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Abstract  

 

Social media is playing a significant role in our everyday life. New tools are emerging 

everyday and offer the users exciting opportunities. Not just ordinary people use 

social media. It became very popular among companies, politicians and government. 

But using social media does not guarantee one instant success and benefits. The right 

appliance of social media technologies can do wonders. Barack Obama brilliantly 

illustrated that during his presidential campaign in 2008.  

 

In 2012 social media technology was yet again at the heart of the Obama’s campaign. 

His challenger, Mitt Romney, also engaged digital technology into his campaigning 

process. However, the attention and participation Romney generated online was more 

humble compared to Obama, who yet again mastered the technology.  

 

This thesis studies the differences in social media use between the two campaigns and 

aims to find out how different use of social media can influence behavior and 

participation of the online audience.  

The study addresses the theory of communicative action, new social movements 

theory and agenda setting.  

 

Key words: social media, election, communication, participation, attitudes, behaviors 

and opinions	  
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I.	  Introduction	  
	  
Social media has become a part of our everyday life on different levels. The areas of 

usage are expanding from year to year. New social media tools are introduced to users 

all the time. According to Jason Keath, CEO and founder of Social Fresh, the social 

media education company, only in 2012 the users were introduced to more than ten 

new platforms. Among them are Unroll.me, PostAcumen, Sprout Social and many 

others. (Keath 2012) 

 

If used smartly, social media may become a very powerful tool for running business 

and political campaigns. No wonder that US politicians started to use the emerging 

opportunities of the digital media as early as in 2000. (Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology 2000). But the true “New Media Area” in running election campaigns 

started with Barack Obama in 2008. 

 

Only a year before, in 2007, Obama was no more than a little-known senator running 

for president against famous Hilary Clinton. Everything changed on the 4th of 

November 2008, when he became the first African-American in history to be elected 

president of the United States. The big role in that election success was played social 

media and technology as an important part of the campaign strategy (Aaker and 

Chang 2009). Obama managed to engage more than two million Facebook supporters 

and more than 112,000 followers on Twitter. Thus the whole campaign has been often 

referenced as “Facebook” or “Twitter” elections. (Fraser and Dutta 2008) 

 

Despite the number of supporters and followers on different social media platforms, 

the role of social media in 2008 Obama’s campaign was critically discussed after the 

elections were over. Some researchers claimed that the proclaimed importance of 

social media for the campaign was no more than a general opinion and in reality more 

votes were attracted to the candidate with the help of the old media, like television, 

radio and news papers. (Kushin and Yamamoto 2010) 
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However, despite all the disputes, no one doubted the fact that in 2012 it would be 

impossible to run for president without building your campaign on line. Jay Samit, a 

CEO of the SocialVibe stated, that any candidate or issue campaign, expecting to 

succeed will have to make social media a critical part of their strategy otherwise they 

will be very likely to fail. (Evans 2011).  

 

If to consider the US presidential election of 2008 as a starting point of a massive 

online campaigning, it will be fair to compare the social media numbers of 2008 with 

those of 2012 

Just in four years Facebook drastically boosted from 40 million users in the US to 160 

million. Twitter had just six million users in 2008, by 2012 the company already had 

over 100 million users. (Halbrooks 2012). Tumblr generally did not exist and Iphone 

did not have as many possibilities it obtained by 2012. 

 

Why social media is so important in the election process and how media technologies 

are combined with politics for a better result? A closer look at the background of 

social media and its previous use in politics will help to clarify these questions. 

 

1.1 Background	  
	  
In order to identify the main research focus and problems, it is important to take a 

look at the social media environment, understand what social media is and which 

tools it can offer. Also this background seeks to show how social media works for 

individuals, companies and what is most important, politicians. The exploration of the 

previous use of social media in the political field will show the connection and 

balance between the two crossing spheres: media and communication and politics. All 

this will lead to a better understanding of the research angle that will be reflected in 

the part 1.2 Research Focus. 

 

What is social media? 

Mike Volpe, VP marketing at Hubspot compares social media to water, pointing out 

that though being good by itself, while combined with other things, water can provoke 

evolution of the different life forms. Social media works the same, being combined 
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with the variety of tools, it enables everything, from communications to politics, to 

evolve. (Schindler 2011)	  

 

Scott and Jacka (2011) define social media as a “set of web based broadcast 

technologies that enable the democratization of content, giving people the ability to 

emerge from consumers of content to publishers. With the ability to achieve massive 

scalability with each other to create (or co-create) value through on line conversation 

and collaboration. (Scott and Jacka 2011, 5)  

 

This definition points out a very important feature of the social media. Social media 

provides the opportunity for two-sided exchange of information, enabling its users to 

quickly exchange their ideas and content, get a feedback and express opinions. This 

feature makes social media stand out from the traditional media channels, like 

television, radio, newspapers and magazines, where, according to Zarrella (2009), 

opinions, content and information are decided by publishers and advertisers, who are 

forcing their point of view on the consumer, without giving a chance for a protest or 

an instant feedback in case of any disagreement (Zarrella 2009).  

 

This opinion is shared by Dave Evans (2010), who explains the high involvement of 

the population into the social media by the fact that consumers were no longer 

satisfied with advertising and promotional information being the only source of 

information about the new products and services.  

 

The emergence of social media granted people the opportunity to share their own 

direct experiences with products, brands and services, providing the “first-hand” 

opinions and research results. In other words: “consumers are leveraging the 

experience of others, before they actually make a purchase themselves”(Evans 2010, 

4)  

 Safko and Brake (2009) highlight another vital thing about social media, they state 

that social media is all about people creating and sharing content. “Social media refers 

to activities, practices, and behaviours among communities of people, who gather 

online to share information, knowledge and opinions using conversational media. 

Conversational media are webbased applications that make it possible to create and 
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easily transmit content in the form of words, pictures, videos and audios.” (Safko and 

Brake 2009, 6)  

 

As it can be seen, unlike the majority of the technologies, the existence of social 

media is impossible without people, who are not just passive consumers of the final 

product, but active participants of the process of content creation. “When you are 

trying to understand what social media is, at its heart it is the concept that we can 

remove barriers and provide for a completely participatory society” (Agresta, Bough 

and Miletsky 2010, 3) Social media engages people into conversations and thus 

enables itself to exist.  

The variety of emerged social media today is huge, and many authors provide 

different classifications. According to Safko and Brake (2009), social media is 

divided into the following categories:  

1.Social networking (Bebo, Facebook, LinkedIn) 

2.Publish (Wikipedia, SlideShare, Wordpress) 

3.Photo Sharing (Flickr, Twitxr, Photobucket) 

4. Audio (iTunes, Podcast.net) 

5.Video (Hulu, YouTube, Google Video) 

6. Microblogging (Twitter, Twitxr, Plurk) 

7.Livecasting (BlogTalkRadio, TalkShoe) 

8.Virtual Worlds ( Second Life, ActiveWorlds) 

9.Gaming (EverQuest, World of Warcraft) 

10.Productivity applications (Yahoo!, Google Docs, Gmail) 

11.Aggregators (Digg, iGoogle) 

12.RSS (Atom, FeedBurner) 

13.Search (Yahoo! Search, Google Search) 

14.Mobile (AOL Mobile, CallWave) 

15.Interpersonal (Skype, Go To Meeting) (Safko and Brake 2009, 23) 

 

These fifteen groups were formed on a base of the primary function of each tool or 

application. As some of the functions may not be solely associated with just one tool, 

same tools can be found in different categories 
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Palmer and Koenig-Lewis (2009) provide different division, based not on the 

functions, but on the base of a user-generated content: 

1 Blogs. Comprising individuals’ or firms’ online journals often combined with audio 

or video podcasts. 

2. Social network. Applications allowing users to build personal web sites accessible 

to other users for exchange of personal content and communication. 

3. Content communities. Web sites organizing and sharing particular types of 

content.. 

4. Forums/bulletin boards. Sites for exchanging ideas and information usually around 

special interests. 

5. Content aggregators. Applications allowing users to fully customize the web 

content they wish to access. 

As the current study concentrates on YouTube, Twitter and Facebook, the further 

detailed description will be provided on those three tools and on the categories they 

belong to. (Social Networking, Microblogging/Blogs, Video/Content communities) 

	  
Social	  Networking	  
	  
Naturally, social networking is not necessarily supposed to be online. According to 

Safko and Brake (2009), social networking is a human activity and predates all forms 

of digital technology. The big difference between the on and off line social networks 

is the type of social interaction they emerge. While offline social networking is all 

about face-to-face relationships, online networking is concentrated on individual-to-

individual communication, as Noor Al-Deen and Hendricks (2012) suggest they serve 

much rather as a channel of communication for social interaction than a place for 

making important connections. 	  

	  

Boyd and Ellison (2007) add that the goal of the online interaction is not to build new 

relationships, but to support pre-existing social relations. Online interactions are the 

product of the previous offline connections. In other words, people do not go online to 

connect to strangers, they much rather look for people they know already or at least 

have some connection to. 
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Facebook 

Facebook emerged in 2004 and was created by Mark Zuckerberg, as a private network 

for Harvard students and staff. In order to register one required an e-mail address on a 

server harvard.edu. Later on, Facebook started supporting other educational 

establishments, which were, however, also open for their members only and required 

a special e-mail address for the registration.  

 

Finally in September of 2005 Facebook became an open network for everyone free to 

join. (Boyd and Ellison 2007)  Nowadays Facebook is a platform that enables people 

to connect with friends, family members, colleagues and acquaintances. Each 

Facebook user has a customized profile with personal information, such as name, date 

of birth, location, school, etc. The user himself decides the level of exposure. 

 

 Facebook allows uploading and posting pictures and videos and also leaving 

comments on the content of other users. Facebook contains various network groups, 

based on interests, political and musical preferences, race identity and so on. The 

users themselves create the groups.  

 

Now Facebook is compatible with many applications, such as Instagram, YouTube, 

Foursquare and many others. Those applications make the usability of Facebook even 

more various and diverse.  

	  
Blogging/microblogging	  
	  
According to Joyce (2010), the emergence of blogging and microblogging platforms 

granted the Internet with more opportunities for sharing and circulation of the 

information. Joyce (2010) provides an example of G20 demonstrations in London in 

2009 when the Global Voices, Oxfam and Blue State Digital hired 50 people 

worldwide to report in their blogs about the events within G20 summit. The team of 

people was called G20 Voice and provided the public with an inside view of the G20 

summit discussions (Joyce 2010)  
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So, what is a blog? Todd Kelsey(2010) defines it as: “a simplified way of sharing 

things, like an online journal or diary, in a format that can feel sometimes like your 

own news column. More than anything else, for most people, a blog is a personal 

publishing platform”.( Kelsey 2010, 233).  

 

Scott and Jacka(2011) claim that the trend away from blogs continues to grow. And 

microblogging is coming on the social media stage. According to Scott and Jacka 

(2011), the main difference between blogs and microblogging is the length of the 

content and its real-time nature. Microblogging emerged from blogs at the moment 

when users felt the need for more condensed and brief messages. Those messages are 

faster to read, post and easier to understand, thus microblogging appears to be a more 

convenient way to connect with people and update them on events in a real time 

mode.  

 

Twitter 

One of the first microblogging companies to emerge was Twitter. It was launched in 

March 2006 at the San-Francisco based start-up company called Obvious. Just like 

Facebook, Twitter was primarily created for internal use and communication between 

company’s employees. However, seven months later, in October 2006 Twitter was 

launched for the public. Twitter is a microblogging service that allows  users to 

quickly send and receive 140 characters or less short messages. These messages can 

be posted to multiple platforms, such as: Twitter web site, e-mail, Smartphone or 

webpage. When Twitter won the South by Southwest Web Award in the blog 

category, the CEO of Obvious, Jack Dorsey accepted the award and told a speech in a 

very unusual way: “We’d like to thank you in 140 characters or less. And we just 

did!” (Safko and Brake 2011, 264) 

Here are clarifications of some Twitter special terms that will be used later in this 

research: 

1. A Twitterer- a person who is using Twitter for sending posts known as Tweets 

2. A Tweet- a post or a message send from one Twitterer to another 

3. Twittersphere – the name for the whole Twitter community 

4. ReTweet – a message send by one Twitterer and reposted by another 

5. A Follower- a Twitterer who is following your account and receiving your 

updates 
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6. MisTweet – a regretted message send by a Twitterer 

7. Twittervision - GoogleMaps, showing the users geographical locations of 

other Twitterers 

Being a tool with big variety of advantages, such as simplicity, speed and briefness, 

Twitter carries a disadvantage of the trivial nature of most posts. The cost-free nature 

and the ease of use provoke people to lose the sense of responsibility by continuously 

Twitting about insignificant events of the daily life. On the other hand, several times 

Twitter played a vital role in keeping people safe during numerous disasters and 

tragedies. For example during 2007 fires in California people informed their friends, 

relatives and neighbours about fire locations and their own safe whereabouts. “ The 

information was transmitted and received in nearly real-time on a minute by minute 

basis by police, fire-fighters and family members. Support organizations such as the 

American red Cross were also using the site to coordinate their relief efforts and 

exchange minute-by-minute updates about the fires.” (Safko and Brake 2011, 273) 

Twitter is also widely used by celebrities, politicians and famous brands.  

 

Videosharing	  	  
	  
 Videosharing is an easy and effective way to attract attention by sharing content on 

line. It works for both, individuals and companies, wanting to say something to the 

world.  

 

A video of a Blendtec  blender company perfectly illustrates how social media can 

help in saving money on expensive commercials. The video represented company’s 

founder Tom Dickson showing the capacity of Blendtec’s blender to blend.. Apple’s 

IPhone was chosen as an ultimate “Will it blend?” challenge and a curious viewer 

could see for himself how expensive smartphone was turned into dust within seconds. 

In the next 24 hours the video received more than one million views and during the 

same time Blandtec managed to sell out of their 600$ Blenders. Getting this exposure 

and attention from the potential customers without investing into the TV ads would be 

impossible without videosharing sites.  
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YouTube 

Jarboe (2011) explains, that the reason why YouTube turned out so popular among 

users and keeps the first place even after seven years after launch is the core idea of 

being a personal video sharing service and not another video search engine.  

 

Three former PayPal employees launched the company in 2005: Chad Hurley, Steve 

Chen and Jawed Karim. Karim proposed to Hurley and Chen that they create a video-

sharing site, as back in to 2005, it was quite difficult to find and share online videos. 

In May 2005 the public beta test version of YouTube was released. The company 

didn’t spend time or money on marketing or advertisement, instead YouTube’s team 

made a great effort of communicating with users.  

 

In July 2005 a YouTube blog was created “in an effort to communicate improvements 

and changes”. The blog said “We are continuously working towards our goal of 

making YouTube the digital video repository for the Internet. That said, please let us 

know if there is something you’d like us to address – we really, really, really do value 

any input our users send.” (Jarboe 2011, 5)  

 

The official launch of YouTube happened in December of 2005. The company said 

that its new service “allows people to easily upload, tag, and share personal video 

clips through www.YouTube.com and across the Internet on other sites, blogs and 

through e-mail.” (Jarboe 2011, 6) 

In 2006, after only six months of existence, YouTube was acquired by Google.  

 

Today YouTube offers various functions, including video sharing, video tagging, 

commenting, joining communities and posting videos on web sites other than 

YouTube. According to Nielsen/Net Ratings from March 2008, the highest 

demographic of users in the United States are 52 percent male and 48 percent female, 

with a tie between forty-five to fifty-four-year-olds and people fifty-five and older.  

(Safko and Brake 2009)  
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Social	  Media	  in	  Political	  Campaigns	  
	  
As was previously stated, Social Media gained the popularity not only among private 

users and famous companies but also among politicians. After exploring the types and 

capabilities of social media it is now time to pay attention to the empirical part, in 

other words, social media previous use in political campaigns. 

 

Though Barak Obama’s campaign during the elections in 2008 considered being the 

first campaign to master the social media technology and start a new page in the 

elections history, he was not the first to use social media while running for president.  

 

In 2004, Howard Dean was the first candidate to create his own blog and implement it 

into his communication strategy. Soon George Bush and two other candidates 

followed this action. (Carty 2011) Dean and his team also created a network of 

websites and blogs to create a base of devoted followers who were encouraged to 

donate money on his campaign. Unfortunately, he lost the Democratic nomination to 

John Kerry, but at the same time set a record in fundraising of that time, when 

280,000 supporters made a 40$ million contribution to his campaign. (Singel 2013)  

 

John Kerry, to whom Dean lost his Democratic nomination, adjusted his fundraising 

strategy on the Internet and ended up raising approximately 8,3$ million  (Schifferes 

2012). During the presidential elections of 2004 in the United States only four 

candidates running for president used blogs, thus Dean can be considered a pioneer 

and an important figure in the history of Internet Fundraising and online campaigns.  

 

However, his success can not be compared to Barak Obama in 2008, when he won the 

elections and became the first African-American president in the United States 

history. Just like John Kennedy made his way to the White House with the help of a 

new medium, television, Obama was also greatly helped by a new medium, but this 

time it was social media. (Qualman 2011)  

 

It is important to mention, that traditional media were also involved in Obama’s 

campaign. Some experts are still arguing that unlike a common belief on the 
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importance of new media in the campaign, it was traditional media that played the 

major role in 2008 elections. (Kushin and Yamamoto 2010). However, it is 

impossible to deny that social media changed the way of how traditional broadcasters, 

such as ABC, NBS, CBS, covered election news.  

 

Qualman (2011) in the book “Socialnomics” explained this shift by the following 

tendency: “People use several media sources in combination to formulate an opinion – 

not just one source. Networks that recognize this and attempt to work effectively with 

the new forms of social media will survive.” (Qualman 2011, 64-65)  

 

When Colin Powell endorsed Obama on the 19th of October 2008 on NBC’s Meet the 

Press, the information was instantly posted on the msnbc.com-NBC’s sisters property. 

NBC was also quick and smart enough to post the interview on the Web before the 

West Coast was able to watch the video on traditional television. Broadcasters had to 

compete for audience’s attention and interest and they had to be fast in that 

competition, otherwise the content could be found on YouTube, Wikipedia, blogs, 

podcasts and so on. Commenting the changes in the media sphere, the former 

president of CBS News Andrew Heyward said: “We should be careful of these zero-

sum games where the new media drives out the old. I think what we see is growing 

sophistication about making the channels work together effectively”  (Qualman 2011, 

65)  

Qualman (2011) thinks that there were several reasons why Obama chose social 

media as his major positioning platform.  

First of all, attempting to dominate newspapers, television and radio would have been 

a tactical error against well-known Hillary Clinton, who was his competitor in the 

race for the Democratic nomination.  

Secondly, Obama had great appeal to younger audience, which were more likely to 

get the news from social and not traditional media.  

