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THE PERCEIVED ROLE OF TWITTER IN YOUNG ADULTS’  

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION DURING THE 2018 MIDTERM ELECTIONS 

Lauren Knudson 

Dr. Cristina Mislán, Thesis Supervisor 

 

 

This study explores the relationship between young adults’ use of Twitter and 

their political participation during the 2018 midterm elections. While contributing to 

previous literature, this study aims to extend research done at the intersection of social 

media use and political participation. This study looks at the perceptions of young adults’ 

engagement during the 2018 midterm elections. Qualitative research methods were used 

to gain insight into how young adults engaged on Twitter during the 2018 midterm 

elections. Twitter was found to be a platform for voter mobilization among young adults. 

A variety of factors contribute to this perspective such as the consumption of news 

content and political messaging that encouraged users to go out and vote. Young adults 

were also found to have a personal connection to their engagement. Retweets, political 

beliefs, and candidate messaging are all types of content that reflect this personal 

connection. Young adults want to consume content that they find relatable, and that is an 

important part of the Twitter experience for them. While there are questions in the 

literature surrounding this topic, these findings illustrate that social media may both 

enable and restrict it’s role in promoting democracy. Young adults’ perceptions of their 

use of Twitter use goes beyond social media, but how it can be applied in a larger sense 

to political messaging in the utilization of Twitter. 
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Introduction 

 

 

 

 Social media engagement is changing the nature of political participation and 

politics with new forms of media that have made political resources and conversations 

more accessible to individuals (Carlisle & Patton, 2013). My topic of interest focuses on 

the intersection of young adults (18-26), the use of Twitter, and political engagement 

throughout the 2018 midterm election cycle. This study will also inquire about young 

adults’ political participation. For the purpose of this study, political participation is 

defined as the voting behaviors of young adults, even though the definition of political 

participation goes beyond just voting behaviors. Young adults are usually found to have 

lower forms of political participation than older generations, but are more likely to 

engage with online forms of participation than traditional offline methods (Moffett & 

Rice, 2017). Social media became a big business in politics, and campaigns have begun 

to rely on this form of engagement to mobilize young voters (Bimber, 2014). This raises 

questions about whether young adults are mobilized through their online social media 

use, while also studying the perspectives of this change for young adults. 

The 2018 midterm election cycle is an interesting period of change for social 

media and politics based on the context from the 2016 presidential election. The 2016 

presidential election changed the relationship between social media and politics, 

especially with the use of Twitter by young voters and political candidates. Various 

questions about the role of social media in a democratic society came after the election, 

and there are debates for what this means in the future of politics. For my study, I would 
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like to know the perceived role of Twitter in young adults’ political participation and 

engagement during the 2018 midterm election, using the 2016 presidential election as 

context, while also looking at the 2020 presidential election for future insights. Twitter 

has become the candidate’s main online channel, while providing a more casual, real-

time platform for debating, critiquing, and mobilizing voters (Enli, 2017). This change in 

political engagement is important to study, especially now, as participation and 

communication platforms are shifting for young adults and candidates. The perceptions 

of these changes from young adults can be useful in knowing how this new domain of 

engagement on Twitter is impacting voting behaviors and a generation of voters. 

Social media has attracted scholarly attention due to the potential in enhancing 

political engagement of individual citizens (Park, 2013). This phenomenon of social 

media in politics is a relatively new concept. The 2008 presidential election stands out as 

the turning point for the prominent role of social networking sites (SNS) as a form of 

political engagement (Carlisle & Patton, 2013). In 2008, Barack Obama made the most 

intensive use of social media of any major candidate running for office in the U.S. 

(Bimber, 2014). This provided innovation that led to personal political communication, 

which can be seen as a theme through the 2008 and 2012 Obama presidential campaigns 

that emerged through social media (Bimber, 2014). 

 It’s no doubt that Twitter played a role in the 2016 election. Donald Trump 

utilized this interesting space for political messaging through this free advertising 

medium and took it to the next level with his twitter account becoming a common talking 

point for many news organizations (Francia, 2017). Many postelection analyses have 

even point to his social media use being a factor for his victory (Francia, 2017). The 
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intersection of social media and political participation is of significance it’s important to 

understand how the realm of political messaging is changing with the increase of social 

media usage from candidates and from voters. Social media is playing a new role in 

democratic society, and the perspectives of how voters are reacting to this change are 

important for future campaigns and candidates.  

 Throughout the course of this study, two major themes emerged among young 

adults and how they perceived their Twitter use during the 2018 midterm election. 

Politically active young adults see Twitter as a platform for voter mobilization. They use 

the convenience of Twitter for the consumption of news content and political messaging 

in order to stay informed. Young adults see a relationship between their use of Twitter 

and their political participation – whether the relationship is direct or indirect, they still 

see a relationship. Twitter aids in the flow of information and actions taken by users, 

whether that is sharing or voting. During the 2018 midterms, these attitudes towards 

Twitter led young adults to content that reflected the need to go out and vote. Voter 

mobilization was a constant theme throughout political messaging on Twitter during this 

timeframe. Young adults saw the importance of this content for encouraging users to go 

and vote no matter their political party identification. The 2016 presidential election and 

the Kavanaugh hearings also played a role in the importance of going to vote in the 

midterm elections. 

 Young adults were also found to have a personal connection to their engagement 

on Twitter. They see their Twitter feeds as an expression of themselves, and in order to 

get an idea of who they are and what they believe, Twitter is a good representation. They 

find value in relatable content and are more likely to engage with a tweet if they can see a 
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personal connection to it. Retweets are more important to young adults as a form of 

engagement. There is a sense of self surrounding retweets, and it is usually something 

personal, powerful, or relatable. This personal connection extends to their engagement 

with political messaging and with candidates. Young adults are more likely to engage 

with content that aligns with their political beliefs, but they do recognize that Twitter can 

be an echo chamber for their beliefs. Young adults engage with candidates with relatable 

and personal messaging. This is another level of connection that is experienced by users 

and young adults see this type of messaging as an important aspect of Twitter as a 

political messaging tool. 

The current relevance of social media contributed to this study through the 

continued use of Twitter after the election, and how the use of the platform has continued 

into the 2018 midterm elections. There are debates within the literature about the future 

of social media use in political participation and engagement. There are also questions 

surrounding the benefit of social media in a democratic society, and whether Twitter is an 

appropriate platform for some groups. There are possible consequences for this growth of 

social media use in the political realm, which is why there is significance in knowing the 

individual perspectives on the use of social media and political participation in today’s 

society. 

 This study will utilize qualitative research methodology, which is different from 

many studies done on social media and political engagement since they utilize 

quantitative methods. The perceptions of how young adults reacted to specific types of 

candidate messaging, as well as looking to how they engaged with messaging will allow 

for practical use of this research. It is important to understand they type of content that 
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young adults engage with and interact with on Twitter. Candidates and campaigns will 

have a unique insight into the behaviors, attitudes, perceptions, and interactions of 

politically active young adults. This research can provide better insights for previous 

research in order to better understand how young adults engage on Twitter. 
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Literature Review 

 

 

 

Young Adults and Social Media 

 Young adulthood commonly refers to the age group including late teens through 

the early 20s (Johnson, Villanti, Graham, Rath, Ilakkuvan and Jacobs, 2017). The 2010 

census reported that over 30 million Americans fell into the 18 to 24 age group 

distribution, which roughly estimates to about 10 percent of the American population. 

According to Jeffery Arnett’s theory of emerging adulthood, this is a period of change 

and exploration, as many young adults examine different life possibilities and directions 

(Arnett, 2000). This exploration moves young adults towards life decisions and values 

during this critical, developmental period in their lives (Johnson et al., 2017) This group 

of young adults is also characterized by their increased use of digital media from previous 

generations. 

 The Pew Research Center on Internet and Technology states that there is a 

substantial difference in social media use by age according to a report on social media in 

March 2018. About two-thirds of American adults report that they are Facebook users, 

but younger Americans, especially those 18 to 24, stand out as using a variety of social 

media platforms the most frequently out of any age group (Pew Research Center, 2018). 

Young adults hold the highest percentages for social media usage on every platform with 

80 percent of 18 to 24 year olds using Facebook, 78 percent using Snapchat, 71 percent 

using Instagram, and 45 percent using Twitter (Pew Research Center, 2018). 



 7 

 In 2015, 90 percent of young adults with Internet access used social media 

(Johnson et al., 2017). Social media contributes to identity formation in how young adults 

view themselves and how they view others, as well as shaping decisions and values 

(Johnson et al., 2017). Social media has begun to play an important role in self-beliefs 

and perceived social norms within society, especially for young adults (Johnson et al., 

2017). Social media offers a unique platform for observations and interactions. Through 

these observations and interactions, young adults are able to gather information from 

other users that can be used to shape their own beliefs and behaviors (Johnson et al., 

2017). 

 Young adulthood is also classified by numerous changes in a person’s life 

(Arnett, 2000). It is not until young adulthood that people acquire the status and 

responsibilities of a full citizen in the United States, with the voting age being 18. This 

applies specifically to young adults becoming engaged with the U.S. political system, 

such as voting in elections and joining political parties. Young adulthood has been 

defined as an important time period when political beliefs and actions are shaped for this 

age group (Eckstein, Noack, & Gniewosz, 2013). 

 The decision to become involved in political activities is related to a person’s 

attitude towards the behavior, and young people’s political involvement is based on their 

attitudes towards political participation (Eckstein et al., 2013). Political orientations are 

more closely related to influence from family, friends, or peers, and are usually 

experienced through different social contexts (Eckstein et al., 2013).  

 Eckstein, Noack and Gniewosz (2013) found that the Theory of Planned 

Behavior, which links beliefs, intentions and behaviors, is significant in providing a 
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better understanding of young adults’ political behaviors, and why some young adults are 

more inclined than others to participate. The Theory of Planned Behavior posits that if 

attitudes towards a behavior are positive, young adults will be more likely to participate 

politically (Eckstein et al., 2013). 

 Young adults usually have lower forms of traditional political engagement and 

interest than older generations. Young adults have a greater familiarity with online forms 

of political expression, which potentially draws more young adults into the political 

process through online mediums (Moffett & Rice, 2017). Young adults are more likely to 

engage with online forms of political participation than more traditional offline methods 

of participation. Moffett and Rice (2017) found that college students are more likely to 

vote for a particular candidate or party platform based on an online political interaction, 

and those who are engaged online are more likely to persuade others offline. This finding 

shows that social media can enable college students to use their voices both online and 

offline (Moffett & Rice, 2017). Moffett and Rice (2017) also found that in-person 

engagement from college students’ peers was not as influential in political participation 

during the 2016 election, which leads to the conclusion that resources and access to 

information is changing for this age group. 

Social Media and Politics 

 There is a unique relationship between this use of mass media and interpersonal 

discussion. Through communication, citizens are able acquire information about issues in 

a community and figure out different opportunities to participate (McLeod, Scheufele, & 

Moy, 1999). Social media has become a new and defining characteristic of 
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communication in recent society, with 7 in 10 Americans using social media to connect 

with one another (Pew Research Center, 2018). 

Election campaigns are categorized as communication campaigns (Bimber, 2014). 

As technology changes and communication environments change, it is possible to link 

changes in technology to the political communication system (Bimber, 2014). Social 

media has attracted scholarly attention for many reasons, including its potential in 

enhancing political engagement of individual citizens (Park, 2013). This phenomenon of 

social media in politics is a relatively new concept. The 2008 presidential election stands 

out as the turning point for the prominent role of social networking sites (SNS) as a form 

of political engagement (Carlisle & Patton, 2013).  

