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Election 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of News 

Sixteen years after Pew 

Research Centerôs first study 

of digital communication in a 

presidential campaign, social 

media is central to 

candidatesô outreach to the 

public, changing the role and 

nature of the campaign 

website. While the candidate 

website still serves as a hub 

for informati on and 

organization , it has become 

leaner and less interactive compared with four years ago. Campaigns are active on social media 

though even here the message remains a very controlled one, leaving fewer ways overall for most 

voters to engage and take part. 

Two separate studies examining the campaign websites of Hillary Clinton, Bernie Sanders and 

Donald Trump from May 1 -June 15, 2016, and on Facebook and Twitter from May 11-May 31, 

2016, find that :  

Clintonôs campaign has almost entirely bypassed the news media while Trump draws 

heavily on news articles.  Clintonôs website offers two main sections for campaign news 

updates, both of which mimic the look and feel of a digital news publisher, but oriented around 

original content produced in -house. Trump, on the other hand, mostly posts stories from outside 

news media on his website. This pattern is also evident on social media, where 78% of Trumpôs 

links in Facebook posts send readers to news media stories while 80% of Clintonôs direct followers  

to campaign pages. On Twitter, a similar tendency emerges in what each links to. Sanders, for the 

most part, falls in between the two. 

On websites, citizen content is minimized or excluded altogether; in social media, 

Trump stands out for highlighting posts by members of the public.  

Unlike previous cycles, none of the sites offers the user the option to create a personal fundraising 

page, nor do their news verticals have comment sections. And only Sanders affords supporters the 

ability to make calls on his behalf, offering customized scripts; the other candidates limit outreach 

to donation requests and email and volunteer sign-ups. Moreover, it was rare for any of the three 

http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/presidential-candidates-changing-relationship-with-the-web/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/candidates-differ-in-their-use-of-social-media-to-connect-with-the-public
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to repost material on social media from 

outsiders (there were almost no re-shares on 

Facebook and only about two-in-ten tweets 

from any of the candidates were retweets). 

Only Trump tended to include members of the 

public in his reposts: 78% of his retweets were 

from members of the public, compared with 

none of Clintonôs and 2% of Sandersô. Trumpôs 

focus on the public also stands apart from 

2012, when only 3% of Obamaôs tweets during 

the period studied and none of Romneyôs 

retweeted members of the general public. 

None of the three websites featured any 

distinct section addressing specific 

voting groups or segments of the 

population  ï a popul ar feature of 

campaign websites in 2008 and 2012 . In 

2012, Obamaôs campaign offered opportunities 

to join 18 different constituency groups , while 

visitors to Romneyôs website could choose 

from nine different voter group pages. In 

2008, both candidates offered around 20 such dedicated pages. In 2016, this feature is no longer 

present. There are still ñissueò pages which explain the candidateôs position on certain issues but 

do not allow for longer -term ways for voters to identify with the candidate or connec t with other 

supporters.  

Facebook and Twitter usher in a new age in audiovisual capabilities. Candidates were 

already experimenting with regularly posting videos in 2008 and 2012 as YouTube increased in 

popularity, though to a minimal degree. By contrast,  Clinton posted about five videos a day on 

Facebook and Twitter during the time period studied and embedded video in about a quarter of 

both her total tweets and Facebook posts. Trump, who averaged about one video a day on social 

media, was least likely to include regularly updated videos on either social platform (only 2% of his 

tweets, for example). 

These are some of the findings from a two-part study of how the presidential campaigns serve as 

direct sources of news and information to the public. The analyses of social media posts and 

websites represent a time period in the campaign when Trump had become the presumptive 

http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/candidates-differ-in-their-use-of-social-media-to-connect-with-the-public
http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/presidential-candidates-changing-relationship-with-the-web/
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Republican nominee and Clinton was still trying to secure the nomination as Sanders fought on. 

Also included is a look over time at evolution of campaign information available online , from web 

portals and news sites to the websites of the presidential campaigns themselves.    

http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/digital-news-developments-in-u-s-presidential-campaigns-2000-2016
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1. Presidential candidatesõ changing relationship with the 

web 

In 2016, presidential 

campaigns still deploy and 

maintain websites as a way of 

communicating with and 

mobilizing voters. But as 

campaigns increasingly 

prioritize social media 

outreach, the role of 

campaign websites has 

changed ï and in some cases 

narrowed.  

A new Pew Research Center 

study of the campaign 

websites of Democratic 

presidential candidates 

Hillary Clinton and Bernie 

Sanders and Republican 

Donald Trump finds that  

Clintonôs website oriented 

around original news 

content, while Trump mostly 

posted stories from outside 

news media, and Sanders was 

somewhere in between.1 In 

addition to news updates, the 

three candidates also 

published some static 

content, particularly 

statements on their policy positions (in Trumpôs case, many were delivered in video form).  

