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Abstract. This study uses computational methods to investigate public incivility in 

Facebook comments to campaign messages during the primaries of the 2016 U.S. Presidential 

Election, focusing on candidates’ posts about immigration. Specifically, we investigate the 

relationship between campaign messaging strategies, such as advocacy and attacks, and the 

presence of incivility in public comments. We find that Trump dominated both in terms of 

number of posts and of public conversation and was the least likely to receive uncivil comments. 

Attack messages by the candidates were more likely to receive uncivil comments, suggesting that 

campaign negativity may indeed affect how the public engages with candidates online. These 

findings are important because uncivil discourse may contribute to further polarize the public 

around the issues, which may in turn lead to more extreme views. 
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Introduction 

The use of social media for political campaigning has become a prominent topic of 

research in the past decade (Stromer-Galley, 2019b). While early studies have scrutinized 

whether digital campaigns could bring the public closer to candidates, this view was vastly 

dismissed in favor of the normalization hypothesis (Foot & Schneider, 2006) and by the idea of 

controlled interactivity (Stromer-Galley, 2019b). As a result, less attention has been given to the 

extent to which candidates become subject of public scrutiny on social media in spite of whether 

or not they use these platforms to engage with the public (Tromble, 2018).  

People use comments on social media to express their views about the campaign, the 

candidate, or the issues, which may affect how others perceive the campaign. Social media 

platforms are important venues to foster conversation about public matters, an essential activity 

to a healthy democracy (Eveland et al., 2011). However, scholars interested in online discussions 

have been concerned that the presence of incivility can undermine its democratic values (Ng & 

Detenber, 2005; Santana, 2014). Although incivility may have negative consequences, such as 

increasing perceptions of bias, and potentially leading to polarization (Anderson et al., 2018; 

Gervais, 2016; Otto et al., 2020), there is evidence that it does not impede democratically 

relevant conversations (Chen, 2017; Rossini, 2020) and may yield positive outcomes, such as 

bolstering political participation (Lu & Gall Myrick, 2016; Mutz, 2015; Sydnor, 2019). 

In the context of political discourse, incivility is deemed a signal of polarization (Berry & 

Sobieraj, 2016; Mutz, 2015). Considering that the 2016 presidential election in the United States 

was the most negative campaign on record (Fowler et al., 2016), this study investigates incivility 

in Facebook comments during the primaries. Specifically, we examine uncivil responses to 

candidates’ messages about immigration, a divisive issue in the campaign. We focus on public 

comments on the official pages of Republican candidates Donald Trump and Ted Cruz, as well 

as Democratic candidates Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders, during the primaries (Jan 1 - June, 

14, 2016). Trump’s rhetoric when addressing immigration (“Build that wall”) and Cruz’s voter 

base in the border state of Texas made them the most prominent Republican candidates 

addressing this topic while leading Democrats Clinton and Sanders presented a positive message 

on the issue. While most studies on online campaign strategies have focused on the general 
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election, the primaries offer an interesting opportunity to compare trends and behaviors within 

and between parties.    

We analyze 727,701 comments posted on 143 campaign messages on the Facebook pages 

of the candidates using automated classification models. We hypothesize that negative posts by 

the candidates about immigration drive more uncivil comments, while posts of advocacy will be 

associated with less incivility. Additionally, we ask exploratory questions focused on differences 

between the number of posts about immigration and uncivil comments by candidate and party. 

We find that negative messages by the candidates are more likely to receive uncivil 

comments than advocacy messages, suggesting that campaign rhetoric may affect how the public 

engages with candidates, particularly around a divisive topic. These findings are important 

because incivility may contribute to further polarize the public around the issues, which may lead 

to more extreme views. While Trump’s divisive rhetoric was not “penalized” with uncivil 

comments on his page, it is possible that it incentivized his supporters to write uncivil comments 

on his opponents’ pages. We also find that Republican candidates were more likely to talk about 

immigration on social media, and that Clinton proportionally received a higher volume of 

incivility than all other candidates.  

