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                                                           ABSTRACT  

Although a considerable amount of research has proved that the use of social media by 

candidates fighting national elections has resulted in success, like the Obama campaign 

of 2008 (Hughes et al., 2010) and the Trump campaign of 2016 (Williams et al., 2018) it 

is still unclear whether the use of social media by candidates has any impact on local city 

council elections in the U.S. Focusing on the 2021 Knoxville City Council election, this 

study investigates whether candidates that had a social media presence, posted on social 

media more frequently than their opponent in the four weeks before Election Day and 

allocated more funds to running campaign ads on social media ended up winning the 

race. Furthermore, it also examines public opinion about political ads on social media, 

social media effectiveness and candidate interaction through social media.  

The results from secondary data accessed from the Knox County Election Commission 

office and social media showed that candidates with social media profiles on Facebook 

and Twitter, a higher number of social media followers and more frequent posts on 

Facebook and Twitter were successful in the 2021 Knoxville city council elections. 

However, higher spending on social media ads wasn't necessarily correlated to electoral 

success. Two candidates with lesser followers and lesser social media posts who spent 

more on running ads lost the election. 

 The survey findings (n=14)  also indicated that voters felt “very fatigued” after 

consuming political social media ads and the general perception was negative. However, 

respondents were positive when it came to using social media as a tool to share 

information and solve civic issues in the city. Previous research (Krebs 1998) has stated 

that incumbency, party support and campaign spending were determinants in city 
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council elections; this study extended those findings to add social media usage by 

candidates as an important element in predicting electoral success at the city council 

level. 

 

Keywords: social media and city council elections, local elections campaigning, political 

campaigns on Facebook, city council research  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH AIM 

 

The first social media platform was launched in May 1996, called SixDegrees with a few 

hundred users in the first year. (Ngak, 2011). Today, there are around 4.96 billion social 

media users around the world, and the number is set to grow to almost six billion in 

2027 (Statista, 2022). As a result of this growth, social media is widely used as an 

important communication tool for persuasion in advertising, and politics. In 2020, 

despite the pandemic, a total of $40 billion were spent on buying ads on social media 

(Statista, 2021). Despite their talk of citizen engagement, most politicians use social 

media as means of distributing information (one-way flow) and to make themselves 

both visible and ‘hip’ to the public (Ross, Burger et al. 2014).   Since social media is 

generating enormous revenue, it becomes imperative to study the effects and adversities 

of the medium through the lens of social science. Scholars should not only study how 

platforms function for political actors; but should also study how platforms function as 

political actors (Bossetta, 2020). In recent election outcomes across the world, social 

media buzz has positively helped candidates succeed and win elections (Saifullah et al. 

2017), this study aims to examine the existence of a correlation between social media 

usage of candidates in the four weeks before Election Day and the vote share they 

received in the 2021 Knoxville’s city council race. 

For this research, five city council races in Knoxville have been selected from the last 

election cycle (November 2021) where 10 candidates were in a political fray. Because of 

its history, culture, demographic composition and population (~200,000), Knoxville is a 
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resourceful place to study city council races. The Knoxville City Council is composed of 

nine members of which six are elected from the districts and three are elected “at-large” 

representing the entire city. The vice mayor is selected by the city council among them 

for a two-year term while each council member is elected to serve a four-year term ( City 

of Knoxville, 2023).  

In a study conducted by Hennessey Digital in April 2022, it was found that Tennessee is 

the second most social media-obsessed state in the country. In addition to that, the 

agency also found in its research that Facebook and Twitter are the most popular social 

media websites in Tennessee (Flessner, 2022). The purposeful choice of selecting the 

last election over others in the past are factors including recency and availability of data 

on social media and at the Knox County Election Commission office. A Pew research 

center survey conducted in 2019 found that 18% of Americans get their political news 

from social media, and 48% of those are under the age of 30.  The last extensive 

research conducted on city council elections was done by Krebs in 1998, who used 

regression models to determine whether incumbency, number of opponents, newspaper 

endorsements and campaign spending are significant predictors of a candidate’s vote 

share (Krebs, 1998). Today, city council races have retained these traditional methods of 

campaigning but have also largely relied on social media, particularly Facebook and 

Twitter to get the word out, and that is why it is important to analyze the effectiveness of 

these tools and examine whether they have a positive correlation with a candidate’s vote 

share. Facebook and Twitter have contributed to changing media ecologies and opened 

new ways and forms of communication between citizens and their representatives 

(Krumsvik et al., 2014).  This study looks at candidates who adopted digital 
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communication strategies using Facebook and Twitter to engage with their followers in 

the month before Election Day.  

The study will analyze social media posts from four weeks before Election Day because 

eight per cent of registered voters in the United States tend to change their minds in the 

month preceding an election and the number drops to four per cent by Election Day 

(Blais, 2004). The margin of victory in the past three presidential elections has been less 

than five per cent, (Biden vs Trump) 4.5%, (Trump vs Hillary) 2.1%, (Obama vs 

Romney) 3.9%. Therefore, the last month before Election Day is significant for any 

election campaign, national or local. In local races, the margin of victories is sometimes 

only a few hundred to a few thousand votes (See Table 1.1). Overall, the margin of 

victories in the 2021 Knoxville City Council was less than 3137 votes.  

In summation, this study aims to examine the importance of using social media as a tool 

for persuasion and election campaigning at the local city council level. There is extensive 

literature available studying social media and its correlation with election outcomes, 

however, they are designed more towards national elections, particularly the 

presidential races. This study aims to add to the existing literature, however, with a 

focus on local government and city council races finding whether candidates who use 

social media four weeks before Election Day have an advantage over those who don't, in 

addition to seeking public opinion on the topic through a Qualtrics-based survey. On a 

national level, candidates have the financial freedom and team to handle their social 

media accounts and build a strategy, however, this study will help local candidates with 

limited spending capacity to determine and derive an effective social media strategy for 
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their local races. But, the primary aim is to investigate whether social media is 

associated with electoral votes and the probability of election success. 

The archival data made available through the Knox County Election Commission office 

(e.g. campaign financial disclosures) will provide insight into how much candidates 

spent through the election cycle in sponsoring ads on social media and whether more 

spending leads to higher chances of winning the local city council race.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Social Media as a tool for campaigns 

The late 90s saw the invention of social media, however, it was for the first time used as 

a tool to spread political messages and develop ground-based support and gather 

volunteers for the presidential campaign in 2007-2008 by Senator Barack Obama 

(Hughes et al., 2010). The study discussed some of the numbers and strategies used by 

the Obama campaign in their 2009 paper titled, "Obama and the power of social media 

and technology."   

“Obama’s campaign was able to garner 5 million supporters on 15 different social 

networks ranging from Facebook to MySpace. By November 2008, Obama had 

approximately 2.5 million (some sources say as much as 3.2 million)  Facebook 

supporters, outperforming Republican opponent John McCain by nearly four 

times. In terms of Twitter, Obama had over 115,000 followers, more than 23 

times those of John McCain. In terms of YouTube followers and clips, people 

spent 14 million hours watching campaign-related Obama videos on YouTube 

with 50 million viewers total. That was four times McCain’s YouTube viewers 

(Hughes et al., 2010).”  

The Obama campaign made a difference in 2007-08 when the total number of users on 

Facebook was 200 million (TechCrunch) and 25 per cent of all American adults were 

using at least one social networking site. The result of that election is a testimony of a 

successfully-run campaign where Senator Obama won the popular vote for the 
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presidency by 7 percent at 52.9% and also won 365 electoral college votes to be elected 

president. Members of the largest political party in Norway, the Labour Party, visited 

Obama 2008 campaign staffers for training and skill development regarding social 

media (Karlsen, 2013). Today, American adults who say they use at least one social 

networking site have shot up to 72 per cent (Pew Research, 2021) making this study 

focused on local elections extremely relevant. Due to this, social media has become an 

important tool for interpersonal communication - the mobile phone has created a social 

situation whereby people are getting used to avoiding person-to-person communication 

by switching over to mobile (Subramanian, 2017). One of the biggest advantages of 

social media for a candidate seeking public office is the dispersion of his messages 

instantly and to a large audience.  

