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Abstract
This study examines the mechanisms by which illiberal politics make the news by disrupting democratic systems. During the late 20th century, 
a liberal journalistic consensus in most democracies developed guidelines for gatekeeping political voices and views in the news. In recent 
years, illiberal politics and changing media systems have challenged those press norms. Politically marginalized parties can make the news by 
disrupting party systems, elections, and policy processes. The presented case of German news coverage of the United Nations Global 
Compact for Migration shows that disproportionate media attention to the far-right Alternative f€ur Deutschland party was not related to its size 
or policy impact, but to the strategic disruption of the political process itself. Making news via democratic disruption constitutes what we term 
“indexing by proxy” that undermines a core democratic journalism norm by amplifying coverage of illiberal actors that challenge the legitimacy 
of various public institutions, including legacy journalism.
Keywords: indexing, far-right parties, press norms, illiberalism, disrupted public spheres

Many democratic systems are presently encountering chal
lenges and disruptions from the increasingly illiberal right 
(Svolik et al., 2023). Even in places where strong liberal insti
tutional norms are in place, far right ideas and issues are 
seeping into mainstream discourse, seemingly forcing more 
centrist political institutions to engage with them, which, in 
turn, amplifies them further (Abou-Chadi & Krause, 2020; 
de Jonge, 2019; Maurer et al., 2023; Phillips, 2018; van 
Spanje & de Graaf, 2018; V€olker & Saldivia 
Gonzatti, 2024).

At the same time, the proliferation of digital platforms and 
connective technologies have led to shifts within democratic 
systems in the way information flows between political 
actors, news media, and publics. The increased availability of 
information within digital media environments has been as
sociated with a transition towards a “fourth age of political 
communication” (Blumler, 2016), wherein we now witness 
“the emergence of horizontal networks that allow citizens to 
evade institutional structures and processes” (Coleman & 
Freelon, 2015, p. 5). Meanwhile, “alternative” media chan
nels (Atkinson & Berg, 2012; de Le�on et al., 2024; Heft 
et al., 2020), allow fringe or ideologically extreme political 
actors to circulate inflammatory and deceptive content to of
ten large audiences (Cowburn & Kn€upfer, 2024; Kn€upfer, 
2018; Kn€upfer & Hoffmann, 2025; Starbird et al., 2018). As 
media systems become more “hybrid” (Chadwick, 2017), 
new entry points emerge for actors seeking to challenge exist
ing political or institutional orders.

For reasons involving differences in political subcultures, 
issue convergence, political finance, and inter-organizational 
coordination, the far right has been more successful than its 
counterparts on the far left in developing successful political 
parties, and in bridging various factional divides (Bennett 

et al., 2018; Rooduijn et al., 2024). Here we follow Pirro 
(2023) in adopting the term “far right” as an umbrella con
cept that includes both radical and extreme right elements 
and recognizes the often fluid ideological positions and net
work ties among factions, movements, and parties. We refer 
to illiberalism as an ideological reaction against liberal demo
cratic norms such as tolerance, inclusion, mutual responsive
ness in public discourse, and equal citizen protections under 
the law, among others elements (Laruelle, 2022; �St�etka & 
Mihelj, 2024). In promoting these reactionary values, many 
far-right parties aim to move beyond online networks and 
capture legacy media coverage to help normalize extremist 
ideas and convert larger publics into voters and supporters of 
illiberal agendas.

Bennett and Livingston (2018) describe these interactions 
between horizontal networks and the mainstream media 
strategies of illiberal politicians as an emerging 
“disinformation order” within Western democracies, varying 
from nation to nation in terms of sizes of illiberal public 
spheres and influence in governments. At the core of the dem
ocratic erosion process are communication principles that 
seem illogical to the liberal democratic mind precisely be
cause they are illiberal—that is, antagonistic to core liberal 
principles of civility, tolerance, and reason (Bennett & 
Livingston, 2025). Bennett and Livingston (2018, p. 128) 
refer to “the circulation of counter-cultural narratives” that 
attack democratic values from various angles, such as pro
moting myths of religious and ethnic nationalism, introduc
ing science skepticism into policy debates, asserting the 
existence of “deep state” and “globalist conspiracies,” and 
claims that immigrants are replacing “true” national citizens.

In earlier times of greater consensus on liberal democratic 
norms and higher levels of trust in institutions and fellow 
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citizens, such illiberal and undemocratic ideas were less likely 
to pass through the gates of the mainstream press. Of course, 
few democracies have lived up to their civic ideals (Kn€upfer 
et al., 2024), but a mark of strong democracy is tolerance for 
“counter publics” seeking greater rights protections and ac
cess to the liberal public sphere. In more recent times, illiberal 
movements and parties seeking more restrictive citizenship 
and less communication access for others might be termed 
“transgressive publics” that disrupt liberal democratic norms 
and communication logics (Bennett & Kneuer, 2024).

These changing communication dynamics raise two impor
tant questions:

� First, why does mainstream media coverage matter for ex
tremist ideas that are already widespread online? 

� Second, how (by what mechanisms) does this crossover 
from online to legacy media work? 

The first question of “Why illiberal ideas entering the main
stream news matters?” is convincingly addressed in previous 
scholarship demonstrating the role of legacy media in pulling 
formerly fringe ideas into wider circulation. Studies of different 
nations have highlighted the role played by established news 
organizations in amplifying, “mainstreaming,” and 
“normalizing” far-right ideas (Brown et al., 2023; de Jonge & 
Gaufman, 2022; V€olker & Saldivia Gonzatti, 2024).

We can also draw a corollary here to the phenomenon of 
“fake news” and misleading narratives and how such stories 
find wider dissemination. An impressive review of the existing 
literature on this phenomenon concluded: “more people learn 
about these stories from mainstream news than from social 
media” (Tsfati et al., 2020, p. 168). These authors also note 
that disinformation often sticks with audiences despite fact- 
checking and corrections because “in order to report about 
fake news stories, mainstream journalists have to repeat the 
false information” (Tsfati et al., 2020, p. 166). For many citi
zens, the amplified false narratives may seem simpler and more 
emotionally satisfying than their fact-checked alternatives, even 
if both are available. While disinformation and illiberal ideas 
are not synonymous, the former is often a vehicle for the latter 
in helping these ideas obtain higher visibility among the public.