The levels of incivility in comments on candidates' pages may raise concerns to 

campaigns, as they may affect source’s credibility and reputation (Meltzer, 2015) and can lead to 

issue polarization (Anderson et al., 2018). This is worrisome because online incivility may lower 

voters’ expectations about the potential of using public deliberation to reach consensus or resolve 

conflicts (Hwang et al., 2014), potentially widening the partisan gap on an already polarizing 

issue.  

 

Social Media and Digital Campaigns 

The use of social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram have changed 

the digital campaigning landscape, allowing candidates to reach beyond their base, including 

people who are not very interested in politics (Stromer-Galley, 2019b). In the US, social media 

plays an increasingly important role in generating campaign donations (Kreiss, 2012), mobilizing 

and coordinating volunteers  (Kreiss 2012), and collecting information on potential supporters 

(Hersh, 2015; Nickerson & Rogers, 2014). 
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The success of political campaigns on social media can be explained by what Stromer-

Galley (2019b) calls "controlled interactivity": Instead of providing citizens with opportunities to 

engage, campaigns have mastered strategies to mobilize supporters in activities that are aligned 

with their goals, such as participating in events, sharing content on social media, and donating 

(Stromer-Galley, 2019b). Candidates also engage in broadcasting behaviors on social media—

talking about campaign events and policy, attack other candidates—which are important to 

communicate with supporters directly and to influence the media coverage (Feezell & Ortiz, 

2019; Jungherr, 2016). Social media metrics such as number of a candidate’s Twitter mentions or 

number of Facebook group fans are judged by journalists as measures of success and momentum 

in the campaign (Jungherr, 2014). Sanders and Trump were praised for their use of Facebook 

because both candidates tried to be “authentic,” to present their true selves on Facebook (Kreiss 

et al., 2017). 

While research has primarily focused on Twitter (Jungherr, 2016), Facebook has enjoyed 

more attention and resources from political campaigns. The explanation is two-fold: First, 

Facebook enables campaigns to reach a broader public, as 69% of the American public has an 

account, compared to only 22% on Twitter (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). Although the press often 

covers what candidates say on Twitter, Facebook is preferred by campaign managers because it 

is more effective in engaging supporters in various ways — donating, sharing content, accessing 

campaign materials and so on (Kreiss et al., 2017). Second, Facebook may be better positioned 

to help campaigns reach broader audiences because of the amount of data it has on its users, 

allowing campaigns to target specific audiences, as it enables an “identity-based” targeting 

program so that campaigns could reach people by age, gender, congressional district and 

interests (Chester & Montgomery, 2017; Warzel, 2016)  The use of micro-targeting allows 

campaigns to tweak messages based on their intended audience (Stromer-Galley, 2019b). For 

instance, the Trump campaign in 2016 was able to send 100,000 ad variations per day to reach 

different target audiences and considered Facebook essential to their victory (Warzel, 2016). 

Facebook’s public pages allow candidate to create searchable pages with the potential to 

gain large number of followers. Facebook posts can be hyperlinked, driving users to their 

campaign websites, and pages can leverage both organic and paid engagement. Algorithmic 

filtering means that sponsored content in line with supporters’ views would appear high on their 
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news feed and opinion leaders on Facebook can try to convince members of their network to 

work, donate and vote for their candidate. Advertisers can also pay to override the algorithms to 

reach voters who might not be initially inclined to support a candidate (Auter & Fine, 2016; 

Bossetta, 2018). 

While campaigning through Facebook allow candidates to send their messages to 

targeted groups, they also have less control over how the public perceives and interacts with their 

messages. By entering the realm of social media, campaigns cannot control ways that users will 

express themselves or interact with their messages. For instance, campaigns cannot prohibit 

people from creating their own Facebook pages to mock and criticize the campaigns. During 

2016, Facebook was populated with pages such as “Hillary for Prison”, “Hillary Pure Evil”, 

“Donald Trump is an idiot” and “Canadians against Donald Trump.” Facebook also identified 

more than 270 pages and accounts controlled by Russians Internet Agency, the so-called troll 

factory that created fake election pages followed by more than a million people (Shane, 2018).  

