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ABSTRACT

In the following workshop paper we provide a brief
overview of existing research on technologies that have
been used to engage the citizenry in the electoral process in
the United States. We trace the early use of USENET for
political discourse through the recent reliance of political
candidates on social networking technologies for
mobilizing support and engaging with the public. We use
this prior research to identify a series of challenges that
campaigns and issue groups may face when utilizing
technology to engage in public discourse. Although we
focus on the political discourse in the United States, our
research has broader applications for understanding
political coordination and discourse throughout the world.
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INTRODUCTION

The Internet has already demonstrated the ability to
democratize communication and facilitate interaction
between geographically and ideologically disparate
individuals. Social networking technologies allow for
individuals to seek out others to engage in discourse.
Political discourse is one of the most common forms of
discourse on these social networking sites. In the 2010
election, 73% of individuals used a social networking site to
obtain political information [19]. This political participation
varied from using these sites for information consumption
purposes to participating in discourse with other citizens
who may or may not share similar ideology.
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Technology has been recently utilized to organize protests
and revolutions throughout the world and this has been met
with varying success [23]. Information and communication
technologies (ICTs), such as Facebook and Twitter, have
been attributed to facilitating protests that have lead to the
overthrow regimes in the Middle East and North Africa by
some [1], while some have claimed that the role of these
technologies in coordinating revolutions may be
exaggerated [8] and a proxy for physical coordination.
Even with this skepticism, social networking sites have
been used to disseminate information and coordinate
protests on smaller-scales in the past [6; 13]. Recently, the
“Occupy Wall Street” social movement in the United States
has used social networking sites to facilitate and coordinate
activity in the physical world [4]. These two recent
examples illustrate the capability of social media to
coordinate widespread geographically disparate social
movements towards physical activity.
As more individuals begin to adopt technology for political
purposes, the technological affordances that enable
effective discourse become increasingly important. Political
discourse in the physical world was often constrained by
geographical proximity [3; 10], but technology facilitates
discourse independent of geography which enables
individuals to engage with others on a number of topics and
keep a record of these interactions [10]. The introduction of
technological-mediation into the facilitation of political
discourse introduces many challenges such as the lack of
common affordances between and within technologies and
the variety in adoption by participants.
The increasing reliance on technology to facilitate political
and societal discourse and as a mechanism for collective
intelligence purposes illustrates the need to better
understand how to facilitate effective technologically
mediated discourse. We intend to use this workshop as a
forum for refining our research agenda and share our
current work. Through our analysis of political discourse
we have identified a number of challenges to effective
discourse including: citizen awareness of tools for
engagement, existence of critical mass within the tools and
designing to eliminate noise within the tools. We believe

that the workshop would allow us to share our ideas with
other researchers and develop a better understanding of how
to address and examine some of our research questions.
In the following section, we provide a brief overview of the
literature pertaining to technologically mediated political
discourse to include a brief description of our previous and
ongoing work in Facebook and Twitter. We use this section
to ground our analysis in previous research. We then
provide a description of areas that we are currently
exploring in relation to technologically mediated political
discourse in the context of the upcoming 2012 election
cycle. We close with a section that attempts to address
some of the design implications of our questions.

In the 2008 election, 46% of adult Internet users sought
political information online [24]. This number increased to
73% in the 2010 election with 22% of the total adult
Internet users using a social networking site to participate in
the political process in 2010 [19]. The 2010 election cycle
also found a significant increase in focus on Twitter with
the then Republican House minority using Twitter to
engage with citizens [22].

Each new technology to facilitate technologically mediated
discourse has brought about new technological affordances
for users to engage with each other. Some of the earliest
research in large scale technologically mediated discourse
on the Internet focused on comment streams in USENET in
both political and non-political groups [7; 9; 11]. One of the
benefits of large-scale discourse networks facilitated by
technologies such as USENET was the ability to expose
individuals to others with differing viewpoints, helping to
facilitate ideologically disparate discourse [12].

Even with the increasing use of social networking sites by
political candidates research on activity within the social
network remains limited. Early research on the political use
of social networking sites has found that individuals join
the candidate pages or groups to engage with others that
share their viewpoints and to engage with the candidate [2;
25]. This research was done on earlier iterations of social
networking sites and it is likely that such activity has
changed. For example, in recent research by the authors, we
found that dissenting viewpoints were common in the Tea
Party Patriots Facebook group and that the administrators
would sometimes remove comments from individuals who
did not agree with viewpoints expressed by individuals in
the group [18]. We also found that individuals only utilize
the technologically afforded direct addressal mechanism of
“@” 38% of the time. This has significant implications for
discourse that we discuss in the next section.

There was no prior research identified by the authors
regarding political candidate utilization of USENET for
mobilization or engagement with the public. Early use of
technologies by political candidates such as static websites
in both state and national elections found that the Internet
was used as an electronic campaign brochure and as a way
to conduct minimal fundraising [5; 14].

Other research on social networking sites has looked at
electoral effects of activity and found moderate gains when
certain patterns of use are observed [29; 30]. Research on
the 2008 Primary Candidates Facebook pages identified
how social networking sites tended to be representative of
the Habermasian public sphere [20; 21]. This research
illustrated that many individuals only contribute once.

