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Abstract 

 

The Politics of Prioritization: 
How Twitter Reflects A Senator’s Attention  

 

Annelise Russell, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Bryan D. Jones 

 

Political agenda-setting research primarily studies how political institutions direct 

policy attention and gives little consideration to individual decision-making 

(Baumgartner and Jones 2009; Kingdon 1995; Baumgartner et al. 2011).  This 

dissertation examines policymakers’ strategic communications to illuminate the 

important but less understood agenda-setting patterns of individuals. The normalization 

of social media platforms, like Twitter, gives U.S. senators a new platform to aggregate 

their policy priorities into a complex agenda that reveals individual decision-making and 

prioritization. Senators face pressures from constituents, the party, and the institution that 

lead them to structure unique agenda setting patterns that have implications for both 

policy and representation. Using a new dataset of all tweets by U.S. senators, I offer new 

insight into how individual senators divide their limited attention. First, senators must 

strike a balance between policy and representation because attention to policy results in 

less time for constituent issues.  Second, for political priorities, there is an asymmetric 

pattern of partisan attention such that Republicans prioritize politics and use partisan 

rhetoric more often in their political communication. By using a hybrid media measure 
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like Twitter, I glean useful insight into a politician’s agenda to not only understand how 

politicians rank issues but more broadly the role of policy, politics and representation 

within a senator’s agenda.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Most Americans know very little about their senators. This phenomenon is 

nothing new as former Senator Everett Dirksen noted a widespread misperception is the 

business of a senator is conducted on the floor.1  In reality, a senator exercises little 

discretion over what happens on the floor of the chamber (Walker 1977), but senators 

have the capacity for influence through their individual agendas.  Politicians’ political 

power not only stems from the strategic actions they take in Congress, but also from the 

strategic choices they make about how to prioritize their time and attention.  A senator’s 

individual agenda reveals not only his issue preferences, but how his policy, political, and 

representation priorities are balanced with limited attention and the trade-offs that result. 

Traditional agenda setting typically considers how groups set their priorities —

 the set of issues that are the subject of decision making and debate within a given 

political system at any one time (Baumgartner 2001). Agenda setting research exists 

across numerous political venues and global political systems, but how we understand 

agenda setting at the individual level is one of the newest and less understood aspects of 

agenda setting.  Few studies look at the agendas of individuals (Sevenans et al. 2015; 

2016), and in the U.S. Congress the lion share of studies on individual politicians is 

specific to congressional voting behavior.  But how these individuals filter the 

information that then leads to votes — and the communications patterns that reveal 

lawmaker priorities — are what this dissertation aims to examine and better explain. 

Individual agenda setting is more complex than a rank ordering of policy issues 

because lawmakers must juggle politics, media, and constituents in their daily 

                                                
1 Dirksen Center "What a United States Senator Does" 
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schedule.  The policy-centric focus of political agendas is largely due to methodological 

challenges and the interests of public policy scholars, but the rise of social media and new 

media technologies offer new leverage in how we understand agenda setting and attention 

in Congress.  Politicians are using Twitter as a daily agenda-setting platform that not only 

offers a window into their policy priorities but also contextualizes those priorities with 

competing concerns from politics to representation. Twitter aggregates those priorities 

while also offering a new entry point for an audience that is publicly accessible. Twitter 

reveals how attention is allocated within a complex agenda where policy is only a small 

piece of a larger puzzle.  

This research uses a new dataset of more than 180,000 tweets to understand how 

those puzzle pieces — policy, constituent, and political priorities — fit together and the 

strategic choices that are made as a result.  Attention, even on the open-platform of 

Twitter — is limited and how attention is distributed will skew what an individual 

politician prioritizes.  That limited attention leads to trade-offs where politicians must 

decide what is prioritized at the expense of other goals and responsibilities. Those choices 

are often affected by institutional, constituent, and partisan pressures that lead to 

predictable patterns of attention allocation that have never before been studied at the 

individual level. 

How a senator structures his time may be less known, but the implications of his 

agenda and how he divides his attention will define not only his presence in Congress but 

his relationship with his constituents.  A senator who spends the lion share of his time on 

constituent correspondence will deliver different representation than a policy leader on 

healthcare.  In 1952, the magazine Commentary, detailed the work of then-senator 

Herbert H. Lehman by noting that a senator is not just a person but an institution.  

Senators and their staff work as a collective unit with a unique agenda that reflects 
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strategic choices about where to spend a senator’s time and resources.  Senator Dirksen 

said a senator must juggle being responsive to his constituents and the nation as whole — 

but there is no formula for how to strike that balance.  Each senator must decide those 

priorities most important to their long-term goals and how to communicate those 

priorities so they become part of the political discussion. 

A representative’s major problem is not how to vote but rather how to spend his 

or her time, allocate resources, and where to put his or her energy (Bauer et al. 1963). 

Members of Congress consistently face more demands for their attention than they are 

able to address, and they must balance those demands with their own re-election 

aspirations.  They need to present a record of responsiveness and accountability to 

constituents while at the same time addressing policy problems, listening to constituents, 

and engaging in partisan politics. One way they juggle these many responsibilities is 

through strategic communication — highlighting their preferences, priorities, and 

accomplishments to build a record on which they can run. Strategically targeted 

communications highlight politicians’ preferred considerations, which citizens use to 

make voting decisions (Druckman 2004). A senator’s daily agenda is constantly in flux 

and for politicians the trick is not only to make the meetings or deadlines, but also to 

make sure the public and constituents know just how tirelessly their senators work on 

their behalf.  Senators make strategic choices about what makes it onto their agenda, and 

they do so knowing that by communicating their priorities and preferences they frame the 

relationships between themselves and constituents, the media, and special interests. 

Republican Sen. Chuck Grassley from Iowa says the essence of representative 

government is the communication between senators and their constituents, and in order to 
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serve a broader constituency and have influence, communication is vital.2 Grassley says 

he communicates with constituents in many ways — television, radio — but mass 

communication is important to stimulate constituent thinking on issues.  Sen. Grassley is 

a professional when it comes to finding new ways to connect with constituents in the age 

of social media.  In 2014, he was featured on the popular news aggregator Buzzfeed for 

his famous Twitter dialogue that regularly details visits to Dairy Queen, Northern Iowa 

basketball games, and the occasional hunting trip.  For instance, in 2009, the senator 

shared the trials and tribulations of burning brush on his farm when his pants leg caught 

on fire.  In 2012, he welcomed the new Pope to Twitter touting it as a useful tool. 

 

Illustration 1: Sen. Chuck Grassley’s Fire Tweet 

 

Illustration 2: Sen. Chuck Grassley’s Tweet to the Pope 

                                                
2 “A Day in the Life of Senator Grassley.” YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nBnD8uaH1Ds 
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While details of his brush pile successes (or failures) don’t necessarily offer a 

window into his Senate agenda, he is right that new communication platforms like 

Twitter can be useful for political actors.  Scholars and politicians alike highlight 

Twitter’s utility for constituent service, but those messages reveal much more about an 

elite actors’ agenda beyond just town hall meetings or regional politics.  Lawmakers use 

political communication to contour their personal brand and encourage a dialogue.  It is 

that dialogue that then becomes the vehicle for expressing a senator’s priorities while in 

office.  For example, just a day before tweeting about the brush fire Grassley was on 

Twitter talking about healthcare discussions with constituents. Senators must sort through 

an oversupply of information, partisan cues, and constituency demands as they filter their 

attention across numerous issues communicated in their Twitter feeds.  Twitter fosters 

what Grassley refers to as “a politician’s responsibility” to let people know what he is 

doing, how he is doing it, and what he believes. 

For senators, communicating their agenda is vital to their long-term success 

because they don’t just want to stimulate constituent thinking; they want to frame the 

debate.  The introduction of social media platforms like Twitter gives senators the 

opportunity to directly advertise their agenda to both elite and public interests. Social 

media not only offers politicians a new platform to connect with constituents on the 

issues most important to them, it offers a window into a senator’s individual agenda 

setting process. I introduce a new dataset of Senate tweets that is the most extensive and 

detailed of its kind. I collected, by hand, all 180,000 senate tweets from 1995 to 2010 and 

characterized them across more than two-dozen variables. The result is an expansive 

dataset with details that can reveal senators’ strategic choices about how to communicate 

the priorities that maximize their interests. All senators want to be re-elected (Mayhew 

1974), but how they communicate that goal is different from senator to senator.  Just as 
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the policy priorities of rural Iowa are different from the policy problems of downtown 

Los Angeles, a senator’s Twitter agenda reflects the unique choices they have in how 

they represent their state.   

Research in political science up to this point has focused on the agenda-setting 

capacity of institutions — how does Congress or the administration decide what solutions 

are considered? My work stems from previous agenda-setting scholarship but builds a 

new line of research that focuses more narrowly on individual agenda formation rather 

than the system- or institutions-level analysis. Traditional agenda setting is the 

organizational analogue to attention allocation at the individual level (Jones and 

Baumgartner, 2005), but unlike prior agenda setting studies (e.g. Cobb and Elder, 1972; 

Kingdon 1995; Baumgartner and Jones 1993), the composition of individual agendas is 

founded on more than just a filtering of policy issues. My research assumes that 

individuals must also make strategic choices about how they also integrate politics and 

representation into their agendas.  I disaggregate the multiple priorities within an 

individual agenda — policy, politics, and constituents— to measure not only what 

external factors influence agenda setting but how these multiple priorities impact each 

other. 

The implications of elected officials’ attention affect both the policy process and 

democratic representation, but political science has spent less time on the mechanisms 

behind the distribution of lawmakers’ priorities.  The underlying political interests — and 

how those interests work in concert with one another — of congressional members are 

rarely tallied in a systematic way (Smith 2007).  How senators strategically communicate 

their priorities has been studied as a function of many variables, including constituency 

connections (Fenno, 1978; Arnold, 1992; Sulkin, 2005), goals (Evans, 1994; Mayhew, 

1974; Fenno, 1978), trade-offs between policy and credit claiming (Grimmer, 2013), and 
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congressional leadership (Rohde, 1991; Jenkins and Monroe, 2012), but little research 

considers these variables’ concurrent influence.  This research examines a senator’s 

individual agenda as a complex division of attention according to the pressures he faces 

as a partisan, a member of Congress, and a representative of his constituents.  These 

pressures affect the decision-making process of an individual senator. Sometimes they are 

countervailing forces (e.g. supporting one’s party on an issue that constituents disagree 

with) but they also work in tandem (e.g. committee leaders and party leaders advancing 

legislation together).  

Measuring the impact of party, institution, and constituent pressure on senators’ 

attention is difficult as earlier studies of non-legislative behaviors have largely relied on 

case study and observational analysis (Mayhew, 1974; Fenno, 1978).  This type of 

research, in turn, has limited politician-specific scholarship across an entire population of 

lawmakers. The adoption of social media for political communication offers a new and 

adaptable method for empirically measuring individual attention across priorities.  

Congressional communication is a common topic of research — such as how members 

communicate with citizens, constituents, and the public at large (Lipinski & Neddenriep, 

2004; Oleszek, 2007; Thurber, 2003; Johnson, 2004, Goelbeck et al. 2010) — but 

comparatively little is known how Twitter fits into existing communication norms. A 

senator’s agenda on Twitter is not necessarily constrained by the party, the institutional 

agenda, or the editorial staff at the local paper. The introduction of new media 

technologies, like Twitter, provides a platform that bypasses the traditional media filter 

and captures attention throughout the political process without overt constraints from the 

floor or party agenda. By examining a social media platform like Twitter, we can assess 

party, institution, and constituent influence, and begin to build a more complex 

understanding about how senators make trade-offs in attention among their priorities.  
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This dissertation is composed of six substantive chapters. The next chapter details 

the theoretical foundations of my dissertation.  I review the traditional definition of policy 

agenda setting within political institutions, and offer a new framework for how we 

understand agenda setting by individual lawmakers across both policy and non-policy 

priorities. Typically we refer to the policy attention of institutions, but this research offers 

one of the first discussions of the agenda-setting capacity of individual senators.  I argue 

that lawmakers’ priorities are responsive to three pressures: their party, their constituents, 

and the institution.  These simultaneous pressures affect the relative attention that a 

policymaker allocates to communicating these priorities. This research suggests those 

individual-level dynamics are more than just noise within the larger political system, but 

rather there is micro-level heterogeneity that can be and should be explained to better 

understand both representation and the policy process. 

Next, in chapter three I propose a new medium, Twitter, for analyzing those 

priorities. Lawmakers are adapting new strategies to communicate with constituents, 

journalists, and special interests, and are no longer relying on newspapers and newsletters 

to frame their political brand. I discuss the advantages of new media platforms like 

Twitter for lawmakers, including its low-cost and public platform, control of the 

message, and multi-directional communication. Twitter offers a window into politicians’ 

decision making and provides new and previously unknown details of how politicians 

prioritize their agenda in pursuit of re-election.  

In chapter four, I detail a new, 180,000 dataset of all senate tweets from the 113th 

and 114th Congresses, collected and coded across more than two-dozen variables.  I 

examine who is using Twitter and how it compares to other media measures. Twitter adds 

a fundamentally different communication medium to the political process, but senators 
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also use social media to reinforce traditional media measures, like press releases and 

television appearances, through links and online promotion. 

In chapter five I discuss how the senators use Twitter to communicate their policy 

priorities and how the simultaneous pressures of party, institution and constituents affect 

the relative attention that a policymaker allocates to his policy priorities. I argue that 

politicians face a dual process of policy prioritization, not only do they have policy 

priorities but they also make a prior often implicit choice to focus on policy relative to 

their other demands.  Policy is not just what senators do, but it is a choice.  From my 

analysis I find that for most senators policy is their primary choice, and that choice is 

patterned by a trade-off in attention to their constituents. The choice to focus on policy is 

accompanied by a second choice of what issues to pay attention to.  Attention is not only 

distributed across priorities, but within them and I explore the partisan patterns of policy 

priorities in senators’ communications.  Even on Twitter where lawmakers unconstrained 

by party or institutional agenda, they tend to stick to those topics where their party has a 

reputational advantage.   

In chapter six I look at the second most frequent priority within a senator’s 

communicated agenda: representation.  One of the most under-studied aspects of 

congressional governance is the relationship between an elected official and his home 

constituency (Fenno 2013).  Scholars pay a lot of attention to the conditions for effective 

representation, but we know very little about what the relationship actually looks like 

(Fenno 2013).  In this chapter I tease out the extent to which members communicate 

representation priorities and analyze communications that either directly or indirectly 

signal a senator’s attention to their state, such as projects in the state, information about 

disaster relief, constituent meetings, or town hall events.  I find that senators’ attention to 

representation priorities is most often influenced by the attention allocated to competing 
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priorities like policy or politics and the size of a lawmaker’s audience. This analysis 

expands our understanding of the type of senator who prioritizes representation goals and 

the context under which they are most likely to do so. By measuring the presence 

constituent-oriented information I am better prepared to analyze not just the 

representational relationship, but how that relationship is maintained in a political climate 

that requires attention across multiple partisan and policy goals 

In the final chapter, I address senators’ political priorities and the political rhetoric 

that stems from a party-polarized institution where divisive political rhetoric furthers the 

partisan divide. I argue that senators regularly spend time on party politics chastising 

political opponents; however, not all senators are equally critical or spend their limited 

attention on partisan priorities. My research finds that partisan rhetoric in senators’ 

Twitter agendas is asymmetrical with Republicans fostering greater divergence, which 

mimics the trend of asymmetrical party polarization within the legislative institution 

(Hacker and Pierson 2006). To assess the variance in partisan rhetoric, I examine 

senators’ Twitter activity during the first 6 months of the 113th and 114th Congresses, 

and find that Republicans are more likely to name-call their Democratic opponents and to 

make expressions of intraparty loyalty, particularly when they are the minority party. My 

findings suggest that while political priorities are relatively small compared to policy or 

representation, partisan patterns not explained by majority status explain who is more 

likely to use political rhetoric. 

In short, the goal of this dissertation is to better understand the complexity of 

lawmakers and their agendas. Individual agenda setting is not just a rank-order of issues, 

but rather a process of determining where attention is maximized and what are the factors 

that shape how senators build their agendas. The key question here is, how does a senator 
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strategically allocate attention across his many priorities and what drives those patterns of 

attention?  
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Chapter 2: A New Theory of Individual Agendas 

During the first two weeks of the 113th Congress, the U.S. Senate faced a 

frenzied January schedule that included 14 new members, 10 hearings, 2,000 press 

releases and more than 4,000 messages on Twitter on issues ranging from domestic crime 

to international security. That complex agenda was especially hectic for Sen. Patrick 

Leahy, then-chair of the judicial committee where issues of immigration, domestic 

violence, and gun control contributed to a crowded agenda and ignited political 

controversy. In the second week of January, he announced at a Georgetown University 

panel his committee would devote most of its attention to immigration reform. Just a 

week prior, he used one of his first tweets of the year to highlight immigration as a long-

term priority, and expressed his optimism about comprehensive immigration reform. But 

priorities change and attention shifts. An elementary school shooting in Newton, CT, a 

political fight over federal funding for domestic violence prevention, and price supports 

for dairy farmers would eclipse his focus on immigration reform. By the end of January, 

the Democratic senator had only sent one more tweet about immigration reform 

compared to 60 on issues of law and crime. 

Leahy announced on Twitter the judiciary committee’s first hearing of the year: 

“What Should America Do About Gun Violence?” and within one week followed up with 

details of a new bill to prevent individuals from illegally buying firearms. Crime 

remained center stage; among Leahy’s many priorities was the reauthorization of the 

Violence Against Women Act. Leahy sent daily tweets about the need to pass VAWA, 

mentioning local news on the topic, advertising news conferences on the bill, and aiming 

political jabs at House Republicans for their lack of support. After a couple weeks, 

Leahy’s plan for immigration better resembled an errant tweet rather than a top priority. 
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It wasn’t until mid-February that VAWA was eventually passed and in its place came 

immigration policy. 

Leahy’s tweets alone suggest that politics and policy dominated much of his time 

and attention. He sent more tweets mentioning presidential nominations (19) than he did 

referencing his constituents in Vermont (11).  Members of Congress want to be 

simultaneously relevant on policy issues, recipients of party and interest group support, 

and responsive to their constituents, but the political reality is much less rosy. Senators’ 

time and attention can be quickly usurped by pressing concerns that dwarf other 

priorities. As Leahy’s tweets during this time illustrate: somewhere a decision must be 

made. Even on Twitter where a single politician could send as many messages as he 

wants across as many topics as possible, the senator’s attention is constrained by 

pressures from the committee and the chamber.  

Political institutions handle political and policy complexity through delegation by 

its committee system or party organization, but individual senators must also decide how 

to delegate attention to highly politicized policy problems. Relatively little is known 

about what influences the trade-offs that politicians make among their overlapping and 

competing priorities. I offer a new framework that uses senators’ Twitter activity to 

understand how lawmakers organize and focus their attention in pursuit of their priorities. 

My argument proceeds in four parts. First, legislators operate in an information-rich 

environment, but, second, legislators, for several reasons, have limited capacity for 

attention and are forced to prioritize their attention and communicate on the issues of 

greatest importance. Third, three simultaneous pressures drive a legislator’s process of 

prioritization: the party, the institution, and their constituency. Fourth, responding to 

these pressures, legislators cultivate individualized agendas and make strategic choices 

among three broad priorities: policy, politics, and constituents. I measure these multi-
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faceted agendas via an original dataset of senators’ Twitter feeds, where each lawmaker 

communicates those priorities most important to his or her political brand and long-term 

electoral success. 

 

Figure 1. Flow Chart of Individual Agendas 

 My work stems from previous agenda-setting scholarship but builds a new line of 

research that focuses more narrowly on individual agenda formation rather than the 

traditional, system- or institutions-level analysis. Policy agenda setting is the 

organizational analogue to attention allocation at the individual level (Jones and 

Baumgartner, 2005), but unlike traditional agenda setting studies (e.g. Cobb and Elder, 

1972; Kingdon 1995; Baumgartner and Jones 1993), the composition of an individual 

agenda is founded on more than just a filtering of policy issues. For example, In January 

Informa)on-‐Rich	  
Environment	  

Abundant	  Alterna)ves	  

Limited	  A:en)on	  
Shaped	  by:	  

•	  External	  Incen)ves	  
•	  Cogni)ve	  limita)ons	  	  

Priori)za)on	  
Pa:erned	  by:	  	  
•Party	  roles	  

•Ins)tu)onal	  status	  
•Cons)tuency	  rela)ons	  

Individual	  Agenda	  
Trade-‐offs	  among	  three	  priori)es:	  	  

•Policy	  
•Poli)cs	  

•Cons)tuents	  



 15 

2013, public lands were the most common policy in the nearly 200 bills introduced in the 

Senate. But in the context of political or constituent pressures, Sen. Leahy was not 

prioritizing political battles over monuments or calling on constituents to support 

measures for better forest fire control. Previous scholarship might have described his 

agenda solely in terms of the dominant issue — crime policy — but that ignores the 

partisan gamesmanship that paralleled those policy priorities (@SenLeahy: “Incredible 

and indefensible that House GOP wants to leave town w/o passing … bill for #Sandy 

relief”). This analysis disaggregates these multiple priorities within an individual agenda 

— policy, politics, and constituents — to measure not only what external factors 

influence agenda setting but how these multiple priorities impact each other. The study of 

congressional priorities and what shapes members’ goals is nothing new (Mayhew 1974; 

Fenno, 1978; Sulkin, 2005; Grimmer, 2013), but often these are considered one at a time, 

such as “goals for representation” or collectively under the umbrella goal of re-election. 

Fenno (1973) argues that members of Congress seek good public policy — a strong 

assumption on its own — but they also have political and/or constituent priorities that 

compete for the member’s limited attention. Leahy must balance his time between gun 

control and immigration policy, but also between calls to constituents, caucus lunches, 

and media requests.  

 In this chapter I explore the theoretical foundations for how U.S. senators’ build 

their individual agendas. First, I discuss the concept of a mismatch between senators’ 

many choices in an information-rich environment and their own limits on attention. I 

describe individual attention allocation by linking a choice model of excess information 

and limited attention to the diverse agendas we see among politicians. I offer my central 

position that individual senators make a unique calculation of trade-offs and pressures 

from the party, the institution, and constituents influence strategic agenda decisions. 
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Finally, I conclude by exploring how social media offers scholars a new tool for 

measuring the variation in senator’s individual agendas.  Lawmakers’ strategic choices 

have numerous implications for how we understand Congress and representation. 

Senators’ individual attention sheds light on institutional and policy change.  Kingdon 

(1987) finds that legislators’ own policy priorities, individual constituencies, and 

institutional relationships affect institutional decision-making.  Institutional change can 

be the result of changes in these factors. An implication of this research is the contour of 

the Senate may change as a result of member and leadership turnover. Our existing 

theories of representation consider senators as strategic lawmakers, and election oriented, 

but I consider the systematic variation underlying those strategic decisions.  Previous 

congressional scholarship pays little attention to the underlying priorities and activities 

that further lawmakers’ ultimate goal of re-election, but strategic decisions about what to 

prioritize has implications for the type of representation constituents can expect from 

their senators. A senator’s process of prioritizing his individual agenda affects the quality 

— or rather the type — of representation citizens receive.  A senator’s role as a party 

leader, a committee leader, or a minority member in the chamber influences the 

information communicated to constituents.  Sen. Leahy’s Twitter feed sends a signal to 

constituents that his attention is devoted to policy issues, particularly those of law and 

crime.  Political communication provides journalists and constituents with cues about the 

type of representation they receive, i.e. national vs. localized politics, a party loyalist, etc. 

Additionally, most policy scholars understand agenda setting solely as a function of 

policy, but my research places both policy and non-policy issues at the heart of agenda 

setting and present their influence on each other as significant and far reaching. 
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INFORMATION-RICH ENVIRONMENT 

In a pluralistic framework of many choices, information in Congress is 

overabundant. On any given day, a senator is faced with dozens of problems and new 

information that includes policy and political considerations. For example, addressing 

immigration is not only a matter of citizenship, but has implications for business 

regulation, agriculture industry and trade, and national security. Economic theories of 

information search suggest that acquiring information is costly (Downs, 1957; Krehbeil, 

1992; Stigler 1961; Mitnick 1975), but in the political arena, senators are bombarded with 

multiple sources of relevant information. Elected officials are not in an “information-poor 

world” where supplies of information must be induced through incentive structures 

(Workman et al., 2009; Simon 1983). Outside groups and individuals are motivated to 

access the decision-making process and will communicate information according to their 

preferred preferences. In Congress, information provides power (Curry 2015). 

Businesses, interest groups, bureaucrats, and other elite actors compete to supply 

information to Congress in an effort to influence lawmakers and the process 

(Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993; Jones and Baumgartner 

2005).  Lobbying is less about vote exchange or persuasion, but rather interest groups 

offer legislative subsidy — they provide information and political intelligence that offers 

legislators the means to achieve their political and policy goals (Hall and Deardorff 

2006).  And the information being supplied is increasing given the polarized parties in 

Congress and the desire to legitimize political preferences with think-tank information 

that supports polarized positions (Bertelli and Wenger 2009).  An information oversupply 

means actors must rank information by its relevance and find strategies to prioritize 

information (Workman et al., 2009).  
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Senators have limited cognitive capacities to devote equal attention to the 

oversupply of information, and one way they handle the information-overload across 

their many priorities is through staff and fiscal resources. Politicians make procedural 

shortcuts by delegating substantial autonomy to staff or the party because members lack 

sufficient time, skill or inclination to manage their congressional responsibilities 

(McCubbins and Page, 1987; Loomis, 1988; Whiteman, 1995). The power of resources to 

counter the supply of information is apparent in how it is wielded by party leaders. Party 

leaders have additional resources that enable them to use information as power whereas 

rank-and-file lawmakers have fewer resources for sorting through information (Curry 

2015). These unequal resources lead to unequal patterns of information processing and 

incongruent power. The ability to process information and use it becomes increasingly 

important as budgets decrease and the number of available staff hires goes down — with 

an exception for communications (Sinclair, 2006).  The inability to sort through political 

and policy alternatives leaves lawmakers with a political operation that may look efficient 

through a camera lens but underneath struggles to manage the daily chaos.  And as the 

time and staff allocated to the many responsibilities of a congressional office decreases, 

the need to maximize and filter priorities is crucial. This filtering requires politicians to 

make decisions about where to allocate their attention among the many alternatives in an 

information-rich environment. 

LIMITED ATTENTION AND AGENDA SETTING 

In politics, a good starting point is to ask how policymakers prioritize 

information, and attention is fundamental to understanding the process of prioritization 

and agenda setting. Attention is the relative amount of time an individual or institution 

spends on a given issue. Attention — by both institutions and individuals — is critical 
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due to its scarcity. Human beings are continually faced with greater demands than they 

have time to allocate (Kingdon 1989, pg. 228). An elected official’s processing power is 

curbed by a “bottleneck of attention” where short-term memory allows him to attend to 

only limited elements of the environment at any given time (Jones and Baumgartner, 

2005). A consequence of the “bottleneck of attention” is people have great difficulty 

assessing trade-offs among competing alternatives (Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). 

Trade-offs are difficult for boundedly rational actors to make, so attention is skewed such 

that some ideas are considered while others are disregarded (Simon, 1996; Jones, 2001). 

Bounded rationality is more than “a laundry list of failures in human decision-making” 

(Jones and Baumgartner, 2005, p. 20), but rather it is the understanding of why we make 

the choices that we do and how we direct attention. The behavioral model of choice 

emphasizes that how individuals make decisions is not just out of self-interest and is 

imperfect (Jones, 2003). That imperfection is a byproduct of a mismatch between the 

expansive choice environment and actors’ own limits on attention. 

