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social media in political communications

• approximately 400-450 million Tweets per day 

• 29.2% of US population are active users 

• 20% of UK population (13.1 million in 2016) 

• 563 UK MPs have Twitter accounts



87% of UK MPs have Twitter accounts



How Twitter is used for political communication:  
to send a message 



to call attention to an event or report



@mentions



#hashtags



“Retweets”  



Current project: Brexit-related Tweets

• some 35 million since January 

• present analysis: Through end of June (26 million) 

• capture based on #hashtags, @usernames, and 
search terms



Hashtags: 
 
#betterdealforbritain 
#betteroffout 
#brexit 
#euref 
#eureferendum 
#eusummit 
#getoutnow 
#leaveeu 
#no2eu 
#notoeu 
#strongerin 
#ukineu 
#voteleave 
#wewantout 
#yes2eu 
#yestoeu 
 
brexit

Usernames: 

@vote_leave 
@brexitwatch 
@eureferendum 
@ukandeu 
@notoeu 
@leavehq 
@ukineu 
@leaveeuofficial 
@ukleave_eu 
@strongerin 
@yesforeurope 
@grassroots_out 
@stronger_in

Search terms



Capture 
platform



Frequencies of Tweets
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Users in data

• 3.6M unique users 

• number of tweets:  

• average: 7.2 

• median: 1 (more than 50% had only one 
tweet) 

• max: 81.1K 



Heavy users
username share post N
iVoteLeave 81101 3 81104
iVoteStay 57615 1 57616

Col_Connaughton 0 21451 21451
brexitmarch 0 20873 20873

MikkiL 18850 1407 20257
Fight4UK 13785 4777 18562
JodieActy 13837 1021 14858

SaraPadmore 14692 20 14712
Brndstr 0 13449 13449

marie52d 12884 349 13233
RoyalNavyNews 2648 10382 13030

ukleave_eu 9890 2589 12479
mwengway 10072 2183 12255



Main hashtags

• List of hashtags  
http://rpubs.com/amatsuo/top_hashtags_10000 

• c.f List of mentions  
http://rpubs.com/amatsuo/top_mentions_10000 

http://rpubs.com/amatsuo/top_hashtags_10000
http://rpubs.com/amatsuo/top_mentions_10000


Main hashtags
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Evolution of hashtags (ranking)

• Top 10 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• Hashtags decaying popularity  
 

−50

0

50

100

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul

D
ai

ly
 R

an
ki

ng
 (1

00
 =

 1
st

)

hashtag
#bbcpapers

#euco

#eudeal

#grassrootsout

#indyref

#no2eu

#stoptheeu

#tomorrowspaperstoday

#twibbon

#ukineu

Evolution of hashtags (ranking)



Hashtags surging popularity  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Predicting Leave v. Remain

• Method: Naive Bayes classifier, also Support-Vector Machines (SVM) 
• Data source: combined tweet corpus at user level 
• Creating training data 

• Select “power-users” (more than 100 tweets in the corpus, 15K users) 
• Check the use of pre-determined set of “leave” and “remain” hashtags  
• Calculate the difference in the use of leave and remain hashtags. Construct 

training data from top and bottom 10% of power users 
• Features 

• Use bag of words method (unigrams, remove features used less than 20 users)  



Predicting Leave v. Remain (Feature Selection)

• Models are evaluated through 

• Split training data into training and test sets 

• Check the prediction accuracy for test sets 

• Three models are tested (prediction accuracy for test set in 
parentheses) 

• All words (49.4%)  

• Only hashtags (82.8%) 

• Hashtags and mentions (88.2%) 



Predicting Leave v. Remain

N %

Remain 9,780,223 36.93%

Neutral 7,786,297 29.40%

Leave 8,914,207 33.66%



Patterns of posts, Leave v. Remain
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MP side predictions by party
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MP predictions from Tweets



A few well-
known 
Twitter users
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Leave and Remain 
Hashtags
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Leave and Remain Features

http://rpubs.com/amatsuo/feature_scores 

http://rpubs.com/amatsuo/feature_scores


Leave and Remain Hashtags (LSE)
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Leave and Remain Hashtags (Cameron)
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SVM classification Europe-wide: Remain



SVM classification Europe-wide: Leave
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(Top 300, across 
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Retweet Networks
The	Twitter	Observatory
Chris	Snowden,	Dr	David	Birch

Data	Science	Institute	
Imperial	College	London	

Data	Kindly	Provided	by	Prof	Ken	Benoit	



Retweet Networks
Visual	Analytics	tools	for	Exploring	Twitter

• We	use	the	KPMG	Data	Observatory	a	64	screen	immersive	
visualisation	environment	
• To	create	an	immersive	social	discussion	environment	driven	by	data.
• Interactive	queries	can	be	run	on	the	data	and	displayed	in	real	time	
to	support	multi-disciplinary	discussion	
• 132million	pixels	allows	us	to	display	huge	amounts	of	data	for	
detailed	discussion	



Retweet NetworksMost	
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users	
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Hashtags
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original	
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Community	detection	

Leave	(red)
Remain	(purple)

Several	communities	of	leavers	
Only	one	strong	remain	community

Clear	“echo	chamber”	of	leavers	



Sentiment Analysis

• Looks up terms from the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count, a 
psychological dictionary 

• Contains categories about:  
• positive and negative emotion 
• politics 
• power 
• quantitative language 
• tentative language 
• sadness 
• future v. past orientation
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