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 Donald Trump and his team have often been accused of having close ties to Russia and 

Russians expressed much greater support for Trump than residents of other countries. This 

article provides the first systematic analysis of Russian media coverage of Trump's activities 

during and after the election campaign. It concludes, on the basis of a sentiment analysis of 

relevant articles and network agendas of 500 Russian magazines and 250 leading federal 

newspapers, that Trump's media portrayal was not necessarily positive. During the election, 

Trump was portrayed by the Russian media not as Russia's favorite candidate, but as Hillary 

Clinton's opponent and a critic of U.S. recent policies. Only for a short period after Trump's 

victory in the elections, did the Russian media represent him as a friend of Russia, since there 

was hope that the new president would lift political and economic sanctions. Trump's policies 

failed to meet the expectations of the Russian people, and from the beginning of 2017, media 

coverage of Trump has become critical, hopes for lifting of political sanctions have weakened, 

and public opinion about the U.S. president has turned negative. 
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Introduction 

When the U.S. were actively engaged in the presidential race, a poll on the U.S. election 

was conducted by WIN/Gallup International Association. The poll, carried out among 45 

countries, showed that Hillary Clinton was ahead of Donald Trump in every country but one, 

Russia
4
. For the Russian people, Trump's U.S. presidential election victory became the most 

memorable event of in November 2016, which attracted the attention of 47% respondents
5
. A 

month later, 28% of Russians named Trump's victory the most significant event of the year
6
. 

Nevertheless, not only did the U.S. presidential election draw the attention of the Russian media, 

but Russia also was a key topic of the U.S. election discussion. For instance, a Fox News Poll of 

May 2017 found 44% of Americans think Russia attempted to influence the presidential election 

to help Trump
7
.  

One can assume that the media played a very significant role in attracting attention to the 

U.S. election and Trump's victory in both countries (Kazun, 2017; McCombs & Shaw, 1972, 

1993). A presidential election is an unobtrusive issue (Demers, Craff, Choi, & Pessin, 1989; 

McCombs, Graber, & Weaver, 1981): the media can be a basis for forming public opinion since 

the population has no experience of interpersonal communication with the candidates. When it 

comes to a foreign election campaign, the mass media is the only source of information. The 

important role of the media in shaping public opinion on the U.S. election in Russia is confirmed 

by the fact that, at the very beginning of the election campaign, most Russians knew little if 

anything about the candidates. In July 2016, 60% of Russians knew nothing about Trump
8
, and 

after just a few months many of them were celebrating his victory.  

But do U.S. presidential elections always attract the attention of Russians? Perhaps, such 

events are traditionally widely covered in Russia's international news, since the U.S. is the 

largest economy (Wu, 2007), has a large population (Rosengren, 1974), and has great political 

influence (Blondheim, Segev, & Cabrera, 2015)? Public opinion polls do not support these 

assumptions. For example, in 2012, only 13% of Russians considered Barack Obama's victory in 

the U.S. presidential election to be the most significant event of the year
9
. The 2012 Russian 

presidential election that resulted in Vladimir Putin being elected president again was named the 

most important event of the year by 29% of respondents. Putin's victory in 2012 and Trump's 

                                                           
4
 Global Poll on the U.S. Election reveals that MOST NATIONS FAVOR CLINTON. TRUMP AHEAD OF HER ONLY IN RUSSIA. 

[http://www.wingia.com/en/news/global_vote_on_us_elections_press_release/366/]. 
5
 According to the Levada Center surveys. See [https://www.levada.ru/2016/11/24/14898/] 

6
 According to the Levada Center surveys. See [https://www.levada.ru/2016/12/22/vazhnejshie-sobytiya-goda/] 

7
 See Fox News Poll: May 24, 2017. [http://www.foxnews.com/politics/interactive/2017/05/24/fox-news-poll-may-24-

2017.html]. 
8
 According to the Russian Public Opinion Research Centre (WCIOM). See 

[https://wciom.ru/zh/print_q.php?s_id=1085&q_id=75412&date=10.07.2016] 
9
 According to the Levada Center surveys. 12/24/2012 See [https://www.levada.ru/2012/12/24/2012-god-v-otsenkah-rossiyan-

sobytiya-persony/] 
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victory in 2016 were considered to be significant by an approximately equal number of Russians. 

While people's attention to the election of the president of their own country is logical, their 

comparable interest in foreign news seems less so. 

We assume that since the media in Russia are not completely state-independent 

(Fredheim, 2016; Gehlbach, 2010), they designed the agenda promoted by the political elite, 

giving such wide coverage to the 2016 U.S. election. Therefore, the intensity of Trump-related 

discussions in the Russian media may reflect not so much the interest of the people as the 

position of the Russian authorities towards Trump.  

In Russia, as in other countries, the media play an important role in the 

deproblematization of certain issues (Ibarra & Kitsuse, 2003), for example, economic sanctions 

(Kazun, 2016) or tragedies, such as mass poisoning with surrogate alcohol (Kazun, Kazun, 

2017). We assume that the discussion= about the presidency of Donald Trump could play a 

similar role. Moreover, the portrayal of the U.S. as an opponent or an ally in particular cases in 

the Russian press has traditionally influenced public opinion (Petersson & Persson, 2010; 

Gerber, 2015). Trump's victory and his further actions against Russia were not something 

predictable for the Russian authorities, therefore, we assume that the tone of the discussions in 

the media should have changed significantly immediately after the election, and seven months 

later. 

This work provides the first systematic analysis of Trump-related discussions in the 

Russian media. Some attempts to describe the features of the U.S. election coverage by the 

Russian media were based primarily on qualitative data and indicated that the tone of the topic 

was predominantly positive before the election (Slutsky & Gavra, 2017). However, based on 

quantitative data, we show that the actual Russian press coverage of Trump's activities was far 

more complex and not necessarily positive. We pay attention to the intensity of the discussion 

and the tone of the articles on Trump in the Russian press, and draw conclusions on how his 

position changed in the network coverage. 