The second question is the focus of our analysis, as it is less 
well explored: how do those dubious stories pass through the 
news gates when most mainstream journalists and their pre
ferred news sources tend to embrace liberal norms of reason, 
evidence, and civility? The authors of the above review of 
mainstreaming fake news offer a variety of explanations, in
cluding the interest of journalists in correcting false informa
tion, and the newsworthiness of threats to social values 
(Tsfati et al., 2020, pp. 161–165). Other studies have pointed 
to the deliberate media strategies and provocations by which 
far-right actors make it into the news (Castelli Gattinara & 
Froio, 2024; Maurer et al., 2023). And we may also point to 
shifting foundations of the information economy, which may 
incentivize “clickbait” stories linked to far-right mobiliza
tion, such as the idea that vaccines plant microchips in peo
ple, or the “Pizzagate” tale from the 2016 US election 
claiming that high Democratic Party officials ran a child traf
ficking operation from the (nonexistent) basement of a 
Washington DC pizza parlor. That conspiracy expanded into 
QAnon claims of child sex trafficking among global liberal 
elites. Even if legacy journalists want to refrain from covering 

such outlandish stories, they are often trapped by their own 
news norms to report on parties, candidates, and elected offi
cials who communicate such ideas to voters and publics or in
troduce them in policy processes.

These patterns of disruptive communication are particularly 
common on the far right, largely because agendas of ethnic- 
religious patriarchal nationalism fly in the face of liberal demo
cratic values and require disruptive communication for their 
spread (Bennett & Kneuer, 2024; Lewis & Marwick, 2017; 
Mudde, 2019). This makes for now-familiar communication 
battles between far-right and center-right parties as they strug
gle for issue ownership with voters (Abou-Chadi & Krause, 
2020; Lefevere et al., 2015; Norris, 2024; Weisskircher, 
2020). In these struggles, engagement by center-right parties to 
far-right attacks seldom prevents vote leakage, but the media 
visibility and popularity of their far-right opponents may be 
enhanced (Abou-Chadi et al., 2022; Lewandowsky & 
Wagner, 2023). Even when not constituted as independent 
parties, far-right factions may attempt to disrupt conservative 
parties from within, as happened with the Tea Party invasion 
of the Republican Party in the US, and later the Trump/Make 
America Great Again (MAGA) takeover of that party (Bennett 
& Livingston, 2025; Blum & Cowburn, 2024).

Our empirical case of German mainstream news coverage 
of the far-right party Alternative f€ur Deutschland (AfD) illus
trates this pattern of news-making beyond levels normatively 
prescribed by party size or power in deciding newsworthy po
litical outcomes. At the time of our data collection in 2018, 
the AfD was a minority party that was generally shunned by 
other parties, and even placed under warning by the German 
Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution. Yet 
these conditions did not deter mainstream media coverage of 
the AfD from reaching higher levels than might be expected 
from earlier formulations of journalistic gatekeeping norms 
such as “indexing,” a political reporting guideline for rou
tinely allocating voices and views in the news based on a 
combination of their perceived political representation levels 
and influence on the outcomes of particular conflicts or pol
icy situations in the news (Bennett, 1990). Such gatekeeping 
norms reflected an earlier era of more stable parties and pub
lic institutions, more trusted press systems, and greater 
shared public commitment to liberal democratic norms. We 
show that AfD coverage in our case of an already settled im
migration issue exceeded levels that would be predicted by ei
ther their parliamentary strength, their influence on the issue, 
or the typical volume of average AfD references in the news 
about cultural issues in general, which roughly corresponded 
to their share of seats in parliament, as shown below. 
Understanding how illiberal minority ideas now pass through 
the news gates requires a critical reexamination of earlier 
concepts that guided press-politics research.

Rethinking core communication concepts in 
an era of institutional disruption
The growing stresses and legitimacy issues faced by legacy 
media and public institutions in most democracies today war
rant reconsideration of some basic concepts of political com
munication, particularly assumptions about the norms and 
practices involved with gatekeeping and the role of news in 
democratic societies. Indeed, many once-common assump
tions about the workings of journalism now seem dubious 
yet continue to grace the literatures on the news media and 

Journal of Communication (2026), Vol. 76, No. 2                                                                                                                                                             161 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/joc/article/76/2/160/8193969 by U

niversiteit van Am
sterdam

 user on 27 M
ay 2026



political communication (Bennett & Pfetsch, 2018; Thorson 
& Wells, 2016).

There are numerous historical factors that have contrib
uted to the erosion of liberal democratic norms, with implica
tions for different public institutions such as the press. Large 
literatures have discussed the cross-national impacts of eco
nomic globalization beginning in the late 1970s, resulting in 
the restructuring of societies and labor markets, and hollow
ing once dominant center-left and center-right party systems 
(Bennett & Livingston, 2018; Mair, 2013). The popular an
ger at years of economic austerity following various eco
nomic crises further undermined trust in parties and other 
public institutions, spurred the growth of far-right parties, 
and weakened journalism as a reliable gatekeeper for demo
cratic values (Fenton, 2024).

One bold effort to rethink how contemporary democratic 
press systems work (and why they often do not work well) 
begins by challenging four common myths about journalism 
and its socio-political contexts: (a) that public institutions in 
many democracies are somehow autonomous and resistant to 
corruption, (b) that various institutions, including press, 
legislatures, and courts, remain central to the lives of citizens 
and work for the integration of society, (c) that the institu
tions that feed in and out of the press are coherent and func
tion properly, and (d) that they are somehow permanent, and 
protected from replacement (Zelizer et al., 2022). A growing 
literature on democratic erosion suggests that those assump
tions do not hold for many democracies today. Moreover, 
there is strong evidence that movement from liberal demo
cratic toward illiberal and authoritarian forms is led by trans
gressive communication practices (Bennett & Kneuer, 2024; 
Livingston et al., 2025).

Included in the institutional erosion process are journalism 
norms such as gatekeeping (Shoemaker et al., 2009) and its 
more specific mechanisms such as indexing (Bennett, 1990), 
which are increasingly unable to prevent attacks on the very 
liberal democratic values they evolved to protect. The result 
is a “damned if you do, damned if you don’t” situation in 
which illiberal actors may condemn the mainstream press as 
“fake news” while receiving amplification and wider circula
tion for their alternative ideas in that same press.