The process by which attention is directed to some issues rather than others is 

called agenda setting (Jones and Baumgartner, 1993; Kingdon, 1984; McCombs and 

Shaw, 1972). Senators slice their agenda along variable division lines — distributing 

attention across a small handful of priorities selected from the larger population of 

alternatives (Boydstun, 2013, p. 13). Public policy and political science scholars refer to 

the political agenda as the list of topics those closely associated with the political process 

are paying serious attention to at any given time (Kingdon, 1984). A common origin for 

political agenda setting is work by E.E. Schattschneider; he was one of the first to note 

that the political agenda is a fundamental part of the political process (1960; 

Baumgartner, 2001).  In contrast to pluralist traditions that propose all issues will be up 
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for discussion in a democratic system (Dahl, 1956), Schattschneider argues that a limited 

number of elite actors leads to a narrowly formed agenda (1960).  

Every political system must have an agenda so that it can decide where to start 

work (Dearing and Rogers, 1996), and the U.S. Congress is one institution where agenda-

setting is well sourced and researched. Seminal agenda-setting studies use Congress to 

study how issues move on and off the political agenda. Jack Walker (1977) provides one 

of the first statistically based studies of agenda compositions finding that issues often rise 

on the Senate’s agenda following heightened levels of discussion within professional 

communities. John Kingdon (1995) argues that the agenda shifts with the determination 

of possible alternatives. Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones (1993) further the study of 

those alternatives by assessing the punctuated patterns of change in Congress. They 

utilized congressional hearings and roll call votes to explain patterns of both rapid and 

incremental agenda shifts. 

In a world where actors have limited capacities to process issues, paying attention 

to problems and the resulting trade-offs leads to prioritization (Jones and Baumgartner, 

2005). How senators prioritize their attention is important because when attention shifts, 

significant changes in public policy may result. And those changes are not just germane 

to policy attention; attention to politics or constituents are strategic choices that can lead 

to targeted representation or desired electoral outcomes. 

PRIORITIZATION 

Individuals have a limited capacity to process issues, so paying attention to 

problems prioritizes them (Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). Sen. Leahy wants a record of 

responsiveness but is limited in his ability to allocate attention across all alternatives all 
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the time, and the limits on attention requires that he prioritize (Simon, 1957; Jones, 

2001).  

Deciding what to decide on is of “central importance to any political system” 

(Walker, 1977, p. 423). The ability of a group of actors to prioritize the alternatives up for 

discussion is arguably more important than the final decision (Bachrach and Baratz, 

1962). John Gaventa (1980) highlights the power information in his depiction of 

Appalachia mining communities where industry and business shaped local priorities and 

thus controlled community politics by influencing political opinion and mobilization. 

More recent studies of agenda setting have moved away from the concepts of power to 

how issues become priorities on the agendas of political institutions (Baumgartner, 2001). 

In the context of legislative institutions, politicians’ collective attention — or the majority 

party’s directed attention — is what distinguishes the events and related policy issues that 

become matters of debate versus those that go unnoticed. Agenda setting explains how 

these political systems prioritize policy, but how individuals in those systems prioritize 

their personal attention is underdeveloped.  Just as a legislature is forced to address some 

policies and ignore others, individuals must make similar calculations about how they 

prioritize among many alternatives. While the variation in attention within and between 

political institutions has been extensively addressed (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009), 

relatively little consideration is given to individual-level difference in how politicians 

prioritize their attention. 

Political science has spent less time on the mechanisms behind the distribution of 

lawmaker priorities. Smith (2007) notes that the underlying political interests — and how 

those interests work in concert with one another — of congressional members have not 

been tallied in a systematic way. Individuals uniquely spread their resources and make 

trade-offs among issues, but systematic study of the forces driving these choices is 
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underdeveloped. How senators make strategic choices has been studied as a function of 

many variables, including constituency connections (Fenno, 1978; Arnold, 1992; Sulkin, 

2005), goals (Evans, 1994; Mayhew, 1974; Fenno, 1978), trade-offs between policy and 

credit claiming (Grimmer, 2013), and congressional leadership (Rohde, 1991; Jenkins 

and Monroe, 2012), but little research considers these variables’ concurrent influence. I 

argue that senators’ individual agendas are a complex division of attention according to 

the pressures they face as partisans, members of the institution, and representatives of 

their own constituencies. Each of these three forces affects the decision-making process 

of an individual senator. Sometimes they are countervailing forces (e.g. supporting one’s 

party on an issue that constituents disagree with) but they also work in tandem (e.g. 

committee leaders and party leaders advancing legislation together). Prior research within 

the rich Congress literature suggests that each of these three pressures can and likely to 

affect politicians’ legislative behavior, and I argue that similar effects are relevant for 

attention allocation.  

Party Pressures 

Understanding how individuals prioritize the political tasks in front of them is 

essential (Jones, et al. 2006), and critical to individual attention is the surrounding 

political environment. Political parties are a mechanism to facilitate electoral goals 

(Mayhew, 1974), maintain majority status (Aldrich, 1995), control the agenda (Cox and 

McCubbins, 1993) and affect legislative outcomes (Smith, 2007).  Politicians’ behavior is 

shaped to a considerable degree by the legislative party (Rohde and Aldrich, 2000), and 

research shows strong parties play politics in a highly polarized institution where parties 

influence both legislative and non-legislative behaviors (Cox and McCubbins, 2007; 

Rhode, 1991; Theriault, 2008; 2013; Fleisher and Bond, 2000; Fiorina, Abrams, and 
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Pope, 2008; Fiorina and Levendusky, 2006; Poole et al., 2015). Senators retain the right 

to structure their own priorities, but they do so as partisans in a polarized political 

climate. The rise of parties and the strength of party leadership suggest a partisan climate 

with expansive influence. Numerous scholars find that the within party variation of 

members’ behaviors has significantly declined (Rohde and Aldrich 2010; Theriault 2008; 

McCarty, et al. 2006; Cox and McCubbins 2007). Furthermore, the difference between 

the more homogeneous Democrats and the more homogeneous Republicans has grown 

(McCarty, et al. 2006).  Although the Senate was once thought to be more impervious to 

majority party politics, a growing band of scholars show that party leaders have grown 

more powerful (Cox and McCubbins 2007; Rhode 1991; Sinclair 1995; Theriault 2013).  

Matthews’ (1959) old folkways are no more, leaving in their wake strong partisanship 

and polarization, which influences how senators behave inside and out of the chamber 

(Rohde 1991; Theriault 2013; Prior 2013).  

Institutional Status 

Members of Congress seek institutional power to maintain their status and 

electoral fortune (Fenno 1978), and how lawmakers are situated within the institution will 

influence their priorities. While parties exert dynamic influence over the Senate, many 

argue that strategic positions within the institution — such as the chair of a powerful 

committee — carry an opportunity of institutional influence and collective responsibility 

(Krehbiel, 1991; Gilligan and Krehbiel, 1987; Mayhew, 1974). Being the head of a 

committee fosters unique demands for a senator’s attention and their role in sharing 

policy information. Committee leaders’ are not only guided by their own goals, but also 

the goals of those members who elect them into these positions of power. Their discretion 

over policy and the specialization that develops will affect senators’ conscious and 
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subconscious decisions about what is most important (Bianco, 1997; Krehbiel, 1991; 

Weingast and Marshall, 1988). 

That institutional balance of power is ever present for minority members in the 

chamber.  Gender and racial minorities are drawn from demographic groups that are both 

currently and historically underrepresented in Congress, and this disadvantage may lead 

female legislators and those from racial and ethnic minorities to be disproportionately 

active in on specific issues (Gertzog 1984, Mezey 1978).  With fewer voices and 

traditionally less institutional power, how they allocate their time and resources reflects 

their relative position within the chamber. 

Constituent Service 

Representation remains one the most under-studied aspects of congressional 

governance (Fenno, 2013), but it plays a vital role in how senators divide their attention 

(Fenno, 1978; Grimmer, 2013; Sulkin, 2005). Fenno argues that institutional action offers 

insufficient explanations for decision making relative to how members of Congress 

perceive and prioritize their constituents (1978).  Senators' stack their priorities in ways 

that help them represent their constituents in Congress, and there is evidence that 

senators' behavior reflects their constituents’ interests (Schiller 2000). Senators tailor 

their individual agendas to meet the interests of their constituents, and signal constituents 

through their websites, district mailings, and Twitter. Elected officials’ public relations 

activities are directed to constituents whose level of support can increase with more 

information (Alvarez, 1997; Bartels, 1996). Scholars pay a lot of attention to the 

conditions for effective representation, but we know very little about how senators 

maintain that relationship with constituents. Research suggests the public can have 

significant effects on the policy process and those issues that get considered (Cook and 
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Manza, 2002; Burstein, 2003). So the relationship between a senator and his home state 

has the potential to direct senators’ attention to issues. For example, a state’s need for 

government services may necessitate direct communication with constituents more 

regularly in order to better deliver these services.  Senators choose to prioritize some 

issues or others, and constituent relationships are a piece of that strategy. 

PRIORITIES AND GOALS IN CONGRESS 

 Senators, like voters, cannot pay attention to all issues at a given time; their 

attention is finite, and therefore they prioritize key issues that are beneficial to their 

constituents, country, and indeed, their own careers (Soroka et al., 2012). For example, 

Democrats Jean Shaheen and Chris Murphy may share a desire for re-election, but 

Shaheen, from New Hampshire, may spend more time on retail politics and town halls 

while Murphy allocates more time for the national party. Senators’ agendas are 

multidimensional, thus senators must prioritize specific policy issues, while 

simultaneously addressing party service and their constituents. Senators choose to divide 

attention across these three priorities, which can be distinct or countervailing, but at other 

times those priorities are concordant and not mutually exclusive (Downs, 1957).  A 

senator’s increased attention to immigration policy may coincide with the party’s 

preferences, but that same senator must weigh that against the trade-off in attention that 

leaves less time for other priorities, like constituent service.  Regardless of whether these 

priorities overlap, members of Congress report these three activities make up the lion’s 

share of their daily schedule (Congressional Management Foundation Report, 2015).  

They are also the three priorities most often referenced in senators’ Twitter 

communications. These activities are separate from campaign priorities, such as 

fundraising, which for this project I don’t consider, as they are typically not 
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communicated through their senate offices. The framework for these three priorities 

reflects prior research on Congress that describes’ lawmakers’ goals and activities. Policy 

(position taking) and constituents (credit claiming and advertising) reflect what Mayhew 

describes as politician’s activities in pursuit of re-election (1974).  Fenno (1978) argues 

that members of Congress also seek power — attainable through the party in today’s 

polarized climate. 

The exact definition of senators’ priorities is less important relative to the fact that 

each of these priorities contributes to a unique agenda that varies in systematic ways 

previously unexplored. What systematic evidence does exist on the relative attention to 

lawmakers’ priorities focuses on periods prior to the 1980s and does not investigate 

beyond the basic trade-off between service and policy (Butler et al. 2012, p. 474).  A 

prime example is Mayhew’s (1974) seminal study on Congress that suggests 

representatives are “single-minded seekers of re-election” who first prioritize re-election. 

Members foster electoral goals through three strategies: credit claiming, advertising, and 

position taking. While all congressmen engage these activities, what remains unanswered 

from Mayhew’s work is the decision-making process behind those strategies.  Just as 

members’ differ in how often they cosponsor legislation or when to give speeches, how 

they prioritize their activities is variable depending on what they determine best serves 

their interests.  

Fenno (1973) likewise argues members of Congress prioritize re-election, but 

they also hold policy and power goals they pursue in standing committees. Fenno begins 

to answer how members prioritize their activity in pursuit of their goals by arguing that 

committee members are agents constrained by external actors like party leaders or the 

president. External forces shape strategic action and explain differentiation in committee 
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autonomy. But what still remains unanswered is how external constraints affect 

individual actors and their priorities outside of the committee structure.  

Fenno provides one answer in his work on congressional Home Styles where he 

explores constituency influence on politicians’ behavior (1978). He argues that only so 

much can be measured via institutional action, and how members of Congress perceive 

and prioritize their constituents influences decision-making. We know each member 

allocates, presents, and explains their decisions to those who are responsible for their 

electoral fortunes (Fenno, 1978), but where they allocate attention and what information 

they present or explain varies across more than geographic lines. For example, New York 

Sens. Charles Schumer and Kirsten Gillibrand may have a similar relationship with their 

constituencies or as Democrats vote together on a bill, but they hold different committee 

assignments, prioritize different policy topics, and serve their party in different ways that 

lead to distinct priorities. Constituent relationships affect a politician’s agenda, but 

senators are simultaneous representatives of the party and the institution and each role 

affects senators’ decision-making.  

Mayhew and Fenno provide the foundation for how senators’ prioritize their 

attention and the potential trade-offs that are made. One of the most comprehensive 

analyses of politicians’ priorities since these seminal studies is Justin Grimmer’s (2013) 

work on representational styles. He heeds the call by Fenno to better understand 

representation by examining lawmaker communications with constituents via a three-year 

corpus of press releases. He suggests politicians’ “expressed priorities” are a function of 

representation as legislators fundamentally seek to affect those issues and the information 

constituents use to judge them for re-election. Grimmer finds that lawmakers make a 

trade-off between policy information and credit claiming, but what Grimmer does not 

consider is that decision-making is rarely a trade-off between two alternatives. Some 



 28 

priorities may be a one-for-one trade-off, but issues are multidimensional, and additional 

considerations of politics or media strategies may alter a senator’s decision where to 

prioritize his time. For instance, a Republican senator may simultaneously meet policy 

and constituent priorities by penning an op-ed in support of a farm bill that would benefit 

local farmers. And if the senator is spending time on agriculture policy — which is often 

bipartisan — what does that signal for his political or partisan priorities? Politicians will 

still make choices — Iowa Sen. Chuck Grassley will continue to spend more time talking 

about University of Northern Iowa sports than advertising media appearances — but an 

individual’s attention is more than a sorting of policy preferences and more than a trade-

off between policy and constituents.   

Senators’ individual agendas are largely a complex division of attention across 

policy, politics, and constituent priorities. They allocate attention and make trade-offs 

among these three priorities according to the roles they fill as partisans, members of the 

institution, and representatives of their own constituencies. Prior research within the rich 

Congress literature suggests that each of these three pressures can and likely have an 

effect on politicians’ institutional actions, but how they affect decision-making and the 

impact they have on how lawmakers agendas is what this dissertation aims to better 

understand. 

MEASURING PRIORITIZATION ON TWITTER 

How do we measure the impact of party, institution, and constituent pressure on 

senators’ attention? Prior studies of non-legislative behaviors have largely relied on case 

study and observational analysis (Mayhew, 1974; Fenno, 1978), which in turn has limited 

this type of politician-specific scholarship. More recent quantitative analysis of senators’ 

behavior uses floor debate, private discussions, press releases, bills, or hearings. Justin 
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Grimmer’s analysis of expressed priorities by congressmen uses press releases to 

measure attention to policy and appropriations (2013). Politicians’ decision-making 

processes and the resulting agendas cannot be measured by legislative outputs like roll-

call votes because individuals have little influence on the issues up for discussion; 

however, politicians’ non-legislative communication enables increased issue selection 

and discretion to delegate attention. The adoption of social media for political 

communication offers a more useful method for measuring individual attention that is not 

wholly constrained by the party, the institutional agenda, or the editorial staff at the local 

paper. By examining a social media platform like Twitter, we can ascertain to what extent 

the party, the institution, and constituents influence where and how individual senators 

decide to prioritize their attention. 

Politicians regularly negotiate their public statements with the press (Sparrow, 

1999; Cook, 1998), but Twitter is one venue to spread information about political events 

and publicize their preferences without the back-and-forth dance with traditional media 

outlets (Larsson and Moe, 2011; Small, 2011). Twitter is still a relatively new activity for 

members of Congress, and an emerging measure for political science research.  

Congressional communication is a common topic of research — such as how 

members communicate with citizens, constituents, and the public at large (Lipinski & 

Neddenriep, 2004; Oleszek, 2007; Thurber, 2003; Johnson, 2004, Goelbeck et al. 2010) 

— but comparatively little is known how Twitter fits into existing communication norms. 

The introduction of new media technologies, like Twitter, provides a platform that 

bypasses the traditional media filter and captures attention throughout the political 

process without overt constraints from the floor or party agenda. Traditional media 

sources attract a wide and dedicated audience but they come at a cost — members 

abdicate control of the final message to journalists and their editors who are seeking 
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“newsworthy” content. Press releases or public statements retain that control, but these 

targeted messages lack a wide audience and require more effort than 140 characters. The 

value of social media is it enables members to meet their interests with greater control 

over the eventual message, fewer resources, and the potential for a much broader 

audience.  

The introduction of new media technologies, like Twitter, offer advantages over 

alternative or traditional communications measures that make it a unique measure for 

analysis and a strategic platform for elite actors.  Twitter provides a dual use platform 

that both bypasses the traditional media filter and takes advantage of journalists who now 

use Twitter to scan for quick news stories. Twitter requires a satisfactory Internet 

connection and a reliable intern. Senators can contour their message without the influence 

of a producer or editor and Twitter puts lawmakers in touch with a networked group of 

individuals who can resend and broadcast a message far beyond the confines of 

Washington DC or the evening news audience.  Twitter is not constrained by the news 

cycle, but one of the benefits to Twitter is that it can be.  Screenshots of President Donald 

Trump’s tweets now fill the evening news and late night comedy sketches because they 

have become a cheap signal for newsmakers.  Journalists are paying increased attention 

to Twitter (Lawrence et al. 2014), so Twitter has the potential to both send a direct 

message to followers but also indirectly through the media.  

The increased adoption of social media has the potential to increase the 

interactions between elite and mass publics by broadening the audience with a public 

record of government action and by putting different voices in the same space (Bruns and 

Highfield 2012).  Twitter is a broadcasting device for politicians (Golbeck, Grimes and 

Rogers, 2010), so being able to take advantage of its outreach capabilities is especially 

important to politicians and their staffers (Chi and Yang 2010).  This public domain 
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offers policymakers a relatively unfiltered credit claiming opportunity to highlight 

accomplishments and advertise a political brand (Mayhew 1974). Press releases and C-

SPAN coverage produce a public record, but neither is as readily accessible as 140-count 

messages in a scrolling feed that thousands follow. Social media platforms like Twitter, 

at their most core function, are a mechanism for conflict expansion, and actors have 

increased control over that expansion. Nothing attracts a crowd as quickly as a fight 

(Schattschneider 1960), and Twitter is one platform for politics to target that contagion 

effect.  

By studying senators’ media messages, we begin to build a more complex 

understanding about how senators make trade-offs in attention among their priorities. 

When senators communicate about specific policy issues that, in turn, affects the level of 

attention they have to spend on resolving constituent problems or conducting interviews 

with journalists.  

External, non-political events often drive individual attention — i.e., natural 

disasters, the Super Bowl, and holidays — but so do institutional, partisan, and electoral 

incentives that can be considered key variables (Boydstun, 2013). For example, variables 

such as how much attention policymakers are giving to an issue, how often they 

communicate with constituents, and the partisan nature of an issue should affect how 

much attention senators allocate to their priorities. A deeper theoretical understanding of 

senators’ communicated priorities and the factors that influence the attention to those 

priorities contributes to a broader discussion of the normative implications for decision-

making in political institutions. Because individual attention forms the foundation for 

institutional agendas, understanding the forces that explain attention variation is central to 

political science as well as policy studies.  
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Chapter 3: Communicating Senator Priorities in the Digital Age 

A senator’s responsibility to the party, the institution and his constituency affects 

the strategic choices he makes about where to spend his limited attention.  The various 

priorities a senator emphasizes in his agenda will differ, and senators reveal these choices 

through their daily communications with constituents, journalists, and special interests.  

Politicians invest substantial resources to communicate with constituents and advocates, 

including public statements, press releases, and speeches during each congressional 

session (Grimmer 2010). The power of information, and the power to dissemination and 

selectively cast that information, is an advantage on which all senators aim to capitalize 

(Manheim 1991).  These public communications give senators the opportunity to engage 

followers and frame political discourse in terms that benefit their long-term goal of re-

election.  Members of Congress are continually looking for low-cost ways to connect 

their agenda with the public, and the normalization of social media sites like Twitter offer 

a new window into a senator’s political agenda.  But social media is one piece of a larger 

communications strategy where elected officials disseminate information and engage 

audiences.  

The political process is often a struggle over whose definition of social, political 

and economic problems will prevail (Gamson and Modigliani 1987). Politicians seek new 

ways to define and shape the parameters of the political debate.  A central part of that 

political entrepreneurship is access to the media (Ansolabehere et al. 1993), and because 

the media affects citizens it is important to understand the connection between media and 

elites (Sellers and Scaffner 2007). New media platforms like Twitter are redefining that 

connection and offer lawmakers a new point of contact by which to shape the terms of 
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debate. American policymakers are going public, and despite the media storm that is 

President Donald Trump, it is not just the president (Kuklinski and Siegelmen 1992).  

In this chapter, I explore the role of congressional communications as an agenda-

setting tool for politics and how, in just a few characters, senators are now able to 

aggregate attention across media platforms while expanding the scope of conflict.  I 

discuss the rise of digital media as a strategic tool for political communication, and how 

Twitter fits into this larger communication strategy.  Social media has largely been 

studied as a tool for campaigns and social movements, but Twitter is increasingly a tool 

for governance — whether that is a senator or a bureaucratic agency.  I explore Twitter as 

a platform for political communication, and how social media has transitioned from a 

platform for politicians to garner the “youth vote” to a mechanism for policy discourse. I 

detail how scholars have studied the adoption of social media in Congress, and how these 

studies prime my research that explores individual agendas on Twitter.  This chapter 

provides the background for why media is an important agenda-setting tool for legislative 

studies, and sets the foundation for the following chapter where I examine how senators 

of the 113th and 114th Congress are using Twitter as a new media alternative. 

TWITTER AS ONE OF MANY MEDIA 

Senators’ statements are valuable sources of info for citizens outside the policy 

process (Kuklinski and Siegelmen 1992), but getting the message to constituents prompts 

senators to work with the news media. Congressmen are quite concerned with explaining 

their votes and agendas to the public (Kingdon 1989), and strategic political 

communication means using words and pictures to exercise political power over how 

messages are received (Manheim 1991). Communication and political science scholars 

alike have used traditional communication activities like speeches, newsletters, and mail 
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to determine what issues are on the agenda and what members of Congress are 

responding to (Kingdon 1989). Understanding the content of politicians’ communications 

is vital to understanding how politicians represent their constituents and maintain those 

connections back home (Grimmer 2009; Arnold 1992; Fenno 1978). One source of those 

communications — outside of direct correspondence — is through the media. The media 

serves not only as an agenda-setting tool for what the public should think about, it also is 

a tool that politicians use to frame messages and control the debate.  Politicians seeking 

action on an issue often seek out media coverage to prompt a reaction from a well-placed 

media story (Kingdon 1989). Promoting their image on TV or advocating for policy 

preferences in press releases that provide the background for local news stories gives 

senators the opportunity to define the issues (Polsby 1969).  Politicians continue to write 

op-eds and go on Meet the Press on Sundays because they know the information vacuum 

will be filled, and they seek to have a say in the information — or rather the contour of 

the information — that is then presented to the public and, more narrowly, constituents.  

Senators and their staff know that media attention and communication can stimulate both 

constituent interest and constituent actions (Kingdon 1989). 

TWITTER REINFORCES AND AGGREGATES MEDIA 

That desire to control the message continues to drive politicians to newspaper, 

television, and radio — but it also prompts them to adopt and normalize new media 

platforms that may better serve their desire to control the message and convey their 

agenda. Twitter has inserted itself into the political process, but its presence has not 

replaced the norms of journalists breaking news or senators gathering for Tuesday press 

conferences in the Capitol.  Twitter is a fundamentally new media that shapes and 

impacts traditional news — and arguments can be made why that impact is either positive 
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or negative — but it doesn’t necessarily eliminate press releases, editorials, or television 

appearances.  Twitter supplements and aggregates those media activities. In fact, much of 

what is communicated on Twitter reinforces or highlights alternative media platforms and 

traditional news media.  About one-third of all senators’ tweets reference a news article, 

television appearance, radio interview, press release, or video.  Senators provide 

followers with links to existing content and advertise that content on a new platform and 

with new language in hopes of drawing in a larger audience.   

Twitter aggregates these existing sources of information while also offering a new 

entry point for an audience.  In newspapers, an “entry point” refers to places where 

readers can hook into a story — such as a headline, a subhead, a photo, or a quote.  The 

same tactic applies across media on Twitter where politicians seek multiple entry points 

to their message.  Twitter provides both a new entry point and offers the ability to link to 

traditional media messages.  In the same way that a YouTube video entices you to hop 

from video to video by suggesting new content, Twitter can do the same by creating a 

network of links to stories and content that politicians can somewhat direct how that 

network is built. 

WHAT’S DRIVING POLITICIANS TO TWITTER 

Politics is the art of getting what you want with the least time and fewest 

resources, and political communication is doing that with words, pictures and cues 

(Manheim 1991).  Politicians have developed strategies for communicating with the 

greatest return on least effort, and social media, specifically Twitter, is the next step in 

that unending search to maximize lawmakers’ time.   

Twitter’s open access, networked platform provides a daily ticker — one 

manifestation of an individual agenda — where users aggregate and signal attention 
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across available information. When working with journalists, a lawmaker’s agenda can 

be skewed by newsworthiness or journalistic norms, but on Twitter — where there is no 

gatekeeping or editorial function — the agenda a politician promotes is what is directly 

communicated to followers.  And often those followers are often the same media 

personnel they had been relying on to carry their agenda to the public in the first place. 

Journalists routinely use Twitter to follow breaking news and monitor sources, and media 

then provide citizens with inside sources and information (Carmines and Kuklinski 

1990). 

Twitter, unlike alternative media options, provides followers with a direct link 

into the decision-making and agenda-setting activity of a politician who regularly uses 

the platform.  What is most important to a politician at a given time — whether that is a 

policy issues, a political fight, or constituent concern — is routinely communicated on 

Twitter.  It is that agenda that shapes their political brand more broadly and from that 

agenda constituents and journalists and special interests draw information. That agenda is 

part of a communication system that is both two-way and multidirectional.  Unlike 

newspapers where information is shared with the public and there is not easily accessible 

way for the public to immediately respond, Twitter provides for two-way communication 

(Gainous and Wagner 2013).   

Another way to think about Twitter is as a two-shot game.  Similar to press 

releases or public statements, senators’ Twitter communications go to media and special 

interests.  Journalists are actually incentivized to pay attention to Twitter because it is a 

shortcut and cheap signal to monitor politicians’ activity. Those messages are then 

indirectly communicated to constituents whose agenda is influenced by these informal 

political institutions.  But unlike other measures, Twitter is also an accessible, direct 

communication with constituents.  Anyone can follow a Twitter account, and it has no 



 37 

media gatekeeper to pass the message along.  Members who tweet have a two-shot 

opportunity to get people to pay attention to their preferences because they can share their 

priorities directly or with the understanding that informal institutions like special interests 

or the media pick up those signals and translate them for the masses. 

And not only does Twitter allow for conversations and multi-directional 

communication, it also enables communication across a number of topics and issues.  

Unlike speeches or press releases that tend to policy-oriented, new media platforms like 

Twitter provide a tool to observe a policymaker’s attention across many demands beyond 

just policy, enabling a new channel of communications that can routinely address an 

infinite number of legislative and non-legislative goals. In 140-characters a senator can 

support a policy, take credit for its success and signal its advantages to his constituents.   

Twitter provides a public platform to simultaneously signal attention toward 

multiple goals, and is an aggregated measure of priorities unlike traditional media or 

policy-only measures. Twitter does not require the staff for a well-crafted press release or 

public statement, and it doesn’t require the floor time for a speech or vote.  An inherent 

piece of Twitter is the built-in audience for the transitions between individuals’ priorities, 

goals, and activities.  Take, for example, Arkansas Sen. Tom Cotton and his social media 

activity in April 2015.  The senator has never been shy with his frustrations and 

reservations about the 2015 Iranian nuclear negotiations.  A staunch opponent of the 

nuclear deal, Cotton turned to Twitter to challenge the Iranian Foreign Minister Javad 

Zarif to a debate of the U.S. Constitution.  Unfortunately, Cotton forgot that the Iranian 

minister is not allowed to travel to Washington due to the hostile relationship between the 

two countries.3  Cotton never followed-up on his offer, but within a couple days he had 

                                                
3 Business Insider.  



 38 

already moved on.  That same week he was back in Northwest Arkansas attending the 

opening of the Razorback Regional Greenway. Within a couple days, the junior senator 

went from offering to host constitutional trivia to opening local trails for bikers.  The shift 

from international affairs to constituent service is nothing new for senators who must 

juggle multiple priorities, but unlike previous communications, Twitter gives politicians 

an easily accessible megaphone to publicly announce these priorities that are competing 

for senators limited time and attention.  

