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Denomen 3en1eHCbK020: MOT00b, COULALHI Mepedci ma 3a/IyueHicmy y RoImuydHi npoyecu
¢ Ykpaini

3aeoaxu coyianvuum mepedcam MOA00b OMPUMALA MONCIUGICMb Opamu  Oe3nocepeonio
yuacmos y HOAMUYHUX NOOISX NPOMSA2OM YKPAIHCOKUX Pesoioyilli OCMAaHHIX pokie. Y yiil cmammi mu
00CHI0AHCYEMO BUOU 83AEMOOI] MOIOOI 3 NOMMUYHUMU NPOYecamu ma 3adiSHICMb Y yux npoyecax
coymepexc. Mu ananizyemo npesudenmcovki eubopu 2019 poxy i obpanns Borooumupa 3enencokozo
npezudenmom Yxpainu. Hawa memooonozis 6Kaouae KilbKiCHI (AHKemu-OnumyanHs, aHais 0anux) i
AKicHi (¢hoKyc-epynu) 00CTiOHUYBKI MemOoou, po3MOBU OHAAUH | HAXNCUBO i3 CMYOEHMCbKUMU (POKYC-
epynamu 3 pisHUX micm YKpainu, cliOKY8aHHA Yy coyMmepedtcax 3a paoosuMu Oonucysavamu i 3a
enausosuUMY mon-oaocepamu. Mu po3nogcroounu aukemu OonumygaHv 00, RICAA, i Midc uOOpUUMU
mypamu. Yuacnuxam 0y10 3anponoHo8aHo NUMAKHA KilbKOX Munie — eiokpumi i maki, wo eumazaiu
subopy midc sapianmamu 8ionogioetl.

Hawe Oocniooicenns mpusano i3 ciuna no aunenv 2019 poky i exmouano poboouy
wecmumudiIcHegy noi3oky 6 Yxpaiuny, Oe mu manu 3ycmpiui 3 aidepamu MOA00IICHUX OpeaHiz3ayill i
npeoCmasHUKAMU NOAMUYHUX pyxie. /s onumyeéanv mu odoupanu ydacHukie eikom 18-24 poku i
HAMA2AnUCs npedCcmasumuy  SIKHAaloiibue pe2ionie ma pisi coyianvhi eepcmeu. 11i0 wac pobomu mu
SIMKHYIUCS 3 PAOOM BUKIUKIE, MAKUX K HEOOXIOHICMb 633mu 00 yedeu NOJAIMUYHY, PeClOHANbHY mda
KYIbMYPHY PISHUYIO Midc pezionamu Yxpainu, a maxodsc uuciennicms 3iopanux oanux. OOHak, ye
003601UNO HAM CYMMEBD NO2IUOUMU BUCHOBKL.

Y cmammi mu pozensdaemo Guxopucmaums coymepexc Sk O3HAKY GKAYEHOCMI MOJIOOUX
2POMAOsH Y NOLIMUYHEe Hcumms, a «pernomen 3eneHcbko2o» - K NPUKIA0 i HACIiOOK IXHbOT yuacmi.
3axioui 6ueni 8UCTOBMIOBANUCA PO NOMEHYIAT COYMEPEIIC Y BCMAHOGIEHHI ABMOPUMAPHUX PEHCUMIE.
3eaccuswu ixui MipKyeanHs [ npoananizysasuiy 3i0pami OaHi, Mu NPUTUIU 00 GUCHOBKY, WO
coymepexnci QYHOAMEHMANbHO 3MIHUAU PUMMU [ MONCIUBOCHI NOJIMUYHOL YHACMI 2POMAOAH |
CHOHYKAIU MOI00b 00 HAO38UYALIHO BUCOKO20 Di6Hs yyacmi y eubopax. Buxopucmanus coymepeosic B.
3enencokum ma 1020 KOMAHOOKW - Npukiad moeo, Ak IHcmaspam-pesonroyis npunecia peanbHi
pe3yibmamu uOOpis.

In April of 2019, Volodymyr Zelensky beat the incumbent Petro Poroshenko in the
Ukrainian presidential general election in a landslide with 73% of the vote. A well-known
Ukrainian comedian and actor, Zelensky announced his candidacy under the umbrella of his
new party “Servant of the People” only in January of 2019. His meteoric rise from improbable
candidate to president of Ukraine was a surprise to many, but it precisely mimicked the fate of
the disarming schoolteacher he played in a hit comic TV series (also named “Servant of the
People”). In the show, Zelensky’s character is suddenly and unexpectedly elected president
of Ukraine, after a video of him railing against corruption to his school principal goes viral.
His students are the vehicle for the video’s rapid spread, as well as the enablers for his
ultimate election and consequent (comical) efforts to fight corruption in Ukraine. All of this is
hauntingly familiar, calling to mind both Zelensky’s late announcement of his candidacy on
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an anti-corruption platform and his use of social media to appeal to Ukrainian youth. In the
end Zelensky received voter support from a broad constituency, but youth support was
unprecedented and decisive; 80% of 18-29 year-olds voted for Zelensky, the highest
percentage of any age group (Kucheriv, 2019).