Gone are some of the features that in 2012 gave people a place to comment or express opinions on 

the campaign websites. For Clinton in particular , message control extended to the news items 

                                                        
1 Other Republican candidates suspended their campaigns shortly after the data collection period began, leaving too little material to study 

and therefore they were not included in this analysis.   

Clintonõs original content includes bylines  

Image of Hillary Clintonôs óThe Feedô page of her campaign website 

 

Source: The official presidential campaign website of Hillary Clinton, June 12, 2016. 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/candidates-differ-in-their-use-of-social-media-to-connect-with-the-public
http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/candidates-differ-in-their-use-of-social-media-to-connect-with-the-public
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produced: Her campaign has almost entirely bypassed the news media in terms of web content, 

instead emphasizing news produced in-house, similar to Obamaôs approach in 2012 (though a 

number of her news updates did contain links to outside news media).  

Another stark difference compared with the previous two election cycles is the absence of specific 

areas on their websites aimed at different social and demographic groups such as seniors, African 

Americans or rural Americans. In 2012, visitors to Obamaôs website were offered opportunities to 

join 18 different constituency groups, among them African -Americans, women, the LGBT 

community, Latinos, veterans/military families or young Americans, with content targeted to each 

constituency. The Romney campaign featured a communities section that by early August 2012 

featured nine groups with specialized content. In 2016, none of the three websites studied have a 

dedicated page or customized content for these kinds of voter groups. 

This analysis is part of a larger study by Pew Research Center of the news and information that 

campaigns directly communicate to voters, which is also the third in a series of reports on 

presidential candidatesô digital footprints. This exploration of campaign websites, along with those 

of the 2012 and 2008  major  party candidates, offers something of a time capsule, reflecting the 

poli tical priorities and digital communication strategies of the moment.  

This analysis is focused on the static features of each candidateôs website, between the weeks of 

May 1 and June 15, 2016, a period in the campaign when Trump became the presumptive 

Republican nominee and Clinton gained momentum over Sanders in her quest to secure the 

nomination. 2 More details on the methodology for this report can be found here.  

Candidate websites have, in four yearsô time, become somewhat leaner. Hillary Clintonôs site 

averaged two original  posts per day during the time period studied (though if Spanish translations 

of the English-language posts were counted, that number would rise to three), while Bernie 

Sandersô and Donald Trumpôs sites each averaged three original posts per day. Frequent blog posts 

helped boost the average number of posts per day in 2012 to eight for Obamaôs website and four 

for Mitt Romneyôs.  

Clintonôs site offers two main sections for news updates related to her campaign: ñThe Feedò and 

ñThe Briefing,ò both of which mimic the look and feel of a digital news publisher, complete with 

professional styling and, in the case of The Feed, bylines. All of the content appears to be original 

and produced in-house; it consists of text-driven articles, some with videos embedded, but few 

                                                        
2 The time period studied in the 2008 report was Aug. 6-Sept. 9, and in 2012, it was June 4-17.  

http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/election-2016-campaigns-as-a-direct-source-of-news
http://www.journalism.org/2012/08/15/how-presidential-candidates-use-web-and-social-media/
http://www.journalism.org/2007/07/12/election-2008/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/election-2016-campaigns-as-a-direct-source-of-news-methodology
http://www.journalism.org/2012/08/15/how-presidential-candidates-use-web-and-social-media/
http://www.journalism.org/2012/08/15/how-presidential-candidates-use-web-and-social-media/


9 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

traditional press releases.3 The site connects with its Spanish-speaking audience by providing 

translations of English -language posts in The Feed. During this period, 20 Spanish-language posts 

were found, the vast majority of which were translations of English -language news items. There is 

no section on the site for links to external news articles ï a choice also made by the Obama 

campaign in 2012. 

Trumpôs site offers much less original news content than Clintonôs. What is there mostly consists 

of press releases found in a dropdown menu of the siteôs ñMediaò tab. During the time period 

studied, no Spanish content was identified among the news items posted by the Trump campaign. 

The same menu offers another section full of links and excerpts from articles produced by outside 

sources such as Fox News or CNN, content that forms the majority of the news material offered by 

the site. The Trump site does offer video content, but these videos largely appear in sections 

devoted to the candidateôs policy positions and produced as more evergreen pieces, which are not 

part of the purview of the news analysis here. Some videos on the Trump site are clips from 

outside news organizations and appear under the Media tab.4  

Sandersô site contains elements that overlap with both Clintonôs and Trumpôs sites. ñDemocracy 

Dailyò is a repository for news articles from outside news organizations that highlight issues or the 

campaign. The ñNewsò section contains both press releases and original posts that give updates 

from the field, though these sections were not as frequently updated as on Clintonôs site during the 

time period studied here. Some of these posts, as with Clintonôs site, are multimedia, while there 

were also three Spanish translations of news items.  

One aspect of campaign websites that has fluctuated in recent election cycles is the balance 

between a tightly controlled message and public participation. In 2016, the emphasis of all 

campaigns is clearly on the message, especially when it comes to news content.  

