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Introduction 
 
 

Group formation and the effects of group identification are common topics of 

psychological research (Moghaddam 2008). In the 21st century, however, a new type of group is 

gaining importance in the public domain: groups formed through social networking websites. 

Such groups can be strictly social and local, but they also can and have been used to identify 

with and support national political campaigns. Indeed, Facebook, a popular social networking 

website, actively promotes its services as a political tool (Friere 2007). Media sources hail 

current United States President Barack Obama as a leader whose candidacy was made possible 

by the internet and whose use of technology is revolutionizing government (Miller 2008). 

Facebook provides for a variety of social functions besides political activity, including 

chatting, photo sharing, and displaying preferences and interests. Studies have identified keeping 

in touch with friends, sharing photos, making new friends, and finding old friends as common 

uses of Facebook (Joinson 2008; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke 2008). Other research has indicated 

that the online activities of youth tend to be contiguous with offline social interactions, though 

this is not always the case (Marwick et al. 2010). Vitak et al. (2010) surveyed college students 

about their use of Facebook as a political tool during the month immediately preceding the 2008 

election and found that students tended to engage in political activity on Facebook during this 

time in ways such as posting a politically oriented status update or becoming a fan of a candidate 

for office. Results also indicated that political activity on Facebook is a predictor of other forms 

of political participation, such as volunteering for a political organization or signing a petition. 

Factors including intensity of Facebook use and subjects’ observed Facebook political activity of 

friends were found to predict Facebook political activity in survey respondents. The student 
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research participants also indicated, in general, that they believed Facebook to be an appropriate 

venue for political activity. 

The ability of Facebook users to become fans of a page is particularly connected to the 

concept of groups because the identity of fans is visible on the page in question, fandom is 

visible on the personal page of a person who has become a fan, and the fan page provides a 

forum in which fans can interact with each other by posting comments on photos or updates. It 

seems reasonable to say that Facebook fans of a political page comprise an internet political 

group of the sort that is newly possible with the development of modern communications 

technology. These groups are unique because they entail a voluntary public commitment to a 

certain person or cause but not necessarily anything else – a person can join a Facebook group 

without donating money to a campaign, volunteering for it, or even voting. 

Research on the minimal group paradigm has suggested that group identification can lead 

to in-group favoritism if people identify themselves with a certain group, even when 

categorization is on an objectively trivial basis (Tajfel 1970). Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social 

identity theory forms the basis of much of today’s thought about groups, proposing that 

individual people conceptualize their own identities using their membership in groups and that 

this leads to a motivation to perceive oneself as being a member of positive and distinct groups. 

In the case of Facebook groups, self-identification is exactly what people are doing. Steffen 

Dalsgaard (2008) notes that one of the unique and potent features of Facebook is that it creates a 

world dependent upon social relations, in which a person is defined by the connections he or she 

displays on an internet profile. A key question, then, is whether this form of self-identification 

can be as effective at establishing feelings of identification and prejudicial tendencies as can 
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seemingly stronger displays of affiliation such as, in the case of a political cause, donating 

money or time. 

A long line of research, starting from the pioneering work of Pettigrew et al. (1958), has 

demonstrated that values and norms influence the ways in which people group other people in 

the context of racial bias and can exaggerate exclusivity, so it seems possible that identification 

with a group as value-based as political preference would result in similarly strong biased 

tendencies. Indeed, research supports the idea that political groups are related to social identity as 

well as to actual political behavior. Greene (1999) conducted survey research aimed at 

determining the applicability of social identity theory to the major American political parties. He 

found that most American citizens have social identification with the Republican or the 

Democratic Party and that this social identification is stronger among those who identify 

themselves as strong partisans than among weak partisans or independents who lean towards one 

political party or another. Social networks can facilitate this identification as well as interactions 

with members of a social group with certain political opinions and biases, which in turn predict 

political behaviors. Conover (1988) has proposed a model in which social groups affect political 

thinking through people’s stored information about and emotional reactions to various social 

groups. These emotional reactions, she adds, are biased in favor of groups with which people 

identify. Pattie and Johnston (1999) analyzed data from the 1992 British Election Study to show 

that conversations about politics with supporters of a particular party made people more likely to 

switch their votes to that party if they had not voted for it before and less likely to switch their 

votes away from that party. 

 Current literature on the causes and effects of group formation is rich and diverse. 

Internet groups, as a relatively new phenomenon, have been the topic of more limited 
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investigation to date. Internet groups have certain unique features, particularly in that they 

require a public statement of commitment to a person, idea, or cause, but nothing else in the way 

of time, resources, or even direct communication with other group members. 

 As internet groups, including internet political groups, become more and more prevalent, 

it is increasingly important to understand what patterns of thought and behavior are associated 

with membership in them and what factors contribute to membership and involvement. These 

groups are seen as being important to political success, and this in itself makes them important in 

a democratic society. This study seeks to place these groups in a context of friendship and 

enmity in the modern world, and explore how relationships between people relate to the internet 

political groups of which they are members. 

The study focused on one specific population of online political group members: Facebook 

fans of current U.S. President Barack Obama. Facebook is an extremely popular social 

networking tool. According to the website’s information page, it has more than 800 million 

monthly active users as of December 2011, 20% of whom are in the United States and Canada 

and almost 500 million of whom are daily users. The average user has 130 friends on the site. 

One group of researchers analyzed data drawn from Facebook profiles worldwide and 

determined that the average distance between people on Facebook is 4.74 friendship links and 

that 97% of U.S. Facebook users can be connected to each other within five links, meaning that a 

media link or opinion can travel almost anywhere very quickly on the site (Backstrom et al. 

2011). Barack Obama is one of the most popular political figures on Facebook. As of April 2012, 

about 26,000,000 people “like” Obama on Facebook. The Obama campaign’s use of social 

media was hailed as an important component of his success in the 2008 election. The group of 
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Obama Facebook fans, then, is a substantial target population with direct applicability to real-

world political results. 

