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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 The Saber Strike military exercise in Poland and the Baltic Sea took place on 

3 - 15 June 2018, shortly after the Sea Shield military exercise in the Black 

Sea. In this paper, for the first time, we made a comparative analysis on 

how Saber Strike was visible in social media throughout the world, not only 

in Romania. We also tried to look at how the two recent military exercises 

were reflected in the Romanian media and social networks, comparatively. 

Our theory is that the conclusions from our previous studies in Romania 

regarding the visibility of NATO military exercises can be applied to the entire 

region along the Eastern border of NATO.  

 

 NATO is conducting its exercises with too much discretion, with low impact 

on social media and limited impact on media agendas across the countries 

at the Eastern border of NATO. This is happening at the same time as an 

increased activity of anti-Western propaganda in the region. Topics that are 

promoting disruptions in the transatlantic relations, in the trust among the 

EU or the NATO countries are much more visible, in the context.  

 

 Was this exercise a success in Europe? Was this event visible? What are the 

lessons we can learn from studying the online impact of this event? Our 

online analysis shows that content-wise the exercise was a success (because 

most of the promoted was quite positive), but with a very limited cross-

platform impact.  

 

 Like other military exercises in the recent past, this one was also a very 

discreet one – NATO is not using these opportunities very well, and the 

promotion of military cooperation is visible only at a very limited level.  

 

 The most active country in promoting this event was Poland. We’ve also 

noticed an increased interest in promoting news about the event from 

sources in China and Russia (official channels). In Eastern Europe, Romania 

was also a country with high interest in the event.  
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 In Romanian online media, making a comparison between Saber Strike (the 

event in the Baltics and Poland) and Sea Shield (a naval exercise in the Black 

Sea, from May 2018), we can see that the bigger event (from Baltics and 

Poland) also benefitted from better visibility.  

 

 A deeper analysis of online media shows that interest for Saber Strike was 

only registered at the beginning of the military exercise. This interest 

manifested in the mainstream online media, only with official messages. 

Regarding social media engagement, the most active moments were 

recorded toward the end of the exercise, when the notoriety of the event 

was higher. 

 

 The only notable attack in the Romanian online media during Saber Strike 

came from the Sputnik area.  

 

 There is also a conclusion regarding Moldovan media – the event had a very 

limited impact in Moldova as well; at the same time, the exercise was visible 

both through Western media (via Romanian online sources) and Russian 

media (with stories about the negative effects of the exercise).  

 

 Our study concludes that NATO needs to be more proactive. There is a 

strong need for positive stories about the Western model, to counter the 

effects of negative stories disseminated by Russian propaganda, and these 

moments of military cooperation can offer such content. In countries like 

Poland, Romania or the Czech Republic, the road to becoming democratic 

societies was long, hard and it is still not finished. This is a struggle that never 

stops. Because of that, we not only need the promotion of the Western 

values and model, but also the reinforcement of this model, with different 

types of positive stories (including military ones). We also believe that 

existing projects, such as the #WEARENATO campaign, should be better 

tailored to address local audiences more efficiently, with bigger flexibility 

allowed in the communication approach in order to deliver messages that 

various segments of local population can understand and relate to. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

The objective of the CPD study was to evaluate the way in which 

negative anti-NATO narratives were used in a visible way on this 

occasion to influence the Romanian public. We used two different 

software tools to measure the Romanian online impact and, 

respectively, the global online impact.  

We also conducted a monitoring of the online media in the Republic 

of Moldova. This involved tracking and analyzing the articles relevant 

to the subject of this report. Only news portals in Romanian or with 

Romanian versions were monitored. 

The current analysis is relevant for the month of JUNE 2018, with 

data extracted using a special software to analyze online media in 

Romania and in general. This is not survey data, but Big Data. 

During the analysis period, there were over 287 mentions of the Saber 

Strike military exercise in Romanian online media. 

Furthermore, we’ve found over 3500 mentions about Saber Strike in 

several countries in the region, especially in online media, Twitter, 

blogs and Facebook.  

The general impact of those mentions is limited to around 15 million 

people.  

To clarify certain elements of context, necessary for the correct 

perception of this event’s impact, we also used classic monitoring 

instruments, as well as comparative analysis of sociological data.  

The monitoring period included several days in advance, but also a 

few days after the exercise (to check the follow-up).  

