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Abstract 

In a very short period of time, Twitter has become an inescapable, and arguably crucial, part of 

many people’s lives. Twitter, and social media in general, has changed the way individuals 

communicate with one another.  This trend has worked its way into the political sphere. In 2014, 

all but one candidate for the U.S. Senate had a Twitter accounted associated with their 

campaigns, demonstrating the broad reach of the platform.  Twitter also constantly evolves, so it 

is important after each election to reevaluate how candidates use the platform to communicate 

with voters and determine whether candidates simply apply old campaign techniques to new 

technology, or develop new techniques altogether.  Past research and campaign strategists 

suggest that Twitter provides a unique opportunity for candidates to engage with voters and start 

a true conversation with them.  However, analysis of the tweets of 2014 U.S. Senate candidates 

reveals that instead of taking full advantage of this opportunity for engagement, candidates 

primarily use Twitter to articulate their opinions on themselves and their opponents.  Although 

two-way interaction was rare, less safe candidates were more likely to engage with voters on 

Twitter than safer candidates. 
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There’s a word that seems to be frequently used by political candidates on the campaign 

trail: you.  The candidate wants to hear from you.  He will fight for you.  She cares about you.  

These are pleasant things for a voter to hear, but how does a candidate know about you if they 

don’t actually talk to you? 

Thanks to new technology, specifically Twitter, many scholars and strategists argue that 

candidates now have a better and more effective way to communicate with voters and engage 

with them on a more personal level (Johnson, 2011).  However, despite the emergence of this 

new frontier full of opportunities for engagement, the majority of content posted on Twitter by 

political candidates does not aim to engage with voters.  Instead, candidates primarily use the 

platform to promote their own ideas and opinions, much like they would do through any other 

media platform.  However, just as the adoption of new technology in political campaigns has 

been uneven (Druckman, Kifer and Parkin, 2007 & 2013; Gulati and Williams, 2007; Herrnson, 

Stokes-Brown and Hindman, 2007), not all types of candidates use Twitter in the same way.  

Some candidates are actually more likely to engage with voters on Twitter than others, 

particularly those who are not incumbents or are in competitive races or races that were too close 

to call going into Election Day. 

This study was designed to determine how candidates for political office use Twitter to 

communicate and engage with voters and how that usage varies between different types of 

candidates.  Whereas past studies have looked at how content and messaging varies among 

candidates, this study addresses the question of online engagement and whether candidates use 

Twitter as an extension of more traditional campaign strategies or if they’re adapting their 

strategies in response to more widespread technological change.  Overall, this study 

demonstrates that the although the likelihood of a candidate trying something new—engaging in 
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a two-way conversation with a voter on Twitter—is low, it reflects an overall pattern by which 

candidates adopt new campaign technology. 

 

Traditional Campaign Goals 

Every two years, when Americans go to the polls to send new representatives to 

Congress, the electorate, political climate, and media market are inevitably different than they 

were just two years prior.  Such is the nature of our ever changing and evolving political process.  

However, regardless of the shifts in rhetoric or issues viewed as most important, some aspects of 

campaigns remain the same election after election, though they might be embodied or enacted in 

different ways than in the past.   

Burton and Shea (2010) present the four main goals of a candidate’s strategic 

communication plan, and even as the nature of campaigns change, these goals remain constant.  

First, a candidate must illustrate what he thinks about himself.  He must clearly define his policy 

positions, show voters his personality and character, and explain how he is fit to represent and 

fight for them, if elected.  Second, he must demonstrate what he thinks about his opponent.  He 

must draw distinctions between himself and his opponent on their policy positions, values, moral 

character, and personality.  He needs to demonstrate why his opponent is less fit than he is to 

represent the voters.  From this, voters should develop a clear understanding of how the 

candidates are different and why one candidate is the obvious choice for them.  Third, the 

candidate must respond to what his opponent says about him.  This relates to the first goal, as the 

candidate must define himself before his opponent has the opportunity to do so.  The candidate 

must control the narrative about himself, so it is vital that he respond to and, if necessary, correct 

statements his opponent makes about him.  Finally, the candidate must respond to what the 
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opponent says about himself.  Just as the candidate wants to define his own narrative, he also 

wants to define the narrative of his opponent.  Therefore, a major goal of a campaign is to pay 

attention to what the opponent says about himself and use those statements to either draw a 

distinction between the two candidates or lessen the credibility of the opponent. 

This messaging strategy, defining oneself in relation to one’s opponent, is called the 

competitive method (Haynes, Flowers & Gurian, 2002).  Using this method, candidates try to 

show themselves in a positive light, while harming the stance of their opponents.  Candidates 

must convince the voters that they are best fit to represent them and that the opponent is not.  

Essentially, a candidate must prove that he is the only one qualified for the job of representing 

the district, state or country in government (Mayhew, 1974). 

Another messaging strategy candidates might employ is called the substantive method 

(Haynes, Flowers & Gurian, 2002).  In this strategy, instead of drawing a personal distinction 

between himself and his opponent, a candidate tries to market himself to a particular 

demographic or social group.  For example, a candidate trying to win the support of female 

voters might establish himself as someone in favor of equal pay for equal work, an issue that is 

important to many female voters.  Candidates can employ the substantive method by making 

policy announcements, responding to events, gaining the endorsement of interest groups, or 

endorsing other candidates with similar values. 

Regardless of which method is employed, a candidate needs to define himself as someone 

who will fight for those he represents, and this need is consistent throughout the history of 

American elections.  What is also constant is the need for elected representatives to ensure that 

they remain in office after they are first elected (Mayhew, 1974).  In order to do so, the official 

needs to “bid for favor before the public” (p. 18).  A member of Congress’s ability to stay in 
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office obviously depends on the voters continuing to believe that he deserves to be there.  

Therefore, it is vital that members of Congress consistently show the public that they are not just 

fit for the job, but the only one who can do it.  One way candidates and elected officials can do 

this is by effectively communicating with voters and constituents. 

The tactics discussed above continue to shape the foundation for campaigns, as they 

demonstrate campaigns’ overall goals.  While those goals remain constant, the ways by which 

they are achieved have evolved over time.  Burton and Shea (2010) build off of Marshall 

McLuhan’s 1964 argument that the “medium is the message” (p. 161).  While the message 

candidates are trying to present to the public is critical to their overall strategy, the way by which 

they present it is equally as telling about who they are as a communicator and public servant.  

People who have adopted new technologies—first email in the late 20th and early 21st centuries 

and now Facebook and Twitter—have the expectation that candidates for office adopt those 

technologies, as well (Johnson, 2011).  Likewise, voters probably develop negative opinions of 

candidates who do not adopt new technologies.  Lassen and Brown (2011) observed an increase 

in the use of Twitter among members of Congress, but were unable to point to a specific reason 

behind this new trend.  It seems reasonable to argue that candidates and elected officials see a 

need to communicate with the public in the same way the public does with one another.  If the 

medium is the message, using online tools that are part of the average voter’s daily 

communicative toolkit allows a candidate to say to the public that he not only understands how 

the public communicates, but also that he is just like them. 

Additionally, what is unique about Twitter is the opportunity for more immediate two-

way interaction.  The ability to create a dialogue on the Twitter platform makes it easier for 

campaigns and voters to engage with one another.  Because of this, campaigns can develop 
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stronger relationships with their supporters and more easily mobilize them (LaMarre & Suzuki-

Lambrecht, 2013).  Therefore, we expect that campaigns see engaging with voters as a beneficial 

practice that will payoff on Election Day. 

