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Woolley & Guilbeault’s research, published in 2017, concluded that “…the illusion of 

online support for a candidate can spur actual support through a bandwagon effect. 

Trump made Twitter centre stage in this election, and voters paid attention. As the New 

York Times put it, “For election day influence, Twitter ruled social media” (Isaac & Ember, 

2016).” Discuss and evaluate the increasing use of online communications within the 

political sphere and identify possible trends for the political communication in the future 

using professional and academic sources. 

 

The increasing use of online communications, such as Facebook and Twitter within the 

political sphere over recent years, is impacting and will continue to impact political 

communication. This essay will firstly address the evolution of online communications 

before evaluating how online communications are challenging and revolutionising political 

practices and discussing how these online communications can be manipulated to suit the 

elite and assess the claim that they can be a threat to democracy. It will do so by looking at 

both Obamas political campaigns and Trump’s use of Twitter to rally support and examine 

possible future trends.  

 

Before discussing and evaluating the increasing use of online communications within the 

political sphere, it must first be determined what online communications are and what 

impact they have had in the past. Online communications are often described as “new 

media” in what Rifkin calls the “third industrial revolution” (2011). It involves social media 

platforms, which are best described as “a group of internet-based applications that build on 

the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) such 

as Twitter and Facebook, as well as websites and blogs. Whilst it is a rather new idea, it is 

the fusion of politics and entertainment set by Bill Clinton during his 1992 presidential 

election that set stage for presidents like Donald Trump, to address those who were 

previously uninterested in politics in a new way (Williams, 2011).  With the US being ahead 

of the rest of the world in terms of online election campaigns, it was in 1992 that 

presidential campaigns first took to the web under Bill Clinton, with the use of discussion 

boards, fundraising platforms and volunteering opportunities (Owen, 2018). Scholars 

believed that the use of online communications had the opportunity to give the public a 

new role in politics. By 2000 all US candidates had begun using websites to help in their own 
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campaigns and to rally support. In 2008 Obama revolutionised the use of social media in his 

election campaign. His campaign, which will be discussed later in this essay, mobilised 

supporters through the use of Facebook and a multi-media-based website.  From this point 

on, social media became an important tool in politics, changing the dynamics in 

communication not only between politicians, but between the public and journalists too. By 

the 2012 election traditional forms of media were beginning to be overshadowed by Trumps 

use of Twitter. Research, such as that by Gil de Zuniga, has found that there is a positive 

trend between social media and the participation in politics (Gil de Zuniga, Jung, & 

Valenzuela, 2012). However, similar research taken by Hansard Society (Blackwell, Fowler, & 

Fox, 2019) has shown that the trust in politicians is at an all-time low due to misinformation 

and political agendas – which will be discussed in further later in the essay. Academics such 

as Robert Entman (2007) states that online communications can continue to revolutionise 

political practices and further diminish the boundaries between the political and the public 

world, but this isn’t to say however, that no issues arise from the increasing use of online 

communications in the political sphere. As online communications continue to develop, 

Stroud (2011) states that there is an increase in the level of unpredictability that comes with 

moving away from the traditional forms of communication, such as TV adverts, radio and 

newspapers.  

 

Diana Owen (2018) claims that social media and other forms of online communications are 

taking over from traditional media in the political sphere and revolutionising political 

practices in a number of ways, including attracting a new form of communication. Hunt 

Allcott and Matthew Gentzkow (2017) state that because of this a wider audience is being 

reached and more are understanding the importance of politics. Another way it is believed 

that online communications are revolutionising politics, according to Bennett and Lyengar 

(2008), is that there is a larger supply of information and that people are better informed on 

more opinions and facts.  The diffusion of information about politics on both the internet 

and social media is easily done and is more simplistic than traditional forms of media 

according to Benkler (2006). In a democratic society the role of the media is to inform the 

public and to act as a watchdog on political actions. Political practices are also being 

revolutionised by widening the access to instant political debate and discourse. With the 

increasing use of online communications, it is becoming harder to hide any discrepancies, 
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politicians are facing more scrutiny than ever as issues that previously would not be allowed 

to be reported on traditional media, are taking centre stage on social media. Online 

communication also makes it easier to engage the public directly in politics, as they can 

contact officials 24/7 from their smart phones, and many politicians are expected to reply 

instantly to any issues arisen on social media. In terms of political campaigns, the focus 

online is allowing for quicker and more targeted advertisement, as well as cheaper (Mitchell 

& Holcomb, 2016). Social media allows for free advertisement, whereas the previously used 

TV adverts could be quite expensive. However, academics such as Hindman (2009) disagree 

and instead believe that there has been a false expectation of social media and online 

platforms being able to revolutionise political practices. The News Feed Algorithm on 

Facebook has been criticised of creating echo chambers, trapping people in a constant spin 

of the same information and users that have the same political ideology as themselves, 

preventing any new opinions or ideas. Online communications have also been criticised for 

publishing unreliable and misinformed political content with no filtering, checking of facts or 

editorial judgement (Owen, 2018), the opposite of traditional media. Traditional media is 

mainly produced by trained journalists, who follow ethical codes when it comes to 

presenting information, and instead work at delivering unbiased facts. This can be explained 

by Tony Harcups What is News theory (Harcup & O'Neill, 2017). The theory explains that on 

social media, stories that are perceived to make the best news stories, even if they are false, 

will be used over those that have most truth as they are what people engage with the most. 