Revising the indexing hypothesis
The concept of indexing emerged during the “high modern” 
era of mass media press systems in an effort to explain how 
mainstream news organizations calibrate the selection of 
sources, viewpoints, and narrative frames in various political 
conflict and policy situations (Bennett, 1990, 2016; Bennett 
et al., 2008). The core idea is that journalists and editors 
“rely on established norms that implicitly filter or ‘index’ the 
sources and viewpoints in the news according to perceived 
power balances among factions within political institutions” 
(Bennett, 2016, p. 1). This means that news stories are often 
driven by elected parties, leaders, aligned civil society groups, 
and/or other public authorities deemed by journalists to have 
influence over the framing and outcomes of policy decisions 
and other relatively bounded political processes. As with all 
normative guides, there are, of course, blind spots that may 
distort these routinized journalistic representations, as when 
parties and politicians engage in deceptive framing of issues, 
or when opponents are intimidated or strategically downplay 
their concerns. Those conditions shaped the early years of US 

press coverage of the Iraq War in which Bush administration 
false claims about the causes of the war and its political after
math were not challenged as a party by the Democrats. And 
only after a faction of the Republican party itself challenged 
some of its own government policies (such as the use of tor
ture) did the mainstream press index this political division 
and change how it framed the issue of torture in the news 
(Bennett et al., 2008).

Most applications of indexing did not pretend to explain 
all news gatekeeping. For example, the model clearly worked 
better for explaining coverage of national-level domestic pol
icy processes punctuated by clear decision points. It also 
made more sense of coverage patterns in foreign policy deci
sions taken primarily at the national level, and not dependent 
on high levels of multilateral international cooperation 
(Althaus et al., 1996). Critics have also argued that journal
ists exercise more discretion than indexing seems to allow 
(Althaus, 2003). Another expressed limitation of indexing 
was that it did not account for norms that may guide other 
journalistic situations, including event-driven news such as 
acts of terrorism, war, or human disasters. However, even 
these “breaking news” stories may later become indexed 
when they trigger national political processes involving “who 
has the power to do what.” With these qualifications noted, 
we suggest that indexing was never proposed as a universal 
model for news gatekeeping, but it has worked well to ex
plain coverage patterns of routine policy contests and other 
political conflicts in different national settings, as discussed 
further below.

The main contribution of indexing has been to show how 
journalists parse the complexity of actors and actions in rap
idly moving situations by balancing coverage through the po
litical actors and viewpoints deemed to have the greatest 
power to determine the outcomes. Put in these terms, tradi
tional indexing theory is likely to continue to explain cover
age of far-right parties and leaders when they enter 
government or have the oppositional power to block govern
ment initiatives. For example, Donald Trump amassed a 
news record of 30,573 lies during his term as President, in
cluding the Big Lie that the 2020 election was stolen (Kessler 
et al., 2021). Reporting the lies and other uncivil activities of 
a popularly elected president is hard to avoid under tradi
tional indexing assumptions because the political source in 
question is both powerful and holds an electoral mandate. In 
the different case of Sweden in 2022, the far-right Sweden 
Democrats broke through the informal agreement among 
other parties to exclude them from political coalitions and en
tered a shadow government with three center-right parties. 
This enabled the party to insert its ideas into the government 
agenda, and from there, into the news.

However, the conventional indexing hypothesis fails to ex
plain the volume of far-right disinformation and illiberal 
ideas entering the mainstream when those parties or leaders 
do not enter government or hold sway over policy decisions. 
Thus, we can reformat this challenge to indexing theory like 
this: How do minority parties that are relatively isolated po
litically, and that hold positions that are antagonistic to 
mainstream cultural and press norms, make the news? To ad
dress this question theoretically and empirically, we intro
duce an illiberal variant on the indexing hypothesis in the 
next section.
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Indexing by proxy
In various social contexts, the idea of issuing a proxy generally 
refers to a claim by an actor or group to represent the best 
interests of another actor or group. Proxies are found in areas 
from health care to corporate governance. Perhaps the most fa
miliar public use of proxies involves corporate boards inviting 
shareholders to authorize them to vote for bylaws, directors, 
mergers, buyouts, and other business. Challenges to corporate 
governance proxies can also take the form of hostile or chal
lenger proxies, as when investment firms or hedge funds start a 
“proxy war” to pressure management to squeeze more profits 
or sell the company. In other cases, activist shareholders may 
use proxy fights to introduce more progressive environmental, 
social, or governance values in company practices. Various 
kinds of hostile proxy battles have increased in recent times, 
often with considerable disruption and expense for companies. 
Although they seldom affect the outcomes of the issues in ques
tion, they can disrupt normal corporate governance processes 
and raise the visibility of alleged issues or problems in the news 
(DiGuiseppe, 2024).

Although the proxy politics described above tend to be 
more formal and legal, we see the same political dynamic of 
proxy fights in the strategic relations between far-right and 
center-right parties in many democracies today, including 
how disruptions to formerly dominant center-right proxy 
holders become news. First, we emphasize an important clari
fication: we do not argue that claiming public proxies for 
popular ideas and actions is new in politics. To the contrary, 
claiming to act as a public proxy for particular values and 
groups is common, and indeed, emblematic of election cam
paigns, party rally speeches, movement discourses, NGO mis
sion statements, and the like. But what seems new is the 
relatively recent rise of many far-right parties that challenge 
the common liberal values and institutions that define mod
ern democracies and press systems. In this context, we are in
terested in the orchestration of far-right proxy challenges to 
the issue ownership and the legitimacy of center-right parties. 
And we are interested in the conditions under which those 
challenges become newsworthy. The answers to these ques
tions may help understand both the rise of the far right, the 
mainstreaming of their ideas, and the erosion of lib
eral democracy.

With these clarifications, we formalize here the idea of polit
ical proxies: Political proxies involve an actor (leader, party, 
movement, or other organization) claiming to be the true rep
resentatives of the public interest, often pointing to election 
results, legislation that delivers election promises, staging ral
lies and other dramatic affirmations of public values, or, when 
all else fails, spreading conspiracies and disinformation. 
Although claiming political proxies to represent groups, val
ues, and issues is not new, the relatively recent rise of the far 
right in many democracies has introduced the problematic rise 
of proxies for illiberal challenges to mainstream institutions 
and processes. One form these proxy challenges often take 
involves attacking the issue ownership or credibility of center- 
right competitor parties on matters involving immigration, en
vironment, welfare, patriotism, and the legitimacy of various 
civil rights and protections. If the targeted party engages with 
the challenge, internal leadership and policy divisions may be 
aired in public, and the far-right party is credited with the dis
ruption and given disproportionate coverage in the leg
acy press.

In ideal (functioning and popular) democratic systems, 
proxy relationships between political actors and public tend 
to be measured implicitly in terms of trust and confidence lev
els in governments, parties, leaders, and institutions. 
However, political and social trust levels have fallen dramati
cally in many democratic nations, associated with in a rise of 
right-wing movements, parties, leaders, and media (Bennett 
& Livingston, 2018). Patterns across different democracies 
also reveal the rise of varieties of illiberal communication 
such as hate speech, disinformation, refusal to recognize 
opponents, and a rejection of evidence and reasoned ex
change in public debates. These illiberal communication 
styles become central to challenging the legitimacy of core 
democratic values, practices, and public authorities (Bennett 
& Kneuer, 2024).