 

Campaigns in the 21st Century 

These developments have come about because of the introduction and increasing 

pervasiveness of social media in everyday life.  According to van Dijck (2013), social media 

platforms are “dynamic objects that are tweaked in response to their users’ needs and their 

owners’ objectives” (p. 7).  The power of social media rests in its ability to be flexible and adapt 

to new market demands.  As opposed to traditional media outlets, which set the news agenda and 

tell the audience what is important, social media platforms allow the users to decide what is 

important and what is not.  For example, the trending topics section on Twitter allows users to 

see what other people are talking about and feel is most important.  However, it is also important 

to note that traditional media outlets likely have an influence on these trending topics, as well.  

Regardless, social media platforms give the users autonomy over what information they want to 

consume. 

A common argument about social media platforms is that they demonstrate a shift from 

the consumption of professionally produced content to user-generated content.  While social 

media platforms allows user-generated content to be more prevalent, only 0.5-1.5% of users on 

the most popular platforms actually create their own original content (Manovich, 2009).  The rest 

of the population using social media platforms still goes online to consume other content.  This 

becomes important in political campaigns, because candidates need to find new ways to reach 
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out to the public on social media in response to this desire among the public to learn and gain 

new information from social media. 

Just as users of social media remain willing to use social media as a way to gain new 

information, research suggests that voters are also more willing to seek out political information 

on their own instead of relying on the media to provide them with information.  Smith (2011) 

finds that the Internet is now a major part of voters’ political learning process.  The study shows 

that in 2010, the majority of Internet users went online at some point to research something about 

the upcoming election.  Many voters also had some sort of political interaction on sites like 

Facebook and Twitter.  The study also finds that voters are not just interested in the races in 

which they personally will be voting, but races in other districts and states. 

At the same time, voters have changed their political decision-making process.  

According to Hayes (2009), voters are more likely to vote based on their partisan identification 

or ideology than just the personality of the candidate, even though candidates try to personalize 

themselves and their messages through television ads and other campaign materials.  However, it 

is possible that these personal messages are actually a manifestation of partisan beliefs.  For 

example, if a major part of a Republican’s messaging strategy is a personal portrayal of himself 

as a religious, family man, it could be that he is trying to position himself as a classic, 

conservative Republican and tell a partisan story, not a personal story. 

Overall, voters have a strong sense of the type of candidate for whom they want to vote, 

but they somehow need to find out who that specific candidate is.  Instead of relying on the 

media to find out, as was common in the past, voters are more compelled to seek out this 

information on their own by going online (Smith, 2011). 
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As a result, the structure and function of campaigns’ communication strategies have 

fundamentally changed.  Previously, campaigns had a top-down structure and were controlled 

largely by national political parties (Johnson, 2011).  Consultants, although they still play an 

incredibly large role in today’s modern campaign, previously took direction from party leaders in 

order to shape a campaign’s message and disseminate it to the public through the media. There 

was a strong emphasis on the morning newspapers and the nightly news publications, as they 

were the primary sources from which voters received information about candidates and their 

campaigns.  This model of journalism gave campaigns a significant amount of time to respond to 

stories or accusations.  If a campaign wanted to respond to a story that appeared in the morning 

newspaper, it had the entire day to do so because their next opportunity to reach the public was 

on the evening news.  A key aspect of this top-down structure is the one-way channel of 

communication.  Campaigns would disseminate information to the public but didn’t encourage 

the public to share information or engage with the campaign.  News organizations provided the 

most direct route possible from a campaign to the public, but because this communication was 

one way, the top-down structure of campaigns in the 20th century tended to limit the 

involvement of citizens (Johnson, 2011).   

Today, because voters are more compelled to seek out information on their own, they can 

skip over the media and find other ways to make political decisions.  In addition to relying on 

partisan cues, voters use social media to learn about candidates.  Campaigns, at the least the 

more successful ones, now limit the media’s access to the candidates, as well.  This trend is seen 

in the differences between the 2008 McCain presidential campaign and the 2008 Obama 

presidential campaign (Wallace and Dunn, 2011).  The McCain campaign longed for the media 

of campaigns past, the media that focused on issues rather than “gotcha moments.”  McCain 
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provided the media a lot of access with the hopes of the issues being the center of attention.  The 

Obama campaign, on the other hand, gave the media very little access and released information 

and multimedia packages on its own.  The Obama campaign let the media see what it wanted 

them to see.  The media could report on events and other things the candidate did and no one 

who worked on the campaign could leak anything to the press.  As the media now tries to focus 

on more “gotcha moments,” it is advantageous for campaigns to have strict control over what 

information is released to the public and campaigns are encouraged to find new ways to 

communicate with the public. 

Because voters “skip” the media and go directly to the campaign, campaigns do not have 

that same top-down structure that limited the involvement of citizens as they used to. Campaigns 

should, theoretically, try to be more engaged with ordinary citizens and are “fueled by the ease 

and access of online communication” (Johnson, 2011, p. 2).  However, it is not enough for a 

candidate to just have a Facebook page or a Twitter account.  In order for a campaign to 

successfully engage with the public online, they must seem authentic and establish a relationship 

with the audience (Johnson, 2011). 

The need to seem authentic is nothing new for campaigns.  Instead, it is an aspect of 

campaigning that translates into new forms of communication.  One way candidates tried to 

appear authentic in the past was through their television advertisements.  According to West 

(2011), in television commercials, candidates try to portray themselves as favorable, electable 

and familiar.  The voters’ emotional view of a candidate greatly informs their belief that the 

candidate is also viable.  As campaign communication becomes more targeted to reach certain 

audiences, it is important to see how these same tactics that candidates use in broader forms of 

communication, like television commercials, translate into their social media strategies. 
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In short, in order to seem viable, electable, favorable and familiar, we can assume that 

political candidates have begun to make social media and other online forms of communication a 

major part of their campaign messaging strategies.  However, we now need to develop a better 

understanding of how these new forms of communication are being used. 

 

Past Research on Campaigns in the Online Arena 

Many past studies have attempted to determine how candidates have incorporated new 

technologies into their campaigns for office.   The first campaign website, launched by now-

Senator Dianne Feinstein, was very simple.  Now, campaign websites have grown into very 

complex networks that allow members of the public to learn about the candidate, volunteer, 

donate to the campaign and interact with other supporters.  There was a rapid adoption of 

websites by campaigns and by 2000, a “substantial portion” of candidates running for office in a 

state legislative body used websites to communicate with their supporters (Herrnson, Stokes-

Brown and Hindman, 2007, p. 35).  Today, it is “virtually mandatory” for political candidates to 

have a campaign website, as nearly 92% of Senate candidates had campaign websites by 2004 

(Druckman, Kifer and Parkin, 2007, p. 426).   In 2006, 20% of voters reported that they went 

directly to candidates’ websites to learn about the campaign, demonstrating that websites had 

become a credible and desired way for people to become informed voters (Rainie and Horrigan, 

2007). By 2008, although websites hadn’t brought about a revolution in campaign strategy, there 

was an increase in multimedia content (Druckman, Kifer and Parkin, 2013).  This demonstrates a 

shift in online campaigning to make communication with the voters more interactive and casual, 

instead of strictly informative.  
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Additionally, the number of people who used the Internet as their primary news source 

increased by 17% between 2007 and 2010 (Kohut, Keeter, Doherty and Dimock , 2012).  While 

television is still the most popular way for people to consume news, the gap between television 

and the Internet has tightened, and projections suggest that the Internet will soon overtake 

television.  While many of the websites people visit are likely those of traditional news 

organizations, this new trend still represents a desire to consume information online and utilize 

sources other than traditional news broadcasts.  Therefore, in an effort to reach more voters, 

campaigns were compelled to take their platforms online, as well. 

