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Abstract











My paper will focus on how politicians use social media to promote certain agendas that they want to push. I will analyze this by using agenda setting theory, "ability to influence the importance placed on the topics of the public agenda". This is especially important for politicians because they are tasked with standing for certain positions and values and whatever those beliefs are are going to be shown on their social media pages to influence the public to believe that their stance on the issue is correct. Even sometimes not giving both sides to the story or the other party's views on the issue. In this paper I go in depth on what platforms the politicians are using in order to get their messages across
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How do politicians use social media as a tool for agenda setting? 





















Introduction
	Do politicians use social media as a way to set agendas? Introduced in 1979 by Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw, Agenda setting theory is defined as “the ability to influence the importance placed on the topics of the public agenda.” This means that the media can influence the masses by issuing more coverage on topics that they feel need to be pushed into the public sphere. With the rise of social media it allows for politicians to use their own voices and words to influence the public into thinking that some issues are more important than others. It also allows for politicians to use their own ideals and values and make the public believe that that’s how they should think about the issue as well. This paper dives into what agenda setting theory is, the current climate of politics related to social media, the analysis of TikTok and Twitter and how that is used by politicians to set agendas, How social media politicized Covid-19, How social media has let to political/social protests, Misinformation used for political gain, The division that social media has created through political lens.
Agenda Setting Theory
“The agenda setting theory is a theory that discusses how the mass media influences a certain issue as a public agenda. The public agenda is the main focus or prime issue which the members of the society or public concern about” (Zain, 2014). Formulated in nineteen seventy two by Maxwell Mccombs and Donald Shaw the theory describes how certain channels of media allow a certain agenda to be portrayed into the public eye. We see this in our everyday lives whether it is what the news shares with us or what we see on social media. All of these posts and information that is being presented to us is presented for a reason and a driving factor is to influence us on certain topics that are happening in the world. One of the biggest agenda setting focuses is politics, we are only going to see issues in the mainstream media that make us think about the issue in a certain way. Agenda setting theory is something that is used by the news, corporate and political America and tries to sway the public on what issues are important and actually deserve the coverage that the issue is receiving. Oftentimes with the issue of agenda setting theory it only focuses on one side of the political spectrum and may not indulge all the information that is available and may be covered one sided in order to influence the public. We see this on a daily basis  for example the Ukraine war. We as United States citizens are only exposed to the information that the media provides for us whether that is correct information or the news outlets purposely leaving out other facts to help shape the public opinion overall. Oftentimes when an individual goes against the narrative that they are given through these means of communication they are labeled in a negative light.
Politics and Social Media
With the rise of Social media popularity and connecting with Gen Z we have seen many politicians using social media to help set their political agendas. This is a relatively new way to directly talk with the public and allows for politicians to share what issues are important to them and their respective party. “Politicians are less restricted in expressing their opinions, compared to, for instance, parliamentary speech or parliamentary questions” (Gilardi, 2022). This is a big deal because in prior politics it may have been difficult to discover what issues were important to each politician based on their own party but with this new direct line of communication it allows for the politicians to show and tell the public directly what issues they see as worthy of attention. Before social media the connection between a politician and the general public was usually not as involved but now with social media networks it allows for a new type of political discourse and discussion of the issues that are being presented to the public. “OSNs (online social networks) have enabled users to respond to or comment on politicians’ messages, giving birth to a new type of political interaction and transforming the very nature of political communication itself” (Papakyriakopoulos, 2020). This new political communication is seen through many different channels of media and allows for the politicians to gauge exactly how the general public is feeling on a certain issue. Not only is this beneficial for the politician but it also allows for a type of direct communication that has not since been replicated and the politicians can use the responses by the public directly to see how they feel about certain issues. “We examine over one hundred thousand tweets produced by these politicians and identify seven macro-topics of conversation, finding that Twitter represents a particularly appealing vehicle of conversation for American opposition politicians” (Feezell, 2018). This shows that social media sites are used for political agendas and that people use it to get their information.