 Social engagement is changing the nature of political participation and politics 

(Carlisle & Patton, 2013). There are new forms of media that have made political 

resources more accessible to more people who are likely to engage (Carlisle & Patton, 

2013). This does not mean that everyone who is engaged on social media is politically 

engaged through social media as well. There is a correlation between interest and 

engagement, with a higher interest in politics resulting in a higher political engagement 

rate on social media (Carlisle & Patton, 2013). 

Some scholars even argue that the Internet has reinforced existing political 

disparities between people who are already engaged and those who are not, meaning that 

social media has created similar disparities to what is happening within traditional forms 

of political engagement. It is often thought that online political participation fosters 

offline political participation, but Carlisle and Patton (2013) argue that the Internet 

fosters online political participation through the unique features of SNS. Carlisle and 
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Patton (2013) found that social media and new technologies are not necessarily giving 

“voice to the voiceless,” and revealed that existing inequalities are carried over online. 

Recent studies have also looked at the messages that are received by users and how the 

messages are connected to their political beliefs. Polarization is often talked about when 

discussing political messages that are consumed on social media.  It has been found that 

partisan users are likely to form partisan networks on Twitter, and moderates lose their 

voices in this online environment (Kearney, 2018). 

As stated previously, the 2008 Barack Obama presidential campaign was one of 

the first social media political campaigns. In 2008, Barack Obama made the most 

intensive use of social media of any major candidate running for office in the U.S. 

(Bimber, 2014). Through the 2008 election, it was found that digital and social media do 

not give particular candidates an advantage, but rather the strategy and context for 

communication in developing areas is the advantage (Bimber, 2014). This is meant to say 

that the strategy on social media for candidates is just as crucial, if not more important, as 

the platforms themselves (Bimber, 2014). This provided innovation that led to personal 

political communication, which can be seen as a theme through the 2008 and 2012 

Obama presidential campaigns that emerged through social media (Bimber, 2014).  

 The 2012 election proved how much change can happen in four years, especially 

when looking at social media usage. Campaign donations skyrocketed through the ease of 

social media, and personalization became a key tactic for candidates (Gerodimos & 

Justinussen, 2015). There was more focus on personality than on a candidate’s record, 

which ultimately gives candidates more control over their message (Gerodimos & 

Justinussen, 2015). This message strategy gave candidates the chance to personalize 
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campaign messages towards a specific demographic, such as crucial swing state voters 

(Bimber, 2014). Four years brought more data analytic technology that was used by 

campaigns to gauge how voters engaged online, which meant that social media use for 

campaigns was now big business (Bimber, 2014). 

Highly prioritized campaign activities such as TV debates, candidate advertising, 

rallies, and press conferences are all impacted by social media (Enli, 2017). Every 

activity is documented on social media by the campaign or the people who follow them 

(Enli, 2017).  Social media has grown at a rapid pace within the political sphere in recent 

years. Social media was used as a direct source of news for voters in the 2016 election, 

especially with the use of Twitter (Enli, 2017). 

Twitter has become the candidate’s main online channel, while providing a more 

casual, real-time platform for debating, critiquing, and mobilizing voters (Enli, 2017). In 

2012, Twitter became a prominent campaign platform with all candidates for the 

candidates. Within four years, the 2016 election was labeled as a battle between “the 

controlled politician vs. the authentic outsider” (Enli, 2017). There were two distinct 

strategies implemented between the two candidates. Hillary Clinton’s social media 

campaign was guarded, controlled, and professional, while Trump interacted more with 

the public and lacked the professionalism that usually accompanies politicians on Twitter 

(Enli, 2017). It’s no doubt that this election changed several aspects of social media usage 

for candidates, and literature is still being written about these changes. There has been a 

conclusion that there is a de-professionalization of Twitter among politicians, and there 

are predictions that this trend will continue as Twitter becomes a more casual platform 

for campaigns (Enli, 2017). 
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Before the increased use of digital technology, there had been little research on 

how campaigns use social media platforms differently. Social media practitioners for 

campaigns in the 2016 election stated that they “sought to use social media in a way that 

fit with and conveyed the ‘authentic’ voice of their candidates” (Kreiss, Lawrence, & 

McGregor, 2018). Kreiss, Lawrence and McGregor (2018) analyzed how campaigns use 

social media and their perspectives on how it benefits a candidate. They do not gain an 

interview with a practitioner from the Trump campaign, which was the most non-

traditional aspect of the past election. Social media can even be said to be changing 

politics. There is a correlation between being more popular on Twitter and receiving 

more votes in an election (Kruikemeier, 2014). Twitter is an important platform for 

politicians. Kruikemeier (2014) found that communicating in an interactive way on 

Twitter has a positive impact on preferential votes for a candidate. 

Political Participation 

 Scholars have debated the definition and use of the term “political participation” in 

countless studies. Throughout the literature, there are clear distinctions between what is 

classified as political behavior, and it is actually a broad term to use when classifying 

engagement. Voting behavior is the traditional form of political participation (Koc-

Michalska, Lilleker, & Vedel, 2016). Young people are usually in the lowest category 

percentage for voting, and in recent years engagement has been lower among young 

adults as well (Congressional Digest, 2017). In the 2016 presidential election, 39.4 

percent of young adults (18-24) voted (Census, 2017). While political participation can 

be measured in terms of voter turnout and other activities in election periods, political 

involvement can be understood as more general politically related activities (Kim, Atkin, 
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& Lin, 2016). Politically related activities include involvement in campaigns, activism, or 

anything else politically inclined. 

 Political participation has changed with the growth and reach of the Internet. 

Research on the relationship between the Internet and political participation has 

significantly developed in the field of political science since the 2008 and 2012 election 

cycles. There are various forms of engagement, especially with new forms of digital 

technology that facilitate conversations online (Koc-Michalska et al., 2016). Traditional 

forms of participation include voting behavior, debating or contacting elected 

representatives, or joining political organizations, but recognizing participation offered 

through new communication platforms is emerging in the field of political science 

research (Koc-Michalska et al., 2016). There is a split in academia between the two sides 

of this topic and what is considered “participation” through new forms of digital 

communication (Koc-Michalska et al., 2016).  

 There was a “digital divide” among scholars during the early stages of research for 

online political data (Koc-Michalska et al., 2016). As more research has been done within 

the field of online political participation, more scholars are starting to see the impact. 

There has been a shift in reimagining participation in the digital age with an interactive 

online community that has clear potential to enhance the democratic process (Koc-

Michalska et al., 2016). The Internet offers easier access to more information, which 

leads to more engagement (Koc-Michalska et al., 2016). The rise of social media and 

Internet use has increased accidental exposure to political messages and all different 

types of engagement (Koc-Michalska et al., 2016). New forms of digital technologies 

facilitate three broad forms of political behavior: seeking information, discussing politics, 
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and participation in campaigns (Koc-Michalska et al., 2016).  Mobile media has also 

changed the field of political participation with more people accessing information and 

participating on their mobile devices (Martin, 2014). 

 A question arose through the literature and research on political participation: Is 

online political engagement really different from offline? This argument is centered 

around the debate on what constitutes a valid act of political participation as mentioned in 

previous studies. E-participation in a political realm was found to be multidimensional, 

just like offline participation, meaning that there are distinct practices in online 

environments (Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013). To combat the new realms of e-participation 

research, scholars need to abandon the “one size fits all approach” that is featured in 

much of previous research on e-participation (Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013). Offline forms 

of participation are emerging online, such as integration like contacting a politician or 

signing a petition, but there are other forms of engagement that are more passive, such as 

news consumption (Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013). 

  Conroy, Feezell, and Guerrero (2012) found a correlation between online 

political participation and offline political participation. The study looked at online group 

membership and how it related to offline political participation. Results showed that 

online group membership, which is a form of participation, fosters offline political 

engagement. Group members are more likely to participate in offline forms of 

participation based on their online political membership. Social networking groups 

encourage trust among users, and studies show that political participation increases as 

group membership increases (Conroy, Feezell, & Guerrero, 2012). Group membership 
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can be seen as an important tool for political engagement that is accompanied in online 

environments (Conroy et al., 2012). 

 Young adults view political participation differently than their older counterparts, 

and find that more traditional forms of participation don’t fit into their lifestyles 

(Quintelier, 2007). Young adults are using newer forms of communication, such as social 

media, to stay engaged politically (Quintelier, 2007). Although this age group is using 

newer forms of communication, they are not as involved as their older counterparts, and 

therefore have lower participation rates, but are more likely to use online forms of 

participation (Quintelier, 2007).  

A prominent form of online participation involves engagement on social media 

platforms. Yamamoto, Kushin, and Dalisay (2015) found that young adults who consume 

political content online are more likely to express political opinions online, as well as 

participate offline. Online political expression was found to have a positive correlation 

with offline political participation with young adults who use social media to obtain 

political information (Yamamoto, Kushin, & Dalisay, 2015). Further research is needed 

to better understand why and how young adults communicate their beliefs online, but 

social media activity seems to have an encouraging effect on young adults political 

participation (Yamamoto et al., 2015). 

 Social networking sites (SNS) have changed the landscape for political 

involvement, and the relationship between the two concepts is evolving in real time with 

expansions in literature and research. SNS includes, but is not limited to, all social media 

platforms, such as Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, and Twitter. There is a relationship 

between political participation and SNS, but this is not to say that everyone who is 
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engaged online is engaged in a political manner. Individuals who are more interested in 

politics are more likely to be engaged politically online through SNS (Carlisle & Patton, 

2013).  

SNS, such as Facebook, equalize the playing field for political participation, and 

minority groups are more likely to participate (Carlisle & Patton, 2013). But there are still 

inequalities created in online political environments with groups being excluded from 

conversations (Carlisle & Patton, 2013). Barriers also include economic and opportunity 

costs, with also potential barriers with access to SNS, and skill and efficiency (Martin, 

2014). Economic and opportunity costs lead back to individuals accessing social media 

on their mobile devices, and this is a prominent source of political information (Martin, 

2014). The unique features of mobile media contribute to political participation online 

and offline (Martin, 2014). Mobile media has the potential to contribute to changes in 

political participation, and further research should focus on the subtleties within this 

participation (Martin, 2014). 

New participatory opportunities are offered through new communication 

platforms (SNS) as a form of political communication (Koc-Michalska et al, 2016). An 

online community built around a shared interest is shown to have the potential to advance 

the democratic process (Koc-Michalska et al, 2016). Individuals are using new forms of 

technology to gather information, discuss their beliefs with others online, and participate 

in campaigns (Koc-Michalska et al, 2016).  Koc-Michalska, Lilleker and Vedel (2016) 

suggest that individuals who engage with political content on social media are more 

engaged, more informed, and more likely to take an active role in the democratic process 

through social media political participation. This does not mean that traditional forms of 
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participation should be abandoned, but that the definition of political participation needs 

to be expanded to include SNS (Koc-Michalska et al, 2016). 

Young Adults, Social Media, and Political Engagement 

Hoffman, Jones and Young (2013) studied citizens’ motivations to engage in 

politics online and how the perceptions of these motivations differ from an offline 

context. In the 2008 election, 55% of the American adult population went online to get 

involved politically or to get political information (Hoffman, Jones, & Young, 2013). 

