emotional content (Richards, 2004). 

The fundamental role that emotions play in politics is reflected in the theory of 

affective intelligence (Marcus et al., 2000). The theory posits that anxiety constitutes a 

critical factor affecting the processing of political information by stimulating attentiveness. 

In that sense, the attention levels of the individuals fluctuate according to the emotional 

signals of the political environment. In times of crisis, an overwhelming presence of 

emotions is expected. In that sense, the economy, in the form of business cycles can make 

the voters’ attention levels rise and fall: The better the economy, the lower the anxiety, and 

the worse the economy, the greater the anxiety (MacKuen, Marcus, Neuman & Keele, 

2007). 

Drawing on the theory of affective intelligence, this study takes Greece as a case in 

point and considers the financial crisis as a decisive factor that subverted the country’s 

political climate, stirred emotions and skyrocketed the levels of anxiety. The years preceding 

the country’s recession, were characterized by a series of successful stages that propagated a 

sense of welfare and feelings of national pride in the Greek society. However, since late 
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2009 Greece has been facing an unprecedented debt crisis that threatened the country 

against bankruptcy and exit from the Eurozone, amid rapidly expanding unemployment, 

social discomfort and a political climate of doubts and instability (Tsichla, Spyridou & 

Boutsouki, 2013). During this period, Greece agreed on three bailout packages of around 

300 billion euro that assigned vast power to the Troika over policymaking and obliged the 

elected governments to pursue a similar agenda. Hence, opposing parties found it more 

difficult to effectively differentiate themselves in the minds of the electorate. Having 

watched various governments after 2009 to alternate in power but keep implementing 

similar measures, the public started to lose faith in the political parties’ ability to bring about 

compelling changes that would fix the economy and hence, started to develop growing 

feelings of political cynicism. 

At the same time, research on media coverage of the bailout agreement in Greece 

demonstrated a solid discourse of moralizing economics and politics that emphasized 

dependency -stressing that Greece is weak and cannot be saved without the Troika- and fear, 

articulated in terms of dilemmas between the euro currency or the drachma, growth or 

disaster, jobs or unemployment, security or uncertainty (Doudaki, Spyridou, Boubouka & 

Tzalavras, 2013). In that sense, political advertising could hardly remain untouched by this 

heated emotional context. It is reasonable to assume that in the course of recession, 

campaign messages by major parties that rival for power tried to exploit people’s anxiety by 

employing a negative rather than a positive tone of advertisements and by appealing to 

negative emotions.  

In the light of this turbulent sociopolitical context, this study attempts to analyze the 

content of political advertisements, contrasting the period before (2004-2009) and during the 

economic recession (2010-2015). Specifically, the study compares the tone of advertisements 

and the use of emotional appeals between major and minor political parties. 
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Political Advertisements 

In the course of an election period, political advertisements are omnipresent and convey 

significant information that increases knowledge about candidates and issues, gives 

candidates and parties the opportunity to enhance their presence in the media (Holtz-Bacha 

& Kaid, 2006), influences voting behavior and helps to attract the crucial swing or 

undecided voters (Devlin, 1997). In recent decades, the role of political advertising has been 

further enhanced due to the weakening influence of partisan affiliations that brought to light 

an unpredictable, open to short-term influences electorate (Holtz-Bacha & Kaid, 2006). 

Television advertisements constitute the cutting edge of political campaigns (O’Cass, 2001), 

as television is considered the best medium to evoke voters’ emotional responses (Way & 

Masters, 1996). Before the campaigns are launched, political parties are supposed to develop an 

understanding on the public’s emotional preoccupations and inform the creative process 

(Richards, 2004). Emotions of hope, pride, anger, guilt, anxiety and fear are regularly evoked in 

political spots by explicit verbal appeals, images and sounds. Regarding the emotional valence 

of the campaigns, a prominent use of negative as opposed to positive tone of campaign has 

been repeatedly documented (e.g. Dermody & Scullion, 2000).  