 

Literature Review 

The media's attention to political events in their own country is natural. Such news is 

relevant to their citizens and can significantly affect their lives; media attention to foreign events 

seems less clear. Why would foreign news also attract public attention? On what factors does 

such interest depend?  

Factors determining the number of references to a particular country in international news 

include the country's characteristics, such as its economic and political power, relations with 

other countries and perceived economic and political instability (Blondheim, Segev, & Cabrera, 
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2015). A country's place in the world news agenda has much to do with its size and political 

influence, economy (Wu, 2007), military potential (Shenhav, Rahat, & Sheafer, 2012) and 

population (Rosengren, 1974). International contacts and proximity to other countries are also 

important. For instance, geographical (Chang, Shoemaker, & Brendlinger, 1987) or cultural 

(Lee, 2007; Rosengren, 1974) remoteness can lower media interest in a country. Media attention 

also depends on bilateral trade relations between countries and the nature of the event covered 

(Shoemaker, Danielian, & Brendlinger, 1991). This naturally higher interest in domestic issues 

results in a number of countries getting no international media coverage (Horvit, Gade, & Lance, 

2013). However, the U.S., being a large and influential country, is at the center of global news 

flow; events there are actively discussed by the international media (Segev, 2015). 

In addition, international media coverage of political processes often leads to greater 

attention being paid to the activities of political leaders, compared to the attention paid to 

political parties and organizations (Balmas & Sheafer, 2013; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; Van 

Aelst, Sheafer, & Stanyer, 2012). It seems logical that Trump and Clinton attracted a great deal 

of attention from the Russian media during the 2016 U.S. election. The place of the U.S. in the 

global system and the political personalization of discussions may have led to an active 

discussion of the presidential candidates in Russia. Moreover, such features of political processes 

media coverage may influence foreign public opinion in this country (Entman, 2008).  

The other side of political personalization is the media's attention to the personality traits 

of individual politicians. Such traits as charisma (Pancer, Brown, & Barr, 1999; Sheafer, 2001), 

visual appearance (Tsfati, Markowitz Elfassi, & Waismel-Manor, 2010; Waismel-Manor & 

Tsfati, 2011), and vigorousness (Aaldering & Vliegenthart, 2016), may be as important to the 

media as their professional skills (Bean, 1993). Therefore, the attention paid to Trump by the 

U.S. media, which did not correspond with the results of pre-election polls, usually legitimizing 

the front-runner (Lawrence & Boydstun, 2017), can be explained by his personal characteristics. 

The candidate's active use of new media could also play a role (Groshek & Koc-Michalska, 

2017; McGregor & Mourão, 2017). 

This study is based on the agenda-setting theory, according to which the media has a 

significant impact on what people consider to be important events (Dearing & Rogers, 1996; 

McCombs, 2014). This concept was first formulated on the basis of data from the 1968 U.S. 

presidential election campaign, when researchers revealed a correlation between the public's 

perceptions of the most significant issues in the candidates' programs and the frequency with 

which these issues were mentioned in the media (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). The idea was 

further confirmed by numerous and varied empirical examples (Ader, 1995; Feeley, O’Mally, & 

Covert, 2016; Iyengar & Simon, 1993; Weaver, McCombs, & Spellman, 1975). 
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However, agenda-setting hypotheses have not only been tested in a variety of empirical 

contexts, but they have also been modified (McCombs, Shaw, & Weaver, 2014). A complement 

to the idea of the impact of discussions in the media on the perception of the importance of 

issues, is how the emphasis on certain characteristics of a situation or a public figure would form 

a public opinion (Wanta, Golan, & Lee, 2004). This development of the theory was called 

second-level agenda-setting. The concept of agenda-building focuses on awareness-raising 

activities of interest groups (Vonbun-Feldbauer & Matthes, 2017), including national leaders 

(Wanta, 1991) and large corporations (Carroll & McCombs, 2003). Therefore, the discussion of 

the U.S. election in the Russian media could be deliberately designed by individual interest 

groups. 

To indicate the place of a certain issue on the agenda and its relationship with other 

issues, the network agenda model (the third level of agenda setting) can be applied, according to 

which objects (events, public figures) or their characteristics are interconnected in the public 

mind (McCombs et al., 2014).  The first academic article which analyzes network agenda was 

published in 2012 and described the traits attributed to the Texas gubernatorial election 

candidates (Guo, 2012). It concluded that the online media agenda must be connected with the 

social agenda, i.e. links between the problems built by the mass media will be at least partly 

reproduced in public opinion.   

The first studies of network agenda were local in nature and based on a relatively small 

number of analysis units, whereas subsequently the method was applied at a national level. 

Researchers analyzed media and social attention to ten key problems faced by society, including 

economics, politics, national security, environmental protection, and the interconnections among 

these problems (Vu, Guo, & McCombs, 2014). Attempts were made to study network agenda in 

China, as a country with limited media freedom (Cheng, 2016; Cheng & Chan, 2015).  

Nevertheless, the most promising are the comparative studies of network agenda. An 

example of such studies is the comparison of the candidates of the 2012 U.S. presidential 

election (Guo & Vargo, 2015; Kiousis et al., 2015), which demonstrated the difference in issue 

ownership (Hayes, 2008; Petrocik, Benoit, & Hansen, 2003; Walgrave, Lefevere, & Nuytemans, 

2009) for Obama and Romney and changes in the way people linked candidates with different 

issues after the presidential campaign. In addition, studies were carried out comparing the 

network agendas on one issue in different countries (Guo et al., 2015) and in different types of 

media (Kazun, Kazun, 2017). This study carries out a comparative analysis of Trump's position 

in the Russian press network agenda at different times. 
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Methodology 

 This study analyzes Trump's position on the Russian press network agenda in three 

periods: one month before the election (October 9, 2016–November 8, 2016), a month after the 

election (November 9, 2016–December 9, 2016) and 7 months after the election (June 1, 2017–

June 30, 2017). The last period of analysis ends before the meeting of Trump and Putin, in order 

to avoid its impact on the network agenda.  

