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Abstract 
 
Purpose: This paper seeks to understand why some U.S. Senators have more low-quality 
followers than others and the potential impact of low-quality followers on understanding 
constituent preferences. 
 
Design/methodology/approach: For each U.S. Senator, data on Twitter followers was matched 
with demographic characteristics proven to influence behavior. An OLS regression model 
evaluated why some Senators attract more low-quality followers than others. Then, observations 
on the impact of low-quality followers were discussed along with potential effects on 
information gathering and constituent representation. 
 
Findings: The study finds that total followers, ideology, and length of time on Twitter are all 
significant predictors of whether a Senator might attract low-quality followers. Low-quality 
followers can have wide-ranging implications on Senator’s use of social media data to represent 
constituents and develop public policy. 
 
Originality: This study uses an unique dataset to understand why some Senators have more low-
quality followers than others and the impact on information gathering. Other previous studies 
have not addressed this issue in the context of governmental decision making or constituent 
representation. 
 
Research limitations/implications: The dataset only includes Senators from the 115th Congress 
(2017-2018). As such, future research could expand the data to include additional Senators or 
members of the House of Representatives. 
 
Practical implications: Information is essential in any decision-making environment, including 
legislatures. Understanding why some users, particularly public opinion leaders attract more low-
quality social media followers could help decision makers better understand where information is 
coming from and how they might choose to evaluates its content. 
 
Social implications: This study finds two practical implications for public opinion leaders, 
including Senators. First, accounts must be actively monitored to identify and weed-out low-
quality followers. Second, users need to be wary of disinformation and misinformation and they 
need to develop strategies to identify and eliminate it from the collection of follower preferences. 
 
Keywords: Congress, social media, Twitter, Representation, Senate 
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Introduction 

Social media has become a centerpiece of modern communications. It has “shift[ed] how 

we communicate ... and how we consume content” (Alfifi and Caverlee, 2017, 218). The shift is 

true for “regular” citizens and for government officials like Members of Congress. Members of 

Congress increasingly use social media to share policy ideas and gather information from 

followers (Golbeck et al., 2010; Greenberg, 2012; Straus et al., 2013; Straus et al., 2016; Straus 

and Williams, 2020). As social media usage among Members of Congress increases, they may 

attract more followers, including fake users or bots, called low quality followers in this study. If 

Members of Congress attract a significant number of low quality followers, what potential 

consequences exist for their use of Twitter and other platforms to share idea and collect 

information from followers? 

Information Access and Gauging Constituent Preferences 

Members of Congress frequently seek constituent opinions (Downs, 1957; Clausen, 1973; 

Wolfensberger, 2000; Wawro, 2000, Barber 2016, Abernathy 2017). Traditionally, opinion 

gathering occurred through letters, phone calls, constituent office visits, and formal town-hall 

meetings (Minozzi et al., 2015). Technology now supplements these traditional activities. 

Specifically, Members of Congress turn to social media to gather public opinion (Hemphill et al., 

2020).  

Even with a plethora of information, Members historically struggle to understand 

constituent preferences. Political scientist Richard Fenno, in his famous study Homestyle: House 

Members in Their Districts, visited with U.S. House Members to understand how they 

represented their constituencies. He noted that each Congressman collected and consumed 

information differently, according to their personality and their perceptions of the district. Their 
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uniqueness results in significant differences in representational styles, tactics, and decision-

making among representatives (Fenno, 1978).  

Embedded in all decision-making theories is the ability access information (Robertson 

1980; Jones 1994). On Capitol Hill, information can come from committee hearings (Diermeier 

and Feddersen 2000), colleagues (Masket 2008, Box-Steffensmeir et al, 2015), staff (Hertel-

Fermandez et al, 2019), interest groups (Box-Steffensmeier et al, 2019), the executive branch 

(Bond and Fleisher 1990, Fisher, 1997), and constituents (Kuklinski and Hurley 1994). While all 

information can be important, Members put an emphasis on understanding the preferences of 

geographic constituents (Mansbridge, 2003). 