TikTok
	Through the advancement of these social media channels there has been quite a few studies on how certain social media apps are the most effective in relaying political messages. Social media networks such as Tik Tok, Facebook and Twitter all allow for direct communication between the politician and the public and these sites are being used to portray agendas directly to the masses. “TikTok has a positive effect on the odds of election participation among young adults. As for social media interaction, it was found that bad interactions led to lower odds of participation.  Political agendas such as agriculture, education, and law & order also led to lower odds of participation” (Narido, 2022). TikTok is a social media site that is primarily used by the younger generation of America, by politicians using these sites they have direct access to a whole generation that may not even be interested in politics but will be exposed to it because of how popular the app is. As in this study certain agendas actually hurt the politicians but getting this information allows them to understand how to communicate to the next generation as well as what information to portray to the public through TikTok. Just the fact that this app can lead to more election participation in young adults allows for the politicians to reach this demographic and try to influence them to vote for them or their party. “Through a qualitative and quantitative approach, the researcher found a significant increase of youth interest in political practices that are presented in 15-second videos” (Hindarto, 2022). This shows that it is an effective way to communicate politically through the younger generations and not only does this mean more participation the interest in and of itself would not even be there if it weren't for this social media app. Tiktok allows for outreach amongst the younger generations.
Twitter
	Twitter has become a direct channel for politicians to set agendas due to the amount of people that use it on a daily basis as well as the large demographic that twitter covers such as the older generations and the younger generations. Information that is put out on twitter allows for the algorithm to manipulate what the public eye sees. Not only does this come with great responsibility but the likelihood that some people get a majority of their news from twitter is very high. Due to there being conservatives as well as democrats on the platform it allows for a political discourse that has yet to be replicated. A study that was done found just how influential the information and news on twitter can be compared to mainstream media such as newspapers, the results showed just how informational Twitter can be in influence the mass. “The findings imply that Twitter is more likely to influence newspapers’ agenda in terms of breaking news, whereas newspapers are more likely to lead Twitter’s agenda in terms of ongoing discussions during non-breaking news periods” (Su, 2019). This shows that Twitter is a huge source of media for the masses and people are more likely to go to Twitter for breaking news. This is beneficial for politicians looking to push agendas because once these headlines reach the masses people will read it and take that stance on the issue without hearing the other side of the story. Just the fact that Twitter is more influential for breaking news than news shows just how the tide is turning in media and news consumption amongst the masses. This would be a perfect way for agendas to be made by politicians because of the outreach that certain tweets have and the fact that a lot of people consume their breaking news from Twitter. Back then people would look at the news and newspapers and would get a general idea of the issue at hand but with Twitter it allows for discourse and multiple views of a topic that is being discussed. It is easier to access twitter than a newspaper due to the amount of technology we have nowadays with just a phone or the internet it allows for endless information right at our fingertips. This information can be used to push certain agendas and it certainly is used by politicians and news entities to do just that. 
Former President Donald Trump was well known for his tweets and rants on Twitter. This was something that was very new to the masses because no president in history used Twitter as a form of communication exactly like Trump. Whether it was to get a message across or just speaking his mind Donald Trump never shied away from speaking his mind. People reacted to this in different ways with conservatives enjoying the updates but also many democrats found it as unprofessional. Donald Trump’s tweets were his own words and not the words of a media team so therefore they were subject to a lot of criticism from both parties. “As the Washington Post reported, President Trump averaged 4.9 false and misleading claims per day during his first one hundred days in office” (Ott, 2019). A lot of these claims were made on Twitter because he knew that it would reach the masses and news outlets would report on it. Not only does this show that even though the claims were false the President of the United States at the time was claiming these narratives which means that a lot of people would listen because they deem him as credible due to his position of power. The idea that a politician could tweet something false is alarming because of the amount of people that would interact with the Tweet. This created a lot of division within the country because some believed what Trump was saying whereas the other side of the aisle saw him as not credible. The agendas that he pushed were subject to a lot of scrutiny for example one being immigration. Trump wanted to build a wall at the southern border due to the influx of illegal immigrants that were coming into the U.S. This agenda being pushed by him and his administration was met with a lot of backlash through corporate media as well as the democratic side of twitter. The rhetoric that Donald Trump pushed on Twitter ultimately resulted in a ban from the social media company.
Donald Trump used Twitter as a way to divert the media away from ideas that are harmful to his image. These were being covered on the news as the President at the time was receiving a lot of backlash but he used his own words through social media to create more controversy so that the media would move on from the topic that he wasn’t a fan of them covering. He used Twitter as a diversion method because he knew that if he said something controversial the media would cover that rather than what they were covering before and their focus would shift toward his tweets. “one aspect of agenda-setting, namely Donald Trump’s presumed strategic deployment of tweets to divert attention away from issues that are potentially threatening or harmful to the president. Unlike the Chinese government, which has a 50-cent army at its disposal, diversion can only work for President Trump if he can directly move the media’s or the public’s attention away from harmful issues” (Lewandowsky, 2020). This is just one example of how politicians can use social media to divert the attention away from issues that really matter. If someone sees a politician tweeting something controversial that is most likely to gain traction over what the real issue is because of the open forum that twitter provides to the public. 