                                                        
3 The news feed posts on Clintonõs site were bylined, though no information was found on the site about the identities of the authors. 
4 Each of the three candidates offer a section on their websites explaining their policy positions and platforms. These were not included in the 

accounting of total news updates appearing on the sites. 
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Unlike previous cycles, none of the sites offer the user the option to create a personal fundraising 

page. In addition, candidatesô news verticals did not have comment sections.   

When it comes to other kinds of public engagement, Sanders stood out for offering certain options 

on his website for people to become involved in the campaign, both in online and offline ways. 

Visitors to the Sanders website can find out how to make calls on behalf of the candidate with 

customized scripts. The site also provides pre-scripted tweets on behalf of the candidate. For 

Clinton and Trump, voter engagement is mostly limited to email and volunteer list sign -ups and 

requests for donations and, in Clintonôs case, the opportunity to host events ï which the Sanders 

site offers as well.  

The relatively static nature of these website designs may reflect the idea that social media 

platforms have become the new place for more interactive engagement with citizens (though the 

Centerôs separate analysis of candidatesô social media activity suggests this is not entirely the case). 

Nevertheless, aside from some links to social sites, website visitors do not get much of a window 

into what candidates are 

saying on social media. While 

the websites of all three 

candidates studied here link to 

their social media feeds (these 

include Facebook, Twitter, 

YouTube and now Instagram 

for each, with the addition of 

Pinterest for Clinton and 

Tumblr for Sanders), neither 

Clinton nor  Sanders includes 

any of their live social feeds on 

their websites. Trump, on the 

other hand, displays his live 

Twitter feed in a widget on his 

homepage. 

One hallmark of campaign 

websites in 2012 and 2008 was outreach to voter affinity groups , with offerin gs of customizable 

information and ways to connect with people of similar backgrounds or interests. In 2012, 

Obamaôs campaign offered opportunities to join 18 different constituency groups , while visitors to 

Romneyôs website could choose from nine different voter group pages. In 2008, both candidates 

offered roughly 20 such dedicated pages. In 2016, this feature is no longer present. None of the 

 
Instagram now a campaign website staple 

Links to social networking sites present on campaign websites  

 2008 2012 2016 

 Obama McCain Obama Romney Sanders Clinton Trump 

Facebook 

 

x x x x x x x 

Twitter   x x x x x 

YouTube x x x x x x x 

Instagram   x  x x x 

Pinterest   x   x  

Tumblr   x  x   

Google+   x x    

Flickr x x x x    

Spotify   x     

Myspace x x      

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of the official presidential campaign websites of 

major party candidates from Aug. 6-Sept. 9, 2008, June 4ð17, 2012, and May 1ðJune 15, 

2016. 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/candidates-differ-in-their-use-of-social-media-to-connect-with-the-public
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three websites featured any distinct section addressing specific voting groups or segments of the 

population. There are still ñissueò pages ï pages dedicated to the candidatesô position on certain 

issues, which were also present in earlier years. Trumpôs site, for example, includes pages that 

explain his position on Veterans Administration reforms and Second Amendmen t rights; Sanders 

has pages about his views on native Hawaiiansô rights and womenôs rights; while Clinton does for 

workersô rights and LGBT rights. These allow a visitor to learn a candidateôs current views on a 

policy or group-related issue but do not allow for a way to identify with the candidate or  connect 

with other supporters .  

One type of customization all three campaigns offer their visitors is at the state level, though this 

feature has been in flux. Clintonôs state-level pages ï aimed at battleground and primary states at 

the time of the studyôs field period, but since expanded to include all 50 states and the District of 

Columbia ï mainly offers individuals the opportunity to sign up to volunteer. The 50 state pages  

(as well as the District of Columbia and U.S. territories)  on the Sanders campaign site feature 

information about voting in each stateôs primaries and caucuses, including the type of primary, ID 

requirements and early voting dates. At the time of analysis, Trumpôs site offered a customized 

option  for 37 states. However, the link to this feature  was later removed from the homepage.  
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In 2016, campaign websites do not have dedicated pages to voter groups  

Campaign website pages dedicated to specific voter groups, 2008, 2012, 2016 

2008 2012 2016 

Obama McCain Obama Romney Sanders Clinton Trump 

African Americans African Americans African Americans Asians & 

Pacific Islanders 

None None None 

Americans abroad Americans with 
disabilities 

Americans with 
disabilities 

Catholics    

Americans with 
disabilities 

Arab Americans Asians & Pacific 
Islanders 

Jewish Americans    

Arab Americans Asians & Pacific 
Islanders 

Educators Latinos/Hispanics    

Asians & Pacific 
Islanders 

Bipartisans Environmentalists Lawyers    

Environmentalists Catholics Health Care 
Professionals/ Nurses 

Polish Americans    

Generation òOó 

(25 to 35) 

Environmentalists Jewish Americans Veterans/Military 
Families 

   

Jewish Americans Future Leaders 

(25 to 45) 

