Heading for the ‘X'-it?
How Congress is Navigating Changes in the Digital Communication
Landscape

Ben Burnley

Georgetown University

Ben Burnley (Georgetown University) Heading for the ‘X'-it?



Background (1)

@ Twitter has been utilized for
political communication globally
(Jungherr 2016)

Ben Burnley (Georgetown University) Heading for the ‘X'-it? 2/13



Background (1)

o Twitter has been utilized for
political communication globally
(Jungherr 2016)

@ Twitter is an important platform
for how Congress represents
itself (Russell 2021)

Ben Burnley (Georgetown University) Heading for the ‘X'-it? 2/13



Background (1)

o Twitter has been utilized for
political communication globally
(Jungherr 2016)

@ Twitter is an important platform
for how Congress represents
itself (Russell 2021)

@ What are the implications of
major changes in ownership,
policy, and function?
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Navigating Change

@ Congress has utilized most social media, but Twitter has special
significance to digital representation (Russell 2021)

@ Strategic communication is increasingly an important task in
Congress (Lee 2016)

@ Information and communication technologies (ICT) cycle and
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Interviews

@ 1 hour interviews

@ Balance

> 7 interviews

» 3 digital directors, 3 communication directors, and 1 former member of
Congress

» 4 Republicans, 3 Democrats

» 1 Senate, 6 House
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Research Questions

© How does the audience on Twitter differ from other platforms
@ What makes Twitter valuable to Congress and has it lost value?
© How is digital content made in your office?

© Are any new platforms (TikTok, Threads, BlueSky) viable?
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Findings

o Twitter has staying power because Congress

>

>
>
>
>

values the audience it has there

the affordances serve their goals

content creation is highly professionalized
video first content requires more resources
other platforms are not currently viable
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Quote

“Twitter was used for a lot of different reasons and for a lot of different
circumstances. To monitor what members were saying, to diffuse any
situations within the caucus, for message discipline, and to micro-target

these markets, these seats, that we thought we could win. We used it for
all of those things”

- House Democratic Leadership, Communications Director
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Audience

@ Journalists and media outlets are the main audience.

» “The audience is not the larger population of America. It is
overwhelmingly east-coast, media members, influencers, and
increasingly other members of Congress. It wasn't like “This is my
constituents in Ohio or California.”

@ Sending messages of other members

» “Tweets from the Speaker are signal to the caucus on where they

should be”

@ Interest groups and other stakeholders
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Affordances

@ Immediacy and speed
» “l needed to interact with the stories of the day”
@ “A place for following”
» “You need a tool that can track the social ecosystem. TikTok and
Instagram don't give you that. Twitter has that arena-like feel”
@ Retweets
> “The benefit of the tweets is that they can be retweeted. Remember
the ultimate goal is to get this short and sweet message out in front of

as many people as possible. You would post and then others would do
the work for you.”
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Professionalization

@ Party discipline in messaging
@ Communication staff autonomy

» “Your worst nightmare was the principal asking to see the tweet.”
@ Established connection with legacy media

» “At some point, it became about, instead of “here is the agenda | am
pushing”, getting the attention of certain people — Trump himself,
Hannity. They care about getting on Fox prime time.”
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Technological Lift

@ Takes more resources, most importantly time
» “we would release a web video every six to eight weeks... and we were a
content forward operation.”

@ Staff not positioned to succeed here
> “Most people don’t have the capability to do that themselves. Some
offices have a videographer, but it’s rare.”

@ Text works well enough
» “Videos often overperformed, but the biggest performer was text only.
No question about it.. There's breaking news and you don’t have the
capacity or time to build a digital asset, some sort of visual asset
around it. Speed is of the essence and you can make just as big of an

impact with just text.”
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Viability of Alternatives
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Viability of Alternatives

@ Acknowledgement of TikTok as important, particularly from
Democrats
» “I do think that this kind of content is the wave of the future. It is a
big deal. When you think about over half of America being on TikTok,
that’s unbelievable”
@ Low interest and risk aversion from Republicans
» “They don't want to end up like the ‘How do you do, fellow kids’
meme.”
@ Encouragement to try short-form video from digital staff

» “The conference is trying to develop a strategy for short-form vertical
videos. We encourage them to do it all the time. The tension is that
TikTok is where the people are, but Shorts and Reels may be more
sustainable over time.”
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Conclusion

o Twitter fits the needs of Congress by connecting them with a valuable
audience and giving affordances for quick response and coordination.

Ben Burnley (Georgetown University) Heading for the ‘X'-it? 13/13



Conclusion

o Twitter fits the needs of Congress by connecting them with a valuable
audience and giving affordances for quick response and coordination.

@ Resistance to TikTok goes beyond national security concerns. Video
first platforms War require more resources.

Ben Burnley (Georgetown University) Heading for the ‘X'-it? 13/13



Conclusion

o Twitter fits the needs of Congress by connecting them with a valuable
audience and giving affordances for quick response and coordination.

@ Resistance to TikTok goes beyond national security concerns. Video
first platforms War require more resources.

@ Shifts from following to algorithmic recommendation are harder to
navigate.
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