This article seeks to illuminate the complex and context-specific ways Ukrainian
youth engaged in politics via social media during the presidential elections of spring 2019.
We hope to contribute to ongoing scholarship that seeks to explain and assess the role of
social media in the political process, or political participation more broadly. Scholars and
cultural theorists are locked in an evolving debate about the power of social media to enable
(or obstruct) political participation; to empower or disesmpower the disenfranchised. Scholars
have long seen social media as an effective vehicle for political participation and
“deliberative” or “digital democracy”, albeit with a critical eye to its increasing pitfalls
(Loader & Mercea, 2011; Tucker, Theocharis, Roberts, & Barbera, 2017). Indeed, a
cacophony of voices have expressed alarm about the use of social media by authoritarian
states, entrenched power structures, and populist politicians (Morozov, 2011; Lanier, 2013;
Persily, 2017; Feldstein, 2018; Deibert, 2019). Still, much work remains to explore the ways
in which social media operates in distinct political environments and among discrete segments
of the population. Youth are particularly interesting in this regard. They are not only of
critical interest for understanding the global political future; they also represent the first
generation to be entrenched in social media from an early age. As new generations and
platforms enter the political arena, we must continually evaluate the possibilities (and
dangers) of social media as it operates in distinct ways in various contexts around the globe.

The Ukrainian case provides an important example of how social media and politics
operate in the post-socialist world, an arguably unique (if varied) ecosystem for the
generation, circulation, and weaponization of information.  The young democracy that
emerged from communist rule only in 1991 is now on the frontline of Western attempts to
bolster democracy and compete with Russia for regional influence. It is also the primary
focus of Russian ambitions, information wars, and military actions in its so-called “near
abroad” (Mejias & Vokuev, 2017; Makhortykh & Sydorova 2017). The post-socialist world,
and above all Russia, seems to continually draw scholarly and journalistic attention as a kind
of epicenter for the potential of social media to impact democratic processes in various ways
(Maréchal, 2017; Pomerantsev, 2019). If the precarious dawn of democracy in the region
coincided with the birth of the internet, then its coming of age has coincided with the rapid
metastasizing of social media platforms. In particular, a range of studies have cast light on the
role of the most powerful post-socialist actor—namely Russia—in disinformation and trolling
that thwarts democratic actors and movements (or more generally interferes in democratic
processes) at home and abroad.

Ukraine’s political and geopolitical situation—as well as the prevalence of social
media in patterns of youth civic engagement—is rapidly changing. Ukraine shares a number
of legacies with its post-socialist neighbors, namely economic and political instability and
rampant corruption. However, it has ridden a uniquely tumultuous rollercoaster of hope and
disillusionment, with three revolutions and regime changes since 1991. As has been well
documented, social media has enabled youth to play key roles in democratically motivated
revolutions, such as Ukraine’s Orange (2004-5) and especially Euromaidan (2014)
Revolutions (Goldstein 2007; Bohdanova, 2014; Onuch, 2015; Surzhko-Harned & Zahuranec,
2017). In fact, today Maidan square in the Ukrainian capital of Kiev/Kyiv now features an
installation of large freestanding pictorial walls plastered with facsimiles of Facebook posts
from 2014, documenting, organizing and mobilizing citizens for what has come to be called
the “Revolution of Dignity”, or elsewhere, the “Facebook Revolution” [insert Figure 1].
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Figure 1

Institute of National Memory (Photographer). (2017, November 21). The opening ceremony
of the Maidan installation of the pictorial walls. Retrieved from
http://www.memory.gov.ua/news/do-dnya-gidnosti-v-kievi-vidkrilas-vistavka-maidan-

landshafti-pamyati.

Complementary scholarship on youth and political participation in Ukraine suggests
not only their inordinate role in this episodic revolutionary politics, but also their deep
disillusionment leading to a kind of apathy in their aftermaths (Diuk, 2012). Most of these
studies, however, are focused on “generation X in times of all out revolt rather than seeming
political dormancy.

In contrast, this article looks to the role of Ukraine’s “Generation Z” (ages 18-24),
exploring their use of social media as a form of political engagement, with a focus on the
election cycle in spring 2019. We capture what turned out to be a significant phenomenon as
it unfolded: the critical role of youth and social media in the election of an unlikely, late-
comer presidential candidate. Based on interdisciplinary research conducted between January
and July of 2019, this case study elucidates the importance of the unique cultural and political
context which propelled this particular outcome. We argue that in Ukraine, traditional modes
of political information circulation as well as political activity are becoming less relevant with
each generation. We explore how seemingly non-political and apolitical modes of
participation and communication can become the most effective vehicles for political
messaging in the context of deep antipathy towards the political establishment. In the case of
Zelensky’s appeal to Ukrainian youth in 2019, newer social media platforms such as
Instagram and Telegram became the vehicle for politics in a new key that was at once more
personal and intimate, but also more potentially “viral” and unpredictable.

Methodology

Our research methodology was specifically designed with the intention of generating a
holistic understanding of the context, forms, and mechanisms of Ukrainian youth’s political
engagement, for which social media played a major role. To do this we amassed a large
amount of quantitative data that was supplemented, if not shaped, by our qualitative research
efforts as they unfolded over the course of electoral season. Data was gathered through
online-focus groups, surveys, and observations of social media beginning in January of 2019.
This was after a year’s worth of preparation by a team of faculty and students at the
University of Texas at Austin (UT). The project research was completed by the end of the
summer 2019, after a four-week trip to Ukraine and the gathering and analysis of the final
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post-election survey. The active participation of UT students was key to the study, in part
because they were able to connect and open avenues of communication with their Ukrainian
peers better than faculty. In addition, they arguably have a deeper understanding of the
deeply embedded nature of the social media experience for their generation. Students carried
out interviews, focus groups, and helped design and prepare surveys. A number of UT faculty
from different academic areas within the university consulted along the way creating a truly
interdisciplinary collaboration.

In the initial formation of our research methodology we faced a number of immediate
challenges. The first challenge was the need to mitigate the pervasive political, regional and
cultural divide within Ukraine, as well as the pervasive language divide—Russian versus
Ukrainian-language speakers. In light of this we did our best to target youth between the ages
of 18-24, with a widespread geographic distribution and from a variety of backgrounds.
Although we limited our age range, we did not exclude participants by educational level,
geographic location, language, and/or political affiliation. Admittedly, our focus groups were
carried out with university students, which in some respects skewed our results towards a
more educated populace. In addition, on some surveys there were more willing participants
from the Lviv region. Having said that, even when we removed Lviv respondents from survey
results it did not alter them with any significance, which was quite surprising given the
distinct—and generally more anti-Zelensky—nature of this core region of Western Ukraine.