Latinos/Hispanics Women    

Kids (Under 18) Health Care 
Professionals/ Nurses 

LGBT Young Americans    

Labor Jewish Americans Native Americans     

Latinos/Hispanics Latinos/Hispanics Parents     

LGBT Lawyers People of Faith     

Native Americans Lebanese Americans Rural Americans     

People of Faith Racing Fans Seniors     

Republicans for 
Obama 

Small Business 
Leaders 

Small Business 
Leaders 

    

Rural Americans Sportsmen Veterans/Military 
Families 

    

Seniors Veterans/Military 
Families 

Women     

Students Women Young Americans     

Veterans/Military 
Families 

      

Women       

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of the official presidential campaign websites of major party candidates from Aug. 6-Sept. 9, 2008, 

June 4ð17, 2012, and May 1ðJune 15, 2016. 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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2. Candidates differ in their use of social media to connect 

with the public  

Social media are playing an increasingly large role in the way campaigns communicate with voters. 

In January 2016, 44% of U.S. adults reported having learned about the 2016 presidential election 

in the past week from social media, outpacing 

both local and national print newspapers. 

Moreover, as of July, 24% say they have turned 

to the social media posts of Donald Trump or 

Hillary Clinton for news and information about 

the election ï more than those who turn to 

either of the candidatesô websites or emails 

combined (15%).5  

A new Pew Research Center analysis of three 

weeks of the candidatesô Facebook and Twitter 

accounts finds both similarities and differences 

in the ways Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump and 

Bernie Sanders use these still relatively new 

campaign tools. The study of 714 tweets and 

389 Facebook posts made by the candidates 

between May 11 and May 31, 2016, finds that 

the three candidates post at similar rates but 

differ in the focus of these posts and in the 

attention they receive from the public. On 

Facebook, Clinton and Sanders mostly use links 

to highlight official campaign communications 

while Trump link s frequently to the news 

media. On Twitter, Trump stands out for 

retweeting ordinary people more often than 

Clinton or Sanders (though retweets are rare). 

Videos, meanwhile, appeared in about a quarter of Clintonôs social media posts, compared with 

about one-in-ten of Trumpôs; Sanders used video far more on Facebook than on Twitter. Finally,  

on both platforms, when the candidates mention their opponents, Clinton and Trump focus on 

each other while Sanders goes largely unmentioned.  

                                                        
5 Bernie Sanders was not included in this survey. See Topline and Methodology for more information. 

 

 

 

 

Source: The Twitter page of Donald Trump and the Facebook pages 

of Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders,July 12, 2016. 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.journalism.org/2016/02/04/the-2016-presidential-campaign-a-news-event-thats-hard-to-miss/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/election-2016-campaigns-as-a-direct-source-of-news-methodology
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Overall, people who follow these candidates on social media see the daily cycle of the campaign 

through a narrow window. Candidates naturally select messages beneficial to their campaigns to 

share with followers. While Clinton mostly passes on messages crafted by the campaign itself, 

Trump reaches out to news media and the public. Sanders employs a mix of campaign 

communications and news media in his posts.   

These are some of the findings from an analysis of the candidatesô social media activity during a 

period in the campaign when Trump had become the presumptive Republican nominee and 

Clinton was still trying to secure the Democratic nomination as Sanders fought on. Content was 

collected from the Twitter and Facebook API and hand-coded by a team of researchers. (For more 

informat ion, see our methodology. 

http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/18/election-2016-campaigns-as-a-direct-source-of-news-methodology
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125 

153 

111 

240 
228 

246 

Donald Trump Hillary Clinton Bernie Sanders

Facebook Twitter

Over the three weeks studied, Donald Trump, 

Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders posted on 

Facebook and Twitter at roughly similar rates, 

averaging five to seven posts per day on their 

Facebook pages and 11-12 posts per day on 

their Twitter accounts.     

While the candidatesô level of posting was 

about the same, public response was far from 

equal.6 In every measurable category of user 

attention ï Facebook shares, comments, and 

reactions, as well as Twitter retweets ï the 

public responded to Donald Trumpôs social 

media updates more frequently on average 

than to either of the other candidatesô posts. 

Trumpôs posts on Twitter, for example, were 

retweeted almost 6,000 times on average 

compared with just over 1,500 for Clinton and 

almost 2,500 for Sanders.7 This may be due in 

part to Trumpôs higher number of followers. 

Near the time of publication , he had almost 10 

million followers on Twitter compared with 

Clintonôs 7 million and Sandersô 3 million, 

while on Facebook, 9 million followed 

Trumpôs official page, about double the 

number who followed either  Clintonôs or 

Sandersô pages.  

                                                        
6 Audience interaction data for all posts were captured at least two days after the post time and no more than one week after the post time. 
7 Retweet averages do not include posts that the candidate directly retweeted from another individual or organization. 