We propose that in deteriorating liberal democratic sys
tems, we will find increasing proxy challenges to the authori
ties that represent traditional political norms and standards 
of public discourse. In some cases, these proxy fights involve 
attacks on mainstream parties and established institutions 
such as elections, courts, and legacy media systems. Other 
common political proxy challenges may involve claims to 
ownership of an issue such as more restrictive immigration 
policies. Such challenges to the liberal order have been well 
documented (Livingston et al., 2025), but there is little re
search on just how these proxy challenges may also challenge 
mainstream reporting norms and decision patterns that were 
forged in an earlier era of more stable and consensual demo
cratic societies.

As noted above, many of these political proxy fights involve 
highly general discourses such as the common claims of popu
list parties and movements to represent the true people in their 
struggles against the corrupt/liberal/cosmopolitan elites cur
rently in power. In other cases, proxy challenges are highly 
specific such as Donald Trump’s claim that he won the 2020 
US election. Trump empowered dozens of lawyers, fundraisers, 
and political communication operatives as proxies to take his 
case to the courts and directly to the people. Most of a growing 
right-wing media sphere, including popular Fox News person
alities, quickly joined his proxy army. Despite defeats in some 
60 court cases, and exhaustive official certifications of the elec
tion, the proxy fight turned out to work well with the voting 
public. A tracking study of 8,200 “Stop the Steal” online 
articles around the time of the January 6, 2021, insurrection/ 
coup attempt revealed more than 70 million individual engage
ments across numerous media platforms (DFRLab, 2021). 
More importantly, polls showed that the persistent communi
cation campaign as these institutional challenges made the 
news led to a drop in popular belief that Joe Biden won the 
2020 election, from 69% in 2021 to 61% at the time of the 
2024 election (Pengelly, 2024).

In our case study below, we follow the mainstream news 
reporting on the German AfD Party before and after it issued 
a proxy challenge claiming that the center-right government 
position on a United Nations (UN) immigration initiative 
was an illegitimate act against the German people. Since the 
AfD had little influence in the original policy debate, conven
tional indexing theory predicts that it should not have re
ceived disproportionate coverage in the news about the issue. 
However, our data show that AfD coverage soared after the 
party launched a proxy attack on the Angela Merkel-led 
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) government as illegiti
mate representatives of popular sentiment on immigration. In 
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the process described below, the AfD effectively created a 
“proxy public” by adopting an existing online extremist me
dia campaign under the party banner and claiming the moral 
high ground on the immigration issue. As is often the goal in 
such center-right vs. far-right proxy fights, the attack trig
gered a public leadership battle within the CDU, along with 
the airing of internal party policy conflicts over immigration. 
The resulting news coverage connected the far-right AfD to 
the disruption of the center-right CDU and allowed the AfD 
to claim issue ownership of a more sanitized mainstream 
news position on the issue. Our data show that following its 
proxy challenge, the AfD entered mainstream German news 
well beyond its representation share in parliament or its negli
gible impact on the parliamentary debate over approving the 
UN migration compact. We offer the following case to help 
think about the some of the dilemmas facing the liberal press 
reporting on illiberal politics. We also discuss how this 
“indexing by proxy” concept, along with other compromised 
liberal democratic press norms are applicable to other na
tional cases.

German press coverage of the global compact 
for migration
The German political and media systems are a particularly sa
lient case to observe the factors laid out above, due to the 
country’s institutional landscape and the constellations of 
actors we encounter there. Germany has had a long period of 
political dominance by center-left and right parties: the Social 
Democrats (SPD) and Christian Democrats, and their 
Bavarian branch the Christian Social Union (CDU/CSU). 
Moreover, the press system has been characterized by high 
circulation of quality newspapers, press professionalism, and 
a strong public broadcasting system (Br€uggemann et al., 
2014). These institutional guardrails are increasingly chal
lenged by a newly disruptive actor type on the far right. The 
AfD, was founded as a neoliberal-nationalist party in 2013, 
and has shifted towards farther right positions via leadership 
changes and through its increasingly strong ties to far-right 
networks and anti-immigration movements (Kn€upfer et al., 
2025). By the 2017 national election (just before our case 
study), the AfD had re-established itself as an ethno- 
nationalist, anti-immigration party that captured 12.6% of 
the vote and went from 0 seats to 94, becoming the third larg
est party in the Bundestag (Arzheimer & Berning, 2019). 
Throughout this time, it built strong connections with its sup
porter networks, including through digital media platforms 
(Bachl, 2018; Heinze & Weisskircher, 2021), and established 
close ties to far-right grassroots organizations and protest 
movements such as the Identitarians (Heinze, 2025; Stier 
et al., 2017; Weisskircher & Berntzen, 2019).

As noted earlier, the mainstream media landscape in 
Germany is dominated by a relatively high level of profes
sionalized journalism adhering to traditional liberal press 
norms and oriented towards a consensus-based notion of the 
public sphere (Loosen et al., 2023). Add to this a strong pub
lic broadcasting system and one might expect strong gate
keeping against threats to the liberal order, particularly in 
reporting a political decision over which the AfD had no in
fluence. Furthermore, due to historical experience, a cultural 
and institutionally embedded cordon sanitaire against far- 
right issues or ideas would usually be expected to make it 
more difficult for these ideas to gain traction (Abts, 2015)— 

unless they were able to circumvent traditional gatekeeping 
mechanisms, much in the way we hypothesize here.

Far-right disruption surrounding the global 
compact on migration
In 2016, the UN began a series of discussions for what even
tually became the United Nations Global Compact for Safe, 
Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM). It was clear from the 
beginning that it would be a nonbinding framework offering 
guidelines for addressing the growing problems of migrants 
and refugees around the world. Indeed, UN global compacts 
are often criticized as weak due to their nonbinding nature, 
lack of punitive measures for noncompliance, and lowest 
common denominator issue framing among diverse interna
tional players. Despite these limitations, the GCM triggered a 
coordinated campaign from global networks of far-right 
groups, including think tanks, movements, leaders, and par
ties. Those networks spread alarming messages about mi
grant invasions that would “replace” national ethnic 
majorities with diverse racial, religious, and cultural groups. 
Such narratives were bolstered by conspiracy theories claim
ing that the GCM was a globalist plot to significantly in
crease immigration, and allow vast numbers of migrants to 
enter countries and take advantage of social welfare pro
grams (M€uller & Gebauer, 2021). Previous research has 
highlighted how these narratives fueled “indignation mobili
zation mechanisms” (Rone, 2022), by harnessing anti-elite 
and nationalistic sentiments among larger publics.