Candidates cannot prevent public conversations from happening in their social media 

pages—which means that even if campaigns tend to avoid genuine engagement, people can 

publicly comment on their posts.  Most research on engagement with political campaigns on 

social media have focused on whether or not candidates are willing to reply to the electorate 

(Stromer-Galley, 2019b; Theocharis et al., 2016; Tromble, 2018), as well as how the public can 

contribute to spread campaign messages (Hemsley, 2019; Stromer-Galley et al., 2018). Less is 

known about what the public is talking about, or the tone of their comments on social media 

during a campaign. Public comments on a candidate's page could influence the political thinking 

of those visiting the pages (Freelon, 2017). As such, the comments section in campaigns' official 

pages can contribute to the understanding of the opinion climate around candidates and issues.  

 

Below the Comment Line: Stepping in Uncivil Territory 

Talking about politics is a core value of democratic societies (Mansbridge, 1999), 

through which citizens can learn about one another's positions and develop an understanding 

about the problems that affect their communities (Moy & Gastil, 2006). With the pervasive 

presence of digital technologies in citizens' everyday lives, these conversations are increasingly 

taking place online. In this context, online comments are public expressions of opinions, which 
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may or may not trigger conversation and debate. They are present in a variety of digital 

platforms and can be described as "reactive" mechanisms that are in response to something 

else—such as a news story, a blog post, or a post on social media  (Reagle Jr, 2015). Despite 

being placed "below the line", comments can influence how others interpret the content and the 

source, potentially affecting reputation or credibility (Anderson et al., 2018; Huang, 2016; 

Hwang et al., 2014; Waddell, 2018).  

Researchers have raised concerns that online discussions are characterized by uncivil 

discourse (Coe et al., 2014). Although research on incivility suffers from conceptual fuzziness, 

studies investigating online discussions have, in general, operationalized incivility through lens 

of politeness, flagging expressions such as vulgar or profane words, name-calling and personal 

attacks, stereotyping, aspersions, use of "caps lock", and so on (Coe et al., 2014; Santana, 2014), 

while others approached incivility as a continuum that also includes more extreme or harmful 

content, such as hate speech (Chen, 2017). However, some scholars have argued for a nuanced 

approach: most notably, Papacharissi (2004) argues that incivility should be seen a threat to 

democratic norms and practices (e.g. negative stereotyping, threats to overthrow the 

government), while Rossini (2020) contends that incivility (defined as rude, heated, offensive or 

profane discourse) should be distinguished from intolerant behaviors (e.g. hate speech, 

dehumanization, discrimination) In this paper, we adopt a definition of incivility as a continuum 

that ranges from rude or impolite remarks to more damaging behaviors (e.g. Chen, 2017). 

Despite conceptual and operational differences, the amount of incivility encountered online 

seems fairly consistent, ranging from 20% to 40% in places such as news websites, online 

forums, and social media.  

There is evidence that online incivility may have detrimental effects. For instance, 

research suggests that uncivil comments about a news story can drive more polarization around 

some topics (Anderson et al., 2014), affect the credibility of the source (Meltzer, 2015; Thorson 

et al., 2010), and discourage others from engaging with the news (Muddiman et al., 2017). 

However, researchers also suggest that incivility is perceived as ‘entertaining’ (Sydnor, 2018) 

and there is some evidence it may drive participation and ‘energize’ people to engage in politics 

(Lu & Gall Myrick, 2016; Mutz, 2015). 
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Such concerns go beyond the digital space. Polarization and the rise of cable-news in a 

high-choice media environment have been associated with the rise of uncivil rhetoric in politics 

and in the media (Berry & Sobieraj, 2016; Herbst, 2010). Scholars have argued that incivility is 

used strategically by politicians to "fire up" the base and have found that uncivil discourse can 

grab people's attention and improve recall of political arguments (Berry & Sobieraj, 2016). As 

well, the public only penalizes uncivil discourse by political elites when they disagree with it—

which may help explain why politicians use it (Mutz, 2015). 