All three candidates post at similar 

rates, but Trump gets the most response 

overall 

Total # of posts on each platform over the three weeks 

studied 

 

Average é per post 

 Facebook Twitter 

Candidate Shares Comments Reactions Retweets 

Donald Trump 8,367 5,230 76,885  5,947 

Hillary Clinton 1,636 1,729 12,537  1,581 

Bernie 
Sanders 6,341 1,070 31,830  2,463 

Note: Reactions are a sum of all reactions to a post, including òlike,ó 

òlove,ó òangry,ó òsad,ó òhahaó and òwow.ó Audience reactions were 

measured at least two days but no more than one week after a post 

was created. Retweets do not include posts that the candidate 

retweeted from another user. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of posts on Facebook and 

Twitter from May 11-31, 2016. 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Both Trump and Sanders had a few 

posts that received outsized responses. 

Sandersô declaration on Twitter that he 

would debate Trump , for example, had 

received roughly 28,000 retweets at the 

time of the study, while a Facebook post 

from Sanders celebrating Native 

Americans received over 52,000 shares. 

And Trumpôs tweet attacking Clinton on 

gun control  had received about 16,000 

retweets, while his Facebook post supporting 

police was shared over 72,000 times. 

Comparatively, Clinton had no breakout 

posts or tweets in this period, instead 

collecting a fairly steady number of 

interactions on her posts and tweets. Her 

most retweeted tweet, about drought 

conditions in California , had received about 

5,600 retweets at the time of analysis, while 

her most highly shared Facebook post was a 

video attacking Donald Trump  that was 

shared 15,000 times. Even accounting for 

the posts that drew overwhelming attention, 

Trump still received the most publi c 

response. Looking at the median ï or middle point ï rather than the average number of 

interactions  per posts puts less weight on the extremes, and under this metric , Trump maintains 

his top position . 

With one major exception, the level of social media activity by the candidates is higher than during 

the 2012 presidential campaign. The Centerôs study of a similar timeframe that year found that 

candidates Barack Obama and Mitt Romney updated their Facebook statuses twice a day, on 

average ï less than half as often as the 2016 candidates. On Twitter, Romney averaged just one 

tweet a day, again far lower than the 2016 candidates. However, in 2012 Obama far outpaced both 

Romney and the 2016 candidates studied, averaging 29 tweets per day. (These tweets were spread 

across two accounts, though both were officially tied to the campaign.)  

https://twitter.com/berniesanders/status/735689625407131648
https://twitter.com/berniesanders/status/735689625407131648
https://www.facebook.com/BernieSanders/posts/1049372385117765
https://www.facebook.com/BernieSanders/posts/1049372385117765
https://www.facebook.com/BernieSanders/posts/1049372385117765
https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/734003305819570176
https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/734003305819570176
https://www.facebook.com/DonaldTrump/videos/10157097990175725/
https://www.facebook.com/DonaldTrump/videos/10157097990175725/
https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/737409940571181056
https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/737409940571181056
https://www.facebook.com/hillaryclinton/videos/1149214531801741/
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The public response in 2016 is a little harder to compare due to the substantial differences by 

candidate as well as a slight change in the studyôs methodology across time.8 However, it is worth 

noting the overall numbers as a general reference point. In 2012, Obamaôs Facebook posts 

received over 40,000 likes on average, while Romneyôs received about 19,000; on Twitter, both 

received fewer than 600 retweets per post.  

In terms of total followers, Obamaôs 2012 campaign had a much larger number of followers than 

the 2016 candidates as well as his own rival at the time ï though much of this almost certainly 

stems from the fact that Obama was a sitting president running for a second term. At the time of 

the 2012 analysis, Obama had more than 27 million Facebook followers and about 18 million 

Twitter followers across his two accounts. This is far higher than Trump, the 2016 candidate with 

the highest number of followers (10 million on Twi tter and 9 million on Facebook). Romney had 

about 3 million Facebook and about 800,000 Twitter followers in 2012, far fewer than any 2016 

candidate. 

                                                        
8 Because the collection processes differed slightly between 2012, when all public data were captured at 9 a.m. the second day after the post 

date, and 2016, when some public data were not captured until a week after the post date, these may not be directly comparable. However, 

previous research has shown that, at least on Facebook, attention tends to dwindle 24 hours after the post time, so we expect that the 

increased time before collection on some posts in 2016 did not lead to increased attention statistics. 

http://www.journalism.org/2015/03/05/facebook-and-twitter-new-but-limited-parts-of-the-local-news-system/
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One common practice in social media is to add 

links to external web pages, news articles or 

other online material when creating a post. In 

the context of a political campaign, a link 

within a social media post can help a reader 

find more information, become more involved 

with the campaign or lend credibility to the 

postôs content. During the time period 

analyzed, the use of links by Trump, Clinton 

and Sanders varied, both from one candidate 

to the next and across the two social networks 

studied.  