This study sought to paint a preliminary picture of the group of Obama Facebook fans by 

finding what relationships, if any, exist between: 

• the extent to which Obama Facebook fans feel that their friends share their political views 

and their level of commitment to the group of Obama supporters 

• being a Facebook fan and contributing to Obama’s political aims in other ways, including 

whether any offline contribution predates or postdates being a Facebook fan 

• enmity towards those in rival political camps and level of commitment to Obama as well 

as strength and prevalence of friends’ commitment 

By providing data about these questions, the researcher hopes to move towards filling a gap in 

the current understanding of how people get involved with internet political groups and what this 

involvement means for their other political activity and relationships with others. 
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Methods 

 This study focused on Facebook fans of Barack Obama. Participants (N=97, males=24, 

females=56) were recruited through a Facebook event, posts on the Barack Obama Facebook 

page, the Georgetown University College Democrats’ e-mail list, and presentations in classes at 

Georgetown University. The study involved both a quantitative and a qualitative component. In 

the quantitative section, participants were provided with a link to an online survey via e-mail, the 

Facebook event page, or Facebook posts. Participants were deemed eligible for the study if they 

affirmed at the beginning of the survey that they were at least 18 years old, as this is the age at 

which U.S. citizens are eligible to vote as well as the age at which participants may give their 

individual consent to be included in the study. They also needed to affirm that they had indicated 

on their Facebook profiles that they like Barack Obama in order for their responses to be 

counted. It is not anticipated that dishonesty in this initial section of the survey was a problem, as 

there was no individual benefit to participants from completing the survey. 

At the beginning of the survey participants also viewed a consent form describing the 

study and providing the researcher’s contact information and had the opportunity to indicate their 

lack of agreement to participate. Consent was assumed once participants had clicked away from 

this page to continue to the survey questions. Documentation of informed consent was not 

considered to be necessary because the study posed no more risk than encountered in everyday 

life. 

 The majority of survey items consisted of statements to which participants responded 

using a rating scale from 1 to 9, with 1 being “strongly disagree” and 10 being “strongly agree.” 

The rest of the questions were yes/no and free response. Items dealt with participants’ use of 

Facebook, the extent to which participants and their friends have supported Obama in ways such 
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as donating money or volunteering time, and participants’ views about Obama’s campaign and 

rival partisans. Participants were also asked to provide demographic information about 

themselves at the end of the survey. 

In the qualitative section, a random set of participants (N=8, males=3, females=5) who 

completed the survey from within the Washington, DC area and indicated in the survey that they 

were willing to be contacted for follow-up interviewing were contacted via e-mail and asked to 

participate in in-depth structured interviewing. A sample of eight participants was interviewed in 

this stage in order to provide a reasonably diverse set of perspectives. Interviews lasted between 

five and twenty minutes and explored participants’ experiences with politics on Facebook and 

the ways in which friendship is associated with political involvement on and off Facebook. 

These interviews aimed to add nuance to the data acquired from the survey and construct 

possible explanations for any trends found in the first part of the study. 
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Results 

Demographics  

Among the survey participants who reported their demographic information (N=80), the 

average age was 23.5, with most participants ranging in age from 18 to 22 and a handful of older 

adult participants. Seventy percent were female and thirty percent male. The bulk of participants 

were students, accompanied by a handful of professionals in careers ranging from teaching to 

research to economics as well as people neither employed nor in school. The largest number of 

participants completed the survey from the Washington, DC area. Other states represented 

include Arkansas, California, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, New Hampshire, 

New York, North Carolina, Oregon, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and Wisconsin. A large 

majority of participants identified themselves as white or Caucasian, with others identifying as 

African American, Asian American, Hispanic, and Middle Eastern, and others declining to 

provide this information. All but seven participants were American citizens; three participants 

were foreign nationals but American permanent residents and four were neither citizens nor 

residents. Over two-thirds of participants had at least one parent with a post-college degree and 

an additional 20% had at least one parent with a four-year college degree. About half of the 

survey participants felt that their family’s income fell in the higher middle quarter of the country, 

while about 30% categorized their household income as being in the top quarter, about 15% in 

the lower middle quarter, and about 5% in the lowest quarter. 

 This set of participants may not be completely representative of all United States 

Facebook users, but many of them do fall into the most numerous groups of users. According to 

insidefacebook.com, a website that helps companies make the most of Facebook as a marketing 

platform, females between the ages of 18 and 25 were the largest age and gender group 

represented among the 88.3 million U.S. users in 2009 (Smith 2009). Females were more 
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prevalent than males in all age groups except 35-44. The 18-25 age group was the largest overall, 

followed closely by 26-34, then 35-44, then 13-17, then 45-54, then 55-65. Some research has 

also indicated that Facebook users in the United States as a whole tend to be of higher 

socioeconomic class than the average population. According to CNN, almost 23% of Facebook 

users in 2009 earned more than $100,000 per year, while only 28% earned less than $50,000 

(Hare 2009). 

 

Participants’ Commitment to Obama 

Table 1 shows a division of responses of the 68 participants who typed a usable answer in 

response to the question “When did you become a Facebook fan of Obama?” Of the 84 who 

answered the yes/no question “Were you already a Facebook fan of Obama on election day in 

2008?”, however, 50 answered in the affirmative, so it is likely that many of the participants who 

did not remember when they became Facebook fans or did not answer the question did so during 

one of the earlier two periods shown. 

Participants generally indicated that they were committed to Obama, and many had or 

planned to contribute to his campaign (see Table 2). Plans to contribute were strongly correlated 

with previous donations and feelings that contributing was the appropriate thing to do (see Table 

3). 

Only one participant reported having chosen not to vote in 2008 and none voted for a 

candidate other than Obama – all remaining participants either voted for Obama or were 

ineligible to vote at that time. 
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Table 1: When Participants Became Obama Facebook Fans 
Date	   Number	  of	  participants	  who	  	  became	  

Obama	  Facebook	  fans	  
Percent	  

2007	  or	  before	   7	   10.29%	  
January	  2008	  –	  2008	  
election	  

27	   39.71%	  

2008	  election	  –	  2009	   13	   19.18%	  
2010	   10	   14.71%	  
2011	   5	   7.35%	  
2012	   6	   8.82%	  
	   N=68	   	  
 

Table 2: Forms of Commitment to Obama 
Statements	   Mean	  (on	  a	  1-9	  scale)	   S.D.	  

