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This paper

1. We estimate the effect of social media on elections using quasi-experimental variation 

• Shock to adoption: South by Southwest (SXSW) festival in 2007

2. Twitter exposure decreases the Republican vote share in 2016/2020 presidential elections

• Similar results in county-level and individual-level data

• No effect in earlier elections and no effect on House/Senate elections

3. Consistent with Bayesian persuasion models, effect decreases with voter priors 

• Driven by undecided voters and “swing counties” 

4. Potential Mechanism 

• Unlikely to be driven by a general left-shift of Twitter or a user number effect 

• Pro-democratic backlash against Donald Trump on Twitter
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Data and Identification



Data

Twitter users per capitaRepublican vote share, 2016

Identification



Exogenous shock to Twitter usage: SXSW festival 2007

Identification



Spike in Twitter activity around SXSW 2007

Identification



Two-stage least squares

Variable definitions: 

•𝑦𝒄: county-level vote outcomes in levels and differences (e.g., 2016 Republican presidential two-party vote share)

•𝑻𝒘𝒊𝒕𝒕𝒆𝒓 𝒖𝒔𝒆𝒓𝒔𝒄: log number of Twitter users

•𝑺𝑿𝑺𝑾 𝒇𝒐𝒍𝒍𝒐𝒘𝒆𝒓𝒔𝒄
 𝑴𝒂𝒓𝒄𝒉 𝟐𝟎𝟎𝟕 and 𝐒𝐗𝐒𝐖 𝐟𝐨𝐥𝐥𝐨𝐰𝐞𝐫𝒔𝒄

 𝒑𝒓𝒆
: log number of SXSW followers plus 1 

•𝑿′𝒄: control variables (e.g., census region fixed effects and population deciles)

𝑇𝑤𝑖𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑟 𝑢𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑐 = 𝜓 + 𝜹 ⋅ 𝑺𝑿𝑺𝑾 𝒇𝒐𝒍𝒍𝒐𝒘𝒆𝒓𝒔𝒄
 𝑴𝒂𝒓𝒄𝒉 𝟐𝟎𝟎𝟕

 + 𝜃 ⋅ 𝑆𝑋𝑆𝑊 𝑓𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑜𝑤𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑐
 𝑝𝑟𝑒

+ 𝑿′𝒄 + 𝜉𝑐

𝑦𝑐 = 𝛼 + 𝜷 ⋅ ෣𝑻𝒘𝒊𝒕𝒕𝒆𝒓 𝒖𝒔𝒆𝒓𝒔𝒄 + 𝛾 ⋅ 𝑆𝑋𝑆𝑊 𝑓𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑜𝑤𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑐
 𝑝𝑟𝑒

+ 𝑿′𝒄 + 𝜖𝑐

Second stage:

First stage:

Identification



Assumption underlying the identification strategy

Relevance: 

1. Increase in Twitter usage starts with the SXSW festival

2. Increase is geographically concentrated in home counties of SXSW attendees

3. Effect persists until today

Exclusion restriction: 