To cast as wide a net as possible we adopted a multi-method, longitudinal approach
which spanned the pre- and post-electoral period—namely January-July 2019. This included
multiple surveys, focus groups online (Skype sessions from Austin) and in-person in Ukraine.
We also spent unstructured time with Ukrainian youth in country that allowed for participant-
observation insights to complement other findings. Finally, we observed the social media
posts and profiles of various candidates, political influencers, and a select group of Ukrainian
youth in both Russian and Ukrainian. Through this approach we were able to acquire both
guantitative and qualitative data, which considerably complicated, but also nuanced, our
findings.

In terms of surveys, we distributed four surveys over a six-month period, pre- and
post-election. Our questions included open-ended, all-that-apply, and single-choice questions.
The first three surveys were distributed using an in-country research assistant with an
established network of contacts in youth organizations throughout Ukraine; all respondents
were between the ages of 18-24. These surveys were distributed electronically on Survey
Monkey in both Russian and Ukrainian, to avoid excluding respondents along language-
political lines. The fourth survey was distributed in person, both in Ukrainian and Russian by
the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology in 110 Ukrainian settlements [insert Figure 2].
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Figure 2
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This survey went to a broader demographic, essentially 18 and up, to allow for comparison
across voting age groups. While a set of core questions remained unchanged throughout all of
the surveys, we did use unique questions to gauge political sentiments and address new
questions as they arose before and after the presidential first round elections in March and
second round elections in April. In all, survey questions had approximately a 90% percent
response rate and they reached approximately 2,925 individuals.

In addition to surveys, beginning in January of 2019 we began a series of virtual focus
groups with students at universities in Kyiv, Odessa, Lviv, Ivano-Frankivsk, Kharkiv, and
Uzhhorod. These focus groups were conducted over Skype and Google Hangout with an
average of five Ukrainian student participants per session, though some had as few as one or
two. The focus groups were designed as semi-structured interviews, with a consistent set of
questions but also flexibility to pursue pertinent topics or issues that emerged along the way.
These virtual focus groups were a good tool in gauging the evolving political sentiments in
Ukraine before and after the first and second round elections, and explaining any interesting
anomalies found in the survey.

We also held focus groups and individual interviews in-country, namely in the
Ukrainian cities of Ivano-Frankivsk, Lviv, Odessa, and Kyiv. This distribution of cities
allowed a fairly representative sample of political opinions and levels of engagement of
Ukrainian youth, albeit with a focus on students in urban areas in Western and Central
Ukraine. While including cities in Eastern Ukraine would have been ideal, the ongoing
conflict made traveling to the region unsafe and posed significant safety and logistical
challenges for surveys and other kinds of data collection. As with online focus groups, we had
a set list of questions for in-country interviews and meetings, but also deviated as was
appropriate to pursue interesting avenues of conversation. The majority of these focus groups
were with previously acquired university contacts. However, we also conducted interviews
with youth political party representatives and leadership and new groups of students from
different universities and youth organizations. In this way we tried to diversify our interviews
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to include youth from technical and trade schools or not enrolled in universities. In online and
in-country focus groups we asked general questions about youth, politics and social media
that also extended to observations about friends and family outside of university circles, and
even to circles from other regions of Ukraine (including the East).

Our final avenue of data collection was through Facebook, and to a lesser extent
Instagram and Twitter, where we conducted a general analysis of political discourse in the
Ukrainian social media environment (in Russian and Ukrainian). From our pre-election online
survey of Ukrainian students (February-March 2019), 62% of respondents identified
Facebook as the social media platform that they used most often for the purpose of political or
social activism. Therefore we decided to follow and code the posts of seven popular political-
analysts and social media influencers from Ukraine during a period of one month in the lead
up to the first round elections. These social media influencers posted both in Russian and in
Ukrainian, were from throughout Ukraine, and, in total, posted 317 posts with an average
popularity of 891 likes. We coded these posts for sentiment, tone, intent, motivation, and the
presence of any antecedent for topics covered. We also coded for key thematic subjects to
understand what topics were popular throughout the presidential campaign. This aspect of our
study was important to build an understanding of the pervasive tone of political commentary
over social media in Ukraine, that is the political narratives that framed the process we were
exploring.

In the process of our research, we began to realize the extent to which the very concept
of “political” had to be re-considered in the case of youth in general, and Ukraine in
particular. We came to realize that we would be missing the mark entirely if we did not
interrogate the meaning and broaden our view of “political engagement” in Ukraine. Our
work contributes to recent scholarship that has argued against the pervasive assumption that
youth are increasingly apathetic just because they are alienated from formal political
structures (Henn et al., 2002; O’Toole 2003). As O’Toole (2003) argues, most research does
not explain the difference between political apathy and non-participation, which is best
explained through more qualitative responses that look to other types of informal engagement.
These conclusions were very much supported by scholarship and our work in Ukraine, where
arguably students are even more alienated from formal politics than in the West
(Tereshchenko, 2010). By pursuing multiple avenues of data collection, we approached
political engagement in the most holistic way possible, including through social media and
beyond formal politics in other non-traditional formats. In doing this we felt it was essential
not only to understand the resulting effects of social media on youth in Ukrainian politics,
including their voting behavior, but also to understand how Ukrainian youth explain and
perceive their own decisions and political ecosystem.

