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Abstract

This research paper examines the evolution of social media's influence on political
mobilization through a comparative analysis of its role in the pre- and post-2016 U.S.
Presidential elections. In the digital age, social media has emerged as a powerful force
shaping political communication and engagement. Our study explores the historical context
of social media's involvement in politics, including the 2008 and 2012 U.S. Presidential
elections, and its transformation in the aftermath of the 2016 election.

The pre-2016 period witnessed the growing significance of social media as a tool for voter
engagement, campaign strategies, and the amplification of political messages. The 2016
election marked a pivotal moment, with Twitter and Facebook playing central roles in
influencing public opinion and election outcomes. The "Make America Great Again”
campaign's effective use of Twitter and the spread of sensationalized stories on Facebook
exemplified social media's transformative power.

Key actors in political campaigns adapted to this evolving landscape, employing advanced
strategies, including micro-targeting, influencer engagement, and real-time responses to
emerging issues. However, the post-2016 period also brought challenges, including
algorithmic amplification, filter bubbles, and privacy concerns, which raised ethical questions
about data use and manipulation.

This research underscores the need for responsible engagement with social media in politics,
accompanied by regulatory and ethical considerations. It recommends ongoing analysis and
dialogue to navigate the changing digital landscape, ensuring that social media platforms
enhance democratic discourse and participation. Understanding the evolving dynamics of
social media's role in political mobilization is essential in shaping the future of democracy in
the digital age.



Introduction

The pervasive influence of social media in contemporary society is undeniable. As the
digital era continues to reshape communication, social media platforms have become integral
to various aspects of public life, including politics. The 2016 U.S. Presidential election
marked a watershed moment in the intersection of social media and political mobilization?,
underscoring the evolving nature of this influence. In this era of rapid technological change,
the role of social media in politics has become increasingly complex?. The ease with which
individuals and groups can connect, share information, and mobilize support has transformed
political campaigns and grassroots movements alike®. However, the impact and implications
of this transformation are multifaceted and warrant systematic examination. This research
paper seeks to explore the evolution of social media's influence on political mobilization,
particularly through a comparative analysis of its role in the U.S. Presidential elections before
and after 2016. It posits that the dynamics of social media's political influence underwent
substantial shifts between these two periods, resulting in new opportunities and challenges for

political actors and voters alike.

To address this hypothesis, the paper proceeds as follows: first, a comprehensive
literature review will provide the necessary context and theoretical underpinning for the
study. Second, the research methodology will be outlined, including data collection methods

and sources for the pre- and post-2016 election data. The subsequent sections will delve into
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the analysis and discussion of social media's influence, covering both the pre-2016 and post-
2016 U.S. Presidential elections. In examining this evolution, the paper will also consider the
factors affecting social media's influence, challenges in studying this influence, and the
ethical dimensions of social media in politics*. Ultimately, the research seeks to offer
valuable insights into the changing landscape of political mobilization, the role of social

media, and the potential policy and research directions in this critical domain.

Literature Review

The influence of social media on political mobilization has been a subject of
considerable scholarly attention in recent years. As social media platforms have become
integral to modern communication, their role in shaping political participation and activism

has become increasingly evident®.

A Historical Perspective on Social Media's Involvement in Political Mobilization

To understand the evolution of social media's influence, it is essential to consider the
historical context. The advent of social media significantly transformed political
communication and mobilization. Notable examples from the pre-2016 period include the
2008 and 2012 U.S. Presidential elections, during which social media played pivotal roles in

organizing and galvanizing supporters®. These elections established a foundation upon which

4 See, for example, Nissenbaum, Helen. "Privacy as Contextual Integrity." Washington Law Review 79, no. 1
(2004): 119-158.

5 Bennett & Alexandra, 738-768.

& Smith, Aaron. "Politics on Social Networking Sites." Pew Research Center, August 26, 2015.
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2015/08/26/politics-on-social-networking-sites/.



future studies could build, highlighting the potential of social media to engage voters and

mobilize political action’.

Theories and Key Studies on Social Media's Impact on Political Participation

The literature on social media’s influence on political participation is rich and diverse.
Scholars have proposed various theories and models to explain how social media can impact
political behavior. Notably, the "two-step flow of communication” theory suggests that
information flows from media to opinion leaders and, subsequently, to the wider public®. This
model is particularly relevant in the context of social media, where influencers and opinion

leaders can play a critical role in shaping political discourse.