In addition to this, consumers are being driven to a limited selection of, and promoted, 

social media and online communications for political content (McChesney, 2015). Therefore, 

whilst online communications may be revolutionising some aspects of political practices, 

such as the ability to access a diversity of information, there are limits to online 

communications. 

 

Online communications and social media led to what is now referred to as the “Facebook 

Election”, in which Obama used social media sites as part of his campaign strategy and 

acquired the younger demographics attention. Krempasky (2009) states that Obama won 

the election so victoriously as he was able to empower everyday people into volunteers and 

advocates.  Whilst only 44%  of 18-29 year olds voted Democratic in 2004, in 2008 66% 

voted for Obama, and only 31% of the same age group voted for Obamas competitor John 
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McCain (Circle, 2008). Through the use of Facebook and his own social network at 

MyBarackObama.com he raised more than $200 million from more than 1.5 million 

Americans, establishing deeper relationships with voters than ever seen (Applebaum, 2008). 

These strong relationships were formed, as Hampp (2009) claims, as there was a constant 

stream of communication and a reciprocity of interaction, only possible due to online 

communication. By the end of his campaign, Obama had secured more than 2 million 

supporters from Facebook alone. Facebook also worked to create a comprehensive list of 

supporters that were able to be called on throughout the campaign. The campaigns goal 

was to create different levels and opportunities for involvement depending on the 

engagement of the supporter, tailoring the campaign to each individual’s needs.  As 

Obama’s campaign focused around the idea of change, this new way of communicating 

worked as something voters could really connect to. The use of slogans like “change we can 

believe in” and “yes we can” integrated into this new online marketing and helped to 

produce more campaigning material that spoke to the younger demographic (Lovell, 2008). 

This included ringtones and a collaborated song by Will.i.am which gained more than 50 

million YouTube views. Other examples of campaign material include a variety of YouTube 

videos created by supporters and clips of people’s home recordings of Obama’s speeches.  

McGirt (2008) states that it was some of the best publicity for the campaign as it was an 

example of Obama’s policy on providing access to his supporters and trusting them to 

create their own content. By allowing supporters to share their experiences within the 

campaign, it engaged more supporters and more than 400,000 supporter created videos 

and blogs were key to Obamas success (Krempasky, 2009). It also attracted the attention of 

traditional media, who spread the word to those who got their political information via 

these methods. Political advertising in this way was free and was spread via social media. 

Online communications and social media also provided voters with transparency and 

accountability which helped to form trust and further the relationships.  

 

As social media becomes more user generated, the need for transparency is increasing to 

reduce the vulnerability felt by some consumers (Constantinides & Fountain, 2007). Aaron 

Smith (Smith, 2009) states that since Obama’s online campaign there has been a real shift 

and change to incorporate this form of communication in politics. He goes on to say that 

this is because Facebook, as well as other social media platforms, allow for personalisation 
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and can be tailored to suit the consumers interest, it also allows for feedback and instant 

communication. However, Krempasky (2009) also states that Obama used many of the same 

tools as previous IMC campaigns, the main differentiator was how it was executed. Obama’s 

online support base was a lot larger than McCain’s, and therefore his reach was wider and 

allowed him to interact with more potential voters. Obama’s successful campaign proves a 

change in political communication and marketing. Through using online communications 

and allowing supporters to have an active role in the campaign, Obama provided a 

revolution in political marketing and as Edwina Luck, Jaclyn Beaton and Jennifer Moffatt 

(2010) state, predicts the future of political communication.  