Hoffman, Jones, and Young studied how citizens perceived new and diverse political 

behaviors online. It was found that online and offline behaviors are separate spheres, each 

serving a distinct purpose in the political realm (Hoffman et al., 2013). When looking at 

perceptions of online behavior, results suggest online engagement appears to be 

motivated by realistic perceptions that this behavior is an effective means of 

communication among citizens, instead of directly influencing the government (Hoffman 

et al., 2013). Citizens do not see online engagement as a direct influence on what is 

happening in the government, but more as a mode of communication among citizens and 

candidates (Hoffman et al., 2013). While the relationship between social media and 

political behaviors has been explored in recent years, there are considerations about the 

use of social media in political learning (Bode, 2016). It is shown that social media plays 

a significant role in the learning of political information in the modern digital 

environment, and young adults use social media in this way (Bode, 2016). 

Towner (2013) examined the difference in influence between traditional offline 

forms of media and online forms of media on voter turnout during the 2012 presidential 

election. The results of this study add to the literature involved with online and social 
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media engagement and the relation to offline forms of engagement. Results offer support 

to the belief that attention to online media leads to increased offline political participation 

among young adults (Towner, 2013). Young adults, who were engaged with social media 

sites such as Twitter and Facebook, but not traditional media, were more likely to engage 

in offline participation (Towner, 2013). These results show that online media can 

influence offline political participation, but not necessarily voter turnout, but it is 

emphasized that online behavior can influence offline behavior (Towner, 2013). Further 

research is needed to understand perceptions of online political participation among 

young adults. Social media has a mobilizing effect for citizens who are looking for 

political information, as well as expressing political opinions, but overall it can be said 

that social media is effective in encouraging young adults’ political participation 

(Yamamoto et al., 2015). Political expression on social media is also an important aspect 

of participation for young adults. Political expressions on social media were found to 

reinforce partisan thought processes and political preferences (Cho, Ahmed, Keum, Choi, 

& Lee, 2018). This leads to questions about the role of the Internet in a democracy.  

Summary of Literature and Research Questions 

  The literature supports that there is a unique relationship between young adults 

and the use of social media for political engagement. This relationship has changed over 

the past decade with the introduction of social media into politics and everyday life. For 

this study, I would like to know the perceived role young voters think Twitter played in 

the 2018 midterm election and their political decisions and participation. Twitter has 

become the candidate’s main online channel, while providing a more casual, real-time 

platform for debating, critiquing, and mobilizing voters (Enli, 2017). This change in 
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political engagement is important to study, especially now, as participation and 

communication platforms are shifting for young adults and candidates. The perceptions 

of these changes from young adults can be useful in knowing how this new domain of 

engagement on Twitter is impacting voting behaviors. 

The research questions for this study include: 

RQ 1: What was the perceived role of Twitter in young adults’ political 

participation during the 2018 midterm election? 

RQ 2: How did young adults engage with political messaging in the 2018 

midterm election on Twitter? 

RQ 3: What factors on Twitter, specific to candidate messaging, contributed to 

young voters’ engagement in the 2018 midterm election? 

 It is important to recognize the interest in this study because of what it could add 

to current knowledge surrounding the changes in political participation. Political 

participation is changing based on new communication technologies and it is important to 

signify those changes within the literature. Quantitative methods cannot capture the full 

perspective on this topic, which is why it is important to conduct qualitative interviews 

with young adults who have lived through the experience of the political realm changing. 
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Methodology 

 

 

 

 Understanding the relationship between young adults’ political engagement on 

Twitter and their political participation will be beneficial for the future of political 

messaging and also the future of online engagement and political participation. The best 

way to understand these perceptions and the goals of this study is to interview politically 

active young adults about their political engagement on Twitter in order to answer the 

following research questions: 

RQ 1: What was the perceived role of Twitter in young adults’ political 

participation during the 2018 midterm election? 

RQ 2: How did young adults engage with political messaging in the 2018 

midterm election on Twitter? 

RQ 3: What factors on Twitter, specific to candidate messaging, contributed to 

young voters’ engagement in the 2018 midterm election? 

Method Overview 

While there is a strong sense of scholarship surrounding the relationship between 

social media and political participation, recent studies neglect the opportunity to gauge 

young adults’ perceptions of social media use within the 2018 midterm elections. Many 

studies use quantitative methods to analyze how young adults are engaging with 

campaigns, but there is a lack of qualitative scholarship around thoughts and perceptions 

of how this digital shift in political participation is affecting young adults. Interviewing is 
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one of the most common and one of the most powerful ways that individuals try to 

understand each other (Fontana & Frey, 1994). Interviewing can be used in academic 

analysis to understand an individual or group perspective about a certain topic (Fontana 

& Fey, 1994). My research method for coming to conclusions about my research 

questions involves one-on-one, in-depth interviews with 10 to 15 young adults.  

The interviews are semi-structured; meaning that there will be a set of pre-

established questions but there is a conversational aspect to the interview, which offers 

the participants the chance to discuss issues that they feel are important (Longhurst, 

2003). The questions can be asked in varying order with slight revisions to the questions, 

but the interview has a conversational and informal tone with room for follow up 

(Longhurst, 2003). The goal of a structured interview is to minimize error between 

participants (Fontana & Fey, 1994). A semi-structured interview allows for the same 

degree of predetermined order as a structured interview, while also ensuring flexibility on 

issues that are presented (Longhurst, 2003).  

Qualitative interviewing is a flexible and powerful tool that captures a variety of 

voices and the way people make meaning of their experiences (Rabionet, 2011). A 

completely unstructured interview carries the risk of not eliciting a specific topic or 

theme, which is not the case with semi-structured interview (Rabionet, 2011). A semi-

structured type of interview style will allow for a more individualized interaction with 

participants, while allowing them to voice their opinions through a conversational 

atmosphere (Longhurst, 2003). 

A study that reflects this type of qualitative methodology is “Seizing the Moment: 

The Presidential Campaigns’ use of Twitter During the 2012 Electoral Cycle” by Daniel 
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Kreiss. The study draws on semi-structured interviews with staffers from the 2012 

Obama and Romney presidential campaigns while providing insight into how the 

campaigns influence the agenda of professional journalists (Kreiss, 2016). This study 

reflects the importance of gaining perspective through semi-structured interviews in the 

field of political communication. 

Focus group interviewing has also gained traction as a qualitative methodology 

within the social sciences (Berg, 2004). Focus groups provide both positives and 

negatives for qualitative research, but the disadvantages outweigh the advantages for this 

study. Focus groups are used to gain group opinions on a general topic, not an 

individual’s opinion (Berg, 2004). Dominant personalities may overpower and steer the 

group’s responses based on sensitive topics that might be harder to discuss in a group 

(Berg, 2004). Since this study deals with individual engagement and political 

participation, focus groups will not yield the in-depth results that this study looks to 

achieve. 

Data Sample 

 The data sample for this study includes 14 young adults, age 18-26, who are 

voters or “potential voters” in the 2018 midterm elections. The term “potential voters” 

refers to young adults who had the potential to vote and ran into roadblocks in the voting 

or registration process i.e. didn’t register on time, didn’t receive an absentee ballot, 

change of address was incorrect for polling place, didn’t have transportation on election 

day, etc. The sample focused on politically minded individuals who are interested in 

politics, because according to the theory of planned behavior, if attitudes towards a 

specific behavior are positive, young adults are more likely to participate (Eckstein et al., 
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2013). This means that if young adults have a positive attitude towards their political 

actions, they are more likely to participate in them, which are the types of individuals 

who will add perspective to this study. It is important to gain perspective among this 

group of politically minded young adults because they have a higher likelihood to vote in 

the future and to have been involved with past political activities. Focusing on this 

specific sample category will gauge a reaction to this political change, as opposed to 

focusing on un-engaged voters. 

 Another important of the data sample is the social media engagement aspect. The 

individuals who were interviewed engaged with Twitter campaign messages during the 

2018 midterm elections, or be familiar with these messages. This is an important aspect 

of the sample because in order to gain new perspectives on social media and political 

participation, the individuals will need to have familiarity with Twitter and how 

candidates used this platform to engage with young voters such as themselves. 

 In order to reach this interesting intersection of politically minded, social media 

savvy young adults, I reached out university-based, political student groups from all ends 

of the political spectrum including democrats, republicans, libertarians, socialists, and the 

green party in a competitive Midwestern community. This allowed for perspectives from 

university students from different areas. Political student groups will allow for access to 

young adults who are interested and involved with the political process. I contacted a 

diverse number of groups in order to gain perspectives from both sides of political 

orientation. This allowed for diverse perspectives on a variety of issues by gaining 

insights into how young voters reacted to campaign messages on social media. Social 

media posts and email communication were used to contact initial participants in the 
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study. From initial participation, a snowball sample was collected from individuals who 

were interviewed and new participants were able to take part in the study. 

Table 1. 

Individuals interviewed, age, political identification 

 

Women were more vocal participants in this study and made up a majority of 

participants interviewed. The 2018 midterm elections generated heightened political 

interest and activity for women, which explains why women participants were in the 

majority of interviewees (Lawless & Fox, 2018). The heightened political interest and 

Name Age Political Identification 

Julia 24 Republican 

Natasha 23 Democratic/Progressive 

Kristen 25 Moderate; former Republican 

Jessica 23 Democrat 

Mark 24 Moderate Conservative 

Addison 23 Democrat 

Lydia 22 Democrat or Socialist Democrat 

Derek 22 Democrat 

Callie 24 
Libertarian/Conservative – typically  

votes Republican 

Erica 24 Moderate  

Cristina 23 Democrat 

Meredith 24 Moderate/Independent, but leaning Conservative 

Charlotte 22 Left-leaning moderate/Democrat 

Vanessa 20 Democrat 
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activity among women stems from the 2016 presidential election and election of Donald 

Trump (Lawless & Fox, 2018). This election inspired more female candidates to run for 

office in 2018 due to their negative feelings about the 2016 election, while also giving 

women voters more interest in politics. 

Data Procedure 

 The data collection began with gaining access to politically minded young adults 

through the different student groups throughout Columbia, Missouri. The individuals 

interviewed are a significantly important part of the study in order to gain noteworthy 

insights into perspectives among young adults that can contribute to current literature on 

the intersection of these topics. This study focused on numerous young adults in order to 

gain a variety of perspectives on the topics. The interviews had sets of structured 

questions, so each individual will be asked the same questions. There was room for 

follow up questions within each interview as well, so that if an interesting insight is 

presented through an individual perspective, it will not go unnoticed. This was important 

for potential reoccurring themes that could appear through the interviews that the 

literature had not pointed to. Interviews were done in a private, conversational setting to 

allow for privacy and comfort between the interviewer and interviewee. The interviews 

lasted between 30 minutes and an hour and a half, with the average interview time being 

around 45 minutes. 

 The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed into a word document after 

the questions, while also taking interview notes during the questions and answers. The 

questions for each RQ will allow for perspective to be gained from individuals and will 

allow for analysis to be made for each question. There is room for follow up within each 
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question in order to capture potential reoccurring themes. After each interview, 

individuals will be asked if they would like to add any additional perspective on the topic 

that I might have missed out on during the interview. This additional perspective will 

allow for individuals to voice any final opinions on the topic covered throughout the 

interview or to add any thoughts on a particular question. 