Twitter is not a tool that necessarily alters elected officials’ behavior — as 

senators routinely juggled their time long before 140-character tweets — but it offers a 

mechanism that gives political actors control over their messaging and gives scholars a 

window into their decision-making. Social media introduces a fundamentally different 

mode of communication between elite actors and the public by creating an easily 

accessible and low cost record of their agenda and the strategic choices made to 

communicate their goals.  

STUDYING SOCIAL MEDIA IN CONGRESS 

Politicians are drawn to Twitter’s new media advantages, but that is representative 

of the public at large. Senators’ social media activity reflects the increased role of social 

media in all corners of modern life, not merely in politics. As of January 2014, about 74 

percent of online adults used social networking sites, like Twitter or Facebook (Pew 

Internet Project). Twitter is one of the fastest growing social network sites, growing from 

30 million monthly users to nearly 300 monthly users —an 860 percent increase in less 

than five years. As of September 2014, about 26 percent of those online use Twitter — up 

from 15 percent in 2012 (Pew Research). 
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The growth of Twitter as a tool for communication has grown since Barack 

Obama sent his first tweet in April 2007.  The origins of social media in American 

politics may lie in electoral politics, but its influence has spread into all facets of 

government, including Congress. 

  

Illustration 3. Barack Obama First Tweet 

Many early studies of social media and politics analyze Twitter as a mechanism 

for social activists and citizens to spread information, foster support, and to create a 

media storm (Bennett & Segerberg, 2013; Jungherr & Jürgens, 2013; Papacharissi & de 

Fatima Oliveira, 2012; Poell & Borra, 2013; Tufekci & Wilson, 2012). The use of social 

media — including Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram — for political campaigning is 

increasingly studied across global political systems, and has spread from the 2008 U.S. 

presidential election to more regional and local-level political campaigns (Larsson & 

Moe, 2012; Bruns & Highfield, 2013; Graham, Broersma, Hazelhoff, & van’t Haar, 

2013).  Social media is now an integral outlet in newer studies of campaign 

communications (Larsson & Moe 2012; Bruns & Highfield, 2013; Graham et al. 2013), 

but comparatively little work has yet addressed how Twitter is used in governance 

(Golbeck, Grimes, & Rogers, 2010; Honey & Herring, 2009).  The spread of information, 
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support and media buzz are all reasons why senators — as well as social activists — use 

the platform to connect with followers. 

As Twitter has become commonplace in public communication, it is becoming 

more common in studies of congressional communication. The origins of congressional 

Twitter studies begin with politicians’ adoption of Twitter.  These studies find that 

adoption is often a function of cue taking — as politicians adopt the platform it sends 

positive signals to others. A study by Lassen and Brown (2011) finds that adoption, 

although difficult to predict, is more common among young members and those whom 

the party leaders urge to do so (Lassen and, Brown, 2011). Party leaders can send a 

collective message that social media is a useful and necessarily communication. Chi and 

Yang (2010) find that adoption is a function of information learning, whereas adoption is 

higher when those around them — previous adopters — send positive signals about the 

experience. In another analysis of Twitter adoption during the 111th Congress, Peterson 

(2012) conducts a multivariate analysis of the House of Representatives. His findings 

suggest an asymmetrical pattern of adoption by Republicans, but also consider a 

member’s cohort as a significant influence on whether a politician uses Twitter.  

As research has moved from adoption to Twitter use, studies begin to ask how 

and why Twitter has become a normalized communication tool. Gainous and Wagner 

(2013) offer one of the first book-length assessments of social media as political 

communication and ask how do political actors use social media, does social media fit 

into existing theories of communication, and what are the implications for the 

relationship between lawmakers and the public?  They argue that social media is not just 

a technological advancement but a fundamental shift in the way that people communicate 

with political institutions and political actors (Gainous and Wagner, 2013).  While half of 

the book focuses on public opinion and social media, the other half examines 
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congressional campaigns to study how lawmakers use Twitter to shape information.  

They argue that increased control over messaging and the two-way nature of Twitter 

where politicians both send and receive content is a foundational shift in political 

communication (Gainous and Wagner, 2013).  But they also find variation in that shift; 

Twitter activity across party, race, and seniority varies and they find asymmetric patterns 

of Twitter adoption, with Republicans and incumbents capitalizing on the new platform. 

Heather Evans and colleagues have also moved studies of Twitter from the 

campaign to Congress.  Evans, Cardova, and Sipole (2014) find that female candidates 

are more likely to use Twitter for campaign communications, including more discussion 

of policy and attacking political opponents, but Evans, Ovalle, and Green (2015) find that 

pattern of Twitter activity does not necessarily translate into their time in office.  Their 

results suggest women differ from male colleagues in the frequency of tweets, but their 

style of tweeting was very similar (Evans et al. 2015).  This echoes what Gershon (2012) 

argues that political messages can differ greatly depending on who representatives are 

trying to communicate with — likely voters, constituents or general followers online. 

CONCLUSION 

These initial studies open the door for additional discovery as we begin to look 

beyond Twitter adoption and at the patterns social media agendas over multiple sessions 

of Congress.  Senators’ social media messages give us a window into how individual 

actors connect with followers and prioritize media. Twitter is the newest instrument for 

leaders to influence the parameters of the decision making process according to those 

issues at the top of their personal agenda.  Twitter, at its more core function, is a 

communication platform that enables elected officials to communicate directly with 

constituents but also advertise their existing outreach efforts, like press releases or 
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editorials.  A content analysis of the nature of elected official’s Twitter activity enables a 

better understanding of Twitter as a communications device, and more fundamentally has 

the potential to shed light on the drivers behind how individual politicians communicate. 

In the following chapter, I use new dataset of more than 180,000 tweets to look at who is 

using Twitter in the Senate and how they are using it as both a new communication 

channel and an aggregator of communication platforms. 
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Chapter 4: Senators on Twitter in the 113th and 114th Congress 

Political institutions, and the individuals within those institutions, have 

normalized Twitter communications into their daily routines, but little research so far 

details the individual patterns of these messages. Traditional media have often favored 

those lawmakers with a higher national profile or those who wield institutional power — 

party leaders, committee chairs — but Twitter breaks those norms to provide an equal 

platform accessible by the lowest ranking senator.  Some politicians have more Twitter 

followers — Cory Booker has a national following that extends beyond the shores of 

New Jersey — but all politicians are empowered to direct messages and content that best 

advertises their political brand.  To understand how Twitter is used to communicate a 

senator’s agenda, we must also know who is using it and how they use it as a media 

platform. 

In this chapter, I detail Twitter’s advantages for senators as a useful tool for 

political communication that adds to and compliments existing media sources, such as 

speeches, press releases, news articles, etc.  Twitter is arguably the most public and low-

cost option for lawmakers to advertise their priorities and preferences both directly to 

constituents and indirectly through the media and special interests.  The opportunity to 

connect with constituents and wield power over the distribution of information has lead 

senators, in just two years, to send more than 180,000 messages on Twitter. This research 

is the first to collect and systematically code each of those tweets, and I use this new 

dataset to examine who is most likely to take advantage of Twitter.  I also analyze how 

senators are using Twitter to aggregate across media platforms, and who is utilizing 

Twitter to advertise their media outreach.  As of 2013, every senator has an active Twitter 
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account, and though Twitter is common, how they use social media is variable across 

party, tenure, and position.  

ADVANTAGES OF SOCIAL MEDIA COMMUNICATION IN CONGRESS 

The value of both traditional and social media is that it gets issues of concern on 

the political agenda (Cook, 1989). Members of Congress have different legislative 

ambitions (Bernhard et al. 2017), so the issues they chose to communicate will differ.  

That means lawmakers are motivated to strategically communicate their unique agenda 

on Twitter in order to connect with constituents, build their political brand and develop 

expertise.  Social media offers a conduit to constituents unlike newsletters or town halls, 

and it is valuable to politicians who seek to be more newsworthy and want to present 

themselves positively to voters (Sellers and Schaffner, 2007).  Politicians use the media 

to build their brand and advance their careers (Cook 1989). They simultaneously enhance 

their reputation and perceptions of access to power (Sellers and Schaffner, 2007).  

Politicians devote extensive time to winning media coverage, increasingly so 

given that there is less apprenticeship and more promotional activities in the modern 

Congress. (Sinclair, 1989). The introduction of new media technologies, like Twitter, is 

part of that time devoted to media coverage, but the game of “winning” coverage on 

social media offers new opportunities and advantages.  Twitter offers senators three 

closely related advantages over alternative or traditional communications measures that 

make it a unique measure for analysis and a strategic platform for a lawmaker to 

communicate his political agenda.   

First, Twitter provides a platform that bypasses the traditional media filter as 

messages are not balanced with opposing viewpoints or prioritized according to the 

media agenda.  Politicians routinely work with journalists because it opens up public 
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communication channels for advertising their political brand and claiming credit for 

policy victories, but new media options like Twitter return some of the control back to 

politicians.  Traditional media sources attract a wide audience but come at a cost — 

members abdicate control of the final message to journalists and their editors. That 

message may be an index of elite opinions or deferential to politicians (Bennett, 1990; 

Bennett et al. 2007), but when information is published, how it is framed, and the context 

of an issue are all decisions out of the hands of elite actors. In newspapers or television 

broadcasts, the priorities of the elite actor become integrated with the priorities and norms 

of the news organization (Boydstun 2013, Sparrow, 2006).  Traditional media offer an 

indirect measure of priorities whereas Twitter is more frequent and only contextualized 

by the political actor and his staff. The scope and audience on Twitter may be different 

than news media — more or less desirable depending on a politician’s priorities — but it 

does offer alternative options that foster additional communications. Elected officials 

actively pursue electoral security (Stimson et al. 1995), and the diversification of the 

news media only furthers the incentives for senators to prioritize social media 

communications.  

Second, Twitter is a low-cost platform for direct communication with elite and 

mass publics that bypasses institutional constraints. Actors have increased control over 

their own communication strategies with minimal time and resources expensed, and thus 

have the ability to better target communications to their base of followers regardless of 

what is occurring in Congress or the legislative schedule. This individual control over 

distribution not only bypasses media organizations, but it also bypasses institutional 

constraints by enabling comments on a desired subject despite what is on the Senate 

calendar. Twitter offers a new-media franking privilege where members highlight their 

individual or party achievements or deride the opposition party. Social media platforms 
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like Twitter, at their most core function, are a mechanism for conflict expansion, and 

actors have increased control over that expansion. Nothing attracts a crowd as quickly as 

a fight (Schattschneider, 1960), and Twitter is one credit-claiming opportunity to target 

that contagion effect that is not wholly dependent on the party or the institution.  

Third, Twitter offers an accessible public record of priorities and preferences. The 

increased adoption of social media has the potential to increase the interactions between 

elite and mass publics by broadening the audience with a public record of government 

action and by putting different voices in the same space (Bruns and Highfield, 2012).  

Twitter is a broadcasting device for politicians (Golbeck, Grimes and Rogers, 2010), so 

being able to take advantage of its outreach capabilities is especially important to 

politicians and their staffers (Chi and Yang, 2010).  This public domain offers 

policymakers a relatively unfiltered credit claiming opportunity to highlight 

accomplishments and advertise a political brand (Mayhew, 1974). Press releases and C-

SPAN coverage produce a public record, but neither is as readily accessible or condensed 

as 140-count messages in a scrolling feed.   

SENATORS TAKING ADVANTAGE OF TWITTER 

Twitter is a hybrid media option that gives senators the opportunity to shape the 

debate, and this research analyzes the patterns of Twitter activity in the U.S. Senate.  I 

select the Senate — rather than the House — due to the chamber’s historical emphasis on 

individual autonomy and my research interest in individual priorities. Additionally, 

compared to the House or the many candidates running for Congress, fewer individuals in 

the Senate make the analysis and coding of this dataset more feasible. A years-worth of 

tweets from senators in 2013 and 2015 were collected via a Python-based web scraper 

that utilized the Twitter API to collect approximately 180,000 tweets over the two years.  
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This study analyzes the first session of 113th Congress, which marked the first all senators 

were on Twitter, and the first session of the 114th Congress after Senate majority control 

flipped to the Republicans in 2015. I strategically select these two sessions to assess 

political communication regardless of majority status within the chamber and to avoid the 

influence of electoral priorities in a re-election year.  Given my interest in social media 

strategies outside of the campaign, I expect politicians are least likely to be distracted by 

upcoming elections in in non-election years. This study includes each senator’s Twitter 

activity between January 3, 2013, and December 31, 2013, and January 3, 2015 and 

December 31, 2015.4  

 Each senator in this dataset has a verified Twitter account, either managed 

individually or by the member’s press office, from which the account sends messages 

with varying degrees of regularity. The account is either the member’s only account or 

their office account, as campaign accounts were not included because my interest is 

specifically on communications while in government. The number of tweets by user 

varies greatly over both congressional sessions by user and political party. Republican 

Senator John Cornyn of Texas totaled 2,272 tweets in 2013, but Alabama Republican 

Senator Richard Shelby only had 23. In 2013, the average senator sent about 675 tweets 

per year. Similarly in 2015, Democrat Cory Booker totaled more than 4,428 tweets and 

Republican Jim Risch had 90.  In 2015, the average tweets per year increased to 1,100. 

                                                
4 Table of 2013 and 2015 senators and their Twitter accounts is included in the appendix. 
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Table 1. Senators Total Tweets by Age, 2015 

To understand how lawmakers juggle priorities on Twitter, it is first important to 

know how Twitter use differs — or does not differ — among senators.  I first examine 

group patterns of Twitter use across party, gender, and age because many early studies of 

Twitter — and those moving forward — often consider the distinctions between these 

collective units.  For instance, Evans et al. (2015) find that women were more likely to 

use Twitter when campaigning for Congress. Cook (2016) suggests that women in state 

legislatures are more active on Twitter, but in the Senate I find that female senators are 

just as likely to turn to Twitter as their male counterparts (Figure 2).  In 2013, women 

accounted for 23 percent of all tweets —three percent higher than their 20 percent 

minority in the Senate.  In 2015, that number dropped to 19 percent.  I attribute much of 

that drop off to the relative increase in Twitter activity by male senators running for 

presidential nominations — primarily Sens. Marco Rubio, Rand Paul and Bernie Sanders. 

2015%Senators%Total%Tweets,%by%Age%
Top%10!
Name% Age% % Tweets%
%Booker% 45! 4,428!
%Paul% 51! 4,071!
%Murphy% 41! 3,438!
%Baldwin% 52! 3,328!
%Cornyn% 62! 3,308!
%Sanders% 73! 2,793!
%Gillibrand% 48! 2,613!
%McCain% 78! 2,510!
%Heitkamp% 59! 2,472!
%Leahy% 74! 2,387!
!

2015%Senators%Total%Tweets,%by%Age%
Bottom%10!
Name% Age% % Tweets%
%Flake% 52! 363!
%Schatz% 42! 331!
%Collins% 62! 314!
%Crapo% 63! 288!
%Bennett% 50! 280!
%Stabenow% 64! 247!
%Sessions% 68! 237!
%Franken% 63! 231!
%Risch% 71! 90!
%Nelson% 72! 36!
!
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 Figure 2. Senators Total Tweets by Gender 

Researchers are mixed on whether party matters when it comes to who uses 

Twitter.  Lassen and Brown (2011) and Peterson (2012) find that Republicans in 

Congress were more likely to adopt Twitter.  Some argue that post-adoption, Twitter is 

for Democrats and Facebook is for Republicans (AdAge).  I find that in 2013 neither 

party is significantly more likely to use Twitter in the Senate. Democrats and 

Independents made up about 54 percent of all tweets sent in 2013 — only slightly lower 

than their 55 percent vote share in Congress (Figure 3).  In 2015, Republicans made up 

53 percent of all tweets, one percent less than to their 54 vote share in the Senate.  

Democrats appear slightly more active on Twitter in 2015; however, to suggest Twitter is 

a platform for Democrats rather than Republicans moving forward is less conceivable in 

the era of President Donald Trump.  
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 Figure 3. Senators Total Tweets by Party 

While the average Twitter user is younger, about 37 years old, my data show that 

Twitter appears common among senators across all ages (Figure 4).  In 2015, Twitter is 

somewhat normally distributed across the ages of those in the U.S. Senate, while the 

average senator at age 60 is sending many tweets.  

 

 

Figure 4. Senators’ Total Tweets by Age, 2015 
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OLS ESTIMATION OF SENATE TWEETS 

To move from descriptive analysis of groups of senators to individual senators, I 

estimate an OLS regression of senators’ tweet totals to understand what type of senator is 

more likely to frequently use Twitter.  The dependent variable is the total number of 

tweets sent by each senator in both 2013 and 2015. If individual priorities are to be 

assessed on social media, it is first important to understand the patterns of communication 

behind those priorities. In the model I include a number of variables that scholars and 

journalists alike have considered potentially influential for Twitter activity.  I consider 

how both party and time in office affect communication patterns as Gainous and Wagner 

(2013) argue that Republicans and incumbents benefit more from Twitter, so they may be 

more inclined to use Twitter as a tool for communication. Age is appropriate given that 

Lassen and Brown (2011) find younger members of Congress were more likely to adopt 

Twitter in the first place.  I test whether those effects carry over once all senators are 

using the platform.  The model also includes electoral measures that consider previous 

electoral performance and upcoming candidacy.  Those senators with less-safe seats are 

likely to behave differently from senators who better align ideologically with their district 

(Grimmer, 2013). Senators running for re-election and those running for president will 

also have different motivations for spending time on Twitter and may utilize Twitter 

more frequently to garner public support and media attention for their campaigns. I also 

consider the politics of the state and whether senators from left or right-leaning states are 

more likely to use Twitter.  This variable is also correlated with urban and rural 

populations.  Finally, I also consider the proportion of a senator’s agenda that is spent on 

media and press advertisements.  While Twitter itself is a communication tool, it’s ability 
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to aggregate and promote alternative communications like press releases or videos, 

signals how much time senators spend on advertising and media outside of just Twitter. 

 

 

Figure 5. OLS Coefficient Plot of Total Tweets by Senators, 2013 
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 Figure 6. OLS Coefficient Plot of Senators’ Total Tweets, 2015 

The results from the OLS suggest that age or party cannot easily explain the 

question of “who uses Twitter?”  Across both 2013 and 2015, the only variable that is 

consistently significant is a senator’s previous electoral success, but in 2013 the effect is 

positive while in 2015 the effect is negative.  In 2013, a senator who served as a 

committee leader and a senator from a Democratic-leaning state both had fewer tweets 

than their colleagues. A committee leader sent nearly 300 fewer tweets than a senator 

without such an appointment, and senators from states where Barack Obama’s margin of 

victory was greatest were less likely to turn to Twitter. The direction for the effects of age 

is similar to expectations — that younger senators would favor the new platform — but 

the findings are not significant.  Electoral performance and media attention both have 

positive effects on a senator’s tweet total at the 90 percent confidence level.  The greater 

a senator’s margin of victory and the more time a senator spends on alternative media 
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communications, the more tweets a senator will send.  Just looking at the results from 

2013, the choice to use Twitter is not easily patterned by one type of senator or one group 

of senators.   

In 2015, the picture is equally complex in that only three variables had any 

substantive effect on the total number of tweets sent.  In 2015, Republican senators sent 

about 300 fewer tweets in a given year than their Democratic counterparts. This result 

corresponds to the finding across parties in the previous section that showed slightly 

more tweets by Democrats in 2015 than their majority share in Congress.  One 

explanation for this finding may be that as Democrats moved into the minority position 

within the Senate, they turned to Twitter more often because the institutional agenda in 

Congress was controlled by Republicans.  In the 114th Congress, younger senators were 

more likely to tweet than older lawmakers.  Holding other variables constant, a 60-year-

old senator would have sent about 220 more tweets than a 70-year-old senator.  The 

average age in the Senate dropped from 61 in 2013 to 60 in 2015.  Finally, those senators 

with the highest margin of victory in their last election sent fewer tweets.  The effect 

here, while statistically significant, is minimal.  A senator who won their state by a 20-

point margin sent only about 10 fewer tweets.  

A critical takeaway from the results is the total number of tweets senators send is 

not dependently on one or two characteristics.  The lack of consistency over both sessions 

suggests the patterns of Twitter use are not easily understood by many of the common 

variables used to explain lawmaker behavior.  For the purpose of Twitter as an agenda-

setting platform, this finding is actually quite reassuring.  If we are to use Twitter as a 

platform for measuring senators’ individual priorities, we know those priorities are not 

skewed by a certain type of senator who uses Twitter more often.  Republican senators’ 

Twitter agendas may differ from Democrats but it is not necessarily because Democrats 
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are more active on Twitter.  Who uses Twitter and when is likely complex and affected 

by the political environment, the communication staff within an office, or a senator’s 

personal relationship with the technology.  As Twitter communications extend over time, 

new or clearer patterns may emerge that explain who uses Twitter and when. 

MEDIA PRIORITIES ON TWITTER 

One pattern of Twitter use that is already evident is the power of Twitter as a tool 

for advertising and aggregating existing media measures. While Twitter in itself may be a 

media priority, within the Twitter space, members utilize this communication tool to 

advertise their media activities like interviews, editorials, and appearances on CNN.  

They also use Twitter to announce press releases or prepared statements that both 

constituents and the media will receive.  Communication on Twitter is unlike traditional 

media, but senators are using Twitter to promote or reinforce traditional media messages. 

Twitter’s potential to share information with a wide audience makes it a tool for conflict 

expansion (Schattschneider, 1960), and gives senators a platform to expand their media 

reach by not only adding a new communication platform but linking to alternative media 

activities.  Senators use Twitter to promote appearances on CNN, share New York Times 

articles, or link to press statements (Figure 7).  Media attention on Twitter appears to 

drop in 2015 — likely due to increased attention elsewhere — but Twitter remains a 

constant outlet for political communication and advertisement.  
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Figure 7. Percent of Senate Tweets with Traditional Media 

Senators’ most frequent media communications are about news articles or 

editorials, followed by media appearances on television and radio.  Many of these 

messages also include a link to a video or webcast of the appearance.  An example of this 

includes Sen. Bernie Sanders who often appeared on the Thom Hartmann radio program.  

Sanders would often preview his appearance anytime he was going on to discuss a policy 

priority of his. 

 

Illustration 4. Sen. Bernie Sanders Media Tweet 
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Most senators use Twitter to link to interviews and news articles that highlight 

their policy preferences, but some senators are more likely to do so.   I expect party 

leaders and senior senators are more likely to direct attention to traditional media on 

Twitter because they are also more likely to be quoted in newspapers and appear on 

television (Kuklinski and Siegelman, 1992; Squire, 1988; Hess, 1986). Those with 

existing media opportunities will have reason to publicize their media prowess on 

Twitter, and may be more likely to use newspapers or multimedia to promote their 

political brand. 

To formally examine what influences a senator’s likelihood to reinforce existing 

media opportunities I estimate a fractional logit model where the unit of analysis is the 

individual senator and the dependent variable is the proportion of a senator’s Twitter 

output that includes media references. These media mentions include press releases, 

television appearances, videos and podcasts, editorials, and articles.  Similar the OLS 

regression above, I estimate the effects on party, leadership in committee and the party, 

age, gender, candidacy in the upcoming election, the politics of the constituency, 

seniority, and previous electoral success.  

Across both 2013 and 2015 I find mixed results for the type of senator to talk 

about traditional media on Twitter (Table 2).  The most consistent finding across both 

years has little to do with leadership or seniority, but rather party. Republican senators 

were seven percent more likely to reference alternative media outputs in their tweets, 

despite news media deference to majority parties (in 2013 Republicans were the 

minority) and Republican distrust of the media.  Republicans may be using Twitter to 

avoid “mainstream” media. It is possible the results reflect Republicans shunning 

traditional media sources; however, Republican Senators Kelly Ayotte and John McCain 
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are two of the most frequent users to link to news items — often citing editorials or news 

that highlights their policy preferences.  

 

Illustration 5. Sen. Kelly Ayotte Referencing News Report 

The effect of party on media tweets is significantly higher than both committee 

and party leadership — which I had expected to lead to increased media attention on 

Twitter. Neither committee nor party leadership significantly affects a senator’s media 

attention, and being a party leader actually has negative effects.  In 2013, men and those 

who tended to tweet more spent more time advertising or linking to other media.  Male 

senators are almost five percent more likely to prioritize media in their messages, and 

those who tweet more are including more media in those tweets.  This suggests that those 

senators who are using Twitter more often are not only advertising their Twitter content, 

but also using Twitter to link to other media and broaden the reach of their strategic 

communication.  In 2015, tweets from those who were less electorally vulnerable also 

included more media references; however, the substantive effect is quite small given than 

senators who won their last election by a 20-point margin are less than one percent more 

likely to communicate their media activity. 
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Predicted probability of senators’ 
attention to other media on Twitter, 
2013 and 2015 
 2013             2015 
Male   0.046           -0.005 
 (.025)           (.034) 
Age   0.001           0.002* 
 (.001)           (.001) 
Com. Leader   0.042           -0.026 
 (.027)           (.018) 
Republican 0.068**       -0.053*** 
 (.022)           (.021) 
Total Tweets 4.2e-5*         1.3e-4 
 (.00002)       (.00001) 
Pres. Cand.                       0.032 
                      (.039) 
Years in Off. -0.003           -0.001 
 (.002)            (.001) 
Candidate -0.015            0.021 
 (.021)            (.019) 
Dem. State (.0004)          (.0009) 
 (.001)            (.001) 
Party Leader    -0.014           -0.029 
 (.021)            (.022)* 
Prior Election (.0002)          (.00005) 
 (.002)            (1.1e-5) 
N 68,395          113,112 
R^2 .540                .494 
 
(*) dy/dx is for discrete change of dummy  
variable from 0 to 1    
 
 *p < 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001 ��� 

Table 2. Marginal Effects for the Probability of a Senator to Mention Media on Twitter in 
2013 and 2015 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Senators’ social media communications serve as an agenda-setting platform that 

offers insight into how senators direct their attention across multiple priorities, but it also 

offers insight into the role of Twitter in the larger media landscape. Twitter is common 

among all senators, but how they use it is variable when it comes to Twitter as an 

aggregator of media communications.  By aggregator, I mean in one space senators 

advertise their many media activities, including television appearances, speeches, and 

public statements. It is clear that Republicans are more often using Twitter to promote 

their other media activities and link to stories that align with their policy preferences.  

Committee leaders and party leaders — the people who are most likely to be on Face the 

Nation or NPR — are not more likely to use Twitter for their already prominent media 

attention.  One reason Republicans may turn to social media is because it is not 

considered “mainstream media” and thus allows them to frame and highlight media 

activity they feel traditional journalism does not report.  Additionally, the Democrats 

during President Barack Obama’s term may be less inclined to use Twitter to direct 

attention to other media because the President is carries the party message as the 

“communicator in chief” for the Democratic Party (Hendricks and Denton, 2010). 

Twitter is a fundamental shift in how lawmakers communicate with the world 

both outside and inside Washington.  Social media offers a new communication tool that 

both introduces a new platform for congressional communication while still reinforcing 

many of the other media options that lawmakers have been relying on for decades.  No 

evidence exists — as of yet — that Twitter alters the business of Congress or the 

fundamental goals of lawmakers, but it does impact the information that comes out of our 

political institutions and how that information is framed.  The election of Donald Trump 

in 2016 and his ensuing presidency have put Twitter front-and-center in a way that forces 
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politicians and the public alike to move discussions and debates into the 140- or 280-

character frame.  Those debates are not revolutionary, but the platform and the vehicle for 

messaging is quite novel. 