The 2000 election was the first election in which the
Internet was widely used to disseminate information and
accept campaign donations. Even though individuals were
using the Internet more to participate in political activity,
the content disseminated by candidates was still limited. In
the 2004 Presidential Election, Howard Dean was the first
presidential candidate to use blogs to provide dynamic
content and facilitate discourse among supporters [26; 28].
The use of technology to engage with the public in the 2004
election, coupled with the increasing use of Facebook by
the general public in 2006, found the wider adoption of
social networking sites for political purposes in the 2006
mid-term election [31].

We extend this prior research in our analysis of the “Join
the Coffee Party Movement” Facebook group (Coffee
Party) during the 2010-2011 timeframe. The Coffee Party
was a group started on Facebook that was to embody the
ideals of open discourse and civil deliberation. We have
analyzed the Coffee Party to identify networks of
participation, the existence of deliberative discourse, how
individuals utilize the technological affordances for
discourse and the framing of parent posts by the
administrators of the page and how this effects participation
[15; 16; 18]. Through this work we have identified a set of
challenges associated with technologically mediated
discourse and participation that we outline in the following
section.

PRIOR WORK

The 2008 Presidential Election built on earlier efforts of
using the Internet through the utilization by all three of the
Democratic primary candidates of social media to include
Facebook, Twitter and other communication modes such as
e-mail. President Barack Obama was the first Presidential
Candidate to fully embrace the Internet and had a dedicated
staff of 200 individuals working on social media strategy
and engagement which lead to the collection of over 3
million supporters on his Facebook page along with 15
million other supporters on other platforms [27].

LOOKING FORWARD TO THE 2012 ELECTION

In previous work, we have identified a series of challenges
in the utilization of technology in the process of civic
engagement [17]. These challenges guide a significant
amount of our analysis of technologically-mediated
interaction and include: citizen awareness of tools for
engagement, existence of critical mass within the tools and
designing to eliminate noise within the tools. Each of these

challenges introduces a barrier to widespread adoption of
tools and technologies for civic engagement. It is important
to address each of these challenges in engagement strategies
and technology design. We now present each of these three
challenges and discuss how they may apply to the context
of the 2012 election.
Challenge #1: Citizen Awareness of the Tools
Citizens must be aware of technology in order to use it.
Barack Obama’s successful use of his own personal social
networking platform and website, my.barackobama.com
was a result of his campaign’s strategy to make the website
an integral part of the campaign. All of the peripheral
presences that Obama had on social networks, including the
15 million followers he had spread throughout Facebook
and other social networks all pointed citizens back to his
website allowing for a successful presence in a niche
platform. In this way, Obama connected public media
where he did not control the message back toward a private
site where he did control the message.
Candidate message control on social media will become
more difficult as citizen awareness spreads. The candidates
in the 2010 election and the upcoming 2012 election are
relying less on bespoke technologies and are using widely
adopted technologies such as Facebook and Twitter. Even
with citizen awareness of the tools (they already have
accounts), there is another level of awareness that must be
established and that is developing the awareness of where
the discourse is.
In Facebook, there are groups for each of the candidates in
the 2012 Republican Primary race, but there are many
parent posts on each page with different topical areas of
discourse. In addition to candidate specific pages, there are
pages for specific primary contests and issues that are being
debated. Similarly in Twitter, there are official candidate
accounts, but new hashtags are created surrounding new
issues, debates, polls or elections. Without awareness of
these hashtags or presence of other groups or parent posts
of discourse individuals will not be able to engage with
others. In some cases, hashtags may not emerge until right
before an event making it difficult for some to find the
appropriate hashtag.
Challenge #2: Existence of critical mass within the tools
One of the challenges cited in early research in political use
of social networking sites was the lack of overall
engagement in each tool [21; 25]. One of the reasons for
this was the lack of a critical mass of individuals who
would use the technology at all or return to engage on more
than one occasion. These problems can be overcome with
design solutions such as users being able to identify other
users that they know who are using the technology or users
being able to recommend other users who may be interested
in the technology based on their engagement in similar
technologies or similar domains. This can be done by
establishing groups or “circles” of individuals similar to