The 2016 U.S. presidential race between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump introduced 

two new strategies to use social media for political campaigns.  

 “While the Clinton campaign’s strategy confirms theories regarding the 

professionalization of election campaigns, the Trump campaign’s more 

amateurish yet authentic style in social media points towards de-

professionalization and even amateurism as a counter-trend in political 

communication (Enli, 2017).” 

Second most social media-obsessed state 

The state of Tennessee is an ideal place to study social media since it ranked second 

among the most social media-obsessed states in the United States (Hennessey, 2022). 

The agency that conducted the research also found that Facebook and Twitter were the 

most popular websites in Tennessee (Flessner, 2021). Therefore, it is important to study 
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the impact these two social media websites have on city council elections in Tennessee. 

A Pew research study conducted in 2016 found that 62% of adults get their news from 

social media which was a 13% increase since the previous study conducted in 2013. The 

study also found that most of the news is consumed through Reddit, Facebook and 

Twitter (Gottfried and Shearer, 2016). However, an analysis to study if the same 

percentage of U.S. adults consume campaign information through social media for local 

elections has not been conducted yet. 

 

Media Ecology Theory (MET) 

In relevance to this study, it is important to assess the Media Ecology Theory (MET) 

developed by Marshall McLuhan in 1964 and updated by Neil Postman in 1979. 

McLuhan introduced the theory to understand the social impact of technology and 

communication.  

“The influence of media technology on society is the main concept of MET, 

upheld by three main assumptions: media is infused into every act and action in 

society, media fixes our perceptions and organizes our experiences, and media 

ties the world together. We cannot escape the media presence in our lives as it is 

ubiquitous in our realities of day-to-day life (Moreno and Koff, 2016).”  

The three assumptions of the theory in turn suggest that you cannot ignore the media 

and that it is omnipresent. The media is powerful and helps develop our perception of 

certain events, people and things. Lastly, the media has connected the world and turned 

it into a global village - this especially relates to social media conclusively where 

researchers found that social media tools have been used in the process of 
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democratization and globalization ( Tarman and Yigit, 2013). In the early days of social 

media, researchers looked at whether using social media features such as chat had a 

positive impact on social ties and they found a significant correlation (Zhao, 2006).  

"Different groups of Internet users have different sizes of network connections. 

Compared to nonusers, social users of the Internet have more social ties, and 

nonsocial users of the Internet have fewer social ties. Among social users, chat 

users have more social ties than email users do (Zhao, 2006)."  

Research has shown that concepts of media ecology, proposed by Postman and 

McLuhan in 1979 are still the observation line to understand new forms of media such 

as social media and the mediatic contemporary society (Velásquez, 2018). 

 

Benefits of using social media for campaigns 

 Research has shown that Twitter has become an effective tool of persuasion in election 

campaigns (Jungherr, 2015) and politicians with urban constituencies appear to be 

more likely to use Twitter than those with rural ones (Straus et al., 2013). In the 111th 

Congress, a total of 313 Congressmen and 62 Senators had a Twitter account (Straus et 

al., 2013), however, that number has now jumped to 440 Congressmen and 100 

Senators (Libguides, 2013). Therefore, it is safe to assume that politicians at a national 

level use Twitter and social media to communicate with the media or constituents.  

“Social media provides a new avenue for members of Congress who want to 

control their public message, reach a national audience, or develop routine 

contact with an attentive public (Straus et al., 2013).” 



                                                                                                                                                                          9 

City Council elections often see lesser turnout if the mayoral race is not on the ballot, or 

if the election is standalone and not coupled with the presidential election or national 

primaries. According to research presented by the National Civic League, a person above 

65 is seven times more likely to vote in local city council elections than someone 

between the ages of 18-34. The median age of local election voters is in the 60s, with the 

average in cities such as Miami, Las Vegas and Fort Worth as high as 66-68 years old 

(Brennan, 2020).  A study however revealed a positive relation between particular forms 

of political internet use (PIU) on the one hand and voter turnout and political interest 

on the other hand (Kruikemeier, 2013). 

Those who are more interested in politics, who are younger, and who use online 

news more often are more likely to be politically active online (Kruikemeier, 

2013).”  

Even though city council elections attract older age groups to the ballot box and more 

young voters use social media, the results of this study will provide some interesting 

trends.  Another important benefit of social media is that it can be used as a tool to 

humanize candidates and build a connection with voters that goes beyond politics and 

gives insight into the personal lives of candidates.  

Democratic presidential contender Pete Buttigieg introduced his shelter dogs to 

his 2 million Twitter followers, while U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Warren used her 

Instagram account to chat live with supporters who made small contributions to 

her presidential campaign (Yildrim, 2020)  

https://twitter.com/PeteButtigieg/status/1075530867655749634?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1075530991429664768%7Ctwgr%5E&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Ftheglobepost.com%2F2020%2F07%2F24%2Fsocial-media-politicians%2F
https://twitter.com/PeteButtigieg/status/1075530867655749634?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1075530991429664768%7Ctwgr%5E&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Ftheglobepost.com%2F2020%2F07%2F24%2Fsocial-media-politicians%2F
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Traditional determinants of vote share in local elections 

In a study conducted in 1998 studying the "Determinants of candidates' vote share in 

city council elections," it was found that incumbency, campaign spending, and party 

organization support were the most important predictors of candidates' vote share. 

(Krebs, 1998).  

In addition to those three factors, endorsements from local newspapers and the race or 

ethnicity of candidates also influenced the elections.  

“Incumbency status exerts a significant and positive effect on candidates' share of 

the vote. In each election year, incumbency produces an increase in these 

candidates' vote share of over 20 per- centage points, significant at the .001 level 

(Krebs, 1998).”  

Krebs’ conclusion was based on a regression analysis of 631 candidates in the Chicago 

City Council elections between 1979 and 1995. The determinants Krebs (1998) found in 

his study are still relevant today, however, with an important and effective addition of 

the social media factor which was successfully used by Obama's campaign in 2008 

(Hughes et al., 2010). According to research presented by the National Civic League, a 

person above 65 is seven times more likely to vote in local city council elections than 

someone between the ages of 18-34. The median age of local election voters is in the 

60s, with the average in cities such as Miami, Las Vegas and Fort Worth as high as 66-

68 years old (Brennan, 2020). Research has shown in the past that there is a high 

chance of incumbents retaining their office (Krebs, 1998) (Prewitt, 1970), however, in 

today’s times that cannot be the standalone reason for retaining the seat in today’s 

political climate.  
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"Indeed, in 20 of the 82 cities studied, over ten years not one single incumbent 

seeking another term failed to be re-elected (Prewitt, 1970)."  

Prewitt's study was conducted in 1970 - when digital campaigns did not exist but 

incumbents continue to dominate elections even today. While it is true that incumbency 

has shown to be an advantage (Krebs 1998) (Prewitt, 1970), it might not be a causal 

effect but a result of pre-existing qualities (Trounstine, 2011). 

“Although we know that local incumbents tend to win reelection at high rates 

(Krebs 1998), we still do not know whether or not the effect is causal. It is 

difficult to discriminate between these possibilities because of the endogenous 

nature of the relationships. We should expect that the strongest candidates will 

also benefit from the best resources in the office and future campaigns. So while 

representatives may earn their advantage while in office, the results might be 

nonetheless driven by preexisting qualities (Trounstine, 2011)."  

This study will add to this body of knowledge and the findings will suggest whether 

social media presence in addition to incumbency and other traditional factors plays an X 

factor in winning local city council elections.  

RQ1: Does a Knoxville city council candidate’s social media presence put them at an 

advantage over their opponent?      

Four weeks before Election Day 

This study will analyze social media posts four weeks before the election and the 

rationale to do so is that research has shown a total of 8 percent of American voters tend 

to change their electoral choice in the four weeks before the election (Blais, 2004). This 

study is crucial to this analysis because it provides an estimate of the proportion of 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1939-9162.2011.00013.x#b25
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voters who vote differently than what they originally intended. This also determines why 

using social media as a tool of persuasion in the four weeks before an election can be 

beneficial to the candidate.   