Within their Facebook posts, the candidates 

included external links at similar rates: 30% of 

Clintonôs posts on Facebook included links, as 

did 32% of Sandersô posts and 30% of Trumpôs 

posts.9 What they linked to, however, varied a 

great deal. Like Obama and Romney in 2012, 

Clintonôs and Sandersô Facebook feeds most 

often linked to their own official campaign 

websites or social media accounts. Fully 80% 

of Clintonôs Facebook posts with links went to 

campaign pages, as did 58% of Sandersô Facebook posts. These include links to campaign events, 

videos (both recorded and streaming) and donation pages.  

Links to news media outlets were considerably less common for these two Democratic candidates. 

Only 15% of the posts with links in Clintonôs Facebook feed directed readers to news articles. In 

comparison, news media links from organizations such as Politico, Univision and medium.com 

comprised a third (33%) of posts with links in the Sanders feed.  

Trumpôs Facebook posts, on the other hand, more frequently pointed readers to news media. Fully 

78% of his posts with links directed followers to articles from large national or international media 

                                                        
9 If a post contained multiple links, researchers only coded the link that Facebook noted as the primary link, for which it created a link 

preview. 

On Facebook, Sanders and Clinton 

mostly link to their own campaigns, 

Trump mostly to news media 

% of Facebook posts containing links that go to é 

 

% of Twitter  posts containing links that go to é 

 

Note: òOtheró not shown. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of posts on Facebook and 

Twitter from May 11-31, 2016 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 
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http://www.journalism.org/2012/08/15/how-presidential-candidates-use-web-and-social-media/
https://www.facebook.com/DonaldTrump/posts/10157040587640725
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organizations such as Fox News and the Daily Mail, as well as more niche sites like the 

conservative magazine The American Spectator. Trump never linked to his campaign site in a 

Facebook post. This seems to be in line with Trumpôs general strategy of focusing on media 

appearances and rallies during this 

period, rather than volunteers or 

donations.  

On Twitter (where Clinton and Sanders 

include links about a third of the time 

and Trump just a tenth), a similar 

pattern emerges.  

Sanders most often linked to his own 

campaign websites (57% of all links) 

followed by news media (37%), roughly 

the same rate as he did on Facebook. 

Clinton similarly linked to her own 

campaign 60% of the time on Facebook 

and the news media a quarter of the 

time. And Trump again linked most 

frequently to news sites (48% of posts 

with links), although, in contrast to 

Facebook, he did link to his campaign 

site on Twitter in 20% of all links he posted.  

http://www.wsj.com/articles/donald-trump-lags-behind-hillary-clinton-in-organizing-key-states-1463945208
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/b68b82a6a904446cb30fda4649ba0e2a/trump-says-not-his-choice-hold-presidential-fundraisers
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Another way of engaging with others on social media is to directly repost content posted by 

someone else ï whether a media organization, another political figure or a member of the public.   

On Facebook, Sanders was the only one of the three candidates to share someone elseôs posts 

during these three weeks studied ï and he only did so twice. 

On Twitter, however, all three did at least some promotion ï or retweeting  ï of outside content. 

About a quarter (23%) of Trumpôs tweets were 

retweets, as were one-in-five of Sandersô and 15% of 

Clintonôs. The candidatesô retweets, however, reflected 

different strategies. Trump was most likely to retweet 

the public , Clinton her own campaign accounts and 

Sanders the news media. Of Trumpôs 55 retweets, about 

eight-in-ten (78%) were of people who were not famous 

and had no discernable ties to news media, government or other organizations ï in other words, 

the general public. Most were of supporters offering congratulations  or compliments to Trump, to 

No candidate retweets much, but when they do, Trump retweets the public, Clinton 

retweets herself and Sanders retweets news media 

% of each candidatesô retweets that include each type of Twitter account  

 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of posts on Twitter from May 11-31, 2016. 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 
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https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/732733386041647104
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which he often responded at the end of the 

post (see example).10 Some, though, were 

posts that made critical statements about 

others; Trump has taken some criticism for 

these types of retweets. In a May debate, for 

example, Fox News host Megyn Kelly 

questioned Trump about his retweets of 

derogatory statements about Kelly made by 

private citizens.  

Clinton and Sanders, on the other hand, 

almost never retweeted the public during the 

time studied. Just one post from Sanders was a retweet of someone outside the public sphere, 

while the public was not the source of any of Clinton's retweets. Instead, 80% of Hillary Clintonôs 

35 retweets were of her own staff or of her campaignôs other accounts. About four-in-ten (43%) of 

these campaign retweets were retweets of @TheBriefing2016, a fact checking account of the 

Clinton campaign with the stated purpose of ñsetting the facts straight.ò  

Sanders, on the other hand, is the most likely candidate to retweet news media (66% of his 50 

retweets). Another 24% of his retweets were of other types of accounts, including 12% that were 

celebrity accounts. In contrast, Clinton never retweeted a celebrity account.  

Trumpôs unique engagement with the public on Twitter stands apart not just from the other 2016 

candidates but also from past presidential campaigns. In 2012, the candidatesô social media 

outreach offered little engagement with the public. Just 3% of Obamaôs tweets during the period 

studied were retweets of the public ï and most of these were posted during a live Twitter Q&A. 

