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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Section A: Prologue 

Over the last decade, political campaigns have increasingly used social media to help 

shape the public’s perceptions of candidates. Social media is an online communication network 

which allows the public to produce original content through platforms such as Facebook, 
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to be straightforward, honest, and factual responses, and are often best constructed by 

professional communicators.  

The digital approach to marketing is growing among all industries, ultimately causing 

social media to be a strong force within marketing. According to Nadler (2016), the journalistic 

approach of marketing is focused on the consumers feedback, driving the actions of news 

producers, including how they present and portray current events, products, and initiate 

discussion in the media. This demand-driven approach leaves journalists with both an 

opportunity and problem at hand, as the feedback of consumers is nearly unpredictable. Precise 

data feedback is enabled through marketing information systems and the distribution of data. As 

stated by Tsiakis (2015), a business’s success depends heavily on the marketing and advertising 

techniques used within a franchise. 

Mahoney (2012) writes that social media is customizable, as the profile holder has close 

to complete control over the posts and account they see, like, and follow on their own feed, with 

few exceptions of sponsored advertisements. If consumers decide they do not prefer the content 

they are exposed to, they have the option to unfollow that account, or adjust their profile as 

necessary. Rodgers and Thorson (2012) explain that consumers may run into trouble when 

attempting to remove certain advertisements from their feed, as advertisements are often posted 

to the social media network at the cost of the given company. As stated by Pelet (2019), 

marketing information systems allow analysts to access data regarding the way consumers 

respond to advertisements, including whether or not they follow the company’s account or like 

their posts. This information can be used to better the marketing and brand strategy of the 

company. 
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recognizes the “like” phenomenon taking place among social media platforms is the idea that a 

social media user can like a post, endorsing or advocating for a given topic without posting 

original content. Canel and Voltmer (2014) state that this “like” phenomenon has played a large 

role in political campaigning. While a candidate has their own profile to develop through original 

content, followers may also see what or who they follow or like, revealing small or hidden 

aspects of their platform. 

In the midst of the digital age, political campaigns are relying heavily on online 

communication platforms to gain support in campaigning. Online campaigning can be just as 

hurtful as it is helpful, but social media in particular, has the capacity to dampen the scope of 

politics. According to Pătruț (2014), social media can mobilize riot-like behavior, as the 

discussion of politics, including controversial topics and conversation, are easily accessible with 

the utilization of online communication. With this easy access to political discussion, social 

media changes voters’ perceptions of one another, as well as candidates.  

In a society where pop culture influencers exist, and are often idolized, the likeliness of 

followers to take after an influencer’s actions is more likely. Voters are finding ways to justify 

their actions and behaviors, as they dismiss their original intentions and mindset, moving to 

follow those of influencers. While the initial intent for online political activity was to allow for 

constructive discussion and expression of one’s opinions, it does bring baggage of skewed 

perceptions of voters and candidates (Frantzich 2016). While online behavior and activity during 

an election cycle can alter one’s vote or following of a certain candidate, it can also hinder one’s 

psychological behavior (Xie, Liu, Wu, and Tan 2018) observed that the power of a “like” online 

is often reflective of the poll results, after following the behavior of voters in Taiwan’s 

presidential election of 2016. 
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Kirshner and Middaugh (2015) comment that in a world that is so intricately connected 

through the avid use of technology, and more specifically, social media, historically human 

interaction has been modernized to take place from one side of a screen. While some may argue 

that technology is taking away from genuine human interaction, the use of technology and social 

media in marketing has seemingly opened doors for all industries. Respectively, social media in 

the news and current events industry has mobilized headlines, allowing audiences to respond and 

react with a greater chance of their claims of advocacy or disapproval being heard (Fitzgerald 

and Housley 2009). With these online interactions comes a lack of genuine interaction, blurring 

the relationships between the voting public and candidates, as what a candidate may portray in 

the media is not always the truest reflection of their integrity.  