Many in traditional journalism outlets lament the rise of social media — 

Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat — and its effect on the traditional media business model 

that relies on a consistent and attentive audience willing to pay the cost of information.  

Social media does bypass the typical gatekeepers, but at the same time it does have the 

capacity to broaden the audience, if only briefly, for traditional media messages through 

links and promotion.  Politicians are using Twitter to signal their policy, political, and 

constituent priorities, but they are also using it to link to press releases, promote their 

interviews, and highlight favorable press.  Twitter is not just another measure equal to 

press releases or speeches; it can be, but in reality it adds complexity to a politician’s 

daily agenda and priorities.  Complexity and 140 characters are not usually paired with 

one another, but when we consider the totality of what Twitter is capable of — quick hits, 

links to traditional media, direct contact with followers — the breadth of its 

communication prowess is impressive. 

Senators’ use of Twitter is not synchronized just as how they communicate with 

the public and each other is variable.  Some senators will never be on Meet the Press and 

some senators will never host a virtual town hall on Twitter.  Their goals in Congress, 

within the party and as a representative of their constituents will continue to drive media 

patterns as they have before the introduction of social media.   
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Chapter 5: Communicating Policy Priorities 

At the beginning of the 113th Congress, senators faced a complex number of 

policy problems that crossed political and geographic lines. A snapshot of that included 

Democrats’ attempt to shame Republicans for their ties to the National Rifle Association, 

especially after NRA president Wayne LaPierre responded to the Sandy Hook shooting 

with “the only way to stop a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun.”5 Republican 

senators refused to support the nomination of Chuck Hagel — a former Republican 

senator himself — in an effort to signal their frustration with the Democratic majority and 

President Barack Obama. And East coast Democrats accused their Republican 

counterparts of playing politics while their constituents lobbied for Hurricane Sandy 

relief packages. 

Each senator had to prioritize these highly politicized policy problems of gun 

control to disaster relief while meeting their obligations to constituents, their party, and 

the Sunday morning talk shows. Elected officials want to appear relevant on as many 

issues as possible, but they are limited in their time and attention (Jones and 

Baumgartner, 2005; Jones, 2001).  A fundamental goal of members of Congress is good 

public policy (Fenno, 1973), but how they achieve that goal is variable. The political 

environment and a senator’s own unique set of preferences affect how he achieves his 

desired policy ends. Members of Congress aggregate their individual policy priorities into 

a dynamic agenda that prioritizes which issues will be addressed at a given time. In 

pursuit of that agenda, individuals will process and prioritize information in accordance 

with how they balance their own policy goals in relation to the other pressures on their 

attention, such as party responsibility or constituent demands.  

                                                
5 “Only ‘A Good Guy With A Gun’ Can Stop School Shootings, NRA Says.” NPR. December 21, 2012. 
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Traditional policy agenda setting is the process by which institutions filter policy 

information and attention is allocated (Kingdon, 1984; Baumgartner and Jones, 2009; 

Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). An institution’s policy agenda is dynamic and variable 

given an adaptable and uncertain political environment, and in this chapter I extend those 

same principles for how individual actors prioritize policy. An elected official’s 

processing power is curbed by a “bottleneck of attention” where short-term memory 

allows us to attend to only limited elements of the environment at any given time. 

Attention to a specific problem or interest will consume the institution or individual’s 

scarce agenda space to create a crowding effect that forces prioritization among select 

issues (Jones and Baumgartner, 2005).   

Explaining that variance in individual prioritization in Congress is something 

political science and public policy have struggled with for a long period of time.  Most 

studies of agenda setting and decision-making are constrained to institutions or policy 

subsystems where group actions are the unit of analysis.  Congressional studies of 

individual member goals largely rely on seminal works by David Mayhew (1974) and 

Richard Fenno (1978) that use interviews and case studies to understand legislative 

activities and goal-seeking behavior.  This research builds upon those studies to extend 

agenda setting beyond policy — or rather to contextualize policy decisions — and to 

quantitatively study individual goals and decision making both within policy and as one 

of many priorities of senators. In this chapter I analyze the content of senators’ 

communications via Twitter to understand how constituent, party and institutional 

pressures affect the relative amount of time and attention senators spend on policy.   

This chapter is organized into three sections. The first section provides a review 

of the policy agenda setting literature and how individual agendas builds and adds to our 

understanding of public policy. The second section of this chapter discusses in detail the 
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research questions regarding how we understand individual attention to specific policy 

issues and policy attention relative to competing or alternative goals. The final section 

discusses the research and empirical findings for the types of lawmakers who prioritize 

policy and what factors lead to specific policy priorities.  In this chapter I analyze the 

content of senators’ communications via Twitter to understand how constituent, party or 

institutional pressures affect the relative amount of time and attention senators spend on 

policy.  The results suggest that policy is not just what senators do, but rather it is a 

strategic choice that senators make and for the average senator it is his primary choice.  

That choice means senators are forced to make trade offs, and the time a politician spends 

on constituent or state-specific issues is a consistent predictor of how much attention 

senators will allocate to policy priorities. Additionally, the specific issues senators 

mention are patterned by the issues associated with their party more broadly, suggesting 

both constituent and party pressures affect multiple aspects of a senator’s policy 

attention. By looking at the content of senators’ Twitter communications, it gives both 

scholars and the public a better picture of a politician’s political brand and offers insight 

into how public officials build a complex agenda that is used by journalists and 

constituents alike to evaluate and make choices in representation.  

TRADITIONAL POLICY AGENDA SETTING 

A fundamental question in public policy is how does a government set its agenda 

and choose what issues to address? Every political system must have an agenda if it is to 

prioritize the problems facing it (Dearing and Rogers, 1996). Despite the party 

polarization we see in Congress and among the public, policy agenda research suggests 

that parties and elections are not nearly as central to explaining changes in government 

priorities compared to information flows and the limitations on political attention 
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(Walgrave et al. 2009). The choice among competing issues is especially important in 

politics, and those choices occur in an information-rich environment rather than an 

information-poor one (Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). Congress must decide how to 

simultaneously focus on tax reform, workforce development, health care for kids, 

military preparedness, excellence in education, or international issues of human rights 

and drug trafficking. Governments and the institutions within those systems are expected 

to be attentive to each of the previous issues, and as a result a wealth of policy 

information must get filtered through and prioritized.  

That oversupply of information leads to what Herbert Simon (1983) referred to as 

an information-rich world where evaluating information in light of existing goals is most 

important (Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). Hundreds if not thousands of potential issues 

and sources of information are provided by interest groups, lobbyists, the media and 

bureaucrats, and the real trick is to prioritize and evaluate information under severe time 

and cognitive constraints. One way Congress absorbs the oversupply of information is by 

dividing up information across congressional committees.  Institutions face a wealth of 

information relative to the scarce attention available, but that attention is critical because 

issue attention is the primary antecedent of policymaking (Walgrave et al. 2009).  But 

even before the institution moves on an issue, an individual actor’s attention is part of 

that policymaking process.  One could argue individual attention is a primary antecedent 

of institutional attention.   

Previous work by Baumgartner and Jones (1993) and Kingdon (1995) theorize 

that political institutions filter a wealth of policy information to produce policy outputs, 

such as bills or laws.  Up to this point, everything being done in agenda setting has 

applied to institutions. My research assumes a similar process, but offers one of the first 

studies of elite prioritization at the individual level. A single senator or senator’s office 
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filter though information, and that information provides the foundation for not only their 

policy agenda, but how they communicate across policy, politics, and representation 

priorities. 

INDIVIDUAL POLICY AGENDAS  

Scholars have been comprehensive in describing policy agendas and changes in 

attention within political institutions, but far less research has considered the individuals 

making decisions within those institutions. The answers to what drives individual 

political actors’ attention to issues — and policy more broadly — have only been partial 

(Walgrave et al. 2010). Most models of the policy process center on the political system, 

focusing on the issues politicians take action upon in the aggregate— such as giving 

speeches, introducing bills, or cosponsoring legislation (Sevenans, et al. 2016; Edwards 

and Wood, 1999; Walgrave, Soroka, and Nuytemans, 2008). The challenge lies in 

narrowing that focus to develop a sophisticated understanding of policy priorities at the 

individual level.  How does a person choose what problem to address? In the case of a 

single individual, there must be some prior process by which problems are prioritized. In 

an environment where lawmakers as well as the broader institutions have limited 

capacities to process an oversupply of issues and information, paying attention prioritizes 

them.  

Political science scholars typically measure attention to policy issues within 

institution, but prioritizing solely among policy issues in the aggregate ignores key 

aspects of a senator’s daily agenda, such as advertising appearances on CNN or 

upcoming town halls.  Hagel’s nomination alone spurred sustained media attention, a 

Republican filibuster, and a flood of calls from constituents.  Senators juggle these 

competing priorities that span from constituents to policy, but little scholarship in public 
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policy explains how they make these strategic trade-offs about where to allocate their 

attention among their many activities.  Seminal studies of Congress by Richard Fenno 

(1973) and David Mayhew (1974) argue that good public policy and position taking are 

just one of the many priorities a member of Congress wants to address while in office.  

They seek re-election and these policy priorities foster that goal, but even these seminal 

studies give very little direction in the relative time and attention that is spent on policy in 

the context of other priorities or goals. 

DUAL PROCESS OF POLICY PRIORITIZATION 

When it comes to policy choices, politicians face what I term a dual process of 

policy prioritization.  Not only must lawmakers decide which issues to prioritize (e.g., 

national defense vs. climate change) but they must also make a prior and implicit second 

choice to opt into policy rather than constituent service or party politics.  Members’ 

limited attention means they have to make trade-offs and strategic choices, and for some, 

their policy focus may be defense but that specific policy focus is trumped by constituent 

concerns.  For example, take Democratic Sens. Dick Durbin and Al Franken.  On paper, 

these Democratic senators are quite similar — similar ideology (top-10 most liberal 

senators), similar region (Illinois and Minnesota), and similar electoral results in their last 

election (53% electoral victories).  But when it comes to policy attention, these senators 

have very different agendas.  

During the 2017 debate over whether to repeal and replace the Affordable Care 

Act, Sen. Durbin allocated significant attention to countering GOP claims that healthcare 

was broken.  In a September tweet, he said Republicans were trying to rush through 

repeal.  
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Illustration 6. Sen. Dick Durbin Healthcare Tweet, September 2017 

 Sen. Franken — while a supporter of the ACA — on that same day in September, 

and in the same hour, was redirecting his attention to Minnesota where Target had 

announced minimum wage increases.  

 

Illustration 7. Sen. Al Franken Constituent Tweet, September 2017 

These two comparable senators were paying attention to two very different issues 

and engaging in two very different types of representation.  Extending the comparison to 

a year’s worth of tweets, it is clear that Sens. Durbin and Franken not only prioritize 

different issues but they also prioritize policy, overall, very differently (Figure 8).  
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Figure 8. Sens. Dick Durbin and Al Franken Twitter Agendas 

Sen. Durbin spends most of his time and attention on policy, while Sen. Franken 

spends slightly more time on constituent issues and much less attention is allocated to 

policy priorities.  If you consider another politician who, on paper, is even more different 

— such as Kentucky’s Republican Sen. Rand Paul — the variance in their agendas and 

how they allocate their scarce attention is even greater.  Comparing tweets among all 

three senators, Paul spends much more time on politics as a potential Republican 

presidential nominee and less time on his other two priorities (Figure 9).  Not only are 

these politicians seeking re-election through variable strategies, the information and 

signals received by constituents from these three states are variable.   
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Figure 9. Sens. Dick Durbin, Al Franken, and Rand Paul Twitter Agendas 

EXPLAINING THE VARIANCE IN POLICY PRIORITIES 

 Explaining the variable policy priorities among lawmakers is important, not only 

for the issues that make it onto the institutions’ agenda, but also for the type of 

representation constituents can expect from their elected officials.  A senator who 

prioritizes defense policy and communicates those priorities on Twitter is shaping the 

information that constituents have to make informed decisions and the information the 

media has to report.  Lawmakers make strategic choices about how to shape that 

information that leads to systematic differences in the role of policy in their individual 

agendas.  Those systematics differences are what this research aims to identify and 
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that position taking is one of three key, legislative activities that fosters politicians’ 

ultimate goal of re-election.  Fenno notes that one of lawmakers’ many goals is good 

public policy, and Justin Grimmer (2013) argues that policy is one of two expressed 

priorities by members of Congress.  Party politics may cover newspaper headlines and 

flame Twitter fights, but policy is arguably at the core of many of those fights, i.e. 

“Obamacare,” “bathroom bills,” and international travel bans.  Policy priorities — or at 

least the appearance of policy attentiveness — are critical to a senator’s agenda, and 

because of this I expect policy to play a primary role in a senator’s individual agenda.  

Members of Congress articulate policy, constituent, and political priorities in their daily 

tweets — and follows what we already know about members’ legislative activities and 

goals.  I build on that foundation by asking how do lawmakers prioritize those priorities 

relative to one another, and argue that policy takes a center role in the information that 

lawmakers advertise to their constituents, interest groups, and journalists. 

Lawmakers Prioritizing Policy 

In addition to knowing the relative attention given to policy in lawmakers’ 

individual agendas, it is equally important to understand the individual characteristics and 

political circumstances that lead to increased policy attention.  While all members of 

Congress may be re-election oriented, how they pursue that goal is variable and some 

senators will choose to allocate more or less attention to policy as a result.  But the choice 

to prioritize policy has ramifications for other priorities.  If a senator prioritizes policy, 

given scarce agenda space, that affects the agenda space for alternative priorities.  One of 

the fundamental trade-offs in Congress is the choice between policy and representation 

(Grimmer, 2013).  Politicians, whether consciously or not, choose to either be a policy 

statesman or a constituent appropriator.  Senators have to decide if their goals are best 
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met by their home styles or DC-styles.  This trade-off means one of the best predictors of 

heightened policy attention is the time and attention spent on representation.  Even on a 

multi-use platform like Twitter where senators are not forced to make a choice and they 

simultaneous address both, i.e. Sen. Franken’s comments on minimum wage increase in 

Minnesota, they will in the long run make a choice between policy and representation 

such that increased attention to policy has a negative effect on the relative level of 

constituent attention. Senators are cognitively limited actors with limited processing 

capacity and the boundaries of that capacity mean strategic decisions about how and 

when to prioritize policy are inevitable and necessary. 

Issue selection 

The three pressures of party, constituents and the institution not only affect the 

choice to prioritize policy, but also the specific policy issues that lawmakers engage in.  

Given the highly polarized nature of Congress, I expect party politics to affect more than 

just the tenor of partisan bickering because it is the culture in which policy problems are 

addressed. The issues at the top of the party’s agenda and how they are framed will 

inevitably determine which topics Congress — and the individuals within the institution 

— will address.  By maintaining “issue ownership” of specific policies, parties choose 

issues where they hold the reputational advantage (Budge and Farlie, 1983; Petrocik, 

1996; Egan, 2013). Republicans, for example, are consistently associated with matters of 

defense and the Democrats with issues of social welfare.  The parties seek policy action 

on topics where they not only see opportunities to solve policy problems but 

opportunities for the party to bolster their reputation. Political parties compete by 

emphasizing and prioritizing different issues rather than by taking diametrically opposed 

positions on similar policies (Walgrave et al. 2010). 
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In addition to the types of policies passed, the processes used on the Senate floor 

have become increasingly trapped in partisan warfare.  The number of cloture votes and 

procedural votes in the Senate has increased and created ripple effects that have 

disincentivized compromise (Theriault, 2013).  Procedure becomes a partisan tool to stall 

or redirect the agenda rather than a function of the legislative process.  The partisan 

climate results in a chamber that no longer values the given-and-take of a debate, but 

often shouts past one another regardless of the original policy goals. 

Given that party politics that affects both the policy process and the issues 

selected, I expect party pressures to affect the types of issues that members of the Senate 

pay attention to and share in their Twitter feeds.  Even on Twitter where politicians could 

advertise across any number of issues, I expect them to prioritize those issues that their 

party is closely associated with or that serve the party’s agenda more broadly. 

MEASURING POLICY PRIORITIES 

To analyze Twitter activity on policy, I draw from more than 180,000 tweets by 

senators in 2013 and 2015, coded by their mention of senators’ three top priorities: 

policy, politics, and representation.  Political tweets are coded by mentions of elections 

and party politics, specifically the use of partisan rhetoric to describe parties and party 

representatives.  Representation tweets include direct mentions of the senator’s state, 

town halls, local sports, and direct communication with followers. I coded tweets with 

policy mentions according to the U.S. Policy Agendas Project coding scheme that 

categorizes public policy into 20 major topics and 220 subtopics.6  Across the three 

                                                
6 All policy tweets were hand-coded by a graduate student coder, and 6,000-observation sample was 
double-coded by experienced student coders for reliability measures. Student double-coding coding yielded 
the following inter-coder reliability statistics for policy issues: percentage agreement = 87.4%, Cohen’s 
kappa = 85.6%, Krippendorff’s alpha = 85.6%. Coding guideline for policy coding is included in 
Appendix. 
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priorities, I find that policy is, on average, the most frequently mentioned priority on 

Twitter (Figure 10).  This supports my expectation that among senators’ goals and 

activities in Congress, policy or position taking is most often the primary or most 

frequently communicated priority.  Representation takes up nearly half of all tweets by 

senators, and there are some senators — about one-fourth — who spend more time on 

representation than policy.  Politics is the least mentioned category and is easily dwarfed 

by the other two as only two senators prioritized politics most often in their agenda — 

2015 Republican presidential candidates Marco Rubio and Rand Paul.   

 

 

Figure 10. Senators Tweets By Three Priorities 

This initial finding is critical to our understanding of individual decision making 

because these specific activities are not new to Congress (see Mayhew, 1974; Fenno, 

1978, Fiorina, 1977), but we have never quantitatively been able to measure how a full 

population of lawmakers decides where to allocate time and resources among them. 
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Typically, the front pages of the newspapers are filled with the horse race of elections and 

party politics, but Twitter suggests that individual politicians spend comparatively little 

time talking about party politics. The agenda that they want the public to receive and 

journalists to report has much less to do with party politics relative to policy or 

representation.  Additionally, the emphasis on policy rather than politics may provide one 

reason why constituents continue to re-elect individual members of the Senate while 

Congress, as a whole, is considered polarizing and ineffective.  Twitter gives senators an 

additional opportunity to distance themselves from that negative, aggregate image by 

portraying their policy prowess and constituent attentiveness on social media. 

The next step to understanding individual policy agendas is to know who and 

what types of lawmakers are more likely to prioritize policy. In 2015 the senators who 

spent the highest proportion of tweets on policy tended to be Democrats and committee 

leaders (Table 3).  For example, Sens. Patty Murray and Lamar Alexander spent the 

greater part of 2015 trying to pass education reform as the leaders of the education 

committee.  Senators who directed their attention to priorities outside of policy were 

often limited in their time in the Senate, such as retiring Democratic Sen. Tom Harkin-

IA, or were preoccupied with other activities, such as Republican Sen. David Vitter-LA 

who was running for governor. 
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Policy	  Top	  Ten	   	   Policy	  Bottom	  Ten	  
	  	  2013	  

	  
	  2015	  

	  
	  2013	  

	  
	  2015	  

	  	  Feinstein	   82%	   	  Merkley	   80%	   	  Harkin	   8%	   	  McCaskill	   22%	  
	  Murray	   82%	   	  Baldwin	   80%	   	  Shelby	   13%	   	  Rubio	   23%	  
	  Boxer	   83%	   	  Udall	   80%	   	  McCaskil	   23%	   	  Paul	   26%	  
	  Leahy	   83%	   	  Blumenthal	   81%	   	  Mo	  Cowan	   28%	   	  Grassley	   30%	  
	  Wyden	   84%	   	  Gillibrand	   81%	   	  Manchin	   42%	   	  Booker	   31%	  
	  Durbin	   85%	   	  Feinstein	   81%	   	  Scott	   43%	   	  Vitter	   36%	  
	  Alexander	   85%	   	  Sessions	   81%	   	  Pryor	   47%	   	  Scott	   41%	  
	  Barrasso	   86%	   	  Alexander	   82%	   	  Hatch	   49%	   	  Stabenow	   41%	  
	  Coburn	   89%	   	  Cantwell	   83%	   	  Murphy	   50%	   	  Fischer	   44%	  
Lautenberg	   91%	   	  Murray	   86%	   	  Begich	   51%	   	  Cassidy	   47%	  

Table 3. Top and Bottom 10 Senators by Percent of Tweets that Include Policy 

To more formally examine what influences a senator’s level of attention to policy 

priorities I estimate a fractional logit model, more specifically a generalized linear model 

with a binomial distribution and a link logit function with robust errors.  

logit{E(y)} = xβ, y ∼ Bernoulli 

In this model the unit of analysis is the senator and the dependent variable is the 

proportion of a senator’s Twitter output that includes policy priorities. Separate 

coefficients relate individual characteristics of the senators to their probability for policy 

priorities. This model specification is appropriate because like a beta regression it can 

account for the skewness of the dependent variable, but it does not assume the dependent 

variable follows a beta-distribution, meaning that it can consider values including 0 and 1 

(Papke and Wooldridge, 1996).  Variations on the logit model are common practice with 

explanatory variables that are attributes of individuals, in this case, U.S. senators.  The 

independent variable of interest is the amount of attention a single senator allocates to 

constituent priorities, specifically the proportion of their agenda that includes mention of 

representation, i.e. constituent service, town halls, local sports, etc. I expect the 
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proportion of an agenda dedicated to representation negatively affects a senator’s 

attention to policy priorities.  I control for other pressures on attention, such as senators’ 

party and their role within the institution, such as committee leadership and seniority. In 

addition to estimating representation and party effects, I include controls for a member’s 

age, gender, Twitter frequency, candidacy in the upcoming election, the politics of the 

constituency, seniority, previous electoral success, and alternative media attention.  

I control for age given the youth of the Twitter audience and that older politicians 

may be less likely to use Twitter compared to other platforms like Facebook.  Work by 

Evans and Clark (2015) suggests we should expect gender to have a direct effect on 

political candidates’ social media messages.  A binary code for candidacy is included in 

the model to account for a senator’s likelihood to focus on non-institutional issues and the 

influence of campaign activities, and in 2015 I also include a control for those senators 

seeking presidential nominations. Evans et al. (2014) find effects on Twitter 

communications during congressional campaigns, particularly for incumbents, so I would 

expect different rhetoric from candidates. In addition to candidacy, I also consider the 

seniority of the senator because those who are more established with their state and more 

prepared for re-election may be free to turn their attention to away from constituents and 

toward policy. However, the politics of the senator’s constituency may also influence 

some senators’ policy priorities, and this control measures the margin of victory for 

President Barack Obama in each state during the 2012 election.  Finally, I consider the 

number of tweets that a senator sends and whether a frequent user of Twitter is more 

likely to tend toward policy priorities or avoids a trade-off with representation simply by 

tweeting more frequently 
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FINDINGS 

The results show that senators’ likelihood to prioritize policy is significantly 

decreased by higher levels of attention to representation (Figure 11). The dots on the 

coefficient plot represent the marginal effects of the coefficients; whereas, the lines 

represent 95 percent confidence intervals for each estimate. If the confidence interval 

does not cross the vertical line at zero, the coefficient is statistically significant. The 

average senator, who spends 45 percent of their agenda on constituent-specific rhetoric, is 

about 15 percent less likely to prioritize policy in their Twitter agenda in a given year.  

This supports the hypothesis that senators make a choice between representation and 

policy. This choice is not binary, but for the average senator there is a negative 

relationship between representation and policy. If we consider the third priority, politics, 

we do not see a significant trade-off, and in 2013, attention to politics actually has a 

positive effect on policy attention.  To better illustrate this trade-off between 

representation and policy, the bar graph shows every senator’s policy proportion in green 

from least to greatest (Figure 12).  In purple, it also shows their corresponding attention 

to representation.  On average, as policy attention goes up, representation proportions go 

down.  The trade-off also is visible in the scatterplot that shows the negative relationship 

between policy and representation attention (Figure 13). 
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Figure 11. Margins Plot of Predicted Probabilities of Policy Priorities on Twitter in 2013 
and 2015 

Additional significant control variables for policy priorities include those senators 

running for presidential nominations, such as Sens. Rand Paul and Bernie Sanders.  They 

are less likely to spend time on policy, arguably due to their attention re-directed away 

from the institution and toward the campaign.  While it is not as clear in on the graph, 

Democrats in both 2013 and 2015 are more likely to prioritize policy in their daily 

agenda.  Democrats are about seven percent more likely to advertise policy priorities than 

their Republican counterparts. This finding supports research by Grossman and Hopkins 

(2015) that Democrats more committed to specific policies designed to benefit particular 

groups.  The results also suggest that policy priorities are not closely tied to majority 

status as Democrats served in both the majority and minority in the data.   
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Lastly, it is worth noting that the total number of tweets a senator sends does not 

affect his likelihood to prioritize policy.  Senators are not just tweeting more and thus 

spending more time on policy.  Even when I move the analysis from the proportion of all 

tweets to the total count, those senators who tweet more frequently are no more likely to 

talk about policy than their counterparts who spend less time on social media.  They do 

not “get around” the trade-off of policy and representation simply by tweeting more. 

 

 

Figure 12.  Bar Graph of Individual Senators’ Percent of Tweets on Policy and 
Corresponding Percent of Representation Tweets in 2015 
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Figure 13. Scatterplot of Individual Senators’ Percent of Tweets on Policy and 
Corresponding Percent of Representation Tweets in 2015 

While constituent pressures have a negative effect on overall policy priorities, I 

expect party pressures to be a dominant force in the specific issues that senators select. If 

we look at how senators allocate attention across 20 policy topics, I find distinct party 

differences and mixed support for party-owned issues.  On most salient issues, there are 

significant party differences in attention (Figure 14).  For Democrats, they spend much 

more time on civil rights and education — issues that are closely associated with the 

Democratic Party.  But additionally, Democrats have an advantage in law and crime — 

an issue not traditionally linked to the Democratic Party.  This specific partisan effect is 

driven by attention to prison reform, gun control, and domestic violence prevention. 

Republicans allocate attention to issues like defense and foreign affairs, but they also 

spent a disproportionate amount of time on healthcare — an issue traditionally associated 
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with the Democratic Party.  This attention stems from their opposition to the Affordable 

Healthcare Act and attempts to repeal to the law.  These partisan differences offer a 

mixed picture of whether politicians assume policy priorities according to those issues 

where their party has a reputational advantage.  Parties may play a role, but the status quo 

of a policy or the political implications of a policy may also be driving factors in 

determining a senator’s policy agenda. 

 

Figure 14. Senators’ Policy Priorities by Party and Issue Area 

To formally test whether party affiliation affects an individual senator’s likelihood 

to prioritize party-associated policies, I again estimate a fractional logit with similar 

parameters and controls.  In this model, the dependent variable is again a proportion, but 

specifically the proportion of their agenda dedicated to Republican or Democratic-

specific issues.  I define Democratic issues as civil rights, education, healthcare, and 

social welfare.  I define Republican issues as economics, banking, defense, and foreign 
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affairs.  These issues are aggregated into two proportions — one Democratic issue 

proportion and one Republican issue proportion — that I then test the affect of party ID 

on the likelihood that a senator focuses on those issues. 

In both 2013 and 2015, members of the Republican Party were about 10 percent 

more likely to talk about economics, defense, or international issues compared to their 

Democratic counterparts (Figure 15).  In 2013, this increased attention stemmed from 

discussions surrounding the investigation into Benghazi, the debt ceiling, opposition to 

Dodd-Frank regulations, and intervention in the Middle East.  In 2015, this attention 

included a nuclear Iran, income and corporate taxes, and international terrorism.  