This leads into the newest development in online campaign communication.  By 2012, 

over 80% of congressional candidates from both major political parties had Twitter accounts 

(Evans, Cordova & Sipole, 2014).  In just over two decades, online campaign communication 

has evolved from a simple, low-technology website to a robust apparatus using multiple 

methods, platforms and tools to reach voters. Doing so is not only a seemingly mandatory part of 

a campaign, but a major part, as well.  

However, not all candidates started using these new technologies at the same time or in 

the same way.  One factor that research suggests impacts whether or not websites were 

implemented in campaigns is the competitiveness of the race.  Druckman, Kifer and Parkin 

(2007) analyzed 444 congressional campaign websites over two election cycles and found that 

between the two elections, more candidates were willing to create a campaign website, but the 

extent to which the website was a major part of their overall campaign strategy depended on the 

competitiveness of the race.  In more competitive races, candidates were more likely to have 

more sophisticated websites and this is not simply because candidates in more competitive races 

had more resources.  In uncompetitive races where there was less chance of losing, candidates 
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did not see a website as a worthy investment of campaign funds.  Additionally, Druckman, Kifer 

and Parkin (2007) noted that there were fewer interactive features on websites of candidates in 

competitive races because it took away from the campaign’s ability to have total control of the 

messaging on the website. 

This trend also existed among candidates for state office (Herrnson, Stokes-Brown and 

Hindman, 2007).  Herrnson, Stokes-Brown and Hindman (2007, p. 35) also cite a number of 

other “strategic and structural factors” that might contribute to a candidate’s use of a website, 

including the amount of funds raised by the campaign, number of people in the district, the 

professionalism of the legislature, political party, the number of years he has been in office, or 

his ethnic background.  This study also looked at demographic data from each district in which 

the candidates ran for office to determine if there was some correlation between the population 

and the candidate’s technology use. 

Overall, Herrnson, Stokes-Brown and Hindman (2007) found that although there was 

some correlation between the demographic make-up of the district and the candidate’s 

technology use, the candidate’s background and the strategic and structural factors of the race 

played a more important role in determining whether or not a candidate used online forms of 

communication to reach voters.  In particular, candidates who were challengers or in a more 

competitive race were more likely to have a campaign website and have a more robust online 

presence (recruit volunteers, communicate with voters) than incumbents or candidates in 

uncompetitive races.  

Perhaps the most important strategic and structural factor influencing the adoption of a 

website or other online form of communication is incumbency.  Overall, incumbents are less 

likely adopt new technologies and use them as aggressively as challengers or open-seat 
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candidates (Druckman, Kifer and Parkin, 2007 & 2013; Gulati and Williams, 2007; Herrnson, 

Stokes-Brown and Hindman, 2007).  This could be the case for several reasons.  First, 

incumbents are likely more confident going into an election than a challenger and the often 

unknown challenger needs to introduce himself to the public.  The public probably already has a 

sense of who the incumbent is, so it is less important for him to use all channels possible to reach 

the public.  The incumbent might also not feel as though the election will be as challenging or 

competitive for him because, historically, incumbents have a much stronger advantage in 

elections over challengers (Jacobson, 2009) and benefit from more free media coverage than 

their opponents.  Finally, Karpf (in Vaccari & Nielsen, 2012) argues that the party that is not in 

power feels more compelled to find new, innovative ways to communicate with the public.  This 

can apply to non-incumbent candidates, as well, because they want to prove that they are the 

more forward-looking, relatable and “in-touch” candidate.  Therefore, they are more likely to try 

to communicate with the public in the same way members of the public communicate with one 

another. 

 

Messaging Strategies in an Online Environment 

According to Stromer-Galley (2000), there are three ways candidates can communicate 

with voters online.  The first is simple and static, where the candidates just articulate their own 

beliefs.  The second is called media interaction, in which the reader, in this case the voter, can 

engage with the content in some way by taking a subsequent action (ie. clicking a link to RSVP 

for a campaign event), but no conversation occurs between the candidate and the voter.  The 

third is human-to-human interaction, in which the candidate and the voter communicate directly 
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with each other and engage in a conversation.  These definitions of different types of engagement 

set the framework for looking at campaign communication in an online environment. 

However, not all campaign communication looks the same or has the same intended 

effect.  It is important to remember that different candidates may use new technologies 

differently based on their backgrounds and resources.  In order to determine those differences in 

usage, we need to determine what exactly the candidates are saying and doing on social media 

platforms like Twitter.  Interestingly, although many professionals emphasize the importance of 

creating an authentic relationship with the voters and engaging in a conversation with them on 

social media (Johnson, 2011; Rosenstiel & Mitchell, 2012), in 2012, neither presidential 

candidate did so.  Instead of using digital tools like Twitter to create a two-way avenue of 

communication between the candidate and the public, both the Obama campaign and the 

Romney campaign focused on promoting their own content and explaining their viewpoints 

(Rosenstiel & Mitchell, 2012). 

Congressional candidates, on the other hand, tended to focus more on voter engagement 

on Twitter.  Evans, Cordova and Sipole (2012) found more instances of voter mobilization and 

interaction on Twitter than instances where the candidates were simply pushing out information 

from their platforms.  Their work suggests that certain forms of communication may promote 

engagement without necessarily being part of a two-way dialogue.  These types of tweets, 

therefore, are considered forms of media interaction, as identified by Stromer-Galley (2000). 

Mobilitzation tweets, which often asked for a donation or told people to vote, are a form of 

engagement but do not necessarily imply a two-way interaction between the candidate and the 

voter.  However, the extent to which this quasi-engagement was conducted depended on many of 

the strategic and structural factors discussed above.  The most visible difference was, once again, 
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between incumbents and challengers.  Overall, congressional challengers in 2012 tweeted more 

than incumbents.  In those tweets, challengers were more likely to promote voter mobilization, 

perhaps by requesting that followers retweet something, sign a petition or sign up to volunteer 

for the campaign.  However, the differences in tweet content were not simply limited to voter 

engagement.  Challengers in 2012 were also more likely to attack their opponent.  Candidates 

who considered themselves “safe,” either because they were incumbents or because they were in 

noncompetitive races, were more likely to post tweets attacking the opposite party as a whole 

and not their opponent.  This keeps the attention on the candidate and his policies and not on the 

opponent.  Overall, most candidates, regardless of party or seat status, spent almost a third of 

their time on Twitter relaying personal information about themselves, like their families or 

hobbies (Evans, Cordova & Sipole, 2014).  This type of information humanizes that candidate 

and allows the voter to gain a better understanding of who the candidate is as a person, creating 

the illusion of a relationship between the candidate and the voter. 

It is also important to understand the target audience of candidates’ posts on Twitter and 

what is at stake in reaching them.  Not everyone has the same amount of access to digital media, 

either because they lack the means or the interest (van Dijk, 2004).  Therefore, those who follow 

politics online and seek out information about candidates might be fundamentally different than 

the rest of the general population.  For example, Hanson, Haridakis, Cunningham, Sharma and 

Ponder (2010) argue that social media audiences are actually less cynical about the political 

process than previously assumed.  In fact, what drives people to use social media to learn about 

politics is their own interest.  This is supported by Xenos and Moy (2007), who suggest that it is 

easier for candidates to engage online with people who have higher levels of interest in the 

political process.  According to Towner (2013), young adults who paid attention to political 
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events on social media were more likely to participate in the political process online.  Examples 

of online participation in the study are forwarding an email from a candidate or following a 

candidate on Twitter.  The study then found that those who participated in the political process 

online were more likely to vote on Election Day.  While this does not demonstrate a clear link, 

there is strong support for the claim that those who follow politics on social media are more 

likely to vote.  Therefore, it is important for candidates to try to reach this audience. 

These past studies demonstrate that the people following candidates on Twitter are more 

likely to have a higher level of interest in the candidate and the political process in general.  