 The interview questions were broken down in groups that will be able to add 

perspective and answers to my overall research questions presented earlier in the 

methodology section. The basis for the questions asked focused on the 2018 midterm 

elections for a current perspective, while adding questions about the 2016 presidential 

election for context, and alluding to the 2020 presidential election for future insight. For 

RQ 1, the following interview questions will be presented to individuals: 

RQ 1: What was the perceived role of Twitter in young adults’ political participation 

during the 2018 midterm elections? 

Key concepts: The role of Twitter and Twitter use to the interviewee; Political 

participation and Twitter relationship to the interviewee 

1. How do you use twitter in your everyday life? 

a. How many times a day? 

b. Primary reasons for using twitter? 

c. What role does this platform play in your social interactions? 

2. What type of content do you find interesting, meaningful, of personal value? 

a. Why do you gravitate towards this type of content? 

3. Would you consider yourself politically engaged? – on Twitter? 
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a. How would you define political participation – what does this mean to 

you? 

4. Where do you get political information/current event news on Twitter? 

a. Why do you pay attention to this content? 

b. How do you interact with this content? - engagement 

5. How would you describe the relationship between your use of Twitter and your 

political participation? 

a. Were you more inclined to vote based on the messages you saw on 

Twitter? – why or why not? 

6. Describe the role of twitter in the 2018 midterm election. 

a. How do you think the 2016 presidential election influenced the role of 

Twitter? 

i. How does it compare to the 2018 midterms? 

b. How did you find yourself using Twitter during the 2018 midterms? 

 

For RQ 2, the following interview questions will be presented to individuals: 

RQ 2: How did young adults engage with political messaging in the 2018 midterm 

election on Twitter? 

Key concepts: Engagement on Twitter of the interviewee; Political messaging on Twitter 

1. What are your typical forms of engagement on Twitter?  

a. How often do you do this? Why? 

b. Who do you interact with on Twitter? 
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c. What prompts your engagement on Twitter? 

2. Who do you follow on Twitter? 

a. How do you decide who to follow? What are the reasons for following 

them? 

3. What is important for you to interact with/share? (Politicians, hashtags, news 

organizations, etc.) 

a. What prompts this interaction? 

4. What types of political messages were significant for you during the 2018 

midterm elections? (social issues, videos, etc). 

a. Why did they stand out? 

b. Describe their significance. 

c. How did these messages tie in with your engagement? 

 

For RQ 3, the following interview questions will be presented to individuals: 

RQ 3: What factors on Twitter, specific to candidate messaging, contributed to young 

voters’ engagement in the 2018 midterm election? 

Key concepts: Candidate messaging on Twitter perceptions 

1. Which candidates did you follow on Twitter? – Why? 

a. How did you decide which candidate(s) to follow? 

2. How did their messaging on Twitter contribute to if you followed or not? 

a. How did you engage with these candidates? 

3. What types of messages stood out to you? 
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a. Which types of messages elicited the most response or engagement from 

you? 

b. Did any type of message encourage you to engage more? 

4. Do you think your engagement played a role in how you chose to vote? 

5. What aspects of your engagement influenced how you chose to vote? 

a. How did this influence your vote? 

Data Analysis 

 Digital recordings were collected from the interviews and transcriptions will be 

put together in a word document. From transcribed conversations, ideas and patterns of 

experiences emerge. These ideas and experiences can be better understood through 

thematic analysis (Aronson, 1995). Thematic analysis focuses on identifiable patterns of 

living or behavior, which can come from direct quotes or paraphrasing common ideas 

(Aronson, 1995). 

 This study used thematic analysis to identify patterns within the data collected 

from participants. After patterns are identified through the language that is used, patterns 

will be placed into sub-themes. Themes are defined as units derived from a pattern such 

as conversation topics, feelings, vocabulary, or recurring activities (Aronson, 1995). 

Themes bring together ideas and experiences that are sometimes meaningless when 

viewed alone (Aronson, 1995). 

 After identifying themes throughout the course of the interviews, there will need 

to be a valid argument behind the themes. The interviewer should refer back to the 

literature surrounding the chosen topic, and then develop statements for the story line 
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surrounding the themes (Aronson, 1995). When the literature is tied together with the 

findings, the story line that is constructed will stand with merit (Aronson, 1995). This 

study will follow this type of thematic data analysis. 
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Findings 

 

 

 

 This study examined the perceived role of Twitter in young adults’ political 

participation and inquired about different forms of engagement with candidate messaging 

during the 2018 midterms. This chapter explores the main themes that were present 

throughout conversations about Twitter and the 2018 midterm elections with young 

adults. There were a number of common themes throughout the interviews with young 

adults. After an analysis of the 14 interviews in the data set, it was found that young 

adults see a relationship between their use of Twitter and their political participation. 

Many of the young adults see their political engagement on Twitter as a form of political 

participation, and if not, they express it as a form of indirect political participation. This 

chapter presents the findings within the two themes that emerged from the interviews; 1) 

personal connection, meaning that young adults see a reflection of themselves in their 

engagement on Twitter and 2) Twitter as a platform for voter mobilization 

Personal Connections 

 Throughout all of the interviews conducted with politically active young adults, 

the theme of personalization emerged in conversations about retweeting participants’ 

political beliefs, and candidate messaging. Young adults view Twitter as an extension of 

themselves. They interact with content and candidates that they feel a connection to 

through personal preference. Young adults want to fee like they can relate to the content 

that they engage with on Twitter, and that is an important part of the Twitter experience 

for them. 
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Personal Engagement. Engagement on Twitter is classified as the act of 

following an account, liking, or retweeting a tweet. This act of engagement is seen as a 

personal expression of the user. Derek says his engagement on Twitter is pretty personal 

when deciding what tweets he is going to like or retweet. He says if a tweet is relatable or 

interesting to him, he is more likely to interact with it. He is interested in music and 

politics, so tweets on his timeline that are focused around those topics are what interest 

him the most. Young adults feel as if their Twitter feeds represent themselves as a person, 

and if someone wanted to get a sense of who they are, their Twitter is a good 

representation of that.  Charlotte and Lydia both express that their engagement is a 

representation of themselves. They want the content that they interact with to be 

relatable, and are more likely to pay attention to content that they have a personal 

connection with. 

Young adults see a connection to their engagement, but mostly to their retweets. 

Liking a tweet is more casual and more frequent, but a retweet requires something special 

for young adults. Cristina discusses how she will like a tweet more frequently than she 

will retweet a tweet because she sees it as a more casual interaction. She talks about how 

she will retweet something if it is really powerful to her. She describes sharing content 

through retweets as engagement that happens less frequently but there is more meaning 

and intention behind her retweets. Callie also suggests that her retweets don’t have a 

specific formula to them, but her retweets are highly relevant to her life. A retweet is 

something that is personal, powerful, or relatable for young adults. There is also a sense-

of-self surrounding the content that is retweeted by a user.  
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I typically don’t retweet anything unless I feel like it’s really ‘me.’ I think on 

Twitter, as opposed to anywhere else, the content I create or share is very very 

me. I scroll past a lot of tweets because they don’t represent me. I think the 

content I share really represents who I am. (Vanessa, personal communication, 

February 13, 2019) 

This insight draws on the literature of young adults engaging with content that 

they have an interest in, since there is a correlation between interest and involvement. 

This sense of self is related back to identity for young adults. They see a connection to 

everything they interact with on Twitter, such as content, issues, or candidates. This is 

part of their identify for them. Natasha emphasizes how much her retweets are a personal 

expression of herself. She relates her engagement to how she sees herself, what she 

believes in, and what she represents. “If I identify with it, I retweet it. I think a lot of my 

retweets are replications of how I would describe myself or events in my life that are 

happening,” (Natasha, personal communication, February 13, 2019). She was highly 

focused on content surrounding women candidates for office because she felt a personal 

connection to them in every facet of her life. Erica, who identifies as a moderate, echoed 

these same thoughts surrounding women in power. She enjoys seeing women succeed in 

positions of power and that type of content was interesting and relevant to her as a 

woman working her way up in the workplace. Meredith, Cristina, and Vanessa supported 

this same view of the women candidates running for office. They see a connection in 

their daily lives, and this type of content was important for them to interact with. 

Engagement with Political Content that Coincides with Beliefs. Political 

engagement on Twitter is found to align with the beliefs of young adults. Young 
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adulthood has been defined as an important stage when political beliefs and actions are 

shaped for this age group (Eckstein et al., 2013). There is also a correlation between 

interest and involvement, meaning that if young adults have a higher interest in a certain 

type of content, they are more likely to engage with that content (Carlisle & Patton, 

2013). Young adults will like or retweet content that they agree with on a personal level 

and with content they believe aligns with their political beliefs. Content that is shocking 

or powerful also resonates with young adults. “I will usually share things if I feel like 

they're really powerful. I share very infrequently, but it's things that I get really excited 

about or care a lot about,” (Cristina, personal communication, February 11, 2019). 

 Issues that young adults are passionate about receive the most engagement. For 

example, women engaged with female politicians and the newly elected women to 

congress due to their interest and passion for women’s rights. “Healthcare and women's 

rights were huge. That was a really strong point. People would ask me why I was voting 

for Claire, and I would say that she stands up for my rights as a woman,” (Lydia, personal 

communication, February 12, 2019). Meredith, who identifies as a moderate/independent, 

spoke about issues that were important to her, such as economic issues, women’s 

reproductive rights, and gun rights. She suggested that content surrounding the issues that 

she is passionate about resonated more with her. The issues that she spoke about are some 

of the main reasons she decides to vote a certain way in elections, and she considers 

herself passionate about those certain issues. She is more likely to engage with content 

that coincides with her beliefs and also with candidates who share the same beliefs in 

their platform. 
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With content that coincides with their political beliefs, young adults engage with 

content from candidates that align with their party identification. There is a political bias 

when it comes to engagement on Twitter, but there is an acknowledgment of these biases 

among content that is consumed. Natasha and Addison, who both identify as a democrat, 

acknowledge that they only consume news that aligns with their political beliefs. They 

only engage with content online that they agree with because they don’t want to see 

opposing viewpoints on their timelines. 

Engagement with candidate messaging was a common tool used by young adults 

on Twitter during the 2018 midterm elections. Candidate messaging was important 

because it allows for young adults to connect with a politician on a platform that serves to 

spread information. Young adults are more likely to follow and engage with a candidate 

on Twitter if they share the same political beliefs and align on the same side of the 

political spectrum. For example, left-leaning young adults were more likely to engage 

with candidates such as Bernie Sanders, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Beto O’Rourke, 

Claire McCaskill, Barack Obama, and other prominent democratic figures.  

Young adults are engaged with their regional and state level representatives, as 

well as national candidates who share the same beliefs. Many participants have follower 

bases that also align with their political beliefs, which allows for new candidates and new 

platforms to be discovered through retweets. Some young adults do not follow prominent 

candidates or politicians from their party and only engage with retweets from accounts 

that they follow to get information about candidates. Aside from having confidence in a 

candidate’s platform, there is also a belief that the platform needs to be shared with 
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others. Young adults feel a passion and a sense of connection behind the platforms they 

believe in, which contributes to more engagement with candidate messaging. 