When forming opinions, people often look to public opinion leaders, including their 

Members of Congress. Members can be described as “official reputable sources,” which are 

“considered valuable and actively sought” by Internet users (Castillo et al., 2011, p. 675). When 

constituents or the media looks for content from pubic opinion leaders, they often turn to social 

media (Shapiro and Hemphill, 2016).  

Social media can also have a profound impact on elected official’s ability to gather 

information (Barbera et al., 2019). Individual Americans who regularly post comments on social 

media platforms can have an outsized effect. For example, one study found that “thirty or fewer 

similar comments on a social media post are enough to get an office’s attention...” 

(Congressional Management Foundation, 2015). 

Fake and “Low-quality” Followers and Bots 

Not all social media followers are equal. Some are real people, while others are 

computers programed to interact with social media accounts. Often called “bots,” these followers 

are “generally defined as automated agents [or] … programs that run continuously, formulate 
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decisions, act upon those decisions without human intervention, and are able to adapt to the 

context they operate in” (Gorwa and Guilbeault 2020, p. 4; Franklin and Graesser 1996; 

Tsvetkova et al., 2017). Bots are essentially “algorithms that exhibit human-like behavior” 

(Ferrara et al., 2016, p. 96). 

Not all bots are bad. Many are programs that periodically post information, monitor other 

accounts, or amplify client messages (Confessore et al., 2018). Bots can present challenges to all 

social media users, but especially users who attract a wide variety of followers. If left 

unmonitored, bots can make “it difficult to pay attention to real message,” as the opinion of real 

people, including constituents could get obscured (Diakopoulos, 2018).  

This study labels fake accounts, fake followers, or bots as low-quality followers, because 

they can alter the perception of social media influence, artificially enlarging the audience of 

some people...” (Ferrara et al., 2016, 99). Low-quality followers can create an appearance of 

greater reach than might actually exist and can make determining follower preferences more 

difficult. Social media can connect a Member to worldwide followers, not just geographic 

constituents. If Members are primarily interested in representing their geographic constituents, 

then low-quality followers who engage with the Member account could create noise, making it 

difficult for Members to determine true geographic constituent interests (El Abaddi et al., 2011; 

Lee et al., 2011; Levordashka and Utz 2016). Noise makes information received via social media 

potentially problematic, especially when identifying sources, as not all followers are equal (e.g., 

geographic v. non-geographic) even without the potential influence of low-quality followers 

(Notgrass 2014). 

Like any small business or other perceptive user, Members of Congress have social 

media goals, including the desire to increase exposure, the “number of fans and ‘likes’ [a] … 
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post received” (Lev-On et al., 2017, p. 555). To increase exposure, some Members encourage 

interactivity, while others generally use social media as a tool to push information and policy 

positions to followers (Spierings et al., 2018). Member use of social media parallels general 

government usage (Wigand, 2010; Alfifi and Caverlee, 2017). 

As Members use social media more, followers matter more. In a recent study, 76% of 

congressional staff indicated social media comments and posts have “some influence” on 

Member decision-making (Congressional Management Foundation, 2015, p. 10). If only a 

handful of similar comments can influence Member preferences, than a higher percentage of fake 

follower accounts might be significant. 

Factors Influencing Senate Social Media Followers 

Congressional offices increasingly use social media as part of their communications and 

information-gathering strategies (Congressional Management Foundation, 2015). They, 

however, do not all use social media equally (Straus et al., 2016). Some offices are more likely 

to attract low-quality followers. The existing literature provides several possible hypotheses for 

why some Senators attract more overall and low-quality followers than others. 

Social Media Staff 

Senators have increasingly hired dedicated staff to manage social media (Lev-On et al., 

2017). Previous studies have found that dedicated social media staffers were a significant factor 

for predicting how often a Senator might use Twitter (Straus et al., 2016; Barbish et al., 2019). 