 

Whilst some believe that social media and online communications help to provide 

transparency and accountability within politics, others such as Wolfsfeld claim that it is 

instead becoming a threat to our democracy and being manipulated by the elite to suppress 

any challenges made against their power. The latter has become the more accepted view 

following from Trumps presidential election and the Brexit campaign. Social media and 

other online communications have begun to undermine the public debate, producing “fake 

news” and manipulating political content. Pierre Omidyar, the founder of eBay, states that 

the “monetization and manipulation of information is swiftly tearing us apart” (Omidyar, 

2018). Whilst the media online produces and reports a lot of political content, large portions 

of it are becoming trivial, unreliable and ultimately polarising. Wolfsfeld’s theory of the 

Political Context Model (2004) claims that as the level of debate surrounding a political 

issue, such as Brexit, increases and intensifies, more of the public become disinterested and 

stop taking politicians seriously. Eric Louw (2005) furthers this idea by stating that as the 

media and social media get more involved, the publics appeal diminishes, and the 

democracy becomes scarce due to the over debate and over communication. He also states 

that politicians become more like scripted celebrities, no longer telling the truth, but instead 

putting on a show. The idea of over debate is one way in which it is believed social media 

and online communications are becoming a threat to democracy. Leading on from this, is 

the idea that instant responses via online communications lose the sense of a long term 

vision as campaigns begin getting lost in small debates that no one outside of the 

respondents care about, and this becomes the focus of the political respondent involved 

(Brooks, 2012). As talked about in the previous paragraph, one of the great things about 
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using social media and other online communications as part of a campaign is the free 

advertising and marketing created by traditional media outlets. However, Jan Van Dijk 

(2012) states that this is an attack on democracy as it is placing the power into the political 

elites hands as it allows them to reinforce their influence over supporters. Maxwell 

McCombs and Donald Shaw’s Agenda Setting Theory clarifies that the media does not tell us 

what to think, but instead what to think about, and if what Jan Van Dijk claims is correct, 

then it is the political elite who are telling the public what to believe. Robert Janke and 

Bruce Cooper (2017) carry this idea on to say that online stories, especially on social media, 

end up promoting misinformation as they reflect of one another rather than on fact. There 

are even cases of disinformation, or “fake news”, which is the deliberate use of information 

to manipulate people (UNESCO, 2017). This is mainly done by politicians in order to 

promote a political vision or particular belief, also referred to as propaganda. An example of 

this, as suggested by Hannah Parkinson (2016), is the “fake news” stories during the 2016 

election, which favoured Donald Trump over Hilary Clinton, and without which, Parkinson 

believes Trump would not have won. Therefore, it must be stated that whilst online 

communications can be used to help political campaigns, as shown by Obama’s use of them 

during his campaign, they may also be harming democracy and in turn, the public’s trust of 

politicians, as proven more recently by Donald Trump’s campaign.  

 

With more than 5.5 million Twitter followers and 4.5 Facebook subscribers, Dan Pfeiffer, 

Obama’s social media expert has claimed that Donald Trump is much better at controlling 

and navigating the internet and social media than any other political leader, and this was 

one reason as to why he won the election (Pfeiffer, 2015). Trump also has over whelming 

presence across other online communications, such as YouTube, Vine and Instagram. During 

his campaign, Trump used Instagram to produce 15-second stories that supported his 

campaign and were straight to the point. They cost nothing to produce, and were often 

used by traditional media networks, giving him $746 million worth of free advertising 

(Confessore & Yourish, 2016). Other politicians, such as Hilary Clinton, were estimated to 

spend around $4.4 billion on TV adverts alone, whilst Trump was to spend only 1% of this. 

However, Trump has been heavily criticised for his use of Twitter, with people such as 

Kelsey Clark (2016) stating that his use was harming political discourse and the countries 

democracy. One reason for this is the lack of humanity behind the tweets, reinforcing the 
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idea of polarisation. A study from Impress!ve,a social media marketing agency found that 

one third of Trumps tweets during the election were automated (2017). Another reason for 

Kelsey Clarks statement is that the election was widely focused on scandals rather than 

politics, turning politics into entertainment and often using “fake news” stories to enhance 

the negative effect on the opposing candidate. Zach Beauchamp (Beauchamp, 2019) 

furthers this idea by stating that the more “fake news” stories that are spread around the 

social media, the more people lose faith in politics. As Trump took to calling all negative 

news against him “Fake news” Beauchamp believes it was a factor in his win, making news 

sources the enemy, and him the one that will stand up to them. During the 2016 election, 

social media began to be used more as a weapon against other candidates, rather than for 

the party’s own political gain, like in the Obama campaign. Academics such as Hunt Allcott 

(2017) have stated that this is just the natural evolution of social media and online 

communications, and that as technology progresses and they become more helpful, they 

also become more damaging.  

 

Whilst some academics believe that by using online communications such as Facebook and 

Twitter in the political sphere can positively impact political communications, others believe 

that it is a threat against democracy and will only develop further to harm politics and the 

supporters. Obama used online communications to gain a larger support basis and in turn 

revolutionised political practices, however in the 2016 election these continued methods of 

online campaigns were criticised for manipulating the public and damaging democracy 

through the use of “fake news” and the over use of instant communications and debates. 

However, in both 2008 and 2016, it was online communications that succeeded in both 

Obama and Trump winning the elections. In conclusion, there is both positive and negative 

uses of online communications in the political sphere, but trends show that with an 

increased use, more harm will come from the over use of online communications in the 

political sphere.  
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