Social Media in Context

The importance of understanding and underlining context in the operation of social
media in politics should not be underestimated. There are a number of shared experiences and
contemporary conditions particular to Ukraine that have had a profound effect on the way
social media operates among Generation Y. Context-specific issues also shape the political
behavior of older generations in Ukraine, but their generational experiences are also markedly
different. Notably, older generations—Generation X and the baby boomers—Ilived under
communism and watched its precipitous collapse. They lived through the Ukrainian
Revolution on Granite in 1990-91 that ushered in Ukrainian independence and the shift to
democracy and capitalism, with all of the attendant expectations. They also lived through the
extreme difficulties of the 1990s, when former communist elites were well positioned to
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amass wealth and power. For many in the older generation a lack of trust and legitimacy in
communist elites was compounded by the post-communist power grab and the prominence of
the new “oligarchs”. For all generations, then in Ukraine, as in other post-socialist states,
politics has unsavory connotations (Nikolayenko, 2013, 35).

If for the older generations the weight of the past is more direct, the younger
generation is well aware of the problems of the present which arose in the wake of the old
system. In our surveys, 74% of respondents identified corruption as the principal issue
impacting Ukraine; this seems to effectively undergird virtually all other issues including the
functioning of a democratic system, economic ills, and even Ukraine’s fraught relationship to
Russia (and now the US). Moreover, almost 38% of Ukrainian youth in our surveys checked
the box “difficult to answer” when asked to characterize Ukraine’s political system. In the
shadow of constant revelations about the abuse of power by Ukrainian oligarchs many young
Ukrainians wonder if their system is democratic at all, or if free and fair elections are even
possible. They are looking for change, if not a way out; brain drain is a continued and even
dire problem in Ukraine.

Equally critical is the fact that a number of youth-led Ukrainian revolutions since 1991
have inspired hope for change but ended in disappointment. The collapse of communism in
1991 first raised hopes in older generations for a better future, that were summarily dashed.
Post-communist patterns of corruption marked by power and resource grabbing have led to
Ukraine’s two “Maidans”, named for Maidan Nezalezhnosti (Independence square) that
became the center of protests in the so-called Orange Revolution of 2004-5 and the
Euromaidan of 2013-4. In the first of these “Maidans” Ukrainians protested the rigged
elections that brought the unpopular and pro-Russian candidate, Victor Yanukovych, to
power. As a result Victor Yushchenko was elected in a run-off, but he also proved to be a
disappointment. Ironically, Yanukovych was voted in as his successor in 2010, but he
eventually faced mounting opposition to his corrupt administration. Mass and protracted
protests were sparked in 2013 by his refusal to sign an association agreement with the
European Union, instead looking to Putin’s Russia for closer ties. Euromaidan or the
“Facebook Revolution” grew in scope and intensity and ultimately resulted in the death of
100 people—the so-called “Heavenly 100”—at the hands of the authorities. It ultimately led
to victory for the protesters and the ousting of of Victor Yanukovich, whose former mansion
(or castle) was made into the popular “Museum of Corruption” outside of Kyiv. Post-Maidan
expectations were again lifted, but Yanukovich’s successor, Petro Poroshenko, has been ill-
equipped to fulfill his many promises. As in the first Maidan, the second has been followed by
vocal public disappointment and by March of 2019 Poroshenko’s approval ratings were
abysmal.

This cycle of revolution has created a pervasive and profound cynicism in Ukrainian
political discourse of all generations. This was pervasive in Facebook posts of political
influencers, as well as our surveys, focus groups and informal discussions with Ukrainian
youth. As became clear in the course of our study of social media influencers, cynicism laced
with political humor was the operative form of political communication. In our sentiment
analysis of Facebook posts on all political candidates, the overwhelming majority were
negative, with Poroshenko and Yulia Tymoshenko (the other front-runner in the primary) as
principal targets. Tymoshenko, like Poroshenko, is a well-known figure in Ukrainian politics,
but also with various corruption scandals sullying her name. While Zelensky had his share of
negative posts, he—for the most part—was less the target of invective, but rather jocular jabs.
In fact, if his lack of political experience was a concern for some, for many it was seen as a
plus. As one student from a Lviv interview in February succinctly put it, he was not
concerned about this, as “Experience in politics, means experience in corruption.” As another
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student from the same focus group noted, Zelensky was rising in the polls, because people
“did not trust politicians” and “wanted something new.” This last sentiment reveals the lack of
trust in formal politics, but also the continued hope and desire for change. If the aftermath of
Euromaidan brought disappointment, the ability to affect change amidst profound and even
existential challenges is also fresh in people’s memory.

One of these challenges are the cultural and political fault-lines that mark the map of
contemporary Ukraine. Beyond generational and social differences, there are also regional
cleavages, largely stemming from the disparate historical experiences of eastern and western
Ukraine. Western Ukraine is largely Catholic and Ukrainian-speaking, with much of its
history under (Catholic) Polish and Austro-Hungarian rule. This region became part of the
Soviet state only during World War |1, and as such did not experience the same degree of
early Soviet terror. In contrast, Eastern Ukrainian is largely Eastern Orthodox, with a greater
percentage of Russian speakers, while Central Ukraine is more mixed in terms of language
usage. Like the East, Central Ukraine is Orthodox and has been under Soviet rule since 1922.
As such these regions were privy to some of the worst excesses of Stalinist terror—
collectivization, forced famine, and the purges. As Ukrainian writer and analyst Mykola
Ryabchuk (2003) has suggested, if eastern Ukraine was “colonized” by the Russians, the West
was only temporarily occupied. The dividing lines between Eastern vs. Western Ukraine have
become a powerful tool for internal and external political forces to divide the country or stake
out bases of proxy support. Such divisions, however, also obscure shared historical
experiences such as Nazi occupation in World War 11, postwar Soviet authoritarian rule, and
more recently the painful post-Soviet transition to capitalism and democracy.