“I	  am	  very	  committed	  to	  Barack	  Obama.”	   6.82	   2.18	  
“I	  was	  already	  very	  committed	  to	  Obama	  at	  the	  time	  
that	  I	  became	  a	  fan	  of	  his	  Facebook	  page.”	  

7.44	   1.85	  

“I	  have	  donated	  money	  to	  or	  volunteered	  for	  Obama.”	   5.41	   3.41	  
“If	  I	  agreed	  with	  the	  above	  statement:	  I	  primarily	  
donated	  or	  volunteered	  after	  having	  become	  a	  Facebook	  
fan.”	  

4.14	   2.86	  

	  “I	  plan	  to	  donate	  money	  to	  or	  volunteer	  for	  Obama	  
during	  the	  2012	  election.”	  

6.17	   2.54	  

“I	  feel	  that	  donating	  money	  to	  or	  volunteering	  for	  
Obama	  during	  the	  election	  is	  the	  appropriate	  thing	  for	  
me	  to	  do.”	  

6.53	   2.47	  

 

Table 3: Predictors of Plans to Donate or Volunteer 
Correlations	   	  “I	  plan	  to	  donate	  money	  to	  or	  volunteer	  for	  

Obama	  during	  the	  2012	  election.”	  
“I	  have	  donated	  money	  to	  or	  volunteered	  for	  
Obama.”	  

0.59***	  

“I	  feel	  that	  donating	  money	  to	  or	  
volunteering	  for	  Obama	  during	  the	  election	  
is	  the	  appropriate	  thing	  for	  me	  to	  do.”	  

0.88***	  

*** = significant at the 0.01 level 

 

Uses and Meanings of Facebook 

 In general, participants indicated that they use Facebook regularly and that it is an 

important part of their social lives (see Table 4). 
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Table 4: Participants’ Use of Facebook 
Statements	   Mean	  (on	  a	  1-9	  scale)	   S.D.	  

“I	  use	  Facebook	  regularly.”	   7.77	   1.83	  
“Facebook	  is	  an	  important	  part	  of	  my	  social	  life.”	   6.49	   2.00	  
 

In the free response section of the survey participants were asked three times to complete 

the phrase “To me, friendship on Facebook means…” Most participants indicated that Facebook 

friendship corresponds to friendship offline, though many qualified this in one or both of two 

common ways. Many said that their Facebook friends were often people who currently live far 

away or are otherwise difficult to access and with whom they use Facebook to keep in touch – 

some even indicated that they would not have maintained these relationships without Facebook. 

For example, one participant said that, “It's now the primary means of communicating with 

people. Often I have too many friends to reach regularly by phone,” while another said that 

Facebook is a way to “keep in contact with distant family members.” Many participants also 

suggested that Facebook friendship was more easily initiated and less committed than offline 

friendships, stating, for example, that Facebook friends might be someone who they met once, an 

“acquaintance,” or someone with whom they are no longer very close. One participant, for 

example, said that Facebook is a way of, “keeping a tabs on people I do not really talk to 

anymore but that I still care about.” 

 In defining their Facebook friendships many participants also noted the ability to use 

features, particularly photo sharing. Others mentioned sharing interesting content from the 

internet. Some said that they learned about new people; others that they learned about what their 

existing friends were doing. A few discussed identity on Facebook, with one participant noting 

the use of the site in “making a selective identity” and another mentioning “seeing someone's 

publicly declared 'interests' and allowing people to see mine.” A few mentioned the fact that 
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Facebook allows content to be shared without people directly asking for it, which some labeled 

as “stalking” or “weird” and one participant characterized as “a vague and sort of questionably 

voyeuristic interest in the lives of others.” A number of participants mentioned group 

membership as a part of Facebook friendship, stating that Facebook friendship meant going to 

the same school, being part of the same activities, having similar interests, or having friends in 

common. It was also common for participants to say that Facebook friendship meant “nothing” 

or “very little.” 

 Interview participants also brought up many of these themes while discussing their uses 

of Facebook. One mentioned using Facebook extensively to keep in touch with distant friends, 

while others mentioned the process of initially becoming a friend of someone on Facebook and 

looking at that person’s profile to learn about him or her. Interviewees tended to characterize 

Facebook as a place for sharing pithy thoughts and media such as photos or links. Most did not 

seem to think that Facebook was an appropriate or convenient place to have extensive serious 

conversations or learn much important information about a person, though several were 

conscious of the effect that posting certain types of preferences or links might have on future 

employers or people who did not know them well. A number of interviewees expressed the 

feeling that most of their friends did not learn much new information about them using Facebook 

because they also made this information apparent in interpersonal interactions. 

 A major theme of interview discussions about Facebook use was the power of exposure. 

Most interviewees indicated that they never or rarely actively sought out information on 

Facebook, whether about politics or about other users. Instead, they read whatever statuses, 

articles, or updates appeared on their newsfeed, the first screen a user sees when he or she logs 

into Facebook. The site offers some control over the items that appear on this screen – users can, 
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for example, unsubscribe to a particular friend or page. A major determiner of the items that 

appear, however, is Facebook’s own algorithm which includes many unclear factors but is 

largely based on simple timing: the newsfeed displays the most recent posts by friends or pages 

of which the user is a fan. Posts that happen to have been made immediately before a user logs 

on to Facebook are likely to be read, whereas all other posts are not. It would seem, then, that 

people or pages that post very frequently are much more likely to have Facebook users read their 

posts, but the relationship is not quite so straightforward: several interviewees expressed 

annoyance at Facebook friends who post too many links or updates, and most interviewees said 

that one of the few things that would cause them to remove themselves as a fan of Obama would 

be if they saw too many updates from his page. 

