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SOCIAL MEDIA
IN THE 2020 U.S. PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION CAMPAIGN

Democracy relies on fair elections, free from interference or manipula-
tion. Today, social networks are becoming increasingly influential across
various spheres of life. They are now actively used to distort public opinion.
In particular, the growing role of social media in politics was evident during
the 2020 U.S. presidential election. Their presence in the political landscape
raises concerns about their potential to influence democratic principles.

This article is part of a study on the role of social media in democratic
processes in the United States, with a particular focus on the 2020 presiden-
tial election campaign. It demonstrates that social media played a significant
role in U.S. democracy, especially during the 2020 election. While social me-
dia contributed to greater public engagement and increased voter partici-
pation, it also exacerbated social polarization and created opportunities for
foreign interference. However, before the 2020 presidential election, foreign
interference remained relatively low and had minimal impact on the election
outcome. ].Biden managed to achieve deeper engagement through multiple
social media interactions with a well-structured strategy. As a result, he won
the elections, in part due to the active involvement of social media.
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CounianbHiMeniay npesugeHTcbKil Bu6bopuiit kamnanii CIIIA 2020 poky

Jemoxpamis 6asyemuvcs Ha 30amHocmi nposoOUmu 1ecHi 6u6OpPU, 6isb-
Hi 610 6Y0b-aKUX popm empyuanus yu maninynayiti. Cobo2o0Hi y céimi cno-
cmepi2aemuvcsa npouec aKmusHoz20 3aLyUeHHs COUianbHUX mepexc Y pi3Hi
cepu scummst. Ix cmanu akmusHo BUKOPUCMOBYBAMU OIS CHOMBOPEHHS
epomadcvkoi Oymku. 3okpema, mMu 6A4UMO 3POCNAHHS 6UKOPUCTNAHHS CO-
UianvHUx Mepes: 8 NoniMmuLi, HanPUKaAo nio 4ac NpesudeHMCcbKUX 6U60pi6
y CIIIA 2020 poxy. IpucymHicmo y couianvHux meperax 00360751€ HAM
2080pUMU NPO MOKIUBUTL IX NOMEHYIAN 3MIHU NE6HUX 0eMOKPAMUUHUX
npuHyunise.

Lla cmamms € enemenmom 00CTIONEHHS BUKOPUCIAHHA COUIATLHUX
meoia 6 demoxpamuunux npovecax Cnonyuenux Illmamax Amepuxu. Oco-
6r1u8y ysazy npuoingaemuvcs npesudeHmcvKiii 6ubopuiii kamnanii 2020 poxy.
Y pobomi dosedero, ujo couianvhi media sidicparomv 6axnusy ponv y 0emo-
kpamii Cnonyuenux Illmamis, 30kpema nio uac npesudeHmcoKux 6u6opie
y CIIIA 2020 poxy. Couianvri media, 3 ix HeOOMIKAMU Ma nepesazamu, 3Ha-
YHOW MipOI0 8NIIUHYIU HA Pe3ynbmarm 6ubopie, Hacamneped 30inbUleHHIO
3anyueHocmi 2pomadcokocmi ma aKkmueizauyii nonimuuxoi yuacmi eubop-
uyis. 3 iHuw020 60Ky, coyianvHi Media MAKON BUKIUKATU CYCHITbHY NONAPU-
sayiro 6 CIIIA ma eiokpunu monnueocmi 0ns iHO3eMHO20 8mpyuaHHs. [Jo
subopis y CIIIA 2020 poky iHo3emMHe 8MPYUaHHS 6Y710 8I0HOCHO HUSLKUM,
MoMy B0HO He MAl0 DOCMAMHbO20 6NAUEY HA Pe3yTbmamu ubopie.