And last of all, Obama had limited funding from the start and had to look for cheaper 

alternative ways to get his campaign going. Obama chose to use social media not only 

for positioning, but also for fundraising, just like Howard Dean four years earlier. The 

outcome of that decision is very well known. Obama’s followers and supporters were 

substantially growing and contributing to the campaign. Obama set a record and 

opened a new page in the history of the internet fundraising, by building up a 
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multimillion-dollar arsenal with 92 percent of his donations being in sums of less than 

100$.   

 

By the time Obama won the elections, his Facebook page fan base contained over 3.1 

million people, while his competitor, John McCain had only 614,000 followers of his 

page on the day of the elections. Obama’s MySpace account had 833,161 friends, 

while McCain’s had only 217, 811. Obama also outplayed McCain on Twitter, 

attracting 113,000 followers to McCain’s 4,650. YouTube channel The 

BarackObamadotcom had 20 million views, while the johnmccaindotcom could only 

boast of 2 million views. (Qualman 2011) 

 

John McCain’s social media failure can be, however, justified by the fact that his 

electorate skewed older, and did not use social media tools so massively at that time, 

which was obviously a great advantage for Obama, who used social media in both 

Democratic and National elections. 

 

Obama’s strategy on the web had a personal touch, which was highly appealing to the 

voters, who wanted to know how did the candidate spend time with his family and 

people close to him on a daily bases. To satisfy that curiosity, Obama’s team started 

making “behind-the-scenes” moments – their own original footage events that the 

networks covered. Another personal aspect of the campaign is illustrated by the quote 

of Lance Muller from Decatur, Georgia: “ I have been an Obama friend since his 

speech at the 2004 Democratic Convention. In social media, he actually virtually 

“pokes” me and sends memos and stuff. I don’t know if it is really him, but it makes 

you feel more in touch with the process. His team is smart in utilizing social networks 

to reach people like me so that I feel connected personally” (Qualman 2011) 

 

1.2.	  Research	  focus	  
 

The background study showed the variety of social media and how the use of it can 

create positive effects on company’s reputation or boost the fundraising activity 

among the voters during elections. However, the background study also showed that 

the use of social media on itself is not yet a guarantee for success. Howard Dean 
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managed to raise money, using the blog, but ended up loosing the nomination to John 

Kerry . (Singel 2013)   

In campaign 2008 Obama was not the only one to use social media. John McCain also 

engaged them in to his election strategy. Yet they served Obama a better job in 

attracting online attention. (Qualman 2011) 

 

The situation during 2012 US presidential elections was very similar. While both 

Romney and Obama targeted to expand the online presence and to engage as many 

Internet users as possible, not both of them achieved success. The obvious explanation 

to Romney’s worse performance could be the fact, that Obama was running for 

president for the second time and had a previous experience in online campaigning. 

That also suggests that Obama had a better online base to work with.  

However, while the campaign was still running, Pew Research Centre conducted a 

survey on the Social Media and Political Engagement among the US citizens. That 

survey revealed that “66 percent of social media users have employed the platforms to 

post their thoughts about civic and political issues, react to others’ postings, press 

friends to act on issues and vote, follow candidates, ‘like’ and link to others’ content, 

and belong to groups formed on social networking sites” (Pew Internet and American 

Life project 2012).  

The survey also showed that 65 percent of Republicans use social networking sites 

and 12 percent of them use Twitter. The numbers for democrats are slightly but not 

drastically bigger and are 71 percent for Social networking sites and 18 percent for 

Twitter respectfully.  

 

The survey results suggest that both, Romney and Obama had in theory more or less 

equal number of people, involved in the online community to work with.  

 

Nevertheless, in the long run Romney managed to attract 7,1 millions of followers on 

Facebook and 1.1 millions on Twitter, while Obama could boast with 19,9 millions of 

supporters on Twitter and 28,7 millions on Facebook (CandyTech 2012).  

 

These numbers are exceptionally confusing regarding the fact the actual election was 

won by Obama with 51,1 percent of the votes, while Romney received 47,2 percent. 

(RealClearPolitics.com 2013) The offline gap was only 3,9 percent, thus the huge 
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online gap in numbers, provided above, is very unlikely to be explained by the overall 

lack of popularity of Mitt Romney. Yet, as can be seen from the numbers, Obama 

managed to attract more attention on line.  

 

At this point it seems that the best way to explain this digital gap between the two 

candidates is to take a closer look at their use of social media and focus on the 

differences the two campaigns had online. A more precise and polished research 

question will be presented in the following section. 

 

1.3.	  Research	  aim	  and	  individual	  Research	  Objectives	  	  	  
	  

This thesis is aiming to answer the question: 

How different use of social media can influence behavior and participation of the 

online audience? 

The individual research objectives are set to answer the following sub questions : 

Q1. In what way social media tools were used in Barak Obama’s campaign? 

Q2. In what way social media tools were used in Mitt Romney’s campaign? 

Q3: Were there any mistakes in the field of the social media that prevented Romney 

from gaining more attention online?  

 

1.4	  Value	  of	  the	  research	  and	  the	  restrictions	  
	  
As the elections were held less then a year ago, the research topic can obviously be 

considered as fresh and relevant As the new media era is taking over and will by all 

forecasts only extend its influence and engagement among the politicians, it seems 

necessary to explore the ways of its usage in political campaigns and the outcomes.  

 

A lot of studies on social media use and political campaigning represent successful 

cases. It is understandable, as the desire to learn the keys to success in this field 

should be high.  

Sometimes, however, it can be more efficient to know what should not be done rather 

than what should be done. This thesis will compare the strategy of the winning and 

the loosing team in order to find out, whether there were any mistakes in the field of 

social media that made Romney’s online campaign less successful.  
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If the final results show any pitfalls, they will be a good example for future 

campaigners to learn from. 

Recent elections’ result shows that being online is not a guarantee for success, thus 

this paper’s conclusions target to contribute to the question of the efficient use of the 

social media in the field of politics.  

 

It is important, however to mention several restrictions applicable to this research.  

First of all, the thesis is paying attention only to the online part of the campaign and 

does not investigate the problem of online attention resulting in the real life votes. It 

became clear from the background study that the lack of online attention does not 

necessarily result in the drastic difference in the amount of the real votes the 

candidates receive. Investigating both, the differences in the social media use and its 

influence on the offline voting would be an interesting thing to do, however the topic 

is too vague and complicated for the frames of a master thesis.  

Second of all, this thesis will be investigating the use of social media in the US 

elections and aims to discover the findings applicable, first of all, to the US political 

life. Undoubtedly, some conclusions would be applicable to the general use of the 

social media in politics, however, due to the different political systems and rules, 

regulating the election campaigns, the author cannot guarantee that the findings will 

suit every politician in every country. 
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2.	  Literature	  review	  
	  

2.1	  Introduction	  	  
	  
This chapter will give a reader an overview of what was already written about US 

election campaign 2012 and the differences in online strategies of the candidates. 

Considering the fact, that the elections were held less than a year ago, in November 

2012, the articles, written by journalists and bloggers, represent most of the previous 

research on the topic. Not so many academic articles on the topic are available, as the 

discussions on why Romney lost the online battle are still on.  

 

In order to look deeper into the problem, the literature review chapter will also take a 

look at the books and articles, which explain and illustrate how social media creates 

online participation, attention and engagement and how its tools were previously used 

in the election history.  

 

This research made in this chapter also will help to identify theories and concepts to 

be used in the theoretical framework of the thesis. 

 
 

2.2. Mitt Romney vs. Barack Obama online 
	  
David F. Carr (2012) discusses the difference in online numbers between Romney and 

Obama in the article Obama Vs. Romney On Face 

book Vs. Twitter.  He suggests that Obama dominated both social media channels due 

to the fact that he had a previous experience of online campaigning during the 2008 

elections. Romney did not have this experience and thus he had a lot of catching up to 

do. Carr points out that Romney's growth rates are quite high. “In other words, 

Romney's percentage growth in social media fans reflects the fact that he is starting 

with a much smaller base.” (Carr 2012) 

 

PRNewswire published an article “SocialMatica 2012 Presidential Election 

Dashboards Show Romney Significantly Behind Obama in Social Media Brand.” This 
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article discusses how Obama makes bigger effort than Romney to build his brand on 

line. Gary Hermansen, CEO of SocialMatica, the leader of social media analytics 

commented: “What is surprising is the use of social media by Obama's campaign, and 

relative lack of visibility from Mr. Romney. As such, Obama's brand value, or equity, 

continues to rise, leaving a serious gap for Romney to contend with” (PRNewswire 

2013) 

 

Terry Dean and Glenn Livingston (2012) used Google's stratified sampling 

methodology and asked over 2,500 Internet users which one of the two presidential 

candidates they considered to be better at Social Media Marketing. As a result, over 

64 percent of participants expressed an opinion that Obama was better than Mitt 

Romney. The exception occurred within the category of Americans over the age of 

64. (Dean and Livingston 2012) Dean and Livingston published the survey data and 

results on totalconversioncode.com.  

They also posted a video, where they explained the survey results by analyzing 

candidate’s webpages and accounts on social media. Among their major findings is 

that Obama’s campaign had a personal touch that Romney, unfortunately for him, 

lacked.  

Dean and Livingston paid attention to small details, which turned out to be very 

important. For example, in order to enter Obama’s webpage one had to fill in the e-

mail and zip code and click the button “I’m in”, the message above was “Are you 

in?”. That, according to Dean and Livingstone (2012), created a feeling of being a 

part of the team among the voters. The box also showed how many Facebook 

followers Obama already had. In the video made by Dean and Livingstone the amount 

of followers for Obama is 28,865,011. The system was also constructed in such a 

manner, that a user, trying to log in on the site, would see the pictures of his Facebook 

friends in the top row, if any of them were already following Obama. 

 The pictures, used by Obama team on his website and Facebook profile, usually 

pictured him in a personal situations, either with his family, or with the ordinary 

people. There were a lot of pictures of Michelle Obama, hugging people and smiling 

to children. The pictures were usually followed by short and clear messages that 

coincided. The YouTube profile offered a comfortable navigation and one could see 

all the videos Obama had on the channel. 
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At the same time, according to Dean and Livingstone, Mitt Romney was much more 

distant from his electorate. The pictures on his website and Facebook pictured him 

being either above the voters, when he was standing on the stage, or waving them 

from a bus window, or generally keeping a distance from the crowd. 

As Dean and Livingstone (2012) notice, Romney’s eyes could hardly be seen on those 

pictures, however, he posted quite a lot of Obama’s pictures on his profile and 

Obama’s eyes were much better visible.  

Dean and Livingstone (2012) also marked that Romney had lots of different messages 

and created a general disconnection. For example, on the Google adds his message 

appeared as “Help Romney get America back to work. Donate now”. The moment the 

person arrived on the webpage, he faced a different message “Americans deserve 

more jobs and more take-home pay”.  

The same page contains another message “Make a difference”. Romney’s YouTube 

channel had poor navigation and did not offer the whole range of videos, uploaded by 

the candidate. That meant that users were not offered a decent access to content and 

were not stimulated to watch more. Additionally, Romney kept promoting Obama on 

his twitter account. By twitting something where Obama was involved, Romney used 

the @BarackObama, giving extra attention to Obama’s account. (video Obama 

Versus Romney-Who wins social media?) 

 

Molly McHugh (2012) also points out that what Romney lacks is a personal touch in 

the article “How social media is sinking Mitt Romney”. McHugh writes that Mitt 

Romney “doesn’t exactly seem like a personable guy, and his attempts at humanizing 

himself using the social Web sound just as measured and calculated, and occasionally 

awkward as everything else he does. From his laughable overuse of @ pinging 

President Obama every time he mentions him, to the fact that his Facebook posts are 

almost entirely written in the first person (as if we’re supposed to believe that he 

seriously pens each of these posts), it’s clear that painting himself as the Average Joe 

who uses the Internet just like you and I do simply isn’t within Romney’s reach.” 

(McHugh 2012) 

 

McHugh (2012) also points out that the Romney donation products seem to be 

copying wordings from Obama’s. Zeke Miller (2012) brings an example, of how the 

text of both candidates looked on different platforms. For example, web donation: 
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“Obama: “When you’re logged in to your BarackObama.com account with a saved 

credit card, just click the Quick Donate button. We’ll charge your saved credit card 

and you’re done in seconds.”  

Romney: “When you’re logged in to your MyMitt account with a saved credit card, 

just click the Contribute button. We’ll charge your saved credit card and you’re done 

in seconds.” (Miller 2012) Miller also states that Obama was the first one to use this 

text and the candidates did not share the vendor. Romney’s digital director Zac Moffat 

explained it as a “junior staff confusion that has been updated and resolved” (Miller 

2012) 

Another concern about Romney’s activity online was a huge increase in his Twitter 

followers in just twenty-four hours, starting from July 21. Romney’s Twitter account 

gained 117,000 new followers. (Coldewey 2012) That attracted a lot of attention from 

bloggers and Twitter commentators. Most of them suggested that the newly acquired 

followers were fake. (Coldwey 2012) 

Barracuda Labs(2012) made a study on 152, 966 Romney’s newest Twitter followers 

and the statistics showed that: 

• The number of Romney’s followers increased 17% (or 116,922) on a single day Jul 

21, 2012, going from 673,002 to 789,924 

• 25% of these followers are less than 3 weeks old (created after July 17th 2012), 80% 

of them are less than 3 months old 

• 23% or about 1/4 of these followers have no tweet 

• 10% of these account has already been suspended by Twitter (barracudalabs.com) 

This data led to the conclusion that “”most of these recent followers of Romney are 

not from a general Twitter population but most likely from a paid Twitter follower 

service.” (Barracudalabs 2012) 

Romney’s digital director declined all accusations and commented: “Under no 

circumstances would we buy Twitter followers. It's inconsistent with everything we've 

done to date. We don't need fake followers to justify our social media policy. What 

possible benefit could there be?” (Coldewey 2012) 

 

Fake or not, the incident with followers’ suspicious increase did not do well for 

Romney’s reputation in the social space. McHugh calls it a social misstep, along with 

the copying wording from Obama. (McHugh 2012) 
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2.2	  Social	  Media	  and	  Political	  Participation	  
	  
David Paletz (2002) states that individual’s interests, beliefs and identifications have 

an impact on his/her political participation. Depending on the available political 

choices individual can donate money on fund - rising, join a social movement or 

simply vote. Paletz (2002) comes to a conclusion that “people who have disposable 

income, possess civic skills, and are able to make time available -  in other words, the 

educated and affluent – participate in proportion far more than the impoverished most 

in need of governmental response” (176) 

 

Paletz (2002) also states that in recent years people’s engagement in political 

activities, such as attending a speech or working for political party has visibly 

decreased among ordinary people. Thus they require more motivation. Among 

reasons for political participation Paletz (2009) names “desire to show responsibility, 

to achieve policy objectives, and to enhance self-esteem” (177) Media content can 

stimulate participation. Political participation is particularly stimulated by “appeals by 

government leaders, talk radio, and public service advertisement urging people to 

vote” (179) 

 

Paletz (2009) pays special attention to the Internet in encouraging political 

participation. “Internet can encourage political participation in many ways, including 

the following: socialization, voter registration, mobilization, promotion and 

organizing action, and protests” (190) 

 

Scholz (2013) attracts attention to the technological aspect of on-line participation, by 

stating that in order to “open the participatory toolbox of the social Web, activists 

need to have the necessary skills. Without media literacy the Web-based possibilities 

remain a mystery.” (356) However recently it stopped being a problem as more and 

more people get access to the Internet and spend time on line. Scholz explains it with 

lack of social life in the public sphere. “In the economically developed world, the 

disappearing public sphere plays people into the hands of social Web” (356)  

Scholz’s (2013) idea about increase in the on line presence is confirmed by the Pew 

Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project recent survey on Social Media 
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and Political Engagement. The findings showed that “60 percent of American adults 

use either social networking sites like Facebook or Twitter” and “66 percent of those 

social media users—or 39 percent of all American adults—have done at least one of 

eight civic or political activities with social media” (Pew Internet and American Life 

project 2012) 

 

Polat (2005) analyzed Internet from three perspectives in order to find out its potential 

of enhancing political participation. Internet was examined as an information source, 

as a communication medium and as a virtual public sphere. In the first case, 

assumption suggest that “with the availability of the Internet…there could be an 

approximation to a situation perfect knowledge in which citizens know all about 

policy issues” (453) However, this requires a person to possess both, interest and 

skills to obtain and process information. Also, even if the Internet “contributes to an 

informed society, the established scholarship on political participation does not offer a 

direct relation between information and participation.(453) Polat (2005) also 

concluded that as a communication medium Internet affects different modes of 

political participation asymmetrically, as Internet supports some forms of 

communication more than others. As a virtual public sphere, Internet has a potential 

“for enhancing political participation around online issue groups” (454)  

 

Polat’s conclusions do not picture Internet as the best platform for enhancing political 

participation, however, it should be noticed that his article was written in 2005 and a 

lot of things changed. 

 

The change is illustrated by Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez (2011) who made a 

research on the impact of Internet and social media on political participation and civic 

engagement in the 2008 Obama Campaign. Their research showed that the impact of 

Internet on political participation was huge. “Obama campaign was able to use Web 

2.0 and social media tools together into a coherent nationwide virtual organization, 

which motivated 3.1 million individual contributors to contribute significant amounts 

of money and to mobilize a grassroots movement of more than 5 million 

volunteers”(p.205) Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez (2011) conclude that Internet 

tools mobilized the ground game, enhanced political participation and got out the 

vote. 
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Bond,Farriss, Jones, Kramer, Marlow, Settle and Fowler (2013) attempted to study 

Internet influence on the real-world behaviour. Their study tracked the effects of 

Facebook messaging on the 2010 U.S. congressional elections. Their results showed 

that “the messages directly influenced political self-expression, information seeking 

and real world voting behaviour of millions of people. Furthermore, the messages not 

only influenced the users who received them but also the user’s friends, and friends of 

friends. The effect of social transmission on real-world voting was greater than the 

direct effect of the messages themselves, and nearly all the transmission occurred 

between “close friends” who were more likely to have a face-to-face relationship”. 

(Bond, Fariss, Jones, Kramer, Marlow, Settle and Fowler 2013, 295) 

 

Hallin (2008) suggests that new social movements and new media influenced the 

traditional journalism, “undermining the authority of the professional journalist, as 

blogs and talk shows produced competing claims to represent the voice of the people 

and brought journalists’ control over channels of communication into question” (p.51) 

 

Gladwell (2010) argues that though social media is effective at increasing 

participation, it only does that “by lessening the level of motivation that participation 

requires” He brings in an example of Sameer Bhatia, who needed a bone marrow 

transplant, but could not find a donor among his friends and relatives. One of his 

business partners send an e-mail about the situation to more than 400 people, who 

forwarded it to their friends. The information further spread on Facebook and 

YouTube.  