The more social media staff actively manage an account, the more likely they can monitor and 

evaluate followers. Staff evaluation of followers could identify low-quality followers and 

potentially reduce account noise to allow the office to focus on real followers. 
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Terms in Office 

Experience improves decision-making (Weick, 1995), including for Members of 

Congress. The longer a Member serves, the better they become at understanding constituent 

preferences. This occurs regardless of how a Member interacts constituents or social media 

followers. Low-quality followers, however, create a situation where Members might lose 

geographic constituent opinion in the noise of social media. In those cases, the ability of the 

Member to use experience balanced against social media feedback to anticipate constituent 

positions can become perilous (Bianco, 1994). 

Long serving Senators tend to have more power (Cain et al., 1987; Fiorina, 1989; 

Hibbing, 1991, pp. 59-60; Sinclair, 1995, p. 20; Oleszek, 2014, p. 14). Longevity also gives 

Senators a better chance of commanding a national audience (Mansbridge, 2003; Swers, 2007). 

Consequently, senior Senators are expected to have a greater number of followers, including 

low-quality followers. Seniority is measured by the number of terms the Senators has served 

(U.S. Congress 2018). 

Ideology 

Ideology predicts many political behaviors (Minar, 1961; Calvillo, et al., 2020). Studies 

have found that an individual’s transfer their liberalism or conservatism onto social media 

(Hughes and Lam, 2017). Subsequently, the literature expects that more ideological Members are 

more likely to attract low-quality followers than less ideological Members (Xi et al., 2020; 

Bracciale et al., 2021). To understand whether the liberal-conservative dimension or ideological 

extremeness is the more important factor for attracting low-quality followers, both are included 

in the model. As shown in Table 1, ideology is measured using Poole and Rosenthal’s (1997) 
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common space DW-Nominate scores and ideological extremism is measured by squaring the 

common space score (Lewis et al., 2017). 

Fame and Followers 

Famous individuals tend to have more Twitter followers (Thomsen, 2017). Translated to 

Congress, fame is historically derived from leadership positions or running for president 

(Burden, 2002). Senators who serve as floor leaders, committee chairs, or committee ranking 

minority members generally have higher name recognition and more national news coverage 

(Squire, 1988). Therefore, Senators who have run for president (Ostermeier, 2015; New York 

Times, 2016), serve in leadership positions, or are committee chairs or ranking-members are 

expected to have more followers and therefore more low-quality followers.  

Other Potential Factors 

Additional social media specific factors might predict low-quality followers. These 

include the length of time the Senator has been on Twitter, total followers, and total Tweets. 

These factors have each been shown to potentially influence social media behavior and whether 

an account attracts low-quality followers (van Kessel et al., 2020). Table 1 contains summary 

statistics of the independent variables used to estimate the model.  

Data/Methodology 

This study takes a two-step approach to evaluating low-quality followers and their 

potential impact on how U.S. Senators collect and use social media information. Step one 

determines why some Senators attract more low-quality followers than others. Step two uses step 

one’s results to postulates the potential impact of low-quality followers and the role of 

disinformation and misinformation for Senator. 
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To understand the potential effect of low-quality followers on U.S. Senators, this study 

analyzes the official Twitter accounts for all U.S. Senators with data collected on August 15, 

2017. Official accounts are those that linked on the Senator’s webpage and where Senate Rules 

allow the Senator to use official resources to support the account. Official accounts differs from 

campaign accounts or personal accounts, which Senate Rules prohibit using for official Senate 

business (U.S. Congress, 2015).  

Once official Senate accounts were identified, data was collected using a commercial 

service—Twitter Audit. Commercial data was chosen because the collection of social media data 

has become more difficult without Application Programing Interface (API) programming 

capabilities and as the amount of data expands (Driscoll and Walker, 2014; Stieglitz et al., 2018). 

Twitter Audit was chosen because other studies have found it to be more accurate in predicting 

fake accounts that other services (Purewal, 2015).  

Twitter Audit evaluates the quality of Twitter followers using an algorithm that accounts 

for academic studies and real-world data (Twitter Audit, 2019). Twitter Audit appraises account 

followers and creates a score between 0 and 5 using several criteria. These include the ratio of 

followers to friends; verified account status; number of friends, followers, favorites, and tweets; 

recency of tweets, profile customization, and tweet contents (Twitter Audit, 2019).[1] Twitter 

Audit then predicts the percentages of real account followers.  