Key studies have contributed to our understanding of the relationship between social
media and political participation. Tufekci's analysis of the 2016 U.S. Presidential election
emphasized the role of social media in amplifying political messages and mobilizing voters®.
Similarly, Bennett and Segerberg's concept of "connective action" sheds light on how digital

media personalize contentious politics and facilitate collective action®®.

The 2016 U.S. Presidential Election and Its Pivotal Role

The 2016 U.S. Presidential election serves as a central point of reference in

understanding the transformation of social media's role in politics. Tufekci's study of this

7 Dutton, William H. The Oxford Handbook of Internet Studies. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 25.

8 Lazarsfeld, Paul F., Bernard Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet. "The People's Choice: How the Voter Makes Up His
Mind in a Presidential Campaign.” (New York: Columbia University Press, 1944).
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election emphasizes the rapidity with which social media can disseminate information and
influence public opinion. It was in this election that the world witnessed how social media
could be leveraged to drive political mobilization, as evidenced by the success of the "Make

America Great Again" campaign.

In conclusion, the literature review demonstrates the historical evolution of social
media’'s role in political mobilization. These foundational insights lay the groundwork for a
comparative analysis of pre- and post-2016 elections, illuminating the changing dynamics of

social media's impact on political mobilization.

Methodology

To investigate the evolution of social media's influence on political mobilization in
the context of the pre- and post-2016 U.S. Presidential elections, a mixed-method research
approach was employed. The the data collection methods, data sources, sample selection

criteria, and analytical techniques used in this study are outlined below.

Data Collection Methods

1. Content Analysis: A systematic content analysis of social media posts, news articles,
and online discussions related to the U.S. Presidential elections was conducted. This
analysis focused on the content, tone, and reach of political messages, as well as the
engagement metrics (likes, shares, comments, etc.) to assess the impact of social
media content.

2. Surveys: Surveys were administered to voters to gather data on their social media
usage, political engagement, and the extent to which social media influenced their

political decisions. The survey instrument included Likert scale questions, multiple-



choice questions, and open-ended questions to capture a comprehensive range of

responses.

Data Sources

1. Social Media Platforms: Data were collected from major social media platforms,
including Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, to analyze the content shared by political
actors, campaigns, and voters during the pre- and post-2016 election periods.

2. News Archives: News articles, op-eds, and reports from reputable sources were
utilized to provide context and validate findings. News sources included The New
York Times, The Washington Post, and CNN, among others.

3. Scholarly Works: Academic studies and scholarly publications on social media's role
in politics, political mobilization, and communication theory were consulted to inform

the literature review and theoretical framework.

Sample Selection and Criteria for Pre- and Post-2016 Election Data

1. Pre-2016 Election Data: Data from the 2008 and 2012 U.S. Presidential elections
were selected as representative of the pre-2016 period. The selection criteria included
data available on social media content, campaign strategies, and political mobilization
efforts during these elections.

2. Post-2016 Election Data: Data from the 2016 and subsequent U.S. Presidential
elections were chosen to represent the post-2016 period. The selection criteria
included data availability, accessibility, and relevance to understanding the evolving

landscape of social media's role in politics.

Analytical Techniques



Data from the content analysis and surveys were subjected to quantitative and
qualitative analysis. Statistical analysis, including regression analysis and data visualization,
was employed to identify trends and patterns in the data. Qualitative data from open-ended
survey questions were analyzed thematically to gain deeper insights into the respondents’

experiences and perceptions'?.

Analysis

This section delves into the analysis of social media's influence on political
mobilization, differentiating between the pre- and post-2016 U.S. Presidential elections. It
shall examine the impact of social media on voter engagement, campaign strategies, and the

proliferation of political messages.

A. Pre-2016 U.S. Presidential Election

Social Media's Role in VVoter Engagement: Our analysis of the pre-2016 period reveals a
growing reliance on social media platforms to engage voters. Social media provided a new
avenue for political campaigns to disseminate information, organize events, and mobilize
supporters. For instance, in the 2008 election, then-candidate Barack Obama's innovative use
of social media platforms, especially Facebook, facilitated direct interactions with voters?. In

the 2012 election, both major parties continued to harness social media's reach and

11 Miles, Matthew B., A. Michael Huberman, and Johnny Saldana. Qualitative Data Analysis: A Methods
Sourcebook. (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2019).

12 Howard, Philip N., and Muzammil M. Hussain. "Democracy's Fourth Wave? Digital Media and the Arab
Spring." Oxford University Press (2013).



interactivity to energize their bases®3. This phase of political mobilization was marked by

campaigns embracing the potential of social media as a communication tool.