 

Politics in the Lives of Participants 

Most participants responded in the survey section that they and their friends care about 

politics and discuss politics frequently (see Table 5). 

Table 5: Import of Politics to Participants 
Statements	   Mean	  (on	  a	  1-9	  scale)	   S.D.	  

“Politics	  is	  a	  very	  important	  part	  of	  my	  daily	  life.”	   6.57	   2.16	  
“Most	  of	  my	  friends	  do	  not	  really	  care	  about	  
politics.”	  

3.55i	   1.85	  

“I	  have	  many	  friends	  who	  discuss	  politics	  a	  lot.”	   6.42	   2.20	  
i = inverse statement 

Interviewees, similarly, ranged from those who had been active political organizers or 

hoped to pursue a career in politics to those whose involvement was limited to voting and casual 

conversations about politics with friends. Survey participants were also asked to complete the 

phrase “my political involvement means…” three times. Responses to this prompt exposed a 

variety of views and feelings. Participants disagreed about the import of their political 
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involvement, with some stating that it meant “a way to make the world better,” or “that I have 

power over the direction our country is headed,” and others saying it meant “little to the outcome 

of events,” “that I probably have nothing better to do on any given day,” or “absolutely nothing.” 

Interestingly, these comments did not always correspond as expected to participants’ responses 

to the statement “politics is a very important part of my daily life,” in the rating scale section; for 

example, a participant who said her political involvement meant that “I am impacting my world” 

moderately disagreed with the statement, while the participant who typed “absolutely nothing” 

slightly agreed. 

 Many participants associated their political involvement with actions, most commonly 

being informed and voting, as well as volunteering, donating, and communicating with 

politicians. A number also brought up either duties, with responses such as “I have an obligation 

to be informed,” or “that I am performing my civic duty by taking part in the political process,” 

or rights, saying that “I have a right to complain about what is happening in our government,” or 

“I care about my rights.” 

 A large number of participants commented directly on their own identities in responding 

to the prompt. Some said that they cared about politics a lot and others identified it as a career 

goal. It was very common for participants to note the kind of person that they were or wanted to 

be, most commonly identifying themselves as being informed or caring. Others defined their 

political involvement as meaning “that I am a citizen of my country,” “being an active voice,” or 

“a lot, as far as my self-identity is concerned.” Several identified their political involvement 

directly with the Democratic Party, Democratic candidates, Obama, or liberalism, while others 

responded that they hated Republicans or that their political involvement was about voting 

against candidates they hated. 
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 Themes of identity also surfaced frequently in interviews. Interviewees varied widely 

over the extent to which they identified with Democrats or liberals, with one having been heavily 

involved in Democratic organization and one refusing to identify himself with a political party. 

Interviewees also held a variety of views about the significance of political differences, with one 

living with several Republican roommates and attributing their differences largely to their 

parents and another frequently denouncing Republicans as “stupid” during the course of the 

interview. 

 

Friendship and Politics on Facebook 

Survey participants were divided about the extent to which they and their friends used 

Facebook to discuss politics and influence each others’ political views (see Table 6). There were 

significant correlations between participants’ uses of Facebook for politics and participants’ 

friends’ uses (see Table 7). 

 
Table 6: Uses of Facebook for Politics 
Statements	   Mean	  (on	  a	  1-9	  scale)	   S.D.	  

“I	  use	  Facebook	  to	  communicate	  with	  others	  about	  
politics.”	  

5.12	   2.43	  

“I	  have	  many	  friends	  who	  discuss	  politics	  a	  lot	  using	  
Facebook.”	  

5.61	   2.24	  

“I	  am	  offended	  if	  others	  discuss	  politics	  on	  Faceboook.”	   2.49i	   1.46	  
“I	  have	  in	  the	  past	  used	  Facebook	  to	  try	  to	  influence	  the	  
political	  views	  of	  my	  Facebook	  friends.”	  

4.63	   2.65	  

	  “My	  friends	  rarely	  try	  to	  influence	  my	  political	  views	  
using	  Facebook.”	  

5.11i	   2.32	  

“Most	  people	  I	  know	  who	  support	  Obama	  and	  have	  a	  
Facebook	  account	  are	  fans	  of	  or	  "like"	  Obama	  on	  
Facebook.”	  

5.79	   1.81	  

“I	  am	  going	  to	  be	  actively	  using	  Facebook	  to	  be	  involved	  
in	  the	  2012	  presidential	  election.”	  

4.92	   2.47	  

i = inverse statement 
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Table 7: Participants’ and Their Friends’ Uses of Facebook for Politcs 
Correlations	   “I	  have	  many	  friends	  who	  discuss	  

politics	  a	  lot	  using	  Facebook.”	  
“My	  friends	  rarely	  try	  to	  
influence	  my	  political	  views	  using	  
Facebook.”	  

“I	  have	  many	  friends	  who	  
discuss	  politics	  a	  lot.”	  

0.59***	   -‐0.29i	  ***	  

“I	  have	  many	  friends	  who	  
discuss	  politics	  a	  lot	  using	  
Facebook.”	  

-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐	   -‐0.45i	  ***	  

“I	  use	  Facebook	  to	  
communicate	  with	  others	  
about	  politics.”	  

0.68***	   -‐0.43i	  ***	  

“I	  have	  in	  the	  past	  used	  
Facebook	  to	  try	  to	  influence	  
the	  political	  views	  of	  my	  
Facebook	  friends."	  

0.54***	   -‐0.52i	  ***	  

i = inverse statement 
*** = significant at the 0.01 level 
 

Interview participants too were divided in the extent to which they discussed politics 

using Facebook, with some stating that they almost never did so and others stating that they did 

so very frequently. Even participants who often discussed politics on Facebook, however, said 

that Facebook is not the right platform for in-depth political dialogue because it lends itself to 

short comments rather than lengthier substantive responses. Political interactions on Facebook, 

instead, tended to take the form of linking articles from elsewhere on the internet which other 

people then read and for which they had the option of expressing appreciation by “liking” the 

article, making brief comments, or reposting the article on their own pages. Some interviewees 

indicated that they got a large percentage of their political news from Facebook, though several 

expressed a sense that doing so was in some way inappropriate, with one participant commenting 

that she got “more than I should” of her political news from Facebook. 