Tpamn i Batiden cmanu 0soma KaHouoamamu, AKi po3yminu yei no-
MeHYIas COuianvHux Mepex i npazHynu 3any4umu 6UbG0pUie KoxeH y ceiii
cnocib. 3ae0aKuU NPAsUnILHO cmMpyKmyposariii cmpamezii baiioex 3miz 0o-
caemu enubuioi 63aemolii uepes uucneHHi 63aEM00ii 6 COUiANLHUX Mepe-
smax. Y pesynomami baiiden nepemic Ha éubopax, 30kpema i 3a60AKU aK-
MUBHOMY 3ATYHEHHIO COUIATLHUX MePedc.

Kniouosi cnosa: CIIIA, subopu, coyianvri media, 6omu, desingopma-
uis, npesudenmcoka subopua kamnauis 2020 poky.

Problem Statement. In recent years, the world has been confronted
with the emergence of social media in global politics (Mechkova & Wil-
son, 2021). Public communication and the way the public captures and
responds to information is an important part of democracy (Lee & Xenos,
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2019). The importance of this direction has led to the fact that delivering
messages to the public requires obtaining important positions and con-
siderations for the political elite. These considerations include options to
deliver messages to the public, other elites, and the press to impact the
opinion of voters and attract volunteers and supporters to mobilize voters
(Owen, 2017).

The world of information and communication technologies has expe-
rienced rapid development since 2000. The evolution of social media plat-
forms such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and others makes social media
a potentially powerful political tool. More and more social media users in
the United States are also starting to talk about politics. The influence of
social media gained momentum during the 2008 U.S. presidential election.
Then presidential candidate Barack Obama had a strategy of using social
media and organizing political support at the grassroots level (Bimber,
2014; Karami et al., 2022).

The use of social media increased in popularity with Barack Obama’s
2008 campaign video on BarelyPolitical.com under the title Yes, We Can.
The slogan managed to attract millions of viewers (Wallsten, 2010). Since
then, social media has become increasingly popular, being actively used by
governments around the world, and being involved in political campaigns
and political movements. It has become a new force in the overall media
system. It is worth mentioning the opinion of political commentator Bruce
Bimber, who directly points out that “The development of democracy is
closely related to technological development” (Bimber, 2014: 130).

In this context, social media have become a key intermediary between
voters and politicians. The United States remains a leader in these pro-
cesses.

On the other hand, there are opportunities for political players to work
more and more actively to shape, even limit the influence of the digital
public (the part of society that actively uses the capabilities of digital tech-
nologies) on the political sphere. Thus, on November 19, 2016, the New
York Times criticized the failure of Facebook to stop spreading lies on the
eve of the 2016 U.S. presidential election (Garrett, 2019). Additionally,
Twitter and other social media were also considered to be interested in
spreading misinformation, alternative facts, and fake news (Karami et al.,
2022). This threatened the ability of institutional media to investigate false
facts created by social media or propaganda through computer networks
(Garrett, 2019).
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There is a lot of evidence of the fake news spread during the 2016 U.S.
presidential election as part of Russia’s propaganda efforts. This suggests
that social media provide opportunities for governments in other coun-
tries to promote propaganda and frame information in ways that are po-
tentially damaging to the democratic and political order of that country
(Isaac & Wakabayashi, 2017). That new American reality also created a
new landscape for American democracy in the 2020 presidential election.
The rapid development of the Internet may provide a new perspective on
politics and democracy. The impact of social media on democracy in the
United States is a very interesting issue that can be understood by ana-
lyzing social media as the mediator in establishing political interactions
between the political elite and the public. The role of social media is to
improve political knowledge and political participation, which directly af-
fects democratic processes. We can observe this reflection in social media
and democratic concepts through political participation.

Analysis of research results. We can speak about R. Anderson, M. Bad-
ham, K. Valentini, O. Hotsur, Yu. Danko, L. Smola, M. Haide, K. Shvets
and other Ukrainian and foreign scholars as theorists and practitioners
who explore digital media and social networks in election campaigns.
These authors consider digital media and social networks in their works as
tools for political campaigning for effective election campaigns. It should
be noted that every year these tools are improved, or new ones appear that
have not been used in the political arena yet, and their impact on society is
unknown. Accordingly, there is an issue of understanding the capabilities
of social media in the election process following new realities. Since this
article discusses the place of social media in the 2020 U.S. presidential elec-
tion, it is based on American sources and development results of American
researchers, information analysts, and political strategists.

