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The Musk Effect:
X's impact on Germany'’s election

Findings

The far-right AfD outperform other German parties on X. Most of this engagement

from social media users is driven by Alice Weidel, the party’s leader, and her online
interactions with Elon Musk. That has allowed the AfD to gain increased
engagement on X largely from English-language accounts.

The Atlantic Council's Digital Forensic Research Lab (DFRLab) and AlgorithmWatch
see no evidence of either increased social media engagement of the AfD beyond
the “Musk bump” to Alice Weidel, nor systematic suppression of anti-AfD accounts

by X's recommender systems.

In one instance, however, a particularly popular anti-Musk post was hidden in a way
that was not consistent with how other similar content was treated and does not
seem to have been visible to the post's authors. This made it hard for the group to
appeal, in a way which may run contrary to the European Union’s Digital Services
Act.

The analysis does not point to X posing systemic risks to the German election in a
manner that the European Commission would need to enforce under the bloc's
Digital Services Act. Based on the researchers’ analysis, Musk’s promotion of AfD

politicians — and, predominantly, its leader Alice Weidel — should be viewed
primarily as Musk using his own personal influence and followers to boost the AfD,
rather than as a more systematic manipulation of the underlying X platform and its
algorithms in favor of a specific German political party.


https://dfrlab.org/
https://algorithmwatch.org/en/
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Background

Germany holds federal elections on February 23, 2025, amid sluggish domestic
economic growth and political paralysis that has seen nationalist and populist
parties gain ground nationwide. Into that complex situation has stepped Elon Musk,
the world’s richest man, a senior adviser to US president Donald Trump and owner
of X, the social media network formerly known as Twitter.

In December, Musk publicly supported Alternative for Deutschland (AfD), a far-right
political party that opposes immigration into Germany, is skeptical of the West's
support of Ukraine in its ongoing fight against Russia, and some of whose

candidates and associated groups have been classified as far-right extremists by
German authorities. They have recorded growing popularity and electoral success,
particularly in the Eastern part of Europe’s largest economy.

The AfD is currently sitting second in polling, on an estimated 21 percent of the
national vote, behind the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), a center-right political
party. Friedrich Merz, the CDU leader, is expected to become Germany’s next

chancellor. A coalition government is almost certain to be the outcome of the
February 23 election, and will involve potentially months of political uncertainty
until such an agreement can be reached between the country's lawmakers.

The DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch conducted a data analysis to quantify the impact,
if any, of Musk’s public support of Germany’s AfD on X. The social network does not
have a high number of users in the European country. But, like elsewhere globally,
despite some accounts choosing to leave the platform, the Musk-owned platform
remains home to many of Germany's leading politicians, social media influencers
and traditional media that set the tone during the federal election campaign period
which began in November.

The goal of the research was to quantify whether Musk had artificially promoted
the AfD on X to boost its popularity ahead of this month’s vote.


https://www.dw.com/en/germany-far-right-afd-stages-day-of-chaos-in-parliament/a-70344985
https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/germany/
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The DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch did not make judgments about what the AfD,
other German political parties or Musk posted on X. The research, based on
publicly available data provided by the social network, focused solely on how Musk
— a Trump adviser whose separate business interests include control over one of
the world’s major global online platforms — may have influenced another country’s
electoral process via the promotion of a domestic political party through his social
network.

DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch researchers collected thousands of data points on the
X posts from all known German politicians, divided by party affiliation, over the last
12 months. That included social media engagement, specifically each post’s likes,
shares, comments, and views. They then analyzed whether Musk’s public support
for the AfD — particularly from December 2024 onwards when he publicly backed
the political group — had correlated with increased engagement figures for the
German far-right party, or other social media patterns that were not in line with the
organization’s previous interactions with users on X.

These social media engagement metrics were used as a proxy to quantify whether
AfD politicians’ posts on X had received greater visibility on the platform, based on
overall interactions with X users and compared to other parties and selected anti-
AfD organizations, after Musk’s public support in ways that may be attributable to
potential changes to the social network’s content algorithms. These mostly opaque
internal systems determine what content is displayed in people’s feeds on X.

It should be noted that focusing on German politicians’ posts is only part of a wider
political ecosystem on X. There may be relevant content produced by non-
politicians’ accounts which is boosted either by more subtle “grassroots” operations
and/or X's algorithms — topics that were not part of the researchers’ analysis.
During Germany's election period, however, it would be expected that any changes
in how these non-politician X accounts were amplified, or not, on X would also be
reflected in the engagement figures associated with prominent politicians’ accounts
on the platform.



@DFRLab

1. The ‘Musk bump’

On December 20, 2024, Musk posted to his more than 210 million followers on X
that “only the AfD can save Germany.” A week later, he wrote an article for one of

the country's leading newspapers that claimed the AfD was not an extremist
organization and that the group was “the last spark of hope for Germany.”

