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The usage of social media by politicians and political parties has shaped and been 

shaped by public opinion in recent years (University of Wisconsin School of Business, 

2011). This partly explains why in recent years political campaigns have hired both social 

media strategists and quantitative analysts familiar with how public opinion is measured 

and shared on social media sites as an important part of campaign staff (University of 

Wisconsin School of Business, 2011). Recent events combining social media and 

presidential campaigns such as the ground breaking 2011 Presidential Twitter and 

Facebook town halls and the 2007 Democratic presidential primary CNN/YouTube 

debate have shown the growth of social media as a strategic communication tool for 

politicians (LaMarre & Housholder, 2011).  

YouTube, Facebook, Twitter and other social media websites have provided 

political elites with a new way to disseminate information, mobilize engaged citizens, and 

increase political participation (LaMarre & Housholder, 2011). It is important to note 

however that research indicates that citizens who use social media to engage in politics, 

are using it in addition to more traditional, established news sources as opposed to using 

as a replacement (Pew, 2010). Citizens are using social media to affect politicians by 

communicating their personal opinions on issues as well as posting and signing petitions  

which reach politicians.  

This paper will begin by defining public opinion and illustrating how public 

opinion is shaped and formed through a top-down two-step flow of information from 

opinion leaders and the media to the general public. Then it will show how the usage of 

social media by politicians and the media affects public opinion. The paper‟s specific 

social media focus will be on the social media tool Twitter and it will more specifically at 
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how Twitter has shaped public opinion.  The paper will also show how politicians have 

used social media in their campaigns beginning with President Obama‟s 2008 

presidential campaign, moving to the 2010 midterm election and finally examining the 

2012 presidential campaign. Both the benefits and drawbacks of candidates‟ use of social 

media will examined.  

Public Opinion’s Origins and Definition 

Before one can illustrate how politicians have used social media to shape and be  

Shaped by public opinion in the past five to six years, it is important to state the origins 

of public opinion, define it and state how it is measured. Public opinion‟s earliest known 

origin was in the democracy of ancient Greece where public opinion contributed to public 

speeches made by Plato, Aristotle and Socrates, who all referred to group will, common 

wisdom and group ideas about life in their speeches (Erickson et. al, 2010). The term 

public opinion was coined by the French philosopher, Rousseau in 1744 to mean public 

will, opinion and conscience. Public opinion was coined to distinguish between the elite 

opinions and mannerisms of the educated, upper class of French people and the common 

class which had vastly different beliefs and opinions that Rousseau and others still 

considered to be valuable to a thriving society (Erickson et. al, 2010).  

In America, public opinion shaped how the Founding Fathers‟ created the earliest 

system of government. The House of Representatives was to be elected by the public 

while the Senate was to be appointed by governors who were assumed to be better 

educated. The Founding Fathers‟ intention was to have a republic that tempered public 

opinion with elite education. They were concerned about the mob rule by the uneducated 

public who could easily be persuaded by ill-intended elites (Erickson et. al, 2010).  



 4 

Even today there is a large amount of debate about how public opinion is defined. 

Public opinion can refer to many things including: public will, public attitudes that are 

measured by surveys, and common wisdom and group will. Two of the early American 

experts on public opinion Walter Lippman and George Gallup, the founder of the Gallup 

poll, had vastly different beliefs about public opinion. Lippman, agreeing with the 

Founding Fathers, believed in representative opinion which tempered the emotional 

reasoning of the collective. Gallup believed that the collective wisdom of the people 

always served the best interests of the common good.  

Researchers Robert Erickson and Kent Tedin in their book American Public 

Opinion: Its Origins, Content and Impact define public opinion as the preferences of the 

adult population on matters of relevance to government (Erickson et. al, 2010). This 

definition implies that not all opinions are public opinion and that public opinion and the 

results of public opinion polls are not the same thing. Rather, Erickson and Tedin argue 

that a public opinion poll is an indirect measure of public opinion. While this paper is 

focusing on public opinion and politics, public opinion and its measurement is used in 

many other areas of life such as public relations and advertising by large corporations and 

decisions about funding at large universities.  

Public Opinion and Democracy  

In a democracy, public opinion is important for many reasons. First, public 

opinion, and more specifically the attention that politicians and pundits pay to public 

opinion, supports a democracy because it increases political participation of citizens and 

decreases the likelihood of an authoritarian state. Second, certain aspects of public 

opinion take on special importance because they can influence the functioning of 
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democratic government (Erickson et. al, 2010).  This is done by influencing the decisions 

political leaders make regarding public policy including the crafting of, voting for and 

passing of legislation. For example, negative public opinion surrounding the recent 

proposed SOPA (Stop Online Piracy Now) and PIPA (Protect Intellectual Property Act) 

legislation directly influenced legislative action. On January 18
th

, 2012, engaged citizens 

took to Twitter and Facebook en masse to protest the proposed House and Senate bills, 

SOPA and PIPA that would work to eliminate online piracy abroad. While the charge 

was led by online giants such as Google and Wikipedia, many citizens took up the cause 

as well by posting links to petitions on their Facebook pages and Tweeting out links to 

petitions as well as ways to contact one‟s Congress person and express one‟s opinion.  

The outpouring of negative public opinion was enormous and two days later, 

SOPA‟s author, Representative Lamar Alexander of Texas withdrew the bill from 

consideration stating, “I have heard from the critics and I take seriously their concerns 

regarding proposed legislation to address the problem of online piracy. It is clear that we 

need to revisit the approach on how best to address the problem of foreign thieves that 

steal and sell American inventions and products” (This, 2012). The Senate also delayed 

voting on PIPA when several Senate supporters withdrew their prior support (This, 

2012). Other recent movements that have used Twitter and other social media sites as a 

tool to gather and organize supporters include the Occupy Wall Street movement as well 

as last year‟s Arab Spring in several Middle Eastern countries (O‟Connor 2012). 

Public Opinion, Voting and the Passage of Legislation 

Public opinion polls greatly influence the public, policy makers and politicians. 

Politicians have a strong interest in public opinion polls as their professional careers may 
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depend on reading and assessing public opinion correctly (Erickson et. al, 2010). 

Politicians read public opinion polls regarding public attitudes towards current policies, 

possible future policy actions, and their own standing with voters (Erickson et. al, 2010). 

One of the most important things that politicians use public opinion polls for is to 

determine how the public views them and how likely they are to get reelected or elected 

to office.  