 According to this estimation, the probability of changing one’s mind in the 

month preceding an American presidential election moved from (slightly above) 

6% in 1960 to (slightly above) 8% in 2000. In short, about one voter out of six 

typically changes her mind during the month preceding the election (Blais, 

2004).”  

In other studies conducted around the world, this trend was also observed, in New 

Zealand around 30 percent of voters changed their minds in the last four weeks before 

the election (Blais, 2004). In Canada,  over half of the citizens say they made their 

voting decision during the campaign (Fournier et al., 2004).,  

"They (voters who make decisions during the campaign) form a relatively 

interested, attentive, informed, and less committed group which is more likely to 

be reached by, to be receptive to, and to be responsive to campaign stimuli 

(Fournier et al., 2004)."  

The studies conducted around the world point out the importance of having an effective 

campaign strategy in the last four weeks but also give us a premise to observe if 

candidates in the 2021 Knoxville City Council elections who posted more frequently on 

social media won the race. In addition to stating how many individuals are persuaded in 

the four weeks before Election Day, previous research (Fournier et al., 2004) also states 

the importance of campaign stimuli as a tool for changing or influencing voter behavior.   
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RQ2: Does having an effective social media strategy in the last four weeks before the 

election prove effective?  

City Council Elections and social media around the world 

In a study focused on the Spanish mayoral elections in 2011, Twitter was found to have 

strengthened and deepened campaigns. (Criado et al., 2012) This was determined after 

an analysis of all incumbent mayors in cities with over 100,000 inhabitants. In contrast, 

Yannas et al., (2011) explored the use of social media by candidates during the October 

2010 Greek local elections and found that all candidates used web-based tools but it did 

not have a significant impact on the election. In 2010, Twitter played a peripheral role in 

the municipal elections in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada (Raynauld and Greenberg, 2014). In 

Turkey, mayoral candidates in 2014 used Twitter for mainly location and activity 

sharing during election times (Ikiz et al., 2014). A study was conducted in Israel 

studying local engagement by municipalities-initiated posts on Facebook, the results 

revealed it received higher engagement than user-initiated posts (Lev-on et al., 2015). In 

2011, Segaard and Nielsen (2013) found that politicians in 12 Norwegian municipalities 

used election blogs for one-way information dissemination with little actual exchange of 

information.  

Digital Political Advertising 

The Obama campaign used social media to build a grassroots-level campaign in 2008, 

however, it also effectively used it to target ads to specific groups in 2016. Research has 

shown that Donald Trump spent 31% of his total campaign expenditure on running 

digital ads on various social media sites. Hillary Clinton spent only 6% of her total 
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expenditure on running digital ads. Experts believe this could be a deciding factor in 

why Donald Trump won the 2016 race.  

"Almost 50% of Mr Trump's media expenditures were for digital, only 8% of 

Secretary Clinton's media expenditures were for digital. So although Secretary 

Clinton outspent Mr Trump by US$75 million on media, it is quite possible that 

Mr Trump's heavy reliance on digital media allowed for a more efficient and 

targeted ad campaign that escaped the eye of both the media and the Clinton 

campaign (Williams et al., 2018).”  

 

RQ3: Do the candidates’ campaign budget allocation in city council elections reflect the 

changing trends and reliance on social media? 

Research Gap 

A review of the literature shows that social media has been an effective tool in 

campaigning since 2008, it has been successfully tried and tested nationally by the 

Obama campaign (Hughes et al., 2010) and the Trump campaign (Williams et al., 2018). 

Internationally, it was also successfully used in Norway in their general elections 

(Karlsen, 2013). This study uncovers whether social media usage by local candidates is a 

determinant in city council elections. The latest available research on determinants in 

city council elections is from 1998 which was before social media became a popular tool 

(Krebs, 1998), and with Tennessee being the second most social-media-obsessed state in 

the country (Hennessey, 2022), it is important to study whether social media has a role 

in the outcome of city council elections. The city council is a non-partisan body and 

usually the first umbrella of government in the U.S., it encourages citizens who are 
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interested in governance to serve their communities without any political interests. 

However, in recent times, the Knoxville City Council elections have become nasty and 

partisan (Whetstone, 2021) and the lack of literature on the tools of persuasion in these 

communities adds to the vacuum. In addition to the secondary data analysis and finding 

the correlation between social media posts and election outcomes, this study will also 

assess public opinion on social media ads run by local candidates, election participation 

in the city council, and communication channels used by constituents to contact or learn 

about candidates. Across the world, researchers have studied the impact of social media 

on local elections, in Spain (Criado et al., 2012), Greece (Yannas et al., 2013), Canada 

(Raynauld and Greenberg, 2014), Turkey (Ikiz et al., 2014), in Israel (Lev-on et al., 

2015) and in Norway (Segaard and Nielsen, 2013). However, this type of study focused 

on local elections and social media is yet to be conducted in the U.S.  

In summation, this study intends to examine the candidate's use of social media, the 

frequency of their posts in the last four weeks before the election and their vote share in 

the 2021 Knoxville City Council election. In addition to this, this study will also assess 

public opinion on the role of social media at a local government level. 

 

RQ4: Surveying public opinion: is social media an effective communication channel, a 

persuasive election tool and relevant at a local level?  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This study is divided into three parts, a data analysis of whether the number of social 

media posts four weeks before the election is a determinant of vote share; a candidate's 

fiscal spending on running social media ads throughout the election cycle; and an 

assessment of public opinion in the Knoxville area on various topics related to social 

media and local elections. The effectiveness of social media on local elections has been 

examined at various places in the world, however, not in the U.S.  Therefore, for this 

research, the 2021 election cycle in Knoxville was considered when five districts of the 

city council were up for election. The 2021 election cycle was also chosen due to the 

recency factor. The 2021 election cycle was the last and most recent city council 

elections to have been held in the city of Knoxville at the time of presenting this study. 

The secondary data required for this research which included the full 2021 election 

result, vote share, and campaign finance disclosures were obtained from the Knox 

County Election Commission office. The social media data of 10 candidates running for 

city council which included Facebook posts and tweets were recorded from their 

individual social media accounts. Since posts made only four weeks before Election Day 

(Nov 2, 2021)  were considered for this research, no posts before October 2, 2021, were 

recorded. The posts were recorded from the social media accounts of candidates that 

were set to public, and open to access without being a friend of the candidate on 

Facebook or following the candidate in the case of Twitter. For Twitter, no protected 
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tweets were recorded for this research and the analysis was done before the company's 

acquisition by Elon Musk.  

This secondary data will provide a comparative insight into social media usage by local 

candidates and the vote share they obtained in November 2021,  suggesting trends and 

data analysis. The first part of this research is based on a quantitative comparative 

analysis of the number of social media posts, and election results. It also provides 

insight into campaign allocations for running social media ads, however, the second part 

of this study assesses public opinion on local city council elections.  

After a detailed review and approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), a survey 

containing 30 questions was sent out to residents of Knoxville, predominantly the full-

time employees of the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. All 30 questions had a "prefer 

not to answer" option for uniformity, and participants were allowed to leave the survey 

at any point. No identifiable information was collected from the survey, and no 

identifiable data ( e.g. IP address) was retained. The participants were given options to 

respond using the Likert scale for a better understanding of attitudes and opinions and 

not just synthesize the stance of the participants (Joshi et al., 2015). The following 

themes were addressed in the questionnaire - the importance and impact of the city 

council, communication with and from the city council, role of social media in city 

council communication, perception of social media ads, the effectiveness of using social 

media for local campaigns, and candidate's social media profiles.  
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Table 1.1: The City of Knoxville Regular Election result published on November 2, 2021, 

obtained from the Knox County Election Commission website where five city council 

districts (1,2,3,4,6) were on the ballot. 