Eventually, almost twenty-five thousand people were registered in the bone-marrow 

database, and Sameer found a donor. Gladwell states that campaign attracted so many 

people because it did not ask too much of them. “You can get thousands of people to 

sign up for a donor registry, because doing so is pretty easy…Donating a bone 

marrow is not a trivial matter. But it doesn’t involve financial or personal risk. In fact, 

it’s the kind of commitment that will bring you only social acknowledgment and 

praise” (46)  

Gladwell’s conclusion is that social media activism succeeds “not by motivating 

people to make a real sacrifice but by motivating them to do the things that people do 

when they are not motivated enough to make a real sacrifice” (46) 
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Van Aelst and Walgrave (2004) examined the role of the Internet in shaping new 

social movements. As an example they took anti-globalization websites and studied “ 

three conditions that establish movement formation: collective identity, actual 

mobilization, and a network of organizations”. (87) 

Authors argue that though previous research stated that politically active web users 

were “political junkies” already, the use of new information and communication 

technologies facilitates participation in politics.  

After analyzing 17 websites from different countries, Van Aelst and Walgrave (2004) 

concluded that the three conditions of the movement formation were fulfilled. The 

websites provided information on the anti-globalization, besides they also “actively 

mobilized people to demonstrate against the symbols of economic globalization” 

(104-105). Another conclusions were that: “By following detailed guidelines, all 

supporters can easily become real participants. Finally, all 17 websites were directly 

or indirectly “hyperlinked” to each other, creating a kind of network of related 

organizations” (105)   

The research also showed that the overall role and importance of the Internet could be 

regarded in different ways. “This was revealed when we interviewed two Belgian 

representatives of involved organizations. Han Soete, of Indymedia Belgium, was 

convinced that the movement could not exist in its then state without the internet, 

which made the exchange of information and creation of contacts in a global context 

both easy and cheap. Nico Verhaegen of Via Campesina, an international organization 

of small farmers, had a more modest view on the new media: “If the same 

globalization would have occurred without the existence of the web or email, the 

same transnational protest movement would have founded. Perhaps with a bit more 

tension, and not that fast, but the movement would have come there for sure”(105) 

 

Nick Couldry  (2012) discusses the new possibilities for political mobilization, action 

and association, generated by the Internet. His findings suggest that the  main 

democratic potentials of the Internet are the lack of boundaries, interactivity, 

disintermediation, co-presence, reduced costs and speed. “We can now meet and 

organize politically with people we don’t know and can’t see, doing so at great speed, 

across local, regional and even national boundaries”(110)  
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Couldry (2012) also marks the emergence of latent political actors that would be 

impossible without The Internet. “In Britain, for example, there are people blogging 

or tweeting about aspects of institutional life, not yet acknowledged as contributing to 

political debate but able, given a suitable political context, to emerge from the 

shadows” (123) 

Couldry (2012) concludes that “the possibilities of potential political action are now 

greater and better resourced than in pre-digital age. Websites, mobile phones, social 

networking sites and Twitter are now contributing to the texture of political action 

across the world: from the Philippines to Iran, from Tunisia to UK” (128) 

 

2.4	   Media	   and	   Social	   media	   role	   in	   building	   opinions,	   attitudes	   and	  
behaviours	  

	  
Sharon Meraz (2009) states that  “Top independent political bloggers have played an 

influential role in holding public officials accountable…The blog form has matured to 

resemble traditional journalism in form and practice” (682)  

Meraz further discusses how the emergence of blogs challenged the traditional 

media’s monopoly on news creation and dissemination and forced them to start using 

newsroom blogs as for news delivery.  

Meraz researched the “agenda setting and social influence of elite traditional media 

outlets both among to independent political bloggers and among elite newsroom 

blogs” (683)  

As well as the “role of citizen and traditional media in the setting of news 

agendas”(700) The key findings showed that traditional media agenda setting is no 

longer the only force of influencing opinions.  

Due to the emergence of independent blog platforms the power between traditional 

media and citizen media was redistributed. While researching the re-distribution of 

influence more precisely, Meraz concludes that “In terms of agenda setting theory, 

elite traditional mass media entities are more likely to exert their agenda setting power 

at the “short head” of the long tail of media choices, while citizen media influence 

aggregates agenda setting power down the “long tail” of media options” (701).  
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Meraz (2009) suggests that the power of participatory freedom and independent 

blogging the Web gives to the users, can explain why modern people find little utility 

in a newsroom blog “that ignores the wisdom of the crowd” (702) 

 

Deva Woodly (2013) argues that although “Internet as an information medium has not 

overturned the routines and norms of political communication, it has altered the 

information environment in which political elites and interested citizens function”. 

(109). 

Woodly (2013) points out the special role of blogs in mobilizing opinions and setting 

the agenda for journalists and politicians, as well as in providing interested citizens 

with a new and effective way of political participation. Blogs, according to Woodly 

have three features enabling them to have a political impact. “First, blogs seem to 

have an increasing influence on traditional media. Second, they’ve proved themselves 

to be effective tools of communication in opinion mobilization. And finally, non-

media elites have begun to use blogs to survey and influence the debates that 

interested citizens engage in” (118)  

Woodly(2013) gives an example of Joshua Marshall, a Washington Monthly freelance 

journalist, who also owns a small blog empire. “Marshall has become extremely 

influential with the inside-the-beltway crowd precisely because he has shown himself 

able not to only uncover new information and post it on his blog faster than print or 

broadcast news, but also because he has shown his blog exceptionally successful at 

shaping political opinions.” (120) 

Sayre, Bode, Shah, Wilcox and Shah (2010) explored the issue of agenda setting in 

the digital age on the example of the YouTube. Basing on the fact, that in the US 

election of 2008 YouTube played a significant role, authors suggest that “YouTube 

videos may act as fire starters among the media, giving editors enough reason to 

investigate and report the given subject matter as news and draw the public’s attention 

to it. That would suggest a shift away from typical agenda – setting dynamics, yet 

these relationships have not been explored at great length”(9) 

 

By examining the issue of California Proposition 8- a ballot to eliminate right of 

same-sex couples to marry and the role of YouTube in its coverage, the authors made 

a finding that “YouTube allows individuals an opportunity to help drive – an at times 

lead-public discourse on socially relevant and politically important issues. It provides 
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an example of how social media platform is now being used to bring attention to an 

issue when the mainstream media are not” (26). In conclusion, authors state that 

traditional media might be loosing its agenda – setting ability to emerging social 

media.  

 

Hopmann, Elmelund-Præstekær ,Albæk, Vliegenthart and de Vreese (2012) 

investigated the issue of some parties being more effective than others in influencing 

the issue agenda of the media. Stressing that media are never independent and always 

engaging in an interaction with political actors during the campaign coverage, authors 

tried to identify factors, that helps political parties to successfully influence the media 

coverage. By studying the national elections in Denmark, authors came to several 

conclusions. First, “the more press releases a party publishes on a specific issue, the 

more often this party will appear on this issue in the evening television news”. Second 

“if other parties publish press releases on a specific issue, this raises the chances of 

being covered on this issue, especially with respect to more relevant parties.” Third, 

“the more press releases are published by other parties on a specific issue the less the 

effect a given party will experience by publishing yet another press release, leading 

eventually to an overall negative effect of an increased number of press releases” 

(186) 

 

Stuart Oskamp (1977) studied the issue of opinions and attitudes and media role in its 

construction. Oskamp tries to answer a question: “What are the communication 

processes by which mass information, propaganda, and advertising efforts are spread 

and transformed into individual beliefs, attitudes, and actions?” (141) 

 

He then distinguishes two factors in persuasive communication: independent variables 

and dependent variables. Independent variables are “the elements of the persuasion 

situation which can be varied or manipulated in some way. Dependant variables are 

“the various aspects of the persuasion process which may occur in response to the 

communication, that is, the effects of communication.”(142)  

Taking a look at Lasswell's	  communication model “who says to whom, how and with 

what effect” (Lasswell 1977), Oskamp( 1977) states that “with what effect” can 

summarize all dependable variables, while other four steps represent independent 

variables in the communication process.  
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Talking about effects of mass media on political behaviour, Oskamp concludes that 

two main effects are “reinforcement of voters’ current attitudes, and activation of any 

latent motivational predispositions (such s party loyalty or strong issue 

commitments)” (152)  

As reinforcement is a process of strengthening of already existing attitudes, Oskamp 

(1977) suggests that the main function of political communication during the 

campaign should aim at supporting “people’s already-changed attitudes” and 

extending  the amount of change where possible. The findings, made by Blumler and 

McQuail (1969), can explain this statement. The findings show that “less than half of 

the change in partisan preference from election to the next may actually occur during 

the campaign period.” (274)  

In the process of persuading the public Oskamp (1977) points out two problems. They 

are reception and acceptance.  

Reception is a problem “mainly because of low levels of public exposure and 

attention to political information”(274) Many people are either not interested in 

political issues or political “know-nothings”. That leads to them not catching available 

political information, even when it is presented in a dramatic and novel way.  

Another issue with reception is “people’s general tendency to expose themselves 

selectively to communicators and channels of information with whom they already 

tend to agree.”(274) 

Acceptance is a problem for political communicator, as voters who already have 

strong party commitments or loyalties to some groups, are not very likely to change 

their opinions and accept the contrary political arguments. The study of the US and 

British election campaigns showed that up to 80 percent of voters had already made 

their minds before the start of the formal campaign. In some elections as little as 10 

percent of voters change their voting preferences from one candidate to another, while 

others only move from undecided to some candidate preferences and vice versa. But 

at the same time, Oskamp (1977) argues, that most of the voters are “not strongly 

committed to any position on most political issues.” (275) Thus, if to present an 

effective and clear argument on a current issue, it is possible to sway the attitude and 

even the voting behaviour of such citizens.  

 

In other words, political communication has small to non persuasive effect in 

elections “where people’s enduring commitments are relevant (Oskamp 1977, 275) In 
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this case it can only reinforce pre-existing attitudes. However, in elections where 

enduring commitments are not involved, the political persuasion is more likely to 

affect the voters and their attitudes and opinions. This is more likely to happen in 

primary elections, where party identifications cannot serve as a guideline for voting. 

During the national elections, attitude change may occur in those voters, whose party 

identification is week. It is also possible among people with low level of interest in 

the campaign and thus low level of exposure to political propaganda. Oskamp(1977) 

concludes, “amount of attitude change is often negatively related to amount of 

exposure to the mass media” (275) 

 

2.5	  Summary	  and	  emerging	  issues	  
	  
This chapter revealed several aspects of online campaigning that can affect the final 

outcomes.  

Opinions on the Romney-Obama online battle remain quite controversial. As it can be 

seen, some journalists and researchers point out Romney’s huge pitfalls in the use or 

sometimes misuse of social media. Others, on the other hand, explain Romney’s 

misfortune solely by Obama’s publicity and previous online experience.  

 

Different points of view, revealed in the literature review, are very valuable for the 

researcher, as the variety of opinions does not allow sticking to just one position and 

adjusting the whole research to it. This situation is precious for the overall objectivity 

of the essay.  It also proves that the academic research on the topic is needed, as most 

of the journalists and bloggers do not explain the issue of online attention through 

theoretical concepts, they much rather express their opinions, which is not always the 

best way to objectively reflect on something.  

 

Looking deeper into the research on the social media and political participation, as 

well as on the social media and its influence on opinions, engagement and behaviour, 

helped the research to find a way to the theoretical framework and pointed out the 

directions in which the research should go.  

The following chapter provides the theories that will help the research to achieve its 

main goal 
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The research topic correlates with two fields- politics and media. Thus the theory will 

have to explain issues and processed in both fields. It is essential to have a theoretical 

framework that explains and estimates the following aspects: communication, 

participation, opinions, attitudes and behaviours and campaigning itself.  
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3.Theoretical	  basis	  
	  

3.1.Introduction	  
 
As the previous chapter clearly illustrated, the research topic correlates with two 

fields- politics and media. Thus the theory will have to explain issues and processed 

in both fields. It is essential to have a theoretical framework that explains and 

estimates the following aspects: communication, participation, opinions, attitudes and 

behaviours and campaigning itself.  

 

The amount of aspects and its diversity might seem quite heavy and disconnected, 

however, one always faces such complications, while trying to research an issue that 

comes from more than one field. 

 Unfortunately, social media and politics cannot be studied through the perspective of 

just one field. In order to make an objective analysis of the findings, one should 

master both, social and communication theories 

 

The theories presented in the chapter are: the theory of Communicative action, the 

New Social Movements theory, the agenda-setting theory and the short concept of a 

successful political campaign.  

3.2	  Jurgen	  Habermas	  and	  The	  Theory	  of	  Communicative	  Action	  
	  

The Theory of Communicative Action by Jurgen Habermas was first published in 

1981, however Habermas started to develop the theory as early as in 1970s by 

undertaking a linguistic turn in critical theory. He argued that as humans tend to 

engage in activities, meaningful to them, both social actions and interactions have a 

linguistic structure and can be analysed from that perspective. (Fultner 2011)  

 

Writings on language theory and speech act theory were followed by the publication 

of The Theory of Communicative Action (TCA), which is considered to be one of 

Habermas’s main works, if not the most important one. (Thomassen 2010) The 

concept of communicative action and account of communicative competence, which 



	  

	   33	  

lie at the core of TCA, were also used by Habermas in his discourse ethics in the 

1980s, theory of democracy, and theory of law, which he developed in 1990s (Fultner 

2011)  

Overall, Habermas bases his theoretical edifice on the account of human 

communication, or more specifically on how people use language for reaching mutual 

understanding. (Fultner 2011) In a preface to the TCA Habermas (1984) clarifies, that 

the concept of communicative action is developed in relation to three intertwined 

topic complexes: a concept of communicative rationality, a two-level concept of 

society and a theory of modernity. “Thus the theory of communicative action is 

intended to make possible a conceptualization of the social-life context that is tailored 

to the paradoxes of modernity.” (Habermas 1984, xlii)  

Habermas (1984) also explains that the roots of the rationality problematic can be 

found in sociology itself and the concept was not brought to sociology from the 

outside. “Every sociology that claims to be a theory of society encounters the problem 

of employing the concept of rationality which always has a normative content at three 

levels” (Habermas 1984, xlii)  

Habermas(1984) engages in the works of Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, 

George Lukacs and Talcott Parsons in order to prove this position. At the same time 

he is trying to answer the problems and questions of the modern society, thus by 

discussing the works of aforementioned scientists he is not trying to reject or celebrate 

their ideas, he is rather attempting to appropriate those ideas, which, from his 

perspective, might be still valid and helpful to understanding the contemporary 

society. (Thomassen 2010)  

“A systematic appropriation of the history of (sociological) theory helped me to find 

the level of integration on which the philosophical intentions unfolded from Kant 

through Marx can be made scientifically fruitful today. I treat Weber, Mead, 

Durkheim, and Parsons as classics, that is, as theorists of society who will still have 

something to say to us.” (Habermas 1984, xlii)  

 

The definition and classification of action 
 
Being a social theorist, Habermas is seeking an answer to the questions-how are 

modern societies structured and what are the mechanisms of action coordination. He 

described two main approaches to the analysing the society: objectivist approach and 
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subjectivist approach. Subjectivist approach, represented by Sjutz, Berger and 

Luckmann , analyse societies from the point of situations in which social practices 

play an important role for people involved in them.  Objectivist approach, on the 

contrary, seeks to take an objective attitude towards the actors. However, both 

approaches fail to satisfy the key element of social action coordination-

intersubjectivity, when two actors regard each other from the second -person 

participant point if view. (Fultner 2011)  

 

Habermas works with Max Weber’s Theory of Action, which helps to distinguish an 

action from an observable behaviour. “Human behaviour-be it external or internal, 

activity, omission or acquiescence-will be called “action” if and insofar as the actor 

attaches a subjective meaning to it” (Habermas 1984, 279) All actions, according to 

Habermas are goal oriented. “What counts fundamental is…the purposive activity of a 

solitary acting subject” (279) Depending on whether the action is social or not and 

what is the goal of it, several types of actions can be distinguished. Social actions 

must involve several individuals; only one actor performs non-social action. For 

example-if someone decides to go for a walk on her own, that is considered a non-

social action. (Fultner 2011) Further distinction can be made between actions oriented 

towards mutual understanding and actions oriented towards success. “..Social actions 

can be distinguished according to whether the participants adopt either a success-

oriented attitude or one oriented to reaching understanding” (Habermas 1984, 286) 

Actions aiming at success are called strategic actions, actions aiming to reach 

understanding are classified as communicative actions. An actor of a strategic action 

is merely seeking to influence another individual, while an actor of a communicative 

action tries to maintain social bonds and social integration. (Habermas 1984)  

 

The Speech Act Theory 

Before further describing the TCA, it is important to mention how tight it is connected 

to the Speech Act Theory, developed by John Searl (1969) and J.L. Austin (1975) 

(Thomassen 2010) According to Austin, people tend to use language not just for 

describing the world around them, but also to do things, thus speech in itself is a type 

of action. (Fultner 2011)  The theory distinct between three types of aspects in a 

sentence: locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary. The locutionary aspect 

describes a state of affairs in the world, like “I am a professor”, illocutionary aspect 
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refers to an action in saying something, for example: “I promise to be on time next 

week”. In this example the promise is seen as an action. Finally, the perlocutionary 

aspect points out what a speaker does or trying to achieve by or through saying 

something. For example, one can achieve a result by threatening: “ If you don’t come 

on time, I will not wait for you” (Thomassen 2010) 

 

When writing about communicative action, Habermas (1984) points out that “The 

necessity for coordinated action generates in society a certain need for 

communication, which must be met if it is to be possible to coordinate actions 

effectively for the purpose of satisfying needs.” (Habermas 1984, 274)  

Thus it can be concluded that communicative action serves the purpose of action 

coordination and bonding between individuals in their urge to achieve something. At 

the same time, “ with the illocutionary force of an utterance a speaker can motivate a 

hearer to accept the offer contained in his speech act and thereby to accede to a 

rationally motivated binding (or bonding:Bindung)” (278)  

Thus illocutionary aspect can be directly connected to the communicative action, as 

they are both impossible without mutual understanding and bonding. Developing the 

conception further on, Habermas (1984).  suggests that when the actor and the speaker 

come to understanding with one another, they are basing their communication on the 

system of worlds. He then proposes the division on the internal and external worlds, 

where external world is also divided into an objective and a social world and the 

internal world serves as a complementary concept to the external one (Habermas 

1984)  

Based on that, Habermas (1984).  suggests that in the speech act an individual makes 

three types of validity claims that reference to the three types of worlds. The validity 

claims are the following: the claim for truth, rightness and sincerity. (Habermas 1984) 

Thomassen (2010) illustrates the validity claims in the following example. 

 

A student tells her professor: “I promise to hand in my essay tomorrow by 4 o’clock”. 