Public opinion as measured by polling affects policy making in several ways. 

First, public opinion as measured by polling is a driving force behind some of the laws 

that are legislated in this country. This is because some laws come about due to moral 

outrage or mass citizen angst over an issue. For example, the Roe vs. Wade decision that 

was eventually decided by the U.S. Supreme Court was greatly shaped by public opinion 

and debate about a women‟s right to choose. This contentious issue continues to be 

debated today with passionate people on both sides still arguing about the outcome. The 

Pew Research Center, Harris and Gallup have done public opinion surveys on the topic 

and these surveys are pointed to as reasons why the debate should be resumed and why 

the ruling should be overturned or should remain in effect (Polling Report-Abortion, 

2012). While the role of public opinion cannot be denied, it is important to also note that 

many other laws come about due to the dedication of highly organized smaller groups of 

people or even individuals.  

 

 

Public Opinion, Voting and the Passage of Legislation 

 

Public opinion is also important to the passage of legislation as it can directly 

influence the ways that politicians vote.  Media coverage and the results of polling public 
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opinion can lead politicians to vote in a way that they might not vote if they were voting 

on the basis of their own convictions as opposed to voting based in part on a desire to 

agree with popular public opinion. For example, in the months right after 9/11 public 

opinion was quite supportive of going to war with Afghanistan and consented to military 

actions in the Middle East (Polling Report-Afghanistan, 2012). Later in October 2002 

when Congress first voted on the war in Iraq, the majority of public opinion supported 

going to war and most Republicans and even many Democrats voted to authorize the 

invasion of Iraq (Polling Report-Iraq, 2012). 

However as the tide of public opinion turned against the war in Iraq, many 

politicians became much more reluctant to support the war through voting for pro-

defense spending, pro-military action public policies. While it is unfair to say that all 

politicians vote based strictly on a desire to go along with public opinion, it is accurate to 

state that public opinion frequently has a direct influence on a politician‟s decision on the 

passage of legislation and that it is certainly part of the decision making criteria. This is 

in part because politicians serve to represent the interests of their constituents and 

therefore many feel a duty of care to represent the views of those who elected them. 

However they also want to represent the majority of public opinion to help ensure re-

election and get support for future campaigns which seem to be perennially ongoing now, 

as a re-election campaign begins the day after the general election. At the same time, 

politicians may also desire or feel obliged to help educate their constituents and shape 

public opinion by deciding to vote a certain way based on their own personal opinions on 

issues.   
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 Relating to campaign success and polling, a good showing by a candidate in a poll 

can legitimize a candidate, ensure that he or she is taken seriously and increases his or her 

ability to fundraiser and recruit volunteers. Vice versa a poor showing in a number of 

polls can doom a candidate‟s campaign as fundraising slows or in the most dramatic 

cases stops. For example in December 2011, I had the opportunity to interview former 

Minnesota Governor Tim Pawlenty and when I asked him if he regretted his decision to 

drop out of the presidential race so quickly, he said that the polls indicated that he wasn‟t  

going anywhere. Pawlenty believed that bad poll numbers and in inability to get above 

ten percent Republican presidential support in both Iowa caucus and national polls was 

one of the major reasons that he was running out of money because it was hard to build 

momentum to get new people to donate and join his cause. (Berry, 2011).  

In politics the media‟s use of polls, especially horse race polls, affects public 

opinion. This is one of the reasons why polling matters because horse race polling 

directly affects election outcomes as voters perceptions‟ based on the polls become 

election reality. These horse race polls drive which candidates are talked about, which 

candidates get the most face and question time during debates and which candidates are 

considered to be viable options versus fringe candidates with no shot of winning. The 

media‟s usage of horse race polls isn‟t limited just to elections though, as polling on 

issues such as stadium funding and public perception of gay marriage also affects public 

opinion and how and what people talk about. 

Regarding presidential politics, public opinion polling is also incredibly important 

as it can dictate whether or not a candidate is invited to participate in presidential debates. 

While each debate is different, many of the debates require a candidate to have a certain 
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percentage of support in the polls of that state in order for her or him to be allowed to 

participate in a debate. For example, in the current G.O.P. presidential race, Jon 

Huntsman did not have high enough polls number to participate in the December 10
th

, 

2011 presidential debate in Iowa (New York Times: The Caucus, 2011). While Huntsman 

focused his efforts on a good showing in the New Hampshire primary and was not 

expected to do well in Iowa, the effects of poor polling and inability to participate in the 

debate served to only further push him out of Iowa voters‟ minds.  

 Policy makers are also influenced by public opinion polls. They will frequently 

look to public opinion on issues to decide when it is the right time to put something up 

for a vote or to introduce an issue that perhaps they want to get into people‟s minds with 

a plan to reintroduce it the next year or legislative session in the form of bill. 

Additionally, with hot button issues such as gay marriage, policy makers will look to see 

if an action could possibly alienate part of their base or vice versa if a certain action will 

strengthen support from their base and possibly attract new supporters to their cause or 

political party.  

 Increasingly, the public is paying attention to polls and in 2000, 65 percent of 

people said that they regularly followed poll results. While these numbers are expected to 

be higher in presidential election years such as 2000 and 2008, this number jumped even 

higher in 2008 when 89 percent of people said that they had read or heard about the latest 

polls in the presidential election (Erickson et. al, 2010). Despite paying attention to the 

polls, unfortunately few citizens have even a rudimentary understanding of how a public 

opinion poll works, what makes a well done or poorly done poll and whether or not the 

polling institution or sponsors of a poll are credible sources.  
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Social Media Defined 

Social media is defined as social networking sites where users can create profiles 

and share information (Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Danah Boyd and Nicole Ellison state that 

social network sites are “web-based services that allow individuals to 1) construct a 

public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, 2) articulate a list of other users 

with whom they share a connection, and 3) view and traverse their list of connections and 

those made by others within the system” (Boyd & Ellison, 2008, p, 211). Social media 

extends the bounds of traditional news formats by allowing users to actively engage with 

the content as well with as their sources (LaMarre & Housholder, 2011). According to 

social media researchers Heather LaMarre and Liz Housholder, “within the political 

realm common forms of social networking sites include political blogs (e.g., 

huffingtonpost.com), interactive political news sites (e.g., Washingtonpost.com), public 

policy and activist sites (e.g., democracynow.org), political party and candidate portals 

(e.g., rnc.org, barackobama.com), and government-produced media (e.g.-westwing.gov)” 

(LaMarre & Housholder, 2011, p. 4).  