Name of the candidate  Number of votes secured Vote share (in percentage) 

                                                         City Council District 1  

Elizabeth Murphy 8,886 43.09% 

Tommy Smith 11,736 56.91% 

                                                        City Council District 2  

Andrew Roberto 11,443 55.53% 

Kim Smith 9,165 44.47% 

                                                        City Council District 3  

Nicholas Ciparro 9,128 44.35% 

Seema Singh 11,455 55.65% 

                                                         City Council District 4 

Jim Klonaris 9,257 44.32% 

Lauren Rider 11,628 55.68% 

                                                        City Council District 6 

Garrett Holt 8,847 42.47% 

Gwen McKenzie 11,982 57.53% 
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According to the American Association of Public Opinion Research, fewer people 

respond to polls and the costs of polls have gone up, so researchers have turned to non-

probability-based sampling methods. Therefore, this study used the voluntary-response 

sampling method to collect data. Non-probability samples have produced comparable 

results or, in some cases, more accurate in predicting election outcomes than 

probability-based surveys (Baker et al., 2013). 

The reason for choosing Qualtrics to conduct the survey is that it meets Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) requirements and is a powerful and flexible tool. The Office of 

Information Technology at the University of Tennessee recommends the use of 

Qualtrics for web surveys. The UTK-OIT also conducted workshops to help the 

researcher create and distribute surveys to record responses.  

Rationale 

This study examines whether social media is an effective tool in local city council 

elections using secondary data to analyze whether candidates who rely on digital 

campaigns in the four weeks before the election have an edge over their opponents. The 

research provides insight into whether urban voters residing in Knoxville, Tennessee are 

persuaded by social media posts. The study establishes a baseline for future research on 

city council elections in the U.S. and also contributes to existing literature 

internationally revolving around social media and local elections and finding whether 

social media is a determinant in local elections. Krebs (1998) has revealed that 

incumbency, party support, newspaper endorsements, campaign spending and the 

number of opponents are predictors in local city council elections - this paper examines 

whether social media usage by candidates is a new determinant that can be added to 
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that list.  Using the research on the Trump vs Hillary campaigns' expenditure on digital 

political advertising by Williams et al., (2018) this study examines and provides a 

comparative analysis of city council candidates' campaign expenditure on social media 

ads. It establishes a pattern if higher social media ad spending is correlated to city 

council election success. Lastly, the public opinion analysis addresses various themes 

and adds to the existing literature on whether social media is used as a tool for 

persuasion, is trustworthy and is relied upon at the local government level for various 

forms of communication. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

                                                                    Results  

This section lists the data related to elections acquired from the Knox County Election 

Commission office and social media data acquired from candidates’ social media 

profiles. In the following Section B, the data acquired through survey responses via 

Qualtrics will be listed. 

 

Section A: Election outcomes and social media data 

 

District 1 result  

Tommy Smith won the race by 2850 votes or +13.82% vote share over his opponent 

Elizabeth Murphy. Smith was the incumbent in District 1 and Murphy was the 

challenger in the 2021 race.  

 

District 1 Social Media comparisons 

i) Either Elizabeth Murphy does not have social media accounts or the accounts she 

owns have been configured to block public access.  

ii) Between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021, Smith made 38 posts on his 

Facebook account to his 1.3k followers which also included sharing posts made by 

others. On Twitter, Smith has 194 followers and only tweeted thrice which also included 

retweets in the four weeks before Election Day in 2021.  
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District 1 Campaign expenditure on social media  

i) In the last two campaign finance disclosures made to the Knox County Election 

Commission before Election Day, Tommy Smith reported Facebook advertising receipts 

totalling $1193.88. The details are as follows -  

Tommy Smith October 11, 2021 declaration  

Facebook Advertising - (08/31/2021) - $175.00 

Facebook Advertising - (09/01/2021) - $59.14 

Facebook Advertising - (09/13/2021) - $250.00 

Facebook Advertising - (09/18/2021) - $128.60 

Facebook Advertising - (09/21/2021) - $22.40 

 

Total expenditure on social media: $635.14 

Total expenditure: $19, 536.48 

 

Tommy Smith October 26, 2021 declaration  

Facebook Advertising - (10/14/2021) - $400.00 

Facebook Advertising - (10/21/2021) - $158.74 

 

Total expenditure on social media: $558.74 

Total expenditure: $21,416 

 

Total expenditure on social media: $1193.88  

Total expenditure: $40,952 
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% spent on social media: 2.9 

 

ii) Elizabeth Murphy had no receipts showing she ran a campaign on social media. The 

details are as follows -  

Elizabeth Murphy October 11, 2021 declaration 

Total expenditure: $7457.09  

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

 

Elizabeth Murphy October 26, 2021 declaration  

Total expenditure: $1981.01  

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

 

Total expenditure: $9438.1 

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

% spent on social media: 0  
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Table 2.1 The 2021 Knoxville City Council District 1 result and social media details of 

candidates  

Name of 

candidate 

Number of 

votes secured 

Vote share (in 

percentage) 

Facebook (No. 

of followers) 

Twitter (No. of 

followers)  

Elizabeth 

Murphy 

8,886 43.09% No account 

found 

No account 

found  

Tommy Smith 11,736 56.91% 1.3k followers 194 followers 
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District 2 result  

Andrew Roberto won the District 2 race in 2021 Knoxville City Council by 2278 votes or 

by a +11.06% vote share difference, while his challenger Kim Smith lost the election. 

Andrew Roberto was the incumbent in the race in District 2, while Smith was the 

challenger.  

District 2 social media comparisons  

i) Andrew Roberto made 15 posts on his Facebook account to his 897 followers which 

included shared posts and tweeted 13 times which included retweets between October 2, 

2021, to November 2, 2021.   

ii) Either Kim Smith does not own a Facebook or a Twitter account or the accounts she 

owns have been configured to block public access. 

District 2 campaign expenditure on social media  

i) The specifics for Andrew Roberto's campaign expenditure on social media were not 

available in the last two campaign finance disclosures he made to the Knox County 

Election Commission; however, he spent over $19189 towards a marketing firm.  

The details are as follows -  

Andrew Roberto October 11, 2021 declaration  

Targeted Strategy - Marketing - $12046.11 (social media breakup unavailable)  

Total expenditure: $14,709 

 

Andrew Roberto October 26, 2021 declaration 

Targeted Strategy - Marketing -  $7143.10 
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Total expenditure on marketing: $7143.10 (social media breakup unavailable)  

Total expenditure: $8737.79 

 

Total expenditure on marketing: $19189 (social media breakup unavailable)  

Total expenditure: $23,446.79  

% spent on social media: N/A (social media breakup unavailable)  

 

ii) Kim Smith had no receipts showing she ran a campaign on social media. The details 

are as follows -  

Kim Smith October 11, 2021 declaration 

Total expenditure: $792.86 

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

Kim Smith October 26, 2021 declaration  

Total expenditure: $6430.83 

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

 

Total expenditure: $7223.69 

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

% spent on social media: 0  
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Table 2.2 The 2021 Knoxville City Council District 2 result and social media details of 

candidates  

 

Name of 

candidate  

Number of 

votes secured 

Vote share (in 

percentage) 

Facebook (No. 

of followers) 

Twitter (No. of 

followers)  

Andrew 

Roberto  

11,443 55.53% 897 followers 639 followers 

Kim Smith  9,165 44.47% No account 

found  

No account 

found  
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District 3 result  

Seema Singh won the race from Knoxville City Council District 3 in the 2021 election 

cycle by 2137 votes or by a vote share difference of +11.3%. Seema Singh was the 

incumbent from District 3 while Ciparro was her challenger.  

District 3 social media comparisons  

i) Nicholas Ciparro aka Nick Ciparro made eight posts between October 2, 2021, to 

November 2, 2021, on his Facebook account to his 130 followers and did not have a 

Twitter account. This includes posts made by others shared by him.  

ii) Seema Singh made 31 posts between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021, on her 

Facebook account to 883 followers. On Twitter, Singh sent out 36 tweets between 

October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021. This includes retweets.  