Significant control variables include politics in 2013, where those who mentioned 

elections or party politics were less likely to prioritize GOP issues.  In 2015, media 

attention was positively associated with GOP issues — suggesting that these are the 

issues senators are talking about in editorials, media appearances, and press releases. 
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Figure 15. Senators’ Probability of Attention to GOP Issues 

Republicans are more likely to attend to issues traditionally associated with their 

party, but that effect is somewhat mixed for Democrats. In 2013 members of the 

Democratic Party were about 14 percent more likely to talk about social welfare, 

education, healthcare, or civil rights (Figure 16).  This affect is quite strong given 

Republican attention to healthcare during this same time period.  In 2015, the effect 

remains positive, however it is not significant.  Across years, the most consistent effect 

on Democratic policy issue attention is use of various media tools.  For GOP issues, 

media attention is positively associated, but for Democratic issues media tools like press 

releases and appearances have a negative affect on the likelihood to talk about social 

policies.  This finding suggests that those senators who are writing editorials, linking to 

videos or appearing on NPR are not tackling social policy issues — also giving us a sense 

of what issues correlate with traditional media attention.  One of the strengths of 

Republican media messaging may be that those issues in the newspaper or on CNN are 

less likely to be issues closely associated with the Democratic Party. 
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Figure 16. Senators Probability of Attention to Democratic Issues 

CONCLUSION 

Members of the Senate have multiple goals, and to juggle their many 

responsibilities they have to be strategic in how they organize policy attention. The 

findings support my expectations about the role of policy in senators’ individual agendas, 

both relative to their other priorities and within policy the issues that they choose to 

prioritize. Twitter may be an alternative agenda space where members of the Senate tailor 

their agenda to fit the platform and the audience, but the policy information shared on 

Twitter is the information used both by journalists and constituents to evaluate 

politicians. These results suggest policy priorities garner the most attention — about two-

third’s of a senators’ daily agenda on Twitter.  And beyond just information about the 

role of Twitter in Congress, this pattern of policy-first policymakers tells us something 

about how they view representation. Despite what other traditional media platforms 
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might report about party politics and an ineffective Congress, policy problems are being 

discussed at the individual level.  And a prerequisite for broad policy solutions is the 

attention to policy problems.  

A critique of CNN or MSNBC is that their priority is often the horse race of 

electoral politics, but these tweets suggest that policy is an individual priority outside of 

what is, in a sense, baked in to their jobs as politicians.  Policy isn’t just what senators do, 

but rather it is a choice that they make and some choose to put policy priorities at the top 

of their public agenda.  Also, it sheds light on why Congress as a whole is viewed 

negatively, dysfunctional, or as a do-nothing institution, yet individual lawmakers have 

much higher approval ratings and continue to be re-elected.  If you look at their 

individual political brands on Twitter, policy takes up a significant portion of their 

attention. And President Trump has shown us that there are plenty of other choices to 

make on Twitter beyond policy. The choice to prioritize policy sends a signal to 

constituents, media, and special interests that a lawmaker is engaged and relevant on 

issues that matter to their constituents and to the nation. 

Additionally, the choice to prioritize policy, while common, is not consistent. 

Previous agenda setting research has considered individual variation as noise, but there 

are systematic differences that can be accounted for.  How members tailor their agenda is 

variable, and because they are limited in their time and attention the choice to prioritize 

policy can sometimes come at a cost.  That cost is most often absorbed by the time left 

over for constituent service or representation.  Senators who spend more time prioritizing 

policy will spend less time on representation — even on Twitter where the choice is not 

implicitly required and the agenda is not a fixed space.  Twitter is a multi-purpose 

platform that allows as many posts on as many issues with very little cost, yet senators 

are still less likely to devote time and attention to state issues, town halls, or direct 
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communication with followers if their policy attention increases.  While the agenda space 

on Twitter is less constrained, their cognitive limitations and scarce attention remain. 

And the choice to prioritize policy on Twitter can be seen in the decision-making 

and future legislative behaviors by members of the Senate.  For example, take Sen. Lisa 

Murkowski from Alaska during the 2017 debate over whether to repeal or replace the 

Affordable Care Act.  The senator said very early in the legislative process that she would 

be a “no” vote — voting against her party and likely some of her own policy preferences.  

She argued the bill was not supported by her constituents and would directly hurt their 

interests and access to care.  Despite individual preferences or party priorities — two 

measures often used to explain decision-making — she followed her own agenda.  In 

2015 — two years before this specific political battle — Sen. Murkowski spent 60 

percent of her agenda on representation, 40 percent on policy and about 10 percent on 

party politics.  Her agenda is much more constituent focused than the average senator, 

and less partisan than the average Republican.  The makeup of her agenda has very real 

consequences for her actions in Congress.  And she is just one example.  Sen. Rubio 

redirected attention away from policy while running as a presidential candidate, and he 

missed 35 percent of votes in the Senate.  Sen. Joe Manchin of West Virginia spends 

three-fourths of his tweets on representation as a moderate Democrat who introduced the 

fewest pieces of legislation among Democrats in 2015. 

Finally, the issues that senators focus on within the policy space are also a 

function of pressures that senators confront, and the pressure most applicable here is 

party affiliation.  The choice of which issues to prioritize is often defined by the party of 

the senator.  Some issues are regional — public lands or urban development — but across 

many issues, party does play a role in a senator’s likelihood to prioritize specific issues.  

Those issues are often the issues on which the party has a reputational advantage, i.e. 
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Republicans on defense policy, but not always.  Politicians will deviate from their party’s 

signature issues but they often do so in mass — like the attention that Republicans gave 

to the healthcare debate or the Democrat’s attention to gun reform and background 

checks.  Twitter allows senators the freedom to select and engage policy issues that are 

not necessarily on the floor or the party platform, but given that freedom, they tend to 

constrain themselves to issues their party cares about.  This finding suggests that maybe 

we need to look beyond “owned issues” but rather at the issues parties care more about 

and the political environment or leverage that can be gained from an issue. Where an 

issue sits relative to the status quo and the positive or negative framing of an issue may 

arguably play a role in individual attention allocation, particularly on Twitter. 
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Chapter 6: Communicating Representation Priorities  

Every Wednesday that Congress is in session, Sen. Rob Portman hosts a coffee 

hour with constituents. He advertises the event as a discussion of important state issues, 

such as economic development and job creation. Those issues are not unique to Ohio, and 

neither is his weekly ritual of constituent outreach.  Portman is one of many senators who 

regularly host constituent coffees — James Lankford of Oklahoma advertises “Java with 

James” and Debbie Stabenow hosts “Good Morning Michigan.” These events may sound 

like National Public Radio specials, and in many ways they serve the same purpose — 

garnering the type of support that deliver loyal, repeat listeners.  Senators represent 

larger, more diverse constituencies than their House counterparts, but signaling their 

constituents and building the relationships required for re-election is equally important. 

One of the most direct ways senators signal to their constituents is through their daily 

communications, and the normalization of social media platforms like Twitter give 

elected officials a new tool for advertising their priorities and preferences.  

Each senator is responsible for developing an approach to his job that serves a 

wide range of roles, including responsibilities to his constituents (Petersen, 2012).  

Lawmakers must decide how to organize their priorities for representation, and the 

distribution of attention varies according to the preferences and goals of that senator.  The 

typical roles of a senator — legislator, representative, political activities — are well 

known and remain unchanged amid an evolving media and political climate, but this 

research offers new insight into how senators prioritize these roles and the trade-offs that 

result.  In this chapter, I look more closely at how senators communicate representation 

priorities — such as constituent service and town hall meetings — and examine what 

influences a senator’s choices to highlight her role as a constituent servant.  I find that 
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attention to representation is a function of both legislators’ audience and, most 

importantly, the attention that they allocate to competing priorities like policy. Senators 

trade off attention between talking about policy proposals and addressing local, 

constituent issues. Those senators who adopt a policy-focused agenda and whose 

audience and brand extends beyond the geographic confines of their constituency spend a 

smaller proportion of their agenda on constituent issues. For example, local issues and 

constituent connections dominate West Virginia Sen. Joe Manchin’s agenda, and that 

means he has less attention to direct toward shaping the debate on national policy 

problems. Lawmakers have cognitive limits — even with an apt communications team 

and an unlimited platform on social media — and the attention to one priority will draw 

attention away from another.  That trade-off is visible on a platform like Twitter where 

lawmakers communicate across a number of priorities at the same time.  Twitter is often 

characterized by both politicians and scholars as a tool for constituent outreach, but for 

senators that does not necessarily mean that representation priorities are the primary 

content of those messages. 

CONNECTING WITH CONSTITUENTS 

In the 1970s, the House Commission on Administrative Review surveyed 

members of Congress and found that members’ three primary duties included drafting 

legislation, helping constituents solve problems, and representing their interests of their 

constituents (Petersen 2012).  While much has changed in Congress since the days of 

Henry Bellmon and Jesse Helms, the role of a senator as a representative and voice for 

his constituents remains the same.  A 2011 report by the Congressional Management 

Foundation finds that members of Congress spend about 17 percent of their time on 

constituent issues while in Washington, D.C., and about 32 percent of time at home is 
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allocated to constituents.  This activity is second only to policy — which in itself enables 

senators to build a record of expertise and act on issues that constituents prioritize.   

In this same report, members of Congress rated “staying in touch with 

constituents” as being most vital to their job (CMF 2011). This relationship is not only 

vital to their political success but to the American political system as a whole. 

Democratic accountability requires that citizens know how their elected officials behave 

in office to make informed judgments (Ansolabehere and Jones, 2010), but the average 

citizen knows very little about Congress.  One quarter of Americans surveyed know that 

it takes a two-thirds vote in Congress to override a presidential veto (Annenburg, 2014).  

The American public knows “next to nothing” about who represents them (Ladd, 1990; 

65), as 77 percent of young voters surveyed could not name their senator.7  This echoes 

Barbara Sinclair’s finding that one-in-three constituents cannot name both of their 

senators (1989). Members of Congress agree that constituents know little about the 

senator’s day-to-day activities (CMF 2011), but our system of governance requires that 

they have the information necessary to induce accountability (Delli Carpini and Keeter, 

1996).  This information can come from family, friends, the media, and groups, but the 

source of that information is often the politicians themselves.  Elite discourse carries 

weight for how the public forms their political opinions (Zaller, 1992). So politicians 

actively seek opportunities to provide the necessary information and frame what little 

understanding constituents do have when they go to the polls.  Senators utilize their 

public role to signal constituents with information that they view as critical to both their 

own interests and those of their constituents.  Ideally, that information can be packaged 

so that those interests are one in the same. 

                                                
7 “How Many People Know Their Senators?” The Boston Globe. March 29, 2015. 
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We can observe that senators employ different strategies in constituent 

connections, but political science knows much less about what drives these different 

strategies when it comes to the quantity and content of senators’ attention to their 

constituents.  If senators are going to be spending hours of their day visiting with 

constituents and engaging in social media communication they consider constituent 

contact, it is important to assess how senators prioritize constituent issues  — regardless 

if they are talking about upcoming town halls or disaster relief.  

Representation is considered fundamental to a democracy where informed 

constituents make decisions about the politicians they elect.  Despite the emphasis on this 

important relationship, relatively little scholarship has probed beyond the seminal work 

of “Homestyles” by Richard Fenno in the 1970s.  Fenno’s analysis of the relationship 

between congressmen and their district remains the gold standard by which we begin any 

exploration of political representation, but extensive analysis beyond Fenno remains 

elusive compared to research in voting behavior, partisanship, or political agency.  In his 

2013 book, Fenno issues a call for continued analysis of the constituency relationship.  If 

the last 30 years have shown anything, it is that simple request is not such an easy task. 

We can attribute at least part of this delay to the nature of how constituent 

relationships have been studied.  The studies in the vein of Fenno require a significant 

time commitment and time in Washington, D.C., or on the campaign trail to gather the 

information first-hand about how members engage with constituents.  These studies have 

primarily been qualitative and interview-based, which again, requires more time and 

more research support than most scholars have.  One exception is work by William 

Bernhard, David Sewell, and Tracy Sulkin (2017) who use a combined measure including 

bills, district offices, financial resources, and speeches. They aggregate these measures to 
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create a clustered typology of legislative styles, one of which is specific to state service 

on the “Homefront.” 

A second hurdle is that much of the constituent relationship and members’ 

communication with them takes place outside of the public sphere.  Calls are made to the 

politician’s office, letters are received and replied to, emails are exchanged, and 

researchers do not have easy access to this information or the records collected about 

these activities.   

One way scholars have gotten around this information hurdle is to look toward 

public communications targeted at constituents.  We often think of this constituent 

relationship as the communication of local pork projects — Wyoming senators delivering 

additional funding for Yellowstone National Park improvement projects — but 

constituent communications are much more complex than delivering federal dollars. 

Much of that complexity is evidenced by the way in which senators communicate with 

their constituents.  Representatives have direct methods for constituent outreach, such as 

constituent letters or town hall meetings.  These interactions give senators direct control 

over the information that they share with constituents and great latitude to shape the 

information that constituents use to make electoral judgments.  But the audience for these 

communications is limited and senators want to maximize their time and efforts while 

maintaining as much control over the message as possible.  Additionally, these activities 

incur costs, including postage, travel, and time.  That is why Twitter and social media 

sites, though useful for a number of legislative activities, are often characterized as a low-

cost and accessible mechanism for constituent service.  Twitter enables a senator to 

directly communicate with constituents, journalists, and special interests in a public 

forum that requires no mediators or gatekeepers.  Unlike newsletters or mail, Twitter’s 

cost is fixed. Twitter’s two-for-one advantage gives senators a multi-prong attempt to 
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reach constituents. They can directly communicate with followers — a small subset of 

those who may be constituents — and they can communicate with journalists.  By 

garnering the attention of journalists and editors who use Twitter as a source for stories, 

senators indirectly connect their preferences and signal constituents through the 

information journalists report. The media has the ability to affect the public’s agenda 

(McCombs and Shaw, 1972), and Twitter is one platform to take advantage of that 

agenda-setting influence. 

Social media platforms enhance lawmakers’ ability to fulfill their representational 

duties by providing greater opportunities for communication between the elected official 

and individual constituents (Straus et al. 2013).  Members of the Senate, or rather their 

staff, are routinely in contact with constituents, but how they prioritize their time and how 

they communicate with their constituents differs quite a bit among senators.  For 

example, Sen. Charles Schumer is a model for targeted constituent messages.  The 

senator regularly highlights a new town, his #NYtownoftheday and encourages followers 

to go see one of that town’s features, whether it be a museum, historic town square, or its 

delicious delicacies.  He makes this concerted effort to acknowledge his state and 

promote tourism, but it also signals he knows who his constituents are, and he is 

connected to them.  Contrast his style to that of Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand, whose model is 

somewhat different.  She often references her state but her model is policy driven.  For 

example, Gillibrand is at the forefront of the campaign to deliver additional benefits to 

New York 9/11 responders.  Each of these communication strategies is intended to serve 

New York constituents, but by different strategies.   

Constituent communication is common to all re-election seeking politicians, but I 

argue how they manage and communicate their service is variable.  The pressures that a 

senator faces from the party, the institution, and his constituents affects how much 
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attention a senator will allocate to representation priorities. The first section of this 

chapter reviews scholarship on representation in Congress and the shift to new media 

communication tools.  Twitter is part of a greater shift to digital communication tools that 

have changed how members of Congress interact with constituents and reveals how a 

lawmaker tailors his agenda for constituents. The second section of this chapter discusses 

how members of the Senate are communicating representation priorities and how they are 

prioritized on Twitter. I argue that the limits on attention mean senators who spend time 

communicating constituent-specific information are forced to spend less time on policy 

and political priorities. These pressures from the institution and the party draw away a 

senator’s attention from representation. The final section analyzes the research and 

empirical findings on who is more likely to prioritize representation priorities in their 

communications and what that means for how senators represent their constituents.  

DIGITAL CONSTITUENT COMMUNICATION 

The practice of representation is central to any legislator’s responsibilities, but the 

development of new communication technologies has the potential to transform the way 

legislators engage citizens (Druckman et al. 2009, Easterling et al. 2012). Routine 

communications offer insight into how representatives connect with constituents and how 

information is strategically shared with a politician’s audience.  Public press releases and 

less-public constituent mail offer a couple ways to measure those issues that members 

seek to be judged upon by constituents.  Grimmer (2013) uses three years of press 

releases and assesses how members’ relationship with their constituency influences the 

types of issues that they communicate and use to define the scope of the debate.  He finds 

that those senators who ideologically line up with their constituents are more likely to be 

issue driven than those lawmakers who are in opposition to the state’s political majority. 
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Grimmer implies that senators can have control over the information constituents use to 

evaluate their lawmaker, and with that control comes a choice between issues and 

appropriations.  The rise of email and digital media has changed the effect of senators’ 

franking privileges, but mail still serves as one way in which lawmakers connect with 

constituents and build relationships. Constituents can now just turn on the Twitter or their 

mobile phone for information about Congress, but the ability to shape a relationship 

between lawmaker and constituent makes franking privileges still a valuable tool for 

studying representation (Guram, 2008).  

In addition to traditional communication, email and websites are now part of 

lawmakers’ communication strategies.  As early as the 1990s, computer networks and 

online communities have encouraged politician and constituent discussions (Sheffer, 

2003).  Constituents are no longer waiting for the local news to learn about their elected 

officials and instead are using their websites and online presence to know what is going 

on in Washington (Esterling et al. 2013). Members of Congress have shifted their 

communications online to reach out to constituents, and legislators have learned from one 

another how to effectively do so (Esterling et al. 2013).  

Social media is now being used to understand the changing relationship between 

members of Congress and their constituents (Golbeck et al. 2010; Caplan, 2013; Barbera 

et al. 2014).  Straus et al. (2016) study the nature of senators’ Twitter messages to 

understand what leads some senators to become powerful users of Twitter as a tool for 

constituent communication.  They find that constituent income, Twitter history, and 

communications staff all lead to increased communications between senators and their 

followers. This work offers insight into constituent communication strategies and the 

implications of those communications on representation and legislator accountability. 
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Technology and digitalization have changed all facets of society — business, art, 

literature, and government. The immediacy of information and the new channels for 

contact fundamentally shift how relationships are maintained, particularly for elected 

officials whose livelihood is based on maintaining solid relationships with those inside 

and outside Washington. Our increasingly digitized and media fractured society sets 

higher expectations of service and consistent communication (Williamson 2009; Norton 

2007). The shift to online discussions fosters fast and unhindered communication 

between citizens and politicians (Narro et al. 2008). 

Politicians must learn how to adopt new communication technologies to realize 

the potential advantages in reaching out to constituents and others because how senators 

communicate, such as the quality of e-newsletters, websites or social media, can 

positively affect future electoral success (Jackson and Lilleker, 2011, Easterling et al. 

2012).  Twitter is one of the newest norms for constituent communication, but it is part of 

a larger shift toward online, accessible communication strategies.  Members of Congress 

began integrating Internet platforms with constituent communications in the 1990s as a 

way to bypass the news media and other elites (Lazer, Neblo, and Esterling 2011). For 

example, the House of Representatives joined the World Wide Web in the 103rd 

Congress (1993–94) to provide information, including “listings of members along with 

committee memberships and party leadership lists” (Davis, 1999: 123; Lipinski and 

Neddenriep, 2004). Political actors can use new, online mediums to circumvent 

journalists who may filter their strategic messages to the public (Lipinski and 

Neddenriep, 2004). As new platforms for e-contact between citizens and government 

increases, a user’s impression of a congressional website or Facebook page experience 

are will inevitably influence that person’s evaluation of his or her representative (Gulati, 

2004).  
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This influence is one of the many reasons scholars should be interested in how 

new media platforms, like Twitter have the potential to change norms of representation 

(Straus et al. 2016).  The real costs for both politicians and constituents to connect are 

minimized with digital strategies, and lead to what Straus and colleagues label “iterative 

representation.”  This model of constant and real-time accountability offers transparency 

into the process of constituent communication and has the potential to change models of 

representation (Straus et al. 2016).  Unlike websites, social media has the ability to both 

disseminate information and connect lawmakers with voters. A report by the 

Congressional Management Foundation found that just 30 messages by constituents on 

social media were enough to garner the attention of a lawmaker’s office (2015).  And as 

new media platforms offer new lines of communication with constituents, they reinforce 

prior communication strategies linking and aggregating speeches, press releases, and 

public statements. Just as the Internet did not replace older forms of communication, 

neither has social media, but rather it has added a new option that does change the nature 

of how lawmakers choose to sell themselves to constituents and the public at large. 

EXPLAINING THE VARIANCE IN REPRESENTATION PRIORITIES 

Assessing the variance in representation among lawmakers is important because it 

details the strategic choices representatives make that affect the type of representation 

constituents can expect.  A lawmaker who prioritizes state projects in his public 

communications on Twitter is shaping the information that constituents use and the media 

reports.  Lawmakers make strategic choices about what to advertise, and that leads to 

systematic differences in the role of representation in their individual agendas.  Those 

well-ordered differences are what scholars have long known exist but have had less 

success systematically and empirically assessing.  
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Twitter adds new transparency to the process of how elected officials connect 

with constituents and address state-based concerns. Even if all senators seek re-election, 

how they engage their constituents and on what topics is not equal among politicians.  

Some lawmakers, like Sen. Joe Manchin, spend a lot of time addressing state-specific 

issues and focusing their attention away from the partisan warfare in Congress.  Other 

senators, adopt a different model.  Sen. John Cornyn represents his Texas constituents as 

one of the highest-ranking senators in the Republican Party, and he often uses this 

platform for reinforce party successes while pointing out the Democrats failures.  The 

choices that senators make in how they represent their constituents will affect the 

information they communicate with their constituents and the frequency of that 

information.   

Members of Congress must juggle their priorities for policy and politics with that 

of representation.  While many roles may reinforce these priorities — such as being the 

chair of the judiciary committee — the time that a senator spends on one priority means 

they have to make a choice where that attention will come from.  While policy and 

politics can often go hand in hand, they can also be at odds with one another.  For 

example, Republicans were increasingly likely to critcize President Obama for his 

missteps while in office rather than addressing the ongoing debates over immigration or 

gun safety.  Even if policy is not pulling time away from politics, then that means policy 

is going eat up the attention that would otherwise go to representation.  The choice of 

whether to be a policy statesman or constituent servant is fundamental to understanding 

congressional behavior (Grimmer, 2013), but it is also fundamental to the prior choice of 

where to pay attention.  I expect that given the limited attention senators have to divide 

their time across their many responsibilities to constituents, the party, and Congress, 
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senators’ attention to representation is constrained by the time they allocate to competing 

priorities. 

A senator’s communications on Twitter reflect that constrained attention and the 

choice of how much time to give to representation.  Twitter is not a fixed agenda-setting 

platform, unlike a newspaper where there are only so many column inches to fill.  

Senators are not bound by anything but their own cognitive and resource limitations as to 

what they communicate on a daily basis.  Senators are not forced to make a trade-off 

because they could just send more tweets.  Despite the unconstrained nature of Twitter, I 

expect those cognitive limitations to have an effect on how senators communicate their 

priorities.  Even when the agenda space is not fixed, senators are still forced to make a 

trade-off between representation and policy because of the scarcity of attention.  In many 

ways, it reflects the choice that Sen. Dirksen referenced years ago that senators must 

juggle their duties to their state with that of the country more broadly. 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

To analyze how senators communicate their representation priorities I draw from 

more than 180,000 tweets by senators in 2013 and 2015. The tweets — the same data 

analyzed and detailed in Chapter 4 — are coded by their mention of senators’ 

representation priorities. A senator’s representation priorities fall into five general 

categories, as they are the primary duties and responsibilities of a senator in regards to 

constituent service and outreach (Table 5). Representation tweets include 1) explicit 

reference to the senator’s state or local issues, 2) town halls or constituent meetings, 3) 

local sports, 4) credit claiming for legislative and local actions, 5) and direct 

communication with followers on Twitter where they either respond to users or 

encourage followers to take action.  
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I aggregate these categories to represent the agenda space that senators allocate to 

constituent service and representation compared to policy or political priorities.  When 

comparing the three priorities, representation is the second most common priority in 

senators’ Twitter agendas (Figure 17).  The average senator spends about 40 percent of 

their Twitter communications on any of these five categories.  Despite policy being the 

most frequently communicated priority, one-in-four senators allocate more attention to 

representation than either policy or politics.   

 

 Figure 17. Senate Tweets by Priority 

In 2015, the senators who spent the highest proportion of tweets on representation 

tended to be Republicans or Democrats from Republican-leaning constituencies with 

significant rural populations (Table 4).   
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 Top 10 
 

Bottom 10 
  Donnelly 65%  Sanders 12% 

 Blunt 65%  Sessions 14% 
 Fischer 65%  Reid 16% 
 Heitkamp 66%  Cruz 20% 
 Hoeven 66%  Cornyn 23% 
 Ernst 67%  Murray 24% 
 Vitter 68%  Boxer 24% 
 Manchin 74%  Schatz 24% 
 M. Capito 74%  Leahy 25% 
 Grassley 79%  Barrasso 27% 

Table 4. Senators with the Highest and Lowest Percent of Representation Tweets in 2015 

For example, Republican Sen. Chuck Grassley mentioned the state of Iowa or his 

connections to the state in about 78 percent of his tweets. These included tweets about the 

local Dairy Queen, trips to University of Northern Iowa basketball games, and meetings 

across the state’s 99 counties. Democratic Senators Joe Manchin and Heidi Heitkamp 

also spent more than 65 percent of their Twitter agenda on state or local issues — 

primarily addressing the local impact of federal policy, including the opiate epidemic in 

rural West Virginia and energy policy across the Dakotas. Senators who directed the least 

amount of attention to representation priorities on Twitter included party and committee 

leaders across both parties.  Senators with large, national profiles — Sanders, Reid, Cruz 

— spent less time on representation (about 20 percent of their tweets).  This pattern 

suggests senators’ goals and responsibilities drive their attention and the time they have 

to spend on constituents is often a reflection of how they juggle their attention among 

pressures from the institution, the party, and constituents. 
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Examples of Tweets by Representation Categories 

State Issues 

My thoughts on reversing the flow tar sands through the 
Portland pipeline: it needs a comprehensive 
environmental review before any action (Sen. King-
Maine) 
Please share! @USDA_NRCS: Financial Assistance 
Available for Wildfire-Impacted Farmers &amp; 
Ranchers in N.M. http://t.co/tkyD6caL5U (Sen. 
Heinrich-New Mexico) 
 

Credit Claiming 

Continuing to travel across our state to meet with 
Michigan advocates about my HOPE for Alzheimer's 
Act. (Sen. Stabenow-Michigan) 
Cantwell helps kickoff new @AvistaUtilities 
#EnergyStorage project, furthering #WA's leadership in 
#SmartGrid tech  (Sen. Cantwell- Washington) 
 

Constituent Meetings 

Hosted a taskforce today in #Aurora on #PTSD w/ 
@RepMikeCoffman to improve mental health programs 
for #CO #veterans. http://t.co/fC4rIN7yoF (Sen. Udall-
Colorado) 
RT Good meeting. Thanks for coming! @GPEC: 
.@GPEC met with Sen @JeffFlake yesterday in D.C. 
#GPECinDC @barrybroome http://t.co/XQcrVDvhE0 
(Sen. Flake-Arizona) 
 

Local Sports 

#RavensNation its time to bring out the black &amp; 
purple football is back in #Baltimore! Lets go #Ravens 
(Sen. Cardin-Maryland) 
Looking forward to watching the Kansas State Wildcats 
take on the Oregon Ducks tonight in the Tostitos 
#FiestaBowl. Go Wildcats! #kstateFB (Sen. Moran-
Kansas) 
 

Direct Communication 

.@boblazaro I continue to talk and meet with folks on 
both side of the issue.  #askwarner (Sen. Warner- 
Virginia) 
If you are not on Facebook, you can participate in my 
#Let'sTalk Tele-townhall  with this link: 
http://t.co/jfDI8pENhX #utpol 
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Table 5. Examples of Different Types of Representation Tweets by Senators  

To understand how lawmakers advertise their representation priorities on Twitter, 

it is first critical to know how Twitter use differs — or does not differ — among senators.  

I first examine group patterns of representation tweets across party and gender because 

many early studies of Twitter — and those moving forward — often consider the 

distinctions between these collective units.  For example, male senators may feel 

obligated to claim credit for legislative successes, because Fridkin and Kenney (2014, p. 

131) suggest people may view them as less caring than female senators.   