The data is relevant for comparative analysis.  
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THE SOCIOLOGICAL CONTEXT OF NATO-led AND US-led MILITARY 

EXERCISES, FROM THE ROMANIAN PERSPECTIVE 
 

Romania is a country in which the level of trust in NATO is very high. See below an 

evolution of trust in NATO (blue), the US (yellow) and Russia (red). You can notice 

a strong position for NATO levels of trust, and a low position for trust in Russia.  

Trust in NATO has been constantly high in Romania. After 2000, during the 

period when Romania became part of NATO, the trust level was always over 60%. 

There is a tight correlation with the trust in the EU. 

For the US, after a short and unexpected decline, last year (after the Presidential 

elections in the US, but also after some negative narratives promoted in Romania 

regarding the relationship between the two countries) the trend is starting to be a 

positive one again.  

For Russia – the levels of trust are steadily low. As a comparison, the Romanians’ 

trust in the Russian Federation declined from 20% in 2012 to 10% as a result of 

the events in the region. Russia is, by far, the country Romanians trust the least.  

 

Figure 1. Survey data, CPD 
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THE MILITARY EXERCISE  
19 countries, 18.000 participants, 4 host countries, 12 days of military exercise 

 

Figure 2. Infographic about the military exercise 

Was this exercise a success in Europe? Was this event visible? What are the 

lessons we can learn from studying the online impact of this event? This report is 

offering some answers. 
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GLOBAL STATISTICS, SABER STRIKE 
Using a special software that monitors topics around the world (especially on 

public pages on social media), we’ve integrated the following statistics.  

 

Figure 3. One month of online monitoring - just over 3500 mentions about the 
event. The number is not big, considering the period (around one month) and 
the area (all countries). This shows a discreet approach about this military 
event, and a lost opportunity for NATO 
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TIMELINE – THE MOST VISIBLE MOMENTS, globally 

 

Figure 4. Over 15 million people reached in the last months. The most visible 
moment was the start of the exercise (June 3). The figures are also similar for 
the Romanian case, as you can see in the following graphs.  
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TIMELINE global - details 

Mentions – the moment of start (June 3-4) is the most visible 

 

Social media reach – the highest point, just after the start, just a few days after 

Engagement – the most active moments, towards the end of the exercise. Notice 

the increase of the number of likes (purple line) at the end of the exercise.  
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TIMELINE – THE MOST VISIBLE MOMENTS, Romania 
Most mentions about Saber Strike in Romania, both in the online media and on 

social networks, were made at the beginning of the military exercise. At that point, 

the media in Romania presented the official communications about the exercise. 

The presence of Romanian soldiers in the Saber Strike exercise was also mentioned. 

After this moment, no significant attention was paid to the event.

 

Figure 5. Evolution of mentions 
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DISTRIBUTION OF MENTIONS - globally 

 

Figure 6. Involvement over social media. We compared the online visibility of 
the name “Saber Strike” over one month (June 2018) compared to the previous 
months. Notice the increase of comments (the biggest increase, during the 
exercise) +12.909%. 

 

 

Figure 7. The most used social-media platform – Twitter. It was followed by 
blogs. Facebook – not a very big impact overall 
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DISTRIBUTION OF MENTIONS - Romania 
Most mentions about the military exercise appeared in the online media - nearly 

double compared to the number of mentions appearing on Facebook and more 

than 4 times more than those on Twitter (we must add that Twitter is not yet a 

widespread social network in Romania). Compared to other countries, in Romania 

the most used social media platform to promote this exercise was Facebook.   

 

Figure 8. Number of mentions of Saber Strike - by source type. Notice the 
importance of Facebook, compared to Twitter, in Romania 
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LOCATIONS of mentions – globally 
The most active location of mentions of Saber Strike was Poland. From Eastern 

Europe, this country was followed by Russia and Romania. From NATO - more 

mentions from Europe than from the US.  

 

Figure 9. Locations of mentions – Sources from Poland and Russia, the most 
active in mentioning the exercise. Followed by Spain, Korea, Japan, and the US. 
Romania is another country in the region with increased visibility.  
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WORDCLOUD & HASHTAGS – global 
The most used hashtags are informative – #saberstrike, #estonia, #tallin, #airforce 

etc. We can also notice some positive hashtags related to Europe (#strongeurope) 

or NATO (#wearenato).  

 

Figure 10. The most used hashtags - generally positive 

 

 Figure 11. Most used words - notice the impact of Russian language 
in the conversation 
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WORDCLOUD - Romania 
NATO, Poland, and Russia are the most strongly associated terms in articles and 

posts on social networks in connection to the Saber Strike military exercise. In the 

Romanian media, the exercise is generally presented as being organized by NATO. 

It is worth noting the minimal association with terms referring to Russia or the US.