 The network agenda for each of the periods was based on the Integrum database, which 

contains about 500 Russian magazines and over 250 national newspapers. This study focuses on 

the discussion in the federal print media, since they are the ones that form the agenda. The 

sample of articles was performed using 23 keywords (network attributes), including pre-election 

issues, the U.S. internal agenda, international issues, and topics meaningful for Russian interests. 

The choice of analysis points is based on their relevance to the political agenda of the U.S. and 

Russia. Networks were build using matrixes of A x A format. Each cell of the matrix reflects the 

number of times when two network attributes were mentioned simultaneously. Since the 

direction of attribute connections is irrelevant to our analysis, the network is symmetrical.  

The networks include 53,269, 63,679, and 36,000 connections (joint mentions of 

keywords) for periods before the election, after the election, and 7 months after the election 

results. The distance between different network points is calculated using an algorithm that 

considers the strength of the connections among different network nodes. The more often 

attributes are mentioned together, the closer to each other they are located. The thickness and 

length of the lines show the strength of connections among different topics, calculated as the 

number of joint mentions in the print media. A degree centrality indicator was calculated for 

each network attribute, reflecting the number of connections with other attributes. Degree 

centrality shows the extent to which any given event is integrated in the context of discussions of 

other issues. 

 Additionally, the results of public opinion polls on the U.S. election and Trump carried 

out by the three leading Russian public opinion research companies (WCIOM, FOM, Levada 

Center) were used. Data from Medialogia
10

, a company aggregating news from 40,000 Russian-

language media, including 2,040 print newspapers, were used for the discussion sentiment 

analysis. The tone of article (positive, negative or neutral) is determined by automated text 

processing. Medialogia manually checks the algorithm for 1% of news messages to control its 

correct operation. 

  

 

                                                           
10

 Medialogia. URL: http://www.mlg.ru/ 



8 
 

Results 

The U.S. election in the Russian media 

To begin with, it is important to see whether the 2016 U.S. presidential election coverage 

differed from that of previous elections in the Russian press, or whether a great deal of attention 

to such events is typical for Russia (see Figure 1). 

First, during the election campaign, the Russian media paid approximately equal attention 

to both main presidential candidates (Obama and John McCain in 2008, Clinton and Trump in 

2016). During his second election campaign, Obama received more media attention than his 

opponent, Romney, since he was the incumbent. Thus, part of the Obama news coverage at the 

time was connected not with the election, but with his activities as president. Secondly, the 

Russian media are quick to lose interest in unsuccessful candidates, which is natural, since he or 

she will have little subsequent significance for international politics. Lastly, the 2012 and 2008 

U.S. elections attracted much less attention from the Russian media than that of 2016. Although 

she lost the election, Clinton was mentioned in more articles than was Obama during both of his 

campaigns. After his victory Trump received almost three times as much attention as Clinton.  

Figure 1. The intensity of discussion in the Russian media about the U.S. 

presidential candidates in 2016, 2012, 2008 
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The Russian media have followed a similar election-reporting pattern in previous 

elections, paying equal attention to both U.S. presidential candidates (at least in quantitative 

terms). However, the 2016 election was covered in more detail than two previous U.S. 

presidential elections.  

This attention to the U.S. election from the Russian media can be explained in various 

ways. The presidential candidates' personalities could have played a role. During the election 

campaign, Trump was repeatedly involved in scandals, which would attract additional attention 

from the population and the media (McManus, 1994). Some studies point out that Trump 

received so much attention from the U.S. media because of his rhetorical strategies (Hart, 2017) 

and the way Trump stories performed an entertainment function (Lawrence & Boydstun, 2017). 

This is probably true for the Russian media as well. While Clinton could draw additional 

attention as a female presidential candidate. While 88% voters were ready to support a female 
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candidate in the U.S.
11

, in Russia, the majority of the population (54%) were not ready to see a 

female president in the next 10 or 15 years
12

. Some contradiction between Clinton's candidacy 

and Russian values could as well stimulate discussion on this issue (Shoemaker et al. 1991).  

On the other hand, more important in attracting the attention of Russians to the U.S. 

election could be the relationship between the two nations, which deteriorated sharply
13

 after the 

annexation of the Crimea in March 2014 (Boyd-Barrett, 2015; Hopf, 2016; Teper, 2015). 

Russians were hopeful that Trump's presidency would help improve the relationship between the 

two countries. In July 2016, this opinion was shared by 34% of the population
14

. While the 

chance of Clinton becoming the next president was less encouraging: only 6% of Russians 

believed that the relationship between Russia and the U.S. would improve in this case, while 

53% shared the opposite view
15

. Thus, the election results were considered to be important for 

Russia. It seems that better relations between the countries were the reason for a slightly reduced 

interest of Russians in the previous U.S. elections. The state, influencing the media in Russia, 

has played an important role in this case. It can be assumed that framing Trump as a friendly-to-

Russia presidential candidate could partly deproblematize the complex relationship between the 

two nations.  

 

Russian public opinion of Trump 

There is a widespread view in the media (Slutsky & Gavra, 2017) that Russia supported 

Trump in the U.S. election. Let us consider whether this is indeed the case with regard to public 

opinion polls. 