In the context of the 2016 presidential campaign in the U.S., considered the most 

negative on record (Fowler et al., 2016), our study investigates public comments on the 

candidates' Facebook pages of the top two candidates from each party during the primaries. 

Specifically, we analyze how the public reacted to candidate's posts about immigration, which 

was among the most prominent issues in the election and has grown in importance to the voters 

in comparison with the 2008 and 2012 electoral cycles (Pew Research Center, 2016). While most 

studies have focused on the general election period, our research focuses on the primaries, which 

allows for comparisons between and within parties. We also investigate if there is a relationship 

between the types of messages candidates are posting about immigration (e.g. positive messages 

about policy or negative messages attacking others) and the tone of public comments about 

immigration.  

There is widespread concern that negative campaigning, such as attacking opponents, or 

using uncivil rhetoric, may have problematic effects—even though evidence is mixed (Lau et al., 

2007; Mutz, 2015). Negative campaigning tends to be more memorable to voters, potentially 

increasing their knowledge about the campaign, and undermines positive affect for opponents—

even if attackers may face backlash (Lau et al., 2007). On social media, negative messaging is 

more likely to trigger engagement and to be shared (Stromer-Galley et al., 2018)—which may 

increase the likelihood of incivility (Cheng et al., 2017). While negative campaigning may have 

detrimental effects, such as undermining trust in government and political efficacy, it may also 

energize the electorate and drive turnout (Lau et al., 2007).  

There is evidence that the public is generally uncivil when interacting with politicians on 

social media outside of campaign periods (Southern & Harmer, 2019; Theocharis et al., 2016). 

Limited research investigated the relationship between campaign communication and public 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2020.1858218


Rossini, P., Sturm-Wikerson, H., & Johnson, T. J. (2020). A wall of incivility? Public discourse and 

immigration in the 2016 U.S. Primaries. Journal of Information Technology & Politics, 0(0), 1–15. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2020.1858218 [Author’s open access version] 

 

incivility: there is some indication that the public is uncivil when attacking candidates’ posts 

about televised debates, but incivility is not affected by different campaign messaging strategies 

(Rossini et al., 2018). However, prior studies have not considered whether these dynamics are 

affected by specific issues. We hypothesize that the heated nature of the topic of immigration, 

along with the divisive rhetoric around it, may influence uncivil public reactions such that 

negative campaign posts will be more likely to receive uncivil comments given their attention-

grabbing and engagement potential (Stromer-Galley et al., 2018), whereas positive posts will 

receive fewer uncivil reactions. Additionally, negative campaign strategies may lead to backlash 

effects for the sender—negatively affecting how the public perceives them (Lau et al., 2007). 

Thus:   

 

H1) Candidate posts about immigration attacking opponents will be positively associated 

with uncivil comments. 

H2) Candidate posts of advocacy about immigration will be negatively associated with 

uncivil comments. 

Immigration in the 2016 Elections  

The U.S. political climate has become polarized over the recent decades, and scholars 

have argued that one of the key markers of this divide revolves around the issue of immigration 

(Agbafe, 2016). Opinions about immigrants have become more positive over the last two 

decades: in 1994, 63 percent of Americans believed immigrants were a burden to society; 

nowadays, 59 percent believe immigrants strengthen the country (Jones, 2016). However, there 

are sharp partisan gaps: while both Democrats and Republicans shared similar views on 

immigrants in the 1990s, the gap has increased sharply since 2006 (Jones, 2016). During the 

2016 primaries, surveys indicated that while 62 percent of Democrats believed that immigrants 

strengthen the country, 63 percent of Republicans said immigrants are a burden to society (Goo, 

2015). The immigration rhetoric adopted by candidates is consistent with their base, which is 

marked by strikingly distinct demographic groups (Agbafe, 2016). Republicans are stronger in 

areas with high proportions of white, working-class voters (Kenworthy et al., 2007), as well as 

counties with higher proportion of native-born Americans (Gimpel, 2014). At the same time, 
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more than 60 percent of naturalized immigrants have identified as Democrats, and there are 

currently an estimated 8.7 million immigrants eligible for naturalization in the U.S., a number 

that may have an impact on Republican political prospects (Gimpel, 2014). Race is crucial to this 

issue because individuals from majority-groups tend to inflate the demographic size of minority 

groups, which affects their attitudes toward immigrants (Alba et al., 2005) and their beliefs on 

false claims concerning immigration (Krogstad et al., 2019).  