The purpose of this study is to analyze the role of social networks in the
2020 U.S. presidential campaign.

Presentation of research findings. Social media are Internet services
designed for mass distribution of content, where the content is created by
the users themselves, and the author can be anyone, in contrast to tradi-
tional media, where the authors are a pre-selected and limited number of
people (Lomborg, 2014). The term ‘social media’ means the use of web
and mobile technologies to transform communications into interactive
dialogues (Lomborg, 2015). Social media allow people to communicate
more easily with anyone around the world, and to better perceive the ideas
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of the authorities. Social network users are a very diverse circle of people in
their understanding, characters, professions and political preferences. That
is, there is an ideological diversity of social media users who have different
interests (Lee & Xenos, 2019).

Social media are, in fact, a product of communicative capitalism, the
original purpose of which is not to impact political processes in any way
(Gayo-Avello, 2015). However, the messages that were sent through these
social networks managed to shape public opinion. Social media became an
attractive political tool. The capabilities of social networks allow, first of all,
to quickly reach wide audiences. Social media created political discourse
and polarization in their development, which could have wide political
consequences (Van Dijck, 2013).

The rise of social media and the production of information that can be
shared by anyone has led to the disappearance of trusted local news from
the media landscape. Unlike local media, there is no response to filtered
information on social media. Misinformation is often accepted as a fact
and is spread unchecked using social media (Bucay et al., 2017). Many
researchers argue that misinformation spreads faster on social media than
truth (Vosoughi et al., 2018). Many people are unaware that they spread
fake news through their social media feeds. People are more likely to for-
ward false stories through their networks because those stories are consid-
ered more likely to evoke emotional reactions from readers (Vosoughi et
al., 2018). Millions of automated bots and fake accounts can easily flood
the network with tweets and retweets. The bot quickly outpaced spam de-
tectors installed on all social media platforms (Manjoo, 2017).

In the case of news presentation, social media can enhance online news.
Social media can be perceived by a larger number of readers than print
media. However, another strength of social media is that it is an alternative
for users to get entertainment. In this case, social media also replaced the
more traditional use of the Internet. More and more people are looking for
online news using social media rather than on the Internet or the regular
web (Baer, 2022). In this context, the power of social media in influencing
public opinion is enormous. In Montesquieu’s tripartite system, power is
distributed according to the principle of separation of powers between the
legislative, executive and judicial branches. However, with the strengthen-
ing of the concept of mass media, the media emerged as an influential in-
dependent force in the liberal and pluralistic democracy. In the same way,
the use of the Internet, information technology, and digital communica-
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tions has the potential to become another new force of democracy (Dut-
ton, 2009).

All of the above can be used to analyze the influence of social media on
the course of the 2020 presidential campaign in the United States. Earlier,
the American political community began to actively apply the principles
of using social media (primarily Twitter due to its popularity there). There-
fore, their active involvement in the 2020 election campaign was not a sur-
prise for experts and analysts. The most popular method was using po-
litical advertising on social networks as a way to campaign for candidates.
Political campaigns with content on social networks allowed candidates to
communicate with potential voters and directly build political discourses
following their desires. The advertising campaigns were even able to attract
voters who had not previously participated in the elections. The wide range
of social media also allowed candidates to increase publicity, confirm criti-
cism, and even highlight the weaknesses of their competitors (Knoester &
Gichiru, 2021).

The phenomenon of using social networks as a tool for political cam-
paigns still causes a lot of controversy. Social media have the potential to
be a bridge in political communication. On the other hand, social media
also contribute to the emergence of populists in politics, who try to appeal
to voters using their resources and proclaim populist slogans that are not
supported by anything. The U.S. Federal Election Commission stated that
social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, etc. were very harmful to de-
mocracy (Costa-Font & Ljunge, 2022). Additionally, the number of social
media users in the United States was steadily growing every year. By 2020,
the number of social media users reached 80% of the population, which
was 1% more than the previous year (Tankovska, 2021). This became a po-
tential for political candidates to campaign using social media: Instagram,
Facebook, Twitter to Snapchat. Social media became an important tool for
candidates to reach a wide audience. Social media can spread information
to millions of people in seconds. This made social media very efficient for
election campaigns.