On January 9, 2025, Musk held a live-stream conversation on X with AfD leader
Alice Weidel. Later that month, the American billionaire — who is advising the
Trump administration and its unofficial US Department of Government Efficiency
(DOGE) — made a surprise virtual appearance at a 4,500-person AfD rally in Eastern
Germany where he told them “fight for a great future for Germany.”

Elon Musk’s public backing of the AfD led to significant increases in overall
engagements for the German far-right political group on the social network. In the
week in December before the American billionaire backed the political party, for
instance, the collective views for all posts from AfD politicians was just over 17,000,
based on the DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch's analysis of X's public data. Yet the week
after Musk rallied behind the organization, those figures increased more than 8-
fold, to a collective 145,000 views. Over that time period (the week of December 9
and December 23, respectively), the number of overall weekly AfD posts fell by
more than 40 percent — meaning the organization received significantly more
engagement, per post, after the tech executive-turned-US government adviser
promoted them on his social network.


https://x.com/elonmusk/status/1869986946031988780?lang=en-GB
https://www.politico.eu/article/musk-calls-far-right-afd-last-spark-hope-for-germany-op-ed-rightwing-scholz-merz-welt-am-sonntag/
https://www.npr.org/2025/02/13/nx-s1-5293124/special-government-employee-trump-musk-doge
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2025/jan/25/elon-musk-makes-surprise-appearance-at-afd-event-in-eastern-germany
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2. Engagement was focused on Alice Weidel and Musk

Almost all of the AfD’s increased engagement came through the account of party
leader Alice Weidel. She has just under one million followers on X — a figure that
has almost doubled since late December. Weidel is by far the most engaged-with
AfD, and German, politician on the social network. Her interactions with, and her
reposting by, Musk has driven the lion’s share of her organization’s increased
interactions and views on the platform during the German election campaign. Her
popularity has not translated into similar social media engagement increases for
the AfD and its other politicians, more widely.
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Total views and retweets for individual AfD politicians. The black line shows Alice Weidel,
the party’s leader. She significantly outperforms, over the time period, others from her
group. (Source: X)

Weidel has 13 of the top 50 most-viewed X posts by German politicians over the 12-
month research period, based on the DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch's analysis of the
social media company’s public data. That includes the six most-viewed posts since
December, all of which made reference to Musk. Four of the six were in English.

g = e

Dear [@elonmusk, Thank you so much for your note. The Alternative for Germany is indeed the one and only alternative for our country; our ver ...
Save the date: On January 9th at 7pm CET, the announced Space with Elon Musk and me will go live on X. We are looking forward to having this ...
Big Brother is watching you: 150 EU officials are supposed to monitor my conversation with @elonmusk. An EU that uses its bureaucracy to exe ...

Mow also as a video: The full conversation with @elonmusk! https:/it.co/SBrLGVSviu
Die Bilder aus #Magdeburg sind erschiitternd! In Gedanken bin ich bei den Hinterbliebenen und Verletzten. Wann hat dieser Wahnsinn ein Ende? ...

Erkenne den Unterschied zwischen AfD und COU in nur 20 Sekunden! https://t.co/000p3K1RoY

Opening text from Alice Weidel’s top six most-viewed X posts over the last 12 months.
Many specifically referenced her interactions with Elon Musk. (Source: X, via Meltwater
Explore)
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On December 28, Weidel posted a message on X that promoted Musk’s German
newspaper article that had praised the AfD’s policies. It received more than 15

million views and included the billionaire’s X handle in the post. “Only 5 days to go:
On January 9th at 1pm EST, the announced Space with Elon Musk and me will go
live on X,” Weidel subsequently wrote on January 4 in a message that received more

than 24 million views — the most for any German politician’s post on X during the
campaign period.

By comparison, the most-viewed X post from Friedrich Merz, the presumptive next
German chancellor, over the same time period only garnered 2.2 million views. The
CDU leader's message criticized the country’s current coalition government and its
“manipulation of voting rights” in relation to proposed changes to national voting
districts.

As seen below, Weidel's Musk-related posts and interactions on X substantially
boosted views of her content compared to other German politicians. When she is
removed from the dataset, however, the dominance of the AfD on X quickly
disappears. These patterns hold for other engagement metrics, including when
normalized for the number of posts per party. This finding correlates with other
research conducted by Sami Nenno and Philipp Lorenz-Spreen.



https://x.com/Alice_Weidel/status/1873051290525409773
https://x.com/Alice_Weidel/status/1875542643108970523
https://x.com/_FriedrichMerz/status/1752357922107957424
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/so-wurde-die-afd-argumentieren-ampel-emport-uber-merz-vorwurf-der-wahlrechtsmanipulation-11137192.html
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/so-wurde-die-afd-argumentieren-ampel-emport-uber-merz-vorwurf-der-wahlrechtsmanipulation-11137192.html
https://zenodo.org/records/14749544