In the 2016 election, immigration was considered a critical issue, with one in five voters 

saying they would only vote for a candidate who shares their views on immigration (Jones, 

2016). While Democratic candidates defended a path to citizenship for undocumented 

immigrants, Republican candidates had divergent positions. Democratic Senator from Vermont 

Bernie Sanders proposed an expansion of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, known as 

DACA, in order to include deportation relief for parents of DACA recipients, and an expansion 

of support for refugees, particularly families fleeing from violence in Central America (NNIR, 

2016). Sanders suggested he would use executive authority to address the issue in case a 

comprehensive immigration reform failed to pass in Congress (Jennewein, 2016). Former 

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton planned to create a National Office of Immigrant Affairs to 

coordinate immigration policies, and to end deportation policies that split up families (NNIR, 

2016). Among Republican candidates, Senator from Texas Ted Cruz proposed increased security 

border and was against legalizing undocumented immigrants, saying he would “lead the fight 

against amnesty” (Team Fix, 2016). Donald Trump called for mass detention and deportations, 

immediate repeal of DACA, temporary ban on nationals from Muslim-majority countries from 

entering the United States, the building of a wall in the southern border—supposedly to be paid 

by Mexico—, and the end of birthright citizenship for children of undocumented immigrants 

(NNIR, 2016).  

Despite these sharp distinctions, the majority of Democratic and Republican voters 

support a path of legal status for undocumented immigrants, with three-in-four Americans 

believing undocumented immigrants should be allowed to stay legally in the country if certain 

requirements are met (Jones, 2016). Data from the American National Election Study suggests 

that Trump’s centerpiece proposal of building a wall in the Southern border represented a sharp 

divide between liberal and conservative constituents, because while only one-third of the public 
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favors this idea, 67 percent of Trump voters endorsed the border wall, in contrast with 77 percent 

of Clinton voters opposing to it (Jones, 2016; Klinkner, 2017). Likewise, 80 percent of Trump 

voters believed that speaking English is “very important” for being considered “truly American” 

in contrast with 43% of Clinton voters having that same view (Klinkner, 2017). 

While immigration was considered a “second-tier policy priority” in previous elections 

(Suro, 2009), the topic was at the core of Trump’s candidacy. During his campaign launch in 

2015, Trump claimed that Mexicans were “bringing drugs, they are bringing crime, they are 

rapists” (Phillips, 2017). The topic was also at the center of media coverage. Even though only 

about 10% of news stories reporting on the 2016 presidential election addressed policy issues, 

immigration was one of the main focuses of media coverage (Sussman, 2017). The topic then 

ascended in importance to the electorate, ranking third in the list of most important issues facing 

the country on exit polls (Sussman, 2017). Importantly, recent studies have shown a direct link 

between attitudes toward immigration and voting in 2016. For instance, white voters holding 

anti-immigration views were more likely to switch to Trump, despite one’s socio-economic 

status (Reny et al., 2019), and attitudes related to immigration were more salient to voter 

decision-making, suggesting that “compared to the 2012 election, the 2016 election was 

distinctively about attitudes related to racial, ethnic, and religious minorities” (Sides, 2017, p. 

20). 

Considering the different stances within and between parties, we analyze public 

comments on the official Facebook pages of the four main candidates in the 2016 primaries: 

Bernie Sanders, Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump and Ted Cruz4. We picked Cruz and Sanders in 

addition to the party nominees because they were the strongest contenders and had different 

positions and proposals around immigration, allowing for more breadth. Considering the 

exploratory nature of our research, we ask a set of questions to better understand the dynamics of 

the public debate around candidates' posts about immigration: 

 

RQ1) Are there differences in the number of posts about immigration by candidate?  