This sentence contains all three validity claims, described by Habermas (1984). The 

claim to truth, a claim to the objective world lies in the case that she will hand in an 

essay tomorrow. She also makes a claim about the norms, corresponding to the 

situation. At last, the student claims to truthfully represent her intentions by saying “I 

promise”, thus she is pointing out that she has no intention to lie.  
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All validity claims may be challenged. For example, professor might say that 

tomorrow is a national holiday thus the university will be closed, which will 

obviously prevent the student from handling the essay in. Professor may also say the 

deadline wad today and as everyone else managed to handle it in, she sees no reason 

to give the student an extra time. Finally, professor might remember that the student 

has made previous promises she didn’t fulfil, thus the disconnection between her 

promises and actions suggests she really doesn’t mean what she says. (Thomassen 

2010)  

In conclusion it can be said that the validity of validity claims may be tested. The 

claims of truth are being tested through discourse, where actors debate about the truth 

of the matter and referring to evidence. Rightness can be tested through the discourse 

about what norms ought to be and what individuals can expect from one another. At 

last, comparing words with actions, which in most cases can only be done post 

factum, may test the sincerity claim. 

 

Communicative action and strategic action 
 
After taking a closer look at the speech theory it is now easier to connect it to the 

communicative action. Habermas (1984) differentiates between teleological, norm 

guided, communicative and dramaturgical actions. Teleological action is targeted at 

the objective world, where one is looking for either truth or effectiveness, and can be 

both social and non social.  

The non-social teleological action is guided by instrumental rationality and social 

teleological action is guided by strategic rationality.   

Norm-guided action is all about the normative rightness or legitimacy in the 

intersubjective world.  

Dramaturgical action is related to the subjective world and assessed by the 

truthfulness criteria. These three actions can be easily associated with the three types 

of world and three types of validity claims provided earlier.  

Communicative action, however, should be able to relate to all three validity claims 

and aspects of the world at the same time.  

Habermas (1984)  points out the difference between communicative and strategic 

actions, where there former targets to reach the mutual understanding in the social 

world, while the letter aims to reach success in either social or non social world. This 
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distinction is very important, as this helps Habermas (1984) to conclude later, that the 

lifeworld can only be reproduced through communicative action, as opposed to 

instrumental or strategic action. (Habermas 1984, 337) Human beings are primarily 

linguistic and communicating beings, thus communicative action is considered to be 

natural, while strategic action is considered by Habermas (1984) parasitic.  
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	  	  	  	  	  3.3	  	  New	  Social	  Movements	  Theory	  (NSMT)	  
	  

New Social Movements Theory is trying to explain action with ideology, politics and 

culture (Buechler 1995) NSMT connects one’s identity to his motivation to participate 

in the movement (Pichardo 1997). NSMT also pays respects to the tendencies of 

modernity and the role of information and communication technologies in the modern 

society, which from NSMT’s perspective mobilizing mechanisms that enable 

individuals to engage and organize in collective action. (Cogburn and Espinoza-

Vasquez 2011) There are four major theorists best exemplifying the range of new 

social movement theories from their own intellectual perspectives: Alain Touraine, 

Alberto Melucci, Manuel Castells and Jurgen Habermas. (Buechler 1995)  

 

Alain Touraine argues: “ With the passing of metasocial guarantees of social order, 

more and more of society comes to be seen as the product of reflective social action” 

(Buechler 1995, 444) 

 

Alberto Melucci states that the modern world “brings new forms of social control, 

conformity pressures, and information processing to which new social movements 

respond.” (Buechler 1995, 446) Melucci also pays attention to the role of identity in 

the modern society and states that people’s involvement in the collective action is 

primarily based on their capacity to define the identity. (Melucci 1996) 

 

Manuel Castells is focusing on “the impact of capitalist dynamics on the 

transformation of urban space and role of urban social movements in this process” 

(Buechler 1995, 443) 

 

Jurgen Habermas provides the theory of modern societies based on the division of the 

modern social structure into “the politico-economic systems governed by generalized 

media of power and money and lifeworld still governed by normative consensus” 

Buechler 1995, 445) 
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This thesis will be using Alberto Melucci and his perspective on the new social 

movements theory. Melucci was chosen for the following reasons. As was already 

mentioned above, Melucci pays a lot of attention to the role of identity. Various 

identities were represented among social media users during the election campaign 

2012 (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) and Melucci’s perspective 

appears to be the most suitable for explaining their actions.  

The second reason is Melucci’s claim that the modern collective action is “nested in 

networks of groups” and thus suggests discussing not the movements but movement 

networks. The network is one of the main things in social media, as it has been 

pointed out in the chapter “Social media review”. Thus Melucci’s theoretical 

approach seems to be the most promising in relation to the social media research. 

 

Alberto Melucci. Challenging codes. Collective action in the information age. 

Just like Jurgen Habermas, Alberto Melucci is trying to understand the modern 

society and its structures and processes. In his book Collective action in the 

information age (1996)  Melucci addressed a wide range of contemporary issues and 

presents his distinctive approach to the study of contemporary social movements. 

 

Understanding modern society 
 
Melucci (1996) is intended to understand the nature of the contemporary society. He 

starts his discussion about it by stating that none of the societies of mature capitalism 

is able to capture the substance of a change in the global society. The industrial and 

the capitalist models, from Melucci’s point of view, have failed the concept of self-

understanding of the modern society and are ill suited for capturing the nature of the 

change. (Melucci 1996) He then proceeds with construction of his own concept, 

where he accepts the “working notion of the complex society and the information 

society, which, complementing each other, retain a degree of neutrality vis-à-vis the 

exhausted polarities of the old terms. As such, they still capture some of the key 

dimensions along which the changing society reveals its nature: the former indicates a 

type of structuration , the latter the core resource that is produced” ( Melucci 1996, 

91) 
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Complex societies  

The major difference of the complex society from the previous models is the 

individual in the central focus of it. While the past social processes affected the 

individuals as the members of the society, the modernity with achievements of mass 

culture, rising educational levels and citizenship rights started to turn individual into 

the subject of an action. “Society acts in the system as a whole, just as it does on 

single individuals: on their symbolic capacities, on their personal recourses for 

defining the meaning of their own actions.” (Melucci 1996, 91)   

 

Complex societies give individuals recourses for self-realization and autonomy. The 

broaden access to education allows individuals to define what and who they are. On 

the other hand, the same societies are forcing individuals to “identify with”, which 

Melucci(1996) defines as “functioning as dependable and effective terminals in 

complex information circuits” ( 93) Melucci(1996) concludes that the demands the 

complex societies urge on the individuals are quite contradictory, as “the same 

resources must be distributed and withdrawn, entrusted and then placed under 

control” (93)  

 

The problem of inequality in the complex societies  

The fact that the individuals are now capable of constructing their own individuality 

and realize that it is not something given, lead to the new inequalities. As the 

construction of identity is dependable on potentialities, which are not equally 

distributed, “differences in access to these opportunities stem from potent forces 

excluding entire social groups and parts of the world” (Melucci 1996, 93) Melucci 

(1996) points out that those opportunities and potentialities stopped having solely 

material character, instead they are the means that help one to fulfil him or herself as 

an individual actor and have a base for self-identification. 

 

The needs in the complex systems  

Melucci(1996) states that the definition of needs in the contemporary society is 

grouped around two opposite poles-appeal to Nature and hypersocialized image of 

needs. 
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“Needs as the expression of a Nature which resists and rebels against the social; needs 

as the integral refection of the system of relations of which the individual is part – 

these are the two basic representations of the formation of social demands in the 

culture of contemporary societies” (95) The controversy of the system of needs in the 

modern societies is illustrated by Melucci(1996) with the following example. The 

appeal to Nature turns into the call for the integration and broadcasted by the media 

channels, it creates a new conformity, feeds new markets and illustrates the patterns 

of consumption.  At the same time, the social nature of needs becomes the subjects of 

protests and base for the opposition groups, who are mobilizing against the 

individualistic reduction and atomization, which are used by the system as weapons 

against social demands (Melucci 1996) 

 

According to Melucci (1996), modern society is redefining social and cultural objects, 

turning them into a system of social and cultural oppositions. This controversy is 

giving social movements the ground for activism. 

 

Mobilizing factors of contemporary social movements. 
 
Melucci (1996) distinguishes several major traits of the contemporary forms of 

collective action. The first one is “the heterogeneity and low negotiability of the goals 

posted for the action” the second one is that the “recent forms of collective action 

largely ignore the political system and generally display disinterest towards the idea 

of seizing power”, the third feature of the contemporary movements is that “they 

challenge the modern separation between the public and the private”, the fourth one 

concerns an “overlap between deviance and social movements”, the fifth feature is the 

“solidarity as an objective action”, the sixth feature is the “quest for participation and 

direct action, the rejection of representation” (102-103) These factors show how 

different is the current situation with the social movements from the situation several 

decades ago.  

 Modern activists, according to Melucci(1996), are very reluctant to overtake the 

government and fight the political system. What is mobilizing social movements 

today? Melucci describes several criteria: a collective identity, the identification of an 

adversary and an object at stake of the conflict (Melucci 1996) 
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Collective identity must posses several factors in order to be a sufficient reason for 

mobilization. First of all, it should have solidarity, a common “we” recognized and 

affirmed by all the involved participants. Second of all, a collective actor must 

recognize its temporal continuity and thus calculate the costs, benefits and make 

predictions on the possible results by comparing successive situations. At last, the 

effects of action should be attributed to the participants; there also should be a claim 

of belonging or a will to appropriate the outcomes. It can also be described with a 

performance/reward situation. (Melucci 1996) 

 

The identification of an adversary is the second important factor. Melucci 

(1996)defines an adversary as an “another social actor in conflict with the group for 

control of certain resources and values”. (293) The general situation of dissatisfaction 

or frustration is not enough to mobilize a social movement, thus the adversary must be 

defined in the terms of the social system of which the actors are part.  

 

The definition of the object at stake of the conflict – “the object which is aimed at 

or of which the actors feel themselves to be deprived” “.(Melucci 1996, 293) 

The intensity of the mobilization depends on how strong the actors believe that the 

object rightfully belong to them and how big is their desire to possess it.  

 

Another important thing while analyzing the mobilization process is the degree of 

involvement of different groups. Melucci (1996) states that the measure of 

involvement on a temporal sequence is the ration between risks and advantages. “ The 

highest level of participation by an individual or collective actor will occur at the 

moment bringing together minimum risk and maximum gain. The reduction of risk 

and the maximization of advantage is a problem to be constantly addressed by a 

movement’s leadership, should it wish to widen the base of participation”.( 295) 

In conclusion Melucci points out, that the same factors that favour the mobilization 

may lead to the breakdown of a social movement. To lessen the risk of break down 

the movement should obtain a central leadership, a permanent organization and an 

ideological framework. (Melucci 1996) 
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Participation 

According to Melucci (1996), the people who tend to participate in social movements 

are not the outsiders or excluders. “The first to rebel are not the most repressed and 

emarginated of groups, but, instead those who perceive an intolerable contradiction 

between an existing collective identity and the new social relationships imposed by 

change” . ( 296)  

The groups, described above have higher tendency to mobilization because of the four 

factors: 

1. They are already experienced participants familiar with the procedures and 

methods of struggle. 

2. The already have their own leadership and some degree of organizational 

recourses drawn from a pre-existing community or associational ties. 

3. They can utilize the extant communications networks to circulate new 

messages and passwords  

4. It is easier for them to recognize common interests (Melucci 1996)	  

After describing the conditions, favouring participation, Melucci (1996) concentrates 

on the process of the involvement, fostering individual mobilization. He singles out 

four features of the process. 

“1.The process of involvement is cumulative for those who mobilized during a 

movement’s early phases. Through experience of different forms of participation, the 

individual acquires the knowledge and resources that enable mobilization 

2. Affected by the stimulus and the tensions that set the conflict in motion, the 

individual evaluates her/his own position relative to that of the group to which s/he 

belongs, and any mobilization of the individual will be suspect to assessment by the 

group. Thus the attitude of the group may either increase or hinder an individual’s 

willingness to get mobilized. 

3.  An individual’s involvement in a movement may be facilitated or obstructed by 

his/her relationship with secondary leaders, or the leaders of the various groups to 

which s/he belongs. The main concern of the leader is to obtain the consensus of the 

secondary leaders who control the various circuits of affiliation. 

4. Willingness to invest personal resources and bear the costs of participation are 

proportional to the rewards expected (material advantage, prestige, fraternal bonding, 
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emotional gratification). If, during the course of the mobilization process, assessment 

of the rewards becomes negative, individuals withdraw from the movement. ”. (299-

300) 

Together with providing the features of the process of involvement into a social 

movement, Melucci (1996)is stating that the described above features still cannot 

explain why certain individuals tend to participate in the movements, while others, 

under exactly the same circumstances and conditions remain immobilized and 

indifferent.  

Thus Melucci suggests introducing the dimension of deeper social motivation and 

considering collective experience from the emotional point of view in order to 

understand the mobilization of single individuals.  

Melucci proceeds with conclusion that the conditions, which render a situation 

subjectively intolerable to certain individuals, should be examined in order to explain 

the differences of the participation. Melucci also suggests examining those conditions, 

under which individuals recognize others like themselves along with a particularly 

important shared experience acquired in the same or similar situation.  

 

“Structural conditions provide the requisites for a common motivational structure with 

which particular individuals can identify and recognize each other, and on the basis of 

which they are mobilized” ”. ( 300) 

 

Melucci (1996) illustrates those statements with an example of the biographies of the 

participants in the movement. While participants are testifying their emotional 

experience which brought them to the movement and motivated to commit a struggle, 

other movement actors are able to experience a joyful sensation of someone sharing 

the same feelings, emotions and motivations. This recognition, according to Melucci, 

is a very strong support for individual commitment to collective action. “Mutual 

affective recognition is not a post factum event but a central factor in the process of 

involvement” ”. ( 301) 

 

Political Participation 

Melucci(1996) comes to an inference that there are two major models, which can 

explain political participation. The first model refers to the individual’s social status 
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and personal characteristics; the second model refers to extend of the individual’s 

involvement. 

The first model claims “individuals are variably predisposed to participate in the 

political system according to their personal characteristics and attitudes. In particular, 

the model purports that there is a direct relation between social status and the degree 

of political participation”.(301)  

Higher status suggests the higher level of participation for several reasons. First of all, 

the interest to the political decision-making is more important, as the stakes are 

higher. Second of all, people from the higher social classes have better resources and 

capacities for communication, exchange and relations. Finally, Individuals from high 

social classes have easier access to channels of participation. Another important factor 

for stimulation of the political participation is either the feeling of personal efficacy or 

the expectation of success in influencing political decisions. All in all, the first model 

suggests that individual characteristics, such as high social status and success 

expectations, promote participation. 

The second model, which is addressed by Melucci(1996) as the model of 

“mobilization”, suggests that the level of individual’s political participation depends 

on the range of his/her affiliation with voluntary associations. In other words, the 

greater experience in the social organizations increases individual’s propensity for 

political participation. This statement has five explanations. 

1. The individual’s involvement in social groups widens his sphere of social 

interests and makes the importance of political problems higher. 

2. Individual’s political activity is stimulated by his interaction with other 

individuals on different social levels 

3. Membership in the organization gives benefits, among them: easier access to 

information, stimulation of resources and talents essential for political activity. 

4. Participation in the activities of a social group facilitates and encourages the 

acceptance of democratic processes. 

5. Members gain gratification from the group activities which is a big incentive for 

political participation ( Melucci, 1996) 

 

In the further discussion, Melucci (1996) states that the described systems or 

approaches have certain limitations. To begin with, participation defined as the 

“expression of activity within a political system”. (305), should primarily involve 
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actors with a higher class or position in the society, thus the interests of different 

social groups may not be equally represented. The second limitation concerns the 

participation in social organizations as a base for higher political participation. 

According to Melucci(1996) this approach suggests that the inequity in the access to 

participation can be corrected, “through intensification of associative affiliations, that 

such voluntary organizations can engage the lower strata of society and thus introduce 

the, to political system”. (305)  

As abilities and resources for creation and participation of the social association are 

also distributed unequally it establishes the imbalance among different social groups 

and interests. Thus this approach also implies that the access to political system is not 

equally available for all individuals. Therefore Melucci concludes, that political 

participation can be defined as “any action which takes place, at least in part, within 

the confines and rules of the political system”. (305)  

All phenomena which might have empirical influence on the political system and 

disregard its system of rules, according to Melucci (1996), should be analyzed as 

social movements.  

 

3.4	  Agenda-‐setting	  theory	  and	  effects	  of	  the	  mass	  media	  
	  
Walter Lippmann could be considered the father of the agenda-setting theory. His 

1922 Public Opinion opens with a chapter called “The World Outside and the Pictures 

in our Heads” and summarizes the idea of an agenda-setting theory, even though the 

name “agenda-setting” is never mentioned. Lippmann (1922) stated that “ The world 

that we have to deal with politically out of reach, out of sight, out of mind” (29)  

What Lippmann meant by this was that people’s experience and opinions on the 

outside world is mostly constructed by the news media, “our windows to the vast 

world beyond direct experience” (McCombs 2004) Back in the Lippmann’s time daily 

newspapers were the main source of the information.  

Almost a hundred years after that, in the twenty first century, people have TV, 

Internet and emerging new technologies, however, Maxwell McCombs(2004) claims 

that nothing drastically changed and “for nearly all of the concerns on the public 

agenda, citizens deal with a second-hand reality, a reality that is structured by 

journalists’ report about these events and situations” (McCombs 2004, 1) 
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In 1968 Maxwell McCombs and Don Shaw conducted a survey among the undecided 

voters to test the hypothesis that “the mass media set the agenda of issues for a 

political campaign by influencing the salience of issues among voters” (McCombs 

2004, 4) That survey along with several further studies in USA, Europe, Japan and 

Latin America, confirmed McCombs’ and Shaw’s hypothesis which they called 

“agenda-setting”. (McCombs 2004) 

 

Why agenda - setting occurs 
 
McCombs starts the discussion about agenda-setting occurrence with giving an 

example of a fresh man in the first days at college. Being in the unknown 

environment, this person needs orientation and guidance in order to obtain the 

understanding of the situation and start functioning. That is why most of the 

educational establishments organize orientation weeks for new comers. According to 

McCombs(2004) the same need for orientation might occur in the civic arena. In the 

situation, when individual does not possess enough information for making a 

decision, he or she addresses the media. A good example is primary elections in the 

USA, when there can be dozens of candidates a voter has to choose from. The usual 

party affiliation feeling is of no help here, as all the candidates belong to the same 

party. Usually, the only choice the voter has is to “turn to the mass media for 

orientation, either to the news to garner pertinent information about the situation at 

hand or directly to the editorial endorsements of the newspapers.” (53) 

 

Individual’s need for orientation is shaped by two concepts-relevance and uncertainty. 