Twitter users have to make an active decision to follow a candidate, making it more difficult for 

an uninterested user to accidentally encounter a candidate’s messages on Twitter like they would 

with a television advertisement. Because very few candidates use the Internet to try to reach 

undecided voters (Herrnson, Stokes-Brown & Hindman, 2007), it is likely that the people 

following candidates on sites like Twitter are already supporters, so the information candidates 

share on Twitter is attempting to rally the base and not necessarily intended to persuade 

undecided voters. 

While there is a significant amount of research about congressional candidates and their 

online communication methods, less research exists about Senate candidates specifically.  Senate 

candidates are unique in that they likely posses more name recognition and more resources.  

Additionally, because they have higher office aspirations and represent a larger portion of the 

population, Senate candidates likely want to create a more national presence and brand.  Voters 

today will go online to find out about races outside of their state in which they will not vote 

(Smith, 2011).  Therefore, since Senate candidates likely want to become more nationally 
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recognized, they might be more likely to have a more robust and active Twitter program.  

However, little research on this topic currently exists. 

Past studies show that there is a growing acceptance and implementation of online 

campaign tools.  Scholars and strategists alike suggest that the appeal of these new online tools 

lies in their ability to start a conversation and engage with voters.  At the same time, there is a 

strong desire among campaigns to tightly control campaign messages, so adding a second voice 

to the conversation—the voice of the voter—requires campaigns to give up some of this control 

(Druckman, Kifer & Parkin, 2007).  This tensions leads to the following questions: 

 How did candidates for the U.S. Senate in 2014 use Twitter to communicate with voters?  

Did candidates use Twitter to engage in a conversation with voters or did they use it for the one-

way promotion of their own ideas and platforms?  How does the use of Twitter as a way to 

engage with voters vary among candidates?  In response to these questions, I present the 

following hypotheses: 

H1: Because of campaigns’ strong desire to control campaign messages, candidates are 

more likely to use Twitter to continue to promote their own views on themselves and 

their opponents. 

H2: Following the findings of past studies, the biggest divides in usage will exist between 

safe and unsafe candidates.  Unsafe candidates are more likely to display higher levels of 

engagement on Twitter and are more likely to attack their opponents than safe candidates.   

 

Method 

In order to answer these research questions, I conducted a content analysis of tweets 

posted by the two major candidates in each race for the U.S. Senate between October 4, 2014 and 
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November 4, 2014, the month leading up to the 2014 midterm elections.  In total, 4,770 tweets 

were analyzed.  This constitutes 30% of all tweets collected during the designated time frame.1  

The sample was randomly selected, so the number of tweets selected for each candidate should 

accurately represent the actual Twitter environment created by the candidates.  

The Twitter accounts used in this study were identified through each candidates’ 

campaign website, so the accounts were the official campaign Twitter accounts, as opposed to an 

official Senate account of a candidate running for reelection.  A total of 67 accounts were 

analyzed.2   

Once the Twitter accounts were identified, tweets posted in the designated time range, 

including the start and end dates, were gathered using the Social Feed Manager at the George 

Washington University Gelman Library.  The tweets were then sorted by candidate. 

The tweets were coded by two coders using a predetermined coding scheme (see 

Appendix A).  Before coding the sample, each coder analyzed a test sample to establish inter-

coder reliability  Any discrepancies were discussed and the coding scheme was adjusted 

accordingly.  The coders ultimately established a level of inter-coder reliability that ranged 

between 92.2% and 100% (see Appendix B). 

The content of each tweet was coded as either “positive policy,” “positive character,” 

“attack on policy,” “attack on character,” “positive about another political entity,” “attack on 

another political entity,” “get-out-the-vote,” “general ask for support,” “call-to-action,” “non-

                                                
1 A total of 15,884 tweets were collected between October 4, 2014 and November 4, 2014. 
2 Although there were 36 Senate races in 2014, there were not 72 candidates.  One candidate ran 
unopposed and one candidate did not have a campaign Twitter account.  Two other candidates 
did not post any tweets during the time frame of this study.  One candidate did not tweet 
frequently enough for his tweets to be randomly selected for the sample, resulting in a total of 67 
candidates included in the sample. 
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campaign related,” “campaign activity,” “expression of thanks or gratitude” or “other.”  For full 

descriptions of each coding category, see Appendix A. 

The primary function of categorization section of the coding scheme was to determine the 

message being communicated through each specific tweet.  These messages helped establish the 

tone of a candidate’s Twitter presence and the main goals of his Twitter strategy by determining 

whether the candidate used the platform primarily to promote his own ideas or attack those of his 

opponent or create some sort of relationship with the voters. 

A number of secondary questions were also be asked about each tweet and coded 

accordingly.  These included whether a tweet mentioned the opponent’s Twitter handle, if the 

tweet was a retweet of someone else’s post, if the tweet was a reply to someone else’s post, if the 

tweet mentioned the Twitter handle of a journalist (someone who self-identifies as a journalist 

and is publicly affiliated with a news organization), if the tweet mentioned the Twitter handle of 

another political figure (not the opponent), if the tweet mentioned the Twitter handle of President 

Obama, if the tweet was written in the first-person voice of the candidate, or if the tweet 

indicated that the candidate wrote the tweet himself, often denoted by a dash and the candidate’s 

initials (ie. “–BO,” if the tweet was personally written by Barack Obama). 

This part of the coding scheme is used to determine the level of engagement between a 

candidate and his Twitter audience.  Retweeting and replying to other people’s tweets suggest a 

higher level of engagement, as the candidates using this method are attempting to engage in a 

conversation with the audience or interact with them in some way.  Likewise, tweets directed at 

other political figures suggest a willingness to interact, but only with political elites and not with 

the voting public.  Tweets indicating that the candidate wrote them himself suggest a desire to 

create a more personal connection with the voters. 
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Finally, strategic and structural factors related to the candidates’ backgrounds were 

considered.  We coded for party affiliation, seat status (incumbent, challenger, or open-seat 

challenger), competitiveness of the race, expected outcome, actual outcome, number of years the 

candidate has been in the office for which they were running, age and gender.  Competitiveness 

of the race and expected outcome were determined using the rankings published by the Cook 

Political Report (2014).  In this study, races that were predicted as either “Solid Democrat,” 

“Solid Republican,” “Likely Democrat” or “Likely Republican” were considered uncompetitive 

and races that were predicted as either “Lean Democrat,” “Lean Republican” or “Toss Up” were 

considered competitive.  For a breakdown of the characteristics of candidates used in the sample 

and their background characteristics, see Appendix D. 

This part of the coding scheme is important because past research suggests that 

implementation of new campaign technology varies based on these background factors.  This 

study’s hypotheses predict that the content of tweets and level of engagement they create vary 

based on these factors, as well. 

 

Results 

The total number of tweets in the sample per candidate ranged from just two (0.04% of 

the sample) to 446 (9.4% of the sample.)  As predicted in H1, candidates were most likely to 

promote their own ideas and push out their own content (Table 1).  Tweets that were coded as 

any variation of promotional or attack statements were considered as candidates’ views and are 

therefore the candidate’s “own content”.  Approximately 38% of all tweets were either 

promotional or attack statements.  These types of tweets demonstrate a one-way channel of 

communication between the candidate and the voter.  When a candidate just presents his idea, it 
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does not allow for any conversation between himself and the voter reading it.  As past literature 

demonstrates, candidates want to have as much control over their message as possible (Wallace 

and Dunn, 2011).  Adding another voice to the conversation takes away some of that control, 

which helps explain why candidates tended to simply promote their own ideas instead of 

interacting with voters on Twitter. 