District 3 campaign expenditure on social media  

i) Nicholas Ciparro had no receipts showing he ran a campaign on social media. 

Nicholas Ciparro October 11, 2021 declaration  

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

Total expenditure: $0  

Nicholas Ciparro October 26, 2021 declaration  

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

Total expenditure: $9426.48  

 

ii)  In the last two campaign finance disclosures made to the Knox County Election 

Commission before Election Day, Seema Singh reported Facebook advertising receipts 

totaling $20. The details are as follows -  
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Seema Singh October 11, 2021 declaration  

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

Total expenditure: $10,875 

 

Seema Singh October 26, 2021 declaration   

Facebook advertising - $20  

Total expenditure on social media: $20  

Total expenditure: $3923 

 

Total expenditure on social media: $20  

Total expenditure: $14,798  

% spent on social media: 0.13 

 

District 4 result  

Lauren Rider won the race from Knoxville city council district 4 by 2371 votes or by a 

vote share difference of +11.36%. Rider was the incumbent in the race while Jim 

Klonaris was her challenger.  

 

District 4 social media comparisons  

i) Jim Klonaris made eight posts on his Facebook account that has 692 followers which 

included shared posts made by others. His Twitter account is inactive.  
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Table 2.3 The 2021 Knoxville City Council District 3 result and social media details of 

candidates  

 

Name of 

candidate 

Number of 

votes secured  

Vote share (in 

percentage)  

Facebook (No. 

of followers) 

Twitter (No. of 

followers)  

Nicholas 

Ciparro 

9,128 44.35% 130 followers No account 

found  

Seema Singh 11,455  55.65% 883 followers 155 followers 
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ii) Lauren Rider made 14 posts on her Facebook account has 999 followers and tweeted 

four times which includes retweets.  

District 4 campaign expenditure on social media ads  

i)  In the last two campaign finance disclosures made to the Knox County Election 

Commission before Election Day, Jim Klonaris reported social media advertising 

receipts totalling $524.80. The details are as follows - 

 

Jim Klonaris October 11, 2021 declaration   

No receipts found  

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

Total expenditure: $15439.21  

 

Jim Klonaris October 26, 2021 declaration  

10/1/21 - Jessica Boniface, Utah - Social Media campaign - $514.80  

10/10/21 - Facebook Advertising - $10  

 

Total expenditure on social media: $524.80 

Total expenditure: $19789.79  

 

Total expenditure on social media: $524.80  

Total expenditure: $35,229 

% spent on social media: 1.48 

 



                                                                                                                                                                          32 

In the campaign disclosure, Klonaris has not specified on which social media websites 

the money was spent or how much of $514.80 was spent on Facebook or Twitter.  

 

ii) In the last two campaign finance disclosures made to the Knox County Election 

Commission before Election Day, Lauren Rider reported Facebook advertising receipts 

totalling $125. The details are as follows - 

 

Lauren Rider October 11, 2021 declaration  

08/26/2021 - Facebook Advertising - $50  

08/30/2021 - Facebook Advertising - $75  

 

Total expenditure on social media: $125  

Total expenditure: $17,823.77 

 

Lauren Rider October 26, 2021 declaration 

No receipts found  

 

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

Total expenditure: $14762.40 

 

Total expenditure on social media: $125  

Total expenditure: $32,586.17  

% spent on social media: 0.003 
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Table 2.4 The 2021 Knoxville City Council District 4 result and social media details of 

candidates  

 

Name of 

candidate  

Number of 

votes secured  

Vote share (in 

percentage)  

Facebook (No. 

of followers) 

Twitter (No. of 

followers)  

Jim Klonaris 9,257 44.32% 692 followers Inactive 

Lauren Rider 11,628  55.68% 999 followers 667 followers 
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District 6 result  

Gwen McKenzie won the race from Knoxville district 6 by 3137 votes or by a vote share 

difference of +15.06%. McKenzie was the incumbent in the race and Holt was her 

challenger.  

District 6 social media comparisons  

i) Gwen McKenzie made eight posts on her Facebook that has 882 followers from 

October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021, which included shared posts made by others. 

McKenzie sent out 27 tweets from her Twitter account that has 297 followers from 

October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021, which included retweets.  

ii) Garrett Holt made just one post on his Facebook account has 283 followers, and no 

account on Twitter was found. However, Holt also used his Facebook account for 

campaigning has 3500+ friends, and he made 17 posts on that account from October 2, 

2021, to November 2, 2021.  

District 6 campaign expenditure on social media  

i) In the last two campaign finance disclosures made to the Knox County Election 

Commission before Election Day, Garrett Holt reported Facebook advertising receipts 

totaling $399.99. The details are as follows - 

Garrett Holt October 11, 2021 declaration    

9/7/21 - Facebook Advertising - $274.99 

 

Total expenditure on social media: $274.99 

Total expenditure: $6816.95 
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Garrett Holt October 26, 2021 declaration 

10/18/2021 - Facebook Advertising - $125.00 

 

Total expenditure on social media: $125  

Total expenditure: $14977.66  

 

Total expenditure on social media: $399.99 

Total expenditure: $21,794.61  

% spent on social media: 0.018 

 

ii) Gwen McKenzie had no receipts showing she ran a campaign on social media. The 

details are as follows -  

 

Gwen McKenzie October 11, 2021 declaration 

 

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

Total expenditure: $6418.20  

 

Gwen McKenzie October 26, 2021 declaration  

Total expenditure on social media: $0  

Total expenditure: $2931.60  

 

Total expenditure on social media: $0  
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Total expenditure: $9349.8 

% spent on social media: 0  

 

SECONDARY DATA RESEARCH OUTCOMES 

Each of the four main areas of findings is described and analyzed below to assess the 

hypotheses and research questions.  

 

Research Outcome 1: The candidate's social media presence important  

To assess if social media presence had an advantage, a search was conducted on 

Facebook and Twitter to locate the social media profiles of all 10 candidates used in this 

study from the 2021 regular Knoxville City Council Elections. 

It was found that candidates with a social media profile set to access by the public won 

the races in five districts. Two candidates did not have a social media profile on either 

Facebook or Twitter (1) Elizabeth Murphy from District 1 and (2) Kim Smith from 

District 2. Both candidates lost their races by over 11%.  

 

In District 1, the winner Tommy Smith had active public profiles on both Facebook and 

Twitter with 1.3k followers on Facebook and 194 followers on Twitter. His opponent 

Elizabeth Murphy did not have a Facebook or a Twitter account.  

 

Tommy Smith won the race by 2850 votes or a 13.82% vote share difference.  
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Table 2.5 The 2021 Knoxville City Council District 6 result and social media details of 

candidates  

 

Name of 

candidate  

Number of 

votes secured 

Vote share (in 

percentage)  

Facebook (No. 

of followers) 

Twitter (No. of 

followers)  

Garrett Holt 8,847 42.47% 283 followers No account 

found 

Gwen 

McKenzie  

11,982  57.53%  882 followers 297 followers 
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In District 2, the winner Andrew Roberto had active public profiles on both Facebook 

and Twitter with 897 followers on Facebook and 639 followers on Twitter. His opponent 

Kim Smith did not have a Facebook or a Twitter account.  

 

Roberto won the race by 2278 votes or an 11.06% vote share difference.  

 

In District 3, the winner Seema Singh had active public profiles on both Facebook and 

Twitter with 883 followers on Facebook and 155 followers on Twitter. Her opponent 

Nicholas Ciparro had an active Facebook profile with 130 followers and no Twitter 

profile.  

 

Seema Singh won the race by 2137 votes or a vote share difference of 11.3%.  

 

In District 4, the winner Lauren Rider had active public profiles on both Facebook and 

Twitter with 999 followers on Facebook and 667 followers on Twitter. Her opponent 

Jim Klonaris had an active Facebook profile with 692 followers and no Twitter profile.  