 
4 We stopped the data collection for Cruz and Sanders after they dropped out of the race — May 5 for Cruz 

and June 7 for Sanders.  
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RQ2) Are there differences in the number of uncivil comments based received by 

candidates based on party?  

RQ3) Are there differences in the number of uncivil comments based on individual 

candidates?  

RQ4) Are there differences in the levels of public engagement (likes, and shares) based 

on individual candidates?  

Methods 

Automated Classification of Campaign Messages  

This study leverages the supervised machine learning approaches developed by the 

(Anonymized) Project  to analyze campaign messages and public comments. Presidential 

messages are categorized as calls to action, advocacy, attack, and "campaign relevant 

information", and each message can be classified in multiple categories. The classification uses a 

multi-label Support-Vector Machine algorithm, and the training dataset consisted of 4,434 

Facebook posts, which were gold-labeled—independently labeled and then adjudicated—by 

human annotators after achieving inter-coder reliability5 (see Gupta et al., 2020).   

 Calls to action urge supporters to act, through traditional forms of engagement (e.g. 

volunteering, donating) or digital engagement (e.g. visiting websites, sharing messages). Attack 

messages are those focused on criticizing an opponent (including party, surrogates) based on 

personal characteristics (personality, behavior, qualifications) or issue-stance. Advocacy 

messages are focused on highlighting candidate's strengths as a leader, current positions, 

previous and future policies, or personal history. Campaign relevant information6 messages 

provide information about the campaign (e.g. agenda). Ceremonial messages are not directly 

related to campaigning and may contain social elements, such as giving thanks, praising, 

expressing condolences etc  (Zhang et al., 2017). 

 
5 Annotators were considered trained after reaching a Krippendorff’s Alpha of .70 or above.  
6 The performance for this category is lower because the presence of campaign information was scarce, 

making it challenging for classifiers to capture distinctive features of this type of messaging. In addition, messages 

conveying campaign information often include features of other types, increasing the likelihood of misclassification.  
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The performance of the classifiers is evaluated with an F1 score, a weighted average of 

precision and recall. Precision measures how often machine-predicted types align with gold-

labeled data (coded by humans), and it is sensitive to false positives. Recall measures whether 

relevant human-coded message categories can be identified by the classifier and it is vulnerable 

to false negatives. An F1 score of 1 represents perfect precision and recall. Contrariwise, a 0 

would indicate totally incorrect precision and recall. The performance of the multilabel model is 

in Table 1. 

Table 1. Candidate Post Model Performance 

 Precision Recall F1 

Advocacy 0.81 0.8 0.81 

Attack 0.73 0.66 0.7 

Calls to action 0.91 0.86 0.88 

Campaign Information 0.63 0.56 0.59 

Ceremonial 0.85 0.72 0.78 

 

Candidates' messages were identified by topic using the lexicon-based approach 

developed by Jackson et al. (2017). The lexicon was created based on three datasets: 1) 

Transcripts from the Republican and Democratic primary debates and the convention speeches 

by Clinton and Trump; 2) a sample of Facebook posts from all the Republican, Democratic, and 

third-party candidates; 3) a sample of tweets by the official accounts of the candidates. After 

deriving seed words from these sources, human coders annotated and corrected the lexicon. For 

immigration, the lexicon included 289 words. The performance of the lexicon for the topic of 

immigration had an F1 score of .92, with .86 precision and .98 recall (Jackson et al., 2017). 

Public comments on candidates' pages were also classified as civil or uncivil using supervised 

machine learning, based on a dataset of human-annotated gold labeled data (N = 42,967). Uncivil 

messages are defined as those that use unnecessarily pejorative, harmful, profane, or dismissive 

language. Incivility also includes expressions of racism, xenophobia, homophobia, sexism or 

other forms of discriminatory stereotyping. Civil messages are operationalized as the absence of 

uncivil characteristics. While this definition includes expressions ranging from impoliteness to 
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more damaging behaviors (e.g. Chen, 2017), it does now allow us to distinguish between specific 

subtypes. The performance of the model had an F1 score of 0.75 for uncivil discourse, with 0.75 

precision and 0.74 recall.  