Covid-19
The Covid-19 pandemic was extremely politicized even though it shouldn’t have been and a lot of that has to do with the politicians making it political through the use of social media. There were politicians on the left that were adamant and very vocal on their social media that everyone should get vaccinated with even some politicians threatening those who remained unvaccinated calling for them not to be able to participate in everyday life activities. The agenda being pushed was that by getting the vaccine it wasn’t for your own personal good but for those around you as well. Even with the mask mandate and the shutdowns it resulted in some backlash from the masses. “Despite major advances in vaccination over the past century, resurgence of vaccine-preventable illnesses has led the World Health Organization to identify vaccine hesitancy as a major threat to global health. Vaccine hesitancy may be fueled by health information obtained from a variety of sources, including new media such as the Internet and social media platforms” (Puri, 2020). The push of the vaccine was definitely an agenda that was being pushed and due to it being all over politicians social media it allowed the masses to respond. There was considerably a large number of people that were hesitant to take the vaccine due to how it was being forced upon them with a lot of schools, businesses and restaurants requiring it just to participate in everyday life. This was a huge topic of debate throughout social media platforms between one side that said the vaccines work whereas the other side doubted that the vaccines were even effective in the first place. The discourse of social media is what allowed for these two sides to debate each other even though there wasn’t much debating. “Content appears to transfer between users who share similar sentiments regarding vaccination but rarely across those with differing opinions, suggesting the structure of such platforms may give the illusion of debate, but in practice mainly serves to reinforce previously-held opinions rather than the consideration of new ones” (Puri, 2020). This furthers the gap between the correct information because people tend to surround themselves with content that is similar to their beliefs, even though it is thought that this will bring up debates it actually results in those just trying to justify their own beliefs and values to the other side without much discourse involved.
	Many saw Covid-19 as a power grab from the government and it resulted in a lot of people not trusting the media and the agendas that were being pushed by the politicians because these agendas were echoed by legacy media and it all seemed to be similar information across different news networks. After covid “The content they consume the most since the occurrence of COVID-19 is related to politics, entertainment, humor, and music. On the other hand, distrust of politicians, media, and journalists is evident” (Perez-Escoda, 2021). This shows that less people trust politicians and the media less since Covid-19 and this is a big deal because this is who we as the public are supposed to rely on to get our information from. This is a huge consequence of politicians using social media to set agendas because it is evident what they are trying to push and due to it being on social media it is up for public discourse as well as public scrutiny. There is a big issue with people not trusting politicians because they are elected to represent the everyday american. The individual american does not have a voice in terms of politics so we elect those who we feel represent our values and beliefs as americans. Both democrats and republicans were faced with not being trusted by Americans and it created even more of a division between the american people. Something as serious as Covid-19 should not have been political but due to social media and the sharing of information it has turned into a serious political issue with one side disagreeing with the other. 