Twitter Audit’s method does have some drawbacks. Most notably, it cannot differentiate 

between inactive accounts and fake accounts. If a follower is inactive, Twitter Audit will 

generally mark it as fake (Purewal, 2015). While this is a potentially important issue, especially 

if this study proposed to evaluate content created by low-quality accounts, for the purposes of 



9 
 

establishing a baseline number of low-quality followers, inactive accounts are not contributing to 

noise, since they do not post information.  

Data collected from Twitter Audit included account level information on total Tweets, 

total followers, number of accounted followed, length of time on Twitter, and an estimate of fake 

and real followers. Additionally, data were collected on ideology (Poole and Rosenthal 1997), 

party, gender, leadership status, age, social media staff, number of terms, and whether a Senator 

had run for President. Figure 1 shows the total followers of Senate Twitter accounts grouped in 

bands and the percentage of low quality accounts that follow U.S. Senators. 

 
Figure 1. Total Followers and Percentage of Low Quality Followers of Senate Twitter Accounts 

Overall, the data shows that approximately half the Senate has more than 31 percent of 

low-quality followers. The range, however, is quite broad, with 24 Senators having between 31 

and 40% low-quality followers, 23 having between 41 and 50% low-quality followers, and two 

having between 50 and 60% low-quality followers.  
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Modeling Senators and Low-Quality Followers 

Based on the literature’s expectation, longer serving Senators, more ideologically 

extreme Senators, and more famous Senators are more likely to attract low-quality followers. 

Conversely, Senators who have dedicated social media staff should attract fewer low-quality 

followers. Each independent variable was checked for correlation, none was found.[2] None 

Table 1 reports the variables utilized in the models, including mean, median, range, and standard 

deviation. 

Table 1. Independent Regression Variables and Summary Statistics 
Independent Variable Coding Mean Median SD 
Social Media Staff a 0 = no; 1 = yes 0.32 0 0.47 
Terms in Office Range from 1 to 8 2.33 2 1.6 
Presidential Run 0 = no; 1 = yes 0.06 0 0.24 
Ideology Range from -0.747 to 0.921 0.09024 0.158 0.448 
Ideology Squared Range from 0.00384 to 0.848 0.206 0.162 0.175 
Days on Twitter b Range from 167 to 3,749 2353.6 2400 745.5 
Total Followers c Range from 2,603 to 5,755,742 259,167.5 67,047 757,374.2 
Total Tweets Range from 409 to 60,447 5701.6 4372 6710.9 
Committee Chair 0 = no; 1 = yes 0.33 0 0.47 
Congressional Leadership 0 = no; 1 = yes 0.17 0 0.378 

Notes: 
a Social media staff were identified by their titles, including “Deputy Press Secretary for New 
Media,” “New Media Director,” “New Media Coordinator,” “Director of Digital Media,” “Social 
Media Coordinator and Press Assistant,” and “Digital Coordinator.” 
b Day on Twitter were calculated by determining the number of days between the Senator 
adopting Twitter—as determined by his or her first Twitter post, using Twitter Audit—and 
August 1, 2017. 
c Total followers are skewed right, so the log of the variable is used for the model in Table 2. 

The relationship between the independent and dependent variables was tested using an 

OLS linear regression model. An OLS regression model was chosen because the distribution of 

the dependent variable (percentage of low-quality followers) approximate a normal distribution. 

As Table 2 shows, the model has several significant variable. Specifically, total followers is 

significant at the p < 0.001 level and ideology and length of time on Twitter are significant at the 

p < 0.10 level. Broadly, this suggests that Senators are more likely to attract low-quality 
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followers when they have more overall followers, are more ideologically liberal, and have been 

on Twitter longer than the average Senator. 