I find distinct patterns in representation attention across both gender and party.  In 

2013, tweets by women and Democrats included more signals to constituents.  About 

fifty percent of female senators’ tweets included representation priorities compared to 

only 44 percent of tweets by male senators.  In the same year 50 percent of Democrats’ 

tweets included mentions of representation, but only 39 percent of Republican tweets 

reached out to their state or followers.  In 2015, the disparity between men and women 

remained consistent; however, Republicans spent more time on matters of representation 

in their agendas on Twitter.  I attribute some of this attention to the partisan shift in the 

Senate and the overall increase in Republicans’ total tweets. 
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 Figure 18.  Proportion of Senators’ Representation Tweets by Gender and Party in 2013 

 

Figure 19. Proportion of Senators’ Representation Tweets by Gender and Party in 2015 
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issues, but Republicans communicated more frequently about constituent meetings (i.e. 

town halls, Kiwanis Club meetings, etc.) and direct communication with followers on 

Twitter (i.e. responding to followers questions).  Male and female senators maintained 

similar patterns in both 2013 and 2015 (Figures 22 & 23).  Women were more active on 

Twitter across each category, aside from direct communication with followers. 

 

Figure 20. Percent of Senate Tweets by Representation Type, by Party in 2013  

 

 

Figure 21. Percent of Senate Tweets by Representation Type, by Party in 2015  
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Figure 22. Percent of Senate Tweets by Representation Type, by Gender in 2013 

 

Figure 23. Percent of Senate Tweets by Representation Type, by Gender in 2015 
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generalized linear model with a binomial distribution and a link logit function with robust 

errors.  

logit{E(y)} = xβ, y ∼ Bernoulli 

In this model the unit of analysis is the senator and the dependent variable is the 

proportion of a senator’s Twitter output that includes representation priorities. Separate 

coefficients relate individual characteristics of the senators to their probability for 

representation priorities. I expect the proportion of an agenda dedicated to representation 

to be negatively affected by a senator’s attention to policy and political priorities given 

that agenda space is limited.  I control for other pressures on attention, such as senators’ 

party and their role within the institution, specifically committee leadership and seniority.  

I expect that these added duties to the party and the chamber limit the time a senator can 

spend communicating with constituents or prioritizing local issues. In addition to 

estimating leadership and party effects, I include controls for a member’s age, gender, 

Twitter frequency and number of followers, candidacy in the upcoming election and 

previous electoral performance, the politics of the constituency, and state finances.  

I examine the impact of age given the youth of the Twitter audience and that older 

politicians may be less likely to use Twitter compared to other platforms like Facebook.  

Work by Evans and Clark (2015) suggests we should expect gender to have a direct 

effect on political candidates’ social media messages.  Candidacy is included in the 

model to account for a senator’s likelihood to focus on non-institutional issues and the 

influence of campaign activities, and in 2015 I also include a control for those senators 

seeking presidential nominations. Evans et al. (2014) find effects on Twitter 

communications during congressional campaigns, particularly for incumbents, so I would 

expect different rhetoric from candidates. In addition to candidacy, I also consider the 

seniority of the senator because those who are more established with their state and more 
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prepared for re-election may be free to turn their attention to away from constituents and 

toward policy. The politics of the senator’s constituency may also influence some 

senators’ policy priorities, and this control measures the margin of victory for President 

Barack Obama in each state during the 2012 election.  Finally, I consider the number of 

tweets that a senator sends and whether a frequent user of Twitter is more likely to tend 

toward policy priorities or avoids a trade-off with representation simply by tweeting more 

frequently. 

FINDINGS 

The results show that across both 2013 and 2015 senators’ likelihood to prioritize 

representation is significantly decreased by higher levels of attention to policy priorities.  

The dots on the coefficient plot represent the marginal effects of the coefficients; 

whereas, the lines represent 95 percent confidence intervals for each estimate. If the 

confidence interval does not cross the vertical line at zero, the coefficient is statistically 

significant. Senators who spend a higher proportion of their Twitter agenda highlighting 

policy priorities spend less time on representation. This result suggests that policy and 

representation are a trade-off even when the agenda space is not constrained by the party, 

the institution or journalists.  On Twitter, a senator’s agenda is not limited by the 

legislative calendar or what a newspaper edits believes is relevant.  Senators have the 

platform to expand their agenda on Twitter across multiple priorities, but despite the 

opportunity, senators are still making a choice between policy and representation. This 

result echoes findings by Grimmer (2013) that suggest a dichotomy between issue-

oriented representation and state-specific credit claiming.  In 2013, the average senator 

who spends 60 percent of their agenda on policy priorities is 18 percent less likely to 

representation in their Twitter agenda in a given year. In 2015, a senator who spends 60 
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percent of their Twitter communications on policy was 36 percent less likely to spend 

time on representation.  Senators appear to make a choice whether to focus on their 

activities in Washington or those activities and opportunities that signal constituents at 

home. 

 

Figure 24. Marginal Effects of Senators’ Likelihood to Prioritize Representation in 2013 
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Figure 25. Marginal Effects of Senators’ Likelihood to Prioritize Representation in 2015 

To better illustrate the trade-off between representation and policy, a scatterplot 

shows the negative relationships between policy and constituent attention in 2015 (Figure 

26).  The two priorities are negatively correlated (-0.42 in 2013 and -0.51 in 2015).  As a 

senator allocates more agenda space to policy, the relative attention allocated to 

representation priorities goes down.  Some senators, such as Sens. Rand Paul and Chuck 

Grassley, spend a relative small amount of time on policy, though Grassley redirects that 

attention to representation and Paul to other priorities (i.e., running for president).  Party 

leaders like Mitch McConnell and Harry Reid spend less time on representation, given 

their attention the party, politics, and national policy initiatives.  Sen. Manchin is an 

example of a senator who does manage to juggle both policy and representation, 
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frequently discussing both priorities in his Twitter agenda.  He does this by tying together 

local issues with policy, particularly in regards to the opiate epidemic in West Virginia.  

He illustrates that while many senators make a trade-off between representation and 

policy, it is not a necessity. 

  

 

 Figure 26. Scatterplot of Individual Senators’ Percent of Tweets on Policy and 
Corresponding Percent of Representation Tweets in 2015  

 If we consider the third priority, politics, we see a similar trade-off.  In 2013, 

attention to politics has a similar, negative effect on the proportion of a senator’s agenda 

that is allocated to representation. In 2013, the average senator spent 15 percent of their 

agenda on politics, but the same senator was five percent less likely to mention 

representation in their tweets. In 2015, the effect is not significant at the 95 percent 
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confidence interval, but politics does have a negative effect on attention to representation.  

The trade-off between politics and representation may reflect a choice that senators are 

forced to make between national, party politics and spending time on local issues.  Local 

issues, constituent meetings, or references to college sports are rarely tinged with party 

politics because they are meant to connect with as many constituents as possible.  

Political rhetoric carries with it inherent dividing lines that will inevitably turn off some 

followers and speak to a more limited audience.  The different audience for political and 

constituent rhetoric is arguably reflected in the negatively relationship between politics 

and representation priorities. 

The proportion of attention to policy and political priorities have a strong, 

negative effect on a senator’s attention to representation priorities, but I find that 

institutional duties, such as committee leadership and party leadership have no effect on 

the attention to representation priorities on Twitter.  Despite a committee leader’s role as 

a policy specialist, he is no more likely to prioritize policy at the expense of his 

representation priorities. I would have expected that institutional duties would further 

direct attention away from constituents because service to the chamber or party could 

draw attention away from constituents, but that is not borne out in their Twitter 

communications.   

Spending time on committee or party assignments does not affect representation, 

but the audience for a senator does factor into how senators communicate with their 

constituents. The more followers a senator has on Twitter, the fewer tweets he will send 

that directly targets the people of his state.  Senators with a broader network and larger 

audience on Twitter — likely national and global — spend less time referencing their 

constituents or states on Twitter.  The global reach of Twitter is one reason why Twitter 

may not be the best platform for constituent communication — despite how lawmakers 
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tout its utility (CMF Report, 2015).  A senator’s social media following can extend far 

beyond their home state. When a senator’s political brand grows beyond his constituents, 

his communications are less likely to be targeted at his state or state-specific issues.  

Examples of this include Sens. John McCain and Cory Booker.  Sen. McCain’s previous 

presidential run and his high profile Senate tenure lead to a wider audience than his 

Arizona counterpart Jeff Flake.  Sen. Cory Booker, while not yet running for higher 

office, is very public and visible as a younger member of the Democratic Party and often 

referenced as a future presidential nominee.  His work on criminal justice reform and his 

vegan lifestyle likely extend his following and his attention outside of New Jersey.  This 

finding presents an interesting scenario for constituents who must decide whether a 

senator’s national profile benefits the state or whether that national audience detracts 

from a more narrow focus on local issues. 

Additional factors for representation attention in 2013 include the state’s 

economic situation — senators’ from states with higher GDPs spend more time on 

representation.  Senators from states with a higher economic performance are more likely 

to prioritize representation. A state’s over-sized economic impact or the incentive for 

senators to appear relevant to industry and business leaders may drive senators to 

prioritize state issues.  Junior senators have a higher probability of representation 

priorities in their Twitter communications, likely because they still need to establish a 

relationship with their constituents, and they have fewer policy priorities developed. 

Democrats were also more likely to spend time on representation in 2013, but in 

2015 that result does not carry over into the next Congress.  Republicans in 2013 may 

have been preoccupied with repealing the Affordable Care Act and chastising President 

Obama. 
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In 2015, presidential candidates are less likely to spend time on representation 

given that they are running for national office and their constituents are only a very small 

piece of that election strategy.  Presidential candidates spend much more time on politics, 

and because of that, their attention to policy and representation priorities decreases.  

Additionally, in 2015 senators representing states that voted for Barack Obama by larger 

margins in the last presidential election spent more time on representation.  While 

Democrats were not necessarily more attentive to constituent matters, those senators from 

Democratic states prioritized representation.  The result echoes findings by Butler et al. 

(2012) that Democrats at the federal level prioritize service compared to their Republican 

counterparts. 

CONCLUSION 

The research on Congress is rich and vast, but our understanding of how 

individual senators communicate their priorities — specifically representation — is still 

evolving. Representation is a fundamental duty for all senators, but how a senator 

connects with his constituency is variable and for some that priority comes with a trade-

off in policy attention. Senators who routinely prioritize constituent service or local 

issues will allocate less attention to other priorities, like policy.  Representation is the 

primary priority for about a third of all senators — meaning that of the three priorities 

representation makes up the highest proportion of their agenda on Twitter.  The 

remaining senators choose to prioritize policy (only two senators prioritize politics, Sens. 

Marco Rubio and Rand Paul when running for the Republican presidential nomination). 

The proportion of a senator’s agenda dedicated to representation is a trade-off with policy 

priorities because senators’ limited time and attention prompts them to make a strategic 

choice. Attention is often skewed as elected officials try to maximize their resources in 
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pursuit of their long-run goals.  Twitter does not force senators to make a choice — in 

fact there is an infinite amount of agenda space online — but lawmakers are still 

constrained by their own cognitive limitations that require them to prioritize.  That choice 

means that for many senators, policy and representation are not parallel priorities — 

attention gets skewed to one or the other. Party affiliation may explain a lot in Congress, 

but party does not easily explain representation priorities.  Democrats in 2015 spent more 

time on representation, but across both years the number of followers a senator had, the 

politics of the state, and the state’s economy were better predictors of representation 

attention.    

How senators communicate on Twitter suggests that lawmakers' attention to their 

constituents is also a function of their audience.  Senators who have a high-profile 

political brand and garner a larger national audience with a high number of Twitter 

followers are less likely to communicate on local issues. On average, they are less likely 

to engage in one-on-one dialogues on Twitter.  Those senators with a broader audience 

will communicate differently and prioritize their attention in accordance.  For example, 

Kansas Sen. Pat Roberts is the chair of the Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry 

Committee.  He has been in the Senate since 1997 and has certainly developed a policy 

expertise, yet he still spends his time on Twitter advocating for a Dwight D. Eisenhower 

memorial in Kansas. He still spends more than 40 percent of his Twitter agenda on 

representation, local issues, and state matters.  His audience is relatively narrow 

compared to Vermont Sen. Patrick Leahy.  Leahy is also a ranking member and former 

chair of the Judiciary Committee, but he only spends a quarter of his agenda on state-

specific issues.  His audience and his platform extend beyond his committee or Vermont.  

At the very least his love of Batman comics and his guest appearances in films has 

garnered its own constituency! Audience matters and there can be considerable 
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interplay—that is, endogeneity—between the audience and the nature of a senator's 

representation priorities. 

We know lawmakers engage in different “homestyles” (Fenno 1978), but we must 

also understand what influences those choices and how those different styles of 

representation fit into the larger agenda of a lawmaker.  For the majority of senators, 

representation is a second priority to policy.  Senators may use their policy expertise or 

partisan attacks to draw constituent attention to themselves, but overt messages targeting 

constituents comprise only about 45 percent of senator’s agenda on Twitter.  

Senators’ social media communications serve as an agenda-setting platform that 

offers insight into how senators direct their attention to representation and across 

competing priorities. These patterns of communication on Twitter provide an initial 

analysis for understanding how senators make choices among their three priorities and 

the trade-offs that may result. Decision-making and attention are usually studied at the 

institution-level in Congress, but this research uses the same concepts of limited attention 

and satisficing trade-offs to understand the variation in how senators prioritize their 

individual attention to representation. Because politicians must sort through an 

oversupply of policy information, partisan cues, and media signals, how they filter their 

attention reveals those priorities that are most salient — or beneficial for re-election— for 

a given senator.   

Scholars have long studied legislative behavior and constituent communication, 

but never before have we had such an accessible and concentrated measure as Twitter.  

Social media aggregates politicians’ many duties as a representative in one space and 

illuminates how those activities are prioritized. Twitter offers a new platform for 

measuring the scope of representation and enables us to assess the how they prioritize 

their attention and the resulting trade-offs.  The next step is to question what alternative 
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explanations we have for these patterns, such as influence from the political environment 

or additional measures of audience.  Assessing patterns of senators’ prioritization on 

Twitter moves legislative research toward a more complex understanding of individual 

legislators’ decision making.  Senators respond to multiple, competing demands during 

their political life in Congress, and Twitter broadcasts how they selectively prioritize 

their time and resources. 
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Chapter 7: Partisan Political Agendas  

In October 2016, the New York Times ran a story titled “Donald Trump’s Barrage 

of Heated Rhetoric Has Little Precedent.”  The article suggested that then-candidate 

Trump was taking his partisan rhetoric to new lows — broad accusations and crude 

innuendos about his political opponent. Since his election, Trump’s political style 

continues to be a merger between politics and entertainment.8 As president he has 

regularly turned to Twitter to antagonize political opponents, blame Senate Democrats for 

congressional failures, and bolster his own bonafides.  One example from November 

2017 includes a personal attack on Sen. Elizabeth Warren — who he nicknamed 

“Pocahontas” — and a call to investigate the Democrats and “Crooked” Hillary Clinton. 

 

Illustration 8. President Trump Twitter Attack Example 

A fundraising email by the conservative think tank, The Heritage Foundation, said 

it should come as no surprise that he does not act like any other politician, but the real 

surprise may be that he isn’t that different from many politicians in Congress.  In fact, 

Trump may just be the most outspoken in a growing tradition of partisan political 

communication by conservative politicians in Washington.9 
                                                
8 CNN 
9 A version of this chapter was previously published.  Russell, Annelise. 2018. “U.S. Senators on Twitter: 
Asymmetric Party Rhetoric in 140 Characters.” American Political Research. 1-29. 
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While Trump takes his political rhetoric to new heights, the precursor to that 

partisan rhetoric can be found years prior in the heart of Congress.  The partisan politics 

of Congress is routinely on display in the daily communications of elected officials, most 

notably among senators who were once thought to be “above” partisan squabbles.  The 

U.S. Senate has become a party-polarized institution where divisive political rhetoric 

stems from the partisan divide.10  Contentious politics is nothing new for a partisan 

Senate where compromise and bipartisan cooperation are increasingly outdated 

conceptions rather than political realities. Roll call votes and amendments are well-

researched venues for measuring partisan behavior (Theriault, 2013; Sinclair, 2006; 

Harbridge, 2015), but this party driven culture extends beyond the institution and into 

daily communication norms. Senators’ media activity and communications with 

constituents are equally appealing public venues to politically attack opponents (Prior, 

2013; Grimmer, 2013), but reaching a broader audience is not limited to press releases 

and CNN appearances. The normalization of social media, specifically Twitter, as a 

communication alternative bypasses traditional media and gives senators an unfiltered 

and unedited opportunity to attack their political opponents. Twitter’s relatively minimal 

costs, user control, and networked audience put politicians in control of their partisan 

message (Gainous and Wagner, 2013; Straus et al., 2016).  

Politics is one of a senator’s three priorities on Twitter and compared to policy or 

representation it garners much less attention in their daily agendas while in office (i.e., 

not on the campaign trail).  Policy and representation are often a trade-off in attention, 

but political priorities are less defined by trade-offs and more so by party politics.  The 

tenor of senators’ political priorities is divided along sharp and unequal partisan lines. 

                                                
10 A version of this chapter was published in American Politics Research in June 2017. 
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The diverging rhetoric between the two parties goes beyond the campaign and is reflected 

in their behavior while in office. Party polarization is often asymmetric (Hacker and 

Pierson, 2006, Theriault, 2013; Barber and McCarty, 2015), as the increased polarization 

is tilted to the right at the national level.  The Republican Party, at least at the elite level, 

has moved further to the right than the Democrats have moved to the left (Hacker and 

Pierson, 2006; Mann and Ornstein, 2012; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal, 2006; Skocpol 

and Williamson, 2012). Ura and Ellis (2012) find this similar pattern among the public. 

Some attribute this pattern to differing electoral narratives or party functions, while 

others suggest party leaders intentionally drive Republicans to more conservative 

positions (Grossman and Hopkins, 2016; Buchler, 2015; Hacker and Pierson, 2006).  If 

elite party polarization is asymmetrical with greater divergence by Republicans (Hacker 

and Pierson, 2006), I expect Republican senators to mimic that trend with higher levels of 

partisan rhetoric and additional attention to political priorities on social media regardless 

of whether they control the Senate agenda.   

In this chapter I examine patterns in partisan politics and communication during 

the 113th and 115th Congress.  When it comes to communicating political priorities on 

Twitter, Republicans are more likely to allocate attention to party politics and elections. I 

find evidence that when they do engage in politics, those tweets by Republicans are more 

likely to include partisan rhetoric, both attacking their Democratic counterparts in 

Congress or the White House and signaling support for their own party.  Even when 

Republicans control the Senate as the majority party, as they did in 2015, they were still 

more likely to turn to Twitter and highlight their political priorities. Partisan rhetoric is 

not necessarily a tool for “minority interests” but rather may be in response to the 

partisan politics coming out of the White House. Despite research that suggests too much 

deference to the party line is electorally risky (Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Shogan, 2002), 
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members are regularly championing their party on Twitter at the expense of their political 

opponents.   

PARTY POLARIZATION AND POLITICAL PRIORITIES 

Members of Congress are re-election driven (Mayhew 1974; Fenno 1978; Fiorina 

1977), and part of that calculus is playing the game of politics.  Many see political parties 

as essential to democratic representation (Schattschneider, 1942), as political parties 

provide resources and information that helps lawmakers play the game, and if successful, 

best their political opponent.  Even when senators are not on the campaign trail, there is a 

political game to be won, and it is this “partisan war” that pushes senators to prioritize 

party politics and use partisan rhetoric to communicate their individual agendas 

(Theriault, 2013).  This rhetoric pits senators and parties against one another, 

incentivizing intraparty support and interparty discord.  Party polarization is so common 

that members not only refuse to compromise, but they exploit the divisions between 

political parties through bickering or questions of colleague competence (Lee, 2009). For 

example, in 2013, Sen. Martin Heinrich bluntly suggested that his GOP house colleague 

had lost his mind.  

 

 

Illustration 9. Sen. Martin Heinrich Partisan Tweet 



 123 

Politicians’ partisan behavior goes beyond ideological differences when members 

act as partisan warriors by using humiliating and destructive tactics — “ugly politics” — 

to serve their own policy and electoral interests (Lee, 2009; Sinclair, 2006; Theriault, 

2013; Theriault, 2008). Since the 1970s party polarization has only escalated (Thomson, 

2014; Hetherington, 2001; Levendusky, 2009), but scholars find the rate of escalation by 

Republicans is greater relative to their Democratic counterparts (Hacker and Pierson, 

2006; McCarty et al., 2006). Hacker and Pierson attribute this Republican extremism to 

Republican power brokers rather than a reflection of a more conservative public (2006). 

Republican Party leaders push for more conservative positions and maintain their 

position through electoral threats and control of the party agenda (Hacker and Pierson, 

2006).  

Alternative explanations suggest the base of the Republican Party and their 

ideological makeup foster more partisan positions (Grossman and Hopkins, 2016). 

Democrats tend to be more coalition or constituent based compared to ideologically 

driven Republicans, and the asymmetry in polarization derives from the asymmetry in 

party support and function. An elections-focused argument by Buchler (2015) suggests 

the parties offer differing electoral narratives that foster a more conservative brand of 

Republicanism. More narrowly, Sean Theriault (2013) finds specific members of the 

Republican Party further the asymmetry. Republicans who served in the House prior to 

their Senate tenure are even more polarizing than their other Republican colleagues 

(Theriault, 2013). The norms of the Newt Gingrich House were transferred to the Senate 

where they are more likely to be partisan warriors and more likely than the average 

Republican senator to use partisan, procedural tactics — reinforcing the partisan divide. 

My research builds upon these measured partisan differences to assess asymmetrical 

political patterns in how senators prioritize party politics in their Twitter agendas, and 
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explore whether senators’ rhetoric on social media reflects the greater shift by 

Republicans toward partisan extremes. 

TWITTER IN CONGRESS 

How members of Congress express their political priorities may be contoured by 

venue (Harbridge, 2015), and new media technologies provide users a new venue to wage 

partisan battles.  Senators partisan discourse on Twitter has not been extensively 

researched, but there is a body of research on congressional social media adoption (e.g., 

Auter and Fine, 2016; Gainous and Wagner, 2013; Straus et al., 2013; Stromer-

Galley, 2014). At the beginning of the 113th Congress, every senator had a verified 

Twitter account and most maintain separate campaign accounts that they use with 

variable frequency and professionalism. Twitter is not a tool that alters elected officials’ 

underlying partisan behavior — as party polarization began long before 140-character 

political jabs — but it extends the reach and scope of an often-hostile political climate. 

Larsson and Moe (2012) argue Twitter contributes to a broadening of public debate by 

offering a new arena for public communication. Twitter has the potential to extend 

discussion outside of the “iron triangle” (Shogan, 2010) and gives political actors greater 

autonomy over the flow of information (Gainous and Wagner, 2013) because there are no 

gatekeepers. Twitter has the potential to shift representation norms by enabling better 

communication between representatives and their constituents with greater speed and 

fewer costs (Straus et al., 2016; Shogan, 2010), but at the same time maintain credibility 

(Hwang, 2013). Twitter use alone doesn’t guarantee a favorable reputation, but strategic 

choices can lead to favorable evaluations of politicians that increase perceived credibility 

(Hwang, 2013).  
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Social media introduce a fundamentally different relationship between elite actors 

and the broadcasting of political priorities by creating an easily accessible and transparent 

record of party-polarizing priorities. Many studies of congressional tweets consider how 

and when politicians adopt social media as a routine communication platform. Lassen 

and Brown (2011) explore when and why members of Congress adopt Twitter, finding 

that Twitter adoption is not easily predicted. They do find asymmetric patterns of 

adoption given that Republicans were more likely to adopt Twitter, suggesting that their 

minority-party status in both chambers in 2008-2010 leads them to find new, alternative 

media strategies (2011). Straus et al. (2013) compile data from the 111th Congress and 

find support for the theory that members adopt Twitter to represent a broader 

constituency — one that is both national and global. They find Twitter adoption is not 

dependent upon previous re-election percentages, gender, or race, but the urban density 

of a district and ideology have significant effects. In another analysis of Twitter adoption 

during the 111th Congress, Peterson (2012) conducts a multivariate analysis of the House 

of Representatives. His findings suggest an asymmetrical pattern of adoption by 

Republicans, but also consider a member’s cohort as a significant influence on whether a 

politician uses Twitter.  

Understanding how and why politicians use Twitter is the next step to building a 

more robust picture of congressional Twitter use and understanding how politicians 

choose to express their partisan priorities. A study by Golbeck et al. (2010) finds that 

politicians use Twitter in ways similar to traditional media. An assessment of tweets 

during 2009 to finds that lawmakers tweet informational messages rather than actually 

communicating directly with followers. Politicians have a targeted message they want to 

use to frame the debate and shape future discussion. Larsson and Moe (2012) study 

tweets outside of the U.S. political system and find similar patterns of dialogue by 
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lawmakers in Sweden. Straus et al. (2016) suggest members’ clout and ideology are 

strong predictors of how politicians use Twitter.  Politicians who are active on Twitter 

have numerous followers with whom they share original contact. They find these power 

users are often more ideological and less moderate, suggesting that Twitter may serve 

more polarizing interests and foster the asymmetry we have come to expect. These initial 

studies open the door for additional discovery as we begin to look beyond Twitter 

adoption or general activity and more precisely at the patterns of political priorities and 

partisan rhetoric on social media.    

COMMUNICATING POLITICAL PRIORITIES PARTISAN RHETORIC ON TWITTER 

This chapter explores how senators perpetuate party politics in their congressional 

communications. Political priorities are often what we see first on the news or read on 

Facebook, and given their ability to create a media storm, how senators prioritize politics 

in their agendas has implications for representation and their political brand.  Just like 

policy or representation priorities, political priorities are common but not constant across 

senators.  Some politicians put their politics front and center — talking about elections or 

their party’s successes — but others choose to prioritize politics more sparingly.  

This research draws on that by Gainous and Wagner (2013) and Evans et al. 

(2014) who find partisan patterns in senators’ communication of their priorities.  I argue 

that the diverging rhetoric and political agendas between the two parties goes beyond just 

the campaign.  Unlike policy or representation priorities where party cannot explain 

senators’ agenda-setting behavior, I argue party exerts great influence not only on 

legislative behavior (Theriault, 2013; Sinclair, 2006; Harbridge, 2015), but in the way 

senators communicate their political priorities in Congress. Republicans’ greater 

ideological distance from the center in the Senate increases the divide between the parties 
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and thus how they communicate about politics on Twitter should reflect this divide. I 

assume that party influence extends to senators’ social media activity because I expect 

Republicans to more often use partisan rhetoric relative to their Democratic counterparts. 

Social media are valuable attention-seeking tools, and I expect Republican 

senators will use them to communicate both their political priorities and partisan 

interests, especially given the tense relationship with the 2013 Democratic-majority in the 

Senate and the Democratic president. Political actors who are dissatisfied with the status 

quo strategically act to expand the scope of conflict (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009; 

Kingdon, 1984; Schattschneider, 1960), and I expect Republicans to expand the political 

conflict to a greater degree than Democrats by discussing politics and using more partisan 

rhetoric. Members dissatisfied with the status quo — or who seek to further the partisan 

divide — may have less recourse within the institution, but by seeking out non-legislative 

tools like Twitter, senators can direct attention to preferred policies and manage 

information flows (Gainous and Wagner 2013; Lassen and Brown, 2011). Twitter offers 

members unlimited opportunities to attack their opponents while simultaneously 

bolstering their own party brand, and given some Republicans’ “party warrior” activity 

(Theriault, 2013), I expect similar party patterns on Twitter.  

PARTY CONFLICT ON TWITTER IN THE 112TH CONGRESS 

This research analyzes partisan political priorities in the U.S. Senate because the 

Senate has become an increasingly polarized chamber similar to the House of 

Representatives (Fleisher and Bond, 2000; Theriault, 2006; 2008; Brady et al., 2007). 