In 2020, social media also played an important role in the presidential
election between presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump.
Social media became the tool for disseminating information among sup-
porters of both candidates. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic also led
to physical restrictions on political campaigns. That is, social media did
play an important role in the process before the presidential election. On
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the other hand, social media also raised certain issues. First of all, the dis-
semination of information from two candidates led to the fact that vot-
ers were divided into two camps — one camp supported the Democrats,
and the other - the Republicans (Karami et al., 2022). We can prelimi-
narily state that social media had a great impact on the American politi-
cal system, both positive and negative. In the United States, social media
became an effective tool for reaching voters during the 2020 presidential
campaign, especially as a means of communication with them during the
pandemic. However, as the negative moment, the social media seemed to
have divided the country into two opposing camps.

The integrity of the U.S. presidential election, which took place on
November 3, 2020, raised concerns among both the U.S. leadership and
the public. Official investigations and independent researchers released
numerous documents on foreign interference in the presidential election,
including manipulation of social media (Bessi and Ferrara, 2016; Guess, et
al., 2020; Galdieri, et al., 2018; Ferrara, 2015). According to information
analysts, the number of political tweets on social media increased signifi-
cantly on the eve of the presidential election. According to various esti-
mates, more than 240 million election-related tweets were recorded in the
United States between June 20 and September 9, 2020. According to many
experts in the digital media market, this became a catalyst for manipula-
tion in the 2020 U.S. presidential election. This was mainly done through
automation (primarily due to the prevalence of bots) and distortion (e.g.,
narrative manipulation, conspiracy, or rumor spreading). In addition,
analysts noted the coordination of efforts by Russia, China, and several
other countries in manipulations using social media during the presiden-
tial campaign (Ferrara et al., 2020). Researchers managed to make clear
connections between bots, hyperpartisan media and conspiracy groups,
suggesting systematic efforts to distort political narratives and spread mis-
information. The Russian Internet Research Agency’s efforts to sow divi-
sion and distort the social media debate in 2016 led to numerous indict-
ments (Federal Bureau, 2018) and documented strategies and tactics used
by trolls and bots (Strudwicke and Grant, 2020; Kriel and Pavliuc, 2019;
Baie et al., 2020; Walter et al., 2020).

The automation of social media manipulation in politics is often re-
ferred to as computational propaganda (Woolley and Howard, 2018).
In recent years, it has been actively used both in the United States dur-
ing electoral processes and in other countries, such as Poland, Germany,



Mediaforum (XIV), 2024

Taiwan, Brazil and Ukraine. Manipulation of social media was also
observed in areas outside of politics (Ferrara, 2015), such as health care
(Jiang et al., 2020) and finance (Nizzoli et al., 2020). Of course, manipula-
tion can occur in different media channels, such as news portals and tradi-
tional media (Quandt, 2018).

Let us attempt to characterize social media manipulation in the context
of the 2020 U.S. presidential election. According to the study by a group
of American scientists led by Emily Chen (Chen, et al., 2020), during the
2020 U.S. presidential election campaign, suspicious activity was observed
on social networks, which, according to the authors, directly indicated the
spread of disinformation and voter manipulation in favor of one of the
candidates. More than 240 million tweets related to upcoming events were
analyzed for the period from June 20 to September 9, 2020. This observa-
tion period included several important political events in the U.S. electoral
process, namely the Democratic National Committee (DNC) and Repub-
lican National Committee (RNC) conventions. Using the combination of
state-of-the-art machine learning and human verification technologies,
the researchers point to two signs of voter manipulation: automation of the
process, that is, evidence of the introduction of automated accounts that
are managed primarily by software rather than humans; and distortion of
information, in particular, characteristic narratives of political discussions,
such as introducing inaccurate information, conspiracies, or rumors. The
researchers concluded that such actions were a sign of the intentional dis-
semination of false information with a specific purpose to provide prefer-
ences for one of the candidates (Chen, et al., 2020). One more conclusion
made by the authors was the assumption that the structures most inter-
ested in such actions were those associated mainly with Russia and China.