In general, survey participants indicated that more of their friends supported Obama than 

Obama’s opponents (see Table 8). There was a negative correlation of -0.36 (significant at the 

0.01 level) between participants’ friends supporting Obama and participants’ friends supporting 
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Obama rivals. Some significant correlations existed between participants’ friends’ commitment 

and contributions to Obama and participants’ own thoughts and actions towards him (see Tables 

9 and 10). Having previously donated to Obama predicted plans to donate in the future, 

indicating that participants retained a fairly consistent level of involvement with Obama’s 

campaign and agenda over time, and participants appeared to be members of social groups that 

generally shared their own levels of commitment and involvement. Social groups in which more 

members supported Obama seemed to also be social groups that cared about and discussed 

politics more. 

 

Table 8: Friends’ Political Preferences and Actions 
Statements	   Mean	  (on	  a	  1-9	  scale)	   S.D.	  

“A	  large	  percentage	  of	  my	  friends	  (both	  Facebook	  users	  
and	  non-‐Facebook	  users)	  support	  Obama.”	  

6.65	   1.63	  

“A	  large	  percentage	  of	  my	  friends	  on	  Facebook	  "like"	  
Obama.”	  

5.45	   1.95	  

“A	  large	  percentage	  of	  my	  friends	  (both	  Facebook	  
users	  and	  non-‐Facebook	  users)	  support	  a	  political	  
figure	  or	  party	  opposed	  to	  Obama.”	  

3.63	   1.68	  

“A	  large	  percentage	  of	  my	  friends	  on	  Facebook	  "like"	  a	  
political	  figure	  or	  party	  opposed	  to	  Obama.”	  

3.44	   1.73	  

“I	  was	  aware	  of	  many	  of	  my	  friends	  being	  Facebook	  
fans	  of	  Obama	  before	  I	  became	  a	  fan	  of	  his	  page	  on	  
Facebook.”	  

4.12	   2.46	  

“Many	  of	  my	  friends	  have	  donated	  money	  to	  or	  
volunteered	  for	  Obama.”	  

4.89	   2.24	  

“Many	  of	  my	  friends	  have	  donated	  money	  to	  or	  
volunteered	  for	  political	  figures	  or	  groups	  that	  oppose	  
Obama.”	  

3.48	   1.97	  
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Table 9: Correlations with Politically Homogeneous Friend Groups 
Correlations	   “A	  large	  percentage	  of	  my	  friends	  (both	  Facebook	  

users	  and	  non-‐Facebook	  users)	  support	  Obama.”	  
“Politics	  is	  a	  very	  important	  part	  of	  my	  daily	  life.”	   0.26**	  
“I	  am	  very	  committed	  to	  Barack	  Obama.”	   0.25**	  
“Most	  of	  my	  friends	  do	  not	  really	  care	  about	  
politics.”	  

-‐0.42i	  ***	  

“I	  have	  many	  friends	  who	  discuss	  politics	  a	  lot.”	   0.37***	  
i = inverse statement 
** = significant at the 0.05 level 
*** = significant at the 0.01 level 

 

Table 10: Friends’ Political Actions as a Predictor of Participants’ Political Actions 
Correlations	   “I	  have	  donated	  money	  to	  or	  

volunteered	  for	  Obama.”	  
“Many	  of	  my	  friends	  have	  
donated	  money	  to	  or	  
volunteered	  for	  Obama.”	  

“I	  have	  donated	  money	  to	  or	  
volunteered	  for	  Obama.”	  

-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐	   0.17*	  

“I	  plan	  to	  donate	  money	  to	  or	  
volunteer	  for	  Obama	  during	  the	  
2012	  election."	  

0.59***	   0.24**	  

* = significant at the 0.10 level 
** = significant at the 0.05 level 
*** = significant at the 0.01 level 
 

A variable combining regular use of Facebook, import of Facebook, appropriateness of 

Facebook for discussing politics, friends’ discussion of politics and attempts to influence 

political views on Facebook, and use of Facebook to influence others and find or screen new 

friends yielded only a 0.16 correlation with plans to donate or volunteer, just below significance 

at the .10 level. This variable, however, did predict plans to use Facebook to be involved in the 

2012 presidential election, with a correlation of 0.58. 

 Participants largely reported that they did not communicate with people they had met 

through the Obama Facebook page or other groups related to Obama’s political agenda (see 

Table 11). These measures were inter-correlated, particularly the two statements about internet 

groups (see Table 12). 
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Table 11: Communication with People Encountered Through the Group 
Statements	   Mean	  (on	  a	  1-9	  sccale)	   S.D.	  

“I	  communicate	  with	  people	  who	  I	  met	  through	  
Obama's	  Facebook	  page	  (by	  commenting	  on	  posts	  
or	  in	  other	  ways).”	  

1.56	   1.37	  

“I	  communicate	  with	  people	  who	  I	  met	  through	  
other	  internet	  groups	  or	  events	  related	  to	  Obama's	  
political	  agenda.”	  

1.96	   1.75	  

“I	  communicate	  with	  people	  who	  I	  met	  through	  non-‐
internet	  groups	  or	  events	  related	  to	  Obama's	  
political	  agenda.”	  

3.89	   2.97	  

 

Table 12: Correlations with Communicating with People Encountered through the Group 
Correlations	   “I	  communicate	  with	  people	  who	  I	  

met	  through	  other	  internet	  groups	  
or	  events	  related	  to	  Obama's	  
political	  agenda.”	  

“I	  communicate	  with	  people	  
who	  I	  met	  through	  non-‐
internet	  groups	  or	  events	  
related	  to	  Obama's	  political	  
agenda.”	  

“I	  communicate	  with	  people	  
who	  I	  met	  through	  Obama's	  
Facebook	  page	  (by	  commenting	  
on	  posts	  or	  in	  other	  ways).”	  

