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Abstract. Social networking sites are gaining in popularity, and candidates for 
president have been getting more involved in these online platforms. In order to 
examine whether a presidential candidate’s presence on social networking sites 
influences people’s political participation, we conducted a survey asking users a 
series of questions related to their social networking involvement, political 
involvement, and political involvement on social networking sites, specifically 
with regard to the 2012 presidential election. Our results indicate that despite 
being politically minded, these users do not use Facebook for political reasons 
and a candidate’s online presence does not influence their decision on how to 
vote.  
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1 Introduction 

Tens of millions of people are using Social Networking Sites (SNS). From 2005 to 
2009 the number of Internet users who use SNS quadrupled [1]. Businesses, 
celebrities, and politicians can utilize this to their advantage.  For instance, politicians 
now have a new method through which they can reach out to large numbers of people 
in a relatively inexpensive way [2]. However, the effectiveness of using SNS in this 
way for political gain is still a matter of debate. 

A growing literature discusses the connections between SNS and political 
participation. Studies have examined how candidates for office use their public pages 
[3-5]; how those pages create space for political discourse [6]; whether SNS are 
altering basic democratic values [7]; and whether SNS encourage people to become 
politically active[8-13]. In one notable recent study, a 61 million person experiment 
of Facebook users was conducted to see if political messages would mobilize people 
to be politically engaged. They concluded that the messages affected political 
behavior online and offline [14].   

Others, however, have argued that the high hopes surrounding the possibilities of 
online political discussions have not yet been fulfilled [15].  There is, so far, no 
consensus in the existing literature on whether or how offline and online political 
activities influence each other, with some studies seeing a direct connection and 
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others separating the two.  Clearly much work on understanding the impact of the 
Internet on politics remains to be done [16]. 

We propose here to extend this literature by studying how SNS did or did not 
influence individual participation in the 2012 presidential election. We attempt to 
determine whether a candidate’s presence on social networking sites affect decisions 
about political participation in the 2012 presidential election. Understanding this 
potential connection has profound implications for the study of this emerging 
technology to political candidates, citizenship, and democratic life.  To the extent that 
such activities on behalf of candidates are not effective, it raises questions about the 
usefulness of SNS to politicians and whether SNS should be utilized in a different 
manner.   

In this paper, we describe a survey conducted of Facebook users to determine 
whether SNS influenced decisions related to the 2012 presidential election.  To 
accomplish this, we selected Facebook as an example of a SNS and conducted a 
survey of Facebook users to obtain their views on their SNS involvement, political 
involvement, and political involvement with regard to SNS. 

2 Methodology  

In order to examine how SNS impacted political activity in the 2012 presidential 
election we conducted a survey of Facebook users. Participants were recruited 
through SNS such as Facebook and Twitter. The survey was open for responses 
beginning October 10, 2012 and closed the evening before Election Day on 
November 5, 2012.  One hundred and thirty one participants (55 male and 76 female) 
completed the survey. All participants were required to be at least 18 years of age and 
have a Facebook account.  

2.1 Questionnaire 

In addition to demographic questions (such as age, gender, education level, ethnicity, 
and political party affiliation), our survey was constructed into three main categories.  
These are: 

─ I SNS Involvement - Participants were asked their primary and secondary reasons 
for using SNS as well how often they tended to go on Facebook. 

─ II Political Involvement - Participants were asked a series of political questions to 
determine whether they were politically active, such as how often they discussed 
political events and the presidential election and whether they paid attention and 
stayed informed about the presidential election.  

─ III Political Involvement on SNS - This section asked participants to rank whether 
they strongly agree or disagree with a series of statements, such as whether a 
candidate’s presence influences their decision on how to vote or to contribute to a 
campaign, or whether their friends’ opinions on Facebook influence their opinions 
regarding candidates.  
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3 Results 

3.1 SNS Involvement 

In order to determine how involved the participants were on the SNS, we examined 
Facebook usage. The breakdown for participants and their level of usage can be seen 
in the second row of Table 1. Seventy five percent of the participants checked 
Facebook at least a few times a day and 90% at least once a day. This demonstrates 
that our sample consists of users who are frequently on Facebook. 

Table 1. Frequency of Facebook Usage and Political Discussions 

 Number of Participants (Percentage of Participants) 

Survey Responses At least a 
few times 
a day 

About 
once a 
day 

At least a 
few times 
a week 

Once 
a 
week 

Less 
than 
once a 
week 

How often do you 
check Facebook  

98 (75%) 19 (15%) 11 (8%) 0 
(0%) 

3 (2%) 

How often do you 
discuss political 
events 

41 (31%) 35 (27%) 25 (19%) 15 
(11%) 

15 
(11%) 

How often do you 
discuss the 2012 
presidential election 

29 (22%) 39 (30%) 32 (24%) 20 
(15%) 

11 (8%) 

*Figures don’t add up to 100% due to rounding 

3.2 Political Involvement 

When examining the political responses, it appears quite clear that the subjects were 
politically active. For example, a majority of the participants discussed political 
events and the presidential election at least once a day, while over 75% discussed 
them at least a few times a week (see Table 1, rows 3 and 4).  