During the U.S. election, several public opinion polls were carried out in Russia 

regarding the issue, such as the poll where Russians were asked to forecast the relationship 

between the two countries in the case of Trump's victory (see Table 1). After Trump was elected, 

in Russia, there was a situation similar to the honeymoon effect (Beckmann & Godfrey, 2007): 

the public's attitude towards the new president became more positive, because of their great 

expectations (in November 2016, 48% of the population expected that U.S.-Russia relations 

would improve, compared with 29% in September 2016). Usually such changes in public 

opinion can be observed in countries where an election has just been held. However, the 

                                                           
11

 According to a Gallup Poll. See Jones J. Some Americans Reluctant to Vote for Mormon, 72-Year-Old Presidential 
Candidates// [http://news.gallup.com/poll/26611/some-americans-reluctant-vote-mormon-72yearold-presidential-
candidates.aspx] 
12

 According to the Levada Center data. See “Rossiyane protiv zhenshchiny-prezidenta” (Russians Against a Female President). 
03.03.2017. [https://www.levada.ru/2017/03/03/rossiyane-protiv-zhenshhiny-prezidenta]. 
13

 According to the Levada Center data. See Otnoshenie k SShA (Attitude towards the U.S.). 
https://www.levada.ru/indikatory/otnoshenie-k-stranam/ 
14

 According to the WCIOM poll. 17/10/2016. [https://wciom.ru/zh/print_q.php?s_id=1085&q_id=75415&date=10.07.2016] 
15

 According to the WCIOM poll. 17/10/2016. [https://wciom.ru/zh/print_q.php?s_id=1085&q_id=75416&date=10.07.2016] 
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difficulties in U.S.-Russia relations, which made Trump vs. Clinton so important for Russia, 

could also contribute to the honeymoon effect. 

Table 1. Expected changes in U.S.–Russia relations after Trump's victory 

 
07/10/2016 10/09/2016 11/13/2016 

Will rather improve 34% 29% 46% 

More likely to deteriorate 12% 8% 3% 

Will not change 36% 36% 29% 

Difficult to answer 18% 27% 21% 

Note: The table presents the results of several polls carried out by the Russian Public 

Opinion Research Centre WCIOM.  

 

Trump's victory and the subsequent Russian media coverage of his victory resulted in few 

Russians being negative about it: in March 2017, only 7% of Russians perceived the U.S. 

president negatively (see Table 2). The proportion of Russians who claimed to have a positive 

attitude to Trump since summer 2016 has also grown a little (from 31% to 38%). 

In January 2017, more than half the Russians (55%) noted that U.S.-Russia relations were 

expected to improve
16

. This was the highest rate since 2006. However, in April 2017, the attitude 

towards the U.S. president had deteriorated considerably (only 13% of respondents stayed 

positive) since Trump had failed to meet expectations: not only did he not lift the existing 

sanctions, but new ones were introduced. Trump's initiative to attack Syria was his most 

criticized decision in the Russian media. In June 2017, only 29% of Russians expected 

improvements in relations with the U.S. 

Table 2. The attitude of Russians towards Trump before and after the 2016 U.S. 

election 

  07.2016 03.2017 04.2017 
9-

10.07.2017 

30-

31.07.2017 

Rather positive 31 38 13 27 18 

Neutral 49 45 38 40 43 

Rather negative 15 7 39 22 28 

Difficult to answer 5 10 10 11 11 

Note: The table presents the results of several polls carried out by the Russian Public 

Opinion Research Centre WCIOM.  

The attitude towards Trump improved slightly after his meeting with Putin on July 7, 

2017, when the two leaders expressed hope for some improvement in cooperation between their 

countries. However, this effect on public opinion was brief, and by the end of July the level of 

trust dropped significantly (from 27% after the meeting to 18% at the end of the same month). 

                                                           
16

 According to the poll of the FOM (Public Opinion Foundation). [http://fom.ru/Mir/13602]. The previous peak of positive 
expectations regarding the United States — Russia relations trends was observed in 2009 after Barack Obama's victory, when 
33% of respondents expected improvement. 
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Public opinion polls show that Russians treated Trump quite well during the election 

campaign. After his victory, Russians considered him to be a friend until around March 2017. 

However, he quickly lost this status six months after he was elected. Why did this happen? Since 

Russians themselves say that economic sanctions had a positive effect on the situation in 

Russia
17

, the change in the attitude towards Trump cannot be simply explained by some 

objective influence of his policies on the Russian economy. This is probably just the image that 

was designed and changed by the Russian media.  

Tone of articles on the U.S. election in the Russian press 

Contrary to what a recent study (Slutsky & Gavra, 2017) showed, according to our 

analysis, the tone of articles mentioning Trump before the election was more negative than 

positive: his balance rates have never exceeded zero (see Figure 2). For example, an expert from 

the Kommersant newspaper noted that "the victory of Donald Trump for Russia is nothing better 

than that of Hillary Clinton. He is absolutely unpredictable ..." (Kommersant, 10/13/2016). 

In some months, Clinton's campaign was covered by the Russian press even more 

positively than Trump’s, although in the 4 months prior to the election the articles on the 

Democratic candidate were mostly critical. During the election, the Russian media gave a lot of 

negative coverage to both candidates. The situation changed dramatically only after the victory 

of Trump: the media's coverage of Clinton turned mostly negative, while Trump became a real 

friend of Russia
18

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
17

 According to a WCIOM poll, 35% of Russians believed that sanctions imposed against Russia due to the crisis in Ukraine 
positively affected the country, and 31% replied that they had no effect. 
[https://wciom.ru/trzh/print_q.php?s_id=19&q_id=929&date=05.03.2017] 
18

 According to the Medialogia data, there were no traces of such changes when Barack Obama beat John McCain in 2008, 
although the latter was rather negative about Russia. The sentiment of the press remained predominantly neutral with respect 
to both candidates and didn't change much after the election results announcement. 
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Figure 2. Balance rates of the articles on Donald Trump and Hilary Clinton in the 

Russian press from April 2016 to November 2016. 

 

 

Note: a balance rate equals the share of positive articles minus the share of negative articles. The 

score above zero means there were more positive articles, the score below zero means there were more 

negative publications. 

 

Positive news about Trump prevailed in the Russian media only for three months (see 

Figure 3). In February 2017, the share of negative articles exceeded that of positive articles, and 

by June 2017 there were practically no positive publications about the new U.S. president. 