Research Methodology and Questions 

This paper will utilize a multi-method approach in analyzing presidential 

candidates‟ social media usage and reach. First it will use many different academic 

research studies that have been done on the effects of  public opinion and public opinion 

polling on voting, election and policy making as well as social media usage by the 

general public and candidates. Additionally it will examine research on political 

campaign strategy and elections. Additionally an interview with Kevin Geiken, one of 
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Barack Obama‟s chief 2008 Iowa caucus and now reelection campaign social media 

strategists, will provide in-depth insight into the Obama campaign‟s use of social media 

and its impact on his campaign in 2008 and now in 2011, as his reelection campaign is in 

full swing. The paper will also examine political articles from major U.S. media 

organizations including The New York Times, The Washington Post and The Associated 

Press that focused on the candidates‟ social media usage. Additionally it will examine 

research on political campaign strategy and elections.  

Along with looking at previous academic research and media coverage of public 

opinion, social media and presidential politics, the paper examined the candidates‟ own 

Twitter accounts as well as those of political media elites covering the campaign action to 

see how these Twitter accounts shape public opinion. The politicians‟ accounts that were 

followed were: Michelle Bachmann, Herman Cain, Newt Gingrich, Mitt Romney, Rick 

Perry, Tim Pawlenty, Barack Obama and the White House which also tweets for Obama. 

The Twitter accounts of three national presidential politics journalists were followed as 

well: Jeff Zeleny (The New York Times), Chris Cillizza (The Washington Post), and 

Chuck Todd (NBC News). All of the accounts were followed from June 1
st
, 2011 to 

January 17
th

, 2012 which was two weeks after the Iowa caucus and one week after the 

New Hampshire primary. The paper will answer five research questions which are listed 

on the next page.  

 

Research Questions: 

RQ1: What are the benefits and downsides of political candidates‟ use of social media 

and Twitter in particular? 
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RQ2: How does Twitter shape political public opinion?  

RQ3: How did President Obama‟s 2008 presidential campaign use Twitter and what was 

its effect?  

RQ4:  How was Twitter used by candidates in the 2010 congressional elections? 

RQ5: How have Barack Obama and the GOP presidential candidates used Twitter to 

influence public opinion during the 2012 presidential campaign?  

Twitter Statistics and its Role in Politics 

Twitter is the sixth most visited social media website in the United States today 

after Facebook, YouTube, Craigslist, MySpace and Yahoo Groups (Patridge, 2011). 

However, it is the most popular micro blogging social media website in the United States 

and that is where its potential to shape public opinion lies. As a micro blogging site, 

Twitter allows its users to share short snippets of their lives in 140-character messages 

where they can also embed links to encourage further engagement or action (Harfoush, 

2009). These links as they relate to political coverage can encompass many different 

things, including: a candidate‟s blog or website, a news organization‟s story, a specific 

piece of legislation, or videos put out by campaigns. On September 7, 2011, Twitter CEO 

Dick Costolo announced Twitter has 100 million active users logging in at least once a 

month and 50 million active users every day with over 200 million active registrations 

(Taylor, 2011). In America, Twitter now hosts roughly a billion tweets every five days 

with 230 million tweets every day (Taylor, 2011).  

A Pew Internet and American Life Project found that as of June 2011, 13 percent 

of online Americans use Twitter, up sharply from 8 percent in November 2010 (Pew 
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Internet and American Life Project, November 2011). This rapid growth is expected to 

continue as Dick Costolo said in September 2011 that he expected Twitter to add 26 

million active users between now and the end of the year (Taylor, 2011). Costolo added 

that Twitter.com now sees 400 million visitors a month, up from 250 million at the 

beginning of 2011 (Taylor, 2011).  

According to a Pew Internet Research report of the activity of Americans online, 

15 percent of Americans online making $75,000 or more per year are using Twitter, 16 

percent of college educated Americans were using Twitter and 15 percent of urban users 

are using Twitter (Pew Internet Usage Study, 2010). Twitter usage and mobile phones 

also go hand in hand with 95 percent of Twitter users owning a mobile phone and half of 

them accessing Twitter from that device (Pew Internet Usage Study, 2010). Additionally 

according to Dick Costolo, in 2011, 40 percent of those owning an iPad or tablet access 

Twitter from their device (Taylor, 2011). These statistics indicate that relatively affluent, 

college educated, urban Internet users are using Twitter at a slightly higher than average 

rate. These people are likely to be opinion leaders in their communities. 

Regarding the role of Twitter in campaigns, social media expert Eric Qualman 

said, “Twitter should be able to quickly and directly deliver commentary on campaign 

issues, with accuracy and debatable opinion.” (Qualman, 2009).  Patrick Hynes, a 

communications consultant who worked for John McCain‟s 2008 presidential campaign 

and Tim Pawlenty‟s Political Action Committee in 2011, said Twitter can be an effective 

tool for pushing stories onto the media‟s radar. “If they tweet the story, you‟re nearly 

guaranteed to get a couple hundred re-tweets,” Hynes said. Once a story goes viral on 
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Twitter, he said, it becomes impossible for mainstream media outlets to ignore it (Sasso, 

2011).  

The goal and hope of any political Twitter message “is that it will be picked up 

and re-Tweeted by influential reporters, bloggers, or the mother lode, The Drudge Report 

(Steinhauer 2011). This shows the co-dependent relationship that the media elites and 

politicians have with one another in regards to story development and distribution. The 

media contributes heavily to step one of the two-step flow of communication, discussed 

later, as it guides what opinions leaders think about and frames how they think about 

things. The opinions of opinion leaders then are absorbed by the general public and help 

shape mass public opinion. 

RQ1: What are the benefits and downsides of political candidates’ use of social 

media and Twitter in particular? 

For candidates, increased political participation due to social media efforts can 

manifest itself in the form of increased fundraising, increased volunteer participation and 

increased knowledge about the candidates (Partridge, 2010). Political parties, politicians 

and candidates who are able to effectively use social media are able to reach voters who 

use social media faster, cheaper and some argue more effectively than those who do not 

utilize social media tools (Partridge, 2010). As social media usage has increased in the 

United States, public opinion is now influenced by candidates, their campaigns, and 

opinion leaders who post things on social media sites which are then re-shared by social 

media followers ensuring that the promoted ideas spread like wildfire (Partridge, 2010).  