Relevance is “the initial defining condition of need for orientation” (54). Depending 

on how much individual is interested in the topic, the relevance can be low or high. 

For example, internal politics of New Zealand and Armenia create no big interest 

among Europeans and North-Americans. Thus the orientation in this example would 

be low, as the relevance is low or rather non-existent. (McCombs 2004)  

 

Uncertainty level is the second defining condition for the need of orientation. 

Sometimes individuals already possess all the information they want to know on the 

matter, in this case the uncertainty degree is low. In this situation individuals do not 

ignore the news on the public issue completely, they rather monitor it to find out 
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whether something has changed. In the conditions of high relevance and low 

uncertainty level the need for orientation is moderate. In case of the presidential 

primaries both relevance and uncertainty are high, thus the need for orientation is high 

as well. High need for orientation make individuals address to the mass media in 

search for the information. However, mass media is not the only source the individual 

can use while in need for orientation. 

 McCombs(2004) introduces the concept of obtrusive and unobtrusive issues. 

Obtrusive issues are defined as “issues obtruding into people’s everyday lives” (62), 

thus personal experience can orient individuals in the situation in question, while 

unobtrusive issues are encountered “only in the news, not directly in our daily lives” 

(60), thus personal experience can not satisfy the need for orientation and media 

agenda becomes the major source for orientation. 

 
The pictures in our heads  
 
McCombs (2004) comes back to Lippmann’s idea of mass media constructing the 

picture of the outside world in individual’s head. That thesis gave the ground for the 

agenda-setting theory to develop on, as agenda-setting is “a theory about the transfer 

of salience from the mass media’s pictures of the world to the pictures in our heads”. 

(68) In other words, elements well-known in the media picture soon become well-

known in the public picture as well, and in the end, elements emphasized on the 

media agenda start to be important for the public.  

 

In the further discussion, McCombs (2004) points out that agenda – setting concerns 

not solely public issues, it can also be composed of any set of issues, including 

political candidates and competing institutions.  

However, most of the previously conducted studies on the agenda – setting were 

concentrating primarily on the public issues. McCombs provides three reasons for 

that. First, “the easy fit of the metaphor to an agenda composed of public issues 

provided a strong, explicit theoretical link between mass communication and public 

opinion” and second, “a strong normative tradition in social science research on 

elections that places great emphasis on the importance of issues to informed public 

opinion” and third, “the well-established practices of public opinion polling, with its 
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emphasis on public issues, provided the methodology that has most commonly been 

used to measure the public agenda.” (McCombs 2004, 69) 

 

Nevertheless, agenda – setting perspective is applicable to objects, other than public 

issues. McCombs (2004) brings in an example of the presidential primaries in US, 

where the objects of a main interest are the candidates and their campaigns. By 

defining the term “object” McCombs compares it to the term  “attitude object”, used 

by social psychologists. The object thus is “ that thing towards which our attention is 

directed or the thing about which we have an attitude or opinion…the kinds of objects 

that can define an agenda in the media and among the public are virtually limitless”.( 

68-69) 

 

Apart from the agenda of objects there also is an important element-an agenda of 

attributes. Attribute is a “generic term encompassing the entire range of properties and 

traits that characterize an object”. (69) Just like an object, an attribute can have 

different level of salience, thus the selection of an attribute for attention is an 

important part of a news agenda. 

 

McCombs (2009) further describes the two levels of agenda – setting process. The 

first level is a choice of an object and transmission of its salience; the second level is 

the choice and transmission the salience of an attribute. While the first step is aiming 

at gaining attention, the second step is aiming at comprehension, as the appearance of 

an issue on the public agenda means that it has already gained attention. McCombs 

states that it is the second step of the agenda – setting process that Lippmann 

described as “the pictures in our heads”. (McCombs 2004)  

 

McCombs (2004) points out that the distinction between the first and the second level 

of agenda - setting, or in other words, between attention and comprehension, is very 

important, as they do not always coincide and the nature of their influence is different 

– salience of object versus the salience of specific attribute. As an example, 

McCombs(2004) cites New York Times on the candidacy of veteran politician H. 

Carl McCall in the 2002 New York governor’s race: “ But despite 30 years on the 

political scene, Mr. McCall, 67, the Democratic candidate, is barely known by the 
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voters, who, according to polls, may recognize his name but do not have an 

impression of him” (70) 

 

Pictures of political candidates 

 

The distinction between the salience of object and the salience of an attribute is 

particularly visible during the election setting, as in this situation political candidates 

become objects of agenda - setting, whose salience can be influenced by the mass 

media. The campaign research on “name recognition” and other measures of object 

importance can clarify how prominent and well - known is a particular candidate to 

the public mind. Thus, the main task for the campaign manager becomes designing an 

advertisement that can secure the salience of the candidate among the voters. 

However, in this case, the salience of the candidate is not restricted to the salience of 

object, it also includes building an image of the candidate, where the specific 

attributes are particularly salient. (McCombs 2004) 

 

McCombs(2004) further illustrates the second level of agenda - setting and attention 

to the agenda of attributes with an example of 1976 US primaries. On those primaries 

the Republicans had a president, Gerard Ford, to represent them, while the Democrats 

had eleven candidates to compete for the nomination.  

As McCombs (2004)pointed out, most of the voters were not avid students of politics, 

so the question was-to what extend the pictures of the candidates in the voters’ heads 

were shaped by the media. In order to find out, the comparison was made, between 

the descriptions of the candidates by upstate New York Democrats and the agenda of 

attributes presented in Newsweeks’s sketches of the contestants. It proved that media 

had a significant influence on the voters. The correspondence between the news 

agenda of attributes and the voter agenda of attributes increased, as McCombs (2004) 

states: “Voters not only learned the media’s agenda, but with some additional 

exposure over the weeks of the primaries they learned it even better (73)  

 
Attributes of issues 
 
Salience of issues can also become an object for the second level of agenda - setting, 

as public issues have attributes. Some attributes of the issues are pointed out by the 
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mass media and emphasized in the way people talk and think about them. McCombs 

(2004) also claims, that those attribute tend to change over time.  

As an example, McCombs describes and issue of economy in different countries, 

referring to the fact, that sometimes its prominent attribute is inflation; while at other 

times it is unemployment or budget deficits. When it comes to such a complex issue 

as economy, the ideas of the public and the news coverage can involve different 

attributes and aspects. One set of attributes might consist of “specific problems of the 

moment, their perceived causes and the proposed solutions to these problems”; 

another set consists of “pro and con arguments for the proposed solutions to economic 

problems”. (79) 

 

McCombs (2004) states that the agenda of attributes should be considered as a 

significant extension of the initial idea of Agenda – setting “about the ability of mass 

media to shape the agenda of issues that are considered important by the public”, as 

agenda of attributes has a power to define an issue as well as to switch public opinion 

from one perspective or solution to another. (82)  

 

McCombs(2004) illustrates this statement with a case of President George W. Bush, 

who defined the energy issue and by doing that made an emphasis on the development 

of new sources for fossil fuels and construction of new transmission lines and power 

plants. At the same time, Bush completely ignored the environmental consequences of 

this solution. As McCombs concludes: “Setting the agenda of attributes for an issue is 

the epitome of political power” (82) 

 

When it comes to measuring salience, McCombs (2004) names three dimensions: 

“social salience-measured by such scales as irrelevant/relevant and 

unimportant/important; personal salience – e.g., matters to me/doesn’t matter to me 

and of no concern to me/of concern to me; and emotional arousal – e.g., 

boring/interesting, and exciting/unexciting” (83) 

 

Another fundamental measure of salience, according to McCombs (2004), is a non-

responsive as an inverse measure. This means that the smaller number of people who 

have no opinion about certain issue or person, the greater is the salience of that object 

among the public. This also works the other way around-the bigger is the number of 
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people with no opinion on the issue, the lower is the salience of it among the public. 

(84) 

 

Attribute agenda – setting and framing  

 

The descriptions of the public issues, people and other objects can contain different 

attributes. Some of them are simple, like age or place of birth and some are very 

complex, such as political preferences and views. 

Those attributes can be shorthand labels for frames – “the dominant perspectives, 

used to organize both news presentations and personal thoughts about objects” 

(McCombs 2004, 88). As a frame describes the object under consideration it is an 

attribute, at the same time, not all attributes can be called frames.  

When a frame is a prevailing perspective on the object, then it is classified as a special 

case of attributes. (88) 

 A frame has several gestalt qualities that put it aside from other attributes of an 

object. The frame are, according to McCombs and Ghanem, “organizing principles 

incorporating and emphasizing certain level attributes to the exclusion of many 

others”, also frames serve as “efficient bundling devices of micro-attributes and, in 

turn, can be thought of as macro-attributes”. (88)  

The role of frames in creating an integrated pattern and organizing thought is, 

according to McCombs the first aspect that distinguishes frames from the mass of 

attributes. The second aspect is how frames can structure individual’s thoughts and 

shape the way he/she thinks about political candidates, public issues and other object 

mentioned in the news. (McCombs 2004) 

 

As it was already mentioned above, the main focus of attribute agenda – setting is 

media’s ability to influence on the way individuals picture objects. Frames, according 

to McCombs, “call our attention to the dominant perspectives in these pictures that 

not only suggest what is relevant and irrelevant, but that actively promote a particular 

problem definition, casual interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment 

recommendation for the item described” (McCombs 2004, 89) 

 

McCombs concludes that positioning the concept of framing in the context of agenda 

- setting theory underscores its subsequent consequences as well as this power to 
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organize and structure thought. “Agenda – setting theory emphasizes the dynamics 

between communicators and their audiences. This emphasis…also suggests a criterion 

for deciding which specific object of attributes to study. A sound general strategy is to 

focus on the origins and transformations of content that successfully moves from 

agenda to agenda and to bypass those aspects of messages that become the dross of 

the communication process. 

 A focus on successful agenda – setting outcomes reiterates the emphasis among 

framing scholars on the power of frames”. (McCombs 2004, 89) 

McCombs (2004) discusses that some attributes are different from the others. While 

some of them tend to appear in the media messages more often, others have bigger 

chance to be noticed and remembered by the public despite their dominance in the 

message or frequency of appearance.  

McCombs(2004) calls these attributes “compelling arguments”. “Certain 

characteristics of an object may resonate with the public in such a way that they 

become especially compelling arguments for the salience of the issue, person or topic 

in question”. (92) McCombs(2004) writes about compelling arguments as of an aspect 

of agenda – setting theory that further integrates framing and agenda setting, as 

“compelling arguments are frames, certain ways of organizing and structuring the 

picture of an object that enjoy high success among the public”. (92).  

McCombs (2004) suggests an illustration that links traditional agenda-setting, 

attribute agenda – setting and compelling arguments.  

 

MEDIA AGENDA             PUBLIC AGENDA 

1.Object  Salience of object 

3.Compelling arguments 

 

 

2.Attribute  Salience of attribute 

 

This illustration shows how: 

1. Object salience on the media influences the object’s salience on the public 

agenda. 
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2. Attribute salience on the media agenda influences the attribute salience on the 

public agenda  

3. Particular attribute of an object (compelling arguments) on the media agenda 

impact the salience of that object among the public. (McCombs 2004 ,92-93) 

McCombs(2004) further discusses that previously the salience of the object among 

the public was always explained by the frequency of its appearance in the media and 

mentions of the object by the media have never been stratified according to its 

attributes, mentioned by the media. Thus he brings in the evidence, illustrating 

relationship between compelling arguments and salience of the object among the 

public. In Texas of the early 1990s intensive news coverage of the crime provoked a 

very high level of public concern on the matter, placing in among the top problems of 

the country. 

 However, the crime level in Texas during that period was surprisingly low and 

declining for several years. After examining different ways of crime framing on the 

news, the two perspectives having strong impact on the public concern were 

discovered. Both frames proved to be those aspects, which shorten the psychological 

distance between the average person and the criminal activity. High salience of crime 

was generated by the frequency of appearance of the stories about crime “in which the 

average person would feel personally threatened by that kind of crime” and “where 

crime actually occurred in Texas” (p.93) 

The two frames provided above proved to be a perfect explanation for the high 

salience of crime among the public. They were compelling arguments for the crime’s 

salience.  

Shaping the media agenda 
 
The further discussion on the agenda – theory brings the question: “Who is shaping 

the agenda?” McCombs(2004) names three key elements in the process of identifying 

who sets the media agenda. They are: “major sources who provide the information for 

news stories, other news organizations, and journalism’s norms and traditions”. (117) 

Among major sources McCombs(2004) names political leaders, such as president of 

the USA. “The major task for the US president is to influence the focus of news 

coverage as a means of shaping supportive public opinion that…will leverage his 

influence on the actions of the Congress” (99-100). 
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 Major sources also include scientist and expert news sources, which provide 

information on such issues as AIDS or Polio, and also public relations professionals in 

non-profit, private and public sectors. By other news organizations McCombs(2004) 

means elite media whose impact is high on the agenda of the smaller news media. 

McCombs calls this process and intermedia agenda – setting and brings the example 

of the US New York Times, whose role of an intermedia agenda-setter is so 

institutionalized, “that the Associated Press alerts its members each day to the agenda 

of stories schedules for the next morning’s front page of the Times” (113) 

 

McCombs(2004) concludes, that though national leaders, public information officers 

and public relation professionals do succeed in setting the news agenda, their 

influence is always filtered through the powerful filters of the ground rules, 

established by the norms of journalism. Interaction and communication between news 

organizations can shape the evolution of the daily and weekly agenda. It can be easily 

illustrated with an example of a small city, where local media tend to influence the 

news agenda of their competitors.  

 

All in all, the main centre of the agenda – setting process has always been the 

correlation between the media and the public agendas, conclusions made by 

McCombs open “the forth phase of the of agenda – setting theory and marked a 

significant expansion beyond the agenda-public-agenda relationship…The forth 

phase…explores the origins of this media agenda”. (McCombs 2004, 118) 

 
Consequences of agenda - setting 
 

The first consequence of agenda – setting effect, named by McCombs, is “the priming 

of perspectives that subsequently guide the public’s opinions about the pubic figures, 

a consequence that brings the agenda – setting influence of the mass-media into the 

very centre of the public opinion arena” (McCombs 2004, 122) 

 

McCombs (2004) identifies this as priming - a link between agenda – setting effects 

and the subsequent expression of opinions about specific public figures.  
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People do not tend to pay attention to every issue happening. Thus in the situation 

when the decision should be made, most of the citizens do not base the decision on 

the comprehensive analyses of the information they already have, instead they are 

relying on the pieces of information that are salient at the moment. As 

McCombs(2004) clarifies: “ Citizens rely upon the agenda of salient objects and 

attributes in their minds, the agenda that is set to a considerable degree by the mass 

media.” (122). In this case agenda determines the criteria on which citizens are basing 

their opinion. 

 

Second consequence, described by McCombs(2004), is the role of the attribute 

agenda – setting in shaping opinions and attitudes. While describing this consequence, 

McCombs attracts attention to the importance of distinguishing between the overall 

attention attracted to the issue and the way the issue is framed by the media. In other 

words, one should understand the difference between the first and second levels of 

agenda - setting. In order to illustrate the difference, McCombs described the issue of 

the Gulf War and the American public’s opinion on it.  

As the media heavily covered the issue, soon it resulted in its high salience on the 

public agenda, making the war the most important problem of the country. It is an 

example of a first level effect of agenda - setting, or, as McCombs stating, priming. 

The same issue, however, can illustrate the effects of attribute agenda – setting on 

opinions, or framing. Viewers who watched news programs, covering the war with an 

emphasis on the military options, preferred military solution over diplomatic solution 

in the Persian Gulf. 

 

Third consequence is the role of agenda – setting in influencing behaviours. 

McCombs (2004) illustrates this with an example of voter’s behaviour on the Election 

Day. By giving attention to the certain issue, media can create a feeling among the 

voters that one political party is more capable of dealing with a problem than the 

other. In the USA, Republican Party traditionally owns most defence issues, while the 

Democrats own welfare issues. Mentioning one of these issues in Media will not only 

increase its salience on the public agenda, but also will translate this salience into 

votes for the party that owns the issue, or in other words, will affect the voting 

behaviour. McCombs also distinguishes three complementary outcomes or 

behaviours, resulting from an object’s salience on the media agenda: 
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1. Discussion, reflection and a desire for more information 

2. Attention 

3. Interest  

(McCombs 2004, 130-131) 

 

All in all, McCombs (2004) concludes that: “The agenda – setting effects of mass 

communication have significant implications beyond the pictures created in people’s 

heads” (133).  

Shifting the salience of public issues usually becomes the basis for public opinion. 

Linking salience of affective attributes to the public’s cognitive pictures causes 

opinion formation and change. Finally, mass media can create the pictures of reality 

that beyond opinions and attitudes have implications for personal behaviours. 

(McCombs 2004) 

	  

3.5	  Campaigning	  	  
 

The general rules to run a successful campaign might help in distinguishing the 

differences between Obama’s and Romney’s presence on line. Shea and Burton 

(2010) stress how important it is to think through a campaign plan. John F. Kennedy 

and his team started to plan a campaign three years prior to the elections, George W. 

Bush addressed to Daron R,Shaw, a political scientist at the University of Texas, in 

order to get his campaign planned before hand. (Shea and Burton 2010) 

 

Shea and Burton(2010) point out that the plan of the campaign will vary from one 

candidate to another and there are no universal guidelines. However, they suggest 

certain fundamentals correlating with the logics of the electioneering. 

1. District profile 

2. Candidate and opposition research 

3. Segment Analysis 

4. Polling  

5. Voter targeting  

6. Fund-rising 

7. Communications 
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8. Direct contact 

As the current thesis is concentrating not on the whole campaign, but on its online 

part, that includes communication strategy and voter’s engagement, a closer 

description will be given to the two points of the plan, suggested by Shea and Burton: 

voter targeting and communications. 

 
Voter targeting 
 

Shea and Burton distinguish between three aspects of voter targeting: 

1.Startegic Positioning  

2. Microtargeting 

3. Development of effective campaign themes 

 

Strategic Positioning  

 

The targeting of the voters is highly dependant on the community the campaign is 

trying to reach. In some communities a Democrat will be destined to win, while in 

others only Republican will have a chance. In other words, targeting will highly 

depend on the composition of the electorate the candidate is addressing.  

Targeting should have three main goals: reinforcement, persuasion, and conversion. 

Reinforcement makes sure that partisan voters will stick with the candidate, 

persuasion attracts toss-up voters to the candidate, and conversion is aiming to make 

opposition voters switch sides. (Shea and Burton 2010) 

Reinforcement is a much easier task than persuasion. Thus when a candidate is highly 

favourable, his campaign might have reinforcement as the central point. In the areas, 

with no distinct favourite, persuasion might be the heart of campaign. Finally, when 

the district highly favours the candidate’s opponent conversion might be applied. 