Table 2. Results of Regression Model 
Independent Variable Coefficient Standard Error 
Social Media Staff 2.038 3.254 
Terms in Office -0.444 1.127 
Presidential Run -6.091 6.758 
Ideology -10.723 * 4.415 
Ideology *2 -4.877 11.278 
Days on Twitter 0.00476 * 0.00226 
Log of Total Followers 5.509 *** 1.488 
Total Tweets -0.000426 0.000262 
Committee Chair 1.503 3.821 
Congressional Leadership -3.023 4.070 
Constant -41.705 15.997 

N=99; Adjusted R2=0.2930; *** p<0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.10. 

Observations on Low-Quality Followers 

Senators, as elite Twitter users with broad followings, are susceptible to the influence of 

low-quality followers. Not all Senators, however, are created equal. Some Senators are more 

likely to attract low-quality followers. Three specific results from the model merit discussion: 

total followers, ideology, and length of time a Senator has been a Twitter user. 

Total Followers 

Total followers has a significant (p < 0.001) and positive effect on the percentage of on 

low quality followers. The positive relationship suggests that the more followers a Senator has 

the more likely they will have a higher percentage of low-quality followers. This fits 

conventional wisdom and the relationship between total and low-quality followers on other 

social media sites (Cresci et al., 2015; Zhang and Lu, 2016).  

Social media followers are important. The number of followers an account has can affect 

reach and a user’s ability to reach a wide audience (Mainka, et al., 2015; Taillon et al., 2020). 

For U.S. Senators, the more followers they have the more opinions they might be able to collect. 
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Since Senators represent whole states, receiving a diversity of opinion could assist them in their 

representational responsibilities. The more that a Senator knows about their constituencies 

preferences, the easier it is to design public policy and vote on measures that are meaningful to 

the state and voters. Too much information, however, can lead to decision paralysis. If a Senator 

is receiving disparate information that does not provide a clear policy path, it can make their job 

more difficult. 

The more followers a Senator has, the greater the risk of receiving opinions or advice 

from low-quality followers. This can especially be true for Senators who have the most 

followers, as it is unlikely that all of them are from the Senator’s state. The risk from receiving 

low-quality information could be great, but social media is not the only source of information 

that Senators utilize. Senators have personal staff to evaluate information (Madonna and 

Ostrander, 2015), aids to help draft legislation (Levy 2017), and support agencies (e.g., the 

Congressional Research Service, the Congressional Budget Office, and the Government 

Accountability Office) to assist them with research (Hill 2003). These internal Senate resources 

aid the decision-making, but generally do not give Senators insight into constituent opinions. 

Therefore, to represent states successfully, Senators have to balance internal and external 

information sources.  

Ideology 

In the popular media (Klein, 2017; Hassell et al., 2020) and political science (Mann and 

Ornstein, 2008), ideology is a boogeyman for what ails American politics. Subsequently, it is 

included in many models to understand its potential role in affecting political actions. This 

study’s regression analysis included ideology in two ways. First, it was included using 

established congressional voting scores (Poole and Rosenthal, 1997), which uses congressional 
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roll-call votes to determine a common space DW NOMINATE score for each individual 

lawmaking ranking from -1 (most liberal) to +1 (most conservative). Second, the square of each 

Senators common space DW NOMINATE score created an ideological extremism score. Past 

studies have found ideological extremism to be influential on congressional behavior (Straus et 

al., 2013). 

In this model, ideology is a significant indicator (p <0.10) of having more low-quality 

followers. Ideological extremism was not significant. The results suggest that more liberal 

(towards -1 on the common space DW NOMINATE scale) Senators are more likely to have low-

quality followers than their conservative counterparts. Since ideological extremism is not 

significant, the influence of a Senators ideology is not greater based on how extreme a Senators 

might be, but rather focuses on their proclivity to vote with their party (the basis of the score’s 

measure). This might suggest that individual Senators, and likely the Senate as an institution, are 

more focused on party politics than on individual public policy decisions. Most Senators will 

choose to vote for their party’s position on an issue, perhaps, on occasion, against constituent 

interests (Cox and McCubbins, 1993). 