This can be beneficial to a campaign that is able to tightly control the message but 
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throughout the duration of the nearly two year long presidential campaign, candidates are 

bound to say things that can easily be misconstrued and offended.  

Twitter can also create new challenges for campaigns. “Traditionally, before 

Twitter, stories ran in the morning. You had time to get to reporters,” said Jason Miner. 

“Now that conversation takes place in real-time, in a matter of minutes. That piece of 

news is out there without the full context.” According to Miner, this can be a good thing 

if the campaign is trying to spread positive stories about themselves or attack their 

opponents.  However Miner stated that “the drawback is, if you‟re on defense, it doesn‟t 

give you much time to get your ducks in a row” (Sasso, 2011). Image management on 

Twitter can also be a challenge for campaigns as many followers, especially Millennials, 

expect politicians on Twitter to behave like their friends and be informal when they are 

tweeting (Sasso, 2011). With people able to add their own opinions and commentary 

when retweeting candidates‟ messages, it can also be difficult for politicians to control 

their message (Sasso, 2011). 

For example, in February 2012, Mitt Romney went on Soledad O‟Brien‟s CNN 

morning show and said “I'm not concerned about the very poor. There‟s a safety net 

there, and if it needs repair I'll fix it. I'm not concerned about the very rich, they're doing 

just fine. I'm concerned about the heart of America, the 95% of Americans who are right 

now struggling.” However the headline that was  picked up by the Associated Press and 

other news outlets was “Romney: „I'm not concerned about the very poor‟”. This headline 

was also picked up by more than a dozen national news outlets, and also tweet and 

retweeted by journalists and political pundits as well as their followers (Byers 2012). This 
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comment, especially when taken out of its full context, ignited a controversy that pointed 

to Romney being even further out of touch with the average American (Byers 2012).  

An example of the positive usage of Twitter is Ron Paul who has been able to 

remain in the conversation in large part because of his campaign‟s use of social media 

despite receiving far fewer mentions in the mainstream media coverage of the 

presidential campaign (Jennings 1/21/12). For example, on the day that Rick Perry left 

the presidential race, when Newt Gingrich‟s second wife said in an interview that he 

asked for an open marriage and Gingrich exploded at debate moderator John King, it was 

Ron Paul that led all candidates in Twitter mentions (Jenning 1/21/12). Ron Paul has 

been especially effective in rallying young people to embrace his Libertarian views and 

calling them to take social media action on his behalf. For example, after his son Rand 

was detained by the Transportation Safety Administration (TSA), Ron Paul tweeted about 

the incident to his followers. According to the social analytics website Topsy, on the day 

of the tweet there were 40,050 mentions of the TSA on social media channels up from 

5,000 the day before (Jennings 1/23/12). The story was picked up by major media outlets 

and Ron Paul held a press conference later that day to denounce the restrictive practices 

of the TSA. Paul has also been effective at rallying his young supporters to speak at their 

local colleges and universities on his behalf and has done a great deal of his organizing 

through social media outlets such as Twitter, YouTube and Facebook which have 

allowed his to reach a large group of people at relatively low cost.  

Since Barack Obama‟s groundbreaking usage of social in media in 2008, the 

usage of social media and Twitter in particular has skyrocketed. Presently all of the 

candidates running for president use social media as part of a comprehensive 



 17 

communications strategy. At the same time, the public does not have the ability to 

communicate back to the candidates and in turn influence. Through Twitter, politicians 

communicate with the general public, focusing on likely prospective voters, by 

attempting to control the political narrative about themselves and by spreading their 

campaign‟s message on Twitter. This is done by using tweets to draw the social media 

user to content on the candidate‟s own website and other websites such as YouTube and 

Facebook. A candidate‟s message can be further spread by political supporters retweeting 

the original message. When these tweets are picked up by the media, favorable coverage 

of the campaign is spread to an even larger audience.  

 Politically interested citizens who are on Twitter use it as a resource to gather 

information about candidates and to survey the political landscape by following the 

candidates, political news organizations, and other political groups (LaMarre and 

Housholder, 2011). Citizens can engage further with the candidates by retweeting 

something that they feel is important or by tweeting directly to the candidate‟s campaign 

with a question, concern, or voice of support.   

RQ2: How does Twitter shape political public opinion?  

  While the candidates, the media and opinion leaders are shaping public 

opinion, the usage of Twitter does not spark a two-way conversation and the average 

social media user on Twitter does not have a lot of power to shape public opinion at the 

macro level. This is because Twitter is effective in shaping public opinion through the 

usage of the two-step flow of information theory. The two-step flow of communication 

theory was first introduced by Paul Lazarsfeld, Bernard Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet in 
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The People's Choice, a 1944 study focused on the process of decision-making during a 

presidential election campaign (Twente, 2011).  “These researchers expected to find 

empirical support for the direct influence of media messages on voting intentions. They 

were surprised to discover, however, that informal, personal contacts were mentioned far 

more frequently than exposure to radio or newspaper as sources of influence on voting 

behavior.” (Twente, 2011).  

  The two-step flow of information theory argues that information and public 

opinions are influenced and shaped in a two-step process (Twente, 2011). In presidential 

campaigns, in the first step, individual opinion leaders grab information from the media 

and presidential candidates themselves. The media is more powerful in the first step than 

in the second step (Lazarsfeld et. al, 1944).  

Through the theory of selective exposure, individuals intentionally pick media 

that affirms their existing attitudes and preferences. Like the general public, opinion 

leaders are likely to select media sources that reaffirm their existing attitudes and that 

provide favorable media coverage to the candidates that they prefer. Selective exposure 

affects what media opinion leaders consume which then affects the second step of the two 

step flow of information theory. In the second step, opinion leaders pass along their own 

interpretations of the information as well as the actual content itself to the general public 

who then collectively form macro level public opinion (Lazarsfeld et. al, 1944).  The 

media and presidential candidates are framing the stories and issues the way that they 

want the opinion leaders to think about them and then the opinion leaders pass along that 

information to the general public. In the eyes of the general public, opinion leaders are 
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considered to be informed on a topic and they are able to have significant influence on 

the general public‟s attitudes and opinions.  