Hennessy (2018) illustrates that the term “influencer” is consistently tossed around, as 

individuals with a great following are leaders and models within society. In the instance of a 

political campaign, all users of social media gear their actions and posts to seek the approval of 

others. Rishi and Bandyopadhyay (2017) suggest that approval and acceptance are two things 

that humans seek naturally, and social media heightens the urge to be liked by others. Social 

media allows individuals to mask their flaws by giving the option to only share the highlights of 

life. Kuypers (2018) recognizes that voters may support or disapprove of a candidate on social 

media to seek attention from followers. When it comes time to go to the polls, voters have the 

choice to stay true to their personal values and political beliefs, while others may let those 

around them impact their final decision. 

A political campaign aligns nearly parallel to a business, as the marketing department has 

the same responsibilities to uphold. Horst (2018) emphasizes that responsibilities include 

maintaining a positive reputation in the industry, selling a given candidate to an audience that 
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the platform and ability to engage in colloquy with one another. In the face of adversity or 

scandal during a political election cycle, candidates are often found turning to social media as a 

defense mechanism. Social media gives candidates an opportunity to get through to their 

audience without going through the mainstream news and media. There have been boundless 

instances where candidates have turned to social media to apologize or clear the air in the midst 

of campaign scandals or issues. Kuypers (2018) write about an instance during the 2016 

presidential election cycle, when an audio clip of Republican candidate Donald Trump was 

released. This audio clip was recorded years ago, in which what he said might be interpreted 

offensively by a specific demographic. Martinez (2017) states that Trump’s activity in the media 

caused positive discussions as well as riot-like outbursts in the media. Recognizing his wrongs, 

Trump turned to Twitter to defuse the situation. He attempted to do so by posting a video 

speaking on the issue, saying in the Twitter post’s caption, “Here is my statement”. While an 

apology does not always justify 
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Farrar-Myers and Vaughn (2015) write that political strategy takes into account the 

historic tendencies of candidates, government regulations, and how a candidate will 

communicate their platform. A presidential campaign is built upon their plans and intentions for 

the United States of America, and how they plan to execute those said plans. Nadler (2016) 

indicates that candidates must stay true and honest to themselves, while simultaneously finding 

creative ways to engage the public in their campaign. Translating a platform digitally comes with 

challenges, as human, in person communication cannot be replicated digitally.  

Pătruț (2014) write that although there are many different social media platforms, they all 

hold the same purpose to build a brand for one’s self, through networking. While social media 

marketing has been a positive addition to building a candidate’s platform, the results and impact 

on the voting public’s perceptions are not always helpful. Harrington (2014) states that 

correlation is not the same as causation, and researchers have found that the root of success in 

social media marketing is owed to cross sectional surveys. 

While the concept of social media marketing was adapted into politics from the world of 

business, there has been a turnaround. Researchers have begun to discover that businesses can 

now learn from how political campaign teams are implementing the use of digital media in brand 

development (Canel and Voltmer 2014). In 2008, Barack Obama’s campaign team was one of 
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the sense that positive content posted online leaves an open door for those who may disagree, but 

posting negative, attacking, or condescending content nearly doubles the chances of negative 

response. Businesses can learn from the use of social media in political campaigning, when they 

recognize the great importance of laying low in the face of conflict. 

Section C: Problem Section 

 As said previously, social media has made an incredible impact among every industry 

over the course of the last decade. In the midst of what is known as the digital age, society relies 

on the media to gather all information regarding current events. Political campaign managers 

have adapted the use of social media marketing and have seen great success in doing so. Social 

media is changing the game for candidates, and expanding the scope of politics. Candidates and 

voters are directly engaging more than ever before, but at the cost of their judgement and 

perceptions of one another. 
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CHAPTER II: MATERIALS & METHODS 

Section A: Design 
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CHAPTER III: RESULTS & ANALYSIS 

Of the 334 individuals that participated in this original survey, not all participants 

answered every question, which is important to keep in mind when interpreting this set of data. 

To gain demographic understanding, my survey began by asking the participants to select their 

age range, and the largest response of 208 participants was that of those between ages 18 and 22. 