If there's something that I really relate to, like one of my favorite political figures 

right now is Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. I love her, and she just has so many 

interesting things to say. And she doesn't hesitate to call bullshit and so I think 

she's just a really important figure. (Derek, personal communication, February 20, 

2019) 

An important aspect of engagement with candidate messaging is the relevance of 

the candidate or politician. It was found that young adults are more likely to follow and 

engage with the “big players” during the midterms. Candidates like Alexandria Ocasio-

Cortez and Beto O’Rourke, who gained a significant amount of media attention, were 

among the few named of having the most engagement. Young adults also followed 

candidates to make up their minds and develop their own opinions about a popular 

candidate. Since there are so many sources of information and opinions on Twitter, 

young adults formed their own opinions by following the candidates themselves and 

getting information directly from their Twitter account. 

The concept of an “echo chamber” was used to describe Twitter, meaning that it 

can be used to reinforce the political beliefs of users if they are only consuming content 

that they agree with. “I feel like the messages that I see on Twitter reinforce my own 

beliefs. I don’t think it swayed me in any way, but I think it just made me feel like I was 

right,” (Lydia, personal communication, February 12, 2019). 
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There is also an acknowledgement of the “echo chamber” that young adults fall 

into is not good for political discourse or conversation. The feeling of frustration is 

present between the two sides of the political spectrum with the perceived 

misunderstanding of beliefs from the opposite side. Neither side of the political spectrum 

understands the beliefs of the other, but the content that is consumed by young adults 

only aligns with their beliefs. 

I think it’s damaging to the public because as a result from people politicizing 

everything, it’s kind of like a confirmation bias. People will take sides and they’ll 

just read that side. They have a certain source they go to that just confirms their 

preconceived notions. (Mark, personal communication, March 12, 2019) 

 Although there is a presence of an “echo chamber,” on Twitter, some young 

adults follow, like, and retweet accounts that do not necessarily align with their political 

ideals. Right-leaning, more conservative young adults are more likely to engage in this 

behavior. They follow a more diverse set of news accounts such as MSNBC, Fox News, 

CNN The Hill, and The Wall Street Journal, which fall on both sides of the political 

spectrum. They also are more likely to follow candidates from the opposite political party 

than left-leaning young adults. Kristen, who identifies as a moderate and a former 

republican, spoke about how following bipartisan news organizations is important for 

political discourse. Julia, who identifies as a republican, also speaks about how she is not 

a loyalist to a particular source. She likes to follow news organizations from both sides of 

the political spectrum in order to piece together a story for herself. 

Retweets are an important part of the Twitter experience for young adults, as 

explained through having a personal connection to engagement. Retweets allow young 
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adults to share their views through content while also consuming content from the 

accounts they follow on Twitter. With Twitter being seen as an echo chamber for 

political ideas, Twitter is not thought of as a place to change someone’s mind. The idea 

that people are set in their beliefs creates an “I’m not going to change your mind” 

mentality among young adults. Jessica, who identifies as a republican, sees her retweets 

as a personal expression, not as something that is going to change someone’s mind. She 

hopes that her retweets will spark questions in people’s minds who don’t agree with what 

she has retweeted, and she views others’ retweets the same way. She doesn’t think less of 

someone for retweeting something she doesn’t agree with, but she just questions why 

they believe that. The concept of a new perspective is associated with how retweets are 

viewed on Twitter. 

I feel like with retweeting something, it's more of a chance for someone to think 

about things differently. But I know how set in stone I am, so with people who are 

just as headstrong as I am, I know I'm not going to change how they feel. (Lydia, 

personal communication, February 12, 2019) 

Participants realize that they themselves are set in their political beliefs, but by 

retweeting something that aligns with what they believe in, their followers are presented 

with a potentially new perspective. The goal of Twitter use and retweets among young 

adults is not to change anyone’s mind, since that seems near impossible, but there is 

always a chance for someone to think about things differently based on an opinion that is 

retweeted. Erica relates to this in that her retweets are solely for offering new information 

to her followers and giving them a new perspective. She doesn’t like to retweet things 

that are hyper-partisan, but that offer a different view than other news outlets. Natasha 
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also believes that her retweets should offer new information, not with the intent to change 

someone’s mind, but with the intent to spread information. While some young adults 

follow accounts and have followers from both sides of the political spectrum, retweets 

serve as a source of new information to some. Young adults express the idea that retweets 

give their followers a chance to learn something new and gives them a chance to see 

content that they might not have seen otherwise. 

I think usually when I retweet something I'm not thinking its going to change 

someone’s opinion, but I think sometimes that its good that someone who might 

not see what I retweet normally has the chance to see it. Even if they just skim 

past it, the more they see the more likely they are to get involved on their own 

eventually. (Cristina, personal communication, February 11, 2019). 

The idea of Twitter as an echo chamber also contributes to why young adults 

don’t see the platform as a space to change people’s minds, but they still see Twitter as a 

space to educate others, as Cristina and Natasha alluded to. Derek, who identifies as a 

democrat, states that there aren’t many right-leaning people who follow him on Twitter. 

He thinks that it is important to retweet things he believes in as a form of personal 

expression, but also as a form of education for people who share his beliefs and even 

those who don’t. He talks about his retweets as not changing someone’s mind, but still 

influencing them by giving them something to read that they might not have educated 

themselves on, whether they share the same political beliefs or not. 

Relatable and Personal Messaging. Young adults see Twitter as a casual space 

for politicians to communicate with users. Julia discussed how there is a different culture 

on Twitter for politicians. She says that Twitter is a sarcastic platform that can be used in 
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a more casual way, and she has seen more politicians and candidates accept that quality 

about the platform. It was found that politicians do not need to maintain a crystal clear 

image on Twitter for young adults to engage with their political content. Mark discusses 

that in the age of technology everything this being recorded, so this new age of digital 

communication is just something that politicians and candidates are starting to embrace. 

Young adults enjoy candidates who are relatable in their twitter use, which makes 

participants feel a personal connection to a “real person,” and not just a politician. 

I think Twitter has the opportunity to bring down the barrier between political 

candidates and the audience they are trying to address. It makes them seem more 

like a person and more like an individual and I think people are starting to like 

that more than they have in the past. (Charlotte, personal communication, 

February 21, 2019) 

With relatable and personal content, politicians are successful when using more 

“common man” language. “I definitely notice all the tweets that seem more personal, 

more casual, and more directly from the candidate because they seem more real. And I do 

like that… I think it humanizes a person to an extent,” (Jessica, personal communication, 

February 5, 2019).  Jessica also touched on how candidates are being more personal with 

their lives to voters. She felt like she was invited into their lives as an individual, and that 

the midterms felt very open. She talked about how women candidates were open about 

their families while also assuring voters that they can get the job done. She discussed how 

candidates are becoming more “real” with their constituents instead of hiding behind a 

perfectly crafted message. Social media allows for candidates to be more open, and 

young adults appreciate that type of encounter with candidates on Twitter. Candidates 
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have the opportunity to invite voters into their world on a more personal level. Young 

adults see this as beneficial and necessary for candidates now if they want to attract a 

younger audience. 

Young adults also expressed the difference between messaging directly from a 

candidate and messaging that is created by a team of social media managers. Lydia 

discussed how younger candidates are more likely to have more personal, relatable 

messaging on Twitter. Julia also discussed how Twitter has become an important 

platform for candidates, but also alludes to the fact that the younger crowd of candidates 

navigate social media better than their older counterparts. She compared Corey Booker to 

Bernie Sanders in that sense of Booker being more personal and engaging on Twitter, 

while Bernie crafts messages and delegates Tweets to staff members. There is a different 

perception between older and younger candidates. She doesn’t necessarily see this as a 

bad thing, but just as a difference between the types of content that is preferred among 

young adults. 

 Messages that are perceived to come directly from a candidate are more valuable 

to young adults. This trend is contributing to breaking down the barrier between 

politicians and their audience, which is being seen a lot thought younger, savvier 

politicians who know how to use social media to their advantage. Charlotte spoke a lot 

about the need to break down barriers between political candidates and voters on Twitter. 

She sees Twitter as an ideal platform for that type of interaction. She finds this quality 

appealing in the content that she consumes on Twitter, but is also still concerned about 

professionalism among politicians and candidates. She says candidates who are serious 

contenders in her eyes are the ones that can connect with voters on Twitter by breaking 
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down the barrier while still maintaining a level of professionalism. Professionalism was 

seen as important by all of the participants. 

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez was a prominent figure that was mentioned by a 

majority of participants that possessed the casual yet professional qualities on Twitter. 

Addison, who identifies as a democrat, followed AOC during the midterms because she 

found her interesting. Addison stated that she had great ideas and seemed like a fresh 

non-political face to come in and fix the political system. Natasha and Addison both saw 

her as a normal person that everyone could relate to, and found it exciting that she was 

saying real stuff instead of using political jargon. Young adults expressed that if they 

have to look up anything, such as a word or a phrase, which is said in a tweet from a 

candidate, they will scroll past it. This type of casual messaging allows for an extended 

connection to candidates from young adults. It makes candidates more relatable, which is 

appealing to young adults. 

I feel like [being casual] is not always a bad thing. People are using more 

common man terms and not throwing around legal lingo. Like if I have to look up 

a word in a tweet, I'm going to scroll past it. I think that it made other political 

figures realize that they should be politically correct but you can do it in a way 

that speaks to your audience and not be jargon all the time. It's gotten more 

personal. (Lydia, personal communication, February 12, 2019) 

An important aspect of engagement with candidate messaging is the relevance of 

the candidate or politician. As supported through the literature review, candidates who 

are more popular on Twitter will receive more engagement than those who are not. It was 

found that young adults are more likely to follow and engage with the “big players” 
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during the midterms. They want to stay up to date with the hot button candidates, whether 

they are in their voting region or not. Candidates like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Beto 

O’Rourke, who gained a significant amount of media attention, were among the few 

named of having the most engagement. Young adults also followed candidates to make 

up their minds and develop their own opinions about a popular candidate. Addison and 

Cristina discussed how the media portrayed candidates in a more radical light, and so 

they followed certain candidates in order to develop their own opinions. Since there are 

so many sources of information and opinions on Twitter, young adults formed their own 

opinions by following the candidates themselves and getting information directly from 

their Twitter account. 

I think AOC - people were talking about her so much throughout the election and 

I was just seeing so much about her that I needed to figure out what her deal is. 

There were so many differing opinions on her as like a "radical person," so I 

followed her to make my own opinion about her. She was just a very polarizing 

figure. (Cristina, personal communication, February 11, 2019). 

These insights show social media as a form of relating to people. This is 

important because it shows that young adults have a personal connection to the content 

that they engage with, but also to the people that they want to engage with as well. There 

is a connection between retweets and personalization in that young adults see this 

engagement as an extension of themselves. Candidate messaging that is relatable also 

shares this theme of personal connection. Relatable messaging makes young adults 

engage more naturally and feel as if they are connecting to a candidate or politician. This 
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is important because it breaks down barriers between the two and allows for people to 

connect and relate on Twitter. 

Twitter as a Platform for Voter Mobilization 

Throughout all of the interviews with politically active young adults, a common 

theme of Twitter as a platform for voter mobilization emerged when discussing the 

relationship between Twitter and political messaging. Voter mobilization was described 

as messaging that prompted individuals to go and vote in the midterms, and providing the 

tools that allowed young adults to vote. There are multiple facets that contributed to 

Twitter being used as a voter mobilization tool, which ranged from the consumption of 

news content, to political participation. This resulted in the consumption of political 

messaging in the midterms that encouraged users to go out and vote no matter their 

political party identification. All of these categories connect to show how Twitter was 

used to mobilize voters and get them to the polls in different ways. Young adults see this 

tool as an important aspect of the political realm in today’s mobile and digital society. 