The Theory of Affective Intelligence 

Drawing from neuroscience, Marcus et al. (2000) argued that individuals possess two distinct 

emotional systems: A dispositional system that addresses their normal feelings about things and 

a surveillance system responsible for their attention. Dispositions are driven by enthusiasm and 

aversion, while the surveillance system relies on emotions like anxiety, fear and uncertainty to 

alert the individual that a novel situation is at hand and manage the attention levels accordingly. 

In other words, in case the environment represents a familiar situation, the decision strategies of 

individuals rely on heuristics. In the realm of politics, heuristics comprise of past lessons and 

partisan affiliations. However, according to Marcus et al. (2000), the deterioration of the 
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economy represents a critical event that raises attention levels, motivates voters to abandon 

heuristics and therefore consider more cautiously contemporary information at hand. In that 

sense, the changing emotions of the electorate correspondingly influence the content of political 

advertisements.  

Hypotheses Development 

Tone of Political Advertisements 

The tone of political advertisements can be classified as positive, negative and comparative. 

Positive political advertising can be defined as those ads that promote a candidate’s merits 

and highlight his/her strengths (Tinkham & Weaver-Lariscy, 1993). On the other hand, a 

negative ad is one that presents unfavorable information about a competing candidate and no 

information about the candidate on whose behalf it is run. Negative ads create division 

between the audience and their opponents, by associating them with policies, people or 

character traits that voters regard as undesirable (Benoit, 2000). Even though negative 

political advertising is routinely employed, it is considered to be counterproductive, as it 

may create a backlash against the candidate (Basil, Schooler & Reeves, 1991). Comparative 

advertising is a less spiteful form of political advertising, in which both candidates are 

evaluated and compared directly, claiming superiority over the opponent (Johnson-Cartee & 

Copeland, 1991). 

Even though political negativity dominated Greek political advertisements in the early 

90s, a declining pattern was evident, such that in 2000, negative campaign spots constituted 

only a small proportion of the total advertisements (Samaras & Papathanassopoulos, 2006). 

Employing an affective intelligence outlook amidst the emotionally heated context of the 

recession in Greece though, political parties are likely to further induce anxiety on their 

opponents’ partisans in order to encourage defection. Towards this end, campaigns are likely 
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to either adopt a negative tone and attack their opponents or encourage voters to make 

thorough comparisons on candidates or issues.  

H1: The use of negative and comparative (positive) tone of political advertisements 

increases during (before) the recession. 

Emotional Appeals in Political Advertising 

The use of emotional appeals in Greek political advertising is also likely to vary before and 

during the recession. As positive and negative advertisements attempt to achieve different 

goals, they are expected to appeal to different emotions. Positive campaigns have been 

commonly found to trigger hope, pride, reassurance and empathy, whereas negative 

campaigns are more likely to rely on fear, guilt and anger (Marmor-Lavie & Weimann, 

2005). Marcus et al (2000) demonstrated that appeals to enthusiasm led to an increased 

willingness to vote and a greater reliance on preexisting preferences, while fear appeals 

raise anxiety, encourage critical reflection and increase reliance on contemporary 

evaluations. According to prior studies (De Castella, McGarty & Musgrove, 2009; Stuckey, 

2017), in times of high political tension strong negative emotional appeals (such as fear and 

anger) tend to emerge, overshadowing positive emotions (such as joy).  

H2: The use of negative emotions (positive emotions) in advertising appeals increases 

during (before) the recession. 

The Role of Major and Minor Parties 

The advertising tactics followed by campaign opponents are seldom consistent. Different 

political parties attempt to convince different target audiences that call for the employment 

of varied emotional appeals (Goldberg, 1994). Academic research supports the existence of 

diverse strategies between parties: In Israel, Marmor-Lavie and Weimann (2005) note that 

different patterns were obvious between religious and non-religious parties as well as 
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between right-wing and left-wing parties. In the Greek context, Tsichla et al. (2013) revealed 

that in the 2012 elections, conservative parties were more likely to play on fears than liberal 

parties; appeals to pride were widespread in conservative parties’ campaigns, while liberal 

parties preferred to rely more on warm-heartedness appeals.  