When the issue was finally put to a vote at the UN confer
ence in Morocco in December of 2018, 152 nations were in 
favor, 5 voted against (United States, Israel, Hungary, Czech 
Republic, Poland), and Brazil soon withdrew after Jair 
Bolsonaro became president. These numbers do not reflect 
the levels of domestic political turmoil that right-wing anti- 
GCM campaigns sparked in many democratic nations. As a 
result of those domestic conflicts, 36 countries either 
abstained or boycotted the conference altogether, including 
Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Australia, 
Switzerland, Chile, Italy, and Latvia. The ruling coalition in 
Belgium was split so deeply on the issue that the govern
ment collapsed.

Many of these national political conflicts were fueled by 
cross-platform campaign efforts from extreme-right organi
zations. An analysis of the top 100 most watched YouTube 
videos on the GCM showed that 75% came from white na
tionalist anti-immigration groups, other right-wing organiza
tions, conspiracy theorists, and Russian propaganda outlets 
such as formerly Russia Today (RT), while less than 10% 
were produced by mainstream media organizations (Guhl, 
2019). That analysis also identified Martin Sellner, the leader 
of the Austrian-German Identarian Movement, as the most 
active promoter of online campaigns on Twitter, Telegram, 
Facebook, and petition sites. Despite being under German 
state surveillance for his extremist activities and related AfD 
party affiliations, Sellner’s online campaigns and petitions to 
“stop the pact” were adopted, practically verbatim, as the of
ficial platform of the AfD (Klinger et al., 2023). Party leaders 
used the issue to attack the Grand Coalition government un
der Chancellor Angela Merkel, invoking connections to 
deeply racist conspiracy theories of a “new world order” and 
an imminent “replacement” of the German people by knife- 
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wielding migrants (Rone, 2022; Wojczewski, 2022, pp. 
24–26).

Despite this volatile political communication context, 
German government support for the GCM was never in 
doubt, and the eventual parliamentary vote was 372-153, 
with Germany attending the Morocco conference and voting 
in favor. Coverage of the otherwise clear-cut policy decision 
was relatively sparse and straightforward, largely following 
gatekeeping norms about the strength of the government po
sition. However, the surrounding domestic political disrup
tions eclipsed mainstream news coverage of the substance of 
the policy issue itself. It is clear why there was cause for the 
concern within the CDU, as the party lost roughly one mil
lion (9% of its total) votes to the AfD between the national 
elections of 2013 and 2017, accounting for a significant 
chunk of the party’s loss of seats in parliament (Dilling, 
2018, p. 93). The more interesting question is why the CDU/ 
CSU party leadership went public with attacks on its own 
Chancellor, particularly since resulting media coverage ended 
up giving disproportionate attention to the disruptive party 
causing the problems.

Mainstream journalists were initially caught off guard by 
the sudden and very vocal opposition to the GCM by the 
AfD and its supporters. In fact, early reports by the German 
public broadcaster ARD (short for Arbeitsgemeinschaft der 
€offentlich-rechtlichen Rundfunkanstalten der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland) revealed that even prominent figures within the 
AfD leadership initially deemed the GCM to be too complex 
to put on their agenda. Only later did party leadership change 
their minds as petitions and international mobilization gained 
traction online (Gensing, 2018). The initial imbalance be
tween online attention and legacy media coverage was stark: 
despite dense networks forming on social media platforms 
and political information sites during the summer and early 
fall of 2018, the GCM was virtually absent from mainstream 
news coverage or political party messaging (Conrad, 2021, p. 
303; Klinger et al., 2023, p. 1901). Considering that these on
line media dynamics have been previously reported in some 
detail, our research focus is on understanding what eventu
ally prompted mainstream media attention. The following re
search questions test our theoretical argument about what 
triggered the sudden spillover from far-right online networks 
into the mainstream news:

1) How much media attention do the main political parties 
typically receive on related cultural and immigration 
issues, and how do levels of “routine reporting” reflect 
representation ratios in parliament? 

2) What effect did coverage of the internal party conflict in 
the CDU have on shifting media attention towards 
the AfD? 

3) What levels of AfD party coverage appeared in stories 
about the political disruption (compared to the baselines 
from RQ1 above), and which narratives and sequences 
of article topics developed over time? 

Data and methods
To analyze both the larger discursive environment in which 
political parties vie for public attention on similar issues, as 
well as the more specific coverage of this episode of disrup
tive politics, we draw on two distinct datasets containing 
text-based output by journalistic print publications. The first 

of these presents a broad, multiyear sample of articles by vari
ous types of German newspapers. This dataset is a subsample 
of one that was made available to us via V€olker and Saldivia 
Gonzatti (2024). It has previously been used to study the dif
fusion of far-right discourse networks into more mainstream 
public debates, focusing specifically on “cultural issues” typi
cally associated with contentious politics within the German 
context, such as Islam, immigration, and nationalism. The 
subsample we use runs from January 01, 2015 to December 
31, 2020 and includes 185,987 articles from four national 
and two regional papers, wherein the “ideological and geo
graphical heterogeneity of the newspaper selection serves to 
better reflect the debates in the broad German public sphere” 
(V€olker & Saldivia Gonzatti, 2024, p. 358). As explained in 
more detail below and in Appendix A1, we then used a sim
ple dictionary approach to identify mentions of each of the 
main political parties within this dataset, as well mentions of 
the GCM (“Migrationspakt”).

Our second analysis draws from a selection of press outlets 
we believe to be emblematic of the German “mainstream” on 
a national level, which can generally be expected to follow 
liberal journalistic press norms. Here, we draw a smaller sam
ple for a more in-depth analysis of articles specifically focused 
on the GCM. We collected this data via searches for the key 
word “Migrationspakt” in the Media Cloud database, which 
allowed us to identify article URLs. The texts of articles 
found via this search were gathered through subsequent web- 
scraping and the Python tool NewsPaper3k (Ou-Yang, 2013/ 
2024). We found a total of 624 unique articles over the 10 
months from March through December of 2018, during 
which time the GCM issue traveled initially across social me
dia platforms and online sites, and later into the legacy press 
(Klinger et al., 2023). The six outlets we selected for this sec
ond dataset range from typically more center-left publica
tions Spiegel-Online (n¼82) and Zeit (n¼86), to the Berlin- 
based Tagesspiegel (n¼82), and the center-right publication 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ; n¼89). We also in
cluded web-based content from Welt (n¼208) as well as the 
tabloid Bild (n¼77), which are more politically aligned with 
the right-wing agenda but have also been critical of the AfD’s 
immigration stances (Nohl, 2019).1