@DFRLab

= AfD =+ AfD minus Weidel = Griine = SPD = CDU
100000

75000
50000

25000

Average Views per Party per Month

= AfD -- AfD minus Weidel = Griine = SPD = Union
400

300

200

100

Average Retweets per Party per Month

Sep Nov Oct Dec Jan

Total views and retweets for Germany’s political parties for the last 12 month
period. (Source: X)
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3. Increased engagement from outside Germany

Weidel's growing interaction with Elon Musk from December onwards went hand-
in-hand with the AfD’s increased engagement with accounts outside of Germany.

The DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch took a subset of the top 20 most viewed posts for
the country’s leading political parties, including the AfD, CDU and its sister group,
the Christian Social Union (CSU), which are highly likely to be the leading party after
this election, and the Social Democratic Party (SPD), which are currently the leading
party in the current coalition government. The researchers then created a dataset
of X accounts that had shared those messages at least twice — a proxy for repeated
engagement with each political party. Those interactions were then divided into a
pre-campaign period (August 1 to October 31) and a campaign period (November 1
to February 7). They were also grouped into different languages of each X user to
distinguish German-language engagement with social media interactions based in
other languages.

The chart below demonstrates a significant language shift for the AfD in which X
users shared their posts before and after Musk’s public support and own reposting
of the group’s content. In the pre-campaign period, 80 percent of the AfD’s sharing
came from German-language accounts and only 8 percent of reposting resulted
from English-language X users. After Musk’s involvement, however, that dynamic
switched so that, during the campaign period, English-language accounts
accounted for almost 40 percent of the shares on the AfD posts compared to just
under 20 percent of reposts coming from German-language users.

10
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The breakdown for some of Germany’s largest political parties of which X users, based
on the predominant language in which they typically post, during the pre-campaign and
campaign periods. (Source: X via Meltwater Explore)

X's public data makes it impossible to quantify where these English-language
accounts were based. But the DFRLab and AlgoritmWatch's qualitative analysis of
these reposts — many of which resulted from Musk’s own interactions with the AfD
— demonstrated a significant proportion of engagement by X accounts associated
with the Make America Great Again (MAGA) movement in the US.

By comparison, no other German political party saw any significant change in
language profile for how their X posts were shared by the most-engaged users.
Both the CDU/CSU and SPD still reached a predominantly German-language
audience — of likely German citizens able to vote in the February 23 election — in
both the pre-campaign and campaign periods.

The most likely explanation for this change in the AfD’s language-specific audience,
over the two time periods, is the involvement of Musk in amplifying the group’s
message to his global following. Separate research conducted by the Center for Al

& Digital Humanism, a think tank, suggested the most common words in
biographies of accounts engaging with AfD-related content were MAGA, Trump,

11
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Life, Crypto, and God. That analysis also suggested a strong lean towards
Republican Americans rather than Germans in who was engaging with the political
party's content on X.

4. Investigating suppression of anti-AfD content

As well as pro-AfD content, the researchers also investigated whether X may
have suppressed anti-AfD content. To quantify that potential impact, the
DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch also analyzed posts from politicians opposed to
the AfD, in addition to posts from anti-AfD accounts on X. They analyzed the
last 12 months of their interactions and posts on the social network, based
on publicly-available data provided by the company.

The researchers did not see any clear decrease in non-AfD politicians’
engagement figures after Musk began to support the AfD in December'. The
charts below focus on posts by politicians from the Green party, which has
one of most antagonistic relationships to the AfD among Germany's political
parties.

! Careful data analysts might note it is still possible that subtle suppression meant that views and
engagements on anti-AfD parties were not quite as high as they should have been, even if they did
not decrease. However investigating this would be hard to perform; and if any changes were subtle,
it would raise questions about their actual impacts.

12
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(Source: X)

Beyond the political parties, the researchers also analysed posts from 65 X
accounts associated with organisations signed up to the "AfD-Verbot” (“ban

the AfD”) campaign.

Within these posts, one vastly outperformed in terms of engagements. As
with many of the top performing pro-AfD posts, the social media message
was in English; it was about Elon Musk; and it was posted during the

13
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campaign period on January 22. It was from the political activist group
Zentrum fur Politische Schdnheit (Centre for Political Beauty).

The post features a photo of the group'’s projection onto the side of the Tesla
factory outside Berlin, which depicted Elon Musk making a now-famous
gesture which has been compared to a Nazi salute, under the slogan “Heil
Tesla.” It has received around 5k retweets and 1.4 million views. The
projection was also widely reported on domestically and internationally.

Zentrum fiir Politische Schonheit
HEIT

Tesla Gigafactory, Berlin - right now!