Partly, the greater number of negative stories about a president that was considered to be friendly 

to Russia, can be explained by the traditionally higher media attention to negative events and 

unfavorable changes (Blondheim, Segev, & Cabrera, 2015; Harrington, 1989; Leung & Lee, 

2015; Shoemaker, 1996). 
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Figure 3. The proportion of positive and negative articles on Donald Trump in the 

Russian press from April 2016 to June 2017. 

 

 The tone of articles in the media apparently influenced public opinion about Trump. 

Before the U.S. election, most Russians treated Trump neutrally, but the level of his support 

grew after his victory. By April 2017, however, public opinion had become negative following 

changes in the nature of Trump-related news. 

It may be concluded that the attitude of the Russian media towards Trump was not clearly 

positive: it was like this for only a few months after his victory. According to the network 

agenda theory, the connection of the issue being discussed with other salient issues is important. 

Let us compare the context in which Trump was mentioned in the Russian press before, 

immediately after, and in the 7 months after the election, just before his meeting with Putin. 

Trump-related discussion in the Russian media network agenda 

In order to analyze the context of the discussions about Trump in the Russian press, we 

used network analysis (the results are shown in Figures 4, 5, and 7). First of all, it was important 

to compare the nature of the discussions in the Russian media before and after the election. 
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Figure 4. The network agenda of the Russian print media a month before the U.S. 

election. 

 

Figure 5. The network agenda of the Russian print media a month after the U.S. 

election. 

 

 

When comparing these two network agendas, several important conclusions can be 

drawn. Prior to the election, Trump had significantly less connections with the topic of sanctions 

than after the election. Before the election Trump was portrayed in the Russian press not as 

someone who could lift sanctions after and if he won, but as the opponent of Clinton, seen as the 

one who would most likely be the next U.S. president.  
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"At the final stage of the election, it is becoming increasingly clear that Hillary Clinton is 

not just a Democrat, but the establishment candidate, while Trump is not so much a Republican, 

as the leader of the anti-Washington and anti-local-bureaucracy crusade." (October 13, 2011, 

Nezavisimaya Gazeta). 

Trump was important to enhance the negative image of the U.S. election campaign. After 

Trump's victory one of the leading Russian newspapers wrote, "None of us believed in the victory 

of Donald Trump. He seemed like a freak of nature, a jackanapes, a clown, a punching bag for 

Hillary Clinton." (November 10, 2016, Moskovskij Komsomolets). 

If Clinton, who had negative ratings in Russia, had won, the Russian media could have 

used Trump's loss to explain why sanctions would not be lifted. Trump, whose ratings were a bit 

better, would be a useful loser. His defeat would be a good explanation for the continuing cold 

relations with the U.S., which had chilled after the annexation of Crimea. If Clinton, initially 

viewed as a candidate unfriendly to Russia, won, it would have legitimized the continuing tense 

relationship between the countries. However, Trump won, which raised the most natural topic 

for discussion — the possibility of lifting international sanctions against Russia — an issue that 

could only be real in the media, but in fact was hardly discussed by politicians. 

"In just a week, investment funds targeting the Russian market attracted a record amount 

of funds since the introduction of sanctions in the summer of 2014 — more than $200 million. 

Against the backdrop of expectations of potential warming of U.S.-Russia relations after Donald 

Trump was elected president, this brought the Russian market to the front of the emerging 

markets." (November 26, 2016, Kommersant) 

 A comparison of the joint mention of Clinton and Trump with their network attributes 

before the election shows that the latter had no preponderance on the Russian agenda (see Figure 

6). This proves that Trump was not portrayed by the Russian media as a more important 

candidate than Clinton. The only significant difference between the network agendas of the two 

presidential candidates was the stronger connection of Clinton with scandalous issues — hackers 

and the FBI investigation. 
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Figure 6. The number of joint mentions of Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton with various 

issues on the network agenda a month before the election. 

 

 

From a comparison of the network agendas before and after the election, it is clear that 

after the election, the Russian media began to separate Trump-related discussions from the issue 

of the hacking efforts aimed at the U.S. election, which were actively discussed in the U.S.. 

Before the election, the Russian media freely discussed hacker attacks in the context of the U.S. 

presidential election. This fits well with the change in Trump's portrayal by the media after his 

victory. If before the U.S. election, hacking attacks could be seen as another argument that 

deprived Clinton's success of legitimacy and explains the defeat of the-friend-of-Russia Trump, 

then after his victory, this issue began to contradict the agenda that was being formed. As a 

result, after Trump's victory, the Russian media preferred not to discuss hacking. It seems that 

this change in the discussion contributed to shaping public opinion on Russia's interference in the 

U.S. elections. For example, opinion polls show that most Russians did not believe that their 

country had somehow influenced the U.S. election results
19

. 

Although the Russian press had been still supporting Trump's positive image and linking 

him to the prospect of lifting sanctions during the month following the election, the context in 

which Trump was mentioned changed dramatically in June 2017 (see Figure 7).  Trump, Putin 

and Syria form a triangle at the very center of the network, reflecting the most salient issue of 

U.S.-Russia interaction at the time. The issue of sanctions has few connections with Donald 

Trump, as it became clear that dreams about their withdrawal were not being fulfilled. As 

                                                           
19

 According to the Levada Center survey, in January 2017, only 2 % of Russians believed that Russia had definitely interfered in 
the results of the United States election, while 10 % believed that Russia had rather intervened than not. 
[Https://www.levada.ru/2017/01/26/izbranie-trampa/ing] 
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Isvestia commented, "It is difficult to expect any breakthrough agreements in the context of the 

U.S. actions in Syria and rumors about new sanctions against Russia."  (April 11, 2017, Izvestia) 

At the same time, the media stopped supporting Trump's positive image and began to 

mention him in the context of protests and hacking attacks.  