Surprisingly, East-West cleavages and the issue of Russian influence in politics were
muted in our research findings. This is not to say that (Putin’s) Russia or the role of Russian
language in Ukraine are not issues. On the contrary, these are pervasive issues among
Ukrainians in and outside our research purview. Still, only one student in an interview in June
in Ivano-Frankivsk expressed the opinion that Russia had “interfered” in the elections, and a
few (post-election) were worried that Zelensky was a kind of Russian tool. But such
sentiments were quite negligible, considering the fact that Zelensky is a native Russian-
speaker whose Ukrainian is far from perfect. Zelensky is also Jewish, which (also
surprisingly) came up with only one student in Lviv, who in a post-election focus group
described him as “alien” to Ukraine because of his Jewishness and Russian-language usage.
To be clear, Russian-language usage is pervasive in large swaths of Ukraine, and so for most
(who after all elected him) did not disqualify Zelensky from being “Ukrainian” in the
broadest, inclusive sense. If anything, Zelensky’s ability to cross the Russian-UKrainian
language (and cultural) divide worked in his favor. In fact he explicitly ran on a platform of
Russian-Ukrainian unity, not with Putin’s Russia, but for Russian- and Ukrainian-speakers
within Ukraine. This stance was an explicit critique of the incumbent Poroshenko, who has
alienated Russian-speakers within Ukraine with a string of policies that seem to privilege the
Ukrainian language in education and administration. This also included the prohibition of
Vkontake, the most popular Russian-language social media platform that is similar to
Facebook in affordances. These policies seemed to work against Poroshenko, who in the end
took the electorate only in the Ukrainian-speaking West; but even there was met with plenty
of opposition. For the younger generation, then, Russia is a huge issue as an external force
and as a current occupier of Crimea and Eastern Ukraine. It appears that the Russian-speakers
within Ukraine are viewed as necessary allies in forging a new democratic future.

Still, in the course of the electoral season, most Ukrainian students were reticent to
openly support any candidate in focus groups; they were also skeptical about Ukraine’s
democratic process, institutions, and their own futures in the country. At the same time,
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however, we were struck by Ukrainian youth’s paradoxical hope and willingness to
participate in Ukrainian civic life in varied ways. This did not always manifest in formal
political activities but did eventually translate into high levels of voter participation in the
elections. This underlines the fact that youth’s engagement with the complicated politics of
Ukraine is a complex and even moving target, which should not be measured by formal
political participation alone.

Social Media as Politics

It is unsurprising in an era of widespread internet and cell phone access that Ukrainian
youth are highly adept at social media, with important political implications. All Ukrainian
focus group participants indicated that they used some form of social media with various
degrees of frequency to post their own content and/or view, like and share content. Facebook,
Telegram, and Instagram were most frequently used, not only for personal or entertainment
purposes but for consumption and circulation of political content. Focus group participants all
stated that they had encountered political content on social media. This was true of
participants who actively sought out political content, as well as those who characterized
themselves as “apolitical” and indicated they did not use social media for political purposes.
When asked to specify sources, participants indicated that they had encountered political
content in the form of advertisements, posts shared by friends, posts shared directly by
political campaigns and other politically oriented organizations, and posts originally shared by
these organizations that were then re-posted by friends. Hence Ukrainian youth using social
media were exposed to political content regardless of whether they sought it out.

More importantly, social media was one of the primary sources of political
information and modes of political engagement for Ukrainian youth in our study. According
to our surveys, 45% of youth used social media as their primary source for information about
the political system in Ukraine, second only to higher education. When asked where they
regularly accessed news, the numbers are even higher; 92% responded that they sourced their
news through online media sources, with many specifying social media platforms like
Facebook and Telegram. In focus groups many who indicated that they used social media as a
source of news and political information named it their sole source for accessing this content.
In addition, most agreed that social media enhanced democracy by allowing for the
widespread dissemination of information. However, some were troubled by the growing
influence of online media. One participant told us that the sheer quantity of information made
it difficult to filter “fake news” from reliable sources. They called it a “problem of the 21
century,” and estimated that “only 5 to 10% of people” can reliably filter online information
and assess credibility. Regardless, there was virtual unanimity among participants that social
media plays an influential role in politics for their generation.

The significance of using social media as a primary tool for acquiring political news
can be best understood within the context of young people’s views on politics and political
engagement more generally. When focus group participants were asked “Are you involved in
any kind of political activism?” most participants answered in the negative and were
unwilling to label themselves “political.” This was true of young people who indicated high
levels of civic and social engagement through activities like volunteering, working in student
and local government initiatives, and advocating for civic and humanitarian causes. Most of
these are activities that would be considered “political” in the American context. Even
participants who openly professed to having strong political beliefs did not consider
themselves “political”. This reflected their association of “being political” with formal
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political party affiliation and party politics. Young Ukrainians associated party politics with
corruption and self-interested individuals or groups rather than platforms or ideologies. As
one participant of a February focus group in Lviv noted, “Parties are organized around people,
not ideologies”. The result was that many Ukrainian youth had a narrower view of what
constituted “political” engagement than the American research team and were reticent to call
themselves political or admit support for a candidate; for most, being political was considered
potentially unsavory or corrupt.