Opinion leaders are quite influential in getting people to change their attitudes and 

behaviors (Lazarsfeld et. al, 1944). Through the two-step flow of information theory, 

public opinion is shaped and guided in large part by opinion leaders. According to 

Lazarsfeld et. al, opinion leaders are quite similar to those they influence (Lazarsfeld et. 

al, 1944). The differences between opinion leaders and the general public is that the 

opinion leaders are considered to be better informed on an issue and usually have a 

platform on which to disseminate information which distinguishes them from the general 

public. In general opinion leaders are able to disseminate information in a variety ways 

including traditional ways such as writing newspaper editorials and having one-on-one 

conversations to delivering a sermon to a religious congregation or a talk to a community 

group.  

Some opinion leaders use online media to further their reach and more easily 

spread their message and opinions through numerous means from blogs and personal 

websites to organizing and leading an online forum to Tweeting and Facebooking. Some 

people have become opinion leaders through online avenues that afford them a wider 

audience at a lower cost than if they tried to influence public opinion in a traditional way. 

An example of this is the Drudge Report, run by Matt Drudge, which has broken stories 

first and shaped political discourse through its reporting. For example, the Drudge Report 

was the first news organizations to break the story of the Bill Clinton/Monica Lewinsky 

scandal after Newsweek turned down the story (Drudge Report). This story took on a life 
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of its own and the rest is history but this is but one example of the power of online 

opinion leaders to shape public opinion.  

Online opinion leaders are the people that presidential candidates focus on by 

using Twitter. “With 100 million active users, more than 10 times as many as in the 2008 

election, Twitter has emerged as a critical tool for political campaigns, allowing them to 

reach voters, gather data and respond to charges immediately” (Parker 2012). Candidates 

work to appeal to online opinion leaders whom they want have pass on their message to 

the average voter through retweeting info, posting it to their own Facebook account or 

blog. For example, one of the best illustrations of opinion leaders guiding the political 

discourse, is what online opinion leaders have been tweeting about during recent the GOP 

presidential debates. According to journalist Ashley Parked in a recent New York Times 

article titled, “In an Nonstop Whirlwind of Campaigns, Twitter is a Critical Tool”, 

“When Newt Gingrich said in a recent debate that he was a man of “grandiose” ideas, 

Mitt Romney‟s campaign pounced. It sent mocking Twitter messages with a 

hashtag, “#grandiosenewt” encouraging voters to add their own examples of occasions 

when they felt Mr. Gingrich had been “grandiose.” Parker added that, “Within minutes, 

the hashtag was trending on Twitter. Reporters picked up on it, sending out their own 

Twitter posts and writing their own articles. The result: for at least one news cycle, the 

Romney campaign had stamped a virtual “grandiose” on Mr. Gingrich‟s forehead.” 

(Parker 2012).  

Like many social media tools, the power of Twitter while at times beneficial  also 

provides new challenges to political campaigns. Gaffes such as Rick Perry‟s infamous 
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oops moment to Mitt Romney trying to make a $10,000 bet, have shown the power of 

Twitter to guide what the public talks about post debate. In the case of Romney‟s $10,000 

bet remark, online opinion leader the Democratic National Committee instantly began 

using the hashtag “#why10Kbuys” which was picked up by many different liberal 

organizations and it began trending on Twitter within minutes of the gaffe (Parker 2012). 

Even debate winner and losers are assigned grades on Twitter, seconds before the debate 

ends leaving those in the post debate spin room little room to help write the debate 

narrative themselves (Parker 2012). As Twitter and other social websites continue to gain 

new users, the influence of online opinion leaders will likely continue to grow and be 

both a resource and a hindrance to anyone with presidential aspirations.  

RQ3: How did President Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign use Twitter and what 

was its effect?  

 Twitter was invented in 2006 and Barack Obama was the first American 

presidential candidate to take advantage of Twitter technology, far outpacing John 

McCain in his social media usage (Harfoush, 2009). Twitter and other social media tools 

allowed Obama to communicate “directly with voters on an unprecedented scale, 

bypassing the forms and filters of traditional media” (Harfoush, 2009). Obama used 

social media to shape public opinion about him and the other candidates by providing a 

plethora of material in 140 characters including updating supporters on his whereabouts, 

speeches, and election developments. Obama‟s campaign sent out Tweets which 

contained links to live-streaming video of his campaign appearances, new campaign ads 

and other videos (Harfoush, 2009). Additionally the Obama campaign was able to direct 
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followers to his website where he was able to raise millions from social media users as 

well as gain valuable volunteers who were directed to where they were needed in their 

local communities (Harfoush, 2009). According to Obama campaign strategist Kevin 

Geiken, while not all of those who visit Obama‟s website come to the website through 

social media outlets, the Obama campaign has been able to track the impact of social 

media by tracking the number of clicks the website receives from Twitter users who visit 

Barack Obama‟s Twitter account and then click on barackobama.com. They are able to 

see the same impact from those who arrive to barackobama.com from Facebook or 

YouTube. The campaign uses high quality web traffic analytics to see how traffic flows 

to and from barackobama.com (Geiken 2011). By directing prospective voters to his 

campaign site and favorable campaign videos, Obama was able to quickly and more 

cheaply reach voters compared to having a commercial on television. Additionally 

through the retweet function, Obama‟s circle of influence spread even further as his 

campaign staff, Democratic organizations and individual opinion leaders further 

dispersed his Tweets. 

 Since social media had been a part of Obama‟s campaign from the start, when his 

challengers rushed out me-too efforts, they looked amateurish and uncertain by 

comparison (Harfoush, 2009). It helped Obama that unlike John McCain, and to some 

degree Hilary Clinton, his target audience was more in synch with social media right 

from the start so it was easier for him to build up part of his base using social media 

(Harfoush, 2009). According to social media strategist Sarah Lai Stirland, “both Obama 

and Republican rival John McCain relied on the Internet to bolster their campaigns. 

(However) Obama‟s online success dwarfed his opponent‟s, and proved key to his 
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winning the presidency” (Stirland, 2008).  On Election Day 2008, Obama had 115,000 

followers on Twitter. By March 2009, two months after his inauguration, Obama was the 

most followed person on Twitter with over 425,000 followers (Harfoush, 2009). Obama 

has continued to build his Twitter arsenal and as of December 1, 2011, he had nearly 11.4 

million Twitter followers, third only to Lady Gaga and Justin Bieber in terms of total 

followers (@BarackObama, 2011; Taylor, 2011). As Obama has kicked his re-election 

campaign into high gear, his number of Twitter followers has increased an astonishing 

900,000 in just two months. As of February 1
st
, 2012, Obama had over 12.3 million 

Twitter followers showing an average monthly gain of 450,000 followers over the 

preceding two months (@BarackObama 2012). This number is expected to continue to 

climb higher as he campaigns even harder in preparation for the November 2012 

presidential election.  