Figure 7. The network agenda of the Russian print media in June 2017. 

  

The network agenda reflects the frequency with which the various issues are mentioned 

simultaneously, but it is important to complete this picture by indicating that most of the 

references to Trump in June 2017 were already negative. If before, the joint mentions of Trump 

and sanctions, or Trump and the Crimea had been positive, then these attributes were mentioned 

together only to state that nothing was changing for the better for Russia. 

Discussion 

This study was based on the suggestion that the attitude of Russians towards Trump was 

shaped not so much by some objective conditions, but rather as a result of a particular image 

designed by the media. We showed that the context in which Trump was discussed changed 

several times, which correlates well with the Russian media's objective of promoting a certain 

point of view of U.S.-Russia relations.  

During the Cold War, the USSR portrayed the U.S. as "the other", whose hostile attitude 

could explain the additional investment in the military and the failure of domestic policies. In 

Russia, the U.S. often continues to play the same role (Ambrosio, 2016); however, the media 

sometimes intentionally demonstrate the similarity of the Russian and the U.S. points of view on 

certain issues (Gerber, 2015).  
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During the U.S. election campaign, the Russian media, which are largely controlled by 

the government, sought to maintain an image of Trump that would correspond with the political 

views of Russia's elite. Although Trump was supported by more Russians than Clinton, his 

image during the election campaign was neutral rather than positive. He, being "a friend of 

Russia", was portrayed by the Russian media not as a real frontrunner, but as a critic of the U.S. 

elite, represented by Clinton. After Trump's defeat, the Russian press could have called the U.S. 

election predetermined and the new president's policy manifestly hostile to Russia. 

However, Trump unexpectedly won, thereby depriving the Russian media of the 

opportunity to criticize the election results as predetermined and manifestly anti-Russian. As his 

name and image remained positive for the Russian people, the media continued to support hopes 

for some improvement in U.S.-Russia relations. It is possible that the Russian elite, partly 

shaping Trump's portrayal as a friend of Russia, had been cherishing such hopes for some time. 

Russians showed unprecedented levels of interest to the 2016 U.S. presidential election 

compared with these of previous years, which can be explained by the specifics of the context in 

which the discussion developed — the scandalous nature of the election and the aggravation of 

conflict with the U.S., which happened in the last years of the Obama presidency. The media 

could position this election as important for the future of Russia, as Trump's victory could 

change the situation for the better. If this “friend of Russia” were to lose, it would better 

correspond with the role that the Russian media had assigned to him. The real policy of the 

Trump administration eventually resulted in the need to readjust his image, and he quickly lost 

the status of a friend and ally. Even his personal meeting with Putin could not make a difference. 

 

Conclusion 

This study shows that Trump's activities received very different coverage by the Russian 

media before and after his victory, and seven months after the election. Trump was proclaimed a 

friend of Russia only after his victory and did not keep this status for long. Trump was 

interesting for the Russian press and seemed likable to Russians as a critic of the U.S. elite's 

political agenda; however, as the President of the U.S., he did not live up to the expectations 

related, above all, to the withdrawal of political and economic sanctions.  

The significant changes in the coverage of Trump's activities by the Russian media and 

the corresponding changes in Russian public opinion, in our view, demonstrate the media's 

ability to design a particular image of foreign politicians in order to support and promote certain 

political views. The coverage of the U.S. election campaign and the subsequent policies of 

Trump in the Russian media is well in line with the changes in the relations between the Russian 

and American political elites.  
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In addition, this study shows that a tone analysis of articles can be organically 

complemented by a comparison of network agendas at different time periods. Trump's position 

in the Russian press network agenda had been changing following the role and the hopes that 

were assigned to him.  

 

References 

 Aaldering, L., & Vliegenthart, R. (2016). Political leaders and the media. Can we measure 

political leadership images in newspapers using computer-assisted content analysis? Quality & 

Quantity, 50(5), 1871–1905. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-015-0242-9 

Ader, C. R. (1995). A Longitudinal Study of Agenda Setting for the Issue of Environmental 

Pollution. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 72(2), 300–311. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/107769909507200204 

Ambrosio, T. (2016). The rhetoric of irredentism: The Russian Federation’s perception 

management campaign and the annexation of Crimea. Small Wars & Insurgencies, 27(3), 467–

490. https://doi.org/10.1080/09592318.2016.1151653 

Balmas, M., & Sheafer, T. (2013). Leaders First, Countries After: Mediated Political 

Personalization in the International Arena. Journal of Communication, 63(3), 454–475. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12027 

Bean, C. (1993). The Electoral Influence of Party Leader Images in Australia and New Zealand. 

Comparative Political Studies, 26(1), 111–132. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414093026001005 

Beckmann, M. N., & Godfrey, J. (2007). The Policy Opportunities in Presidential Honeymoons. 

Political Research Quarterly, 60(2), 250–262. 

Blondheim, M., Segev, E., & Cabrera, M.-Á. (2015). The Prominence of Weak Economies: 

Factors and Trends in Global News Coverage of Economic Crisis, 2009–2012. International 

Journal of Communication, 9, 46-65. 

Boyd-Barrett, O. (2015). Ukraine, Mainstream Media and Conflict Propaganda. Journalism 

Studies, 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2015.1099461 

Carroll, C. E., & McCombs, M. (2003). Agenda-setting Effects of Business News on the Public’s 

Images and Opinions about Major Corporations. Corporate Reputation Review, 6(1), 36–46. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.crr.1540188 

Chang, T.-K., Shoemaker, P. J., & Brendlinger, N. (1987). Determinants of International News 

Coverage in the U.S. Media. Communication Research, 14(4), 396–414. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/009365087014004002 

Cheng, Y. (2016). The third-level agenda-setting study: an examination of media, implicit, and 

explicit public agendas in China. Asian Journal of Communication, 26(4), 319–332. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01292986.2015.1130159 

Cheng, Y., & Chan, C.-M. (2015). The Third Level of Agenda Setting in Contemporary China: 

Tracking Descriptions of Moral and National Education (MNE) in Media Coverage and People’s 

Minds. International Journal of Communication, 9(0), 18. 