Young Ukrainians were still clearly politically informed and engaged in the broader
sense, and social media played an important, if not central, role in this engagement. A
significant number of survey respondents, for example, saw social media as a platform for
active (and acceptable) political engagement. In response to the question in our first survey,
“Are comments, likes, and shares political activity?” 43% of respondents answered yes.
Nevertheless, at least a portion of focus group respondents expressed considerable uncertainty
about the role of social media in the political process. True, many participants saw the outsize
role of social media in politics as “inevitable,” given its outsize role in individuals’ everyday
lives, and some students went so far as to say social media should play a large role in politics.
Other participants, however, were troubled by social media’s dominance in political
discourse, with concerns that while social media may amplify engagement, it also enables a
political landscape where people are not required to think critically. They feared that social
media could either slot users into echo chambers or land them in non-substantive arguments
in “comments” sections. Many were concerned about the impact such a dismal state of public
discourse could have on Ukraine’s political future. One student from a focus group in
Uzhgorod stated, “Ukraine has huge potential”, but is constrained by citizens’ anti-intellectual
mentality, which has allowed for the continuation of corruption and other problems—in his
words, Ukraine does not have enough “thinkers.”

Two significant implications stem from these findings. It confirms that social media
has become a primary source for Generation Y in Ukraine for political information and
engagement with political issues and candidates. Far from allowing youth to avoid politics,
social media appears to diminish users’ ability to avoid political discussion and content. It
also enabled engagement through clicks, likes, and shares. Not surprisingly, Ukrainian youth
were split over whether these changes were positive, but for most they were seen as
inevitable. Taking the lead from such responses, the online engagement of Ukrainian youth
does not appear tantamount to mere “slacktivism”. This is in contrast to recent scholarship,
which posits that social media political engagement represents a low-impact replacement for
traditional activism, and thus a net negative (Chistensen; Lee & Hseih). Instead, it lends
credence to more optimistic portrayals of social media as an innovative means of connecting
behind a common cause (Kahne, Middaugh & Allen; Gil de Zuiiga, Veenstra, Vraga & Shah;
Xenos, Vromen & Loader). Debate over the impact of social media on politics in various
contexts is ongoing, but our research makes a clear statement regarding its significance in
Ukraine: for better or worse, social media not only plays a powerful role in Ukrainian politics,
it allows for greater participation by Ukrainian youth.

The Zelensky Phenomenon

The outcome of the 2019 Ukrainian Presidential elections is indicative of just how
momentous a role youth and social media can play in electoral outcomes. Social media
appears to play a powerful role in politics, especially among youth, almost everywhere that
there is widespread internet access. Arguably, the state of Ukraine’s democracy made it
particularly amenable (or vulnerable, depending on your viewpoint) to the “Zelensky
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phenomenon’; that is to say, Volodymyr Zelensky’s social media brand, message, method and
tone enabled his rise out of nowhere, politically speaking, to win the presidency in a landslide.
Zelensky’s campaign and victory is the embodiment of how engagement, youth, and social
media collided in a way that was totally new for Ukrainian politics. His campaign team
employed an innovative informational strategy centered on social media platforms and
targeting youth. This strategy and young Ukrainians’ response to it was crucial to the victory
of the unorthodox leader of “Komanda Ze” (Team Z).

The numbers speak for themselves. Zelensky won among all age groups, but his
support was highest among the youngest voters: as noted above, 80% of voters between 18-29
supported Zelensky (Kucheriv, 2019). Admittedly, our survey and focus group sample leaned
towards Poroshenko, with 40% supporting Poroshenko in the first round (14% supporting
Zelensky) and 70% stating that they supported Poroshenko in the second round of voting.
This was partly attributable to the over-representation of respondents from Lviv in our first
two (pre-general election) surveys. It is also the likely result of participants’ unwillingness to
admit—or commit—to supporting Zelensky prior to the election. His popular persona, after
all, was seen by a portion of educated Ukrainians as not serious, and even clownish.
Nevertheless, focus group respondents were well aware of the growing support for Zelensky
among their young peers. More importantly, 57% named Zelensky as the candidate that best
employed social media in our pre-election survey, indicating that they were tapped into Team
Z’s social media presence [insert Figure 3].

Figure 3
Which Candidate Utilized Social Media Best?
Based on the Results of the Pre-Election Survey
Volodymyr Zelensky |, 57.02°%

Yulia Tymoshenko I (87
Andriy Sadovyi | R 12.34%
Petro Poroshenko | RN 5.51%
Ruslan Koshulynskyi [l 0.85%
Thor Smeshko [ 0.85%
Anatoliy Hrytsenko [ 0.85%
Olha Bohomolets [ 0.43%

Olexandr Shevchenko [ 0.43%

Candidates Identified by Respondents

Oleksandr Vilkul §0.43%

Hennadiy Balashov [10.43%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Percentage of Respondents

In addition, an average of 36% of survey respondents said that social media had an
effect on their decision to vote or specifically who they voted for in 2019 [insert Figure 4].
Figure 4
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Did Social Media Influence Your Decision to Vote or
Who You Voted For?