Twitter Use and Political Participation. The role of Twitter in the 2018 

midterm elections was significant for young adults. All of the participants in the study 

voted in their respective midterm elections and were politically engaged on Twitter 

during this timeframe. Since all of the young adults that were interviewed consider 

themselves to be politically active, voting is important to each of them no matter their 

political party identification. Every participant was asked how they would define political 

participation in general, and common phrases around voting appeared throughout all the 

answers. Participants fell into two categories when speaking on the relationships between 

Twitter and political participation. The first category of participants saw their Twitter use 



 45 

as an active form of political participation, while the second category saw it as more of an 

indirect form of participation. This was a significant divide in perspectives among young 

adults. 

For some participants, political participation was seen as a more physical 

interaction with politics rather than online engagement. Julia, who identifies as a 

Republican, had worked on several regional campaigns during her time as an 

undergraduate student. She expresses her views about political participation in terms of 

voting, block walking, volunteering for campaigns, and states that people consider voting 

to be the most important form of political participation. She also expresses her frustration 

with Twitter as a form of political participation. While Julia considers Twitter to be a 

form of participation online, she questions whether Twitter users who are sharing their 

opinions online are actually showing up to the polls to vote. She states these people only 

have a “passive interest” instead of “active participation.” Natasha, who identifies as a 

Democrat, discusses political participation in terms of influencing an election or doing 

something to personally affect the outcome of an election. She doesn’t consider sharing 

on social media to affect an outcome of an election, but sees voting, fundraising and 

volunteering as more solidified forms of participation. 

Meredith, who is a moderate conservative, expresses these same concerns around 

Twitter as a form of indirect participation. Meredith is a law student and sees political 

participation as something more physical than online engagement. Voting and staying 

informed on what is going on with the government and in Washington DC are important 

to her. She sees Twitter as a tool for political participation because it allows for voices to 

become part of the conversation. Meredith states that there is a difference between being 
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engaged and actually making a political difference, which she associates with political 

participation. 

Kristen, who is a former Republican and identifies as a moderate, takes a different 

approach when defining her relationship with Twitter and political participation. She sees 

engagement on Twitter as an active form of political participation. “I think that anytime 

you have a group of people who are sharing ideas constantly, that’s an active process,” 

(Kristen, personal communication, March 12, 2019). She sees Twitter as a tool for 

engagement in the political process, which aligns with her definition of political 

participation. She sees the act of sharing things on Twitter as a chance to make an impact 

on one of her followers to go out and vote. Cristina, who identifies as a democrat, shares 

this same viewpoint because she considers sharing content and being part of the 

conversation an act of political participation. 

Jessica, who identifies as a Democrat, classifies her use of Twitter as political 

participation. She sees Twitter as an important tool in today’s political atmosphere. She 

sees candidates and voters taking more to Twitter and expresses that this shift in political 

participation is just how politics works today. She states that it allows her to stay 

informed with candidates and interact with political content, allowing her to be politically 

engaged. Lydia shares these same beliefs and recognizes the importance of Twitter in 

today’s political atmosphere. She states that voting and sharing political content on 

Twitter have similar qualities because her voice is being heard when she participates in 

both of those actions. She alludes to the fact that voters don’t need to be in social media 

to be involved with the political conversation, but Twitter allows for political 

participation in a different way. 
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The two categories of thought surrounding Twitter use and political participation 

offer a new perspective on Twitter as a social media platform. These two thought patterns 

echo the concept of the “digital divide” that is discussed in the literature review (Koc-

Michalska et al., 2016). There are questions among scholars about what is classified as 

political participation, and young adults share the same pattern of thought. Participants 

see a relationship, but don’t necessarily classify their Twitter engagement as participation 

in the political process, while others feel the opposite. 

The news content that participants share and consume contributes to their overall 

knowledge of political information and current event news. By consuming this content on 

Twitter, young adults see a relationship between the use of Twitter and political 

participation that is both indirect and direct. This is an important perspective to have 

about Twitter because it shows that there is an aid from this platform in the flow of 

information and the actions taken by participants, whether that be voting or sharing. 

Since voting was classified as a major form of political participation and young adults see 

a relationship between political participation and Twitter use, the idea of Twitter as a tool 

for voter mobilization was present throughout conversations with young adults. Voter 

mobilization and political participation go hand in hand for politically active young 

adults. Since they have a passion for political participation, they are more likely to 

engage with content that echoes the need to go and vote. In this way, political 

participation and voter mobilization are connected for young adults. They saw this use of 

Twitter as an important factor in the 2018 midterm elections. 

Staying Informed. As recognized in the literature review, young adults hold the 

highest percentages for social media usage among all platforms, meaning that this age 
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group consumes the most social content online (Pew Research Center, 2018). Through 

this study, it was found that young adults have two primary reasons for utilizing Twitter 

as a social platform. News updates and entertainment content were the most common 

among participants. “I gravitate towards a lot of political stuff and political news, and 

then I also gravitate towards a lot of funny stuff, like I go to Twitter to find memes or 

videos. And then also pop culture,” (Vanessa, personal communication, February 13, 

2019). An overlap of these two types of content was also important for young adults, 

such as political satire. They appreciate humor and see it as an important quality in the 

content they consumer, whether that be news or entertainment. 

The concept of consuming news content on Twitter was important for young 

adults in their effort to stay informed with current events. By sharing news content and 

gaining additional information from what appears on their Twitter feed, young adults can 

be politically engaged on a platform that is familiar to them. Since all of the participants 

are politically active, Twitter is used a tool to stay informed about voting decisions and 

current events. Timeliness and convenience are important aspects of Twitter that appeal 

to young adults since they are busy with school and work. “When I get on Twitter, it's not 

as much as it used to be certainly, but when I do want to get information I want a brief 

snippet because I don't have time to read,” (Kristen, personal communication, March 12, 

2019). They perceive that they receive relevant content and information in real time, 

which contributes to their knowledge of the daily news cycle. 

Politically active young adults feel passionate about going to vote, and believe it 

is part of one’s civic duty to participate in the political process. News content is related 

back to this passion that young adults feel about voting and political participation. Since 
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all of the participants in this study actively vote, it is important for them to stay informed 

with issues and candidates. Twitter acts as a form of mobilization for young adults in 

keeping them informed and allowing them to share news content that can aid in their 

political participation. The consumption of news content and political messaging aids in 

this mobilization by keeping them informed on issues that will affect how they vote. 

It's just something I'm very passionate about, and I feel like people who are my 
age - the 2016 election really impacted us because I turned 18 in 2016 so it was 
my first big election that I could vote in. I definitely didn't expect it to be as 
intense and as dramatic as it was, so that has caused a lot of people my age to be 
interested in politics as opposed to different generations. There is also so much 
going on politically with the presidency and the most recent election that I like to 
stay up to date and I care about it. (Vanessa, personal communication, February 
13, 2019) 
 
Vanessa expresses why she feels the need to stay informed on Twitter and why 

she chooses to consume news content. Since politically active young adults have a 

passion for political participation, the consumption of news content on Twitter reflects 

that passion. It is important for young adults to stay up to date on issues, candidates, and 

events, and Twitter aids in their knowledge. Young adults use twitter in this way because 

they see the importance in staying informed. It is something they believe in, care about, 

and take pride in. 

With the use of Twitter as a news source, there is also a slight distrust in the 

validity of news content that young adults are consuming on Twitter. While not all young 

adults feel this way, Callie and Mark both had similar views on getting political news 

from Twitter. Callie discussed how she gets most of her news from Twitter, “which you 

know is terrible,” she said. She does not see Twitter as a legitimate news source because 

of the distrust surrounding news content and the perpetuation of misinformation. Mark, 
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who identifies as a moderate conservative, echoes the same feelings of distrust and 

discusses how it can be hard to find the truth through certain sources on Twitter. 

Charlotte, who identifies as a left-leaning moderate or democrat, discussed how she feel 

like it’s hard for Twitter to be used as a legitimate news source because it is classified as 

social media and not a news site.  

Young adults see Twitter as a platform that can be used to spread misinformation 

easily, which leads to feelings of frustration in getting news from Twitter. Natasha, who 

identifies as a democrat, sees Twitter as a propaganda tool at times, meaning that she 

thinks it can be used to spread false information and sway people’s opinions on certain 

issues. Since there are so many sources of information on their Twitter feeds, it can be 

easy to believe everything. “I take everything on Twitter with a grain of salt. People will 

say things that aren’t true, or turn a situation into something that it’s not,” (Cristina, 

personal communication, February 11, 2019). The perception of misinformation on social 

media contributes to these feelings of distrust. And while young adults have these 

feelings of distrust, this does not hinder their use of Twitter as a news source. Every 

participant said that they use Twitter to stay informed, which in turn contributes to their 

participation. 

The perception of the relationship between Twitter and politics is seen as mostly 

negative for young adults in terms of how political engagement is perceived. They allude 

to a Twitter division among the two parties and a polarization of different beliefs. 

Extreme messaging on both sides of the political spectrum contributes to this division 

that is seen on Twitter. Isolation of the two parties has become prominent on Twitter, as 

there is not much positive conversation between the two sides of the political spectrum. 
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Young adults see unwillingness to compromise as the source of personal attacks and 

Twitter fights among politicians and voters. 

I just really hate how Twitter has become this place to attack people. I feel like 
there could be such great dialogue between people, but like how people don’t 
want to talk face to face because they’re afraid of confrontation, but they can do it 
online. I just hate that aspect of social media, and I hate this culture that’s also 
created on social media were it’s cool to be a confrontational person. (Julia, 
personal communication, March 15, 2019) 

 There is also a feeling that people can say whatever they want on Twitter. Twitter 

has become a confrontational space for people with different beliefs. This relates back to 

the thought of misinformation on Twitter. Since Twitter is a quick source of news 

information, it is easy for users just to read the headlines of articles, which can be 

deceiving. Young adults see this as a problem for political discourse and debate when 

people are only getting their beliefs from headlines. While Twitter usage as a constant 

news source of political information for young adults can be a good thing, the quick 

headlines and perpetuation of misinformation on Twitter is something that concerns 

young adults in terms of their political engagement. This distrust on Twitter, however, 

does not prevent young adults from engaging on Twitter. They still see the importance in 

sharing information that can be used for voter mobilization. If anything, it makes them 

more likely to share content that they see as reliable in order to battle the feelings of 

distrust. 

Messaging on Twitter. As discussed in the literature review, the internet had 

changed the growth and reach of political participation. Social media has developed new 

forms of online conversations related to politics. This online conversation is present on 

Twitter, and participants in this study saw Twitter as an important tool in the 2018 

midterm elections. Young adults in this study saw Twitter as a platform for voter 
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mobilization in the 2018 midterm elections. They felt the importance of voting in the 

midterms based on the content that they saw on Twitter. The content that was present on 

their Twitter feeds served as a constant reminder to sign up to vote, as well as engaging 

with content that influenced people to go and vote. This content didn’t serve to convince 

people to vote for a certain candidate, but to reinforce the virtues of going to vote no 

matter what. 

Derek saw the role of Twitter as telling people to go out and vote because the 

midterms are just as important as the presidential election. He discusses how “get out the 

vote” messaging was prominent on Twitter in general, and how content on Twitter was 

trying to emphasize the importance of voting. Since the midterms focused more on 

localized issues as opposed to federal issues, Derek thought the role of Twitter was to 

remind people of how those issues affect them as a resident of their state. The importance 

of going to vote no matter your political identification was what mattered in the 

messaging. 