Social Protests
	With the current climate of social media and the amount of people that use it allows for likeminded people to stand up to injustices that happen in the U.S. This is furthered by politicians that retweet certain issues and find themselves commenting on issues that need justice.  “The internet and web 2.0 technologies have become a perfect complement for social protests, empowering citizens with different tools to accomplish their primary goal: protest” (Sandoval-Almazan, 2019). Politicians have the ability to influence the masses to protest certain issues that are affecting citizens in this country. A huge protest that occurred in the United States was the George Floyd protests. After George Floyd was killed by corrupt Minneapolis police officers, outrage grew as it should’ve, and the issue was being commented on by major politicians. This led to people all over social media planning a protest in the city to bring light to this issue. Around the same time there were many other cases where police had to use lethal force which was now getting covered for the whole world to see. Politicians on the left called for defunding the police and this was something that gained major traction amongst social media users, with a hashtag even trending on twitter for everybody to see. The idea was that we should give police less money for resources as well as not have as many officers as part of the force. This narrative was one that many politicians supported openly on their social media, and it resulted in a certain group of people hating the police. Although the George Floyd protests were completely justified, the rhetoric of these politicians toward the police led to some people rioting and burning down police departments as well as destroying police cars in Atlanta as well as Minneapolis. The agenda of less police was being pushed by politicians even though it resulted in some police officers getting hurt in these protests and riots.  “Our findings also suggest that mainstream media is in part to blame for this inequality on issue responsiveness: mass media are more likely to cover those issues that are of interest to partisans, and they often lead the political agenda” (Barberá, 2019). All the media attention on the social protests and police brutality furthered the agenda that we need police reform in this country even though that may not be the case. The constant coverage with mainstream media and comments from politicians allowed for people to continue to see this as a huge issue even though it may have been inflated by the media due to forcing the agenda that police around this country are bad. The cops that acted out of line and committed terrible acts were held accountable, but the media also covered certain conflicts with a bias such as when Breonna Taylor was killed inside of her home by police. The headlines all stated that she was an unarmed nurse that was killed by police after a search warrant went awry but, the police at the time were shot at by Breonna’s boyfriend who thought police were an intruder. The media forced the narrative that police were in the wrong here but, they were just doing their jobs. This resulted in more protests and hatred toward the police because the masses were constantly seeing people killed by police without a lot of information other than police killing people. This agenda setting by mainstream media and politicians resulted in people not trusting the police and becoming afraid of police even though any police officer that had committed wrongdoing was held accountable during that time. It created civil unrest and unnecessary division between the masses such as BLM and then people tried to counter that with Blue Lives Matter. Without this certain agenda being pushed people wouldn’t have felt the need to say that police lives matter but due to the hatred and threats police were receiving some felt the need to come to their defense. This division was a result of Agenda setting and leaving out certain facts to help fit the narrative that politicians and media were trying to force upon the masses. This is just one example of politicians using social media to pursue a narrative that fits their own beliefs even if some of the original facts are left out. 
Political Misinformation
Whenever politicians set agendas through social media it involves some sort of discourse whether that is the public discourse from the masses or scrutiny from news and media sites. One major factor that has recently come to light is the term misinformation. Over the past couple years with Covid and other agendas that were being pushed the term misinformation is something that is mentioned all the time by the media and usually involves some sort of agenda setting by politicians and the news. For example, “The results showed that websites that spread misinformation had a fairly close intermedia agenda-setting relationship with fact-based media in covering Trump, but not for the news about Clinton '' (Guo, 2016). This shows how the media and politicians will force something as misinformation but not hold the same standard for other parties or politicians. This example provides evidence that the media was more likely to attack Trump for misinformation but not so much for Clinton. This creates a narrative that one side is right, and one side isn’t when in reality it is being covered with a bias. Not only does this affect politics but it also influences the masses into believing that one side is lying therefore stripping their credibility. The problem with this approach is that it is always covered with a bias, and it is hard for the general public to find the truth even if something is labeled misinformation because we do not know who is labeling it as that. 
“The definition of “Fake News” may indeed be inadequate since political debate often resorts to labeling opposite news as unreliable or fake” (Saurwein, 2020). Social media is supposed to be used for information and discourse amongst the masses but it has since become a weaponized version because if a news site or politician doesn’t agree with what is being posted they seem to just label it misinformation without any discussion or talk as to why it is considered that. This is a step in the wrong direction because it is used to silence political opponents or ideological views that some disagree with. Without the discourse and just immediately claiming something to be false the topic of discussion becomes non-existent, and nobody can challenge the information being presented. 
	Misinformation is a big deal in the United States especially with freedom of speech, someone can strip away credibility just by saying that their claims are false without providing any evidence to support their claim. This isn’t just happening in the United States it is also happening in Europe which proves that someone isn’t agreeing with the agendas being pushed. For example, “European Commission has intensified its efforts to combat disinformation and put additional pressure on platforms to take action and provide some level of transparency. However, clarity about the effects of these measures is blurred by contradicting evidence and barriers for research to access platforms and relevant data” (Saurwein, 2020). This is a global political problem as the misinformation is weaponized against other political parties that don’t share the same views as themselves. This further creates a division amongst the masses because one side sees the other side as liars whereas the other side sees them as silencing the truth. In terms of politics this is serious because it sets a precedent that those who disagree with you are wrong and this is amplified amongst social media users that share and comment on political posts. Having differing opinions on social media about politics is needed because it sparks discourse and conversation that people are willing to engage in. It is usually conservatives that are labeled misinformation and “This mechanism interacts with the massive heterogeneity in digital literacy and growing animosity toward the news media among conservatives to create “credibility cascades’” (Munger, 2020). This shows how divisive labeling something as misinformation can be, not only does it result in one side being silenced but it creates distrust within media and politicians that report and talk about these topics. Although democrats won’t agree with conservatives, conservatives still have the right to put out information to the public without it being labeled as misinformation. This was extremely prevalent amongst politics throughout Covid and especially affected conservatives that were trying to engage in discourse through social media. 