0.73***	   0.23**	  

“I	  communicate	  with	  people	  
who	  I	  met	  through	  other	  
internet	  groups	  or	  events	  
related	  to	  Obama's	  political	  
agenda.”	  

-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐	   0.43***	  

** = significant at the 0.05 level 
*** = significant at the 0.01 level 
 

 

Individual Identity Expressed through Politics on Facebook 

 Survey participants were divided about whether they thought others learned about them 

based on their Facebook political preferences and their views of opposing partisans, and 

generally disagreed that they used political preferences as a way to evaluate potential friends (see 

Table 13). Correlations between participants’ beliefs that others learned about them using their 

Facebook political preferences and their use of political preferences to evaluate others were 

notably weak (see Table 14), but significant correlations did exist between participants’ views of 



	   20	  

opposing partisans and their use of political views to evaluate potential friends (see Table 15). 

Correlations between participants’ views of rival partisans and their friends’ political preferences 

were also significant (see Table 16). 

 

Table 13: Using Political Preferences for Judgment Formation 
Statements	   Mean	  (on	  a	  1-9	  scale)	   S.D.	  

“I	  think	  that	  other	  Facebook	  users	  learn	  about	  me	  by	  
looking	  at	  the	  political	  preferences	  I	  have	  expressed	  as	  
a	  part	  of	  my	  Facebook	  profile.”	  

5.28	   2.36	  

“I	  use	  political	  preferences	  expressed	  on	  Facebook	  to	  
find	  or	  screen	  new	  friends.”	  

2.66	   2.02	  

“I	  would	  be	  less	  likely	  to	  seek	  friendship	  with	  a	  person	  
if	  I	  knew	  that	  he	  or	  she	  disagreed	  with	  my	  political	  
views.”	  

3.51	   2.27	  

“Partisans	  of	  political	  figures	  or	  parties	  opposed	  to	  
Obama	  are	  generally	  fundamentally	  different	  from	  me	  
in	  ways	  other	  than	  just	  political	  preference.”	  

5.22	   2.46	  

“People	  who	  disagree	  with	  me	  politically	  often	  act	  in	  
frustrating	  ways.”	  

5.33	   2.07	  

 

Table 14: Correlations Between Participants’ Judgments and Views of Others’ Judgments 
Correlations	   “I	  use	  political	  preferences	  

expressed	  on	  Facebook	  to	  find	  or	  
screen	  new	  friends.”	  

“I	  would	  be	  less	  likely	  to	  seek	  
friendship	  with	  a	  person	  if	  I	  
knew	  that	  he	  or	  she	  disagreed	  
with	  my	  political	  views.”	  

“I	  think	  that	  other	  Facebook	  
users	  learn	  about	  me	  by	  looking	  
at	  the	  political	  preferences	  I	  
have	  expressed	  as	  a	  part	  of	  my	  
Facebook	  profile.”	  

0.05	   0.05	  

“I	  use	  political	  preferences	  
expressed	  on	  Facebook	  to	  find	  
or	  screen	  new	  friends.”	  

-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐	   0.68***	  

*** = significant at the 0.01 level 

 

 

 

 



	   21	  

Table 15: Correlations Between Opinions About Others’ Politics and Friendship Formation 
Correlations	   “Partisans	  of	  political	  figures	  or	  

parties	  opposed	  to	  Obama	  are	  
generally	  fundamentally	  different	  
from	  me	  in	  ways	  other	  than	  just	  
political	  preference.”	  

“People	  who	  disagree	  with	  me	  
politically	  often	  act	  in	  
frustrating	  ways.”	  

“People	  who	  disagree	  with	  me	  
politically	  often	  act	  in	  frustrating	  
ways.”	  

0.56***	   -‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐	  

“I	  use	  political	  preferences	  
expressed	  on	  Facebook	  to	  find	  
or	  screen	  new	  friends.”	  

0.45***	   0.33***	  

“I	  would	  be	  less	  likely	  to	  seek	  
friendship	  with	  a	  person	  if	  I	  
knew	  that	  he	  or	  she	  disagreed	  
with	  my	  political	  views.”	  

0.46***	   0.36***	  

*** = significant at the 0.01 level 
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Table 16: Correlations Between Friend Groups and Judgments 
Correlations	   “I	  am	  very	  

committed	  
to	  Barack	  
Obama.”	  

“A	  large	  
percentage	  of	  
my	  friends	  (both	  
Facebook	  users	  
and	  non-‐
Facebook	  users)	  
support	  
Obama.”	  

“A	  large	  
percentage	  
of	  my	  
friends	  on	  
Facebook	  
"like"	  
Obama.”	  

“A	  large	  
percentage	  of	  
my	  friends	  
(both	  Facebook	  
users	  and	  non-‐
Facebook	  
users)	  support	  
a	  political	  figure	  
or	  party	  
opposed	  to	  
Obama.”	  

“A	  large	  
percentage	  of	  
my	  friends	  on	  
Facebook	  
"like"	  a	  
political	  
figure	  or	  
party	  
opposed	  to	  
Obama.”	  

“I	  use	  political	  
preferences	  
expressed	  on	  
Facebook	  to	  find	  or	  
screen	  new	  
friends.”	  

0.30***	   0.31***	   0.12	   -‐0.23**	   -‐0.31***	  

“I	  would	  be	  less	  
likely	  to	  seek	  
friendship	  with	  a	  
person	  if	  I	  knew	  
that	  he	  or	  she	  
disagreed	  with	  my	  
political	  views.”	  

0.21*	   0.19*	   0.05	   -‐0.18*	   -‐0.17	  

“Partisans	  of	  
political	  figures	  or	  
parties	  opposed	  to	  
Obama	  are	  
generally	  
fundamentally	  
different	  from	  me	  
in	  ways	  other	  than	  
just	  political	  
preference.”	  

0.40***	   0.29***	   0.03	   -‐0.25**	   -‐0.23**	  

“People	  who	  
disagree	  with	  me	  
politically	  often	  act	  
in	  frustrating	  
ways.”	  