Table 1 
Overall Distribution of Tweets by Category 

Content Category Percentage of Total Tweets 
Positive/Promotional 20.9 
Attack 17.0 
Get Out The Vote 12.5 
General Ask for Support 1.5 
Call-To-Action 6.0 
Non-campaign Personal 4.7 
Event or update 26.2 
Thanks 6.8 
Other 4.4 
 N = 4770 

  

 Candidates were second most likely to provide followers on Twitter with updates about 

their campaign or events they would be attending.  A campaign update or event tweet 

demonstrates a form of “media interaction” (Stromer-Galley, 2000) between the candidates and 

voters.  While this type of tweet is not demonstrative of a two-way conversation, it provides the 

opportunity for engagement in the future.  For example, if the tweet lets a voter know about a 

rally the candidate is hosting in three days time, the voter can then attend the rally and possibly 

interact with the candidate while there.  The tweet itself is not a form of two-way interaction, but 

it allows the voter to be more involved with the campaign and increases the likelihood that the 

voter might engage with the candidate in the future.  By posting this, the candidate maintains 

control over his message, but it shows that the candidate has some interest in engaging with the 

voters instead of just promoting his own content.  Similarly, when a campaign posts an update 



CAMPAIGN MESSAGING & ENGAGEMENT ON TWITTER  
 

24 

about what the candidate did on a given day, it allows the voters to get a glimpse into the 

candidate’s life and creates more transparency in the campaign.  This does not create a direct 

relationship between the candidate and a voter, but by learning more about the candidate’s 

activities and the campaign, the voter arguably feels more connected to the campaign.  These 

types of tweets can make voters feel as though they are on the campaign trail with the candidate, 

even though they are not. 

 Another frequently posted type of statement on Twitter encouraged followers to go vote 

for the candidate.  Again, while this is not a two-way interaction between the candidate and the 

voter, it demonstrates that the campaign requires both players.  The voter plays a crucial role in 

the candidates’ success, and a “Get Out The Vote” tweet reminds the Twitter follower that they 

have an important job to do and that the candidate depends on them.  This arguably allows some 

type of relationship to develop between the voter and the candidate.  Because these types of 

tweets demonstrate the important role that voters play in the electoral process, voters could be 

made to feel that they, too, are part of the campaign instead of just a bystander.  However, these 

types of tweets are not examples of pure two-way engagement on the social media platform. 

 The best examples of human-to-human, two-way interaction in this sample are tweets in 

which the candidate replied to a Twitter user.  Retweets were not used to study two-way 

interaction because the coders observed that most of the retweeted posts originated from a 

campaign staffer.  Therefore, in those cases, the candidate simply restated his platform.  Replies 

are examples of two-way engagement because they suggest that the candidate (or the campaign 

staffer running his Twitter account) read and acknowledged what the Twitter user said and then 
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reacted to it and responded.  In this research sample, these types of interactions were rare.  Only 

4.19% of all tweets were replies, excluding tweets posted by New Jersey Senator Cory Booker.  

Booker’s tweets were excluded from the replies analysis because his behavior on Twitter in this 

category made him an extreme outlier.  Seventy-eight percent of all of Booker’s tweets were 

replies, so his posts alone made up the majority of replies taken from the overall sample.  His 

replies were excluded from the general sample of replies for the purpose of gaining a better 

Table 2 
Distribution of Replies by Candidate Characteristic 

Characteristic Percentage of Total Replies Replies as Percentage of 
Total Tweets 

Party   
Democrat 51.4 4.2 
Republican 48.1 4.1 

Seat Status   
Incumbent 35.4 3.6 
Non-incumbent 64.6 4.6 

Competitiveness   
Competitive 68 4.8 
Uncompetitive 32 3.2 

Predicted Outcome   
Expected to Win 14.9 3.7 
Tossup 70.0 4.8 
Expected to Lose 17.1 3.0 

Years in Office   
0 years in office 64.6 4.4 
0-12 years in office 30.4 6.1 
13-24 years in office 3.9 1.1 
25 years or more in office 1.1 1.9 

Age   
44 or less 16.0 6.3 
45-64 73.5 4.5 
65 or more 10.5 2.1 

Gender   
Male 85.6 4.9 
Female 14.4 2.2 

Outcome   
Won 44.8 3.9 
Lost 55.2 4.5 
 N = 181 N = 4324 
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understanding of how this form of tweeting was used by candidates with more average Twitter 

presences.  However, because Booker’s behavior is unique and interesting in its own right, it will 

be discussed in further detail later.  

Although it was rare for a candidate to reply to another Twitter user, analysis of those 

tweets that are replies supports H2.  Overall, candidates considered less “safe” (either because 

they were in a competitive race, were not an incumbent and therefore lacked the incumbency 

advantage, or were in tossup races) were more likely to reply to other Twitter users than 

candidates considered more safe (Table 2).  This research suggests that stark differences in 

engagement exist between safe and unsafe candidates. 

 Of the tweets in the sample that were replies, 68% were posted by candidates in 

competitive races, whereas just 32% were posted by candidates in uncompetitive races.  

Similarly, 70% of replies were posted by candidates in races determined to be tossups.  

Additionally, 64.6% of replies were posted by non-incumbent candidates (either challengers or 

open-seat candidates).  These results demonstrate the vast differences in Twitter usage that exist 

between safe and unsafe candidates.   

Just as Karpf (2012) suggests that the party not in power is more willing to find more 

innovative ways to communicate with the public, this research demonstrates that those with a 

lower likelihood of victory are willing to do the same.  Although adding the voice of the voter to 

campaign communication is riskier because it reduces the control of the campaign, it can have a 

higher payoff for the candidates.  By directly communicating with more voters on Twitter, voters 

can become more engaged with the candidates and develop a stronger affinity toward them.  In 

turn, the candidates hope, the voters will cast their ballots for them on Election Day.  This helps 

explain why less safe candidates, like the ones discussed above, were more likely to interact with 
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voters.  Because victory was uncertain or they lacked the advantages of incumbency, unsafe 

candidates were more compelled to find new ways to interact with voters.  Safer candidates did 

not feel as compelled to do so because they were more likely to win their races.  While this study 

does not address the impact replies had on voting behavior, the results give no indication that 

candidates who engaged with voters more frequently on Twitter were more likely to ultimately 

win their races (Table 2).  In fact, more replies came from candidates who lost than won.  

Interestingly, there was not a major difference between Democrats and Republicans in terms of 

replies.  Replies made up almost the same share of the total number of tweets posted by a 

candidate, regardless of party. 

Slight differences did emerge between candidates based on their age, gender and years in 

office (Table 2).  Replies made up the largest share of the total number of tweets posted by an 

age group for candidates who were less than 44-years-old. However, candidates between age 45 

and 65 posted the largest percentage of replies in the sample.  The former statistic is more 

significant because there were very few candidates under the age of 44 and most were between 

the ages of 45 and 65, making it reasonable to expect that more replies would come from older 

candidates.  These results therefore suggest that younger candidates placed a heavier emphasis 

on replies within their own Twitter strategy.  Younger candidates, who are also more likely to be 

non-incumbents, probably want to appear youthful and in touch with voters, so they interact with 

voters more on Twitter.  Also, they might be more likely to use Twitter in their personal lives.  In 

terms of gender, male candidates posted more replies than female candidates.  However, the 

proportion of replies posted by each gender is similar to the proportion of candidates of each 

gender.  Therefore, it appears as though men and women replied to other Twitter users at a 

similar rate.  Additionally, as the number of years a candidate had been in office increased, the 
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number of replies posted decreased.  The longer a candidate is in office, the stronger their 

incumbency advantage likely grows.  Therefore, the more certain they are they will remain in 

office the less they likely they are to engage with voters on Twitter. 