Impact on Campaign Strategies: Our analysis indicates that campaigns in the pre-2016 period
were keenly aware of the need to engage with voters on social media. Social media strategies
included targeted advertising, live streaming of events, and the cultivation of grassroots
movements through platforms like Twitter and Facebook. These strategies aimed to amplify

campaign messages and motivate supporters to take action®*,

Proponent Case Studies: Several case studies from the pre-2016 era illustrate the impact of
social media on political mobilization. The "Arab Spring” movements and the Occupy Wall
Street movement in the United States were notable examples where social media played a

central role in organizing and sustaining large-scale protests®®.

B. The 2016 U.S. Presidential Election

Changing Landscape of Social Media: The 2016 election introduced new dynamics to social
media’s involvement in politics. The prominence of Twitter and the rise of "fake news" on
platforms like Facebook became major points of discussion. This new landscape allowed
political actors to bypass traditional media gatekeepers and engage directly with their

audience, but it also raised concerns about misinformation and echo chambers?®.

13 Straubhaar, Joseph, Robert LaRose, and Lucinda Davenport. Media Now: Understanding Media, Culture, and
Technology. (Cengage Learning, 2015), 267.

14 Kreiss, Daniel, and Matthew Powers. "The Obama Campaign and the Remaking of Political Participation."”
The Journal of Information Technology & Politics 10, no. 1 (2013): 13-33.

15 Castells, Manuel. Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social Movements in the Internet Age. (Polity, 2015).

16 West, Darrell M., and Jennifer M. Quilliam. "Innovation and the Transformation of American Election
Campaigns." Political Science Quarterly 130, no. 2 (2015): 199-222.
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Impact on Election Outcome: Our analysis indicates that social media played a critical role in
shaping the outcome of the 2016 U.S. Presidential election. The "Make America Great
Again” campaign effectively used Twitter to convey its message, engage with supporters, and
counter opposition narratives'’. The WikilLeaks release of emails and the spread of
sensationalized stories on Facebook further underscored the potential of social media to

influence public opinion*®,

Key Actors, Platforms, and Strategies: In this election, we observe key political actors
embracing Twitter as a primary tool for disseminating political messages. Candidates and
their campaigns actively used social media to engage voters, disseminate campaign material,
and respond to emerging issues in real-time. The use of targeted advertising and micro-

targeting strategies became more sophisticated*®.

In summary, the analysis reveals a transformation in the role of social media in
political mobilization, particularly in the post-2016 period. The changing landscape and
strategies of social media in politics are central to understanding the evolving influence of

these platforms on elections and political participation.

Discussion

The analysis presented in the previous section underscores the significant shifts in the

influence of social media on political mobilization in the pre- and post-2016 U.S. Presidential

17 Silverman, Craig. "This Analysis Shows How Viral Fake Election News Stories Outperformed Real News on
Facebook." BuzzFeed News, November 16, 2016. https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/viral-
fake-election-news-outperformed-real-news-on-facebook.

18 Tufekci, Zeynep. "Twitter and Tear Gas: The Power and Fragility of Networked Protest.” (Yale University
Press, 2017).

19 Nisbet, Erik C., and James Shanahan. "Public Opinion about Policy and Science Issues in the Stem Cell
Debate.” The Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics 10, no. 4 (2005): 96-116.



10
elections. In this discussion, we reflect on these changes and consider their implications for

political actors, voters, and the broader democratic landscape.

A. Factors Affecting Social Media's Influence

Algorithmic Amplification: The pre-2016 period witnessed the emergence of social media as
a powerful platform for political engagement, driven partly by the accessibility of content
through algorithmic recommendations. Content that resonated with users, whether political or
not, was often amplified, fostering connections between users and political content?. In
contrast, the post-2016 era saw increased scrutiny of social media algorithms, as they played
a role in the spread of misleading information and contributed to the formation of echo
chambers. The role of these algorithms in shaping the information environment merits

attention for both scholars and policymakers.

Filter Bubbles and Echo Chambers: The phenomenon of filter bubbles and echo chambers
became increasingly pronounced in the post-2016 landscape. The personalization of social
media content can lead users to encounter information that aligns with their existing beliefs,
reinforcing preconceived notions?t. This presents a challenge for fostering open and diverse

political discourse on these platforms.

B. Challenges and Ethical Considerations

Privacy Concerns: Our analysis reveals that the collection and use of personal data by social

media platforms were central to their role in political mobilization. Privacy concerns,

20 pariser, Eli. The Filter Bubble: What the Internet Is Hiding from You. (Penguin, 2011).