 

Rider won the race by 2371 votes or a vote share difference of 11.36% 

 

In District 6, the winner Gwen McKenzie had active public profiles on both Facebook 

and Twitter with 882 followers on Facebook and 297 followers on Twitter. Her 

opponent Garrett Holt had an active Facebook profile but did not have a Twitter 

account.  
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McKenzie won the race by 3137 votes or a vote share difference of 15.06%.  

 

In summation of the findings above, the following trends were discovered during this 

study -  

 

Winning candidates had higher social media followers 

 The findings above indicate that having a higher number of social media followers on 

Facebook and Twitter may be at an advantage among other factors affecting an election. 

In a city council district where both candidates had a Facebook profile, the candidate 

with a higher number of followers than his opponent on Facebook won. This is exclusive 

of other factors but indicates that social media can provide the organic boost in outreach 

necessary during an election. 

 

Winning candidates had an active Facebook and Twitter account 

Candidates who had a Facebook account and did not have a Twitter account or had an 

inactive Twitter account also lost their race among other factors.  (1) Nicholas Ciparro 

and (2) Jim Klonaris and (3) Garrett Holt lost the races respectively in Districts 3, 4 and 

6 and none of them had an active Twitter account. This does not suggest a causal 

relationship between existence of social media accounts but is indicative of factors that 

might have dampened the campaigns of the challengers. On the contrary, Seema Singh 

and Gwen McKenzie winners from Districts 3 and 6 made equal use of both their 

Facebook and Twitter profiles with 36 and 27 tweets respectively. All candidates that 

won in the 2021 races had an active Twitter profile.  
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Candidates reported higher Facebook followers than Twitter 

All candidates that won the race in the 2021 Knoxville City Council election had an 

existing social media profile on both Facebook and Twitter. However, every single 

candidate had more followers on Facebook than on Twitter. This indicated that voters in 

Knoxville are more likely to connect with a city council candidate's Facebook account 

over their Twitter account. Winning candidates Tommy Smith (District 1), Andrew 

Roberto (District 2), and Lauren Rider (District 4) posted more frequently on Facebook 

over their Twitter accounts. 

 

Research Outcome 2: Social Media usage four weeks before the election  

Around 8 percent of Americans change their mind about who they will vote for four 

weeks before Election Day (Fournier et al., 2004). Therefore, social media posts on 

Facebook and Twitter in the four weeks before Election Day in our case the time frame 

between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021, were analyzed.  

 

In District 1, Tommy Smith who won the race made 46 posts on his Facebook account 

and sent out three tweets between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021. His opponent, 

Elizabeth Murphy did not have a Facebook or a Twitter account, therefore made zero 

posts.  

 

In District 2, Andrew Roberto who won the race made 15 posts on his Facebook account 

and sent out 15 tweets between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021. His opponent 

Kim Smith did not have a Facebook or a Twitter account, therefore made zero posts.  
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In District 3, Seema Singh who won the race made 31 posts on her Facebook account 

and sent out 36 tweets between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021. Her opponent 

Nick Ciparro made eight posts on Facebook and did not have a Twitter account.  

 

In District 4, Lauren Rider who won the race made 14 posts on her Facebook account 

and sent out four tweets between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021. Her opponent 

Jim Klonaris made eight posts on his Facebook account and did not have a Twitter 

account.  

 

In District 6, Gwen McKenzie who won the race made eight posts on her Facebook 

account and sent out 27 tweets between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021. Her 

opponent Garrett Holt made just one post on his Facebook page, however, he also used 

his account and made 17 posts. Holt did not have a Twitter account.  

 

Winning candidates had higher post frequency  

All winning candidates posted more frequently in the four weeks before Election Day. 

All winning candidates had reported more posts on Facebook and more tweets on 

Twitter than their challengers. In District 6, Holt posted more than the winning 

candidate on his personal account but only made one post on his public page dedicated 

to the election race. 
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Research Outcome 3: Campaign budget allocation: Key takeaways  

Research has shown that nationally, candidates that spent more on digital ads 

performed well in the presidential elections (Williams et al., 2018). However, does that 

trend hold in local city council elections?  

In District 1, the social media expenditure of Tommy Smith who won the race was 

$1193.88, his opponent Elizabeth Murphy who did not have a Facebook or Twitter 

account had $0 in social media expenditure.  

In District 2, the social media expenditure of Andrew Roberto who won the race was not 

available, however, he spent $19,189 on a marketing firm. The exact amount spent on 

social media was not available to Roberto. His opponent who lost the race did not have a 

Facebook or Twitter account and therefore had $0 in social media expenditure.  

In District 3, the social media expenditure of Seema Singh who won the race was $20, 

and her opponent Nick Ciparro had $0 in social media expenditure.  

In District 4, the social media expenditure of Lauren Rider who won the race was $125, 

while her opponent Jim Klonaris spent $524.80 on social media ads.  

In District 6, the social media expenditure of Gwen McKenzie who won the race was $0 

and her opponent Garrett Holt spent $399.99 on social media ads.  

 

Higher digital ad spending did not correlate with election success 

The analysis of the social media expenditures of each candidate in the 2021 Knoxville 

City Council election showed that spending on digital ads did not have a correlation with 

election success. In District 4 and District 6, the losing candidate spent more on digital 

ads but still lost the race. However, this should not be confused with social media 
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presence, frequency of posts and having more followers. In both District 4 and 6, the 

winning candidates had a Facebook and a Twitter account with more followers than 

their opponents and posted more frequently in the last four weeks before Election Day.  

 

Organic reach is the key  

As seen in the District 6 race, Garrett Holt spent over 400 times more than his opponent 

Gwen McKenzie on digital ads, however still lost the race. Holt’s posts were split 

between his personal account and a page dedicated to the election race while McKenzie 

used her personal account to post all information regarding the campaign. In District 4, 

Jim Klonaris spent $524.80 on digital ads while his opponent Lauren Rider who won 

the race only spent $125, however, Rider made 14 Facebook posts in the four weeks 

before Election Day and four tweets while Klonaris only made 8 Facebook posts. Again, 

this shows that more number of posts with organic reach is key in receiving engagement 

over boosted likes and comments. 

Section B: Survey findings data 

A total of  45 people were invited to participate in the survey by e-mail and a few others 

by other methods (e.g. Facebook posts and messaging ) of which 21 started the survey, 

seven of them did not meet the eligibility requirement and a total of n=14 completed the 

survey. The following themes emerged from the survey responses.  

In a question surveying public opinion (Figure 3.1) on a city council candidate who has a 

social media profile - the majority of the respondents had neither a favorable nor an 

unfavorable opinion. However, the second most popular options were “Extremely 
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favorable” and "Somewhat favorable” shifting the overall trend positively towards the 

existence of a social media profile. 

On a question surveying public opinion (Figure 3.2) on the most effective social media 

website a city council candidate must use for their election campaign - Facebook was the 

clear winner with 64.29% of respondents choosing the Meta-owned entity. Twitter stood 

second among other social media websites with 21.43%. 

On the question of the city council candidate's interaction with constituents (Figure 3.3), 

the majority of the respondents seemed to have a favorable opinion with 42.86% 

responding as "Somewhat favorable" and 14.29% responding as "Extremely favorable." 

No respondent selected "Extremely unfavorable" or "Somewhat unfavorable" for this 

question. It is important to note that the question did not mention campaign or political 

interaction and the question was framed to assess public opinion on general interaction 

by the candidate on social media.  

On a question surveying public opinion on whether social media can be used for citizen 

input to improve local governance (Figure 3.4), the majority (57.14%) responded as 

“Somewhat agree.” Another 7.14% of the respondents chose “Strongly agree” to the 

question while a total of 21.43% either strongly disagreed or somewhat disagreed.  

On a question surveying public opinion on whether the activeness of a city council 

member on social media who provides timely updates and responds to messages is a 

factor likely to make them vote for the member again (Figure 3.5), the majority 

responded positively.  

A total of 71.43% either somewhat agreed or strongly agreed to the statement while 

21.43 neither agreed nor disagreed. Only a total of 7.14% disagreed with the statement.  
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On the question surveying public opinion on political campaign ads on social media 

(Figure 3.6),  the majority responded to have an unfavorable opinion with 50% 

responding "Somewhat unfavorable" and 42.86% responding "Extremely unfavorable." 