21 
 

Dearing, J. W., & Rogers, E. (1996). Agenda-Setting. SAGE Publications. 

Demers, D. P., Craff, D., Choi, Y.-H., & Pessin, B. M. (1989). Issue Obtrusiveness and the 

Agenda-Setting Effects of National Network News. Communication Research, 16(6), 793–812. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/009365089016006004 

Entman, R. M. (2008). Theorizing Mediated Public Diplomacy: The U.S. Case. The 

International Journal of Press/Politics, 13(2), 87–102. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161208314657 

Feeley, T. H., O’Mally, A. K., & Covert, J. M. (2016). A Content Analysis of Organ Donation 

Stories Printed in U.S. Newspapers: Application of Newsworthiness. Health Communication, 

31(4), 495–503. https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2014.973549 

Fredheim, R. (2016). The loyal editor effect: Russian online journalism after independence. 

Post-Soviet Affairs, 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586X.2016.1200797 

Gehlbach, S. (2010). Reflections on Putin and the Media. Post-Soviet Affairs, 26(1), 77–87. 

https://doi.org/10.2747/1060-586X.26.1.77 

Gerber, T. P. (2015). Foreign Policy and the United States in Russian Public Opinion. Problems 

of Post-Communism, 62(2), 98–111. https://doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2015.1010909 

Groshek, J., & Koc-Michalska, K. (2017). Helping populism win? Social media use, filter 

bubbles, and support for populist presidential candidates in the 2016 US election campaign. 

Information, Communication & Society, 20(9), 1389–1407. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2017.1329334 

Guo, L. (2012). The Application of Social Network Analysis in Agenda Setting Research: A 

Methodological Exploration. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 56(4), 616–631. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2012.732148 

Guo, L., Chen, Y.-N. K., Vu, H., Wang, Q., Aksamit, R., Guzek, D., … McCombs, M. (2015). 

Coverage of the Iraq War in the United States, Mainland China, Taiwan and Poland. Journalism 

Studies, 16(3), 343–362. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2014.885198 

Guo, L., & Vargo, C. (2015). The Power of Message Networks: A Big-Data Analysis of the 

Network Agenda Setting Model and Issue Ownership. Mass Communication and Society, 18(5), 

557–576. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2015.1045300 

Harrington, D. E. (1989). Economic News on Television the Determinants of Coverage. Public 

Opinion Quarterly, 53(1), 17–40. https://doi.org/10.1086/269139 

Hart, R. P. (2017). The People’s Voice During the 2016 Presidential Campaign. American 

Behavioral Scientist, 61(6), 566–583. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764217707622 

Hayes, D. (2008). Party Reputations, Journalistic Expectations: How Issue Ownership Influences 

Election News. Political Communication, 25(4), 377–400. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600802426981 

Hopf, T. (2016). “Crimea is ours”: A discursive history. International Relations, 30(2), 227–255. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0047117816645646 



22 
 

Horvit, B., Gade, P., & Lance, E. A. (2013). News Wire Greatest Predictor of Papers’ 

International News. Newspaper Research Journal, 34(1), 89–103. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/073953291303400108 

Ibarra, P., & Kitsuse, J. (2003). Claims-making Discourse and Vernacular Resources. In 

Challenges and Choices: Constructionist Perspectives on Social Problems (pp. 17–50). N.Y. 

Iyengar, S., & Simon, A. (1993). News Coverage of the Gulf Crisis and Public Opinion A Study 

of Agenda-Setting, Priming, and Framing. Communication Research, 20(3), 365–383. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/009365093020003002 

Kazun A. D., Kazun A. Coverage of Three Tragedies in the Russian Media: Application of the 

Network Agenda Model / NRU Higher School of Economics. Series PS "Political Science". 

2017. No. WP BRP 48/PS/2017. URL: 

https://wp.hse.ru/data/2017/08/11/1174375941/48PS2017.pdf 

Kazun A. D. Agenda-Setting in Russian Media / NRU Higher School of Economics. Series PS 

"Political Science". 2017. No. WP BRP 49/PS/2017. URL: 

https://wp.hse.ru/data/2017/09/06/1172481174/49PS2017.pdf 

Kazun, A. (2016). Framing Sanctions in the Russian Media: The Rally Effect and Putin’s 

Enduring Popularity. Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization, 24(3), 

327–350. 

Kiousis, S., Kim, J. Y., Ragas, M., Wheat, G., Kochhar, S., Svensson, E., & Miles, M. (2015). 

Exploring New Frontiers of Agenda Building During the 2012 US Presidential Election Pre-

Convention Period. Journalism Studies, 16(3), 363–382. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2014.906930 

Lawrence, R. G., & Boydstun, A. E. (2017). What We Should Really Be Asking About Media 

Attention to Trump. Political Communication, 34(1), 150–153. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2016.1262700 

Lee, S. (2007). International public relations as a predictor of prominence of US news coverage. 

Public Relations Review, 33(2), 158–165. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2007.02.002 

Leung, D. K. K., & Lee, F. L. F. (2015). How Journalists Value Positive News. Journalism 

Studies, 16(2), 289–304. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2013.869062 

Mazzoleni, G., & Schulz, W. (1999). “Mediatization” of Politics: A Challenge for Democracy? 

Political Communication, 16(3), 247–261. https://doi.org/10.1080/105846099198613 

McCombs, M. (2014). Setting the Agenda: Mass Media and Public Opinion. John Wiley & Sons. 