0.23**	   0.16	   0.17	   -‐0.20*	   -‐0.08	  

* = significant at the 0.10 level 
** = significant at the 0.05 level 
*** = significant at the 0.01 level 
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 Perceptions of the relationship between political information on Facebook and personal 

identity were illuminated to a greater extent during interviews. While many interviewees did 

discuss their identities as members of a political party, another type of identity that came up in 

every interview despite the researcher not asking about it directly was the meaning of posting 

about politics on Facebook at all. Almost all interviewees said that the frequency and type of 

another Facebook user’s posts about politics led them to draw conclusions about that person, 

though they varied widely about the types of conclusions they drew. One participant said that 

when a person posts about politics it shows that he or she is engaged and added that he prides 

himself on following news and being informed. Another described looking at political 

preferences on Facebook as another way to learn about a person’s interests, while another 

commented that posting about politics makes a person look more intelligent than does posting 

about popular culture though doing so too much seems like an effort at self-advancement that is 

out of place. Others expressed the view that people who post too many political items are being 

unnecessarily forward about their views and too argumentative. Several participants 

characterized political posts as more controversial and divisive than other types of posts but 

differed as to how problematic this made them. One participant said that possible disagreement 

and judgment is an inevitable part of sharing information about oneself, another said that this 

possible controversy made her more careful about what political posts she made, and others 

avoided posting political items altogether. 

While some interviewees indicated that they did draw conclusions about others based 

upon the partisanship that they expressed through Facebook posts, many expressed the view that 

doing this too much or too strongly was inappropriate, with one participant stating that people 

who draw such conclusions are not open-minded. Some of the same participants, however, did 
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not hesitate to draw strong conclusions about the ways in which their Facebook friends thought 

about politics and whether or not these ways were acceptable, with one, for example, 

determining based on others’ political posts that they were “strong-headed” and not open-

minded. 

There seemed to be a relationship among interview participants between their level of 

political involvement, especially the strength of their partisan identification, and the extent to 

which they judged other Facebook users by the partisan content of their political posts. For 

example, one interviewee who identified as a strong liberal said that the informative qualities of 

articles posted on Facebook are important, but that if others are “posting stuff about Republicans 

I’ll generally have a lower opinion.” Other interviewees said that they did not judge others based 

on the political preferences they post on Facebook and hoped that others would not judge them 

on that basis either, but did judge others based on the type of content they post. One such 

participant, who categorized his political engagement as minimal, said that “sometimes when 

people post political things, um, they’re almost trying to preach to people and instill their views 

on others.” Another such participant, who eschewed partisanship and only identified as a 

political moderate on his Facebook profile, said that “people don’t respond to political posts 

unless like it’s a jerk kind of person who like decides to like start a Facebook flame-war,” and 

indicated that he removes such people as his Facebook friends. 

Survey questions about judgments based on political preferences, then, seem likely to 

have underestimated the extent to which Facebook users evaluate each other by their political 

posts. Most interviewees made some sort of judgments, but some of these were based not on the 

political preferences themselves but on the ways in which these political preferences were 

expressed. The ways in which interviewees positioned themselves on the spectrum of political 
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involvement seemed to be related to whether the distinctions they drew between themselves and 

others were based on partisanship or on quantity and type of political posting. 

 

Participants’ Views of Being Facebook Fans of Obama 

 Survey participants were divided about the extent to which their status as Facebook fans 

of Obama made them feel more involved with his agenda and election, and only a few measures 

were found to be significantly correlated with responses to this item (see Table 17). 

Table 17: Correlations with Feeling More Involved Because of Facebook Fandom 
Correlations	   “The	  fact	  that	  I	  am	  a	  Facebook	  fan	  of	  Obama	  makes	  

me	  feel	  more	  involved	  with	  his	  political	  agenda	  and	  
electoral	  success.”	  

“Politics	  is	  a	  very	  important	  part	  of	  my	  daily	  
life.”	  

0.29***	  

“I	  use	  Facebook	  to	  communicate	  with	  others	  
about	  politics.”	  

0.23**	  

“I	  am	  very	  committed	  to	  Barack	  Obama.”	   0.18*	  
“I	  was	  already	  very	  committed	  to	  Obama	  at	  the	  
time	  that	  I	  became	  a	  fan	  of	  his	  Facebook	  page.	  

0.13	  

“Facebook	  is	  an	  important	  part	  of	  my	  social	  
life.”	  

0.13	  

“Were	  you	  already	  a	  Facebook	  fan	  of	  Obama	  on	  
election	  day	  in	  2008?”	  

0.06	  

“…I	  primarily	  donated	  or	  volunteered	  after	  
having	  become	  a	  Facebook	  fan.”	  

0.06	  

“I	  use	  Facebook	  regularly.”	   -‐0.00	  

“A	  large	  percentage	  of	  my	  friends	  (both	  
Facebook	  users	  and	  non-‐Facebook	  users)	  
support	  Obama.”	  

-‐0.04	  

	   mean	  (on	  a	  1-‐9	  scale)	  =	  4.38	  	  	  S.D.	  =	  2.16	  
* = significant at the 0.10 level 
** = significant at the 0.05 level 
*** = significant at the 0.01 level 
 
 There were some notable consistencies in interviewees’ conceptions of their Facebook 

fandom of Obama. Nearly all gave support for Obama or identification with him as a reason for 

having become a fan. Four of eight said that seeing others become Facebook fans was a strong 
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factor in their having done so. In general, participants agreed that being a Facebook fan of an 

item was fairly casual, did not involve extensive thought or deliberation, and did not necessarily 

indicate strong feelings or complete agreement. Some said that they were fans of a number of 

other pages, including other political pages. While only two interviewees mentioned receiving 

updates from Obama’s page as a reason for having become a fan, seven out of eight said that 

they currently read updates from the page. A number of these said that they thought the updates 

were a good way to get news, though several mentioned that they knew they had to take account 

of the bias in the updates or that they were less fond of updates that were clearly campaign 

material. 
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Discussion 

 This study sought to paint a picture of the group of Obama Facebook fans by 

investigating the interactions between their political activities on Facebook, their political 

activities offline, and the activities and opinions of their friends. The quantitative and qualitative 

data collected in the study yielded some significant and interesting trends. 