While political scientists have not yet explored why liberals or conservatives might be 

more susceptible to low-quality followers, a general observation of the news cycle might help to 

explain this phenomenon. A Google search for “liberal” and “fake followers,” turns up a number 

of media articles that suggest liberals might be targeted by low-quality followers more than their 

conservative counterparts (O’Neil, 2017; Rolfe, 2013; Beauchamp, 2017). The model results that 

show liberal Senators attract more low-quality followers provides anecdotal evidence to support 

this idea. 
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Ideology could also be a shortcut for low-quality followers targeting Senate accounts. 

With ideological extremeness not a significant factor, low-quality followers seemingly do not 

target Senators because they are more extreme liberals or conservatives. Rather, more liberal 

Senators might be targeted by low-quality followers because of their politics. Conversely, the 

significance of ideology could be related to the fact that the Democrats were the minority party 

in the 115th Congress. Past studies have found that minority party Members are often more active 

on social media as they attempt to increase attention to their policy preferences, since they 

cannot control the congressional agenda (Russell, 2021b). Since minority party Senators cannot 

control the agenda (but do famously have the power to block legislation through the filibuster), 

low-quality followers of Senators could see that position as a chance to influence policy 

decisions using negative agenda control to stop, rather than promote policy (Gailmard and 

Jenkins, 2008). 

Length of Time on Twitter 

The longer that a Senator is on Twitter, the more likely they are to have more followers 

and more low-quality followers (p <0.10). Length of time on social media matters, as a longtime 

user often has more posts and engagements than newer users, which can generate more 

followers. Generating followers can occur through several actions. For example, studies have 

shown that when users have a defined content strategy, include attention grabbing information, 

use images and hashtags, and post regularly increases Twitter followers (Dawley, 2017). 

Members of Congress generally exhibit these behaviors. Just as with other users (Kim, 2018), as 

the number of total followers increase, Senators are also likely to see an increased number of 

low-quality followers. 
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Older Twitter accounts might also behave differently than new accounts. For instance, it 

is possible that early adopters are more technologically perceptive, engage more on Twitter, and 

therefore gather more followers. In this scenario, long time users likely have created social media 

strategies to maximize their audience and reach. They understand when to post and what to post 

to generate attention. Further, they are also likely to have a core group of followers who are 

known to the user. Whether those known followers are real, however, could be hard to 

determine. Since older accounts are more likely to gather low-quality followers, the user will 

have to intervene to ensure that low-quality information is not dominating the account and 

potentially giving a false sense of opinion to the user. 

For Senate users, there are potential intervening factors that are hard to measure. For 

instance, Senators are well known public figures. Just by virtue of their elected positions, they 

enjoy the potential to gain followers without much work. The model also does not identify 

whether there is a similarity between total followers and days on Twitter. The data shows that 

time and followers are not correlated (0.1177). In fact, there are numerous examples of 

politicians gaining millions of followers virtually overnight (Garcia, 2017; Weigel, 2017). In 

these circumstances, determining which followers are real and which are fake can be difficult in 

the short term. When that occurs, a user will need to be cautious about taking opinions from 

social media until they can identify and remove low-quality follower accounts. 

Conclusions 

Members of Congress use social media to provide information, to gather information, and 

more recently, to connect with constituents. While Members generally share accurate 

information from their official U.S. Senate accounts, there is an inherent risk of receiving 

inaccurate information and interacting with low-quality followers. To understand the potential 
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implications of attracting low-quality followers on Senators, this study evaluated Twitter use 

data for official Senate accounts and showed that total followers, ideology, and the length of time 

a Senator has been on Twitter are significant predictors of whether a Senator attracts low-quality 

followers.  

This study found that all Senators have low-quality followers. As noted in Figure 1, the 

distribution of low-quality followers, however, is not equal. Because of the uneven distribution, 

two broad observations exist. First, the impact of low-quality followers depends in part on how 

many there are and how much noise they create. The Twitter Audit data used in this study 

focuses on the percentages rather than the raw number of low-quality followers. For this study, a 

percentage is the appropriate measure, because the focus is not on the total number of low-

quality followers, but rather the potential noise they create within the Senator’s total Twitter 

followers. The higher the percentage of low-quality followers, the more likely the Senator’s 

Twitter account has good information about constituent preferences obscured by less-useful 

information. 