Therefore, a total of 92.86% of respondents have an unfavorable opinion of political ads 

on social media, often seen on Facebook, YouTube and Twitter in the weeks before 

Election Day.  

The majority of respondents (Figure 3.7)  stated that they felt extremely fatigued after 

consuming political ads in the weeks before Election Day. A total of 85.71% of 

respondents stated they felt "Very fatigued" or "Somewhat fatigued" while only 7.14% 

responded as feeling "Not Fatigued."  

On the question of whether citizens would attend a city council regular session after 

hearing on social media (Figure 3.8) that an issue they care deeply about is going to be 

addressed - the majority responded that they are "Slightly Likely" to attend the meeting. 

A total of 71.43% of respondents stated they are "Slightly Likely" or "Extremely Likely" 

to attend the city council meeting.  

 

SURVEY DATA RESEARCH OUTCOMES 

Research Outcome 4: Surveying public opinion on social media  

Social media profile and interaction encouraged 

The majority of the respondents to the survey conducted among registered Knoxville 

voters using the voluntary sampling method registered a neutral opinion of a candidate 

if they did or did not have a social media profile. However, the trend shifted towards the 

existence of a social media profile when asked if they have a favorable opinion of  
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Figure 3.1 Do you tend to have a favorable, unfavorable or neutral opinion of a city 

council candidate who has a social media profile? 
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Figure 3.2 According to you, which is the most effective social media website that a city 

council candidate must make use of during his election campaign? 
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Figure 3.3 Do you tend to have a favorable, unfavorable or neutral opinion of a city 

council candidate who interacts with their constituents using social media? 
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Figure 3.4 Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Local governance can be 

improved with citizen input using social media. 
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Figure 3.5 Do you agree or disagree with this statement? If a city council member is 

active on social media, provides timely updates, and responds to my messages,  I’m 

more likely to vote for them again. 
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Figure 3.6 Do you have a favorable or an unfavorable opinion of political ads on social 

media? 
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Figure 3.7 In the weeks before the election describe how you felt after consuming 

political ads. 
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Figure 3.8 How likely are you to attend a city council meeting that is scheduled to 

address an issue you deeply care about after hearing about it on social media? 
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candidates who interacted with their constituents or voters on social media. The 

majority of the respondents seemed to have a favorable opinion with 42.86% 

responding as "Somewhat favorable" and 14.29% responding as "Extremely favorable" 

to a question on council candidate's interaction with constituents. To have an 

interaction, the existence of a social media profile is a prerequisite. Therefore, these 

trends show that voters in Knoxville welcome and encourage interaction by candidates 

on social media. A total of 71.43% either somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that they 

are likely to vote for a candidate who provides timely updates and responds to messages 

on social media while 21.43 neither agreed nor disagreed. 

 

Social Media for the citizenry and civic issues  

A total of 71.43% of respondents stated they are "Slightly Likely" or "Extremely Likely" 

to attend the city council meeting if they learn on social media that an issue they care 

about is going to be discussed. This shows that if a candidate uses social media to spread 

important information about events around the city, encourage public participation in 

the civic process, gain citizen input and as a tool to inform citizens and spread 

awareness, it has a positive outcome over running ads only during election season. On a 

question surveying public opinion on whether social media can be used for citizen input 

to improve local governance - the majority (57.14%) responded as "Somewhat agree." 

Another 7.14% of the respondents chose "Strongly agree." 
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Facebook wins the popularity race  

In a survey question on which social media website must candidates use for the 

campaign, an overwhelming 64.29% of respondents selected Facebook. This trend also 

held in the secondary data analysis which showed all winning candidates except Gwen 

McKenzie posted more often on Facebook than Twitter. In the social media expenditure 

analysis of all candidates, none of the winning candidates was found to have spent 

money from their budget on buying ads on Twitter.  

 

Sponsored messaging discouraged  

An overwhelming majority of the respondents (85.71%) reported feeling "Very fatigued" 

by social media ads before Election Day. On another question on their opinion about 

campaign social media ads, the majority responded to have an unfavorable opinion with 

50% responding "Somewhat unfavorable" and 42.86% responding "Extremely 

unfavorable." On Facebook, the most popular website among respondents, a political 

campaign ad is easily identifiable with the word "sponsored" and therefore, citizens do 

not have favorable opinions of "sponsored" political messaging during election season. 

However, as seen above, social media activity in general to gain public input spread 

awareness and use social media as a tool for improving local governance was 

encouraged by the respondents.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The data obtained from the Knox County Election Commission and social media showed 

candidates who had a presence on social media had a positive outcome in the 2021 

Knoxville City Council Elections.  The study also revealed that city council candidates 

that posted more frequently in four weeks before Election Day had an advantage in each 

district. This study was done at a local level and also backed up previous research done 

nationally by Hughes et al., (2010) that stated how social media had been an effective 

tool in building a successful campaign for President Obama in 2008. Candidates that 

used social media to build an effective campaign at a local level in Knoxville were 

successful. This study reinforced previous research by Krebs (1998) that revealed the 

most important traditional determinant in city council elections: incumbency. In the 

2021 Knoxville City Council races, incumbents kept their seat in all districts. The study 

by Hughes et al., (2010) revealed that the winning candidate (Obama) had more 

followers than his opponent (McCain) and more post frequency than his opponent also 

held at the local level in Knoxville. Candidates that had a higher post frequency four 

weeks before Election Day and had higher followers than their opponents won in all five 

districts, exclusive of other factors affecting the election.  This also highlights research 

by Jungherr (2015) that social media has become an effective tool of persuasion in 

election campaigns. All winning candidates posted more than their opponents in the last 

four weeks before the election, this reinforces a previous study by Blais (2004) that 

stated that Americans tend to change their electoral choice in the last four weeks before 
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the election. This does not indicate a causal relationship of social media and election 

outcomes; however, effective social media usage by candidates can be as one of the 

many factors in an election outcome.  The findings are indicative that posting more 

frequently when the voters are most likely to make their voting decision or change it can 

be effective. Since one in six voters typically changes their mind in the month preceding 

the election (Blais 2004), candidates must make use of the voter volatility and post more 

frequently during this time. All races that were studied had a vote share difference 

between 11-15.06%, therefore, reinforcing how crucial the last four weeks before 

Election Day are concerning the outcome of the race. The highest difference of votes in 

all races was seen in District 6, where Gwen McKenzie won the race by 3137 votes. She 

spent less than her opponent on social media ads. Therefore, a caveat to these findings 

was that two candidates who spent less than their opponents also won the election. 

Overall, all candidates spent less than 2.9% of their total campaign budget on running 

social media ads.  

In the last two financial disclosures before Election Day, the highest social media 

expenditure was seen in District 1 where Tommy Smith spent 2.9% of his total 

expenditure on running digital ads. These findings are in contrast to previous research 

conducted nationally where the candidate who relied heavily on digital ads won the 

election (Williams et al., 2018). Findings in this study suggest that spending on social 

media ads had no significant impact on the outcome of the race, in Districts 4 and 6, the 

losing candidates spent more on digital ads but lost by the highest vote share margins.  
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Therefore, two themes emerge from these findings - candidates who spend more do not 

necessarily win local city council elections, and therefore, candidates do not necessarily 

allocate more money of their total budget to running social media ads.   

As the Media Ecology Theory (MET) states, media is infused into every act and action in 

society, media fixes our perceptions and organizes our experiences and media ties the 

world together - the study confirmed these assumptions as candidates that infused 

social media into their campaign were successful. This backs up previous research on 

the topic by Moreno and Koff (2016) and Velasquez (2018) who found that the concepts 

of media ecology proposed by McLuhan and Postman are still the observation line to 

understand new forms of media such as social media and the mediatic contemporary 

society. The study gives an insight into how Facebook and Twitter have contributed to 

changing media ecologies and has opened ways and forms of communication between 

citizens and their representatives, backing up research conducted by Krumsvik et al., 

(2014).  