Countries around the world have begun to pay attention to the increas-
ing influence of social media on the outcome of general elections since
2010. In the United States, the influence of social media on election results
was also the subject of increased debate (McKinney, 2021). The increase in
politicians’ social media activity to boost their popularity had become the
confirming evidence of their active involvement in the presidential cam-
paign in the United States. After the 2016 elections, the American civil
society was greatly influenced by the development of digital technologies.
The first evidence of possible interference by foreign countries in the U.S.
campaign through social and other digital media emerged. Numerous
‘fake news’ and programmed propaganda using technology became a se-
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rious threat in the U.S. elections in 2016 and especially in 2020 (Persily &
Stewart III, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic environment limited offline
campaign activities at that time. This led to the need for election cam-
paigning, voter mobilization, and other election activities to be carried out
using digital technologies. It means that social and digital became more
important in the 2020 presidential race.

After 2016, or more precisely after the election campaign, social me-
dia became an important tool for the Trump team to communicate with
voters. However, various studies indicated that in the 2020 elections, the
response to the Republican party’s Twitter decreased compared to the
2016 elections (Fujiwara et al., 2020). The public responded less to Trump’s
tweets and did not like his tweets (Fujiwara et al., 2020). In the same study,
researchers analyzed data on the political preferences of voters on Twitter
concerning various cross-sections, such as demographics. And it turned
out that on the eve of the 2020 elections, there were 25% more users who
considered themselves Democrats than Republicans. In addition, Demo-

Y20 cratic politicians were also more popular on Twitter than Republican poli-
— ticians (Fujiwara et al., 2020).

McKinney assessed in his study changes in the Republican party cam-
paign rhetoric in the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections. He noted that
there had been a certain adjustment regarding Trump’s populist messages.
This was primarily because most voters did not believe the promises of the
Republicans led by Trump. The public expressed distrust in the organi-
zation of voting during the previous elections by the Republicans, which
could affect the level of support for the party candidate. This process led
to a loss of popularity and trust in Trump on the eve of the 2020 elections,
including on social networks (McKinney, 2021).

The election results confirmed Donald Trump’s low popularity on so-
cial media compared to support for Joe Biden. The poll conducted after the
elections on November 3, 2020, found that 60% of voters who supported
Joe Biden on social media legitimized him as president. On the other hand,
in the same poll, 70% of Republican participants said the Democratic can-
didate was not legitimately elected (Persily & Stewart III, 2021). Those
findings highlighted the polarization of public opinion and the distrust
emerging among voters, politicians, and institutions.

In addition to disinformation, social media can be used in ways that
have the potential to increase popularity and public support. This, in par-
ticular, was implemented by Joseph Biden’s team. A few days before the
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2020 presidential election, Biden’s team reported that he had surpassed
Donald Trump on social media using certain modern methodologies. But
on Twitter, Trump’s fan count was higher than those of Biden. The Biden
team then developed a system to engage more closely with followers, which
helped them communicate better, responding to new issues of concern as
the campaign progressed. Following a similar pattern, Biden got a head
start on other social media outlets like YouTube and even Twitch. Analysts
discussed Biden’ high-profile social media campaign (Davis, 2021).

The social media campaign for the 2020 U.S. election was quite dy-
namic. The candidates offered different approaches. Both candidates’ sup-
porters also actively campaigned for them on social media. Both teams
involved celebrities who supported their candidate in running their social
media pages. There was a lot of information coming from both camps, and
it even contradicted previous information sometimes. However, such an
active process still had one big advantage, namely, both teams were able
to increase voter engagement because of the power of social media. The
voters had an opportunity to get involved in the political processes in the
country through the capabilities of social media.