Following the age, participants were asked if they are currently in college, and the survey 

reported that 210 participants were currently in college. Finally, participants were asked to state 

their gender, if they felt comfortable, revealing 251 females, 68 males, and 5 that chose not to 

disclose their gender. 

Following the section declaring basic demographic information of participants, the 
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and supporting (30). It is important to keep in mind that not all participants may follow political 

candidates or voters that engage in political activity. A lack or excess of observation of political 

engagement 
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CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION 

Section A: Summary of Findings 

As an eligible citizen, voting is a civic duty, and those who choose to vote must decide how they 

engage in political activity, on and offline. In the midst of what is known as the digital age, 

technology, but more specifically social media, impacts a majority of society. The correlation 

between those who are active on social media and those who engage in political activity online is 

very strong, which is owed to the culture that has been set on social media. Social media is led 

by the idea of social trends, whether that be regarding fashion, mantras, photography, or political 

ideas. In the midst of political election cycles, political interest rises among all parties, entailing 

high engagement among various social media platforms.  

From the Qualtrics survey results, it is apparent that social media is used in many ways 

by voters and candidates during a political election cycle. Voters tend to heavily observe 

interactions between voters, including debating and discussing political topics. Social media was 

designed to be a social network, and it is clear that this has been accomplished as users are 

actively interacting with one another. Of those who responded to the survey, most claim to 

engage in political activity through reposting and advocating for issues. Engagement online 

varies based on the individual’s circumstance, but it is interesting that most voters admit to 

personally engaging in positive measures. Reposting and advocating are both actions of 

engagement that support a candidate or idea, while actions such as debate are driven by 

challenge or argument. Respondents were more apt to admit that they participate in positive 

engagement, while they did not hesitate in stating fellow voters or candidates engage in more 

negative activity. It is challenging to take away one conclusion from this, but it does reveal that 

one’s experience on social media is individualized.  
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 Social media is customizable from one individual to the next, so at any given 

moment one might be exposed to content that is completely different from another. This might 

be owed to those an individual follows or their political preferences.  This survey asked 

questions regarding voters engaged on social media as a whole, disregarding the fact that social 

media is interpreted and used differently by all.  

The final question of the survey, an open-ended free response question, asked participants 

if social media has dampened or invigorated their willingness to participate in political elections. 

With many, varying replies, common replies include that social media has hindered their 

involvement in politics, while others state that it has invigorated them to advocate for their 

values and beliefs. The advocation of voters might be enacted by taking their passionate 

knowledge to the local government and polls. In the simplest of terms, some voters feel 

discouraged, while some feel empowered when they observe fellow voters voice their political 

opinions on social media.  

These results lead to further exploration regarding the ways social media has an impact 

on all of the voting public, and if it leads them in deciding whether or not they will vote. 

Likewise, further research may seek adjustments that need to be made within social media, so 

that it is a more comfortable environment to enact one’s freedom of expression. By encouraging 

positive political activity and providing consequences in the face of negative activity, social 

media might find itself in a better, more accepting place. The use of positive political 

engagement might lessen the population of those whose political interest is dampened by social 

media. Both candidates and voters are responsible for allowing this to occur, by seeking an 

optimistic approach to a candidate’s platform. Rather than attacking one candidate, they might 
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could be done to find if voters’ perceptions are more altered by reposting and responding to 

content or by candidate’s original statements. If a survey were to be constructed to better answer 

that question, the researcher might present examples of statements or original content on the 

same issue, posted by both voters and candidates on social media. From there, the survey 

participant would be asked to rank the statements from most negative to most positive, to 

indicate how they interpret each statement. This activity would help the researcher better 

understand the type of content that hinders the perceptions of voters.  

 Statements made on social media are often posted at the campaign management’s 

discretion. Further research may include interviewing a candidate’s campaign manager to 

explore their motivation in posting content on social media on behalf of the political candidate.  
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CONCLUSION 

 This research study has revealed the great impact of social media in political campaigns 

through a review of past studies and the development of original research. Social media’s 

purpose is to build a strong brand through social networking and the production of original 

content. Political candidates are able to directly engage with and impact the voting public 

through the use of various social media platforms. In a world so centered digitally, voters 

struggle to find a common ground that encourages genuine human communication while 

mobilizing the media. 