Does Not Have Social Media, 1% No Response, 1%

Hard to Say, 6%

No, 56%

In our post-election focus groups it became clear that Zelensky had effectively
galvanized support among youth with his social media presence. As a participant from
Kiev/Kyiv stated in a June focus group, “In the past, there was this fashion that young people
didn’t vote and left the politics to older people, but Zelensky’s campaign flipped this and
changed this idea for young people, so it brought in tons of youth engagement.” As a student
from Odessa was keen to point out that, “Zelensky has 2.6 million subscribers on Instagram,
Poroshenko and Tymoshenko have no more than 200,000. The amount of ‘likes’ that
Zelensky has on his photos exceeds the total followers of other candidates. He used Instagram
to attract young people, as they are always on Instagram... Poroshenko and Tymoshenko used
the old methods like TV and standing in the corner.” Indeed, students generally did not get
any news or information from TV, which they considered the purview of the “oligarchs”. It is
notable that Zelensky barely appeared on TV at all, except as his fictional presidential self,
which for some may have heightened his appeal across generations. Significantly, Zelensky
officially announced his candidacy in a January 2019 “New Year’s address” on the popular
Ukrainian channel 1+1. His announcement aired at the exact same time as the traditional
presidential New Year’s message by then president Petro Poroshenko, which was aired on all
other channels. The signaling was clear: Zelensky was already performing the presidency, in
the role usually reserved for the actual president. In addition, the new season of “Servant of
the People” was released in March 2019, just before the first round of the election. This
arguably blurred the line between perceptions of Zelensky as fictional versus real president.
This worried Zelensky’s critics. A student from Ivano-Frankivsk expressed concern that,
“people watch Zelensky’s show and don’t understand it’s fiction and imagine that this is real
life, the character is real. They think, ‘he’s a good fella, he’s just like us, he’ll change things
immediately, lower prices right away, the fairy tale will come true.” He is very charismatic,
very believable, people want to believe that maybe he is right”.

Zelensky’s popularity as a TV persona should not be underestimated. Nevertheless, his
election would have been impossible absent the form, content, and tone of his campaign
team’s social media strategy. In terms of form, Zelensky incorporated new platforms and
tactics into his social media campaign, which were exceedingly effective among youth. A
member of Zelensky’s digital team told us that they were well aware of the decisive role of
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social media, and shared examples of the innovative techniques they were using to maximize
these new platforms’ effect. One such strategy was on Telegram, where Zelensky’s campaign
used channels and group chats to outsource tasks such as putting up flyers and distributing
materials to volunteer supporters online, without any kind of vetting. The result was that
anybody receiving these mass messages could perform the tasks and become unofficial
workers on behalf of the campaign. This also allowed Team Z to save organizational time and
outsource costs. Moreover, this strategy exemplifies how Zelensky’s team was able to convert
online engagement to offline activities to benefit his campaign.

As noted above, Ukrainian youth mainly use Facebook for political and civic activism.
However, our focus group and survey results indicate that most youth, including less
“politically active” young people, are more likely to use Telegram and Instagram than
Facebook for social networking, communication and entertainment purposes. As one June
survey respondent from Rivne noted, “People don’t necessarily engage with Facebook
anymore, and are now more on Instagram, which is significantly less political. Instagram is
less informative compared to Facebook. Zelensky [is] on Instagram; he is very close to the
people.” Significantly, a number of focus group participants from Ivano-Frankivsk and
Odessa noticed the sudden politicization of Instagram through candidates’ advertisements.
These ads compelled them to start following various candidates’ official pages. In short, even
the social media platforms used by youth for mainly non-political purposes became flooded
with political messaging. This messaging came most prominently, and was delivered most
effectively, from Team Z.

Indeed, while Zelensky had a significant campaign presence on Facebook, his most
vigorous and revolutionary campaign strategies were carried out on Telegram and Instagram.
These platforms allowed him to reduce messages to simple images with links to other
Zelensky posts and content, such as the campaign blog or posts from supporters. As noted
above, Telegram was also used to mobilize Ukrainian youth to participate in unofficial
campaign activities. One such activity was the suggestion on Zelensky’s main campaign
channel, “Team Z,” that anybody reading the message should print out a copy of his campaign
platform from a provided website link and read it out loud (and discuss) with a parent or
grandparent. Thus, Team Z sought to leverage its strength among the youth to sway voters
from older demographics. Ukrainian youth were well aware of Team Z’s vigorous activities
on Telegram; as a young woman from Kharkiv remarked, “on Telegram there was more for
Zelensky, because people were working for the candidate.” On Instagram, Team Z also
actively engaged new (and potential) supporters, offering them concrete ways for them to get
involved. “If you want to contact Zelensky, you should use Instagram” said a student from
Odessa, referring to the fact that Zelensky’s team would follow up with those who liked or
commented on his videos. Eugene, student in a June Focus group in Kiev/Kyiv also noted, “If
you liked or commented on Zelensky’s stuff, they would find you, reach out to you, send
information inviting you to get involved.” Team Z’s campaign on these platforms was
relentless, and their activity was far more visible and strategic than that of any other candidate
in the first and second round elections.

The style and content of Zelensky’s campaign messaging over these platforms were as
important as tactics. The Zelensky campaign maintained a simple narrative that focused
almost solely on fighting corruption and ending the war in the Donbas. This messaging found
a widespread audience but was especially effective in mobilizing young Ukrainians. Zelensky
sensed and capitalized on the general—and especially youth—frustration with Ukraine’s slow
and rocky “perpetual transition” to a full-fledged market economy and democracy hindered
by the ongoing war and corrupt oligarchs. Zelensky often took on such issues in an indirect
and seemingly apolitical way—which was precisely the point. He emphasized his status as a
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political outsider, often posting fun or silly images (like selfies) and videos of himself doing
“regular things” like eating, waiting in lines, and having fun at the gas station. As a young
woman from Lviv said in a June focus group, “People voted for him because he was a new
person in politics, as opposed to the people that have been in for 15, 20 years that people are
getting sick of. Zelensky used Instagram and it was his voice.” This reinforces the idea that
many Ukrainians perceived Zelensky as a real, even fun person, unsullied by corruption in
spite of his personal wealth and connection to a prominent oligarch. His style in this regard
was in stark contrast to all other candidates, whose campaigns were composed of standard
political fare like posed pictures and impersonal messaging. Young consumers might have
assumed that the posts and ads of more experienced and older politicians were produced by
their staffers and not by the candidates themselves, conforming to the accepted standards of
the election campaigns. These campaigns did not rely on 'human connection™ and "personal
touch,” as did Zelensky's campaign. As the same young woman from Lviv continued,
“Poroshenko even said that Zelensky was really good at connecting with the youth on
Instagram; apparently that was a way of dismissing him as not a serious candidate.”
Ultimately, the Poroshenko campaign’s failure to reach young people in the same way made a
difference.