Strategies may also vary according to the number and size of the parties running in a 

race (Holtz-Bacha & Kaid, 2006). Whether elections lead to clear majorities and single-party 

governments or result in coalitions of two or more parties, exerts considerable influence to 

the campaign strategies. A possible explanation is that political parties are unwilling to use 

negative advertising against future or former coalition parties (Holtz-Bacha & Kaid, 2006). 

Greece had a solid bipartisan structure for decades that enabled the formation of single party 

governments, while minor parties used to struggle to elect their parliament representatives. 

However, after the financial crisis, the major political parties lost a significant proportion of 

their voters and were unable to form single-party governments. As a result, minor parties 

were transformed to regulating actors in the political system and even to governmental 

partners, roles that necessitated the evolvement of their political campaigns as well.  

Based on the theory of affective intelligence, it can be assumed that before the 

recession, major political parties, which demanded the maintenance of the bipolar structure 

and strived for the mobilization of support from the party’s base were keen on reducing 

voters’ perceived anxiety, whereas minor parties, which contested for swing votes, strived to 

capitalize on voters’ anxiety. During the recession though, minor parties performed well in 

the polls, so an emphasis on positive emotions in order to decrease vote-swingers’ anxiety 

seemed preferable. Instead, major parties appealed to negative emotions during the 

recession, in order to warn the electorate about the potential hazards should their opponents 

would win the race. 
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H3a: Major parties use more frequently a negative and comparative (positive) tone of 

political advertisements during (before) rather than before (during) the recession. 

H3b: Minor parties use more frequently a positive (negative and comparative) tone of 

political advertisements during (before) rather than before (during) the recession. 

H4a: Major parties use more frequently negative emotional appeals (positive emotional 

appeals) during (before) rather than before (during) the recession. 

H4b: Minor parties use more frequently positive emotional appeals (negative emotional 

appeals) during (before) rather than before (during) the recession. 

Method  

Design and Sample 

Content analysis was used as the basis for the study, a method suitable for the scientific 

analysis of advertising messages (Kassarjian, 1977). A sample of 584 Greek political 

advertisements of the last 11 years was studied. The sampling frame used was provided by 

Adbank, an independent organization that records Greek commercials. For each election 

year from 2004 to 2015, the total sample of the ads provided was content analyzed. National 

election campaigns held in 2004 (85 ads), 2007 (57 ads), 2009 (98 ads), May 2012 (97 ads), 

June 2012 (82 ads), January 2015 (51 ads) and September 2015 (114 ads) are discussed in 

this study. 

Procedure 

Two independent Greek coders content analyzed the 584 commercials. The coders were 

trained over a sample of 100 ads on the details of the task and the dimensions of the 

constructs being measured (see the codebook of the study): Izard’s (1977) emotion scale, 

Pinkleton’s (1997) typology for comparative and negative advertising and Zhang (1996) 

definition of humorous appeals. Inter-coder agreement was estimated based on Cohen’s 
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conditional Kappa (1988). The values ranged between .81 and .91. Discrepancies were 

resolved by the authors. 

The economic period and the classification between major and minor parties were used 

as the two independent variables of this study. The period under investigation (2004 to 

2015) was divided between recessionary and non-recessionary phases. The period prior to 

2010 (national elections of 2004, 2007, 2009) was classified as non-recessionary (before the 

recession), while the period after 2010 (national elections of 2012 2014 and 2015) was 

classified as recessionary (amidst the recession). Specialist financial news outlets and the 

International Monetary Fund considered the beginning of the Greek crisis after the elections 

of 2009, in late 2009 (Knight, 2013). Although the global economic crisis had started in 2008, 

the two major parties, ran optimistic political campaigns that focused on “green development” 

and “regain of hope” respectively (Dinas, 2010). It was only in late 2009 that both the new 

government and Greek citizens realized the magnitude of the dept crisis.  