To analyze the content of the articles, we utilized the soft
ware MaxQDA, which offers a blend of quantitative text 
analysis tools and aids for team-based qualitative assessment. 
The manageable number of overall articles ensured that we 
were able to code the full sample using human coders, follow
ing a standard inductively generated codebook-driven ap
proach to qualitative content analysis (Krippendorff, 2013; 
Schreier, 2012), and further following established applied 
approaches to classifying categories of news stories, based on 
what events “prompted” and made them “news-worthy” 
(Harcup & O’Neill, 2017; Saunders et al., 2018). To begin, 
the authors assessed the main focus of each article by first 
reading the headline and then diving deeper into the text if 
this was not immediately clear. In 80 cases, the full article 
text did not become available via the scraping method, but 
the headline or initial paragraphs were interpretable enough 
to be used for further classification. This process resulted in 
an initial list of 43 different codes. In a second step, these 
codes were manually consolidated into a total of nine the
matic categories that collectively summarized the contents of 
the analyzed articles (see Appendix A2.1 for detailed over
view of each of these categories). Using a codebook based on 
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this categorization, an additional human coder classified all 
624 articles independently, initially leading to an agreement 
overlap of 73% (See Appendix A2.4 for full results). All 
instances of divergence were then discussed between the 
team’s initial coders, to settle on an agreed upon classifica
tion. This formed the basis by which a single categorical vari
able was assigned on the article level. Next, a finalized, more 
refined codebook (Appendix 2.3) was given to a third coder 
who was otherwise unfamiliar with the project and who 
coded a randomized sample of 20% of the articles based on 
these instructions at an agreement rate of 90% 
(Krippendorff’s Alpha: 0.89).

After the classification of all articles into the nine catego
ries was complete, automated text analyses let us identify 
mentions of political parties or partisan actors, as well as pas
sages that directly quoted these (see Appendix A2.5 for full 
list). Here, the 80 articles that did not feature the full text 
were excluded from further analysis. All results were manu
ally validated by human coders assisting in the research pro
cess. Direct quotes were identified through a combination of 
automated text analysis, highlighting passages that featured 
mention of a partisan actor or party, and quotation marks.

Results
How much media attention do the main political 
parties receive and does this reflect institutional 
representation levels?
To address this question, we drew on the larger sample of 
stories on “cultural issues” across various types of German 
press outlets as our baseline for comparison. Ranging from 
2015 to 2020, this covers the initial phases of expansion by 
the AfD on the regional level, as well as their entry into the 
German parliament (Bundestag), where they became the big
gest oppositional party in 2017. Here we identified mentions 
of each of the main six parties with seats in the German 
Parliament (see Appendix A1.1 for full results). We then com
pared the relative results of articles mentioning each of the 
parties to their relative distribution of seats in the 19th 
Bundestag (2017–2021), during which the debates around 
the GCM had occurred. Table 1 provides an overview of the 
results, demonstrating a close proximity between our indica
tor of article-level party mentions and the levels of their insti
tutional representation, as indicated via election results and 
seat distribution.2

We take these results to indicate that German journalists 
working across the ideological spectrum and in regional as 
well as national media outlets still tend to orient themselves 
by taking democratic legitimation of political institutions 

into account when “indexing” their news stories. Even within 
this sample of articles that was specifically chosen for its di
rect focus on issues that far-right actors would be associated 
with (V€olker & Saldivia Gonzatti, 2024), the AfD receives a 
relative amount of attention (14.45%) that closely resembles 
their standing within parliament during this period (13.3%).

How much coverage of the GCM focused on the 
party disruption and the AfD?
Next, we wanted to find out what the effect of coverage of 
the GCM had on the relative distribution of media attention 
devoted to each party. To do so, we counted mentions of the 
GCM within the same news articles. Out of the total of 432 
articles we found here, we now measured whether a mention 
of the GCM increases or decreases the probability of a spe
cific party being mentioned, using logistic regression models 
which cast each party being mentioned as the dependent and 
“Migrationspakt” mentions as the independent variable.  
Figure 1 showcases the results, using coefficient plots to indi
cate the effect sizes (log-odds) and confidence intervals for 
each party.

By these metrics, the mention of “Migrationspakt” in 
articles significantly increases the likelihood that political 
parties are featured, suggesting that journalists came to view 
this issue through a partisan lens and engaging in indexing 
practices in their coverage of it. The results also show that 
the AfD has the strongest association with 
“Migrationspakt.” It is followed by the CDU and its 
Bavarian sister party, the CSU, further indicating that this 
was a news item primarily associated with the center- to far- 
right. These metrics provide very crude first indicators for the 
association between media attention to the GCM and the var
ious political parties. We now wanted to find out more about 
what specifically prompted mainstream media cover a story 
that it had devoted relatively little attention to as a normal 
policy situation.

What mainstream news frames defined coverage of 
the GCM following the AfD disruption and which 
narratives and sequences of article categories 
developed over time?
To address our third empirical research question, we turned 
to another set of articles, which provided a different but more 
focused sample of mainstream news stories, specifically fo
cused on the GCM. Our initial coding results address the first 
research question of what thematic categories summarized 
the mainstream news about GCM. Using the methods out
lined above, and as is explained in more detail in Appendix 
A2.4, we found nine distinct categories of articles in main
stream press reports on the GCM. Figure 2 provides an over
view as well their relative distribution.

The largest category of reporting, amounting to nearly one 
quarter (24%) of the GCM stories, centered on intra-party 
conflicts within the CDU/CSU, often in the context of the 
leadership struggle that ensued following Angela Merkel’s 
announcement of stepping down as head of the party. This 
internal power tussle saw potential successors raise the topic 
of immigration policies and positions on the GCM to appeal 
to the right-wing faction of the party. The second largest cate
gory, reporting on international stances on the GCM, includ
ing various positions of international leaders and 
governments, predominantly when in opposition to the 

Table 1. Comparison of seat distribution in Bundestag (2017–2021) and 
“cultural issues” articles featured in German newspaper articles, 
mentioning each of these parties.

Comparison of 19th Bundestag seat distribution and party mentions

Party Bundestag seats (%) Article mentions (%)

CDU/CSU 34.70 30.75
SPD 21.60 21.00
AfD 13.30 14.45
FDP 11.30 6.30
Die Linke 9.70 11.44
Gr€une 9.40 16.06
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agreement, made up 16% of the articles. Mobilization 
against the GCM, particularly by far-right populists, was the 
focus of 12% of the coverage, while the defense of the GCM 

by the German government was detailed in 12% of the 
articles. Other German domestic or party politics were dis
cussed in 11% of the reports. Content pertaining to the GCM 

Figure 1. Coefficient plot of estimated log-odds with 95% confidence intervals, showing the effect sizes of party mentions in German newspaper articles 
based on whether the term “Migrationspakt” was also mentioned within these (N¼ 185,987; n¼432).