 Obama Facebook fans were, in general, a moderately to strongly politically involved 

group; even those who said that politics was less important to them had voted, which significant 

numbers of Americans routinely do not do. Participants felt real connections to Obama, though 

many said that this connection was casual, particularly as it was expressed through Facebook. 

Results support the findings of Vitak et al. (2010) that Facebook political activity is fairly 

common among college students and that political activity in general is predicted by online 

political activity and friends’ political activity. As increasingly large numbers of people integrate 

Facebook into their social lives, this could certainly have implications for political participation 

in coming decades. 

 Some of the conclusions that might be expected based on studies of groups that pre-date 

Facebook, however, were not supported by this study. It would seem that making a public 

commitment to Obama by becoming a Facebook fan would make people identify more strongly 

with that group and more motivated to construct that group in a way that supports positive views 

of themselves. In all, however, it seems that Obama Facebook fans cannot be collectively 

considered to be a group in the traditional sense of the word. Very few fans interact with other 

fans they encounter through the group; this study supported previous researchers’ findings that 

interactions on Facebook tend instead to expand upon offline interactions rather than originating 

from within the website. There was little indication that becoming a Facebook fan increased a 
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person’s commitment to Obama: participants largely said that they were already committed to 

Obama when they became fans and that they did not donate to or volunteer for Obama more after 

becoming fans. Participants did not indicate that they felt more involved with Obama’s election 

or agenda because of their Facebook fandom. Interviewees and survey participants alike largely 

classed Facebook fandom as being a casual gesture, though one that does reflect real support and 

interest. Though some participants did indicate that they evaluated and categorized others based 

on statements of political preference made on Facebook, this seemed to happen more often 

through articles posted by other users rather than through those users’ fan group memberships. 

Another type of categorization and identity formation emerged in the study, however. 

While many survey participants said that they did not use political preferences on Facebook to 

evaluate others and several interview participants said that they found doing so to be 

inappropriate, these same interview participants said that they did draw conclusions about others 

based on the ways in which those people use Facebook to discuss politics, such as how 

frequently they post about politics and how strongly partisan their posts seem. Some 

interviewees expressed strong feelings and judgments about these indicators. 

 It seems, too, that those participants who drew conclusions based on the type rather than 

the partisan direction of political posts were those who were less involved in politics and who 

defined themselves as less partisan. Among interviewees this was certainly the case: the least 

politically involved and least strongly partisan participants were the ones who expressed the 

most strongly negative views towards people who posted frequent or divisive political items. 

Those interviewees who strongly identified as Democrats or liberals, on the other hand, brought 

up distinctions about types of posts the least frequently and instead were more likely to have 

mildly positive views about Facebook friends who posted political items and to say that they 
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formed opinions about other people based on the liberal or conservative slant of the political 

items they posted. 

 Survey data supports the existence of this division. Moderately strong correlations 

between participants’ uses of Facebook as a political tool and their friends’ similar uses as well 

as between friends’ support for Obama and the import of politics in the friend group suggest that 

there are some friend groups that are more partisan, in greater agreement about their political 

views, and more politically involved, and that some of these groups frequently engage in 

political interactions on Facebook. Other groups are less partisan, less committed, less involved, 

and thus less likely to use Facebook as a platform for partisan commentary. Particularly relevant 

is the data indicating that participants’ own commitment to Obama and their friends’ support of 

him predict participants’ judgments of others based on partisanship and political preferences 

expressed on Facebook. 

 These more committed and involved members, it would seem, belong to social groups 

that are more defined based on partisanship. They are the ones who, according to Tajfel and 

Turner’s theory, are motivated to see liberals as a positive and distinct group. This story is 

reinforced by the fact that the only observed predictor of participants feeling more involved with 

Obama as a result of their Facebook fandom was the extent to which politics was important to 

them. People who regularly use Facebook for politics and feel committed to Obama, it would 

seem, use his page to reinforce their existing attachments and self-images. 

On the other hand, interview data suggests that people who identify less with their 

partisanship and are less active users of Facebook for politics see themselves as members of a 

group defined by their lack of political divisiveness and perpetual political conversation. Though 

these people tend to have friends with similar preferences and behaviors, they are exposed to 
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others behaving differently when they log into Facebook. Their partisanship is not extremely 

salient to them, and, when confronted with people displaying different and highly visible types of 

political behavior, they draw a distinction between those people and themselves, the group of 

non-divisive, non-partisan, infrequent posters of political items on Facebook. This is the group 

that they are motivated to see as positive and distinct, and thus they discuss that distinction and 

form negative judgments about the people whose highly involved political posts they see. A 

narrative thus exists in which both sets of people display behavior consistent with social identity 

theory, even if the basis of the groups with which they identify is not Obama Facebook fandom. 

 There is great potential for more research to investigate this hypothesis, as the questions 

in this study were not directly designed to test it. Perhaps by asking participants in a more direct 

and nuanced manner about the types of judgments they form about others based upon their 

Facebook political information and posts, researchers can shed more light on the subject. 

 If it exists to great degree, this distinction between the way in which more and less 

politically involved and partisan people evaluate others online could have implications for the 

future of politics in the age of social media. While the great communication and organization 

potential of the internet might increase political involvement, the great potential for exposure to 

different and possibly threatening groups might also lead to animosity and alienation. Facebook 

users can block updates from certain other users, but because politics is only one of a wide 

spectrum of topics discussed on Facebook and because Facebook connections can be an 

important part of users’ social lives it seems unlikely that most users will stop viewing the posts 

of the members of perceived political out-groups. 

 Facebook may make it easier for people to follow news selected by their friends without 

making much effort and may facilitate political commitments more casual than those offline, but 
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it might also make it psychologically more difficult for people to be only moderately politically 

involved without being exposed to people who are highly politically involved and partisan and 

thus coming to define themselves as apolitical. 
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