 

Figure 12. Words associated with mentions of Saber Strike in Romanian online 
media 
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IMPORTANT SOURCES – global 
The most important sources in promoting content about Saber Strike 18 are 

below. Notice the presence of sources from the US (Army), Israel, China, Russia, 

Europe, Turkey.  

 

Figure 13. Notice the most influential actors involved in promotion: from the US, 
Israel, China, Russia, Europe 

In the following tables, we’ve extracted the most relevant sources from two 

points of view. First – the influence (the list of the top 15 sources, with the 

highest impact online). Second – the activity (the list of the top 15 most active 

sources of content about Saber Strike).  
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Figure 14. The extended list of the most influential actors - from different areas 
– NATO, Russia, China 
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Figure 15. The list of the most effective actors - American and Polish sources, 
the most active in promoting content 
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Figure 16. The list of the most active channels - Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, 
Flickr, Google, the usual suspects. Plus some Polish websites 
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IMPORTANT SOURCES – Romania 
Here are the most active online sources in Romanian media, for one month 

period.  

 

Figure 17. Top - most articles in online media 
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COMPARISON - NATO exercises in Romania. Sea Shield vs Saber Strike 
As for the comparisons with other military exercises, we have chosen to make a 

comparison with Sea Shield. This is the recent NATO military exercise organized in 

the Black Sea under the coordination of Romania. 

It is also an exercise that has a considerably smaller impact as compared to Noble 

Jump or Saber Guardian. We have assumed that a military exercise organized 

outside Romania cannot be compared at the level of impact in media and on 

social networks with moments like Noble Jump or Saber Guardian. 

As we can see, the total number of views for mentions of Sea Shield are 

approximately double as compared to the number of views for mentions of Saber 

Strike. 

 

Figure 18. Saber Strike vs Sea Shield - number of views 
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COMPARISON – Sea Shield vs Saber Strike. Timeline, total mentions 

As it can be seen below, in the case of Saber Strike, the mentions appear in a 

notable number only at the beginning of the military exercise. By comparison, 

there were several days when Sea Shield has generated interest. 

At the same time, on the day of its debut, Saber Strike generated a peak of 

mentions higher than any of those generated by Sea Shield. In other words, the 

debut of Saber Strike had more media coverage than any of the Sea Shield 

moments. 

This is worth mentioning considering that Saber Strike did not take place in 

Romania. However, as we have seen above, the impact of mentions of Sea Shield 

is considerably higher than those of Saber Strike. 

 

Figure 19. Saber Strike vs Sea Shield - all mentions 

 

The number of mentions in the online media of Sea Shield is higher than those of 

Saber Strike. We note that the interest of the media towards Saber Strike was 

only manifest at the beginning of the military exercise. 
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COMPARISON – Sea Shield vs Saber Strike. Timeline, Facebook mentions 

As for Facebook, the beginning of Saber Strike generated a peak of interest higher 

than any of the moments during Sea Shield.

 

Figure 20. Saber Strike vs Shield - mentions. Facebook 
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COMPARISON – NATO vs Saber Strike. Timeline, total mentions 

As with other military exercises, NATO's global mentions are much more 

numerous than those explicitly related to those military applications. NATO is an 

institution that generates interest in many other areas.

 

Figure 21. Saber Strike vs NATO. Mentions 
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COMPARISON - NATO vs USA vs Russia. Timeline – mentions: in the context of the Saber 

Strike military exercise 

The United States and Russia generate more mentions than NATO. Only in 

exceptional moments does this report change in favor of NATO. The last part of 

the analysed period is marked by the beginning of the FIFA World Cup, hence the 

increase in the number of mentions of Russia. 

 

Figure 22. NATO vs USA vs Russia. Mentions 
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Google TRENDS. 

Saber Strike vs Sea Shield 

 

Figure 23. There is a limited interest in the name. No interest at all in Romania. In 
Poland it was bigger, in comparison 
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NATO vs SUA vs Russia - in the context of the Saber Strike military exercise 

In the past two months, there has been a constant flow of searches regarding the 

three terms. It does not seem that search tendencies have been influenced by Sea 

Shield or Saber Strike. The only event that visibly affects internet searches is the 

FIFA World Cup.  

 

Figure 24. NATO vs US vs Russia. Google Trends 
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MOLDOVA. Saber Strike visibility 
 

Because the public / media space in the Republic of Moldova is strongly exposed to 

Russian propaganda (like the other former Soviet republics), we have continued to 

monitor the accessible media (online sources in Romanian or with Romanian 

version) in order to see if and how NATO / US actions in Europe are reflected. 