Romney rarely used the retweet functionality and never retweeted the public. 

                                                        
10 This example also shows Trumpõs preferred method of retweeting users. In the three weeks studied, he only twice used Twitterõs built-in 

retweet function to share another userõs posts. In the other 53 instances, he posted a òmanual retweetó by copying and pasting the userõs 

tweet into a new post and using quotation marks to differentiate his comments from the original tweet 

http://www.businessinsider.com/megyn-kelly-donald-trump-bimbo-tweets-2016-5
http://www.journalism.org/2012/08/15/engagement-citizens/
http://www.journalism.org/2012/08/15/engagement-citizens/
https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/732733386041647104
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Facebook and Twitter users can refer to others on the site in a few different ways. One is by 

directly linking to their accounts in a post. On Twitter, these are called @-mentions. There is no 

formal name for this functionality on Facebook, but the process and effect are largely the same. 

Short of this formal mention, a user could simply refer to that person or organization by name in 

plain text. Each carries a somewhat different message. The links, or @-mentions, alert the 

individual or organization of the reference and can direct readers to the accounts mentioned. By 

including this link instead of just their name, the original user can include other users in the 

conversation, acknowledge their contributions or direct followers to their accounts. In contrast, 

when a user refers to another individual without the link to their account, it suggests that the 

discussion is intended for only 

the original userôs followers.  

The 2016 candidates used a 

combination of these 

approaches in mentioning 

their opponents, while only 

Trump and Clinton re gularly 

used the formal mention 

functions to refer to other 

users on Facebook and 

Twitter.  

On Facebook, Trump and Clinton focused on each 

other 

Number of posts in which candidates refer to each oth er by name or by @-

mention on Facebook over the three weeks studied 

 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of posts on Facebook from May 11-31, 2016. 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Candidates referring to each other 

In the waning days of the primaries studied here, with Trump the presumptive nominee and 

Clinton ahead in delegate counts, most of the candidate cross-talk was between Trump and 

Clinton. On Facebook, Clinton and Trump mentioned each other at similar rates ï in about three-

in-ten of their posts. Both most often did so through the less formal text mention. However, 13 of 

Clintonôs 45 posts mentioning Trump did so using the official Facebook mention function thereby 

alerting Trump and linking readers directly to his page. None of Trumpôs posts used the formal 

mention function to link to Clintonôs page, and in nearly all (32 of the 38 posts), he referred to her 

as "Crooked Hillary.ò   

When it came to Sanders, more interactions occurred on Facebook between Sanders and Trump 

than between the two Democratic rivals. Clinton never mentioned Sanders using either format 

while Trump mentioned hi m only five times, usually to boost Sandersô campaign at the expense of 

Clintonôs. Sanders mentioned Trump more often (17 times) than Clinton (10 times) but named 

neither Clinton nor Trump at the rates they mentioned each other.  

On Twitter, the focus was again on Trump and Clinton referring to each other, but here, Clinton 

referred to Trump at twice the rate that Trump referred to her. Fully 40% of Clintonôs tweets 

referred to Trump (whether by name or using an @-mention), compared with 19% of Trumpôs 

tweets that mentioned Clinton ï the majority of which again used the ñCrooked Hillaryò nickname. 

Aside from this, the pattern remained mostly the same. Clinton never referred to Sanders, while 

Sanders mentioned Clinton about half as often as he mentioned Trump (10 times to 19 times). And 

Trump referred to Sanders in 5% of his tweets ï again, most of which were supportive of Sandersô 

efforts to beat Clinton.  

In these mentions, the candidates only rarely used the @-mention function. Trump used Clintonôs 

and Sanderôs Twitter handles in an @-mention only once each; Sanders also used an @-mention 

one time for each candidate. Clinton did so more frequently, but still very rarely: 16 of Clintonôs 92 

tweets referring to Trump did so using an @-mention.  

Formal mentions of other users 

While the candidates did not often refer to each other using the formal mention functionality built 

into Facebook and Twitter, both Trump and Clinton used this method to highlight other users. 11  

                                                        
11 A single post can contain multiple mentions. For example, Sandersõ 21 @-mentions overall were found in 19 of his 246 tweets. We also 

excluded all retweeted users from the @-mentions count, including Trumpõs manual retweets. 
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Trump formally mentioned another user 29 times  in his Facebook posts. As with his links, the 

news media got the most attention, making up 38% of his user mentions. His second most-

mentioned category was family members (28% of his mentions), naming his daughter Ivanka four 

times, his son Donald Jr. thr ee times and his son Eric once. Celebrities, from musician Billy Joel to 

golfer Jack Nicklaus, made up 17% of his mentions, while politicians made up just 14%. 