 Obama‟s campaign provides a good example of the two-step flow of information 

theory, as information about him flows from the powerful elites, media and opinion 

leaders down to the general public. In the early days of door-to-door politicking the 

Obama campaign followed anyone who followed them on Twitter as to not offend any 

potential voters (Stein, 2011). However campaign staff quickly realized that this was a 

difficult and time consuming task for campaign staffers who were doing all of the 

tweeting (Stein, 2011).  

Presently Obama‟s Twitter account is run by his 2012 re-election campaign staff 

and everything is retweeted by the official White House account which is also run by his 

staff (Stein, 2011). Obama‟s campaign uses his account to provide a one way flow of 
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information to voters and nearly every Tweet directs followers to barackobama.com 

which is his official re-election campaign site (@BarackObama, 2011; Geiken, 2011). It 

is rare that Obama actually Tweets something himself despite many followers feeling that 

Obama is personally Tweeting to them (Stein, 2011). When Obama himself tweets 

anything it is signed –BO but this does not even happen on a monthly basis despite his 

Twitter handle sending out multiple tweets per day (@BarackObama, 2011).  

However Obama is still adept at making people feel that they are directly 

involved in the decision making process. For example, in 2009, Obama pledged to 

involve Americans in his decision making by giving them five days to comment online 

on any nonemergency legislation before he signed it (Qualman, 2009). Obama still wants 

people to feel that they are directly involved and his administration has made it a high 

priority. Through the White House blog that is run by Aneesh Chopra, the Obama 

administration‟s chief technology officer, Obama‟s administration has done a great deal 

to solicit citizen ideas on potential laws and administrative decisions while also working 

to make citizens aware of any new legislation or decisions that could positively or 

negatively impact their lives. For example, Chopra recently posted a blog piece asking 

for Americans inputs on how the federal government should reform science and 

technology standards. It asked for input on what the federal government was doing well 

and what could be improved. It posted a notice about proposed legislative changes and 

asked that people send feedback to a specific standards email address (White House 

Blog: Setting Standards We Want to Hear from You, 2012). 
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 Additionally the White House blog recently posted something about the one year 

anniversary of an Obama initiative called Start Up America which provides capital and 

other resources to encourage and accelerate high growth entrepreneurships (White House 

Blog: Archives Start Up America White Board, 2012). The blog provides details about 

the program, Chopra and other experts answer questions, there is a video explaining what 

the program can do for an entrepreneur and there is a section of advice aimed directly at 

young entrepreneurs. With the current economic climate, small business and 

entrepreneurial initiatives are critically important and this is just one way that the chief 

technology officer and Obama‟s administration are working to use online engagement as 

a way to make voters feel directly connected to the decision making process and its 

implications. Other featured content currently on the blog includes resources for returning 

war veterans such as an online Veterans Job Bank and a section called We Can‟t Wait 

that shows steps Obama has taken to simultaneously jumpstart the economy while 

circumventing the currently gridlocked Congress.  

Obama also used Twitter to connect with voters when he hosted the first ever 

presidential Twitter town hall meeting in 2011. For the hour long event he received over 

65,000 tweets with the hashtag #askObama (Pilgrim, 2011). A Twitter search calculator 

identified the most popular topics and a panel of eight journalists picked out 18 tweets 

which he then answered on a live stream that was shown on all the major news networks 

(Pilgrim, 2011). Despite the buffer of the journalists, this is a small example of where 

there is some sort of two way direct communication between the president and 

Americans who are online. It also allowed Obama to take the public opinion temperature 

of the nation about the most popular topics which were housing, jobs and the economy 
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(Pilgrim, 2011). Through the Twitter town hall, his campaign was able to ensure that they 

were focusing their policy making and speaking engagement appearances on the topics 

that were most important to people. Obama has continued this trend of online 

engagement and in January 2012, he hosted the first ever real time presidential online 

conversation. Teaming up with Google+ Hangout, he answered Google users‟ questions 

in real time video. Along with the questions asked in real time, before the event over 

227,000 people had submitted questions and users were able to vote for their favorites 

that they wanted him to answer (White House Blog: President Obama Hangs Out With 

America, 2012).  

 Obama‟s strength in 2008 was that he was able to turn online enthusiasm into 

specific, targeted activities that furthered the campaign‟s goals (Delaney, 2009). In large 

part due to social media interactions, Obama achieved his goals of increasing both 

financial and volunteer support in the crucial days leading up to the election (Harfoush, 

2009). He was also able to shape public opinion and people‟s perceptions of him early on 

and often, as a large part of his telling his story was done through videos on YouTube 

which were also Tweeted out, posted on Facebook and on his website to reach the 

maximum number of viewers (Delaney, 2009). As an incumbent in an economically 

challenging time, it is hard to know if he will be able to replicate this social media 

success but with his high number of Twitter followers and similarly high numbers of 

subscribers on other social media channels, social media will play another important role 

in the 2012 campaign (Sasso, 2011).  
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 According to Kevin Geiken, “Obama was smart in not abandoning social media 

once he took over as president. He knows that it is key to his success as a president” 

(Geiken, 2011). Since taking office, the Obama campaign has worked to shape public 

opinion by framing policy issues and reframing attacks by Republicans in a more 

favorable light. Additionally, Obama has used social media to call supporters to action on 

issues such as the healthcare mandate known as Obamacare.  

The tide of public opinion on Obamacare was never highly favorable and Obama 

for America staff issued a call to action for people to contact their Congressional 

representatives to voice their support for the plan. Obama turned to social media and sent 

out more Tweets during the week of voting on his healthcare plan than ever before, 

including tweeting out the contact information of each Congress person that he was 

targeting (Geiken, 2011). He also worked hard to shape public opinion on the issue 

through social media usage by broadcasting his multiple speeches on the topic on his 

website and tweeting out the live stream link (Geiken, 2011). According to Geiken, the 

impact of this social media effort was immense in getting the bill to pass in the House of 

Representatives. The Affordable Healthcare Act for America as it is officially known in 

the House of Representatives passed by a vote of 220-215 with 39 Democrats voting 

against it (Vote Results for Roll Call 887, 2009). Without pressure from constituents, 

many of whom used social media, several of the Democrats who voted for the legislation 

likely would have chosen to oppose it and the measure likely would not have passed.  