Table 3 
Content of Replies 

Content Category Percentage of Total Tweets 
Positive/Promotional 9.9 
Attack 2.8 
Get Out The Vote 6.6 
General Ask for Support 3.3 
Call-To-Action 2.2 
Non-campaign Personal 6.1 
Event or update 9.9 
Thanks 49.7 
Other 9.4 
 N = 181 

 

The content of replies also suggests that candidates who post replies tweet differently 

than the average political candidate.  Whereas non-reply tweets were primarily a reiteration of 

the candidate’s personal or political beliefs, replies were more likely to be directed toward 

specific voters.  Nearly half of the replies posted by candidates (excluding Booker) were 

expression of thanks or gratitude (Table 3).  In these instances, the candidate usually thanked 

someone for volunteering or voting.  These results demonstrate that the few candidates who did 

engage with voters did so in order to communicate different messages than they would through a 

more traditional media strategy.  Instead of just pushing out their own content, they spoke 

directly to the voters.  This suggests that even though engagement on Twitter is rare, for those 

that choose to engage, the platform is not just used as an extension of traditional strategies.  

Instead of just rearticulating their opinions, they say something different to the voter.  However, 

these types of posts come at little risk to the candidates because the content is unlikely to be 

controversial.  By saying thank you, they appear as though they are engaging with voters and 
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acknowledging the work they did and the contributions they made, but there is little substance in 

these tweets.  Because of this, these types of tweets are not examples of two-way interaction and 

instead should be classified as “media interaction.” 

 

Case Study: Cory Booker 

 As previously noted, New Jersey Senator Cory Booker’s tweets were excluded from the 

analysis of replies because of his abnormally high number of replies.  Of all candidates included 

in the sample, Booker tweeted the most, as his tweets made up nearly 10% of the entire sample.  

Of Booker’s tweets included in the research sample, 78% were identified as replies, making his 

activity on Twitter notable.  Booker is also one of the few public officials reported to actually 

write his own tweets, so as an example of a candidate who uses Twitter as an engagement tool, 

analysis of his behavior is particularly interesting. 

 Of Booker’s replies, approximately 40% were categorized as “Other.”  Many of these 

replies said statements like “Cool!” or “That’s awesome!” Because these tweets were read out of 

context, it was impossible for the coders to know to what these tweets were referring.  However, 

with more context, the tweets could have been placed into more specific categories.  Regardless, 

Booker still responded to a voter and expressed an interest in their opinions, allowing him to 

appear as though he engaged with his audience. 

 Unlike other candidates who replied, Booker did not use replies to thank voters.  Instead, 

he gave updates on campaign events or posted positive statements about himself.  These were 

also popular categories for the tweets of other candidates, but what sets Booker’s tweets apart is 

that they were replies.  Booker communicated the same messages as other candidates but did so 

in a way that allowed him to engage in a conversation with voters.  While it is unclear what 
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impact his more engaging tweets had on the voters, Booker is an example of a candidate who 

uses Twitter, particularly the reply function, to communicate with voters in a way that’s very 

different than other candidates.  Despite this, his behavior still supports the claim that candidates 

attempt to appear as though they engage with voters online.  By using Twitter heavily, Booker 

likely appears as though he thrives off of engaging with voters, even if many of his posts are a  

simple, low-risk, “Awesome!” 

 This type of behavior on Twitter benefits Booker in many ways.  First, it allows voters 

and other people on Twitter to get to know him more and feel as though they have a glimpse into 

his everyday life.  By using Twitter frequently, Booker seems more in touch with how people 

today like to communicate.  However, more importantly, his aggressive use of Twitter also earns 

him media attention.  As a result, he becomes a more salient figure in the minds of Americans, 

which is especially important in building a national brand.  Even though Booker is one of the few 

candidates who actually engaged in conversation with voters, his behavior still supports the idea 

that it is important for a candidate to appear as though he engages.  It helps them craft a persona 

to which people can relate and build support for future political ambitions.  Research after future 

elections could determine whether Booker’s behavior on Twitter continues to be an abnormality 

or if other candidates try to establish a similar online presence.  

 

Additional Measures of Engagement 

Divisions between candidates didn’t just emerge when analyzing their likelihood to reply 

to another user on Twitter.  These divisions were also apparent in the analysis of the content of 

tweets posted by political candidates.  These findings continue to lend support to the claim that 

the biggest divide is between less safe candidates with more at stake and safer candidates.  For 
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example, in 2014, Republicans were the party out of power and wanted to regain control of 

Congress.  As past research has shown, the party out of power is more likely to find more 

innovative ways to communicate with the public.   

Table 4 
Distribution of Attack Statements by Candidate Characteristic 

Characteristic Percentage of Attacks Percentage of Total Tweets 
Democrat 45.2 13.9 
Republican 53.8 20.9 
Incumbent 39.0 14.4 
Non-incumbent 61.0 19.3 
Competitive 64.7 20.6 
Uncompetitive 35.3 12.9 
 N = 812 N = 4770 

 

Although there was not a major difference between the two major parties regarding their 

likelihood to have a conversation with other Twitter users, this study demonstrates that 

Republican Senate candidates were more likely to post negative or attack statements on Twitter 

than Democrats (Table 4).  While attack statements are not necessarily considered innovative and 

certainly not interactive, like replies, they come at a greater expense to the candidate posting 

them, as he runs the risk of damaging his personal character by “going negative.”  Likewise, the 

degree to which candidates in competitive races were more likely than candidates in 

uncompetitive races to post attack statements was greater than their likelihood to post positive 

statements about themselves.  Candidates in competitive races posted about half of the positive 

statements identified in the sample, but nearly 65% of the attack statements identified.  A similar 

pattern exists for incumbents and non-incumbents.  If attack statements are to be considered 

riskier and therefore more innovative, these unsafe candidates’ more aggressive usage of them 

supports the assumption that less safe candidates are more likely to post more innovative content.  

To be clear, these findings do not suggest that an attack statement is an engaging statement.  
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They do, however, support the idea that less safe candidates are more willing to make politically 

riskier decisions when communicating with voters. 

 The same trend holds true for content that is more engaging than simply promoting one’s 

own ideas but not part of a two-way conversation.  An important metric for “media interaction”, 

or that middleground in which the candidate provides information that could lead to more direct 

engagement in the future, is the candidates’ use of Get Out The Vote statements and campaign or 

event updates.  These types of posts demonstrates that even in cases where candidates are not 

actually engaging with voters but just creating the illusion of it, less safe candidates do so at a 

greater rate than safe candidates.  For example, non-incumbent candidates were more likely than 

incumbents to post campaign updates, just as candidates in competitive races were more likely 

than candidates in uncompetitive races to do the same.  While these types of posts do not offer 

the same kind of two-way interaction that a reply does, it demonstrates some effort on behalf of 

the candidates to appear as though they are giving the voters a glimpse into their lives on the 

campaign trail. 

Table 5 
Secondary Tweet Characteristics 

Characteristic Percentage of Total Tweets 
Mentions opponent 6.6 
Retweet 26.6 
Reply 4.2* 
Mentions journalist 1.3 
Mentions other figure 9.4 
Mentions Obama 3.7 
First-person voice 18.7 
Indicates candidate wrote 1.5 
*excluding tweets posted by Cory Booker (@CoryBooker) 

 

Overall, candidates are reluctant to actually engage with voters on Twitter, likely because 

they do not want to give up the control of their messaging and introduce a potentially 
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destabilizing voice into the conversation.  Instead, they post tweets that fall into the middle 

ground of “media interaction” by creating the illusion that they are engaging.  The strongest 

example of this is the heavy reliance on reply tweets to thank voters, as previously discussed.  

However, the nature of the tweets, and not just the content, demonstrates this, as well (Table 5).  

For example, 26% of tweets in the sample were retweets, but many of them appeared to originate 

from campaign staffers or other people well-versed in the talking points of the campaign.  If a 

candidate were actually willing to engage, he would retweet something posted by a voter.  