And given the chamber’s historical emphasis on individual autonomy, evidence of 

partisan political priorities supports my expectations of asymmetric attention to politics 

and partisan rhetoric. Additionally, compared to the House, fewer individuals in the 
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Senate makes the analysis and coding of this dataset more feasible. This chapter analyzes 

the first six months of the 113th Congress — the first session in which all senators were 

on Twitter — and the first six months of the 114th Congress — after Republicans took 

majority control.11  I select these time periods because elections have just be held and 

because my interest is outside of the campaign environment I expect politicians are least 

likely to be distracted by electoral politics. 

During this time the number of tweets by user varies greatly over both 

congressional sessions by both user and political party. Republican Senator Mike Crapo 

of Idaho totaled 1,127 tweets in 2013, but Alabama Republican Senator Richard Shelby 

totaled just 12. Similarly in 2015, Democrat Cory Booker totaled more than 2,000 tweets 

and Republican Jim Risch had 58.  In 2013, Democrats totaled more tweets — arguably 

reflecting more members as the majority party — but the 2015 Republican majority shift 

did not alter this pattern (Table 1). 

 
 Summary Statistics: Partisan Rhetoric as a Proportion of All Senators’ 

Tweets in 2013 and 2015 
2013 Tweet Total Mean Median Std. Dev. Min Max 
Democrat 18,656 .0454 .0325 .0471  .0000 .2969 
Republican 15,174 .1725 .1473 .1017  .0000 .5048 
2015       
Democrat 29,711 .0543  .0402 .0514  .0000 .4357 
Republican 25,524 .1174  .0881 .0856 .0062  .3886 

Table 6. Summary Statistics of Senators’ Partisan Rhetoric in 2013 and 2015 

 

 

 

                                                
11 Table of 2013 and 2015 senators and their Twitter accounts is included in the appendix. 
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 Summary Statistics: Partisan Rhetoric as a Proportion of Party Leaders’ 
Tweets in 2013 and 2015  

2013 Tweet Total Mean Median Std. Dev. Min Max 
Democrat 2,927 .0625 .0316 .0850 .0074 .2969 
Republican 5,505 .2201 .1624 .1188 .0786 .5048 
2015       
Democrat 4,787 .1044  .0867 .0944 .0241 .4357 
Republican 4,590 .1993  .1878 .0648 .1270 .3483 

Table 7. Summary Statistics of Senators’ Partisan Rhetoric in 2013 and 2015 

If we look at the distribution of tweets across a senator’s priorities in 2013 and 

2015, I find that political priorities are consistently a third priority for most senators 

(Figure 27).  Sens. Marco Rubio and Rand Paul in 2015 are the only senators to spend 

more attention on politics than either policy or representation.  Between the two parties, 

the attention to policy and constituent priorities is variable; however, the attention to 

politics, while smaller, is consistent and patterned by party. Republicans in both 2013 and 

2015 were more likely to talk about upcoming elections, highlight their own party’s 

success, and blame the opposing party for failures. In this hybrid agenda that includes 

policy and politics, politics plays a much larger role for Republican senators, regardless 

of whether they are in the majority in Congress.  Some of that attention is driven by 

elections, particularly presidential nominations in 2015, but attention to politics is also 

easily measured by the tone and type of partisan rhetoric that senators use in their tweets. 
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Figure 27. Senator Priorities on Twitter by Party in 2013 

 

 

Figure 28. Senator Priorities on Twitter by Party in 2015 

To understand the rhetoric being used, I code tweets for partisan tone.12 I initially 

code tweets to simply discern whether they include any partisan language or if they lack a 
                                                
12 All tweets were hand-coded by a graduate student coder, and five percent of the dataset 
was double-coded by experienced student coders for reliability measures. Student double-
coding coding yielded the following inter-coder reliability statistics for partisanship: 
percentage agreement = 98%, Cohen’s kappa = 94%, Krippendorff’s alpha = 94%. 
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partisanship component. I identify non-partisan tweets — those tweets highlighting other 

priorities — as those messages with no identifiable mentions of either a political party or 

representatives of a political party.  Non-political tweets are the most common type of 

message sent by senators from their office or individual accounts, and they are likely to 

reference constituent outreach (“meeting with local firefighters”) or policy 

announcements (“statement on proposed defense bill”). 

Next, I code tweets with partisan rhetoric according to the tone or type of 

partisanship: negative and positive party rhetoric. Negative partisan rhetoric represents 

the language expected by ugly politics or party warriors where they often seek to shift 

blame toward the other party (Sinclair, 2006; Theriault, 2013). Coders identify tweets as 

negative if they are critical in their explicit mention of either (a) the other party or (b) 

representatives of the other party. Tweets in this category are both passive aggressive (“if 

only the Democratic President had acted sooner”) and direct attacks (“Democrat’s 

healthcare bill is a failure”).  As discussed in earlier chapters, senators’ priorities are not 

mutually exclusive, and many tweets include negative partisan rhetoric in conjunction 

with policy priorities.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
Coding guidelines and additional examples of coding scheme are included in Appendix. 
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Illustration 10. Sen. Jerry Moran’s Negative Rhetoric on Twitter 

 

Illustration 11. Sen. Ted Cruz Attack on Obamacare 
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Illustration 12. Sen. Tammy Baldwin Blames GOP on Student Loans 

Party loyalty rhetoric includes tweets that signal favoritism or support for one’s 

own party, such as promoting the your own candidates in upcoming elections, signaling 

party-specific legislation or highlighting party’s policy successes. These messages signal 

party loyalty to both the party’s leadership and strong partisan followers on Twitter. 

Messages in this category are most often direct messages of support for individual party 

members or the party’s legislative agenda (“The #SenateDems bill to help families”). A 

couple examples of these tweets are included below. 
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Illustration 13. Sen. Mitch McConnell Defends Senate Republicans 

 

 

Illustration 14. Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand Congratulates Democrats 

Aggregating positive and negative rhetoric, it is clear that attention to politics on 

Twitter shifts according to party affiliation. Just as we saw with political priorities more 

broadly, Republicans spend more time and attention communicating partisan messages 

(Figure 29). Republicans in 2013 allocated more agenda space to tweets including 

partisan rhetoric than Democratic counterparts, and though the percent of Republican 

tweets with partisan language dropped in 2015 and the majority party shifted, Republican 

senators sent nearly twice as many tweets with partisan rhetoric. The asymmetric pattern 

is an important finding given previous studies have shown that the “out group” or the 
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“underdog” is most driven to social media and issues attacks to gain leverage over the 

majority (Gainous and Wagner, 2013; Evans, 2016; Auter and Fine, 2016).  Even when 

the Republicans are no longer the minority party in the Senate, on Twitter they still 

behave like the “underdog” in their use of partisan rhetoric.  This asymmetric use of 

partisan rhetoric matches my expectations that partisan rhetoric is not just a function of 

minority status but remains consistently more common among Republicans even when 

they control the Senate.  The rate of partisan escalation by Republicans is greater relative 

to their Democratic counterparts both by legislative and non-legislative actions (Hacker 

and Pierson, 2006).  

 

Figure 29. Senators’ Partisan Tweets by Party 

Senate Republicans appear to spend more agenda space on partisan rhetoric, and 

when I disaggregate the rhetoric by tone, I find Republicans maintain higher levels of 

both positive and negative tweets (Figures 30 & 31).  The tone of the tweets does not 

alter these asymmetric partisan patterns.  In 2013, 17 percent of Republicans’ tweets 

included partisan rhetoric, and two-thirds of those partisan tweets included negative or 
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attacking rhetoric. In that same year about five percent of all Democratic tweets included 

partisan rhetoric, and that five percent was split evenly between messages of party 

support (positive) and antagonizing messages toward Republicans (negative).  In 2015, 

the Senate majority shifted to the Republicans, but I find no evidence of a shift in partisan 

rhetoric.  If attention to party politics is a function of majority status, partisan tweets sent 

by Democrats would trump those of their GOP counterparts.  I find the use of partisan 

rhetoric shifted modestly — this is expected given that Republicans now controlled the 

Senate status quo — but the trend is not reversed. In 2015, the percent of partisan tweets 

by Democrats increased by about one, and Republicans’ partisan tweets dropped by 

almost six percent, but Republicans were still twice as likely to use partisan rhetoric. The 

use of polarizing rhetoric is still more common among Republicans, regardless of 

majority party, similar to findings of asymmetric polarization in alternative congressional 

behaviors.  

 

Figure 30. Senators’ 2013 Partisan Tweets Disaggregated by Tone  
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Figure 31. Senators’ 2015 Partisan Tweets Disaggregated by Tone 

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS ON TWITTER RHETORIC 

To assess partisanship’s effect on the proportion of members’ tweets I estimate a 

fractional logit model. Separate coefficients relate individual characteristics of the 

senators, including party, to their probability for each type of partisan rhetoric. The 

dependent variable is the proportion of a senator’s tweets that include partisan rhetoric.  I 

conduct the analysis on three separate dependent variables: a senator’s proportion of 

aggregated partisan rhetoric (combined positive and negative), proportion of negative 

rhetoric, and proportion of positive rhetoric. The dataset includes binary codes for a 

senator’s party affiliation and leadership status.13  I also consider the effect of age, 

gender, race, candidacy, state politics, seniority, electoral security, and hyper-partisan 

conservatism.   

I consider the effect of age because Twitter participation is highest among young 

people, and senior senators may prefer alternative or traditional media communications 

                                                
13 By leadership status, I mean leadership positions within the party.  Examples of this would include 
majority leader, minority leader, and majority whip. 
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strategies. Evans and Clark (2015) find gender may affect political candidates’ 

probability to go negative as women more often use attacking rhetoric on the campaign 

trail. Racial minorities are also controlled for given that among Twitter users, black and 

Latino users make up a higher percentage of users (Krogstad, 2015). 

I control for a senator’s candidacy in the next cycle of elections to ensure that 

members are not just resorting to partisan rhetoric to appeal to leaning partisans and 

likely voters.  I also consider that a state’s political balance may affect how a senator 

communicates with his followers and whether he chooses to spend time on party politics.  

To do this I measure the margin of victory for President Barack Obama in each state 

during the 2012 election. I expect senators from states who did not support President 

Obama to be more attack-oriented. 

I also consider previous electoral performance, as the relative “safety” of a 

member’s seat by the margin of victory by the senator in his most recent election. 

Senators whose political future are less uncertain may be free to use their limited 

attention to support their party rather than focusing on constituent issues. Finally, 

Theriault (2013) offers that much of the partisan divide is driven by a subset of 

Republicans in the Senate, known as “Gingrich Senators.”14 These are Republicans 

elected after 1978 with previous service in the House.  I also test for them. 

By examining the marginal effects of the model I find positive and statistically 

significant predicted probabilities for Republican senators’ proportion of partisan rhetoric 

in both 2013 and 2015 (Figures 5 and 6).15 Republicans, when choosing partisan rhetoric, 

are 12 percent more likely than Democrats to use partisan rhetoric on Twitter in 2013 and 

                                                
14 Gingrich senators in the data include: Blunt, Boozman, Burr, Chambliss, Coats, Cotton, Crapo, Flake, 
Graham, Heller, Inhofe, Isakson, Kirk, McCain, Moran, Portman, Roberts, Thune, Toomey, Vitter, Wicker. 
15 Tables of the marginal effects are located in the Appendix. 
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seven percent more likely in 2015, which should come as no surprise given the fact that 

Republicans tallied a higher total of partisan rhetoric across all partisan tweets in the 

dataset. Research suggests that minority members will send partisan messages when they 

do not control the institutional agenda (Lipinski, 2004), but these results suggest 

Republicans, regardless of whether they are the majority party, are consistently more 

likely to use partisan rhetoric when conveying their priorities on Twitter.  We know that 

minority party members seek to diminish the reputation of the majority party (Lipinski, 

2004), but this result suggests partisan rhetoric goes beyond minority status. Republican 

senators are using partisan rhetoric to bolster their positions and maintain control of the 

party agenda (Hacker and Pierson, 2006), regardless if it mirrors the legislative agenda. 

 A second meaningful indicator across both datasets is party leadership, as leaders 

are four to six percent more likely to use partisan rhetoric. This may reflect leaders’ roles 

as strategic communicators of the party message. Party leaders go to great lengths to 

make sure partisan messages are conveyed to the public (Lipinski, 2001; 2004), and to 

support the party they will use political rhetoric to push their agenda and diminish that of 

their political opponents.  In both 2013 and 2015 a senator’s age, previous election, and 

state politics (P.B.) do not affect partisan rhetoric.  In 2013, senior senators and “Gingrich 

Senators” were less likely to send tweets with partisan rhetoric.  Senior senators who 

remember a time before extreme partisanship may not be as inclined to engage online, 

but the finding for Gingrich Senators is surprising given their predisposition to partisan 

politicking. This suggests that it is not just the partisan extremes using this type of 

rhetoric. In 2015, partisan tweets were still somewhat less likely to come from senior 

senators, but even less so from senators up for re-election in the next cycle.  Those 

senators running for re-election spent a smaller proportion of their Twitter agenda on 
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partisan politics.  This may be due to research that suggests too much deference to the 

party line is electorally risky (Canes-Wrone, Brady, & Shogan, 2002). 

 

 

Figure 32. Margins Plot of Predicted Probabilities of Partisan Rhetoric on Twitter in 2013  
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Figure 33. Margins Plot of Predicted Probabilities of Partisan Rhetoric on Twitter in 2015 

When the rhetoric is disaggregated by tone, I still find asymmetric patterns of 

Republican partisan rhetoric for both positive and negative tone. Here, I test two 

dependent variables: one is the proportion of negative (attacking) rhetoric in a senator’s 

tweets and the second is the proportion of positive (loyalist) rhetoric in tweets.  In 2013, 

Republicans were two percent more likely to use positive political rhetoric on Twitter, 

and they were 12 percent more likely to go negative and attack Democrats (Figures 7 and 

8). Negative rhetoric is much more common than positive rhetoric or signals of intra-

party support, and Republicans’ partisan rhetoric is primarily attacking in nature. 

Republican partisan communication on Twitter more often included attacks on the 

Democratic majority in Congress and the president, often on the issue of healthcare.  This 

echoes findings by Marshall (2017) that finds on the issue of healthcare, Republican 

blogs routinely took a negative and attacking tone toward to the Affordable Care Act. 
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Republicans used sarcasm and referenced the Democrats’ “broken promises” while 

Democrats maintained a positive, protective message for those aided by the ACA 

(Marshall, 2017). I find a similar pattern of senators’ communication, regardless of issue 

area, that suggests negative partisan rhetoric in particular is asymmetrical between 

Republicans and Democrats.  The effects for the other variables are similar to the 

findings of combined positive and negative partisan rhetoric above, as party leaders are 

four percent more likely to use negative party rhetoric in 2013, regardless of party, and 

Gingrich Senators are less likely to use partisan rhetoric.16 Again, the results for Gingrich 

Senators are particularly noteworthy because these senators are considered more extreme 

in their legislative behavior than the average Republican. It appears their political 

gamesmanship within the chamber does not lead to extreme communication patterns — 

and is not what is driving the Republican tendency toward partisan rhetoric.  If anything, 

Gingrich Senators dampen that effect.  

Leaders may be more likely to engage in partisan attacks than rank-and-file 

members, as they must not only provide political cover for themselves, but the partisans 

they represent. Positive rhetoric is less predictable in this dataset, likely given its 

relatively fewer number of occurrences — about one in 30 tweets. 

                                                
16  I also regressed leadership by individual party, and the leadership effect remains consistent across both 
Democratic and Republican leadership. 
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Figure 34. Margins Plot of Predicted Probabilities of Positive Partisan Rhetoric on 
Twitter in 2013  
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Figure 35. Margins Plot of Predicted Probabilities of Negative Partisan Rhetoric on 
Twitter in 2013 

The results for 2015 mimic the patterns in 2013; however, the Republican effect 

for negative partisan rhetoric is similar to lower levels of positive partisan tone (Figures 9 

and 10).  Democrats are still about 4 percent less likely to use negative partisan rhetoric 

and three percent less likely to use positive rhetoric. I attribute the smaller probabilities in 

2015 to the Republican takeover of the Senate where Republicans now exert more control 

over the institutional agenda, both in the House and Senate. I expect senators would then 

spend less time attacking Senate Democrats for the status quo when they have new power 

to change it.  If we consider both chambers in Congress and the president as venues for 

partisan attacks, the Republicans in 2015 only had a presidential target compared to 2013 

when the Democratic president and Senate majority were political opponents. The 

majority shift change does not erase or alter Republican tendencies to use partisan 

rhetoric, but minority status may bolster the levels of Republicans’ attacking rhetoric.  
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For positive partisan rhetoric in 2015, candidates for re-election and racial minorities 

were also less likely to use positive party rhetoric.  Candidates for re-election may be 

focused on their own success rather than signaling support for fellow partisans, and some 

candidates may not benefit from institutional party support in the next election. For 

negative partisan rhetoric in 2015, candidates were also less likely to use partisan 

rhetoric, but the effect of party leadership was higher than even the effect of party.  

Leaders in both parties were more likely to blame the other party for policy failures and 

garner attention for those failures on Twitter.  For example, Sen. Harry Reid often took 

shots at the Republicans in Congress, and in one instance he called out Sen. McConnell 

for his stance on surveillance programs. 

 

Illustration 15. Sen. Harry Reid Calls Out McConnell 
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Figure 36. Margins Plot of Predicted Probabilities of Positive Partisan Rhetoric on 
Twitter in 2015 

 

 

Figure 37. Margins Plot of Predicted Probabilities of Negative Partisan Rhetoric on 
Twitter in 2015 



 147 

Results across both years also dispel the notion that partisan rhetoric is driven by 

previous electoral vulnerability, the partisan balance in a state, or by a subset of more 

partisan Republican senators. Senators who won their seat with a narrow electoral margin 

are not more likely to shy away from partisan rhetoric to bolster a coalition of 

constituents.  And those Republican senators who behave as “partisan warriors” 

(Theriault, 2013) are not using partisan rhetoric more frequently than the average 

Republican senators.    

These results match my expectations that Republican partisan rhetoric is 

consistently higher across both sessions regardless of their status within the chamber.  

Partisan rhetoric on Twitter is not driven by a party’s position in Congress, considering in 

2015 Republicans controlled both the House and Senate. We might assume that when 

Republican preferences go ignored they turn to Twitter to attack the majority party as 

representatives of the status quo, but I find no evidence of Democrats exhibiting similar 

patterns when they are the minority party in the Senate. The average Democrat will spend 

more time on partisan rhetoric on Twitter when they are in the minority — but relative to 

Republicans that shift is still minor. Elected officials from a minority party will often 

seek non-legislative means to redirect attention (Green-Pedersen, 2010; Vliegenthart and 

Walgrave, 2011), but Republicans and Democrats are using different partisan 

communication strategies on Twitter when they are in the minority.  Political tweets may 

be less a tool for minority access but used more like negative campaign ads, aimed at 

garnering additional media attention (Ridout and Smith, 2008; Fowler and Ridout, 2009). 

This finding contrasts prior studies of partisan rhetoric in presidential campaigns 

that finds that over time Republicans have used consistently less partisan rhetoric and 

more unifying language in their public statements (Rhodes and Albert, 2017; Jarvis, 

2004). The frequency of partisan statements by Republicans over the last 60 years 
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remains low compared to statements by Democratic presidential candidates.  Since 1996, 

partisan statements have been a minor part of presidential statements for both parties.  

My results suggest a new pattern over a short timeframe in the Senate where Republican 

partisan rhetoric consistently remains higher than that of Democrats.  Four years before 

the effect of President Donald Trump’s morning Twitter battles, Republicans in Congress 

were already prioritizing partisan politics in their routine communications. 

DISCUSSION 

Members of the Senate have multiple, competing priorities, and to balance their 

many duties they have to be strategic with their limited attention. These results suggest 

that Republicans are more willing to allocate time and attention on Twitter to party 

politics more often than their Democratic counterparts, and that tendency is not 

predicated on majority status. Party affiliation does not drive every facet of a senator’s 

agenda — as policy and representation priorities are best explained by a trade-off in 

attention — but partisanship has significant explanatory power for political priorities and 

the rhetoric used to convey those priorities.  Republican Party members in the Senate are 

more likely to engage in party polarizing language and that language is more prevalent 

when they are the minority party but consistent even when in the majority.  Republicans 

are not only more likely to rally support for their own victories but also more likely to 

blame or smear their Democratic counterparts.  Many scholars have noted Twitter’s 

potential as an alternative agenda space for minority interests not satisfied by the status 

quo — i.e. social movements like the Arab Spring — but when Democrats were in the 

minority in 2015, they did not exhibit the same partisan patterns as their Republican 

counterparts. Democrats’ partisan rhetoric increased less than one percent when they 

became the minority party — totaling five percent compared to the Republicans’ 12 
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percent when they were in the minority two years prior.  I expect a similar study of 

partisan patterns in the House would show even stronger effects for party and party 

leadership given majority party influence over the institution and the political agenda.  

The source of this asymmetrical polarization does not appear to be driven by 

majority status — at least not entirely — and one potential explanation for these partisan 

patterns is the relationship between Congress and the party of the president.  In studies of 

presidential news, those who oppose the president — in this case the Republicans in the 

Senate — most often voice their opposition publicly (Groeling, 2010).  Politicians 

politically aligned with the president are less likely to spend their valuable time 

supporting the president (Groeling, 2010).  Because the president is the face of his party, 

the media attention he draws opens him up to criticism form political adversaries 

(Groeling, 2010). In the case of President Barack Obama, he is a target for Republican 

congressional critics whose interests are served by unfavorable perceptions of the 

president and by association, unfavorables for the opposition party. The president is an 

easy target for partisan attacks because Republicans in Congress can blame him for 

perceived failures. The president serves as an easy target for Republican Party members 

to criticize the Democratic Party because the media attention surrounding the president 

draws scrutiny to the Democratic Party. For instance, in 2013 Republicans routinely used 

the president and the Affordable Care Act as ammunition for Twitter feuds, but 

Democrats lacked a similar central figure to blame — particularly when they were in the 

majority in 2013.  They often blamed Republican House Speaker John Boehner for 

inaction but he likely took similar grief from his own party.  
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Illustration 16. Sen. John Boozman Blames President on Healthcare 

Republicans using the president as a straw man may not just be a factor of 

convenience and media attention. Republican senators may gain long-term electoral 

victories by bolstering an adversarial relationship with the president. Many scholars note 

the desire for parties to maintain compelling brands (Groeling, 2010; Cox and 

McCubbins, 2007), so as senators weigh their electoral futures they may turn to Twitter 

to define their political brand by attacking the credentials of the other party.   

Twitter gives senators the opportunity to shape their public brand, signal 

constituents, and frame debate, but underlying their political priorities is an asymmetric 

partisan current. Unlike policy or representation priorities, attention to political priorities 

is less a function of trade-offs but rather of partisan affiliation. Attention to politics may 

limit attention elsewhere, but if so, Republicans are much more willing to pay that cost 

than their Democratic counterparts. This partisanship on Twitter continues to flame 

tensions and tempers, even in an era of unified government under President Donald 

Trump. The Republican president has normalized partisan rhetoric on Twitter, not only as 

a minor or tertiary priority, but as a normal method of conversation both inside and 

outside of Washington D.C.  I expect future studies of congressional partisan rhetoric will 

find increased attention to political priorities and more partisan rhetoric from both 

Republicans and Democrats.  If the president is indeed a lightning rod for partisan 
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attacks, I imagine the Democrats will adopt similar partisan communication strategies to 

match the rhetoric coming from the White House.  Senators’ Twitter activity is 

consistently reinforced as fodder for nightly news and political debate, and this research 

— and future research — aims to highlight Twitter as an agenda-setting resource for 

examining individual priorities in Congress. Twitter is not only a conduit for 

constituents’ communication but is a vehicle for the hyper partisanship that is clearly one 

of the many roles and goals that many senators have while in office. That partisan 

influence carries over not only to the political rhetoric they use but how they 

communicate about or frame their agenda more broadly. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

A senator’s individual agenda reveals how his policy, political, and representation 

priorities are balanced with limited attention and the trade-offs that result. Those 

priorities extend from the halls of Congress to state highways back home, but given the 

extensive expectations and duties of a senator, how a senator directs his attention toward 

his many responsibilities is variable and evolving. Traditional, political agenda setting 

typically considers the policy priorities of groups across political venues and political 

systems, but how we understand agenda setting at the individual level is the new frontier 

for this type of research (Sevenans et al. 2015). Comparatively little research looks at the 

agendas of individuals, but how these elected officials make the tough decisions that lead 

to votes and the social media patterns that reveal politicians’ priorities have implications 

for the policy process and democratic representation. 

This dissertation offers a new approach that suggests individual agendas are much 

broader and far reaching than a rank ordering of policy issues. Lawmakers must juggle 

politics, policy, and constituents in their daily schedule, and these priorities in turn are 

communicated via a hybrid agenda that is more than just policy.  The policy-centric focus 

of political agendas is largely due to methodological challenges and the interests of 

public policy scholars, but the rise of social media and new media technologies offer new 

leverage in how we understand agenda setting and attention in Congress.  This research 

offers a novel approach to how we study policymaker priorities by collecting and coding 

more than 180,000 tweets to reveal a senator’s agenda.  That agenda on Twitter not only 

offers a window into their policy priorities but also contextualizes those priorities with 

competing concerns from politics to representation.   
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Senators have three fundamental priorities — policy, politics, and representation 

— and they organize their agenda around these priorities, giving more weight to those 

activities that best serve their long-terms goals.  Each of these priorities draws a 

lawmaker’s attention, but the amount of attention given and who is more likely to 

allocate that attention is variable.  Pressures from the institution, the party and 

constituents largely affect the attention senators allocate to their priorities.   

A critical takeaway from this research is that we can now assess how individual 

attention is prioritized, the trade-offs that result from the distribution of attention, and 

driving forces behind politicians’ attention to policy, politics, and representation.  I find 

that policy isn’t just what lawmakers do, but it is routinely the largest component in 

senators’ individual agendas.  But that is not the case for all as there is variation in policy 

attention relative to their other priorities and among the issues that they choose to 

prioritize. Senators are limited in their time and attention the choice to prioritize policy 

can sometimes come at a cost.  That trade-off is most often absorbed by the time left over 

for constituent service or representation.  Attention to representation priorities reflects a 

trade-off in the time spent on policy because senators’ limited time and resources mean 

that attention gets skewed.  The scope of a senator’s constituency and the following that 

they draw on Twitter also affects how much time constituent issues or the state is allotted 

in a senator’s agenda. Senators who spend more time prioritizing policy spend less time 

on representation — even on Twitter where the choice is not implicitly required and the 

agenda is not a fixed space.  Within policy; however, party influences those issues that 

senators choose to highlight.  Senators order their policy agenda on issues in which their 

party has a reputational advantage.  For political priorities, party exerts the greatest 

influence, not only on the relative proportion of politics in a senator’s agenda, but also on 

the tenor and rhetoric used.  Republicans spend more time on politics and that time is 
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characterized by partisan rhetoric that often attacks their Democratic counterparts while 

trumpeting their own success.   

Senators must decide how to juggle their attention among multiple and often 

competing priorities, and those choices reflect the pressures they face as members of the 

institution, their party, and as representatives of their constituents.  The various roles a 

senator emphasizes in his agenda will differ in response to leadership assignments, 

constituent relationships, policy issues, and party pressures.  Not all senators make the 

same strategic choices.  Some senators see their interests served by spending time talking 

about civil rights policy, while others are careful to acknowledge every meeting with the 

local Kiwanis club.  Senators reveal these strategic choices through their daily 

communications with constituents, journalists, and special interests, and the 

normalization of social media sites like Twitter offer a new window into senator’s 

political agendas.  Senators may have personal agendas that are not publicly discussed or 

known outside of their staff, but their public agenda and the information they choose to 

share is what defines their political brand. Those public agendas give senators the 

opportunity to engage followers and frame political discourse in terms that benefit their 

long-term goal of re-election.  

