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AI & Elections

Algorithmic publicity and generative AI

Aleksi Knuutila

Art by Vincent Cacciotti



My work

• Making visible how online platforms shape 
politics and public opinion (Vaalivahti, 
Computational Propaganda Project)

• Experimenting with generative AI as scientific 
method (This Inequality Does not Exist)

➜ http://knuutila.net
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2024: a billion votes cast
Aleksi Knuutila
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AI is already shaping media environments

AI is already shaping media environments:
● Targeted and personalised advertisements
● Algorithmic timelines
● Bots and computational propaganda
● AI-generated content and misinformation



Social media is like a 
distorting mirror
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• Social media reflects political communication
and public opinion, but also distorts it

• It shapes the style in which communication is 
done, and what kind of messages find biggest
audience

• One source of distortion: the algorithms defining
social media timelines



Hybrid media systems
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• Social media doesn’t determine media flow, but 
rather is in interaction with legacy 

• Similarly, algorithms in feedback loop with user 
behaviour
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Disproportionate audience for The Finns (2019)
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Facebook’s timeline prioritises 
posts with emotional reactions
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Source: Mark Northall, Hootsuite



Systematic differences 
between the emotional 

reaction elicited by party 
messages

Knuutila, Aleksi (2019). Närkästyksen kone: miksi 
uusoikeiston ääni kuuluu verkossa muita 

vahvemmin? Politiikasta.



“V niin kuin ketutus” -
campaign video



Anger is an activating emotion

• Angry reactions make more like  
engage with posts and share

• An algorithm that emphasises 
emotional reactions unintentionally 
promotes angry posts

• Indirectly also amplifies an angry tone 
in political campaigning
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Most common emotional reactions among political posts with high 
share count. Source: Knuutila, 2019



Alternative algorithms: The 
Bridging System
• Instead of optimising absolute 

engagement, algorithms could 
promote content that “bridges” 
different audiences
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Source: Ovadya and Thorburn (2023): Bridging systems



Monitoring 2024 elections

• Detecting what content is 
recommended on political topics

• Scraping with Raspberry Pi 
computers in different regions

• Covering TikTok, YouTube, 
Instagram, Google suggestions, …
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Halla-aho leads in YouTube recommendations
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WEF experts worry about synthetic misinfo

WEF Global Risk Report 2024
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The fear: An “October surprise”
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Deepfakes are not just for deception
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Political avatars?
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Automated 
canvassing
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• In Indonesia, “buzzers” (hired for 
manipulation) more efficient than 
automation

• The exception: ChatGPT makes 
bypassing Wikipedia’s editorial control 
easier

In many places, cheap labour 
still beats automation

2115/01/2024AI & Elections / Aleksi Knuutila

Source: Pradipa Rasidi (2023): Transformative 
Working-Class Labor in Indonesia's Political 
Influence Operations



A liar’s dividend

• An unintentional effect of generative 
AI: the authenticity of all media is 
doubted

• The “deepfake defence”: Real 
images or recordings dismissed as 
manipulated
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Misinformation becomes easier 
to produce, but does it matter?
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• Increased quantity might not make a 
difference, since so much false 
information is already available

• Increased quality doesn’t necessarily 
make content more persuasive: 
“cheapfakes” often sufficient
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Thank you!
aleksi.knuutila@helsinki.fi

@knuutila 

https://knuutila.net
Art by Vincent Cacciotti