Second, a Senators representational style matters for how much they utilize constituent 

opinion on social media. Information is an essential element to legislative decision making. 

Senators are likely to utilize any source of information they can, especially from trustworthy 

sources. Social media has become a primary place to gather constituent opinions (in addition to 

more traditional methods such as the U.S. mail, phone calls, and meetings). Subsequently, 

Senators must create a mechanism to filter and verify opinions to gauge policy preferences.  

Senators cannot continue to serve if they cannot win elections. Therefore, evaluating 

constituent opinions from all sources, including social media, can help them make decisions that 

result in reelection (Mayhew 1974). When Senators have more low-quality followers, additional 
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work is required to filter and verify information. While social media staff are not a significant 

factor in the model, those staff do play a role in attempting to mitigate the negative effects of 

low-quality followers.  

More broadly, low-quality followers fit the broader trends within the spread of 

disinformation and misinformation. Disinformation is “false or misleading information spread 

with the intention to deceive. It’s distinct from misinformation, which is the unintentional spread 

of false information” (emphasis in the original; Atlantic Council 2021). For Senators, 

disinformation and misinformation could be similar. Both create noise that can make it more 

difficult to parse the opinions of real from fake followers. 

For disinformation, the user is purposefully trying to mislead the Senator. With 

misinformation, the user is accidently sharing deceptive information. The differences might be 

nuanced, but misinformation is more likely to be shared by multiple users across platforms. 

(Neyazi et al., 2021). If multiple users tag a Senator when they share misinformation, it is 

possible that Senators can identify frequently shared items, note that they contain 

misinformation, and disregard them from consideration when evaluating constituent opinion. Of 

course, this process requires active management of social media accounts to identify and discard 

misinformation. 

Disinformation is more difficult and has the potential to cause significant harm (Fallis 

2015). Disinformation could be shared widely, like misinformation, but because it is shared with 

purposeful intent, it can be targeted and harder to discern. Disinformation creators often begin in 

“relatively homogeneous ‘echo chambers,’ where information can be cut off from diverse 

political viewpoints that challenge information asymmetries...” (Krafft and Donovan 2020, p. 

195). When the disinformation spreads beyond its initial ecosystem, disinformation creators seek 
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to “spread information or to influence the behavior of an algorithm by coordinating groups of 

people to share specific media artifacts ... [which] eventually ... move across networks and 

platforms...” (Krafft and Donovan 2020, p. 199). Disinformation, therefore, has the chance to be 

more impactful than misinformation, as disinformation creators can push users to share 

conceivably convincing content with others, including their elected officials. For elected 

officials, disinformation can be harder to evaluate because of the purposeful and coordinate push 

of their creators, and that it might appear to be legitimate and not oft repeated by existing 

followers. 

Finally, low-quality followers can also affect how social media users might consume 

information shared by a Members of Congress. Most real followers follow their geographic 

representative or a Member with which they share a demographic trait (Barberá et al., 2019; 

Russell, 2021a). Since Member’s are generally trusted sources, they must be careful about the 

information they gather and share.  

Members of Congress are unlikely to stop using social media. It can provide them with 

endless sources of information about constituents and the ability to share their opinions, 

unfiltered by the media. With use of social media, however, comes risks, including the potential 

that their accounts might attract low-quality followers in addition to constituents and other 

followers. Knowing that some Senators have traits that attract more low quality followers than 

other and the potential consequences of low quality followers information intermingled with 

good information their social media feeds, Senators can devise strategies to combat low quality 

information continue to represent their geographic and demographic constituents. 
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Notes 
[1] Founded in 2012, Twitter Audit allows users to determine how many low-quality followers they might 
have, who those followers are, and provide strategies to remove them. For more information, see 
https://www.twitteraudit.com. 
[2] Correlations were run for each independent variable in the model. None of the variables were highly 
correlated. The highest correlation exists between Total Tweets and Total Followers (0.5144). 

https://www.twitteraudit.com/
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