2L Sunstein, Cass R. "Republic.com 2.0." (Princeton University Press, 2007).



11
exemplified by the Cambridge Analytica scandal??, have prompted discussions about the
ethics of data use and the potential for manipulation through micro-targeted political

advertising.

Misinformation and Manipulation: The proliferation of misinformation, disinformation, and
fake news on social media in the post-2016 period has raised ethical concerns about the
veracity of information shared on these platforms. The challenge is to balance the promotion

of free expression with efforts to curb the dissemination of false or misleading information®,

C. The Changing Dynamics in Electoral Campaigns

Campaign Strategies: The evolution of social media's role in political mobilization has
brought about a transformation in campaign strategies. The direct and instantaneous nature of
social media has prompted campaigns to refine their messaging strategies and engage with
voters in real time?*. The emphasis on engaging with online communities and influencers has

grown, alongside the utilization of targeted advertising and micro-targeting?>.

Technology Advancements: Our analysis also underscores the role of technological

advancements in shaping political mobilization. The introduction of live streaming, chatbots,

22 Cadwalladr, Carole, and Emma Graham-Harrison. "The Cambridge Analytica Files." The Guardian, March
17, 2018. https://www.theguardian.com/news/series/cambridge-analytica-files.

2 pennycook, Gordon, and David G. Rand. "Fighting misinformation on social media using crowdsourced
judgments of news source quality." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 117, no. 6 (2020): 2775-
2783.

24 Howard, Philip N. "Social Media and Political Change: Capacity, Constraint, and Consequence." Journal of
Communication 62, no. 2 (2012): 359-362.

% Karpf, David. "Social Science Research Methods in Internet Time." Information, Communication & Society
21, no. 2 (2018): 195-214.
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and augmented reality filters on social media platforms has allowed campaigns to explore

new and innovative methods of engaging voters?,

In conclusion, the changing dynamics of social media's influence on political mobilization
have profound implications for the political landscape and democratic discourse. The role of
algorithms, filter bubbles, and privacy concerns presents challenges that must be addressed
by policymakers and platform operators. Moreover, the use of misinformation and
manipulation tactics highlights the importance of ethical considerations and regulation in the

digital age.

Conclusion

The study has shed light on the evolution of social media's influence on political
mobilization by comparing its role in the pre- and post-2016 U.S. Presidential elections. The
analysis demonstrates that social media has undergone significant changes in terms of its
impact, challenges, and ethical considerations. In the pre-2016 period, social media emerged
as a powerful platform for engaging voters, enabling campaigns to disseminate information,
organize events, and mobilize supporters. The 2008 and 2012 U.S. Presidential elections

exemplified the growing reliance on social media as a communication tool.

Conversely, the post-2016 era introduced a changed landscape of social media,
characterized by the prominence of platforms like Twitter and the rise of "fake news." This
election cycle underlined the potential for social media to shape election outcomes and public

opinion. The "Make America Great Again" campaign's effective use of Twitter and the

% Singer, Peter W., and Emerson T. Brooking. "LikeWar: The Weaponization of Social Media." (Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt, 2018).
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spread of sensationalized stories on Facebook demonstrated the transformative power of

these platforms.

Key actors in political campaigns began to embrace Twitter as a primary tool for
disseminating political messages, targeting advertising became more sophisticated, and
technology advancements allowed for innovative methods of voter engagement. The
changing dynamics in electoral campaigns and the influence of social media on political
mobilization bring both opportunities and challenges. Filter bubbles, algorithmic
amplification, privacy concerns, and the spread of misinformation have raised ethical and

regulatory questions that demand attention.

As we navigate the evolving landscape of social media and politics, it is evident that
the role of these platforms is dynamic and multifaceted. Understanding the implications of
these changes is essential for policymakers, political actors, and scholars. The future of
political mobilization is intrinsically tied to the digital realm, where the possibilities and

perils of social media continue to shape the democratic discourse.

Recommendations and Future Directions

Moving forward, it is imperative to address the challenges posed by filter bubbles,
algorithmic amplification, privacy concerns, and the spread of misinformation. Regulation
and ethical guidelines should be established to ensure responsible and transparent use of

social media in politics.

Further research is warranted to examine the evolving dynamics of social media’s role in
electoral campaigns and the subsequent implications for democracy. Ongoing analysis and
dialogue are essential to navigate the changing digital landscape, ensuring that social media

platforms can enhance, rather than hinder, democratic discourse and participation.
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