1. Number of 2007 SXSW attendees in a county affects vote outcomes through the 

impact of SXSW on Twitter usage

2. Vote outcomes in these counties do not differ for other reasons

Identification



Relevance: Local adoption shock

Identification

𝑻𝒘𝒆𝒆𝒕𝒔𝒄𝒕 = ෍

𝝉

𝜷𝝉 ⋅ 𝑺𝑿𝑺𝑾𝒄
 𝑴𝒂𝒓𝒄𝒉 𝟐𝟎𝟎𝟕 × 𝟏 𝒕 = 𝝉 + ෍

𝝉

𝜹𝝉 ⋅ 𝑺𝑿𝑺𝑾𝒄
 𝒑𝒓𝒆

× 𝟏 𝒕 = 𝝉 ⋅ +𝜽𝒄 + 𝜸𝒕 + 𝝃𝒄𝒕



Relevance: Persistence of the adoption shock

Identification

𝑻𝒘𝒊𝒕𝒕𝒆𝒓 𝒖𝒔𝒆𝒓𝒔/𝑷𝒐𝒑𝒄𝒕 = ෍

𝝉

𝜷𝝉 ⋅ 𝑺𝑿𝑺𝑾𝒄
 𝑴𝒂𝒓𝒄𝒉 𝟐𝟎𝟎𝟕 × 𝟏 𝒕 = 𝝉 + ෍

𝝉

𝜹𝝉 ⋅ 𝑺𝑿𝑺𝑾𝒄
 𝒑𝒓𝒆

× 𝟏 𝒕 = 𝝉 ⋅ +𝜽𝒄 + 𝜸𝒕 + 𝝃𝒄𝒕



Exclusion restriction

Identification

Concern: 

Omitted variable drives electoral effects in home counties of SXSW followers

Evidence:  

Omitted variable would need to be correlated with 𝑆𝑋𝑆𝑊𝑐
𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑐ℎ 2007 and 𝑦𝑐 but uncorrelated with:

1. number of SXSW followers that joined in earlier months

2. observable variables

3. number of followers of other festivals

4. levels and trends in election results before Twitter's launch and rise to popularity

5. election results in congressional elections in 2016 and 2020.



Exclusion restriction

Identification

Home counties of SXSW

followers March 2007

(SPbSU).SXSW followers

Home counties of SXSW

followers before 2007

Omitted variable

(SPbSU).Twitter



Are SXSW followers who joined in March 2007 different?

Identification



Are their home counties different?

Identification



First Stage Evidence





First stage

First Stage

𝑇𝑤𝑖𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑟 𝑢𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑐 = 𝜓 + 𝜹 ⋅ 𝑺𝑿𝑺𝑾 𝒇𝒐𝒍𝒍𝒐𝒘𝒆𝒓𝒔𝒄
 𝑴𝒂𝒓𝒄𝒉 𝟐𝟎𝟎𝟕 +  𝜃 ⋅ 𝑆𝑋𝑆𝑊 𝑓𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑜𝑤𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑐

 𝑝𝑟𝑒
+ 𝑿′𝒄 + 𝜉𝑐



Second Stage Evidence





Effect on Republican two-party vote share
Second Stage



Placebo Test: Other Festivals 
Second Stage



Limited evidence of effect in earlier elections
Second Stage



Populist Support

Second Stage



Additional results

County-level

1. Robustness

• Definition of SXSW instrument

• Results hold within counties with SXSW variation

• Alternative regression specifications

• Alternative standard errors

2. Additional outcomes

• Switching from Obama to Trump

• Trump’s presidential approval 

• Party donations



Mechanism and Channels



Individual-level evidence: by party affiliation (CCES)

Persuasion models would suggest stronger effects for moderate voters. 

Mechanism



Who is persuaded by social media?

1. Existing work

• Bayesian models predict that beliefs are more affected when a receiver’s 

priors are weak 

• Some empirical evidence for persuasive effect of media on vote outcomes 

(e.g. DellaVigna & Kaplan, 2007; Enikolopov et al., 2011)

2. What we test in the data

• Effect depending on individuals’ political orientation in CCES

• Differentiate counties by their voting history

Mechanism



Individual-level evidence: by party affiliation (CCES)

Dependent variable: Voted for Donald Trump in 2016 (1), Hillary Clinton (0)

Mechanism



Potential explanation

1. User number effect

Usage of social media, and thus effect on elections, has increased over time

2. Content effect

Twitter has become more left-leaning

3. Trump effect

Trump’s rhetoric led to a backlash on Twitter

Channel



Trump effect: Republicans‘ approval of presidential candidates

Channel



Slant of Twitter content by Presidential Candidates

Channel

Likes received by tweets about Republican presidential candidates



Conclusion



Conclusion

Conclusion

1. Social media likely decreased Republican vote shares in 2016 and 2020

• Works through persuading undecided voters, likely less through turnout

• Results consistent with Bayesian persuasion models

2. No effect on earlier elections and House/Senate elections on the same day

• Evidence of a “Never Trump” effect on moderate Republicans

• Pro-democratic slant of Twitter content in the 2016 and 2020 elections
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