In cooperation with

Source: X

14
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X users attempting to view the post in Germany were unable to view it, and
instead saw a label that reads “This Post from @politicalbeauty has been
withheld in Germany based on local law(s).”

The DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch tested the ability to view the post from
multiple computers and user accounts — with and without so-called virtual
private networks, which allow a user to seem as if they are in a different
country — and received the same result whenever the browser location was
set to Germany.

Under the EU’s Digital Services Act, users can report posts that violate
national laws in Europe. It is possible that someone reported this post; that X
judged the image to violate German laws against Nazi imagery; and that it
was taken down accordingly.?

This Post from @politicalbeauty has been withheld in Germany based on

local law(s). Learn more
Content moderation label for German X users. (Source: X)

Numerous other posts on X — which did not receive such large engagement
figures — also depict the exact same image but had not been taken down. As
a test, the researchers reported one of these separate posts as illegal
content, using the Digital Services Act reporting mechanism on X, and were
told it was not illegal. That runs in contradiction to what was stated about the
high-performing post that was made inaccessible in Germany.

2 This would itself be interesting given the ongoing debate about whether Elon Musk's salute was
indeed a Nazi salute.
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When the DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch contacted the Zentrum fur Politische
Schonheit, the author of the post, they told the researchers they could still
see the social media message from a browser located in Germany. The group
had not received a notification that their post was removed, although the
EU's Digital Services Act states, under Article 16, that a platform must “notify
that individual or entity of its decision in respect of the information to which
the notice [that their content is being taken down] relates, providing
information on the possibilities for redress in respect of that decision.” The
Zentrum fur Politische Schdnheit received such notifications in the past for
other posts, but not on this occasion.

The DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch could not ascertain why the popular post
had been removed, but the organization behind the message had not been
contacted. By not being made aware that the post was inaccessible to others
the organization was unaware, before being contacted by the researchers,
that the post criticizing Musk had been scrubbed from X in Germany.

X did not respond to the DFRLab and AlgorithmWatch’s questions about the
Zentrum fur Politische Schénheit's post.

Conclusion

Musk’s amplification of AfD posts to a large English-language audience has brought
the German far-right group to the attention of many in the United States where the
tech billionaire is now a close ally to president Trump.

That includes showcasing the German group as a potential aligned member of the
MAGA movement whose policies mirror some of those supported by the current
White House administration. On February 14, US Vice President JD Vance spent time
with Alice Weidel, the AfD leader, in Munich, but did not meet Olaf Scholz,
Germany's current chancellor.
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It remains unclear how such promotion within an English-language audience —
fueled by Musk’s global audience — will translate into potential AfD’s electoral
success on February 23.

Overall, the researchers do not see evidence of a systematic boosting of AfD
politicians’ content, beyond largely English-language engagement gained through
Musk’s retweets of Alice Weidel's account. Although the EU’s Digital Services Act is
currently unclear on what constitutes a “systemic risk to electoral processes,” (per
Article 34), it appears unlikely the phenomena we observed in this research should
be viewed as a severe threat to the integrity of upcoming German elections.

The treatment of the Zentrum fur Politische Schonheit's post, as described above,
may represent a violation of the Digital Services Act, though, under rules relating to
transparent and consistent content moderation rather than systemic risks to
elections. In addition to the legality, the unusual treatment of a post critical of X's
owner — where they were not notified that the group’s post had been made
unavailable within Germany — raises questions about impartiality and freedom of

speech on the platform, in line with other past criticisms of Musk.

The outsized attention taken by the personality and interests of Elon Musk linked to
the AfD’'s engagements on X, especially within the platform’s English-language user
base, highlights how the activity of the social network, formerly known as Twitter, is
strongly swayed by the personal, political, and economic interests of its owner. It is
challenging to fully analyze any social media company's opaque algorithms, and
provisions within the Digital Services Act could provide better access to relevant

data.

Based on the researchers’ analysis, however, Musk’s promotion of AfD politicians —
and, predominantly, its leader Alice Weidel — should be viewed primarily as Musk
using his own personal influence and followership to boost the AfD, rather than as
a more systematic manipulation of the underlying X platform and its algorithms in
favor of a specific German political party.
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AlgorithmWatch is a non-governmental, non-profit organization based in
Berlin and Zurich. We fight for a world where algorithms and Artificial
Intelligence (Al) do not weaken justice, human rights, democracy and
sustainability, but strengthen them.

The Digital Forensic Research Lab (DFRLab) at the Atlantic Council is a first
of its kind organization with technical and policy expertise on disinformation,
connective technologies, democracy, and the future of digital rights.
Incubated at the Atlantic Council in 2016, the DFRLab is a field-builder,
studying, defining, and informing approaches to the global information
ecosystem and the technology that underpins it.
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