While we presume that all senators are re-elected oriented, how they structure 

their time and agenda in pursuit of that goal is not singular.  This requires a new approach 

and new media platform to understand how senators allocate attention within their 

individual agenda and what drives them to emphasize some roles, such as a policy 

specialist, while spending little attention on others.  This project is the first step to 

understanding how elite actors make strategic choices to shape their agenda and, in turn, 

communicate that agenda.  To understand the basic goals and duties of a lawmaker are 
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important, but how that lawmaker makes decisions among those goals and prioritizes 

their limited attention is the next step to understanding individual behavior in Congress.   

CONCLUSIONS 

The findings presented here show how senators prioritize their agendas and how 

attention to those priorities is influenced by pressures from the party, the institution, and 

constituents. While the political climate of Congress, as a whole, is characterized in terms 

of partisanship and ideology, how a senator divides his agenda cannot be explained 

merely by their party affiliation.  Republican senators are not necessarily more likely to 

spend time on constituent issues than their Democratic counterparts, but systematic 

differences among senators lead them to prioritize and communicate some issues more 

than others.   

Policy Priorities 

Among senators’ three priorities, policy priorities garner the most attention on 

Twitter.  Not only do senators make choices of which policies to prioritize, but they have 

a prior, often unobserved choice to opt into policy.  I introduce the concept of a dual 

process of prioritization where lawmakers must both decide which issues to attend to and 

how much time to spend on policy relative to other priorities or duties while in office.  

The average senator is more likely to communicate his preferences and priorities on 

policy issues than he is to advertise local issues or engage in party politics. In fact, even 

with an unconstrained agenda space, lawmakers are forced to make a trade-off between 

policy and representation.  Even when senators have a platform like Twitter that does not 

limit total attention — attention to policy is skewed such that representation becomes a 

secondary priority. 
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This policy-first strategy tells us something about representation and the issue-

oriented nature of senators’ communications with constituents. Despite what other media 

sources might report about the do-nothing or dysfunctional Congress, policy problems are 

being discussed.  A critique of traditional media is you only get the horse race or electoral 

politics, but these tweets suggest that policy is an individual priority outside of what is, in 

a sense, baked in to the policy process.  Policy isn’t just what senators do, but rather it is 

a choice they make.  Also, it sheds light on why individual lawmakers have much higher 

approval ratings compared to the overall perception of Congress.  If you look at their 

individual agendas, policy is about two-thirds of what they regularly communicate to the 

public.  President Trump has illustrated that there are plenty of other choices to make on 

Twitter beyond policy; but the policy emphasis by many senators sends a signal that they 

are engaged and relevant on issues that matter to their constituents. 

Within the policy space, individual senators must decide which issues to 

prioritize.  While the floor of Congress or media storms outside of Washington inevitably 

shape their individual agendas, senators still have the agency to control what they 

communicate on a daily basis.  Senators’ policy priorities, while unique to each 

individual, often reflect of those policy priorities of the parties at large. Even on Twitter 

where lawmakers could paint with a broad brush and cover a wide range of topics, they 

tend to stick to those topics where their party has a reputational advantage. Republican 

senators spend more time addressing issues of defense and foreign affairs than their 

Democratic counterparts who spend more time on social welfare issues.  This finding 

suggests the principles of issue ownership may not only apply to institutions or political 

parties, but also to individual policymakers within those groups.  Just because a senator 

can address any issue, doesn’t mean the average Republican senator is going to match 

Democratic attention to education or civil rights.   
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Representation Priorities 

One of the most under-studied aspects of congressional governance is the 

relationship between an elected official and his home constituency (Fenno, 2013).  The 

implications of collective actions within Congress are well-known — voting, agenda 

setting, committee systems — but less is understood about the effects of an individual 

senator’s representational relationships.  This dissertation assesses how individual 

senators prioritize constituent service and representation as a proportion of their larger 

agenda and how they communicate those priorities. Senators’ attention to representation 

is primarily affected by how much agenda space they devote to policy priorities.  As 

senators spend a higher proportion of their Twitter agenda on policy, there is a negative 

effect on their likelihood to prioritize their state or local issues in their social media 

communications.  Sen. Dirksen said a senator must balance representing his state but also 

his country, and for some that means attention get skewed away from the state in favor of 

national policy concerns.  

In the same vein as the state versus policy debate is the effect of audience on 

senators’ attention to representation priorities.  Those senators with a larger following on 

social media are less likely to prioritize representative or state issues in their tweets.  

Their constituency spans beyond the geographic confines of their state, and because of 

that global reach, their agenda reflects an emphasis on issues that are not specific to a 

senator’s local constituents.  A politician may decide that their long-term goals — such as 

running for higher office — are better served by cultivating a larger audience rather than 

a more narrow focus of attention toward their state constituency. 

A wide array of research suggests that the public can have significant effects on 

the policy process and those issues that get considered (Cook and Manza, 2002; Burstein, 

2003). Democratic responsiveness requires a mass public with information necessary to 
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form opinion or attitudes and act on those judgments (Soroka and Wlezien, 2010). 

Maintaining and fostering a representational relationship requires members at least 

appear responsive to those who put them in office, and they do this through multiple 

communication venues — including social media.   

Political Priorities 

President Donald Trump has taken political rhetoric to new heights, but the 

precursor to that partisan rhetoric can be found years prior in the heart of Congress.  

Senators’ political priorities are routinely on display in the daily tweets of lawmakers 

from the upper chamber who were once thought to be “above” partisan politics.  The 

Senate is no stranger to partisan rhetoric on Twitter, and Trump’s Republican colleagues 

in Washington D.C. are well versed in blaming their Democratic counterparts for policy 

failures. Republicans are not the only party prioritizing politics on social media, but 

members of the Republican Party are more likely than Democrats to prioritize politics 

and turn up the partisan rhetoric on Twitter.  Politics has gone “beyond ideology” — 

where lawmakers across the board are turning up the political rhetoric and the evening 

news is filled with graphics detailing the latest tweets from Washington (Lee, 2009).  

Social media has given politicians a new vehicle to connect with voters and 

special interests, but it is also an open platform that allows for the political and partisan 

tinged rhetoric. One-in-ten tweets by senators now include partisan rhetoric, either laying 

blame on partisan foes or building up their own party’s successes.  But not all senators 

are playing the same partisan games.  Republicans are taking partisan rhetoric to new 

levels, turning to Twitter to express support for their own party and chastise their 

Democratic counterparts.  While both parties hurl passive aggressive insults online, 

Republicans are more likely to engage in politically-tinged communication when they 
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turn to Twitter. This pattern mimics the asymmetric patterns of party polarization in the 

Senate that suggest Republicans have moved further away from the center than the 

Democrats.  Even when Republicans hold the majority in both chambers of Congress, 

they are more likely to prioritize politics. 

While Republicans maintain their partisan advantage when in control of the 

Senate, the next step is to understand whether that rhetoric shifts or remains the same 

during the Donald Trump presidency where Republicans operate under united 

government. If Democrats’ reverse the trend in partisan priorities on Twitter, partisan 

rhetoric in Congress may be driven less by the political climate in Congress, but by who 

is in the White House.  Overall, party politics remains a small part of what senators 

communicate on a daily basis, but how senators communicate not only has an impact on 

the policy and procedure within the chamber, but it frames and influences the information 

that is shared with constituents. 

TWITTER IN CONGRESS 

Politics is no longer thinkable without media (Albaek et al. 2014), and to take it 

one step further, politics is no longer imaginable without the integration of social media.  

Since Barack Obama’s election in 2008, social media in politics has become 

commonplace (Evans et al. 2014). Since its incorporation in 2007, Twitter has become 

one of the fastest growing social network sites, growing from 30 million monthly users to 

nearly 300 monthly users — this is an 860 percent increase in less than five years. Social 

media communications are a relatively new behavior for members of Congress, but the 

new advantages of this platform suggest longer viability.  The introduction of new media 

technologies, like Twitter, offer multiple advantages that make it a unique measure for 

analysis and a strategic platform for elite actors. Twitter provides a platform that 
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bypasses the traditional media filter as messages are not balanced with opposing 

viewpoints or prioritized according to the media agenda.  Traditional media sources 

attract a wide audience but come at a cost — members abdicate control of the final 

message to journalists and their editors. That message may be an index of elite opinions 

or deferential to politicians (Bennett, 1990; Bennett et al. 2007), but when information is 

published, how it is framed, and the context of an issue are all decisions out of the hands 

of elite actors. In newspapers or television broadcasts, the priorities of the elite actor 

become integrated with the priorities of the news organization.  Traditional media offer a 

regular, indirect measure of priorities whereas Twitter is more frequent and only 

contextualized by the political actor and his staff.  Actors have increased control over 

their own communications strategies with minimal time and resources expensed, and thus 

have the ability to better target communications to their base of followers. This direct 

control bypasses media context, and it also bypasses institutional constraints by enabling 

comments on a desired subject despite what is on the Senate calendar. Twitter offers a 

type of new-media franking privilege where members can highlight their individual or 

party achievements and boost their image by deriding the opposition party.   

Additionally, Twitter can reinforce existing communication strategies and media 

opportunities.  Senators routinely use Twitter to link to press releases, news articles, and 

NPR interviews. They use Twitter as an aggregator of media that goes directly to 

followers, but also to journalists and special interests.  While Twitter is unique in the way 

it offers politicians new autonomy over their message, it also adds an indirect channel to 

the public through journalists and advocates who resubmit information to the public. 

Social media platforms like Twitter, at their most core function, are a mechanism 

for conflict expansion, and actors have increased control over that expansion. Nothing 

attracts a crowd as quickly as a fight (Schattschneider, 1960), and Twitter is one platform 
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for politics to target that contagion effect. The increased adoption of social media has the 

potential to increase the interactions between elite and mass publics by broadening the 

audience with a public record of government action and by putting different voices in the 

same space (Bruns and Highfield, 2012).  Twitter is a broadcasting device for politicians 

(Golbeck, Grimes and Rogers, 2010), so being able to take advantage of its outreach 

capabilities is especially important to politicians and their staffers (Chi and Yang, 2010).  

This public domain offers policymakers a relatively unfiltered credit claiming 

opportunity to highlight accomplishments and advertise a political brand (Mayhew, 

1974). Press releases and C-SPAN coverage produce a public record, but neither is as 

readily accessible as 140-count messages in a scrolling feed that thousands follow.  

Different media allow for different modes of information production and 

consumption (Jungherr, 2014), and the constraints of the technology underlying broadcast 

news are different than that of social media. The fact that social media can bypass 

traditional media institutions altogether requires a differentiation between how we study 

social and traditional media sources (Jungherr, 2014).  A new digital logic requires 

research that takes advantage of Twitter’s platform to aggregate attention and participate 

in a less mass-mediated dialogue.  

NEW DIRECTIONS 

The research presented here suggests two new directions of study: individual 

agenda setting and the role of social media as a tool for political communication. If we 

don't understand the individuals within our institutions, our understanding of those 

institutions is incomplete. By studying individual agendas, we can understand the 

foundations of decision making across political systems.  The study of individual agendas 

builds on the foundations of policy agenda setting, but proposes a new line of research on 
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the totality of a lawmaker’s agenda beyond just policy priorities.  Legislative behavior is 

critical to understanding Congress, but just as critical are prior choices of attention and 

agenda setting that lead to and influence those behaviors.  For policy priorities especially, 

it is not enough to just consider the different issues that politicians select, but rather we 

must also understand the choice to engage policy in the first place.  This prior, often 

unnoticed choice has implications not only for the issues that are then aggregated into the 

collective agenda, but also the type of representation constituents come to expect from 

their representatives.  The choice to prioritize defense policy sends one signal, but the 

strength of that signal is contoured by the attention senators allocate to other priorities 

such as representation or politics.  A senator who spends more attention on local issues 

will likely have less time to spend on that defense policy.  Even if that policy is at the top 

of their issue agenda other competing interests contextualize its magnitude. 

Senators need to present a record of responsiveness and accountability to 

constituents, and one way they juggle these many responsibilities is through strategic 

communication — highlighting their preferences, priorities, and accomplishments to 

build a record that they can run on. The introduction of Twitter has added another 

communication tool for members of Congress to reach out to constituents, the media, and 

each other, so it is imperative to understand how they are they strategically using these 

tools and what are they communicating about.  Legislative activities can illuminate a lot 

about politicians' behavior, but to understand the complexity behind individual decision-

making we need a non-legislative tool like Twitter.  Social media offers that new 

platform because in a single stream of communication, politicians address policy, 

constituent, and political priorities.  Scholars and politicians alike highlight Twitter’s 

utility for constituent service, but those messages reveal much more about an elite actors’ 

agenda beyond just town hall meetings or regional politics.  Because members must sort 
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through an oversupply of policy information, partisan cues, and constituency demands, 

how they filter their attention across numerous issues is communicated in their social 

media use.  Scholars have been studying the media for their agenda setting and framing 

capabilities for many years, but never before have we had such an accessible and 

concentrated measure that combines both political, constituent, and policy priorities.  

Twitter offers a window into a hybrid agenda that bridges policy and politics. Scholars 

and politicians alike point to the emergence of social media for its potential to link elite 

and mass priorities, but very little is known about the make-up of such media outputs. 

The content of a policymaker’s social media messages gives us a window into 

how individual actors balance their priorities, and more importantly highlights those 

issues and priorities that politicians use to frame and influence both public and elite 

debate.  Twitter is the newest instrument for leaders to influence the parameters of the 

decision-making process according to those issues at the top of their personal agenda. 

Further analysis of the nature of elected official’s Twitter activity enables a better 

understanding of Twitter as a communications device, and more fundamentally has the 

potential to shed light on the drivers behind how individual politicians communicate. 
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Appendices  

APPENDIX A. POLICY AGENDAS PROJECT CODING GUIDELINES 

General Introduction  
Observations in Policy Agendas Project datasets are coded according to the guidelines 
and topic system described below. This codebook is an updated version of the original 
codebook created by Baumgartner and Jones.  
Each entry is coded into one of 20 major topics and 200 plus subtopics. The full 
codebook can be accessed at www.comparativeagendas.com. The topic codebook is used 
to assign major topic codes for general categories of public policy. A list of the major 
topics is listed below. 
 
The major policy topic codes for the US are: 
1. Macroeconomics 
2. Civil Rights 
3. Health 
4. Agriculture 
5. Labor and Employment 
6. Education 
7. Environment 
8. Energy 
9. Immigration 
10. Transportation 
12. Law, Crime, and Family Issues 
13. Social Welfare 
14. Community Development, Planning and Housing Issues 
15. Banking and Finance 
16. Defense 
17. Space, Science, Technology  
18. Foreign Trade 
19. International Affairs and Foreign Aid 
20. Government Operations 
21. Public Lands Management  
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APPENDIX B. LIST OF SENATORS IN 2013 AND 2015 

 

2015	  Senators	   2013	  Senators	  
	  Alexander	   	  Alexander	  
	  Ayotte	   	  Ayotte	  
	  Baldwin	   	  Baldwin	  
	  Barrasso	   	  Barrasso	  
	  Bennet	   	  Baucus	  
	  Blumenthal	   	  Begich	  
	  Blunt	   	  Bennet	  
	  Booker	   	  Blumenthal	  
	  Boozman	   	  Blunt	  
	  Boxer	   	  Boozman	  
	  Brown	   	  Boxer	  
	  Burr	   	  Burr	  
	  Cantwell	   	  Cantwell	  
	  Cardin	   	  Cardin	  
	  Carper	   	  Carper	  
	  Casey	   	  Casey	  
	  Cassidy	   	  Chambliss	  
	  Coats	   	  Coats	  
	  Cochran	   	  Coburn	  
	  Collins	   	  Cochran	  
	  Coons	   	  Collins	  
	  Corker	   	  Coons	  
	  Cornyn	   	  Corker	  
	  Cotton	   	  Cornyn	  
	  Crapo	   	  Crapo	  
	  Cruz	   	  Cruz	  
	  Daines	   	  Donnelly	  
	  Donnelly	   	  Durbin	  
	  Durbin	   	  Enzi	  
	  Enzi	   	  Feinstein	  
	  Ernst	   	  Fischer	  
	  Feinstein	   	  Flake	  
	  Fischer	   	  Franken	  
	  Flake	   	  Gillibrand	  
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	  Franken	   	  Graham	  
	  Gardner	   	  Grassley	  
	  Gillibrand	   	  Hagan	  
	  Graham	   	  Harkin	  
	  Grassley	   	  Hatch	  
	  Heinrich	   	  Heinrich	  
	  Heitkamp	   	  Heitkamp	  
	  Heller	   	  Heller	  
	  Hirono	   	  Hirono	  
	  Hoeven	   	  Hoeven	  
	  Inhofe	   	  Inhofe	  
	  Isakson	   	  Isakson	  
Tester	   	  Johanns	  
	  Kaine	   Chiesa	  
	  King	   	  Johnson	  
	  Kirk	   	  Kaine	  
	  Klobuchar	   	  King	  
	  Lankford	   	  Kirk	  
	  Leahy	   	  Klobuchar	  
	  Manchin	   	  Landrieu	  
	  Markey	   	  Lautenberg	  
	  McCain	   	  Leahy	  
	  McCaskill	   	  Lee	  
	  McConnell	   	  Levin	  
	  Menendez	   	  Manchin	  
	  Merkley	   	  Markey	  
Lee	   	  McCain	  
	  Mikulski	   	  McCaskill	  
	  Moore	  Capito	   	  McConnell	  
	  Moran	   	  Menendez	  
	  Murkowski	   	  Merkley	  
	  Murphy	   	  Mikulski	  
	  Murray	   Cowan	  
	  Nelson	   	  Moran	  
	  Paul	   	  Murkowski	  
	  Perdue	   	  Murphy	  
	  Peters	   	  Murray	  
	  Portman	   	  Nelson	  
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	  Reed	   	  Paul	  
	  Reid	   	  Portman	  
	  Risch	   	  Pryor	  
Johnson	   	  Reed	  
	  Roberts	   	  Reid	  
	  Rounds	   	  Risch	  
	  Rubio	   	  Roberts	  
	  Sanders	   	  Rockafeller	  
	  Sasse	   Johnson	  
	  Schatz	   	  Rubio	  
	  Schumer	   	  Sanders	  
	  Scott	   	  Schatz	  
	  Sessions	   	  Schumer	  
	  Shaheen	   	  Scott	  
	  Shelby	   	  Sessions	  
	  Stabenow	   	  Shaheen	  
	  Sullivan	   	  Shelby	  
	  Thune	   	  Stabenow	  
	  Tillis	   	  Tester	  
	  Toomey	   	  Thune	  
	  Udall	   Udall	  
	  Vitter	   	  Toomey	  
	  Warner	   	  Udall	  
	  Warren	   	  Vitter	  
	  Whitehouse	   	  Warner	  
	  Wicker	   	  Warren	  
	  Wyden	   	  Whitehouse	  

	  
	  Wicker	  

	  
	  Wyden	  

*	  Information	  for	  Orrin	  Hatch	  was	  not	  
available	  
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APPENDIX C. PARTISAN CODING GUIDELINES 
 

Partisan Rhetoric 
This variable is used to indicate if a tweet included any reference to party or used partisan 
language within the text. Examples of this include mentions of a political party 
(Democrat’s budget, Boehner’s House), substituting an actor as a representative of a 
political party (The president’s failures, and attaching partisanship or a party actor to 
policy (Obamacare, president’s healthcare law). 
The codes for this column are:  
0=No mention of party or partisan information  
1=Negative partisan rhetoric, attacking the other party or blame-shifiting 
2=Positive party rhetoric, party loyalty, or support for one’s own party  
3=Bipartisan rhetoric, referring to compromise and bipartisanship 
 
 
Further examples and descriptions: 
 
• No partisan rhetoric 
 Messages that receive a “0” code are those that have no identifiable mentions of 
party, partisan rhetoric, or party actors.  These messages are the most common type of 
message by politicians on Twitter, and often reference constituents, state-based issues or 
events, media appearances and news reports, holidays, and sports. 
Examples of these messages include: 
 
#CO's	  on	  right	  track	  w/	  unemployment	  at	  its	  lowest	  level	  since	  '09.	  Proud	  to	  champion	  policies	  
that	  support	  #COjobs:	  http://t.co/LpoVYUyCKe	  
	  
RT	  @servicewomen:	  BREAKING:	  SWAN	  announces	  2013	  Lauterbach	  Award	  for	  
#TruthandJustice	  Recipients	  @SenGillibrand	  @SenatorShaheen	  @amyklob	  ...	  
	  
Tomorrow	  at	  10AM	  tune	  in	  to	  @WGANNews;	  I'll	  be	  joined	  by	  @PattyMurray	  &amp;	  
@PortmanPress	  to	  discuss	  our	  work	  on	  the	  Budget	  Conference	  Committee	  
	  
Today	  I	  introduced	  loan	  forgiveness	  for	  early	  ed	  grads;	  young	  teachers	  need	  extra	  incentives.	  	  
#priorities	  #4AKkids	  #AKlegspeech	  
	  
.@travisf76-‐we	  needed	  to	  roll	  back	  #sequestration,	  but	  shouldn't	  cut	  #military	  retirees'	  
#COLA-‐filed	  a	  bill	  2	  fix	  it	  http://t.co/N975vlHwSk	  
	  
RT	  @PaulRieckhoff:	  .@SenDeanHeller	  @MartinHeinrich	  All	  of	  us	  at	  @IAVA	  appreciate	  your	  
leadership	  in	  helping	  #EndTheVABacklog	  http://t.co/hgâ€?	  
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Paid	  tribute	  to	  our	  fallen	  heroes	  at	  Memorial	  Day	  Exercises	  at	  #RI	  Veterans	  Memorial	  
Cemetery.	  http://t.co/wd1NkOaFN0	  
	  
Thank	  goodness,	  we	  can	  still	  get	  a	  deep	  fried	  Twinkie	  at	  the	  #Iowa	  State	  Fair!	  "Twinkies	  back	  
in	  stores	  today"	  http://t.co/RBpMW297cS	  
Angel	  Cano	  wanted	  to	  be	  a	  soccer	  player.	  He	  loved	  to	  sing,	  mentored	  younger	  kids	  in	  the	  
neighborhood.	  Was	  killed	  in	  Chicago	  #voicesofvictims	  
	  
#FF	  @Nevada_150	  @NevadaWolfPack	  @UNLVAthletics	  #BattleBorn	  #RebelsUnited	  #NV150	  

 
 
• Negative partisan rhetoric 
 Messages that receive a “1” code are those that have identifiable and negative 
mentions of the other party, the party’s leadership, or party representatives.  These 
messages are those that are critical of the other party and its actions, both legislative and 
non-legislative.  Messages in this category are both passive aggressive (“if only the 
Democratic President had acted sooner”) and direct attacks (“Democrat’s healthcare bill 
is a failure”).  These messages often pair with policy messages, as the example above 
demonstrates. 
*Note: Republican references to “Obamacare” are coded as negative partisan rhetoric as 
they attempt to tie the Affordable Care Act to the Democratic president, making it a 
partisan policy. 
Additional examples of these messages include: 
 
“Another	  broken	  promise.	  @LATimes:	  "Obama	  hasn't	  reined	  in	  Big	  Money"	  
http://t.co/CC3N2JZ3”	  
 
RT	  @SimonRadio1776:	  @SenRandPaul	  is	  joining	  me	  next	  @whoradio	  Talking	  #Obamacare	  
#DCDysfunction	  &amp;	  more	  Listen	  live	  on	  iHeart	  or	  on	  line	  htt‰Û_	  
	  
Instead	  of	  giving	  speeches	  about	  jobs,	  there	  is	  plenty	  Pres	  Obama	  can	  do	  to	  spur	  job	  growth	  
now-‐-‐start	  w/	  repealing	  #ObamaCare	  
	  
RT	  @GregAbbott_TX:	  Abbott	  takes	  aim	  at	  #ObamaCare	  "navigators"	  http://t.co/e8FDofNrkE	  
#txlege	  #tcot	  #txgop	  #teaparty	  

	  Every	  D	  voted	  against	  it;	  several	  up	  in	  2014	  RT	  @FordFlatheadV8:	  @JohnCornyn	  why	  was	  the	  
insider	  law	  that	  applied	  to	  you	  guys	  not	  passed?	  
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APPENDIX D.  TABLES FOR MULTINOMIAL LOGIT FOR PARTISAN RHETORIC 
 
 
Table 3. Marginal Effects of Fractional Logit for Partisan Rhetoric on 
Twitter 
 
                                                                2013                                           2015 
     Coef.      (SE)        p> 

|z| 
        Coef.        (SE)        p> 

|z| 
Republican .1446      (.0011)      0.00 .0684     (7.59e-4)      0.00 
Leadership .0504    (8.63e-4)     0.00 .0602     (5.84e-4)      0.00 
Candidate 
Electoral Performance 
State Party Balance 
Seniority 
Gingrich Senators 
Age 
Gender 
Race 

0 (omitted)             
4.34e-4   (4.12e-5)   0.00 
-8.81e-6   (2.34e-5)  0.00 
0.71-     (8.29e-4)     0.00 
.0448    (9.50e-4)      0.00 
.0017    (4.63e-5)      0.00 
-.0135    (.0011)       0.00 
 .0771     (.0012)       0.00 

 

-.0531     (7.75e-4)      0.00 
6.49e-6    (2.18e-7)      0.00 
4.27e-5    (1.54e-5)      0.01 
-.0092      (5.93e-4)      0.00 
.0077      (7.92e-4)      0.00 

5.37e-4     (1.56e-5)      0.01 
.0208      (6.23e-4)      0.00 

-.0072        (.0011)       0.00 
 

Significance levels represent a p-value < .05. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4. Marginal Effects of Fractional Logit for Partisan Tone on 
Twitter During 113th Congress (2013) 
 
                                                            Positive Tone                           Negative Tone 
      Coef.       (SE)       p> 

|z| 
        Coef.       (SE)         p> 

|z| 
Republican   .0217      (.0024)     0.00        .1309       (.0048)      0.00 
Leadership   .0043      (.0022)     0.05    .0447       (.0031)       0.00 
Candidate 
Electoral Performance 
State Party Balance 
Seniority 
Gingrich Senator 
Age 
Gender 

           0 (omitted) 
 2.47e-4  (1.05e-4)   0.02 
 -8.6e-6   (4.91e-5)   0.86 
  -.0020    (.0020)     0.34 
-.0096     (.0026)      0.00 
9.37e-5   (1.20e-5)   0.77 
  -.0033    (.0019)     0.17  

  0 (omitted) 
 .0002     (1.45e-4)      0.17 

  6.97e-5   (9.20e-5)      0.50  
  -.0180       (.0036)       0.00 
  -.0341       (.0033)       0.00 

.0017       (.0020)       0.00  
   .0218       (.0051)       0.00 
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Race -.0145      (.0038)     0.00   .0665       (.0060)       0.00   
 

Significance levels represent a p-value < .05. 
 
Table 5. Marginal Effects of Fractional Logit for Partisan Tone on 
Twitter During 114th Congress (2015) 
 
                                                            Positive Tone                              Negative 
Tone 
     Coef.        (SE)       p> 

|z| 
       Coef.        (SE)         p> 

|z| 
Republican   .0302    (4.68e-4)    0.00    .0407      (4.94e-4)      0.00 
Leadership .0039    (3.14e-4)      0.00 .0534      (4.06e-4)      0.00 
Candidate 
Electoral Performance 
State Party Balance 
Seniority 
Gingrich 
Age 
Gender 
Race 

-.0327    (6.97e-4)    0.00 
7.06e-6   (1.96e-7)   0.00 
-2.43e-4   (9.03e-6)  0.00 
-.0015    (4.87e-4)    0.00 
.0075    (6.34e-4)      0.00 
4.07e-5 (1.04e-6)     0.00  
.0089    (3.53e-4)      0.00 
-.025 9   (3.66e-4)    0.00 

-.0197      (3.79e-4)      0.00 
-1.07e-6     (1.00e-7)     0.00 
3.55e-4     (1.00e-5)      0.00  
-.0085      (2.96e-4)      0.00 

-7.16e-4     (4.17e-4)     0.00 
5.39e-4     (9.93e-6)      0.00  

.0108      (4.26e-4)      0.00 

.0149      (8.76e-4)      0.00 
 

Significance levels represent a p-value < .05. 
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