Clinton, on the other hand, mentioned other users 33 times in her Facebook posts, with politic ians 

accounting for about half (52%) and news media accounting for just 12%. She mentioned 

celebrities roughly as often as Trump did (18% of her mentions), but she focused on considerably 

different people, mentioning TV host Ellen DeGeneres and musicians such as John Legend, Ricky 

Martin and Andra Day.  

On Twitter, the pattern was largely the 

same, though neither celebrities nor 

family members were present in the same 

numbers. Trump @-mentioned other 

users 112 times. In these mentions, he 

focused largely on the news media, 

naming media outlets or journalists  in 

about three-quarters (72%) of his @-

mentions.12 Most informed followers of a 

TV news appearance, highlighted news 

stories about himself or his issues, or 

attacked particular outlets . The New York 

Times was the most frequent target of the 

latter type of mention, especially in the 

wake of an investigation  it published into 

Trumpôs relationship with women. 

Clinton, however, named the news media 

in only 16% of her 50 formal mentions. 

She was most likely to mention other politicians (46%), including Trump, but also other 

prominent politicians s uch as President Barack Obama or former House member Gabby Giffords.  

On both Facebook and Twitter, Sanders used the mention functionality less frequently. He 

formally mentioned another user in less than 10% of both his Facebook posts and his tweets. 

                                                        
12 Donald Trumpõs mentions of himself were excluded, as he often responds to retweets with his username.  

https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/735213812484345857
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/15/us/politics/donald-trump-women.html?_r=0
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The vast majority of posts from all candidates 

were written in English. However, Donald 

Trumpôs campaign posted only in English, 

while both Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders 

occasionally posted in Spanish during the time 

period studied. Spanish language posts 

constituted 15% of Clintonôs Facebook posts 

and 6% of her tweets, while 4% of Sandersô 

Facebook posts and 5% of his tweets were in 

Spanish. This is reflective of the campaignsô 

outreach to Spanish-speaking communities, 

particularly in California , which voted soon 

after the end of the collection period. Spanish 

language posts ranged from tweets sharing 

Spanish-language news media to messages 

targeted to Spanish-speaking communities ï 

sometimes direct translations  of English-language posts.  

Clinton and Sanders include Spanish 

language in their posts  

% of candidate posts on é that are in Spanish during the 

three weeks studied 

 

Note: Donald Trump did not have any posts in Spanish on either 

platform. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of posts on Facebook and 

Twitter from May 11-31, 2016. 

òElection 2016: Campaigns as a Direct Source of Newsó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://wsvn.com/news/politics/clinton-sanders-duel-over-latino-vote-in-california/
https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/733099417872519168
https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/733075267183378432
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Since 2012, both Facebook and Twitter  have enhanced their video capabilities, making it easier to 

include multimedia and adding features such as autoplay, which plays embedded videos as users 

scroll through their feeds without user input.  

Amid these developments, Clinton stood out for using videos most frequently. About a quarter of 

both her tweets (27%) and her Facebook posts (23%) during the time period studied contained 

embedded videos. Sanders included videos in about one-in-five of his Facebook posts (21%) but 

only 9% of his tweets. Trump was the least likely to include videos on either platform, doing so just 

four times on Twitter (2% of his tweets) and in 13% of his posts on Facebook.  

Generally, the videos both Clinton and Sanders posted were 

campaign ads. Sanders, however, was almost equally likely to 

post footage (or, in one case, a live stream) from his rallies. On 

Facebook, Clinton also posted videos showing the candidate 

talking wi th voters about policy issues in small groups. 

Trumpôs handful of videos were generally of news footage or 

interviews with himself or members of his campaign.  

Compared to 2012, Clinton and Sanders posted videos on par 

with or more frequently than either Romney or Obama did on Facebook or Twitter.  

Beyond video, one novel social media technique used by the campaigns, not found in our studies of 

previous elections, was the use of images with prominent text and/or numbers to convey factual or 

message-based information.  

Trump, for example, occasionally posted screenshots of polls or other news-related information. 

Clinton also posted screenshots, which were mostly text-heavy infographics designed around a 

single factoid or slogan such as ñTwo thirds of Americans earning the minimum wage are women.ò 

The static images used by Sanders, on the other hand, tended to be infographics that shared 

information about rallies or voting , or conveyed celebrity endorsements. These kinds of static 

image-based posts can quickly convey information or messages to followers, but since they often 

do not include links, can make it difficult for users to confirm or find additional information.  

http://adage.com/article/digital/facebook-s-biggest-weapon-youtube-algorithm/294873/
http://digiday.com/platforms/native-video-means-twitter-users/
https://www.facebook.com/berniesanders/videos/1054357947952542/
http://www.journalism.org/2012/08/15/messaging-two-different-strategies/
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/734517899960934400
https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/734929339276496897
https://www.facebook.com/hillaryclinton/photos/a.889773484412515.1073741828.889307941125736/1145138482209346/?type=3
https://twitter.com/BernieSanders/status/732589919806193664
https://twitter.com/BernieSanders/status/732589919806193664
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