 Overall, social media as a tool for the campaign is effective in city council elections, and 

candidates without active Facebook and Twitter accounts, lesser followers and lesser 

frequency in posting on their accounts lose out in the political campaigning stages. 

However, over-reliance in terms of fiscal spending is also not encouraged and organic 

reach is key.  

The sample size of the survey conducted among registered voters in Knoxville was 

(n=14), however, it is important to note that the survey was only a sub-part of the study 

and the themes found in the research are also based on election results from the 2021 

Knoxville City Council regular election with (n=20,622) in District 1, (n=20,608) in 
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District 2, (n= 20,583) in District 3, (n=20,885) in District 4 and (n=20,829) in District 

6. Survey findings show that respondents encourage the existence of a social media 

profile by candidates, however, are "very fatigued" by sponsored political messaging. If 

candidates avoid the usage of social media only to run ads, but instead use it to 

encourage citizen input on local issues, inform, spread awareness and voice opinion on 

civic needs - it could bring positive outcomes during election season. Overall, it also was 

seen in the secondary-data analysis that organic reach is more effective and Facebook 

over Twitter is a more popular social media website in the local setting. In conclusion, it 

is important to note that these social media findings are exclusive of other factors 

affecting the election, for example incumbents’ performance as a city council member, 

past voting history on zoning ordinances, access with constituents and political values. 

The study does not intend to prove a causal relationship between social media and 

election outcomes; however, it indicates how social media usage can be an effective 

strategy for campaigns. 

 

Limitations 

The primary limitation of this study is that it does not examine other factors excluding 

social media that may have led to the election outcomes, such as partisanship, the past 

voting history of incumbents, the demographic composition of the city council districts, 

newspaper endorsements, number of in-person campaign events, and party 

organization support if any. The study was conducted in Tennessee which is 

predominantly controlled by Republicans – who are in a majority in the state’s senate 

and legislature. The Republican Party also has the most Congressional seats from the 
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state. However, parts of Knoxville are dominated by Democrats, and that is continuing 

to intensify (Arora et al., 2022). The study also does not factor external influences, like 

mailers attacking incumbents sent to voters in Knoxville, paid for by the conservative 

Middle Tennessee-based Roving Patriots PAC. References were also made by both 

parties against national positions of each other on various issues (Whetstone, 2021). 

Since the survey responses were collected using a voluntary-based sampling method, 

using personal and professional connections of the researcher it did not expand to all 

districts and had a relatively low sample size. Most of the respondents to this study were 

college graduates, or pursuing higher education, however, a survey conducted in low-

income areas where there is limited access to broadband could result in a broad 

understanding of the topic. While this study heavily focused on secondary data analysis 

from the Election Commission office and social media, conducting qualitative interviews 

with the candidates and members of the community would have provided deeper insight 

and valuable data.                        

Future Research Recommendations 

In the future, researchers could expand the data analysis to include video, reels, snaps, 

and other sub-platforms emerging from the big players in social media. Since social 

media is evolving, it will be important for future researchers to capture the innovation 

and quantify it. For example, a video posted by a candidate was counted as a post for 

this study, however, counting views and impressions of every post could result in a 

better quantified data. Researchers could perform a comparative analysis between 

multiple cities in a particular state or cities with the same demographic composition. It 

would be interesting to see whether the trend of social media effectiveness in local city 
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council elections holds in a comparative analysis. Expanding the research to add more 

social media platforms, like Instagram and Snapchat that are popular in age groups 18-

39 to perform a secondary-data analysis of candidates could help in producing deeper 

research. Conducting qualitative interviews with candidates may provide better insight, 

such as specifications of the financial allocations and other challenges and benefits of 

social media from an insider perspective. Qualitative interviews with members of the 

community could help better understand survey findings. If a similar survey is 

conducted in the future to the one in this study, interesting trends can be found if it is 

expanded to include members who do not have a high school or a college degree.  
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APPENDIX 

APPENDIX A  

Recruitment Script  

Hello! My name is Pranaav Jadhav, I am a graduate student at the University of 

Tennessee in the Journalism and Electronic Media Department and I’m examining the 

effects of social media usage of candidates on the Knoxville city council election results. 

 

I would like to invite you to participate if you are a registered voter in the city of 

Knoxville. Participation in this research includes completing a web-based survey, which 

will take approximately 10-12 minutes.  

 

There are no known risks involved in this research. Please let me or Prof Stuart Brotman 

know if you have any questions. 

 

The survey can be found here 

https://utk.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_788Jlf6bheDv6f4 You can reach me at 

pjadhav@vols.utk.edu or Prof Stuart Brotman at sbrotman@utk.edu. 

 

Thank you in advance for considering my request. 

Pranaav Jadhav 

Graduate Student at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville 

 

 

https://utk.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_788Jlf6bheDv6f4
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APPENDIX B  

Survey Questions  

Q1 Are you a registered voter in the city of Knoxville? 

Q2 What is your age? 

Q3 To which gender identity do you most identify? 

Q4 Which race or ethnicity best describes you? 

Q5 Generally speaking, do you consider yourself a Republican, a Democrat, an 

Independent, or what? 

Q6 Did you vote in the November 2021 Knoxville City Council General Election? 

Q7 In which Knoxville City Council district do you reside in? 

Q8 Do you think choosing the right city council candidate is very important, somewhat 

important, slightly unimportant or not at all important? 

Q9 Do you think a decision made by an elected city council member of your district can 

affect your day-to-day life? 

Q10 Do you tend to have a favorable, unfavorable or a neutral opinion of a city council 

candidate who has a social media profile? 

Q11 Do you tend to have a favorable, unfavorable or a neutral opinion of a city council 

candidate who interacts with their constituents using social media? 
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Q12 Do you think it is reasonable or unreasonable for city council candidates using 

social media as a tool for a campaign? 

Q13 Do you think social media is a great resource for election campaigns? 

Q14 Are you more likely to connect with a candidate, and read the issues they care about 

if they are posted on social media, particularly Facebook or Twitter? 

Q15 Do you think a candidate’s Twitter profile and tweets bring spontaneity to their 

thoughts and can be a tool to assess their true personality? 

Q16 Do you think the existence of a social media profile by a city council candidate adds 

more value to their candidacy? 

Q17 How often do you search for a city council candidate's social media profile before 

deciding to vote for them? 

Q18 According to you, which is the most effective social media website that a city council 

candidate must make use of during his election campaign? 

Q19 In general, would you say that you are optimistic or pessimistic about the use of 

social media to help solve local issues in your area? 

Q20 In the past, have you interacted with your elected city council person through their 

social media profiles? 

Q21 If a need arises, how do you think you’ll contact your elected city council person? 
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Q22 Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Social Media has helped me connect 

with other Knoxville residents with similar interests and hobbies. ( religious, sports, 

adventure, education) 

Q23 Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Local governance can be improved 

with citizen input using social media. 

Q24 Do you agree or disagree with this statement? If a city council member is active on 

social media, provides timely updates, and responds to my messages,  I’m more likely to 

vote for them again. 

Q25 Around election time, are you more than likely, somewhat likely or unlikely to skip 

a political advertisement on social media? 

Q26 Do you have a favorable or an unfavorable opinion of political ads on social media? 

Q27 In the weeks before the election describe how you felt after consuming political 

ads? 

Q28 Is your opinion of the city council member in your district favorable or 

unfavorable? 

Q29 How likely are you to attend a city council meeting that is scheduled to address an 

issue you deeply care about after hearing about it on social media? 

Q30 Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Social Media is a great tool to 

publicize information regarding events happening around the city? 
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APPENDIX C  

The social media analysis of candidates' profiles which included social media posts 

between October 2, 2021, to November 2, 2021, on Facebook and Twitter; the number of 

followers; and links to their profiles totalled 37 pages of data. All can be requested if 

desired. The detailed survey results (.CSV file) with responses to all 30 questions can be 

requested if desired.  
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