However, this would require the candidate to allow an unvetted voice into his official Twitter 

feed, so it takes some control away from the campaign.  By retweeting campaign staffers, whose 

Twitter handles are often just their names and do not indicate in the handles that they work for 

the campaign, the candidate makes it look like he is specially recognizing what someone else 

said, but in reality he just rearticulates messages the campaign has already approved. 

Similarly, it was rare for a tweet to indicate that a candidate wrote it himself (usually by 

putting his initials at the end of it).  However, about 20% of tweets were written in the first-

person voice of the candidate.  Like the Get Out The Vote and campaign update tweets, these 

posts make candidates look more engaging because it sounds as though the candidate is talking 

directly to the reader on a platform used by millions of average people.  However, it is 

impossible to know, within the scope of this study, whether or not the candidate actually wrote 

the tweet.  We can assume that many of the posts were actually written by campaign staffers.  

Further research into the staffing structure and resources campaigns could help make this 

distinction. 
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Many candidates also used hashtags in their tweets, which also allows the candidate to 

appear as though he is engaging with other people without actually doing so.3  Using a hashtag 

allows the candidate to appear as though he is entering into a larger, pre-existing conversation, 

but he does so using his approved talking points.  This gives more Twitter users the opportunity 

to see messages from the candidate in their daily lives and demonstrates an effort on behalf of 

the candidate to reach more people, but he still does not fully engage with voters by using 

hashtags. 

A small number of tweets also included the handle of opponent, which, at a glance, one 

would assume meant that the candidate engaged with his opponent on Twitter.  However, these 

are just more examples of a candidate creating the illusion of engagement.  Instead of using an 

opponent’s handle to talk to their opponent, candidates used this tactic to talk about their 

opponent.  This was also the case for tweets that mentioned the handles of other political figures.  

These tweets were not part of a larger back-and-forth conversation, so even though they mention 

other people, they are not examples of engagement.  It was also incredibly rare for a candidate to 

mention the handle of a journalist, demonstrating that they chose not to engage in a conversation, 

or even appear as though they were, with someone who is likely to be a harsh critic. 

 

Conclusion 

 Conventional wisdom would predict that because of Twitter’s interactive nature, 

candidates who use the platform use it to engage with voters.  However, this study demonstrates 

that candidates do not use Twitter to converse with voters.  In the cases where candidates do not 

simply rearticulate their opinions on themselves and their opponents, candidates use Twitter to 

                                                
3 Although this study did not code for hashtags, future studies could incorporate the use of 
hashtags into their methodology using the same dataset. 
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create the illusion that they are engaging with voters without giving up any control of their 

messaging.  This trend is widespread among candidates.  Still, a small portion of the tweets in the 

sample demonstrates that some candidates are more willing to engage than others, even if the 

more engaging posts lack rich substance.  This study proves that the use of Twitter by political 

candidates is not uniform and the variation among candidates follows historical trends in the 

adoption of new campaign technology.  Twitter activity and behavior varies widely based on a 

candidate’s background and the nature of his or her race for the Senate.  Although engagement 

was not as common as one would assume, the small amount of engaging political behavior on 

Twitter does highlight these important differences between candidates.  Overall, candidates in 

unsafe races were more likely to give up some of the control of their messages and add a second 

voice to their campaign communications.  These candidates, either those who were not 

incumbents or ran in unpredictable or competitive races, were more likely to reply to their 

followers tweets and engage in a conversation.  Additionally, they were more likely to post more 

content that provided an opportunity for later engagement, as opposed to just articulating their 

own established opinions.  This specific type of behavior demonstrates an effort on behalf of 

candidates to look like they engage with voters on Twitter, when in reality they continue to 

communicate through one-way channels. 

 While this study closely analyzes what candidates said on Twitter and how they used it to 

engage with voters, it does not measure the impact their tweets had on voters opinions and if they 

played any role in the actual outcome of the race.  Although candidates who were more engaging 

on Twitter were not any more likely to win their races, future research could investigate how a 

candidate’s Twitter presence impacts a voter’s view of him or her and their decision when they 

step into the voting booth.  Future research could also use hashtags as a measure of engagement 
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and determine how candidates use hashtags to enhance their content on Twitter.  Another 

important facet of this field of research but outside the scope of this study is the role of campaign 

staffers and resources.  Because we predict that staffers actually write many of the tweets, we can 

assume that campaigns with more resources have more staffers dedicated to crafting tweets.  

Future studies could attempt to find a relationship between campaign resources and expenditures 

and the nature of the content posted by campaigns on Twitter. 

 Overall, this study performs an important biennial duty.  After every election, it is 

important to take a new look at how candidates are adapting to technological change.  As the 

technologies used by candidates change, scholars and strategists should gain a better sense of 

whether or not candidates’ overall messages also change.  This study reveals that campaign 

messaging hasn’t yet developed into a form that mirrors the interactivity of the Twitter platform, 

but candidates clearly want to appear as though they use Twitter to engage with voters without 

actually do so.  This apparent desire is even stronger among less safe candidates, a finding that 

fits into a longer history of the uneven adoption of new campaign technology among different 

types of candidates.   
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Appendix A 

Instructions for Coding 
 

DIRECTIONS: 
 
For each tweet, please answer Questions 1-9.  Record the specified number for each answer in 
the provided spreadsheet in the column designated for each question. 
 
Example: 
 
Tweet: “Great turnout at Rosenbauer in Lyons to talk about how crucial mfg and 
workforce dev is to the SD economy. #sdsen http://t.co/QWUJWz3Dep” 
 
This tweet should be categorized as “Update on campaign event or development,” so in the 
column labeled Q1, record “11” for this tweet. 
 
DO NOT change the order of the tweets in the spreadsheet 
 
DO NOT edit any existing material in the spreadsheet.  The researcher has already populated the 
spreadsheet with the responses to the questions entitled: PARTY, SEATSTATUS, 
YEARSINOFFICE, AGE, GENDER, COMPETITIVE, DEGREE_COMPETITIVE, and 
OUTCOME.  Do not edit any of this information. 
 
Q1. Overall, the content of the tweet is: 

1. Promotional policy—a statement that attempts to highlight or bring favorable attention 
to the candidate based on his voting history and policy platform or explains a policy or 
policy position 

- highlights the candidate’s view on a SPECIFIC policy or idea 
- saying that the candidate will advocate for something broad or a large group 

of people DOES NOT fit in this category 
- Example: I believe that we need a law that requires background checks for all 

gun purchases. 
2. Promotional character/values—a statement that attempts to highlight or bring favorable 

attention to the candidate based on his character (ie. Family, religion, ideology) 
- statements about family, religion, ideology, or broad values 
- commitment to fight for a specific group of people or broad issue 
- Example: I believe that all Americans deserve equal rights. 
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3. Promote other entity—a statement that attempts to positively associate the candidate 
with another political figure or entity in order to demonstrate an alliance, endorsement or 
similarity (can be an individual, organization, or party) 

- candidate tries to associate himself with another political figure in a positive 
way 

- Simply appearing at an event with another figure DOES NOT fit in this 
category.  That would fit in category #11. 

- INCLUDES thanking another political figure for their general support or 
endorsement. 

- Example: I am proud to stand with Senator Booker in his fight for New Jersey. 
4. Attack policy—a negative statement about the opponent’s policy positions or voting 

history 
- criticizes opponent because of a view on a SPECIFIC policy or idea 
- Example: My opponent recklessly voted in favor of Obamacare, a policy we 

just can’t afford. 
5. Attack character/values—a negative statement about the opponent’s character 

(including ideology) 
- criticizes opponent because of personal quality or value 
- Example: My opponent refuses to accept that climate change is manmade. 