Cristina spoke about how it just felt important to go and vote in the times leading 

up to the midterms. She discussed how she participated in the “get out the vote” 

messaging on Twitter by posting about how she had registered and voted early in her 

midterm election. She said she was engaged with that aspect of Twitter the most – 

influencing people to go and vote, rather than telling people who they should vote for. 

Cristina also discussed the feeling of importance surrounding the Kavanaugh hearings, 

which were echoed by several other participants as well. The Kavanaugh hearings were 

about a month before the midterm elections, and it was fresh in the minds of young adults 

leading up to voting day. It was an important factor for many young adults in deciding 
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which candidates to vote for based on their opinions of the Kavanaugh hearings, and 

contributed to general feelings of frustration. 

I guess social media and Twitter in that way made the midterms seem so much 
more important. I never thought to vote in a midterm before, like I would vote in 
the primaries and the presidential election, but I had never voted in a midterm 
election before. I think about how divided everyone was about the Kavanaugh 
stuff, and it just felt more important to go and vote. I think younger people were 
making a big deal out of it too. It was such a heavy time – all the Kavanaugh 
stuff. It just felt like everyone needed to go and vote. (Cristina, personal 
communication, February 11, 2019) 
 
Natasha also spoke about the Kavanaugh hearings. She stated the importance of 

voting in general for the midterms, but that the Kavanaugh hearings reignited the 

importance of voting for her. She said she was focused on that if there were more women 

in congress during the time of the hearing that the outcome might’ve been different. This 

thought contributed to Natasha’s thought surrounding the midterms and how she paid 

attention to the diverse field of women candidates during the midterms. The Kavanaugh 

hearings sparked an importance in voting, but also brought light to issues that were 

important to young adults. Mark, who identifies as a moderate conservative, also 

discusses the Kavanaugh hearings in terms of a movement among women. He expressed 

that women were compelled to have a more active voice in government, not just from the 

Kavanaugh hearings outcome, but also from the 2016 election and controversies 

surrounding President Donald Trump. He alludes to how this contributed to the most 

diverse house election of women in 2018. 

Jessica, who identifies as a democrat, discusses how she felt like every tweet she 

saw was a message to go and vote on November 6. She can’t remember that happening in 

elections before this, and if it did, she doesn’t think it was to the extent as it was in 2018. 
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She stated how it felt important to vote because of the content she was seeing on Twitter. 

She was actively engaged with this type of content on Twitter. She said her number one 

reason for using Twitter during the midterms was getting people to vote. “I would say the 

number one role of Twitter was getting people to vote, because like what we saw in the 

2016 presidential election, it is important for people in their early 20s and early voting 

ages to go vote,” (Jessica, personal communication, February 5, 2019). Callie alluded to 

how social media has boosted the trendiness of voting with the “I voted” sticker selfie. 

She even commented on how some people are inclined to vote just so they can get a 

sticker and post about it on Twitter. She said this contributed back to voter mobilization 

and it becoming trendy to vote around certain elections. This can relate back to voter 

mobilization on social media for young adults, while highlighting the importance of 

voting no matter which candidate or platform is being chosen. 

The 2016 presidential election was an important event for politically active young 

adults. The 2016 election sparked a new revolution on Twitter that has allowed the 

platform to become a major political machine. Meredith, who identifies as a 

moderate/independent, discusses the 2018 midterms as less involved than the 2016 

presidential election, but still put emphasis on the importance of voting. She alluded to 

the fact that her generation is the least likely to vote in the midterm elections, so there 

was a huge push on Twitter in 2018 to get her specific generation to vote on a national 

level. She relates this back to the importance of voting that stemmed from the 2016 

presidential election because it was the first major election that this generation voted in. 

Mark and Meredith, who both identify as more conservative, discussed how Twitter 

became a more hostile environment in 2016 and they saw that trend escalate in 2018. 
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They feel like everyone became polarized on specific issues, which in turn contributed to 

the importance of making their voice heard, while encouraging others to do the same on 

Twitter. Natasha and Meredith, who both identify as democrat, also alluded to this same 

idea. They see a definite divide among political identifications on Twitter that was seen 

in 2016 and more aggressively in 2018. They still see the importance in voter 

mobilization regardless of who someone else is voting for. In this way, the 2016 

presidential election showed politically active young adults the importance of voting and 

encouraging others to vote even if they do not share the same political beliefs. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

 Social media engagement is changing the nature of politics and political 

participation, especially among young adults (Carlisle & Patton, 2013). This study 

focused on young adults’ perceptions of their Twitter use throughout the 2018 midterm 

election cycle. Social media has become big business in politics over the past 10 years, 

and various campaigns have begun to rely on this form of engagement in order to 

mobilize young voters (Bimber, 2014). Candidates have realized the impact that can be 

made on Twitter through political messaging. The 2018 midterm election cycle is an 

interesting event to look at how young adults perceived social media use based on the 

context of the 2016 presidential election. Young adults’ political engagement in the 2018 

midterms was the highest in recent decades. The 2016 presidential election was found to 

have a significant impact on how young adults in this study view the relationship between 

Twitter and political messaging. Young adults saw a shift in Twitter use during the 2016 

presidential election based on how Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton utilized their 

relative platforms. A strict divide of political identification was present on Twitter due to 

the nature of the political messaging. Young adults felt like Twitter was a hostile 

environment where users felt the need to attack beliefs that didn’t align with their own. 

This culture of Twitter as a space where users can say whatever they want led to various 

questions surrounding the role of social media in politics arose after the 2016 presidential 

election. 
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 This study utilized qualitative research methodology in the form of semi-

structured interviews with 14 politically active young adults from varying sides of the 

political spectrum. While there is a strong sense of scholarship surrounding the 

relationship between Twitter use and political participation, many studies fail to gauge 

the perspectives of young adults within the realm of the 2018 midterm election cycle. 

Perspectives are an important aspect in qualitative research, and studies that focus on 

social media and politics fail to gain perceptions through interviews. The sample focused 

on politically minded individuals who are interested in politics, because according to the 

theory of planned behavior, if attitudes towards a specific behavior are positive, young 

adults are more likely to participate (Eckstein et al., 2013). The theory of planned 

behavior offers an interesting perspective when looking at how politically active young 

adults engage on Twitter as it links beliefs and behaviors through behavior intention and 

attitudes towards a behavior. This means that if young adults feel positive towards their 

engagement on Twitter they are more likely to participate in it, which was found 

throughout the interviews with young adults. They enjoy utilizing Twitter as a platform 

for political engagement. 

The findings highlight two major themes that were found through conversations 

with young adults can be used to answer the original research questions of the study. 

Young adults see Twitter as a as a source for encouraging voter mobilization and as a site 

to express and reflect their own identities. They feel a strong personal connection to their 

engagement and the content that they interact with. The first research questions asked 

what was the perceived role of Twitter in young adults’ political participation during the 

2018 midterm election? As stated in the findings, young adults see a relationship between 
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their use of Twitter and their political participation. Many young adults see their political 

engagement on Twitter as a form of political participation, and if not, they see their 

engagement as a form of indirect participation. The term ‘political participation’ was 

most commonly associated with voting behavior for young adults, which supports 

previous literature on what is classified as political participation. Voting was seen as the 

primary form of political participation, and throughout the 2018 midterm election, young 

adults saw a connection to voting and their use of Twitter. But there is still a divide 

among young adults as to if their engagement on Twitter is truly classified as political 

participation. This perspective echoes the “digital divide” that is discussed by scholars in 

the literature review. There is so clear answer on if engagement on Twitter can be 

classified as a true form of political participation, but maybe a new form of political 

participation. This is important because as new techniques develop for political 

messaging there needs to be change in how these techniques are thought about in a digital 

world. Young adults see the importance of Twitter in politics, but still have questions as 

to how it contributes to the overall political process. 

Twitter is a social media platform that young adults look to for political 

information and current event news. This relates back to previous literature and research 

that shows how young adults utilize social media as a learning tool for politics (Bode, 

2016). Young adults consume news content by utilizing Twitter as a platform, which can 

relate back to Twitter as a learning tool for politics. It is a convenient source of 

information in the midst of their busy lives, which allows them to pick up on headlines, 

stories, and breaking news updates in real time. This was present throughout their Twitter 

engagement in the 2018 midterm elections, and contributed to how they used Twitter 
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during the timeframe of the midterm elections. For young adults, Twitter emphasized the 

importance of voting in the midterm elections. This emphasis on the importance of voting 

was present throughout content that young adults were consuming on Twitter, whether 

that be through promoted tweets, politicians, accounts they interact with, or their follower 

base. In this way, Twitter was used as a voter mobilization tool for young adults. The 

content that was present on their Twitter feeds served as a constant reminder to sign up to 

vote, as well as engaging with content that influenced people to go and vote. This content 

didn’t serve to convince people to vote for a certain candidate, but to reinforce the virtues 

of going to vote no matter what. 

The 2016 presidential election and the Kavanaugh hearings also highlighted the 

importance of voting throughout the 2018 midterm elections. Twitter has only grown in 

political engagement since the 2016 presidential election, and that specific election 

changed how young adults view their engagement. It became more important to vote 

based on past feelings from a unique election cycle. The Kavanaugh hearings, on the 

other hand, only reignited the fire of the importance of voting, especially among women. 

Young adults were able to see the political process in action, which was a direct effect of 

their voting behavior. These two events described by young adults as factors for 

increased voter mobilization messaging on Twitter were also two highly contested events 

that played out on Twitter as a platform. Twitter allowed for young adults to become 

highly engaged with these events and it changed their outlook on how to perceive an 

event based on political messaging on Twitter.  

The second research question asked how did young adults engage with political 

messaging in the 2018 midterm elections? Engagement on Twitter is a personal 
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expression for young adults. Liking, retweeting, and following accounts are seen as an 

extension of the user. Content that is shocking, relatable, or powerful received the most 

engagement from young adults because they feel a passion behind what they decide to 

interact with on Twitter. This passion stems from what they believe in, issues they care 

about, and their political beliefs, meaning that engagement with political messaging that 

aligns with someone’s political beliefs is more likely to be interacted with. Young adults 

feel strongly about the issues that matter to them and feel the need to share something 

that is powerful, personal, and relatable on Twitter. Retweets are seen as the most 

intimate form of engagement for young adults because they see that type of interaction as 

a true personal expression. 

Young adults are more likely to engage with political messaging that coincides 

with their political beliefs. An example of this would be left-leaning young adults 

interacting with content surrounding healthcare, social issues, and women’s rights, while 

right-leaning young adults interact with economic issues, gun rights, and tax regulations. 

These interactions relate back to the idea of self-reinforcement through online political 

expression (Cho et al., 2018). Twitter reinforces the partisan though process while also 

reinforcing political preferences (Cho et al., 2018). Sharing political beliefs is an 

important aspect of Twitter for young adults, especially related to their retweets. 

Retweets are seen as the most personal form of engagement for young adults, and the 

most personal form of expression and sense of self. This sense of self is an important 

realization in the use of Twitter. Young adults see their Twitter feed as an extension of 

themselves, meaning that if you want a good idea of who someone is, their Twitter feed is 

a good place to start online. This means that young adults are sharing and engaging with 
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content that is highly relevant to them, which makes their feeds good descriptors of who 

they are. 