Google+ or in the case of Twitter recommending
appropriate hashtags for discussions of interest.
The high adoption rates of tools such as Facebook, Twitter,
Google+ and Tumblr means that candidates can focus their
efforts in a small subset of technologies to reach a
significant majority of the citizenry that has adopted
technology to obtain political information as illustrated by
the recent surveys. The important aspect of these campaigns
is to fully engage with the critical mass that exists and build
up groups of supporters in which to narrow the engagement
angle.
As identified in the previous section discussing awareness,
critical mass is an important aspect of productive discourse.
Without knowledge of the correct hashtag, group or parent
post where discourse is occurring, discourse specific critical
mass may be difficult even with the large presence of
individuals in these technologies. Even though hundreds of
thousands of individuals are members of these groups and
may follow candidates or hashtags on Twitter, the lack of
knowledge of the discussion might mean that individuals
don’t utilize the technology for discourse. Therefore,
awareness of the technology and presence of discourse is
closely related to establishing critical mass.
Challenge #3: Designing to eliminate noise within the tools
A common challenge with broadcast technology is that
there is a lot of perceived noise by individuals in these
technologies. In our analysis of the Tea Party Patriots
group, we found that there was a limited amount of
discourse when informal mechanisms of direct addressal
were used [18]. The reason for this was that it was difficult
for individuals to be aware of, or find comments directed
towards them.
As a result of these challenges, it is important for
technologies to highlight conversational threads through
both formal and informal direct addressal mechanisms.
Twitter has encouraged the use of the @ mention to directly
address others, but other social networking sites such as
Facebook have yet to fully promote this as a means of
interaction with others. Many individuals are not aware of
the technological affordance of tagging others in a post and
in the case of our analysis of the Tea Party Patriots group,
individuals did not correctly use the technological
affordance which limited its efficacy. In the case of
Facebook, one limitation of such a technological affordance
may be that there are settings that limit the ability of users
to tag others. This is an area we are currently research in
relation to discourse in political groups.
In the 2012 election cycle, citizens and candidates will have
an abundance of tools to engage each other in discourse and
it will be important that the appropriate affordances are
implemented and promoted. Tools like Twitter enable the
broadcast of information with a hashtag included. For
participants who are trying to follow a widely used hashtag,
certain discourse (spam) may be distracting, while others

may be unaware of the existence of the discourse limiting
their ability to participate. Therefore, it is important to
identify how to overcome this noise and display
information of importance to these individuals.
IMPLICATIONS FOR OTHER DOMAINS

We ground our examination of technologies to engage the
citizenry in discourse in the political domain, specifically
United States electoral politics. Although this work is
focused on political activity and engagement, our findings
and guiding research questions apply to a number of other
domains. The manner in which individuals find others who
they want to engage in discourse with and how they ground
their discourse is important to explore. As most individuals
use a small subset of tools, tool awareness and critical mass
are not as significant of an issue. The two issues in other
domains would be awareness of where the discourse is
happening and having to manage trust relationships and
peripheral relationships that constitute “noise”. It is further
important that users are able to do this without being
required to manage multiple lists and fine grained security
settings.
The 2011 uprisings in the Middle East illustrate the
important of understanding where discourse and
coordination activity are occurring and also establishing
trust relationships with those individuals providing the
information. The coordination of protests in certain
technologies required both the knowledge by the
individuals of the location of the coordination information
and the trust by the participants that the information was
valid. Additionally, those organizing the protests had to
ensure that a critical mass of individuals were reached with
the information to ensure a large physical turnout.
Recent scandals reported in the domain of college sports
have generated a significant amount of discourse in social
media such as Twitter. One of the greatest problems with
identifying the streams of discourse is discovering where
this discourse is occurring. In the case of the recent Penn
State University scandal, new hashtags such as #psucharges
emerged to facilitate discourse about one aspect of the
situation. Conversation still happened independent of the
hashtag as many were not aware of it, or were using other
hashtags such as “#pennstate” or “#weare.” This makes
identifying where the discourse is happening even more
difficult. Analysis of the Occupy Wall Street movement
identified over 100,000 hashtags associated with the
discourse on Twitter and our ongoing analysis of 2012
election discourse on Twitter has identified previously
unknown hashtags on a daily basis.
This problem of awareness is most pronounced in emergent
events. Most breaking news events have similar awareness
and information noise problems. For example, disasters
often have hashtags or groups that emerge very soon after
the occurrence, but some of the early messages that are
most important to understanding what happened or

facilitating help may not be in an identifiable stream of
discourse. Others use very generic tags, such as
#earthquake that may cause confusion as to the specific
event being referred to.
As previously mentioned, another unexplored challenge in
the context of participating in discourse is trust and
verifiability of information. In the context of breaking news
and controversial information, misinformation or nonverified information may be relayed through a social
network at a rapid pace. This propagation of false
information may lead to negative information about
individuals in the context of a scandal or may harm relief
efforts in the context of a disaster. All of these challenges
must be balanced with facilitating exchange of information
in technologically mediated environments. This balance can
be achieved though analysis of an individual’s network
position and analysis of their previous discourse. Although
there are some drawbacks to this in the situation of a new
event account.
COLLECTIVE INTELLIGENCE CONTRIBUTIONS

Public discourse is rapidly evolving through the use of
various technologies. Social media platforms are not
technologically homogeneous. Each social media platform
enables the development of many distinct contexts and each
platform includes an immeasurable number of topics that
are not fully catalogued. Promotion of and participation in
different topics is dominated by a few notable memes;
namely discourse between individuals, discourse in
declared groups and public discourse. Therefore, each of
these technologies and the interactions that occur within
them do not constitute one specific technological context.
Instead, each of these platforms is, in effect, a transport
protocol for public and semi-public discourse. Each of the
technologies and the contexts must be examined in both a
narrow and general context to understand how they
facilitate or hinder discourse and how this translates to
action both online and in the physical world.
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