In a sense, Team Z promoted a parasocial relationship with Zelensky’s supporters.
“Parasocial relationships” refer to unreciprocated bonds such as the connection fans form with
celebrities. Political scientists have documented a global rise in this kind of “personalization
of politics” since the Reagan-Thatcher era (McAllister, 2007). However, the 2019 Ukrainian
presidential election exemplifies how social media and celebrity status operate in the social
media era. Indeed, Zelensky became notorious for avoiding formal interviews, instead posting
casual selfies and front-camera vlogs on social media platforms like YouTube and Instagram.
The tone of his posts were not unlike that of a social media influencer dictating his thoughts to
fans amidst his day-to-day on-goings, like his morning runs and swims, clown flash mobs, or
road trip antics with friends [insert Figure 5] [insert Figure 6].

Figure 5

Youtube/Zelensky Team (Photographer). (2019, February 7). Billboards. Retrieved from
https://vgolos.com.ua/lviv/vesna-pryjde-budut-novi-zharty-pro-hohliv-u-lvovi-z-yavylys-
provokatyvni-bilbordy-foto _926260.html.
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Figure 6
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Youtube/Zelensky Team (Photographer). (2019, January 1). Zelensky after a run in the snow
[digital image]. Retrieved from https://www.Kyivpost.com/article/opinion/op-ed/mykola-
vorobiov-ukraines-top-comedian-is-running-for-president-and-no-this-isnt-a-bad-
joke.html?cn-reloaded=1.

Through theatrical ads and outright theatrics, he built a campaign of personality that was
only possible through modern social media platforms. In the view of critics, this came at the
expense of clearly outlined policy

In terms of tone, Zelensky was best able to connect to young voters through his use of
predominantly positive messaging. Zelensky maintained an optimistic humorous tone
throughout the campaign, which young Ukrainians found striking and refreshing amidst a
political culture rife with negativity and cynicism. Zelensky presented himself as the
candidate of peace, Ukrainian-Russian coexistence, and hope, as opposed to Poroshenko who
was closely associated with continued war, hardship, and internal Russian-Ukrainian ethnic
division. A focus group participant from Lviv put it well: “On the psychological side,
Poroshenko was associated with war and sadness and crying. Zelensky was associated with
laughter and happiness.” Zelensky appealed to youth by incorporating humor and hope into
everything he did with the campaign. His most popular campaign slogan, which appeared on
social media and billboards across the country, was “Vesna priyde, sadzhati budemo” (Spring
will come, and we will plant) [insert Figure 7].

Figure 7
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Zelensky, V. (Photographer). (2019, February 7). A selfie [digital image]. Retrieved from
https://24smi.org/news/141251-zelenskii-zapustil-prilozhenie-iakloun.html.

This is a double entendre in Ukrainian, as the verb for ‘to plant’ (sadzhati) is the same
as ‘to send to prison,” hearkening retribution for jail-bound corrupt officials. Zelensky’s tone
was markedly different than that of his opponents, and this was a defining feature for his
supporters and critics alike.

These findings clash with dominant narratives of the Zelensky victory’s significance.
If many consider Zelensky a protest vote, our research shows that support for the comic
candidate gradually crystallized from “anything but the oligarchs” to emphatic endorsements
of his leadership potential. Zelensky’s image was carefully mediated to encourage the
formation of these parasocial relationships in voters, and it worked. The Ukrainian comedian-
turned-president transformed what many initially considered a joke campaign into something
very real by curating an online persona that successfully conflated him with his very relatable
sitcom character. This couldn’t have happened a few short decades ago, when to hear a
candidate speak you had to wait for their scheduled appearance on TV only to listen to them
answer a list of dry campaign questions. Komanda-Ze’s use of social media to dismantle
political formality made voters feel understood, and thereby made Zelensky appear real and
accountable to them. This effect was strongest in young voters, the demographic that arguably
carried him to victory. Zelensky’s victory has therefore shown that social media has ushered
in an era where the facilitation of such parasocial relationships with young voters through
social media can be an effective political strategy, even absent traditional qualifications or
well-defined political platforms. Indeed, it was the apolitical nature of the Zelensky
campaign’s approach that was most effective among youth who hold formal politics at arm’s
length.

Conclusion
Zelensky’s political success is not merely an absurd example of life imitating art. It is
an example of an Instagram (and Telegram) revolution. If Facebook and TV had a role to play
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in this electoral avalanche among older generations, Instagram and Telegram were the
platforms that propelled youth online and offline engagement, and hence the win for
Zelensky. As youth have come of age politically while plugging into a range of social media
platforms, political participation has taken on new unprecedented forms. Arguably, social
media engagement did not replace formal participation in the 2019 Ukrainian presidential
elections, but propelled it. Social media has allowed for new possibilities for mobilization and
influence as it allows for ideas, narratives, and images to go viral in the course of political
campaigns. In various global and digital contexts it is difficult to measure the exact impact of
social media in moving the political needle. This is especially true in more entrenched
political systems, like that of the US. However, in more fragile—or mutable—political arenas
like Ukraine, the impact is starker. Again, context is critical. As we saw in the Zelensky
phenomenon, social media fundamentally changed the rhythms and possibilities of politics
and Ukrainian youth were central to this change. Still, we should examine Zelensky’s path to
the presidency carefully. It is a harbinger of the increasing and changeable power of social
media, as well as the potential role of youth in politics. Moreover, Team Z’S campaign is a
potential example of mass manipulation through social media platforms. The campaign’s
implications for the future of politics in the social media era are no laughing matter.
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