Figure 2. Distribution of press article categories found during the analyzed time frame in mainstream media articles on the GCM (N¼ 624).
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itself, such as fact-checking pieces aimed at countering misin
formation, accounted for 8% of the articles. A smaller por
tion, 7%, covered miscellaneous topics or were not 
applicable to the predefined categories. Meanwhile, reporting 
on UN-related news specific to the GCM was the subject of 
only 5% of the articles, and advocacy for the GCM was the 
least represented category at 4%. This confirms our hypothe
sis that institutional (in this case, party) disruptions become 
highly newsworthy. Moreover, as shown in the next section, 
the CDU-power-struggle story not only received the greatest 
share of press attention, but this coverage peaked well before 
the far smaller volume of coverage given to the actual parlia
mentary debates or the news about the GCM vote at the UN.

The scatterplot time lines in Figure 3 reveal the relative vol
ume of each story category over the full time period. The 
dominant finding shows that mainstream news media did not 
focus on the GCM until late Fall when the CDU in-fighting 
over Angela Merkel’s successorship occurred. Fully 96% of 
the coverage was in November and early December. The 
party conflict story overshadowed the later scattered cover
age of how the issue played out in other countries, the one- 
sided German parliamentary vote, or the eventual one-sided 
vote at the UN meeting. We also see that the party disruption 
story triggered waves of coverage of the government defend
ing the GCM, and the positions of other parties. Importantly, 
these peaks in news volume occur somewhat independently 
of coverage of the actual policy or the UN meeting later in 

December. While the other category trend lines also reveal 
slight trends, the trajectories here were much more evenly dis
tributed: articles on mobilization efforts against the GCM are 
present from the outset but gain in volume after the agenda 
item has been established via the various partisan conflict 
narratives. We suspect that coverage patterns like those 
shown in Figure 3 played out in other democracies that expe
rienced similar far-right to center-right disruptions at the 
time, such as Austria or Belgium.

Next, we turned back to the question of what role the vari
ous political parties played in this coverage. We addressed 
this question by cross-tabulating the article categories with 
the results of the quantitative analysis of party mentions. 
This enabled us to see which parties played what role in each 
of the thematic categories. Table 2 shows that the AfD played 
a dominant role, appearing in 64% of articles about CDU 
party disruption, and in 69% of articles about why the CDU 
was forced to defend its position on the issue, and fully 77% 
of articles about the German political context surrounding 
the GCM issue. The data also show something of a halo ef
fect in which the AfD appeared in all the story categories far 
beyond its parliamentary representation percentage or influ
ence on the policy issue itself, suggesting that conventional 
indexing was no longer in play.

To dig deeper into how parties are mentioned, we tracked 
whether party representatives were quoted in articles and 
found that the overall percentage of direct quotes allotted to 

Figure 3. Timeline scatterplots showing the volume of each story category over time. Dots indicate a single article, while trend lines show the relative 
distribution (November, 01 2018–December 31 2018).
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the AfD was 12% across all GCM-focused news story catego
ries, a figure that directly mirrors their parliamentary status. 
Yet when it comes to mentions in quotes from other party 
spokespeople, the party profile was particularly outsized, 
with 53% of all quotes by other parties mentioning the AfD. 
As shown in Figure 4, this is a clear indicator of how journal
ists selected on the AfD as driving the disruption story.

By these various measures, the AfD was introduced into 
the news in disproportion to both its representation levels in 
Parliament, and to the minimal power or influence it had 
over the government’s GCM decision. However, the far-right 
party was clearly perceived by journalists as triggering the 
CDU intra-party disruption and shaping the larger German 
political context. As a result of this indexing by proxy, the 
AfD took a commanding position in discussions that nomi
nally involved GCM, but more generally featured the AfD as 
a disruptive party, and immigration as a vexing issue. Such 
overrepresentation in the media may have amplified party im
portance and acceptability, particularly since almost none of 
this coverage centered on the illiberal, xenophobic, and delib
erately misleading AfD positions. While those illiberal claims 
circulated primarily online, our analysis shows that main
stream news coverage focused mainly on the split in the 
CDU, and challenges to Merkel’s issue leadership by party 
members who feared losses to the AfD in local elections. 

These findings raise questions about the role of liberal press 
norms in representative democracies, and whether those 
norms may contribute inadvertently to amplifying, sanitizing, 
and normalizing illiberal far-right positions.

Applications to other national cases
Moving beyond the case of the GCM and Germany, “indexing by 
proxy” is very likely to contribute to mainstreaming dynamics of 
far-right parties and their illiberal positions across a variety of 
country cases. As noted above, the transnational campaign against 
the GCM had disruptive effects in more than 30 nations. In 
reviewing other national cases in which emergent far-right parties 
have emerged as illiberal challengers, we can point to the case of 
the Spanish party Vox, which has used similar disruptive narra
tives that contributed to the perception of it becoming a 
“kingmaker” in Spanish parliamentary politics (Rama et al., 
2021), or the normalization of the Dutch Forum voor Democratie 
via mainstream media (de Jonge & Gaufman, 2022). Another 
case of a minor party playing an outsized role in mediated debates 
was observed for United Kingdom Independence Party and its per
sistent disruptive role in “mainstreaming of Euroscepticism in the 
UK” (Startin, 2015). In Austria, “pressure from the right-wing 
populist Freedom Party (FP€O) (…) has successfully fueled a cli
mate of fear” that brought media attention to help the party win 
an historic first place finish in the 2024 elections after falling from 
government in a scandal a few years earlier (Rheindorf & Wodak, 
2018, p. 16). We also note the earlier mentioned US examples of 
the Tea Party and, more recently, the MAGA movement disrupt
ing the Republican Party from within, and contributing to various 
government disruptions in the process.

In these and other cases, far right parties in different nations 
have learned that disrupting normal politics by violating com
munication norms and provoking neighbor parties via proxy 
challenges are effective ways to secure news coverage dispro
portionate to their levels of political representation or power 
in actual policy situations. It may not be surprising that these 
disruptions become news, but the passage of resulting news 
stories through the journalistic gates suggests a new set of 
dilemmas facing journalists. In particular, coverage of eroding 
democracies is made challenging by legacy reporting norms 
that no longer reflect realistic assumptions about the integrity 
of institutions, the role of parties, or the good faith of leaders.