Political Division 
Although social media is great for political discourse, some agendas that were being set as well as some of the rhetoric of politicians online has led to the masses being more divided politically than ever before. “Political polarization can also be bad for democracy, increasing the centralization of power, congressional gridlock and making citizens less satisfied” (Kubin, 2021). This is what is currently happening with our social media political climate. With politicians being able to directly speak their minds to the masses is a good thing but it also has its issues as well. It seems that social media has allowed people to surround themselves with content that adheres to their ideological beliefs and rarely content that challenges those beliefs. This slows down discourse because all the people that are interacting with the post seem to have similar attitudes about the belief. If there are posts that are to be debated there are usually people that take the debate too far and get extremely insulting as there is anonymity in social media. 
The division is amongst the masses but also in congressional gridlock and democratic and republican politicians are extremely set in their views and often speak down upon each other in social media. If the masses see politicians using their social media to talk down on each other than the masses are going to pick sides and debate to defend the side with their political views. “Political polarization is a challenge likely to continue to affect society for the foreseeable future, however, we believe continuing to research the ways media can exacerbate (or hinder) political polarization can provide meaningful knowledge on the best ways to heal our political divisions” (Kubin, 2021). Political division is furthered by social media and is something that as a country we need to deal with because it has direct negative effects on our democracy as a country. Our democracy is more divided due to the freedom of social media, and we need to figure out how to combat this issue as it is just going to get worse if it is not addressed.
	Social media has created a climate of differing opinions but the problem with this is that people on the internet tend to surround themselves with likeminded posts and individuals on the internet. This means that they are usually consuming information that line up with their own values and rarely look at the other side to hear their story. Although this allows for free-flowing information it is also an issue that needs to be faced because the opportunity for discourse is rarely there as everyone they come in contact with shares the same beliefs.  “Social media can also be a risky aspect of modern social life that works as an echo chamber that reinforces already-existing opinions and blocks divergent views from spreading. Notably, users of social media tend to be in contact with other users who share similar views and tend to search for information that supports already-accepted perspectives and beliefs, which can polarize the social spectrum on any given issue” (Koiranen, 2020). This is a problem because only one side is being consumed that supports their ideological and political beliefs and that both sides are rarely debating on the agenda being pushed. It is more of pick a side than it is to find a common ground and with all the information that is exchanged on social media the debates could be very insightful for both sides of the aisle to share their personal beliefs as well as share news articles that are written with a bias to get a gauge on how the other side is thinking about the issue. Social media could be a very good tool for good political discourse but if this is how the information is being consumed then it is going in the wrong direction due to the lack of varying opinions. If only one side consumes their own media and listens to their own politicians, then they themselves could become extremely biased on an issue and nobody will call them out for it due to the people interacting having the same views. We as a country need to get back to the social media that has debates and has both sides presented in the arguments rather than just surrounding ourselves with likeminded people. There is nothing to debate if everyone in a certain post has the same ideas and it is extremely dangerous for our democracy as it heads in this direction. 
	Conclusion
With the popularity of social media today, politicians are using it to set agendas upon the masses especially over the last couple years. Through platforms such as Twitter and TikTok politicians can use their own words to portray their values on millions of people. We’ve seen this with issues such as Covid-19 and this has also led to numerous social protests such as BLM and many others. A huge part of Covid-19 was misinformation as the government was trying to limit medical advice, but it then turned into trying to discredit the other party and their values. This leads to a division in politics that we have not seen before as people are only consuming content with the same ideological views as themselves. Being aware of the effects that social media is having in our current political climate is extremely important as these politicians on both sides of the aisle try to influence us every day on issues in our country. We must understand that there is an agenda when it comes to politicians on social media.
Research Implications
	This research provided a lot of insightful information on how politicians use social media to set agendas. With the rise of social media and the world being more connected than ever it has resulted in politicians easily being able to influence the masses through their own platforms on social media. Direct discourse through politicians to the masses is something that is fairly new as social media has allowed for that channel to open.
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