RQ4:  How was Twitter used by candidates in the 2010 congressional elections? 
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According to social media experts Heather LaMarre and Liz Housholder, during 

the 2010 midterm election cycle, 22 percents of adults used social media to gather 

political information (LaMarre, Housholder, 2011). While the GOP was late to the social 

media party in 2008, they made up for it in the midterm 2010 election. As of October 

2011, “Republican House members had more than twice as many followers as their 

Democratic counterparts - about 1.3 million versus 600,000- and were far more active on 

Twitter with more than 157,000 Twitter messages, versus roughly 62,000 for Democrats” 

(Steinhauer 2011).  This more than 2:1 ratio of Republicans to Democrats on Twitter has 

worked to blunt the power of the White House and Obama (Steinhauer 2011).  

Referring to the 2010 elections, Lee Rainie, director of the Pew Internet and 

American Life project said, “This was the election when it (social media) became more 

deeply embedded in the rhythms of campaigning. It‟s not so much that (it serves) as a 

single thing that influences people‟s votes but that it‟s now so inextricably a part of the 

political communication landscape” (Coyle, 2010). Talking about campaigns and social 

media usage by Democrats and Republicans during the 2010 election, Rainie said, “It‟s 

not a sidelight to politics right now. This is a central venue” (Coyle, 2010). When asked 

in 2010 to give the primary reasons that campaigns believed that using social media was 

important, campaigns said that it was to target the base and increase online donations 

(LaMarre and Housholder, 2011).  

 

RQ5: How have Barack Obama and the GOP presidential candidates used Twitter 

to influence public opinion during the 2012 presidential campaign?  
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 Turning to the 2012 presidential elections, Twitter looks have a stronger 

presence than ever (Sasso, 2011). According to Andrew Rasiej of Personal Democracy 

Media, the 2012 campaign cycle will be “the first time both parties have people on staff 

that are specifically focused social media and willing to deploy and use it.” The usage of 

Twitter intensifies the importance of things such as strong debate performances and high 

poll numbers as the things candidates say at debates and the numbers they put up in the 

polls are instantly Tweeted out, retweeted and then discussed and disseminated to a larger 

audience through the top-down model of the media and politicians providing opinion 

leaders the news and those opinions spreading the news to the general public. A simple, 

relatively small mistake can be magnified when millions of followers on Twitter are 

made aware of it just seconds after it happens.  

Like opinion polls which have errors and biases but are still a strong indicator of 

public opinion, Twitter is also an imperfect tool that still offers current presidential 

campaigns one way to see where public opinion is on issues and what issues voters are 

talking about the most. According to Zac Moffatt, the digital director for Mitt Romney‟s 

campaign, Twitter is “a leading indicator of what people are thinking about. It‟s almost 

like an early warning signal: „This is what someone‟s thinking.‟ ” (Parker 2012). Moffatt 

said that campaigns can also use Twitter to see where a story is headed based on 

journalists‟ Twitter messages. This advance warning can give a campaign time to prep a 

candidate on a topic that he may be asked about by reporters later in the day.  

Both Hynes and Jason Miner, former research director for the Democratic 

National Committee echoed Moffatt and said that campaigns should keep close tabs on 

what topics and campaign messages are trending on Twitter. Hynes said the site offers 
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campaigns a “live-action focus group” on what voters are thinking. “You can take the 

real-time pulse of how people are talking about things,” Miner said. Hynes said 

participating in the constant conversation of Twitter has become a necessity for 

campaigns. “Any campaign that‟s not doing that at some level is not going to succeed,” 

he said. Presidential campaigns know this and every 2012 presidential candidate is on 

Twitter (Sasso, 2011). Miner emphasized that campaigns should not treat Twitter as a 

tool separate from the rest of their communication strategy stating that, “Ultimately, 

Twitter is a tool and a tactic; it‟s only as effective as your core messaging and core 

strategy.” (Sasso, 2011). While politicians‟ communications successes are frequently 

attributed to social media, they work in concert with the rest of the communication 

strategy and in terms of electronic communications with constituents, email is still king 

(Sasso, 2011).  

Obama has lost some ground to the Republicans on social media with the current 

crop of presidential candidates actively engaged in social media unlike John McCain. 

However with his over 12.3 million followers, no Republican comes close to him in 

terms of Twitter reach by a single politician. Obama‟s reelection campaign used Twitter 

effectively during his January 2012 State of the Union speech by live tweeting and 

therefore rolling out the policy goals Obama‟s speech as it delivered. Following the 

speech, @BarackObama tweeted out a video of the full speech as well as an overview of 

the speech‟s key points (@BarackObama, 2012). During the speech, @BarackObama 

also retweeted some of the tweets that supporters created about how specific parts of his 

plan would help them. The following day, Obama tweeted out the top three moments of 

the State of the Union as voted on by Obama‟s Twitter followers.  
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Recently Twitter statistics have foreshadowed changes in public opinion polling 

regarding which GOP candidate has been in the lead for the nomination. Using statistical 

analysis, Zach Green of 140elect.com, a 2012 campaign Twitter monitoring site, 

determined that a change in the number of followers of a Republican presidential 

candidate‟s Twitter account serves as a leading indicator of how they will move in 

presidential polling. By monitoring the number of Twitter followers that a candidate 

gained or lost, Green has been able to accurately predict how a candidate‟s poll numbers 

would shift in the days and week or two following the change in the number of followers. 

If a candidate showed an increased number of Twitter followers, then it was expected that 

they would also show increased support in subsequent polls (Green, 2011).   

For example, Green pointed to the rise of Newt Gingrich who started to gain 

Twitter followers on Sept. 7
th

, 2011 after a strong debate performance. Gingrich 

continued to gain Twitter followers in the following three months while he continued a 

steady, upward shift in polling; identical to a steady, upward shift in the number of 

Twitter followers he has (Green, 2011). On December 3
rd

, 2011, Gingrich even took to 

Twitter to begin courting some of Herman Cain‟s supporters who were Twitter followers 

by coming up with well thought out tweets, wishing Cain well right before, during and 

after Cain made his announcement to suspend his campaign (Green, 2011). This was 

strategically timed so that media outlets would include Gingrich‟s Twitter good will 

when talking about who Cain supporters would give their support to next (Green, 2011).  