(Shea and Burton 2010) 

 

Microtargeting  

 

Individual voters have several issues they will willingly respond to. The task of the 

campaign operatives is to discover those issues, which will work politically. In the 
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age of technology, campaigns have wider range of opportunities for targeting voters 

individually through data and analytic tools. (Shea and Burton 2010) 

Campaign themes 

 

The main idea behind the voter segmentation is that “voters can be distinguished by 

sets of characteristics that cluster in ways that do not follow such simple traditional 

categories as partisanship, age, or income” (Shea and Burton 2010, 130) Correctly 

distinguished characteristics can help the strategist to better understand the district 

and thus locate supporters that will respond to the theme of the campaign or help to 

find the right theme for moving targeted voters.  

A campaign theme is good if it includes three aspects: what the voters want, what the 

candidate has to offer, and what the opponent has to say. Here three elements of the 

targeting connect to each other. As Shea and Burton state: “The candidate’s position 

with respect to individual voters is given from and (perhaps) substance by a campaign 

theme and the issues that it represents”. (Shea and Burton 2010, 130) 

Strategic communications 
 
Shea and Burton (2010) state that the basic question of political communication is: 

What is the candidate trying to say about himself or herself, and about the opposition? 

Paul Tulley, a famous democratic strategist, developed a way to frame the question in 

practical terms. This matrix is called a “message box” or Tully Box. This box contains 

four points contrasting the candidate’s message with the message of his or her 

opponent. 

1.What you say about you 

2. What they say about you 

3.What you say about them 

4. What they say about them (Shea and Burton 2010, 160) 

 

The message box “frames what’s at stake in the debate, clarifies what you say, and 

helps you play defence” (130) 

 

Shea and Burton(2010) further discuss that message alone is just an abstraction. In 

order to be successful it must fit the medium. In the variety of nowadays media 

political professionals should know how they work, both alone and together. The 
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coordination is very important, as the image of the candidate is fashioned by the way 

in which media are assembled. Shea and Burton distinguish five points a campaign 

must stick to in order to build a coherent image of the candidate. Those points are: 

 

1.Consistency 

2.Efficiency  

3.Proper timing  

4.Effectiv packaging  

5.Well-played expectations game (Shea and Burton 2010, p.161) 

 

Consistency 

 

By consistency of the campaign Shea and Burton mean the central message that the 

candidate should constantly transmit, not wandering “off message” (Shea and Burton 

2010, 161) George W. Bush can illustrate consistency with an example of the 2000 

cycle, where his main focus was on the leadership. No matter what was the issue at 

hand, economy or foreign policy, leadership was always central for Bush.  

 

Shea and Burton (2010) further discuss that consistency is a very important, but not a 

sufficient condition for victory. Steve Forbs was pushing for a flat tax in 1996 and 

2000, stating that this will satisfy both, the taxpayers and the economy. While 

focusing on this message, Forbes used the same words and phrases and did not talk 

about anything else. In the end he was criticized as a “one-note-Johnny” (Shea and 

Burton 2010) 

 

Efficiency, waste and reach 

 

Campaign should operate towards efficiency, meaning that the waste should be 

reduced and minimal. Shea and Burton bring in an example of a congressional 

candidate running in Chicago. If the campaign launches a television advertisement, it 

will be seen outside Chicago as well, as Chicago stations broadcast on several 

districts. Viewers outside Chicago are considered a waste, as they cannot vote for the 

candidate. In this sense efficiency is understood as a maximization of times the ad 

will be seen by eligible voters.  
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When it comes to electronic media two characteristics should be considered: reach 

and frequency. Reach is “the share of a target demographic that sees the campaign’s 

ad and frequency is “the number of times that a single person might be reached” 

(Shea and Burton 2010, 162-163) If the message hits demographics outside the target 

group it is also considered to be a waste.  

Another important thing for the campaign is to reach persuadable voters. The more 

precisely a campaign can target eligible voters the higher is the efficiency. (Shea and 

Burton 2010) 

 

Timing  

 

Shea and Burton (2010) suggest that a standard cycle for a challenger should consist 

of three stages. First, introducing the candidate to the public with a series of news 

interviews and establishment ads to create a positive impression. Once it is achieved, 

campaign should start building the credibility with issue ads, highlighting the main 

points of candidate’s agenda. The third stage starts when the incumbent responds and 

challenger uses attack ads to return the fire.  

Every stage of the cycle requires good timing for several reasons. First of all, ad buys 

and news coverage should be planned in advance. As Shea and Burton clarify: 

“Reporters may not sit down with a candidate at a moment’s notice; relationships are 

build overtime” (Shea and Burton 2010, 164) Secondly, if the challenger waits too 

long for the response the opportunity to erase the bad impression might be lost. 

Thirdly, the amount of radio and television spots during the race is quite limited, as 

“nearly every campaign wants to grab the ad slots that run in the last few days of the 

cycle” (164) 

 

Packaging and effectiveness 

 

 Shea and Burton (2010) discuss that sometimes effectiveness can be reached quite 

easily. For example those voters who always chose Republican only need to be 

informed that the candidate is a member of Grand Old Party. At the same time there 

are cases when clues and metaphors are more effective than the direct information. 
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Shea and Burton (2010) introduce an example of 1980s when the most important 

issue was the confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union. The 

question between Republicans and Democrats was to freeze, draw down or build up 

the nuclear arsenal. President Reagan favoured the increasing of American nuclear 

power. Thus in 1984 his team produced a video called “Bear in the Woods”. A thirty 

seconds clip pictured the bear wondering in the forest, the background text was a 

perfectly constructed metaphor: 

“There is a bear in the woods. For some people the bear is easy to see. Others don’t 

see it at all. Some people say the bear is tame. Others say it’s vicious and dangerous. 

Since no one can really be sure who is right, isn’t it smart to be as strong as the bear? 

If there is a bear.” (Shea and Burton 2010, 165) The message behind the video was 

very clear: “The best way to avoid a military confrontation with the Soviets was for 

America to be stronger than [its] Cold War rival’’ (166) 

 

Shea and Burton(2010) further divide campaign ads into: positive, comparative and 

negative. By positive the authors mean: “Advertising designed to establish a 

candidate’s credentials and to lay out a policy agenda”. (165) Reagan’s ad, described 

above is a good illustration of the positive one. Comparative ads serve the purpose of 

highlighting the differences between the candidates. Negative ads are designed to 

attack the opponent.  

 

Expectations 

 

Shea and Burton(2010) write about en element of the strategy called the “expectations 

game”. “News reporters thrive on drama, and if a front-running candidate wins a 

primary, there is not much news to report. If, however, a dark-horse finishes a close 

second, then there is news—though not the kind of story that the first-place victor 

would have desired.” (166)  

 

As political campaign work in an environment where perception can turn into reality 

it is very important for the candidate to control the expectations.  
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Expectations game has a cycle. First, the challenger tries to attract at least minimal 

coverage by stating that the victory is possible. At the same time the incumbent is 

trying to scare the challenger by showing that victory is almost decided. As Election 

Day nears, both the incumbent and the challenger highlight that the race is close. 

Neither of them, however, denies a possibility of a loss, in order to make voters go to 

the polls. As Shea and Burton write: “Even an incumbent with a commanding lead 

might tell supporters on Election Eve that the race is not yet won, that there is still 

plenty of work to do” (Shea and Burton 2010, 167) 
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4.Research	  methods	  
	  

4.1	  Introduction	  	  
	  

As advised by Biggam (2011) the research methods chapter should begin with the 

answer to the question: “What specific research objective does your empirical 

research relate to?” (116) The current thesis is aiming to clarify how different use of 

social media can influence behavior and participation of the online audience 

In the beginning of the study, I wrote about the survey on online engagement, 

conducted by Pew Internet and American Life project. The results of the survey 

showed that that 65 percent of Republicans use social networking sites and 12 percent 

of them use Twitter. The numbers for democrats are slightly but not drastically bigger 

and are 71 percent for Social networking sites and 18percent for Twitter respectfully. 

(Pew Internet and American Life project, 2012).  

Thus, I suggested that both candidates had quite equal on line audience to work with. 

However, as the amount of generated followers on different platforms differed 

drastically, the suggestion is that the way candidates used social media tools affected 

the situation. Thus, the objective of the study is to find out the differences between the 

two approaches, to analyze them and to find the reasons that prevented Mitt Romney 

from generating more online attention.  The current research will further attempt to 

explain the results of the analyses through theoretical framework, based on the 

theories and literature described in the previous chapter. The theoretical framework 

will be presented further in this chapter.  

4.2	  Research	  strategy	  
 

This thesis will be using secondary analysis and content analysis. 

 According to Gilbert (2008), secondary analysis is “the re-analysis of existing survey 

micro-data, collected by another researcher or organisation, for the analyst’s own 

purposes.” (374) Survey micro-data are “original data available in an anonymised 

electronic datafile.” (374)  
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De Vaus (2007) writes, “data collected by other people or agencies can often be 

appropriately used to address the research question at hand. This is called secondary 

analysis”. (86) 

 

Gilbert (2008) also points out that despite the huge amounts of available data, some of 

it is under-analysed, “from both statistical and theoretical viewpoints” (374). 

According to Gilbert secondary analysis requires imagination and has big potential as 

a source of the research insights.  Gilbert also stressed that the term “secondary 

analysis” can, sometimes, be misleading, as what secondary analysis really stands for 

is “ analysing the data in a way that has not been done before.”(374) 

 

De Vaus (2007) indicates that there can be several reasons for using secondary-

analysis. Sometimes it is “extremely difficult to obtain samples that are sufficiently 

large and representative”(86) It can happen due to the time, money or expertise issues. 

In the case of this thesis, secondary analysis of data was chosen for several reasons.  

 

First of all, in order to measure how many followers were attracted to candidates’ 

profiles and how much attention in terms of the shares, views and retweets profiles 

received, it is absolutely necessary to obtain data while the campaign is still running. 

To be more precise, it should be done within days if not hours after each message is 

released. It is a necessary condition, as the thesis studies the amount of attention 

during the campaign and not after it. As this work is being written almost with a six 

months gap from the US elections, the only way to obtain such data is to extract it 

from previous researches.  

 

Second of all, there is a geographical restriction. It is impossible to access data on 

Mitt Romney’s website (http://www.mittromney.com/) unless one is a citizen of the 

USA. The system requires Zip Code in order to log in. The same restriction concerns 

the blog part of the webpage. 

 

Finally, some data is missing. For example, one of Obama’s Twitter accounts and all 

its content are no longer available. (https://twitter.com/#!/Obama2012) 

 



	  

	   66	  

However, some campaign data can still be found online. There are some messages on 

Twitter and Facebook accounts remaining and the YouTube video library. The 

information that still remains online, on its own would not be enough for a thorough 

analysis. Nevertheless, it is an extra data source and a way to check the variability of 

the results, achieved by PEJ survey 

 

“Content analysis is a social science methodology that is based on the understanding 

of human communication including writing, painting and context. This includes 

understanding the meaning of text, the phrases used, the key terms, the authenticity 

and the authorship. It is a quantitative, scientific method that can look at the 

objectivity, intersubjectivity, the validity, the replicability and more of a specific 

document.”( ContentAnalysis.org  2013)  

 

The process of the general data collection and criteria for the content analysis will be 

described in the next chapter. 

 

4.3	  Data	  Collection	  
 

This thesis will be using a data from the study conducted by Pew’s Research Center 

Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ).  

The study is called “How the Presidential Candidates Use the Web and Social Media” 

and was publishes on the 15th of August 2012 on the recourse www.journalism.org.  

 

I chose this study to use in the thesis because Pew Research Center (Pew) was a data 

source I met a lot, while doing literature review.  It appeared to be trustworthy 

because of that reason. When I accessed their webpage (www.pewinternet.org)  

I realized that this was not the first time Pew performed the study on the role of digital 

technology in presidential politics.  

Pew started to explore this topic as early as in 2000, when it conducted a study on 

news websites and portals providing campaign news.  

Then in 2004, Pew re-examined the sites still in existence. That study showed that 

news websites started to provide the opportunities for users to manipulate and 

customize information and compare candidates on the issues.  
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In 2008 Obama’s first digital campaign was at stake of the research.  

Finally, in 2012, Pew conducted a study on the online efforts of both presidential 

candidates. That information made me even believe that Pew is the source to be 

trusted as it has an experience and followed the development of Internet technology 

and its use in political campaigns since 2000.  

Another important factor that determined my choice was Pew being an American 

research centre. I believe that being located in the same country where the research 

issue originated from helps to better understand and estimate the situation. 

Additionally, that meant that Pew could not face the geographical restrictions and thus 

had access to all the sources to collect data from.  

 

Pew Research Center is a “nonpartisan, nonprofit "fact tank" that provides 

information on the issues, attitudes and trends shaping America and the world. The 

Project produces reports exploring the impact of the internet on families, 

communities, work and home, daily life, education, health care, and civic and political 

life.” (Pew Internet and American Life project 2012) 

 

Two main components were used in the study: “a detailed content analysis of the 

daily content posted on the two presidential candidates’ social media accounts and an 

audit of the design and more static content offered on their respective websites and 

social media platforms.” (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

 

For the study all new posts, including shares, tweets, status updates, retweets, videos, 

blog posts and home page content, were examined. The new content, published by the 

campaigns on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube accounts and websites blogs, was 

examined by PEJ analysts for fourteen days in June and coded according to 39 

variables. 

 

The audit of the websites examined each platform according to 46 variables. It was 

performed twice. First in June and then, in order to detect changes, in late July.  

The audit of social media platforms examined fourteen variables for Facebook, four 

variables for Twitter and seven variables for YouTube.  
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The study was conducted from the 4th of June to the 17th of June. During that period 

782 posts or pieces of content on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube accounts and 

candidate's websites were studied. 

Each post was captured two days after it was posted, at 9 a.m. EST. 

Each captured post was coded for the following variables: 

 

“Attention: Determines which posts generate the most attention (through shares, likes, 

comments, retweets, favourites) in the two days after it was posted. 

 

Technological Format: Determines the type of the post. It designates the technological 

format of the post, whether, for example, the post was text, video, audio, etc. 

 

Link to Destination: Designates whether the post linked to an additional source, either 

external or internal. This variable characterized where the link takes the user. 

 

Trigger: Determines what prompted the post, whether it was published in response to 

an outside stimulus or was initiated by the campaign not based on any external 

stimuli. 

 

Main Speaker (in video): Determines the main character or speaker in any video 

posted. This variable followed the 50percent rule, i.e. the person had to speak in at 

least 50percent of the post to be considered a main speaker. In the cases in which 

multiple speakers were seen in at least half of a video, the person speaking more was 

chosen. (If the persons appeared the same amount of time, the one who appeared first 

was chosen). 

 

Personal traits and affiliations: Determines the personal traits and characteristics of 

the video’s main speaker/speakers. For example, traits as gender, race, religion, age 

etc. 

 

Focus of Post: Determines which candidate or politician(s) is the focus of the post. 

Intent of Post: Determines the tone of the post towards the politician focused on. This 

variable reflects whether the post is attacking, praising, contrasting that person with 

another or is neutral towards the political figure. An attacking post contains only 
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content critical of an opponent. A contrasting post contains information about both 

candidates. 

 

Sub-group or Vehicle of Focus: Determines the group or person the candidate is using 

to make his point or send a message. For example, a candidate might use his spouse, 

another family member, staff, an outside group or media personality to make a point. 

Topic: Determines the subject or topic of the post. This variable designates which 

issue or event is being discussed in the post, i.e. the economy, domestic politics, 

fundraising, foreign policy, etc. 

 

Call to Action: Determines whether the post invites the reader to get involved or act in 

some way. This would include seeking quotes or feedback for an issue, posts that seek 

opinion from readers, ask what readers think, ask readers to perform an action, such 

as volunteer or donate, or ask readers to provide some kind of response or feedback.” 

(Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

 

The second part of the analysis included an audit of static webpage content and the 

design of page content. The same was applied to design and static content of Twitter, 

Facebook and YouTube. The main goal of the audit was not only to reveal differences 

between the websites of two candidates of 2012, but also to show the difference with 

the 2008 Presidential candidates' websites. 

 

The preliminary test audit was held on the 12th of April 2012. The first formal audit 

was performed on the 6th of June 2012 and later was repeated on July 31st. That was 

done in order to detect whether any changes, redesigns or updates took place.  

 

The websites were captured and coded for the following variables: 

 

“Information delivery options: This variable reflects the ways a visitor/supporter gets 

information. It examined sites for the existence of RSS Feeds, Podcasts, search tools, 

email and mobile alerts, and a mobile version of the website. 

 

Grass roots involvement: This variable reflects the way a visitor/supporter may 

become involved with the campaign. It examined sites for whether they contained a 
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calendar of events, a fundraising page, an option to make calls for a candidate, a 

sample script for making such calls, options to pick a state or issue you would make 

calls about, an option to send tweets for a candidate, the ability to host an event, 

register to vote, work on voter registration, shop, donate, contribute to a citizen blog, 

or comment on the candidate’s content. 

 

Social Networking: This variable reflects the way a visitor/supporter may become 

involved with the candidate’s social media. It looked for the existence of a social 

media feed. It also designated how many and which social media sites the candidate 

was involved in. 

 

News Room: This variable reflects the ways the campaign delivers news and engages 

with the news media. It checked for whether the site offers press releases, news 

articles, blog posts, and videos. 

 

Targeting By State: This variable reflects the way a visitor/supporter may join 

different state groups and get tailored information based on the state chosen. PEJ 

analyzed 15 state pages to see the level of customization depending on a user’s state 

of choice. States included: Hawaii, Illinois, Michigan, Massachusetts, Nevada, 

Colorado, Iowa, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Virginia, North Carolina, Florida, New 

Hampshire, California, Texas (home states, states where they were in office, swing 

states, and two big states for each candidate.)” (Project for Excellence in Journalism 

(PEJ) 2012) 

 

The social media pages audit followed the same schedule as the website audit; social 

media pages were audited on June 6th, 2012 and on July 31st , 2012. 

 

The social media pages were captured and coded for the following variables: 

 

“For Facebook, the variables examined included the number of likes of the 

candidate’s Facebook page and what kind of information the candidates mentioned in 

their “About” sections.  

Also, PEJ researchers examined various Facebook page features related to the 

different activities that a candidate engages in on this platform. These features 
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included information about the candidates’ education, activities and interests, 

favourite books, music and TV shows, political views, relationship status, and 

religion. Researchers also examined how many photo albums and videos the 

candidate had uploaded. 

 

The variables examined for Twitter included the number of followers for individual 

feeds, the number of other accounts that Twitter accounts studied followed, the 

number of total tweets and what kind of information the candidates included in their 

“About” sections. 