For the purpose of the study, major parties were regarded the two parties that gather 

the highest proportion of the electoral votes and are granted by the country’s President of 

Democracy permission to form the new government. 

Results 

Table 1 summarizes the findings of the study. The use of negative, comparative and/or 

positive political advertising before and during the recession was investigated with the use of 

chi-square test for independence. The results indicated that the recession has a small but 

meaningful impact on the tone of advertising (χ2(2, N=584)=7.2, Cramer’s V=.11, p=.024). 

Post-hoc z-tests with Bonferroni corrections (significance = p<.05) showed that the use of 

comparative political advertisements increased amidst the economic recession (from 15% to 

23.8%), while at the same time the use of negative (from 25.5% to 24.7%) and positive 

advertising (from 59.6% to 51.5%) remained at nearly the same level during both periods. 
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These findings support hypothesis 1 only for comparative advertising. The increasing use of 

comparative advertising during the recession was mainly ascribed to major political parties 

(from 14.9% to 35.2%). Moreover, the use of positive advertising showed a decreasing trend 

by major parties (from 64.9% to 48.6%). These findings (χ2(2, N=584)=17.64, Cramer’s 

V=.24, p<.001) partially support hypothesis 3a (only for comparative and positive 

advertising), while reject hypothesis 3b.  

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

The results indicated significant differences in the use of emotional appeals before and 

amidst the recession (χ2(6, N=584)=31.8, Cramer’s V=.21, p<.001). Post-hoc z-tests with 

Bonferroni corrections (significance = p<.05) showed that although joy was the most popular 

emotion in both periods, it was used less often during the recession (from 60.0% to 44.2%), 

partially supporting hypothesis 2 (only for joy). Instead, amidst the recession, Greek 

advertisers employed more surprising (from 0.0% to 3.2%) and humorous (from 2.1% to 

7.8%) political messages than before. The findings also indicated different communication 

approaches between the major (χ2(6, N=584)=19.32, Cramer’s V=.27, p=.004) and minor 

parties (χ2(6, N=584)=28.68, Cramer’s V=.3, p<.001) in the two periods. The use of joy 

showed a decreasing trend by major parties (from 71.8% to 43.7%) and an increasing trend by 

minor parties (from 28.8% to 44.6%). Similarly, minor parties employed humorous appeals 

more throughout the recession (from 3.0% to 11.9%). Instead, negative emotions, although 

widely used by minor parties before the recession (anger: from 31.8% to 18.3%, fear: from 

31.8% to 18.3%), appear to have been adopted by the major parties during the recession 

(anger: from 5.2% to 12.7%, fear: from 19.0% to 38.0%). These findings support both 

hypotheses 4a and 4b. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 

Political parties employ a mix of communication strategies that include negative, 

comparative and positive advertising (Pinkleton, 1997). The present study indicates that 

comparative advertising increased significantly, especially among the major political parties, 

during the Greek recession. Negative and comparative advertising increased to nearly 50% 

in these hard times. Comparative advertising creates confidence for the sponsoring party, 

promotes competition, whereas reduces targeted-party voting and avoids most forms of voter 

backlash (Pinkleton, 1998). Instead, strong concerns have been voiced about the detrimental 

impact of negative political advertisements that alienates the electorate from the political 

process (Clinger, 1987). This may explain the increase that occurred only in the use of 

comparative advertising and not in that of negative advertising. On the contrary, the study 

reveals that emotional appeals to joy dropped significantly during the recession but 

surprisingly, the use of humor and surprise were reinforced. This aligns with Capelli, 

Sabadie & Trenkel (2012) claiming that the use of humor should be favored when undecided 

voters -who abound in times of crisis- are addressed.  