With the stakes high for the Republican candidates, only time will tell who is able 

to utilize social media most effectively to build social media momentum that will 

translate into real momentum for the candidates in the form of monetary donations, 
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volunteer hours committed and prospective voters who have pledged their votes to a 

certain candidate during the ongoing primary and caucus season. One thing is certain; 

each of the G.O.P. candidates has a long way to go before they are able to catch up to 

President Obama in terms of the number followers and social media support.  

Conclusion 

From the democracy of ancient Greece to America‟s Founding Fathers to the 

present day, public opinion has shaped politics and policy making. While there is still 

debate about how public opinion should be defined, everyone agrees that it is important 

for any thriving democracy. This is because it supports political participation by citizens, 

guards against the threat of an authoritarian state and influences politicians.  

Politicians in particular have a strong interest in correctly reading mass public 

opinion because their ability to do so and accurately represent the will of the people can 

be vital to their reelection efforts. Politicians pay especially close attention to public 

opinion polling when they are campaigning, especially if they are the challenger to an 

incumbent.  

Politicians and policy makers also look to opinion polls to determine whether or 

not the political climate is favorable for introducing an issue or a bill. Understandably 

politicians themselves also look to shape public opinion. This is done in a variety of ways 

such as meeting with constituents and delivering persuasive speeches on one‟s personal 

positions, by doing media interviews that tout one‟s stance on an issue and by stating 

one‟s position publicly during a legislative session. Other possible ways that politicians 

look to shape public opinion, especially during a competitive campaign, is through 

television commercials and the creation of pamphlets mailed to constituents.  
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Social media allows users to engage with content as well as the sources of 

content. Twitter is the sixth largest social media site in the United States and the largest 

micro-blogging site. Twitter and other forms of social media allow campaigns to deliver 

commentary on campaign issues, reach out to voters and push stories onto the media‟s 

radar. Ideally the usage of social media also allows a candidate to have increased 

fundraising capacity, increased volunteer participation and increased knowledge about 

the candidate.  

 While social media has provided candidates with a new tool to add to their overall 

communications strategy, it has also provided campaigns with plenty of headaches as the 

24 hour news cycle has now become a 2.4 seconds news cycle where comments can be 

easily misunderstood or taken out of context and spread like wildfire on Twitter and other 

social media sites. Once a story is picked up by the media on Twitter and goes viral, it 

becomes harder for the campaign to control the originally intended message. Politically 

interested citizens can get a wide array of information about a campaign by following the 

candidate, political news organizations and other political groups on Twitter. 

The media and opinion leaders are able to use Twitter to shape public opinion by 

tweeting out what they consider to be the most important aspects of a campaign which 

the general public picks up and takes into account when forming mass public opinion.  

Through the two-step flow of information theory, first online opinion leaders get 

their information from selected news organizations. Due to selective exposure theory, 

these sources will likely support one‟s current thinking and opinions about politics. The 

opinion leaders are then able to shape mass public opinion surrounding politics by 

sharing selected insights that frame a campaign or issue in a certain light. Their followers 
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pick up the insights and thoughts of the opinion leaders which in turn inform their own 

way of thinking about a campaign, candidate or policy. It is important to note that while 

the two-step flow of information theory informs the general public, through the usage of 

social media the citizens have the opportunity to produce a circular flow of information 

and influence. Citizens are able to pressure politicians on issues and bring to light issues 

and concerns that the media was not previously aware of which they may then decide to 

cover. Through these efforts citizens can create a flow of information the other way 

upwards to politicians and the media. This is done through social media in a variety of 

ways from uploading to YouTube a video of a successful, well attended protest to posting 

and reposting a concerned citizen‟s blog post on Facebook and Twitter. 

 Barack Obama was the first presidential candidate to use Twitter to its full 

potential. Twitter allowed Obama to connect directly with voters while circumventing 

traditional forms of media. He was able to use social media to shape public opinion about 

himself and the other candidates. One of his greatest achievements was the ability to use 

social media to direct supporters to barackobama.com where supporters could donate 

money, sign up to volunteer and become more informed about his candidacy. During his 

presidency Obama has continued to use social media as a way to reach out to supporters 

including being the first president to hold a Twitter town hall where he took voters‟ 

questions. Social media interactivity has also allowed Obama and his campaign to take 

the temperature of the nation on a number of issues and to craft speeches and policies 

decisions based at least in part on public opinion. 

 While Obama got an early lead in the social media arena, Republicans were quick 

to catch on and used it to their advantage during the 2010 midterm elections where they 
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were about to take back the House of Representatives as well as pick up seats in the U.S. 

Senate. By the fall of 2011, there was more than a 2:1 ratio of Republicans to Democrats 

using Twitter to shape the discourse and reach constituents. However in terms of overall 

Twitter reach, no other politician comes close to Obama‟s 12.3 million followers with 

Newt Gingrich‟s 1.4 millions being a distant second.  

 In the 2012 presidential campaign, Twitter and overall social media usage has had 

its strongest presence yet. All of the current presidential campaigns have used Twitter as 

a “live-action focus group” and as another way to measure public opinion along with 

traditional public opinion polling. The Twitter activity of journalists also provides 

campaigns with insight into what the media‟s focus will be on a given day or more 

accurately a given hour. The number of Twitter followers has also served as a way to 

measure a candidate‟s momentum with supporters and research has shown that it 

foreshadows how they will perform in upcoming polls. While Twitter has unquestionably 

been a game changer in politics, it is important to remember that it is just one facet in 

shaping public opinion and things such as debate performances and candidate 

appearances, the opinions of one‟s family and friends as well as what is covered by 

traditional media are all factors that in shaping public opinion along with social media 

consumption. However Twitter‟s growth and the increased attention given to Twitter by 

the mainstream media this election cycle shows that it will continue to remain relevant in 

shaping public opinion in future election cycles over the next several years.  

With a continued emphasis on social media in elections, politicians must work to 

get ahead of their political opponents and find new ways to reach out to citizens through 

social media. They must also determine how social media can become compatible with 
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retail politics and how it fits into the overall communications strategy of a campaign. 

Engaged citizens must determine how to use social media to build support for their 

preferred candidates and to find quality information about what is happening. One of the 

biggest challenges for citizens who use social media to access information is that they 

must determine and decide for themselves which sources found on social media are high 

quality and reputable and which sources are abusing social media to spread campaign 

falsehoods.  
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