 

For YouTube, the variables examined included the number of subscribers, the number 

of uploaded videos, the date the candidate joined YouTube, the total video views, 

what kind of information the candidates mentioned in their “About” sections and how 

many playlists their channels had.” (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

 

As I explained in the previous section, I also used content analysis for data collection. 

It happened because I faced one issue.  

After downloading PEJ study to my computer and reading it carefully through, I 

realized, that the study presented most of the data in numbers.  

That was not perfect for my research, as I needed to see what candidates were saying 

about themselves and each other, in order to analyze their communication strategy 

and argumentation.  

Thus, I made an additional research on the content that was left from the campaign, 

using content analysis.  I managed to access Obama’s and Romney’s Facebook 

accounts and find the post that they published during the PEJ study period.  

Not all the content was there. Obama had just two posts left and Romney had eight. 

One of Obama’s account @Obama2012 was empty, another @BarackObama had no 

posts earlier than the 4th of October. Romney’s Twitter account had sixteen twits left.   

 

YouTube accounts of both candidates contained videos, however, unlike Twitter and 

Facebook, YouTube does not allow sorting all the videos posted in the certain period 

of time. At first, I wanted to watch the videos, described as most viewed in the PEJ 

study, but soon I realized, that PEJ published not the names of the videos, but the 

topics they were on.  
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In the end, I chose the videos, that showed first on the channel search, while 

requesting “Romney’s strong leadership”, “Response to Romney’s attack”, “Contrast 

Obama’s v. Romney’s record”, “Ad: Jobs plan”.  

The search words were taken form the list of video topics indexed as most watched 

ones by Pew.  So in the end I chose eight videos, four from Romney’s channel and 

four from Obama’s channel. All eight videos illustrate the messaging of the 

candidates about themselves and each other. 

 

In total, I additionally examined thirty-four posts and coded them according to the 

following variables: 

 

What Romney says about Romney 

 

What Obama says about Obama 

 

What Romney says about Obama 

 

What Obama says about Romney 

 

That content examination did not measure the amount of attention the post received, 

instead, I concentrated on how and what candidates were saying about themselves and 

about each other. That was necessary for analyzing the campaign from the point of 

view of strategic communications. 

 

Otherwise, PEJ data were enough to conduct an analysis according to the framework 

provided in the next section. 

 

The following platforms were used to obtain the data: 

Websites 

Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ):	  http://www.journalism.org 
 

Barack Obama: http://www.barackobama.com/ 
Mitt Romney: http://www.mittromney.com/ 
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Websites’ Blog Section 
 
Barack Obama: http://www.barackobama.com/news?source=primary-nav  
Mitt Romney: http://www.mittromney.com/blogs/mitts-view 
 
Social Media Platform Accounts  
 
Barack Obama 
 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/barackobama  
Twitter: https://twitter.com/#!/BARACKOBAMA  
Twitter: https://twitter.com/#!/Obama2012  
YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/user/BarackObamadotcom  
 
Mitt Romney 
 
Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/mittromney  
Twitter: https://twitter.com/#!/MittRomney  
YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/user/mittromney 

	  

4.4	  Framework	  for	  data	  analysis	  
 

The analysis of the collected data will be divided into five parts. The first part, 

introduction, basically presents the platforms the candidates used and the amount of 

attention they received. The data, analysed in that part will be taken from the PEJ 

study. 

 

The second part will be dedicated to such campaign elements as voter targeting and 

strategic communications. This part will be using the model, described by Shea and 

Burton (2010) in order to find out whether both candidates succeeded in voter 

targeting and communications or whether one of them was more successful than the 

other. This part will use the data obtained with the help of a content analysis I 

conducted and includes the analysis of the Twitter and Facebook posts and mostly 

YouTube videos, downloaded by the candidates.  

 

The next part will be examining the ability of candidates to argument their statements 

and to be trustful speakers. Their messages will be tested through validity claims, 

described by Habermass in his “Theory of communicative action” (1984). This part 

will be using the content analysis of the YouTube videos, conducted by me. 
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The fourth part will be examining how candidates stimulated participation and 

mobilization of their target audiences. The criteria for evaluation will be taken from 

Melucci’s New Social Movements Theory. This section will be taking a look at the 

data collected by PEJ and my own results of the content analysis of the YouTube 

channel, Twitter and Facebook account.  

 

Finally, the agenda – setting and its effects on opinions, attitudes and behaviours of 

the Internet users will be examined through the framework, presented by McCombs 

(2004) This section will be taking a look at the data collected by PEJ and my own 

results of the content analysis of the YouTube channel, Twitter and Facebook 

account.  

 

 

 

4.5	  Limitations	  and	  potential	  problems	  
	  
David deVaus (2012) writes that using secondary analysis has disadvantages. Among 

them “data sets that we need for our particular research problem might not be 

available” (88).  In case of this thesis the research problem of the PEJ study and the 

main research question of the thesis coincide. The PEJ study explores how the 

presidential candidates use the web and social media. The main goal of the thesis is 

also to explore the online strategies of both candidates in order to distinguish the 

differences between them. 

 

The obvious limitation of the study is the time frames. The PEJ was analyzing the 

material published between the 4th and the 17th of June, 2012.   

This means that the content was only analyzed during two weeks of the campaign and 

not during the whole time the campaign was running.  

This might question the representatively of the results for the whole campaign period. 

However, PEJ made the first pilot research in April, and then another re-examination 

in late July. The pre-study and the post – study showed the same pattern in the online 

behaviour and the digital gap between the candidates.  
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The late July study also showed changes in the design of The Romney’s campaign 

webpage. He added six target groups, which the campaign lacked before.  

The updates were included in the analysis of the results. Thus there should not be an 

issue of mistrusting the results or considering them non-representative.  

 

Another limitation is the missing content. As was written above, at the moment it is 

impossible to reach most of the posts, analyzed by PEJ. This also makes it uneasy to 

check the validity of the study by comparing the actual content to the data collected 

by PEJ. However, PEJ has a reputation as a trustful source of information. Also, it is 

an independent project and not an organization, supported by one of the candidates. 

PEJ’s estimation of the results had a rather neutral character, with no attempt to play 

along with one of the candidates against the other.  

Finally, I have to admit, that as I knew the election results it was very hard to stay 

objective. I knew that Obama won, thus I had a strong desire on the back of my mind 

to see Romney’s pitfalls everywhere, probably even somewhere, where he did a great 

job.  

However, I did my best to stay neutral and not allow my own opinion to influence my 

research results. I was not a voter on those elections, thus I did not have any strong 

preferences and did not try to “cheer for my candidate” by trying to be unfair to the 

other.  

In conclusion, I can not say that any limitations, applicable to this study, can cause 

serious problems or make the research invaluable. 
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5.Analysis	  	  
 

5.1	  Short	  Results	  overview	  
	  
The analysis will start with presenting the platforms that Obama and Romney used, 

and the number of likes, retweets and views they generated on those platforms. The 

numbers, provided below are valid for the period from the fourth to the seventeenth of 

June, when the study was held. The numbers of followers on Twitter, Facebook and 

YouTube is valid for the 31st of July, when PEJ made the final check.   

Barack Obama 

Overall, the Obama campaign had accounts on nine platforms. Those platforms are: 

Facebook, Pinterest, Tumblr, Flickr, Google+, YouTube, Instagram, Spotify and 

Twitter. Unlike other platforms, Twitter had two accounts (@BarakObama and 

@Obama2012). (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012)  

The amount of followers Obama had on three major platforms: 

Twitter – 18, 027, 146 

Facebook – 27, 572, 649 

YouTube - 207, 434 (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

The amount of retweets, likes and views Obama received: 

Facebook Likes – 1,124,175 

Twitter Tetweets – 150, 106 

YouTube Comments/likes/views – 839, 933 

Overall Obama generated 614 post on all the platforms studied. The Obama campaign 

was most active on Twitter, where it generated on average twenty nine tweets per day. 

As for the other platforms, the numbers are eight posts per day for the website blog, 

two post per day for Facebook and two videos per day on YouTube. 

 

Mitt Romney 

Overall, the Romney campaign had accounts on five platforms. Those platforms are: 

Facebook, Flickr, Google+, YouTube, and Twitter. (Project for Excellence in 
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Journalism (PEJ) 2012) The amount of followers Romney had on three major 

platforms: 

Twitter – 787, 080 

Facebook – 2, 9228, 492 

YouTube – 12, 570 (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

The amount of retweets, likes and views Romney received: 

Facebook Likes – 633, 597 

Twitter Tetweets – 8, 601 

YouTube Comments/likes/views – 399, 225 

Overall Romney generated 168 post on all the platforms studied. The Romney 

campaign was most active on the website blog where it generated on average four 

posts per day. As for the other platforms, the numbers are two posts per day for 

Facebook, one post per day for Twitter and one video per day on YouTube. 

5.2	  How	  candidates	  are	  using	  social	  media	  for	  communication	  and	  voter	  
targeting	  	  
	  
Voter Targeting 

As Shea and Burton (2010) state, targeting has three main goals, which are 

reinforcement, persuasion, and conversion.   

Depending on how favourable is the candidate among the voters, the campaign is 

using one of the goals at its heart.  

Barack Obama, who was already a president, and thus he was acting as an incumbent 

in the campaign. He dedicated 55 percent of the posts to promoting his record and 

accomplishments. Only 14 percent of his posts were focused on Mitt Romney. 

(Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) Thus his voter targeting can be 

characterised as mostly reinforcing the current electorate and persuading the 

undecided voters. 

 His messaging against Romney was mostly generated by Romney’s previous attacks 

and mainly not attacking Romney back, but proving him wrong. A good example of 

that is a “Hold Mitt Romney accountable” YouTube video, where Romney claimed 

that the following words belonged to Obama: “In the ideal world the government 

could spent as much as it wanted”. The next part of the video showed what Obama 

was really saying. The end of the video pictured one phrase: “Hold Mitt Romney 

accountable”.  
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Romney’s campaign behaviour is quite understandable. He was running a campaign 

as a challenger, thus he had not only reinforce his own voters, but also converse the 

electorate of a highly favourable candidate Obama. Romney dedicated 52 percent of 

his posts to himself and 34 percent of the posts to criticising Obama. Even when 

Romney promoted himself he did it with comparison to Obama.  

(See Figure 1. A Record of Success vs. A Litany of Failure) 

In conclusion, Romney was mostly targeting at voter persuasion.  

 

Microtargeting 

 

Microtargeting according to Shea and Burton (2010) is choosing the right issues that 

can be used politically and that the voters will respond to.  

Obama had eight main issues in the campaign, while Romney had twenty-four. 

For Obama those were: civil/equal rights, economy, education, climate 

change/energy, health care, national security/ defence, taxes and women’s health. 

Mitt Romney concentrated on Afghanistan and Pakistan, Africa, China and East Asia, 

education, climate change/energy, fiscal/sending, health care, human capital, 

immigration, Iran, Israel, Judicial Philosophy, labour, Latin America, Medicare, 

Middle East, National Security/defence, regulation, Russia, Second Amendment, 

seniors and social security, taxes, trade and values. 

As it can be seen, candidates coincide in five issues of education, climate change, 

health care, national security and taxes.  

 

Campaign themes 

 

The Obama campaign not only targeted eighteen different constituency groups, but 

also offered a tailored content for each state. “Every state has a dedicated page filled 

with state-level news and information. Users can sign up to join any state group for 

localized updates, as well as the most up-to-date blog content specific to that state” 

(Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

 

The Romney campaign did not offer a customized content in June. However, later in 

July six voter groups were added. PEJ concluded “users do not “join” a group and 

receive content thereafter. Rather, users are taken to a page with dedicated content. 
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That content, so far, is often not updated very frequently.” (Project for Excellence in 

Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

Among groups of the Obama campaign were African-Americans, Latinos, 

veterans/military families, young Americans, women and LGBT. 

The Romney campaign groups were Catholics for Romney, Women for Mitt, Lawyers 

for Romney and Young Americans for Romney.  

For the full list of groups for both campaigns see figure 2. Campaign themes. 

 

Strategic Communications 

 

Strategic communications will be estimated according to the Paul Tulley’s matrix, 

called “message box” or Tully Box and presented by Shea and Burton (2010) 

What you say about you? 

What they say about you? 

What you say about them? 

What they say about them? 

As the study takes a look at two candidates directly competing with each other, the 

matrix questions will be changed into: 

What Obama says about Obama? 

What Romney says about Obama? 

What Obama says about Romney? 

What Romney says about Romney? 

 

What Obama says about Obama? 

Obama had an advantage of being a president for four years, and thus, in constructing 

messages about himself, he used the achievements he had during his first term. Those 

are very clearly summarized in his ad called “Go”, which was published on YouTube 

(BarackObamadotcom 2012) 

The main objective of the video is to point the difference between America in 2008 

and 2012, after four years of Obama presidency. According to the video, in 2008 the 

country faced a major economic meltdown, 4,4 million jobs were lost, America’s 

economy was spiralling down, and most people believed the best days were behind 

America. Then Obama took the oath. During his presidency the auto industry was 

back, the war in Iraq was over and over 4,2 million of new jobs were created. As 
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video concludes, there still are a lot of issues to fix, and thus, Obama will not quit. 

Basically, Obama is pictured like a strong leader who already solved the problems for 

the country and who will not stop until the life in the USA will drastically improve. 

What Romney says about Obama? 

Romney was mainly attacking Obama for all the issues Obama presented as fixed.  

In one of his Facebook posts he stated that though Obama’s advisors predicted that 

unemployment would lower to 6 percent it was still above 8 percent. (Facebook.com) 

Romney also kept attacking Obama on Twitter for the statement that the “private 

sector was doing fine” while 23 million of Americans were struggling for work. 

(Twitter.com) 

In the video “Too Many Americans” Romney stated that too many Americans were 

struggling to find a job in today’s economy, while those who were working living 

from pay check to pay check. Romney also pointed out the rising prices for food and 

gas and finally claimed, that more Americans started to live in poverty after Obama 

became president. (mittromney 2012)  

In the video “Doing fine?” Romney provides data about 23,3 million Americans being 

in need of work, the unemployment is over 8 percent; the struggles of middle-class 

under Obama deepen. Finally, the video shows the president saying one phrase: “The 

private sector is doing fine”. The final message is “How president Obama can fix our 

economy if he doesn’t understand it’s broken?”. The phrase “ The private sector is 

doing fine” is repeated on the background, like an echo. The interesting fact is that 

none of the vide data has any reference to the source where it was taken 

from.(mittromney 2012) 

What Obama says about Romney? 

The Obama Team posted several videos about Romney. The videos were criticizing 

the promises Romney was giving in his campaign and picturing him as a liar. One of 

the videos “Romney vs. Reality” (BarackObamadotcom 2012)	   pictured a virtual 

debate between Romney and Obama. First, there was a piece of Romney’s speech 

about Obama’s words or actions and then a piece of Obama’s speech, illustrating what 

the president had really said or done. In that video Romney was pictured as a liar, 

trying to misinterpret almost every word Obama was saying.  

Another video about Romney was called “We’ve heard it all before” 

(BarackObamadotcom 2012) and presented a story of Romney’s time as a governor in 

Massachusetts. In 2002 Romney said that he knew how business was working and 
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how jobs were created, but the article from The Boston Globe, shown next, clearly 

states that “Romney’s economic record one of the worst in the country”. Next data 

from Bureau of Labour Statistics shows how Massachusetts lost 40,000 

manufacturing jobs during Romney’s time as a governor. Massachusetts also fell to 

the 47th place in job creation-fourth from the bottom. Romney outsourced jobs to 

India and raised taxes for middle class, while lowering them for millionaires and left 

the state 2,6 million deeper in debts. The final seconds of the video show a part of the 

Romney’s presidential campaign, where he is saying the same words about job 

creation, as he did in 2002. The final message of the video is: Romney’s economy-it 

didn’t work then. It won’t work now.    

 

What Romney says about Romney? 

Romney presents his record as a Massachusetts governor to show that his term was 

successful. One of his twits says “Massachusetts record: Unemployment down to 

4.7%, balanced budget without raising taxes, bringing parties together”(Twitter.com 

2012) 

In the video “Strong Leadership” (mittromney 2012) Romney shows, how from day 

one as a governor of Massachusetts his strong leadership made a difference. He had 

the best job record in a decade, he balanced every budget without raising taxes, he 

reduced unemployment to 4,7 percent, the final message of the video is “ From day 

one as a president Mitt Romney’s strong leadership will make a difference” 

Also, Romney keeps making comparison to Obama and his politics, basically pointing 

out the poor economy and job situation and then promising to improve it with “his 

plan”. At the same time Romney does not specify what the plan actually is.  

 

5.3 Discourse and validity claims in the YouTube videos  

As was previously shown in the theoretical section of the thesis, Jurgen Habermas 

(1984) in his “Theory of communicative action” discusses that in the speech act 

individuals make three types of validity claims: the claim for truth, the claim for 

rightness and the claim of sincerity. Nevertheless, all three claims may be challenged. 

Throughout the campaign both candidates challenged the validity of each other’s 

claims all the time. The question is – who was best at doing this?  Habermas(1984) 

provides a way to test the validity claims. The claims of truth are tested through 

discourse, when actors, and in this case political candidates, debate about the truth of 
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the matter with references to evidence. The rightness is tested through the discourse 

about norms and mutual expectations. The sincerity claims are tested by comparison 

between the words and actions.  

 

Mitt Romney generally did not tend to present his videos in a form of a discourse. 

Even when he was referring to what Obama said he did not include the actual video of 

Obama’s speech, he just summarized it himself. When he provided evidence, like 

numbers of unemployment growth or amount of people living in poverty after Obama 

took over, he did not give data source, not did he actually involve people who would 

confirm their poor situation during the Obama’s presidency. While discussing the 

norms, Romney generally described the USA under Obama as a bad, abnormal thing 

and the country under his own “strong leadership” as a way to go. Comparing 

Obama’s words with his actions Romney actually compared Mitt Romney’s version 

of Obama’s words with Mitt Romney’s version of Obama’s actions. 

 

Obama, on the contrary, was building the communication in his video on virtual 

debates with Romney. That means, that the videos usually contained a piece of 

Romney’s speech followed by counterargument or a disclaimer from Obama. By that 

Obama actually gave a real evidence of how Romney misinterpreted his words and 

presented them in a wrong context. While discussing the norms Obama referred to the 

situation the country was in 2008, before he took over the cabinet. He also states that 

what is normal for the country is yet to be achieved. Finally, he gives a very clear 

comparison of Romney’s words to his actions as a Massachusetts governor, providing 

the data from newspapers and Bureau of Labour Statistics. 

 

In conclusion of this section it can be said that Obama provided more data, supported 

by evidence and based on other sources than his own words, than Romney did.  