The findings indicate that during the Greek recession major political parties tried to 

polarize the electorate by assaulting their political opponents for broken promises, hidden 

agenda, corruption and public misstatements. The fluidity of the political environment 

created opportunities for the emergence of new political parties (e.g. Democratic Left and 

the River) and skilled rhetoricians (Crines and Heppell, 2017). Hence, major political parties 

adopted a status quo-oriented strategy in order to persuade an electorate that on the one hand 

was cynical about politics and mistrustful of politicians and on the other hand remained 

optimistic considering that there were other avenues for advancement (Niven, 2000).  

The study highlights the divergent use of emotional appeals by major and minor 

parties over the two economic periods. Before the Greek recession, the major political 
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parties used joy in their advertisements to reduce voters’ experienced anxiety and impelled 

them to display habitual choice as their decision strategy. In contrast, minor parties 

emphasized fear and anger appeals in their political messages to increase voter’s anxiety and 

urge them to make a more informed decision. During the Greek recession, however, when 

major political parties needed to address their voting audience in a persuasive voice and 

inform about the potential dangers of voting for the opposition, they relied on negative 

emotions, such as anger and fear. At the same time, minor parties that needed to lure more 

voters and increase participation relied on positive emotions such as joy and humor, in an 

attempt to uplift people’s moral and to instill hope for an eventual resolution. 

The main limitation of this study, rests with the sampling frame used. Although 

Adbank is the most updated advertising database available in the country, the authors 

cannot certify that the totality of the advertising campaigns were included and analyzed in 

this study, especially for the early (pre- recession) years.  

This study extends the theory of affective intelligence to the political communication 

context. According to the theory, absence of anxiety leads voters to feel safe and rely on 

their prior decisions/actions/routines, which proved successful, in order to take a habituated 

choice based on them (MacKuen et al., 2007). On the contrary, the presence of increased 

anxiety in voters, leads them to make deliberative choices based on explicit learning and 

thoughtful consideration of alternatives. The present study empirically supports that the 

theory of affective intelligence can explain why major and minor parties adopt different 

communication strategies before and during the economic recession, yielding useful 

practical implications for politicians and suggesting interesting research avenues for the 

academic scrutiny of political advertising.  
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Table 1. Main Findings 

 
Before 

Economic 
Recession 

Amidst 
Economic 
Recession 

 
Major Parties 

 

Minor Parties 

 Before 
Economic 
Recession 

Amidst 
Economic 
Recession 

 Before 
Economic 
Recession 

Amidst 
Economic 
Recession 

 %(N) %(N) %(N) %(N)  %(N) %(N) 

Tone of advertisement        
Negative 25.4 (61) 24.7 (85) 20.1 (35) 16.2 (23)  39.4 (26) 30.7 (62) 
Comparative 15.0 (36) 23.8 (82) 14.9 (26) 35.2 (50)  15.2 (10) 15.8 (32) 
Positive (None of the above) 59.6 (143) 51.5 (177) 64.9 (113) 48.6 (69)  45.5 (30) 53.5 (108) 

        
Emotional appeals        

Joy 
(i.e. optimism, hope, pride, 
contentment, relief, zest) 

60.0 (144) 44.2 (152) 71.8 (125) 43.7 (62) 
 

28.8 (19) 44.6 (90) 

Surprise .0 (0) 3.2 (11) .0 (0) 1.4 (2)  .0 (0) 4.5 (9) 
Distress 1.3 (3) .6 (2) 1.1 (2) 0.7 (1)  1.5 (1) 0.5 (1) 
Anger 12.5 (30) 16.0 (55) 5.2 (9) 12.7 (18)  31.8 (21) 18.3 (37) 
Fear 22.5 (54) 26.5 (91) 19.0 (33) 38.0 (54)  31.8 (21) 18.3 (37) 
Guilt 1.7 (4) 1.7(6) 1.1 (2) 1.4 (2)  3.0 (2) 2.0 (4) 
Humor 2.1(5) 7.8 (27) 1.7 (3) 2.1 (3)  3.0 (2) 11.9  (24) 
        

 
Total 

100(240) 100(344) 100(174) 100(142)  100(66) 100(202) 

 