Conclusion: rethinking journalism norms in an 
era of illiberal disruption
The results of the above analyses show how mainstream 
German media coverage of the GCM relied heavily on the 

Table 2. Cross-tabulation of party mentions per story type in mainstream media articles on the GCM.

Party mentioned AfD (%) CDU-CSU (%) SPD (%) FDP (%) Gr€une (%) Linke (%) N

01 UN related news 30 30 7 0 7 0 30
02 Content of the GCM 36 20 20 14 4 6 50
03 International positions on the GCM 24 17 5 1 5 1 83
04 Mobilization against the GCM 35 38 20 6 9 5 65
05 Advocacy for the GCM 25 40 10 15 20 10 20
06 Government defends GCM 69 77 53 19 18 8 62
07 CDU/CSU inner-party conflicts 64 99 43 16 18 4 140
08 Other German domestic or 

party politics
77 71 65 36 38 26 66

09 Other/NA 21 43 32 11 11 7 28P
49 57 32 14 15 7 544

Figure 4. Mentions of parties appearing in quotes by other parties 
showing the AfD as a frequent reference point for other partisan actors 
when they were cited by journalists.
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indexing by proxy process. According to our revision of 
indexing theory, updated for a time of illiberal disruption, 
the underlying norms used by journalists to select narrative 
frames, actors, and sources, resulted in far greater coverage 
of the issues of a minor far-right party than coverage of its ac
tual role in the resolution of the political issue itself. Since the 
AfD did not form part of the government and was not in
volved in the negotiation processes surrounding the GCM, 
conventional indexing assumptions would have predicted lit
tle coverage to be devoted to their position.

Mainstream journalism increasingly faces the dilemma of 
reporting a variety of disruptions that evade traditional press 
norms and practices. As a result, the mainstream news may 
give disproportionate publicity to political actors who 
threaten the very institutions that journalism was once con
sidered a “watchdog” to protect (Kn€upfer, 2025). Of course, 
some democratic disruptions, such as intimidation of the 
press or capture of the courts, are clearly newsworthy on 
their own merits, assuming some level of press freedom per
sists. However, the deliberate provocation of neighboring 
parties, or institutional challenges such as claims of election 
fraud, are designed to enhance the proxy claims of far-right 
parties that aim to enhance their popular standing. This vul
nerability in press norms is something of a Trojan Horse in 
which illiberal ideas are imported into liberal press systems. 
Writing about the AfD’s use of deliberate provocations in or
der to obtain mainstream media coverage, Maurer et al. 
(2023) argue that: “If the news media had not reported on 
the AfD or had reported less often, the party would most 
likely have remained largely unknown to the public and ac
cordingly unsuccessful.” (Maurer et al., 2023, p. 16). This is 
even more ironic considering that there would have been little 
news coverage of either the GCM or the AfD had the CDU 
not aired its internal conflicts and publicly attacked its own 
leader. As discussed earlier, this pattern has occurred in many 
democracies, but it seldom helps the disrupted party. 
According to a 26-nation study by May and Czymara (2024), 
when center parties mimic or, in our terminology, engage in 
proxy fights with their far-right challengers, votes for the far 
right increase dramatically. Thus, a key to understanding 
when a proxy challenge makes the news is whether the tar
geted party engages publicly with the challenge.

Like many traditional theories of press politics, the original 
indexing hypothesis (with the exceptions discussed earlier) 
helped explain the routine daily production of large volumes 
of news about politics and government in relatively stable lib
eral democratic systems. There continue to be situations in 
which that hypothesis still holds, as in the relatively straight
forward coverage of the actual policy debate and decision 
surrounding the GCM. However, it is also clear that some of 
the underlying assumptions about the stability of political 
processes and the integrity of liberal democratic norms are 
being challenged in this era of illiberal politics. For example, 
it is increasingly unclear how to report proxy challenges to 
the integrity of elections, the legitimacy of state institutions, 
or the role of the press itself.

Based on these comparative findings we believe that the 
theoretical contribution of “indexing by proxy” applies to 
various other cases around the globe as both a party strategy 
to attract far more media coverage than traditional indexing 
theory would expect, and as a journalistic process that leads 
to outsized coverage with dysfunctional outcomes. We of 
course acknowledge that our results are based on a single 

case study in a specific institutional setting and linked to an 
historical event (the GCM). We also focus on a very specific 
type of issue in immigration–one that is directly related to a 
topic often perceived to be “owned” by right-wing actors. 
Future studies might expand the scope of various issue types 
that fall under this indexing by proxy mechanism to gauge 
whether some of cases are more likely to elicit such news 
effects than others. For example, previous studies have shown 
similar far-right communication patterns in the issue fields of 
gender and climate. Future scholarship could gauge whether 
proxies also enhance far-right visibility when it comes to 
these positions in mainstream journalism. Lastly, the 
“indexing” framework arguably provides a somewhat macro 
perspective on norms and journalistic practices, based on the 
output that is produced. Future studies might focus on jour
nalistic practices on the individual or organizational level to 
tease out more of the nuance in how these mechanisms might 
operate within news-making processes.

As proxy politics make reporting more friendly to the illib
eral right (Kn€upfer, 2025), journalism needs to rethink un
derlying assumptions about politics as usual (Zelizer et al., 
2022). It is time for more visible public discussion of how to 
better defend liberal democratic institutions, including inde
pendent journalism, as important lines of defense against 
more repressive political communication regimes. We invite 
communication scholars to develop new ideas, or update old 
ones, about how the press can better report on illiberal 
threats to the democratic institutions that they are an integral 
part of.
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Notes
1. Since additional queries of the Media Cloud database for other German 

media sources such as S€uddeutsche Zeitung, Handelsblatt, and Die 
Tageszeitung revealed similar patterns in focus on the issue, we decided 
to limit our qualitative analysis to the above sample.

2. We should note that the discrepancies between the two values for the 
Free Democratic Party (FDP) might be due to the range of issues we are 
dealing with in this dataset termed “cultural debate” issues by the origi
nal authors of the study (V€olker & Saldivia Gonzatti, 2024). A journalis
tic focus on the liberal party FDP’s topics might well be geared more 
towards economic issues etc. The same might be true for the AfD’s slight 
overrepresentation, which could be due to the topical focus of the news 
sample. Meanwhile, the discrepancy for the Green party (Gr€une) might 
be partly due to the approach and a validity issue, where some hits might 
include false positives for the capitalized word “Green,” when not refer
ring to the party. Nonetheless, these issues are unlikely to apply to the 
results for the abbreviated names of the main governing parties of the 
CDU/CSU and SPD, or the largest oppositional party, the AfD, that are 
also shown here.
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