Political activity on social media platforms causes voters to form perceptions of one 

another and candidates. The research conducted in this study explained that whether or not voters 

choose to engage in online political activity, their political interest might be dampened or 

invigorated. Candidates are the leaders of campaigns, ultimately setting the example for the 

public as to proper behavior and tendencies online. The behavior of candidates online translates 

to the response of voters. Voters are seeking a more accepting and positive environment to 

express their thoughts freely online, which cannot be done without the cooperation of voters and 

candidates cohesively. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Q1 - What is your age? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean Std Deviation Variance Count 

1 What is your age? 1.00 6.00 2.01 1.53 2.34 328 

 

 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 18-22 63.41% 208 

2 23-30 7.93% 26 

3 31-40 5.49% 18 

4 41-50 15.55% 51 

5 51-60 2.74% 9 

6 Over 60 4.88% 16 

 Total 100% 328 
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Q3 - What is your gender? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 
What is your gender? - 

Selected Choice 
1.00 3.00 1.81 0.43 0.19 324 

 

 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 Male 20.99% 68 

2 Female 77.47% 251 

3 Other: 1.54% 5 
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Q4 - Have you observed political advertisements on social media? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 
Have you observed political 

advertisements on social media? 
1.00 3.00 1.11 0.45 0.20 323 

 

 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 Yes 93.50% 302 

2 Maybe 1.55% 5 

3 No 4.95% 16 

 Total 100% 323 
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Other: 

Other: - Text 

YouTube 

Youtube 

YouTube 

Hulu 

YouTube 

YouTube 

Spotify 

Youtube 

YouTube 

Youtube 

TV 

There are only two genders 

NEWS 

LinkedIn 

YouTube 

Youtube 

YouTube 

Reddit 

YouTube 

Yahoo 

Youtube 

Tv 

Youtube 

Q I’m a Quanon 

Ads, google, yahoo 
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Q6 - How have you engaged on social media regarding political campaigns? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 
How have you engaged on 

social media regarding political 

campaigns? 
1.00 6.00 4.46 1.94 3.77 294 
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Q7 - How have you observed other voters engaging on social media regarding 

political campaigns? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 
How have you observed other 

voters engaging on social media 

regarding political campaigns? 
1.00 6.00 2.53 1.48 2.18 296 

 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 Reposting 28.38% 84 

2 Debating 34.12% 101 

3 Discussing 13.85% 41 

4 Supporting 8.45% 25 

5 Flaming 10.47% 31 

6 I do not see other voters engaging 4.73% 14 

 Total 100% 296 
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Q8 - How have you observed political candidates engage on social media 

regarding political campaigns? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 

How have you observed political 

candidates engage on social 

media regarding political 

campaigns? 

1.00 6.00 3.41 1.68 2.81 295 
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# Answer % Count 

1 Reposting 14.24% 42 

2 Debating 18.64% 55 

3 Discussing 27.12% 
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Q9 - Would observing a political advertisement potentially impact your vote? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 
Would observing a political 

advertisement potentially impact 

your vote? 
1.00 3.00 2.27 0.69 0.48 301 

 

 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 Yes 14.29% 43 

2 Maybe 44.52% 134 

3 No 41.20% 124 

 Total 100% 301 
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Q11 - When observing an advertisement, what aspects draw your attention? 

Check all that apply. 

 
 

# Answer % Count 

1 Visual appeal 26.14% 138 

2 Sound 11.17% 59 

3 Transitions or moving parts 6.25% 33 
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Q12 - Approximately how many hours do you spend using technology per 

day? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 
Approximately how many hours 
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Q13 - Approximately how many political advertisements do you see each day? 

 
 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 
Approximately how many 

political advertisements do you 

see each day? 
1.00 5.00 1.41 0.67 0.45 281 

 

 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 0-10 67.62% 190 

2 11-20 25.98%

67.62% 
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