In addition, we asked two questions based on Kushin and Yamamoto’s [17] four-
question scale for political involvement. Using a 5-point Likert scale we asked 
participants to rank from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree the following 
statements: (1) I pay attention to information about the election for president and (2) I 
like to stay informed about the election for president. Over 80% of the participants 
agreed with both of the statements. The results suggest that the participants who 
completed the survey can generally be considered politically active.  

3.3 Political Involvement on SNS 

Using a 5-point Likert scale, participants were asked a series of questions pertaining 
to their political activities on Facebook, both in general and with regard to the 
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presidential election. Participants did not tend to use Facebook for political reasons 
and candidates’ active presence on the site did not seem to impact their final vote 
choice. Over 80% disagreed with the statements “A presidential candidate’s active 
presence on Facebook affects my decision on how to vote” and “A presidential 
candidate’s active presence on Facebook affects my willingness to donate to his/her 
campaign.” In fact, no user answered “Strongly Agree” for either of these two 
statements. 

Furthermore, in order to discover whether friend’s political activities and comments 
over Facebook can influence SNS users, we asked participants whether they agreed 
with these statements: (1) I often change my mind based on my friends’ political 
opinions on Facebook and (2) I often change my mind based on my friends’ opinions 
on presidential candidates on Facebook.” Over 80% of participants disagreed with 
these statements. 

Despite these users being politically minded and frequently on their SNS, our 
results indicate that they do not use Facebook for political reasons. In fact, the 
primary reason given for using Facebook was pleasure, as shown in Table 2. Only 
two people stated they used Facebook primarily for political purposes and just eight 
listed it as a secondary reason.  

Table 2. Reasons for Checking Facebook 

 Number of Participants 

Survey  
Responses 

Pleasure Political 
Reasons 

Work/ 
School  
Related 

Other No  
Secondary 
Reason* 

What is your 
primary 
reason for 
checking your 
Facebook 
page? 

121 2 1 7  

What is your 
secondary 
reason for 
checking your 
Facebook 
page? 

8 8 27 14 74 

*Note: This option was only provided for the second question. 

4 Discussion  

It seems that although the participants frequently used Facebook and were also 
considered generally active politically, Facebook is not the locus of their political 
activity. Indeed, what candidates for the presidency did or did not do on their public  
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pages seemed to have little impact on individuals’ votes or on their willingness to 
donate to the candidates. In addition, their views on candidates were not influenced by 
others’ Facebook remarks. The impact of social networks on political participation 
was quite limited. 

These findings stand together with some findings in the previous literature on the 
impact of SNS on political participation. Like Baumgartner and Morris [9], as well as 
Kushin and Yamamoto [17] and Larsson [15], who found that users of SNS were no 
more likely to engage in political participation, we see SNS as holding much promise 
but delivering little in terms of real-world impact on people’s political activities. It is 
true that Bode [10] found that interacting with a Facebook community increased the 
likelihood of offline political participation. However, we would suggest those results 
may be limited by the specific demographic targeted in that study (namely, college 
undergraduates) which creates very little space between its offline and online 
behaviors. Other demographics, which grew up without SNS, may see their Facebook 
community as distinct from their offline social activities. Our study group also 
consisted of a highly educated, politically motivated sample, which may be less likely 
to be influenced by others. 

The results of the massive experiment conducted by Bond et al. [14] are 
compelling, given the large sample targeted. They found that political messages sent 
on Facebook did cause those targeted to become more active in politics, to be more 
likely to vote, and more likely to influence their friends to participate in politics as 
well.  

The results of our study may stand in contrast because our data are self-reported 
and rely on individuals’ recollections of their actions, or alternatively because the 
questions we asked elicited more direct information about how SNS users interacted 
with the candidates for office. The Bond et al. [14] study did not directly examine 
how candidates could increase Facebook users’ likelihood to vote for their 
campaigns.  

Our findings may indicate more limited possibilities for targeted messaging by any 
specific campaign.  In other words, it is not clear whether politicians on SNS will 
necessarily get the results they desire to increase voter turnout or donations. 

4.1 Limitations 

One limitation in this study is that subjects were recruited to participate in this study 
through statuses on social networking sites (such as Facebook and Twitter). 
Therefore, the survey respondents consisted of followers and followers of followers 
of the authors. Therefore, we suggest caution when applying these findings to other 
populations. 

Another limitation is that the survey reflects individuals’ perceptions about 
whether or not they were influenced, which may or may not equal the degree to 
which participants were actually influenced. While people’s views may not be 
influenced by SNS overall, it may have impacted them subtly without them being 
aware of it.  
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5 Conclusion 

We conducted an experiment to determine the effects of candidates’ presence on SNS. 
One hundred and thirty one people responded to our study and our results indicate 
that even for people who are politically active the activities of presidential candidates 
on Facebook does not affect their willingness to vote or donate to the candidate. 
Facebook is not the locus of their political activity. Furthermore, their friends’ 
political or presidential views do not influence their political opinions.  

Future research directions include examining the degree to which members of 
different political groups respond differently to messages received through Facebook 
or other social networking sites.  If Democrats are earlier adopters of this new area of 
technology, their response to the candidates’ actions may differ significantly from 
non-Democrats.  
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