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How did social media influence the General Election? 
 

Wednesday 17th June, 5.00pm – 7.30pm 
Attlee Suite, Portcullis House 

 

  #GE2015SM @Pictfor 

Event report 
 
Speakers: 
 

 Elizabeth Linder, Politics and Government Specialist, Facebook 
 Joanna Geary, Head of UK News & Government Partnerships, Twitter 

 
Chair: Emily Ashton, Senior Political Correspondent, Buzzfeed 
 
PICTFOR’s co-chair Chi Onwurah MP welcomed the panel, and explained the increasing importance of 
Facebook and Twitter in the lives of politicians before handing over to Buzzfeed’s Emily Ashton to 
formally chair the evening’s discussion. Elizabeth Linder from Facebook gave the first presentation of 
the evening. 
 
"People don’t trust campaigns…. They trust their friends" 
Elizabeth Linder, Politics and Government Specialist, Facebook 
 
Linder began her presentation by emphasising the scale of political interactions during the election 
campaign, stating that 35 million active users in the UK contributed 78 million Facebook interactions 
related to the General Election. Linder highlighted the increasingly important role played by social 
media before, during and after the televised leaders’ debates and argued that 2015 would be 
remembered as a watershed moment for the relationship between politics and social media. This 
assertion was supported by the fact that politics had become the most talked about subject on 
Facebook in 2014, and was set to be once again in 2015. 
 
On MPs and their respective party’s usage of Facebook during the campaign, Linder revealed that MPs 
had improved their ability to discern between ‘newsworthy’ and ‘useful’ content and understand that 
a combination of the two was the most effective way to engage with the electorate. She praised the 
Conservatives for ensuring all their marginal candidates used Facebook, and added that all the parties 
were beginning to understand the power of third party endorsements and content. On campaigning 
style, Linder said that contrary to popular advice long-form posts were found to be the best form of 
interaction. This style, often used by David Cameron, outperformed short posts and proved 
particularly effective in the political space. 
 
“Twitter is the online version of the public square” 
Joanna Geary, Head of UK News & Government Partnerships, Twitter 
 
Joanna Geary then gave her presentation and began by discussing the concept of Twitter as the online 
version of the public square. A public square, she added, populated by over 15 million users in the UK. 
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Geary explained that volume of tweets was never a good measure of influence on the platform, but 
knowing how to engage with both your local sphere and the national/media sphere was crucial. 
 
Geary revealed that the Conservatives had been better at engaging with users on a local scale, focusing 
on constituency issues. Whereas Labour’s tweeting profile was typified by more engagement with 
national issues and around central party messaging. Both Geary and Linder noted that the SNP had 
been particularly successful across both social media platforms, marking out Nicola Sturgeon’s style 
and tone as especially effective. 
 
Geary was in doubt that social media had influenced the General Election but stressed that the 
influence stemmed from the way users interacted on the respective platform, rather than from the 
platforms themselves. It was argued that political debate on social media was not just good for 
democracy, but that the public nature of the debate ensured it was a great example of democracy 
“being seen to be done”. Discussing the extent to which Twitter influenced the election, Geary 
presented findings from a survey about the impact of Twitter that showed 34% of 18 to 34 year olds 
changed their vote due to tweets they had seen over the campaign, whilst 47% admitted to 
‘reconsidering’ their political views. 
 
 
@PICTFOR on Twitter 
The Q&A session that followed included discussion of journalistic use of social media, the inability for 
social media interactions to best face-to-face contacts, and the tendency for social media platforms 
to produce cycles of positive reinforcement. Search the #GE2015SM hashtag on Twitter for a blow by 
blow account of the evening’s discussion, or get in touch with PICTFOR Secretariat at 
admin@pictfor.org.uk for further information.  
 
 
Upcoming events: 
 
Parliamentarians: PICTFOR are hosting two parliamentary breakfast briefings in the coming weeks 
(MPs and Peers only). The first is in partnership with the Internet Advertising Bureau UK on the topic 
of data, and the second in partnership with Nominet about getting microbusinesses online. 
 

 Tuesday 30th June, 8.30am – 10am: How is your data used? A look at big data and digital 
advertising(Room R, Portcullis House) 

  
 Thursday 9th July, 8.30am – 10am: The Missing Micros – How to get the smallest businesses 

online (Room R, Portcullis House) 
 
The sessions are specifically targeted towards MPs and Peers with an interest in tech. We would be 
delighted if you could join us. Spaces are very limited, please RSVP at admin@pictfor.org.uk. 

 
PICTFOR members: You are cordially invited to PICTFOR’s Summer Reception, kindly hosted by Lord 
Harris, on Monday 13th July in Cholmondely Room and Terrace, House of Lords. Please register by 
emailing admin@PICTFOR.org.uk. 
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