Concerning the Saber Strike military exercise, we note that the subject is present in 

the media agenda in Moldova, but occupying a rather marginal position. 

 

The approaches are largely factual, but there are four dimensions of media 

exposure that deserve to be mentioned: 

1. The beginning of the military exercise was marked by the Moldovan press with 

news materials that have as source news agencies from Romania (Agerpres, 

Mediafax). There is an emphasis on the number of soldiers involved (18,000), as 

well as on the identity of the organizer, which is either the US or NATO ("NATO 

exercise", "a multinational exercise on NATO's eastern flank", "USA inaugurates the 

military exercise"). In essence, the exercise is associated with NATO, being 

perceived as such (as a NATO exercise). There are also sources (eg Publika.md) that 
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try to offer a different dimension to the event, by talking about "NATO-large 

military exercises". 

 

Figure 25. Saber Strike in Moldovan press 

2. There was little information about the actual exercise and also few media 

sources that disseminated this information. As with other exercises of this type, 

the most visible are "incidents" / "accidents". Thus, Moldovan media reported that 

"four US armored cars collided on a highway in Lithuania", but also the fact that 

"two Russians were arrested after entering a NATO military base", a base in which 

a military exercise was taking place. This information was, however, less visible. 

 

3. There was a direct reaction of Moscow towards the Saber Strike exercise. It 

doesn`t have a very high visibility in the Moldovan language press. Thus, at the start 

of the military exercise in Poland and the Baltic countries, Kremlin spokesman 

Dmitry Peskov declared that "Moscow is always following closely all the maneuvers 

that are taking place on the NATO line, especially those that are in one degree or 

another close to our borders". Also, Sputnik, the main propaganda outlet of the 

Kremlin in Romania, published an article on the "ironic reactions of the Internet" 
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to the poster dedicated to the Saber Strike 2018 exercise, in which a Romanian 

soldier appears with the AK47, a Russian weapon, in hand. 

 

Figure 26. Sputnik on Saber Strike 

4. We also noticed the coverage of topics related to NATO and Russia that were 

not directly related to the Saber Strike exercise. For example, during the exercise 

in Poland and the Baltic countries, part of the Moldovan press has disseminated 

(from external media sources) information such as: The North Atlantic Alliance 

intention to strengthen its rapid reaction capabilities to counter Russia by 

preparing a new intervention structure of 30,000 soldiers; The United States 

insistence that its European allies have several NATO battalions, ships and planes 

ready to fight, in the context of the allies discouraging a possible Russian attack. 

The Sputnik portal also promoted Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov's 

statements that Russia would continue calling on NATO to respect agreements on 

“indivisible security”. 
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GENERAL CONCLUSIONS 
 

As we can see, interest in the military exercise was significant almost exclusively at 

the beginning of the Saber Strike exercise.  

There is a tendency for mainstream media to promote only the official 

communication about the military exercise – so, if this official communication is 

rather limited in content and range, so is the media exposure.  

Sputnik remains the main source of media through which direct or veiled critical 

messages are launched on NATO and its allies. Russia is promoting more anti-

Western content at the same time, and this trend is increasing.  

Our study concludes that NATO needs to be more proactive. There is a need for 

positive stories about the Western model, to counter the effects of negative stories 

of Russian propaganda, and these events of military cooperation can offer such 

content. In countries like Poland, Romania or the Czech Republic, the road to 

becoming democratic societies was long, hard and it is still not finished. This is a 

struggle that never stops. Because of that, we not only need the promotion of the 

Western values and model, but also the reinforcement of this model, with different 

type of positive stories (including military ones).  

We also believe that existing projects, such as the #WEARENATO campaign, should 

be better tailored to address local audiences more efficiently, with bigger flexibility 

allowed in the communication approach in order to deliver messages that various 

segments of local population can understand and relate to. 

*** 

Authors: Dan Sultanescu, Daniel Buti, Adrian-Emil Constantin, 

Radu Cucută (CPD experts) 
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ANNEXES. Other relevant data 

The Romanian online media publications with the biggest impact online. They are 

also media sources with a positive attitude towards NATO. 

 

Figure 27. Top 10 - sum of viewership. Press 

Romanian Facebook accounts that have rolled out the most viewed posts about 

Saber Strike are the official ones of the military institutions.  

 

Figure 28. Top 10 - sum of viewership. Facebook 
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Examples of negative mentions in global online media – the last month 
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Examples of positive mentions in global online media – the last month 
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