Looking at the Biden team’s system of social media use, it can be argued
that social media played a significant role in it. Realizing the advantage of
social media, the entire campaign was carefully designed relying on social
media. The campaign of Biden was discussed and prepared in a structured
way based on sociological analytical data. It was the conclusion of Sarah
Galvez, director of social media development. She emphasized that Biden’s
team managed to catch the voters’ preferences, they realized that the public
was not very interested in political issues, but rather wanted answers to
basic questions. Therefore, they built the campaign by answering simple
questions from the public, especially first-time voters, by carrying new
concepts, ideas, and innovative and creative thinking (Davis, 2021).

A variety of information disseminated on social media prior to the 2020
presidential election was also able to influence the decisions of young peo-
ple, especially those who had never voted before. These aspiring voters ac-
tively monitored social media to gather information relevant to the things
both presidential candidates were talking about. The PBS study found that
young people had a good grasp of political issues and presidential election
phenomena thanks to social media. The PBS poll called News Hour Stu-
dent Reporting Labs in January 2020 found that first-time voters expected
major changes after the 2020 election. They wanted a new government that
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could change the political climate and the country as a whole. The views
of young people during the 2020 presidential election had a greater impact
on the overall outcome because the number of young voters in that elec-
tion was higher compared to the 2016 election (McKinney, 2021).

Social media are particularly useful as a place to find information for
someone and as a place to demonstrate political participation. This means
that social media emerged as a new platform to communicate one’s po-
litical thoughts. One may or may not agree with this consideration, but
debates and exchanges on social media have become the new standard to-
day. The supporters of both candidates tried to post everything on social
media to draw public attention to their chosen one. On the other hand,
they actively debated their opponents on social media if they didn't like
the other candidate’s rhetoric and arguments. But later, during the elec-
tion campaign, information about interference in social media discussions
from abroad appeared.

During the 2016 presidential election, foreign state interference in the
U.S. presidential election via social media was proven. However, during the
search conducted by the National Intelligence Council, the United States
stated in its post-election report that it believed that the threat from states
outside the United States regarding the U.S. elections did not sufficiently af-
fect the results of the 2016 elections. A similar decision was made after the
2020 elections. Nevertheless, the National Intelligence Council recognized
attempts to interfere in the election process by several countries, such as
Russia, China, Cuba, Venezuela, Ukraine, and Iran. The increasing use of
the Internet and social media created opportunities for foreign countries
to influence voters by interfering with the U.S. election process. However,
the United States believes that public awareness of media in the United
States is growing, so the country can counter foreign threats over social
media (NIC, 2021).

Most voters in the USA recognized that they received more misin-
formation from social media and cable news. They also recognized that
this plethora of disparate misinformation could influence voters’ views.
A Knight Foundation poll found that 81% of United States citizens were
convinced that the misinformation they received had an impact on the
outcome of the 2020 election. About 62% of the public believed that mis-
information spread through social media had influenced the outcome of
the election (Brenan, 2020). Also, the majority of U.S. citizens argue that
misinformation influenced the election results, believing that the spread of
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the misinformation mainly came from individual publications by the U.S.
public (Jones, 2020).

Conclusions. Social media play an important role in American democ-
racy, particularly during the 2020 presidential election. On the one hand,
social media increased public engagement and political participation. On
the other hand, they polarized society in the United States and also opened
up opportunities for foreign countries to interfere with the electoral pro-
cess. However, foreign interference was minimal before the 2020 presiden-
tial elections, so it did not have a sufficient impact on the election results.
The primary drivers of social media manipulation in the context of the
2020 U.S. presidential election were bot usage and misinformation.

The potential of social media to unite the masses regardless of their po-
litical beliefs became a monumental experience for all involved, including
the candidates, their teams, and the electorate. Both Donald Trump and
Joe Biden were two candidates who realized the potential of social media.
They both utilized social media in their way to engage potential voters.
Donald Trump was confident that he would have more followers on social 925
media. However, using thoughtful and timely measures and highlighting —
the benefits of social media, Joe Biden managed to achieve a deeper en-
gagement with voters through social media. As a result, Biden won the
election because he actively engaged social media.
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