6. Attack other entity— a statement that attempts to negatively associate the opponent 
with another political figure or entity in order to demonstrate an alliance, endorsement or 
similarity (can be individual, organization, or party) 

- criticizes the opponent for associating with or being similar to another 
political figure 

- Example: My opponent voted with Obama 99% of the time.  We have to stop 
the Obama-Hagan agenda. 

7.  “Get Out the Vote”—a statement that encourages people to vote or provides logistical 
information about the election. 

- tells readers to submit an absentee ballot, early vote, or go to their polling 
place 

- demands readers ACT or do something specific 
- a statement that simply asks for support or says the candidates “hopes” the 

reader votes for him DOES NOT fit in this category. 
- Example: Today is the day!  Polls are open until 7 p.m.  Go vote!! 

8. General ask for support—a general statement that expresses that the candidate hopes 
you support his campaign and vote for him. 

- DOES NOT ask the voter to take a specific action after reading (ie. Making a 
donation, voting, etc.).  Tweets of those nature fit into other categories. 

- Simply asks for support in the election  
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- Example: On election day, we’ll have a clear choice for our future.  I hope I 
can count on your support. 

9. Call-to-action—a statement that asks the Twitter user to take some specific action after 
reading, such as making a donation, signing a petition, retweeting, or calling another 
political figure. 

- most likely asks the reader to click and follow a specific link included in the 
tweet immediately after reading the post 

- Example: Sign this petition demanding Congress end the government 
shutdown! 

10. Non-campaign related personal statement— a statement that describes something that 
the candidate did that is not necessarily part of his campaign activities, but reveals 
something about the candidate’s character, values, or daily life. 

- Example: Today I stopped by Johnnie’s Homemade Ice Cream with my kids 
and we had a great time! 

11. Update on campaign event or development—a statement that describes an event that 
the candidate either went to for his campaign or will be attending.  These tweets often let 
voters know where the candidate will be and how they can attend, as well.   

- events that are seemingly related to campaign activities, unlike category #10. 
- INCLUDES tweets that mention the candidate appeared at an event with 

another political figure or thanks another political figure for attending a 
SPECIFIC event. 

- Example: This afternoon we’re having a rally in Grant Park.  I hope to see 
you there! 

- Example: Thanks to Hillary Clinton for stopping by our event today! 
12. Expression of gratitude or thanks for support—a statement that thanks an individual 

or the candidate’s followers for a specific action (ie. Following them, volunteering, 
voting, etc.) 

- A tweet that just says “Thanks, Bob” DOES NOT fit in this category.  That 
should be marked as other since the context of their conversation is 
unavailable. 

- Example: @NJVoter Thanks for your vote!! 
13. Other—a tweet that does not fall into any of the above categories or is seemingly 

irrelevant or unrelated to the campaign. 
 

Q2. Does the tweet mention the opponent’s Twitter handle? 
1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Q3. Is the tweet a retweet of someone else’s tweet? 

1. Yes 
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2. No 
 
Q4. Is the tweet a reply to someone else’s tweet? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Q5. Does the tweet mention the Twitter handle of a journalist (self-identifies as a journalist and 
is publicly affiliated with a news organization)? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Q6. Does the tweet mention the Twitter handle of another political figure (not the candidate or 
opponent)? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Q7. Does the tweet mention President Obama (either using his Twitter handle or just his name)? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Q8. Is the tweet written in the first-person voice of the candidate? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Q9. Does the tweet indicate that the candidate wrote the tweet him/herself (most likely using his 
initials, ie. –BO)? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
PARTY: The candidate’s political party affiliation is: 

1. Democrat 
2. Republican 
3. Independent 
4. Other 

 
SEATSTATUS: The candidate is a(n): 

1. Incumbent 
2. Challenger 
3. Neither (the seat is open) 
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YEARSINOFFICE: If the candidate is an incumbent, s/he has been in the office for which s/he is 
running: 

1. 0 years (the candidate has not held this office before) 
2. 0-6 years 
3. 7-12 years 
4. 13-18 years 
5. 19-24 years 
6. 25 years or more 

 
AGE: The candidate’s age in years is: 

1. 34 or less 
2. 35-44 
3. 45-54 
4. 55-64 
5. 65-74 
6. 74 or more 

 
GENDER: The candidate is: 

1. Male 
2. Female 
3. Other 

 
COMPETITIVE: Before the election, was this race considered: 

1. Competitive 
2. Uncompetitive 

 
DEGREE_COMPETITIVE: Before the election, this race was considered and predicted to be a: 

1. Solid loss 
2. Likely loss 
3. Lean loss 
4. Tossup 
5. Lean win 
6. Likely win 
7. Solid win 

 
OUTCOME: What was the outcome of the race for this candidate? 

1. This candidate was elected. 
2. This candidate was not elected. 

 
 



CAMPAIGN MESSAGING & ENGAGEMENT ON TWITTER  
 

42 

Appendix B 

 

Appendix C 

Secondary Tweet Characteristics as a Percentage of Total Tweets 
 
Tweet 

 
Incumbent 

Non-
Incumbent 

 
Competitive 

Not 
competitive 

Expected 
Win 

 
Tossup 

Expected 
Loss 

 
N 

Mentions 
opponent 6.3 6.7 7.8 5.2 1.4 7.8 9.4 4770 

Retweet 19.1 33.1 24.0 29.6 21.0 24.0 21.0 4770 
Reply 3.6 4.6 4.8 3.3 3.7 4.8 3.0 4324 
Mentions 
journalist 0.9 1.6 1.2 1.4 0.9 1.2 2.0 4770 

Mentions 
Other 9.7 9.1 10.4 8.2 8.8 10.4 7.5 4770 

Mentions 
Obama 3.0 4.3 4.8 2.6 2.2 4.8 3.0 4770 

First-
person 16.3 20.7 16.0 21.8 26.6 16.0 16.3 4770 

Indicates 
candidate 
wrote 

2.5 0.6 1.2 1.8 1.9 1.2 1.6 4770 

 

 

 

 

 

Intercoder Reliability 
Variable Percent Agreement Scott’s Pi 
Q1—Category 92.22689076 0.909218133 
Q2—Mentions Opponent 98.31932773 0.885604422 
Q3—Retweet 97.68907563 0.944228752 
Q4—Reply 98.7394958 0.857028434 
Q5—Mentions journalist 99.57983193 0.747881356 
Q6—Mentions other pol. figure 97.68907563 0.836800848 
Q7—Mentions Obama 98.52941176 0.812845789 
Q8—First person voice 95.58823529 0.771381523 
Q9—Indicates candidate wrote 100 1 
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Appendix D 

Characteristics of 2014 U.S. Senate Candidates 
Characteristic Number of Candidates Percentage of Candidates 

Party   
Democrat 32 47.8 
Republican 34 50.7 
Independent 1 1.5 

Seat Status   
Incumbent 27 40.3 
Challenger 25 37.3 
Open Seat 15 22.4 

Years in Office   
0 years 41 61.2 
0-6 years 13 19.4 
7-12 years 3 4.5 
13-18 years 7 10.4 
19-24 years 1 1.5 
25 years or more 2 3.0 

Age   
34 or less 1 1.5 
35-44 8 11.9 
45-54 16 23.9 
55-64 26 38.8 
65-74 12 17.9 
75 or more 4 6.0 

Gender   
Male 53 79.1 
Female 14 20.9 

Competitiveness   
Competitive 24 35.8 
Uncompetitive 43 64.2 

Predicted Outcome   
Expected Loss 21 31.4 
Tossup 24 35.8 
Expected Win 22 32.9 

Outcome   
Won 36 53.7 
Lost 31 46.3 

  N = 67 
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