McCombs, M. E., & Shaw, D. L. (1972). The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media. Public 

Opinion Quarterly, 36(2), 176–187. https://doi.org/10.1086/267990 

McCombs, M. E., & Shaw, D. L. (1993). The Evolution of Agenda-Setting Research: Twenty-

Five Years in the Marketplace of Ideas. Journal of Communication, 43(2), 58–67. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1993.tb01262.x 



23 
 

McCombs, M. E., Shaw, D. L., & Weaver, D. H. (2014). New Directions in Agenda-Setting 

Theory and Research. Mass Communication and Society, 17(6), 781–802. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2014.964871 

McCombs, M., Graber, D., & Weaver, D. H. (1981). Media Agenda-Setting in the Presidential 

Election. N.Y.: Praeger Scientific. 

McGregor, S. C., & Mourão, R. R. (2017). Second Screening Donald Trump: Conditional 

Indirect Effects on Political Participation. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 61(2), 

264–290. https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2017.1309418 

McManus J. H. (1994) Market-driven Journalism: Let the Citizen Beware? CA: Sage 

Publications. 

Pancer, S. M., Brown, S. D., & Barr, C. W. (1999). Forming Impressions of Political Leaders: A 

Cross‐ National Comparison. Political Psychology, 20(2), 345–368. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/0162-895X.00148 

Petersson, B., & Persson, E. (2010). Coveted, detested and unattainable? Images of the US 

superpower role and self-images of Russia in Russian print media discourse. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877910384185 

Petrocik, J. R., Benoit, W. L., & Hansen, G. J. (2003). Issue Ownership and Presidential 

Campaigning, 1952–2000. Political Science Quarterly, 118(4), 599–626. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1538-165X.2003.tb00407.x 

Rosengren, K. E. (1974). International News: Methods, Data and Theory. Journal of Peace 

Research, 11(2), 145–156. https://doi.org/10.1177/002234337401100208 

Segev, E. (2015). Visible and invisible countries: News flow theory revised. Journalism, 16(3), 

412–428. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884914521579 

Sheafer, T. (2001). Charismatic Skill and Media Legitimacy: An Actor-Centered Approach to 

Understanding the Political Communication Competition. Communication Research, 28(6), 711–

736. https://doi.org/10.1177/009365001028006001 

Shenhav, S. R., Rahat, G., & Sheafer, T. (2012). Testing the Language–Power Assumption of 

Critical Discourse Analysis: The Case of Israel’s Legislative Discourse. Canadian Journal of 

Political Science/Revue Canadienne de Science Politique, 45(1), 207–222. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423911000965 

Shoemaker, P. J. (1996). Hardwired for News: Using Biological and Cultural Evolution to 

Explain the Surveillance Function. Journal of Communication, 46(3), 32–47. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1996.tb01487.x 

Shoemaker, P. J., Danielian, L. H., & Brendlinger, N. (1991). Deviant Acts, Risky Business and 

U.S. Interests: The Newsworthiness of World Events. Journalism Quarterly, 68(4), 781–795. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/107769909106800419 

Slutsky, P., & Gavra, D. (2017). The Phenomenon of Trump’s Popularity in Russia: Media 

Analysis Perspective. American Behavioral Scientist, 61(3), 334–344. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764217693281 



24 
 

Teper, Y. (2015). Official Russian Identity Discourse in Light of the Annexation of Crimea: 

National or Imperial? Post-Soviet Affairs, 0(0), 1–19. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586X.2015.1076959 

Tsfati, Y., Markowitz Elfassi, D., & Waismel-Manor, I. (2010). Exploring the Association 

between Israeli Legislators’ Physical Attractiveness and Their Television News Coverage. The 

International Journal of Press/Politics, 15(2), 175–192. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161209361212 

Van Aelst, P., Sheafer, T., & Stanyer, J. (2012). The personalization of mediated political 

communication: A review of concepts, operationalizations and key findings. Journalism, 13(2), 

203–220. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884911427802 

Vonbun-Feldbauer, R., & Matthes, J. (2017). Do Channels Matter? Journalism Studies, 1–20. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2017.1349547 

Vu, H. T., Guo, L., & McCombs, M. E. (2014). Exploring “the World Outside and the Pictures 

in Our Heads”: A Network Agenda-Setting Study. Journalism & Mass Communication 

Quarterly, 91(4), 669–686. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699014550090 

Waismel-Manor, I., & Tsfati, Y. (2011). Why Do Better-Looking Members of Congress Receive 

More Television Coverage? Political Communication, 28(4), 440–463. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2011.617719 

Walgrave, S., Lefevere, J., & Nuytemans, M. (2009). Issue Ownership Stability and Change: 

How Political Parties Claim and Maintain Issues Through Media Appearances. Political 

Communication, 26(2), 153–172. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600902850718 

Wanta, W. (1991). Presidential Approval Ratings as a Variable in the Agenda-Building Process. 

Journalism Quarterly, 68(4), 672–679. https://doi.org/10.1177/107769909106800408 

Wanta, W., Golan, G., & Lee, C. (2004). Agenda Setting and International News: Media 

Influence on Public Perceptions of Foreign Nations. Journalism and Mass Communication 

Quarterly, 81(2), 364–377. 

Weaver, D. H., McCombs, M. E., & Spellman, C. (1975). Watergate and the Media. A Case 

Study of Agenda-Setting. American Politics Quarterly, 3(4), 458–472. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X7500300407 

Wu, H. D. (2007). A Brave New World for International News? Exploring the Determinants of 

the                 Coverage of Foreign News on US Websites. International Communication Gazette, 

69(6), 539–551. https://doi.org/10.1177/1748048507082841 

 

Anton Kazun 

Research Fellow at the International Centre for the Study of Institutions and Development at the 

National Research University Higher School of Economics (Moscow), Lecturer at the HSE 

Department of Applied Economics, E-mail: kazun.anton@gmail.com 

 

Any opinions or claims contained in this Working Paper do not necessarily 

reflect the views of HSE. 

© Kazun, Kazun, 2017 

mailto:kazun.anton@gmail.com