The third research question asked what factors on Twitter, specific to candidate 

messaging, contributed to young voters’ engagement in the 2018 midterm election? The 

response to candidate messaging on Twitter from young adults offers a unique 

perspective into the type of content that they want to interact with. Young adults see the 

political atmosphere changing with Twitter. They see politicians becoming more casual 

and relatable in the space of Twitter. This finding relates back to previous literature and 

research done on candidate messaging and how young adults interact with certain types 

of messages. It was found in past studies that young adults appreciate and authentic voice 

from candidates online (Kreiss et al., 2018). This study contributes to previous studies by 

adding more perspectives on why young adults appreciate and interact with this type of 

content.  This feeling stemmed from the 2016 presidential election and continued into the 

midterms. Candidates with relatable and personal messaging on Twitter receive the most 

engagement from young adults. They want content that humanizes a candidate instead of 

a message that blends in with all the other political jargon on their timeline. Common 

man language is important for young adults on Twitter. They do not like legal or political 

jargon because it doesn’t feel genuine for them. Candidates who do not express this type 

of messaging relate more to young adults and the type of content they engage with on 

Twitter. Twitter is a place that young adults can relate to people and that is what is 

important about this type of candidate messaging. It shows that the foundation of social 

media is rooted in connections, which is why young adults personal about their 
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engagement. Relatable messaging that is used by candidates allows for better 

connections. 

Young adults also appreciate when they can tell that the messages are coming 

directly from a candidate instead of a team of social media managers. This creates a more 

personal connection between politicians and their constituents on Twitter by breaking 

down the barrier between the two. A belief in a candidate’s platform also contributes to a 

higher form of engagement among young adults. They are not going to retweet or like 

something that they don’t believe in, so candidates who share the same passion as young 

adults on certain issues will receive more engagement. Young adults see Twitter as a 

sarcastic, casual platform. They do not see the need for candidates or politicians to have 

such a clean image on Twitter. They appreciate candidates being relatable in a space 

where they engage with content that they feel a personal connection to. This type of 

candidate messaging is more likely to experience engagement from young adults. The 

relationship between politics and social media extends beyond this engagement. Social 

media is a form of relating to people, which can be applied to political messaging from 

candidates and to the political atmosphere as a whole. 

These finding suggest politics is changing given the nature of Twitter utilization 

from politicians and young adults. Twitter is used in a personal way for politically active 

young adults. This personal connection is important to them and they want to engage 

with content that they can relate to. This shows that in social media is a place to connect 

and relate, even when it comes to political messaging. Young adults were also asked 

about how Twitter use would continue in the 2020 presidential election. They see it 

growing in nature and echoing many of the same characteristics that were described 
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throughout the findings. Twitter is seen as a significant political platform for young 

adults and this means that the nature of political participation and political messaging is 

changing given the types of messages they are receiving and how they are receiving the 

messages. An important aspect to take away from the findings is the personal connection 

that young adults feel towards the messages they receive and the ones they choose to 

interact with. There are politicians who are changing the nature of political messaging on 

Twitter, such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and President Donald Trump, which allows 

for a different type of messaging to be explored. The significance of this study is to 

contribute to the growing body of knowledge surrounding how young adults interact with 

political messaging on social media. There is a shift in how young adults are using 

platforms to engage and it is important to understand the perspectives. While there are 

still debates surrounding the future of social media use in political participation and 

engagement, it is important to understand how as a platform has taken a role in a 

democratic society. While there are questions in the literature surrounding this topic, 

these findings illustrate that social media may both enable and restrict it’s role in 

promoting democracy. Young adults’ perceptions of their use of Twitter use goes beyond 

social media, but how it can be applied in a larger sense to political messaging in the 

utilization of Twitter. 

As with many scholarly studies, there are limitations within this research. First, 

this study does not set out to define the relationship between political engagement and 

social media. This study shows a perceived role of Twitter on young adults’ political 

participation within the 2018 election cycle, and cannot put a definition on the role of 

Twitter since it is based in perceptions. Second, this study only focuses on politically 
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active young adults, age 18-26. This excludes the perceptions of other age groups, as well 

as young adults within this group who are not politically engaged. This study also focuses 

on the use of Twitter, meaning participants will have had an active Twitter account 

during the election cycle. This excludes young adults who do not have this type of 

account, and excludes the analysis of other social media platforms. Third, because this 

study is qualitative, the findings will be analyzed through a thematic lens leading to 

generalized conclusions. The conclusions will not be applicable to every young adult’s 

engagement on Twitter during the 2018 midterm election, but is a basis for knowledge 

and perceptions of this phenomenon.  

Limitations can also offer a new perspective on the research. The qualitative 

findings in this study can be applied to quanitative research in giving reason behind the 

findings of a quantiative study. For example, Kearney (2018) found that partisan 

individuals create highly partisan networks on Twitter. This echoes the findings in this 

study that young adults create a network of beliefs in Twitter that coincide with their 

political ideology. This study allows for individual perspectives to be given to 

quantitative studies of the same nature by solidifying the findings and allows for further 

interpretation of quantitative research. This study also primarily focused on female 

participants, which could be seen as a limitation. This limitation could give future insight 

into the gender breakdown of political participation on social media. Since women had 

more activity and interest in politics during the in the 2018 midterm election, it opens a 

door into questions about the differences between men and women’s interactions on 

Twitter (Lawless & Fox, 2018). The 2018 midterm elections have given women a 

catalyst for their voice, and future research can go more in depth on their perceptions of 
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these interactions and if there is actually a difference between how men and women 

interact on Twitter. 

This study cannot fully examine all the subsets within the engagement on Twitter 

and political participation throughout the 2018 midterm election. Another limitation is the 

scope of research within this study. There will still be questions regarding the use of 

Twitter and political participation, as well as questions regarding other platforms of 

social media and different age groups. This leaves room for future research to be done 

within this field of study. 

 There are many paths to researching social media and political participation. This 

study serves to explore a specific platform, age group, and timeframe, which is an 

important step within the qualitative study of political engagement and social media. The 

direction for future research could have numerous possibilities, including diving deeper 

into the perceptions of young adults. This study presented a limitation in the number of 

young adults interviewed, so adding more perspective with more differing demographics 

could yield further findings and results. The differing demographics and segmentation of 

demographics could offer a deeper insight into individual perceptions among groups, 

instead of making broad generalizations about young adults. Segmentation through 

gender, political identification, or race could offer new insights into how social media 

and politics is perceived. 

 The findings can also spark ideas into future research. Many studies focus on 

retweets on Twitter and the findings in this study show that retweets are more personal 

and relatable. Future research could focus on likes, which young adults classify as more 

casual but still relatable. Twitter is also becoming less private when it comes to likes and 
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favorites. Notification are given for popular tweets, meaning that your followers can 

more frequently see what you have liked. Future studies can relate back to how the lack 

of privacy impacts what content young adults interact with. This also relates to the idea of 

a public identity versuses a private self. This idea can tie into engagement on Twitter in 

researching how young adults see those concepts connect to their interactions. 

 Another path of research could focus on a different platform of social media 

engagement, or look at social media use from the campaign perspective instead of the 

perspective of voters. Looking at a comparative study where campaigns and voters share 

their perspectives on social media use could bridge the gap between understanding what 

goes into social media. Since much of the research done within the realm of the 

relationship between political engagement and social media is quantitative, future studies 

could apply quantitative techniques to make sense of thematic commonalities among 

politically engaged young adults. The use of social media and political engagement is a 

relationship that deserves to be studied for the future of political communication, 

allowing new insights to be found about this constantly evolving field of study. 
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Appendix 

Table 1. 

Individuals interviewed, age, political identification 

 

Interview Questions. 

The interview questions were broken down in groups that will be able to add perspective 

and answers to my overall research questions presented earlier in the methodology 

section. The basis for the questions asked focused on the 2018 midterm elections for a 

current perspective, while adding questions about the 2016 presidential election for 

Name Age Political Identification 

Julia 24 Republican 

Natasha 23 Democratic/Progressive 

Kristen 25 Moderate; former Republican 

Jessica 23 Democrat 

Mark 24 Moderate Conservative 

Addison 23 Democrat 

Lydia 22 Democrat or Socialist Democrat 

Derek 22 Democrat 

Callie 24 
Libertarian/Conservative – typically  

votes Republican 

Erica 24 Moderate  

Cristina 23 Democrat 

Meredith 24 Moderate/Independent, but leaning Conservative 

Charlotte 22 Left-leaning moderate/Democrat 

Vanessa 20 Democrat 
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context, and alluding to the 2020 presidential election for future insight. For RQ 1, the 

following interview questions will be presented to individuals: 

For RQ 1, the following interview questions will be presented to individuals: 

RQ 1: What was the perceived role of Twitter in young adults’ political participation 

during the 2018 midterm elections? 

Key concepts: The role of Twitter and Twitter use to the interviewee; Political 

participation and Twitter relationship to the interviewee 

7. How do you use twitter in your everyday life? 

a. How many times a day? 

b. Primary reasons for using twitter? 

c. What role does this platform play in your social interactions? 

8. What type of content do you find interesting, meaningful, of personal value? 

a. Why do you gravitate towards this type of content? 

9. Would you consider yourself politically engaged? – on Twitter? 

a. How would you define political participation – what does this mean to 

you? 

10. Where do you get political information/current event news on Twitter? 

a. Why do you pay attention to this content? 

b. How do you interact with this content? - engagement 

11. How would you describe the relationship between your use of Twitter and your 

political participation? 
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a. Were you more inclined to vote based on the messages you saw on 

Twitter? – why or why not? 

12. Describe the role of twitter in the 2018 midterm election. 

a. How do you think the 2016 presidential election influenced the role of 

Twitter? 

i. How does it compare to the 2018 midterms? 

b. How did you find yourself using Twitter during the 2018 midterms? 

 

For RQ 2, the following interview questions will be presented to individuals: 

RQ 2: How did young adults engage with political messaging in the 2018 midterm 

election on Twitter? 

Key concepts: Engagement on Twitter of the interviewee; Political messaging on Twitter 

5. What are your typical forms of engagement on Twitter?  

a. How often do you do this? Why? 

b. Who do you interact with on Twitter? 

c. What prompts your engagement on Twitter? 

6. Who do you follow on Twitter? 

a. How do you decide who to follow? What are the reasons for following 

them? 

7. What is important for you to interact with/share? (Politicians, hashtags, news 

organizations, etc.) 

a. What prompts this interaction? 
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8. What types of political messages were significant for you during the 2018 

midterm elections? (social issues, videos, etc). 

a. Why did they stand out? 

b. Describe their significance. 

c. How did these messages tie in with your engagement? 

 

For RQ 3, the following interview questions will be presented to individuals: 

RQ 3: What factors on Twitter, specific to candidate messaging, contributed to young 

voters’ engagement in the 2018 midterm election? 

Key concepts: Candidate messaging on Twitter perceptions 

6. Which candidates did you follow on Twitter? – Why? 

a. How did you decide which candidate(s) to follow? 

7. How did their messaging on Twitter contribute to if you followed or not? 

a. How did you engage with these candidates? 

8. What types of messages stood out to you? 

a. Which types of messages elicited the most response or engagement from 

you? 

b. Did any type of message encourage you to engage more? 

9. Do you think your engagement played a role in how you chose to vote? 

10. What aspects of your engagement influenced how you chose to vote? 

a. How did this influence your vote? 

 


