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This dissertation explores the reception of Russian strategic narratives among Russian-speaking 
youth in Latvia. Bringing together media and communication studies, international relations and 
Baltic studies, it approaches narrative persuasion and its reception from a cultural perspective.

The primary data for this study consist of 12 focus groups and 13 individual follow-up 
interviews with 69 young Russian speakers aged 18–30 in Riga, Daugavpils and Liepāja 
between 2021 and 2022. Drawing on the conceptual framework of strategic narratives, such 
narratives pertaining to history, freedom of speech and language were identified and analysed 
in Russian foreign policy documents, press briefings and Sputnik Latvia media texts. The media 
ecology in which these narratives were projected and received were studied using thematic 
analysis, focusing on participants’ media use and perception of news as a social and cultural 
context for the reception of narratives. Using Carolyn Michelle’s reception model, participants’ 
sensemaking of these narratives was analysed on denotative and connotative levels of meaning.

By adapting Michelle’s model, this study adds affect as a factor that influences the reception 
of narrative texts. It demonstrates that affect serves as a force that increases narrative persuasion, 
pushing participants to skip denotative levels of meaning and move directly to connotative 
levels. It is also a force that can push a reader into a mediated mode and become critical of the 
text because of its emotional content. Heightened or diminished affect facilitates shifts.

Findings reveal that young Russian speakers in Latvia are a far from homogeneous group. 
Generally, they are neither critically opposing Russian strategic narratives nor uncritically 
taking them to heart. The reality is rather somewhere in between. As such, this research project 
brings nuance to a situation where censorship, ‘us versus them’ thinking, and polarisation are 
increasingly taking over public discourse.
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(Viktoriya, 26, Riga) The Russian language version of the site [Delfi] is 
more focused on the Russian-speaking audience. (…) It seems to me that 
the Latvian version of Delfi is more neutral. If you read some news in Lat-
vian, they are more detached. They present information and do not include 
their point of view. 

 
The two examples provided by Pyotr and Viktoriya show how participants 
experienced the reporting differently depending on whether they read the Lat-
vian or the Russian version of Delfi. While the Latvian version was described 
as more neutral and objective, the Russian version was described as more 
emotional and critical of Latvian political parties than its Latvian language 
version. 

By reading and comparing the reporting of events in both versions, partic-
ipants adopted a self-image of critical, reflective media users able to put the 
puzzle together from ideologically diverse and conflicting pieces of infor-
mation, as reported by previous studies (Juzefovičs & Vihalemm, 2020; Vi-
halemm & Juzefovičs, 2022). Doing so, they kept themselves informed and 
strived to discover the truth in between (Rožukalne et al., 2022). However, 
most participants preferred to access news in Russian and looked for news in 
other languages if they looked for functions not fulfilled by Russian language 
media. These are not new phenomena but can be found in previous research 
(Hasebrink, 2012). 

Young Russian speakers are not a homogeneous group. It is important to 
describe the different ways they access information and the sources they in-
clude in their repertoires in more detail. In the next section, four news media 
repertoires will be presented that have been mapped based on the participants’ 
news media use. 

6.2 Categorisation of news media repertoires 
Having described the participants’ perception of news media in general and 
their criteria for selection in particular, to study the projection and reception 
of strategic narratives it is important to map what type of news media partici-
pants consume and how often. When asked how they found out about current 
events in Latvia and the rest of the world, most participants said they got their 
news through social media, either via subscriptions they had or via the news 
shared by friends and relatives in their news feeds. 

Facebook and Instagram were the most popular social networking sites, but 
participants also used TikTok and the Russian social media platforms Tele-
gram and VKontakte. Facebook has become so widely used as a hub for news 
that it could be dubbed “legacy social media” (Peters et al., 2022), and Latvia’s 
Russian-speaking youth are no exception. X (formerly Twitter) was also 
named as a site where participants would access recent news events before 
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affect can be particularly helpful in this context, where young Russian speak-
ers have grown up with separate media ecologies and, for a long time, have 
become used to encountering contradictory narratives from Latvian and Rus-
sian media pertaining to language and history. 

Having presented the Russian strategic narratives, the media ecology in 
which they are projected and how young Russian speakers receive them, this 
study, building on previous research, suggests that strategic narratives manage 
to persuade in three different ways. 

First, they manage to persuade because they resonate with participants’ 
worldviews. Having grown up in independent Latvia, young Russian speakers 
may still be influenced by being part of a Russian-speaking community where 
a Russian perspective of historical and current events is common among fam-
ily and friends (Edenborg, 2022; Miskimmon et al., 2013; Schmitt, 2018). 

Second, the strategic narratives manage to persuade when they keep prob-
lems relevant. Using emotional and sensational language, they are more 
likely to be picked up by other news media, and they also tend to force peo-
ple to take a position for or against the narrative. This way, the problems in 
Latvia are reinforced, although the education reform seems to have lost its 
relevance as a problem at least for young Russian speakers. In doing so a 
strategic narrative may appear as inconsistent because of the narrator’s non-
credibility and non-trustworthiness or the form of its projection, yet still ap-
peal to audiences if the problem is perceived as relevant (Miskimmon et al., 
2013; Ringsmose & Børgesen, 2011; Wagnsson & Lundström, 2023). 

Third, participants who identify with a narrative emotionally are more likely 
to be persuaded by a narrative. When participants feel that the content reflects 
their own feelings, they are more likely to accept it without questioning, thus 
interpreting it as a genuine portrayal of reality. In other words, the narrative might 
bypass critical analysis by confirming their feelings (Miskimmon et al., 2013). 
As for their experience it does not have to be direct; it can also be indirect, as 
shown by the media narrative. Indirect experience can be just as persuasive, as it 
triggers feelings of empathy towards people who would be negatively affected. 
Although they did not watch these TV channels themselves, many expressed 
frustration towards what they perceived to be a violation of freedom of speech 
(Szostek, 2017a, 2017b, 2018; Wagnsson & Lundström, 2023). 

To conclude, the strategic narratives analysed in this study were inter-
preted and retold by participants in different ways. Many participants nar-
rated Latvian authorities as somewhat incompetent, but they were also crit-
ical of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and stressed Latvia’s right to 
make its own decisions. Importantly, the problems discussed in this study 
were considered real problems and important for young Russian speakers in 
Latvia. The problems were brought up by both Latvian and Russian media, 
where participants felt caught up in-between two competing narratives about 
the interpretation of history and the role of the Russian language in Latvian 
society, both being heavily securitised. Participants described these 
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