5.4	  How	  candidates	  are	  using	  social	  media	  to	  stimulate	  participation	  and	  
involvement	  	  
	  
The numbers collected by PEJ show that Obama far outweighed Romney in the 

amount of followers and attention, generated by his content. This could be explained 

by the fact that Obama started to motivate his fan base as early as in 2008, during his 

first online campaign.  
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However, Romney also had a base to work with, as McCain also used social media, 

while running for president in 2008.  

The profiles, used by Romney in the 2012 campaign were of course different from the 

ones McCain created four years ago. The main idea is that the republican electorate 

was familiar with Internet technology and Romney did not have to introduce his on 

line campaign as something new.  

That being said, Obama succeeded not only in keeping his base, but multiplying it 

several times. According to PEJ, “Obama’s numbers surpass Romney’s by a margin 

of at least 13:1” (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012).  

 

The full comparison between the numbers of campaigns in 2012 and 2008 can be seen 

in the figure 3. Another reason why Obama’s success cannot be solely related to his 

2008 base is his Twitter accounts. In 2008 Twitter barely emerged and was not used 

during the elections. So, both Obama and Romney started to add their followers 

during the 2012 campaign, and Obama had 18,027,146 followers’ versus 787, 080 

followers of Romney’s.  

 

The amount of attention the posted content attracted is also bigger for Obama. On 

Facebook he received more than 1,100,000 likes while Romney only got 635,000. 

 

On Twitter Obama’s tweets were retweeted more than 150,000 times and Romney’s 

tweets were retweeted less than 8,600 times. 

 

YouTube videos generated more than 800,000 comments, likes, dislikes and views for 

Obama and under 400,000 responses for Romney. (Project for Excellence in 

Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

Regarding the fact that Obama had two twitter accounts while Romney had only one, 

he produced more content, than his challenger. The statistics, provided in the 

beginning of the analysis, also shows that Obama twitted on average twenty nine 

times per day, while Romney only did it once a day. All these facts suggest that 

Obama could generate more action and participation just for the sake of having more 

posts. In other words – by offering more material he generated more attention. 

However, the data collected by PEJ minimizes the probability of these implications. 

“These differences are not simply a reflection of Obama’s campaign posting content 
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more often than Romney. If one looks at the average response to the campaign posts 

on each platform, Obama also has a substantial advantage. For instance, Obama’s 

YouTube videos averaged 466 likes per video versus for 253 for Romney’s. People 

commented on his Facebook content an average of 2938 times per post versus 1,941 

for Romney’s.” (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012)  

 

The answer could be probably found in the New Social Movements Theory and 

Alberto Melucci’s interpretation of it. Melucci (1996) described several criteria vital 

for mobilization. They are collective identity, identification of an adversary and 

definition of object at stake of a conflict. 

 

Collective identity, or a common “we” recognized and affirmed by participants is the 

first important factor. Obama had eighteen groups representing different types of 

identities the voters could relate to. As were described above, not only did he target 

those groups, he also provided customized content for each of the groups. Romney 

did not have customized groups when PEJ first conducted the research. He added 

them later, in the end of July. This suggests that Obama managed to maintain the 

feeling of collective identity better than Romney and thus fulfilled the first condition 

for mobilization.  

 

The second condition- the identification of an adversary, or “another social actor in 

conflict with the group for control of certain resources and values” (Melucci 1996, 

293) Both candidates had such an adversary in the face of each other. However, as 

discussed above, Obama’s argumentation against Romney was better supported with 

facts and Romney’s failure to be a good governor was presented as evidence, 

preventing him from becoming a good president. In turn, Romney’s argumentation 

against Obama was poorly supported with facts and sometimes misleading. His 

attempt to make Obama an adversary faced another complication. Obama was not just 

a candidate; he was a president of the United States, who already had a chance to 

perform and present the achievements of the first term. Romney failed the attempt to 

prove Obama’s inefficiency with sufficient arguments and figures. Obama was more 

successful in identifying an adversary.   
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The definition of the object at stake of the conflict is the last criteria described by 

Melucci (1996). Both candidates had economy as their main issue, however they were 

concentrating on the different aspects of it. “Romney’s discussion focuses on jobs. 

Obama’s discussion of the economy is partly philosophical, a discourse on the 

importance of the middle class and competing visions for the future.” (Project for 

Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) However, as PEJ research showed, voters were 

much more eager to respond to other issues, than economy. “On average Obama’s 

messages about the economy generated 361 shares or retweets per post.  

 

His posts about immigration, by comparison, generated more than four times that 

reaction; and his posts about women’s and veterans’ issues generated more than three 

times. This was also true of attention to Romney’s messaging. His posts on health 

care and veterans averaged almost twice the response per post of his economic 

messages.” (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) Those findings suggest 

that none of the candidate identified the “object at stake” correctly. However both of 

them still managed to post content on the issues important to the voters.   

 

It is also important to remember than Obama mainly concentrated on the eight issues, 

while Romney had twenty-four of them. At the same time Obama had eighteen 

different target groups while Romney did not specify them at all, then added six 

groups in July and later in September added another three groups (Project for 

Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012). In this situation Obama’s numerous target 

groups had less topics to concentrate on, while Romney’s few target groups had a lot 

of content to look into. Probably this is the situation where less is more, and too many 

issues at stake can explain lack of attention to Romney’s posts.  

 

Melucci(1996) also writes about the degree of involvement as an important factor for 

mobilization. He states that the measure of involvement on a temporal sequence is the 

ration between risks and advantages. “ The highest level of participation by an 

individual or collective actor will occur at the moment bringing together minimum 

risk and maximum gain.” (Melucci 1996, 295) 

 

If to take a look at what was the most popular request from candidates to their voters 

during the 2012 election race, the following data occur. “For Obama, the primary call 
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to action most often (51 percent of the time) was a request for some kind of digital-

oriented response, such as watch this video, join this list or sign up to be part of a 

“team.” For Romney the request that appeared first most often (31 percent of the 

time), was to donate money. These tended to appear in the form of a donate button” 

(Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

 

This implies that Obama’s major call for action suggested the minimal risk for the 

voter – as no financial resources were involved in it. However, the benefit of feeling 

the personal contribution to campaign by watching something and becoming a “part 

of the team” is pretty high. The principle of minimum risk-maximum gain works here. 

While for Romney’s campaign donating money was a primary request. That could be 

seen as a higher risk for the voter, as financial resources were involved. At the same 

time, Romney did not require a digital response, which also did not encourage the 

voter to look for more content.  

 

Finally, Obama used his blog to let the voters speak. “Four-in-ten posts (42 percent) 

were written (or taken, in the case of photos) by citizens. Many of the others were 

written by staff but included quotes from citizens. 

Many of the citizen contributions in the Obama blog spoke of how and why they 

became involved in the campaign or shared personal stories of how a particular policy 

of President Obama had changed their life.” (Project for Excellence in Journalism 

(PEJ) 2012) 

 

Showing personal experience of other voters and not politicians, taking part in the 

campaign is a powerful tool for mobilization. Ordinary people find it easier to relate 

to other voters, than public figures or politicians. Melucci calls it ”small group 

solidarity”. “Solidarities reduce the distance between the individual and the collective 

interests but at the same time they do not restrict the development of individual’s 

experience” (Melucci 1996  311) 

 

At the same time “The Romney campaign generally chose not to use its news blog as 

a way of conveying citizen input. Only two of the Romney blog posts between June 4-

17 were written by citizens. In both cases, the author was the chairman or CEO of a 
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business complaining that President Obama failed to understand business and free-

market principles.” (Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

5.5 How	  candidates	  are	  using	  social	  media	  to	  influence	  opinions,	  behaviours	  
and	  attitudes	  
	  
According to McCombs (2004), during the election cycle candidates become the 

objects of agenda - setting, whose salience can be influenced. That is why the main 

goal for every campaign is to create an advertisement that can secure the salience of 

the candidate among the voters. It includes building an image of the candidate, where 

the specific attributes are particularly salient.  

 

Romney presented himself as a “strong leader” who is able to make a difference. He 

particularly built that image by frequently addressing his time as a Massachusetts 

governor. His main attributes with high salience were the ability to create work places 

and fight job loss. Another important attribute of Romney’s image was him not being 

Obama. Romney built his messaging on the topic of making a difference from day 

one. Unfortunately for him, Obama managed to destroy his image as a “strong leader” 

by presenting the evidence of Romney being the worst governor ever and putting 

Massachusetts on the 47th place in job creation.  

Obama, basically, created a new image of Romney, where the salience was given to 

the following attributes: Romney being a liar and Romney’s inability to become a 

strong leader and save the economy.  

As a president of the United States Obama, according to McCombs (2004) is one of 

the major sources of shaping the agenda. One of the consequences of agenda - setting 

according to McCombs is shaping opinions and attitudes. It can be suggested that 

Obama as a major source of agenda - setting managed to use the social media and to 

influence voters opinions and attitudes towards Romney, while Romney was less 

successful to do the same towards Obama.  

Another explanation for lower interest to Romney’s content may be the wrong choice 

of the issue or the wrong attribute that was made salient.  

As McCombs(2004) suggests, individuals tend to react only to the issues and 

attributes they have personal interest in or connection to. As were discussed above, 

the issue of economy, chosen by both candidates as the most salient proved to 
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generate less interest among voters, than issues of women’s equal pay, immigration 

and veterans. 

 

At the same time, only Obama generated content on all the three topics, while 

Romney only paid attention to veterans. PEJ suggested that “content particularly 

relevant to specific constituencies, e.g. women’s equal pay or immigration policy for 

Hispanics, may inspire the most social media reaction” (Project for Excellence in 

Journalism (PEJ) 2012) 

Setting the salience on the wrong issues might explain less attention and interest to 

content generated by Romney. 
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6.Conclusions	  and	  further	  research	  
	  
The main goal of this study was to explore how different use of social media in the 

campaign can influence voter’s behavior and participation in online activities. The 

special attention was given to the differences in the approaches each candidate had to 

the campaign and the use of social media in it. The thesis analyzed the use of social 

media for communicating the message, stimulating involvement and participation and 

influencing the behaviors, opinions and attitudes. The analysis was built on the theory 

of communicative action, theory of new social movements and agenda – setting and 

its effects. Additionally, the framework of campaigning plan was used to estimate the 

communication strategy and the voter targeting. 

 

During the analysis the following findings were made. The findings will be structured 

according to the sub questions presented in the Introduction. 

 

6.1	  In	  what	  way	  social	  media	  tools	  were	  used	  in	  Barak	  Obama’s	  campaign?	  
 

 Out of the two candidates, Obama was more active online and produced more 

content, than Mitt Romney. The content he produced was mostly promoting Obama as 

a person, who already managed to solve the problems for the country, but at the same 

time is ready for the new challenges. 

  Obama had a good strategy for targeting his voters and strong and coherent 

messaging strategy. The Obama campaign had a personal touch and tried to mobilize 

the voters by posting citizen content on the blog. That helped to create the feeling of 

“small group solidarities”, that according to Melucci (1996) is a great mobilizing 

factor. Obama also successfully used the strategy of “minimum risk-maximum gain”, 

by primarily asking people to do something digitally, like watching a video or signing 

the petition. The benefit from those actions was becoming a “part of the team”.  

 

Obama proved to be good at supporting his claims with valid data, which helped him 

to fight attacks from Romney and influence opinions and behaviors. His content was 

shared several times more often than Romney’s. That could be explained by the right 

choice of campaign issues and the correct use of channels for promoting it.  
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At some point those results could be explained by Obama’s previous experience in 

running for president online, and his online fan base that he started to build back in 

2008. But at the same time those factors cannot fully explain Obama’s success on 

Twitter, which was not used in his campaign in 2008.  

 

All in all, Obama’s correct choice of campaign themes, the accessibility of the content 

he provided, the constant updates he was posting, the personal touch and the right 

choice of issues he was talking about, helped him to stimulate the online activity of 

his electorate and its participation in the online campaign. 

	  

6.2	  In	  what	  way	  social	  media	  tools	  were	  used	  in	  Mitt	  Romney’s	  campaign?	  
 

Mitt Romney produced less content and stimulated less activity online. One of the 

main themes of his campaign was his strong leadership and experience as a successful 

governor. Unfortunately, Romney promoted his strong leadership by comparing it to 

Obama’s inefficiency. By doing that, not only did he give Obama extra online 

attention, he also lost some credibility. When The Romney campaign was using 

Twitter, it added an @ Barack Obama tag every time the tweet concerned the 

president. This meant that Obama’s twitter accounts received more promotion.  

 

Romney dedicated a decent amount of his online campaign to criticizing Obama. 

However, by doing that he did not provide any trustful data or opinion other than his 

own.  

 

Romney’s campaign lacked the personal touch and did not use the content, generated 

by citizens for online promotion and creation of group solidarities. In a way it can be 

explained by his lack of experience in the social media field. Romney’s team tried to 

make his social media profiles look personal by signing all the messages as Romney 

himself posted them. The results were far from glorious as it is not that hard to realize 

that one person cannot post so much content in a short period of time. Especially 

considering the fact that this person is at the center of the campaign and have plenty 

other duties.   
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 Romney’s  primary call for action was to donate money, at the same time he did not 

use the opportunity to promote more of his content by providing comfortable interface 

with links or suggesting to like a video or sign a petition and “join the team”, like 

Obama did. Thus Romney received less attention than he could have received even 

from those people, who were willing to explore his content.  

 

6.3	  Were	  there	  any	  mistakes	  in	  the	  field	  of	  the	  social	  media	  that	  prevented	  
Romney	  from	  gaining	  more	  attention	  online?	  

 

First of all, Romney did not use the social media very well to target the voters. For 

quite a time his website did not have any customization for particular voter groups. At 

the same time, his social media accounts produced content on twenty-four different 

issues. Sometimes more is less, and spreading attention does not help to get more of 

it.  

Second of all, Romney dedicated too much time using social media to criticize his 

opponent. Analyzing his actions from the campaigning rules point of view, he did not 

do any wrong. Criticizing the incumbent that is what competitor does, according to 

Shea and Burton (2010).  

However, there should be a balance between criticism and promotion of your own 

achievements. Romney missed that balance and paid for that. His critical posts 

dragged attention from Romney and increased interest to Obama. Especially when he 

was using @ Barack Obama tag, basically linking his post directly to Obama’s 

Twitter account.  

 

Additionally, Romney did not provide sufficient data to support his criticism, which 

allowed Obama to promote the idea that Romney was an unreliable person, because, 

unlike Romney, Obama did support his criticism with data. Obama’s claims about 

Romney are not necessarily true. Political campaign is almost never about the truth; it 

is all about the performance. Obama performed well, when he supported his YouTube 

video about Romney’s time as a Massachusetts governor with data from Bureau of 

Labour Statistics. It made his claims look believable and well supported by evidence.  

Romney’s claims about Obama remained just claims, because he did not put enough 

effort into making them look trustworthy. As a result he lost some of his online 

credibility.  
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Finally, Romney’s use of social media lacked personal touch. He did not involve 

citizens in the online activities; he rather used the social media tools to collect more 

money, not to create more engagement or attention to the content. It is important to 

mention here, that there is nothing wrong with wanting to raise as much money as 

possible for the campaign. However, everything should be done smartly.  

I am convinced that Obama’s desire to collect money was not much weaker than 

Romney’s. Unlike Romney though, Obama’s team made the money collection process 

less obvious, less straight forward and less complicated.  

 

As a result Obama’s campaign did not create an overall feeling that it has money 

collection at the stake, though of course it had. Obama was trying to bond with his 

online audience and give it a feeling of importance in the whole campaigning process. 

Unfortunately, Mitt Romney did not follow that example. He was just collecting 

money.  

Would be fair to say, that some of the Romney’s pitfalls cannot be justified by the 

lack of social media experience. Social media is a tool, finding the right message for a 

target group is an excellent campaign planning and great skills in political marketing. 

Communicating with the wrong words, criticizing the opponent too much and not 

providing enough evidence for the accusations are equally dangerous in the online 

world as well as in the offline. The difference is that the online world spreads the 

message with greater speed and makes the whole process harder to control.  

In the very end, there is a feeling that Romney’s campaign, or at least its online part, 

was generally not very well thought through.  

 

6.4	  Further	  research	  
	  
This paper contributes to the topic of pitfalls in the use of social media in the political 

campaigns. However, the case, studied in the thesis cannot cover the whole area of the 

social media effectiveness in political sphere.  

 

First of all, as it was mentioned in the introduction, this thesis is primarily 

concentrating on the political life in the USA, thus the conclusions might be fully 

applicable only to the US model. 
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This is explained by the differences in political laws and regulations in different 

countries. In Russia, for instance, it is not allowed to raise money throughout the 

campaign and accept donations from private sponsors. Also, it is almost never just 

two competitors running for the president, thus the strategy will be different.  

 

Second of all, the conclusions will be valid and fully applicable to the election 

strategies as long as the tools described in this thesis exist and keep the position of the 

most popular ones. Social media market is growing fast as it was mentioned several 

times. Probably in four years, during the election 2016 none of the social media 

platforms of today will be available. 

 

In short, the findings of this research can be fully applicable to election campaigns 

using the described tools in the process and involving two people, running against 

each other and having political regulations similar to the US system.  

This, however, does not mean that the findings or some of their parts cannot be used 

and adjusted to the election race elsewhere. 

 

One of the suggestions for the further research is to study the Obama-Romney 

campaign during the whole time it was running. Probably that kind of study will show 

deeper findings and issues that this thesis could not cover. 

Another destination of the research is investigating how the online attention results in 

the real life votes. This kind of research will not only be interesting, but also quite 

necessary. I consider it quite a logical next step on a way to better understanding the 

combination of social media tools with political marketing technologies.  

 

Next tempting destination for the further research is the campaign 2016 , as it will be 

held in less than three years. Obama will not be able to participate in it, thus it will be 

interesting to see the new contestants running online campaigns with more social 

media tools that are yet to emerge. If Romney does not run for president in 2016, the 

audience will have two candidates with no previous social media election background.  

 

That means that the elections will be less controversial as no one will have the 

advantage of the preexisting fan base or bigger experience. It should be mentioned 
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that by no previous social media experience I mean the experience of running for 

president with the help of social media, not the experience of using it in the personal 

life or career. Clearly, there hardly will be anyone who is completely blank in the 

social media field.  

 

Another exciting topic for the further research is taking a look at the social media use 

in political campaigns in the countries, where political system is different from US 

and more than two candidates are running against each other. This also applies to US 

primaries.  

 

Finally, further research can explore the use of social media of Obama’s 

administration at the moment. Obama is still very active on YouTube and Twitter, it 

would be interesting to see how is he using social media tools being a president and 

not an incumbent.   

Sticking to the same pattern, would be interesting to look at Romney’s social media 

activity and check whether his use of social media became more advanced or he is 

still making the mistakes that prevented him to gain more online attention during the 

presidential elections. 
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