Data & Models 

This project presents a secondary data analysis of a dataset originally collected by the 

(anonymized) Project using an openly available python script (Hegde, 2016) to interact with the 

Facebook Graph API. During the primaries, these four candidates posted 5,230 messages on 

Facebook, and 143 of those were categorized as being about immigration. Our analysis focuses 

on the 727,701 comments on immigration posts by Hillary Clinton, Ted Cruz, Donald Trump 

and Bernie Sanders during the primaries (January 1 - June 15, 2016). The analysis was 

conducted using two different methods. Our hypotheses were focused in predictive relationships 

between advocacy and attack messages posted by candidates on the topic of immigration and the 

presence of uncivil comments by the public. Variables were analyzed using a logistic regression 

model predicting uncivil public comments, dummy coded, controlling for candidates, message 

types (reference: advocacy), and replies (comments replying to other comments). Replies were 

dummy coded to signal comments made as a direct reply to another comment7. Because 

messages could be classified as both attack and advocacy, we performed this analysis with a 

constructed variable with three categories: attack (N = 69,750), advocacy (N = 279,312), and 

contrast (N = 281,284), with the latter being comprised of posts classified as both attack and 

advocacy, and excluded comments on posts not classified in these categories (N = 97,355)8. In 

describing and discussing the results, we refer to attack and contrast as “negative” messages, as 

both include attacks. To answer our research questions, we conducted a descriptive analysis. 

Given that we are using population data — that is, all public comments received by candidates, 

we did not run significance tests for descriptive data.  

 

 
7 Replies were included in the model to control for threads in which participants are debating one another. 

However, given the structure of the dataset, we are unable to distinguish between second and third level replies (i.e. 

comments to an original comment vs comments to a reply).  
8 Considering this classification, Bernie Sanders and Ted Cruz had no posts classified only as attacks because all 

their attack posts also contained advocacy.  
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Results  

We hypothesized that the type of message posted by the candidates would have an effect 

in public incivility. Namely, we expected that negative messages (e.g. attacking other candidates 

and their policies) would be positively associated with uncivil comments, while advocacy 

messages would be associated with fewer uncivil comments. We build a logistic regression 

model to predict uncivil comments in a subset of the data excluding the other message types to 

focus on negative messaging9. Results are presented in table 2.  

 

Table 2. Logistic Regression Predicting Uncivil Comments 

DV: Incivility Β (SE) Exp(β)  CI Exp(β)  2.5%, 97,5% 

(Intercept) -0.92 *** 

(0.00) 
0.40  [0.40, 0.40] 

Post: Attack 0.14 *** 

(0.01) 

1.15  [1.13, 1.17] 

Post: Contrast 0.12 *** 

(0.01) 

1.13  [1.12, 1.15] 

Reply 0.28 *** 

(0.01) 

1.33  [1.31, 1.35] 

Bernie Sanders 0.06 *** 

(0.01) 

1.06  [1.03, 1.08] 

Hilary Clinton 0.20 *** 

(0.01) 

1.22  [1.20, 1.25] 

Ted Cruz 0.18 *** 

(0.01) 

1.20  [1.17, 1.23] 

N 630,346              

AIC 790823.48       

Note: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. 

 
9 We tested models controlling for party or controlling for Trump due to his share of comments. While there was no 

difference in the direction of the coefficients, these models performed worse than the chosen model (see appendix). 
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The model suggests a positive relationship between attack and contrast posts and uncivil 

comments, supporting the first hypothesis. These results also support the second hypothesis, as 

messages of advocacy are less likely to receive uncivil comments than attacks. When individual 

candidates are taken into account, the model suggests that all candidates are significantly more 

likely to receive uncivil comments in their posts about immigration than Donald Trump. 

Notably, the coefficient for replies was positive, suggesting that discussions between people 

commenting on candidates’ pages are more likely to be uncivil than comments to the post.  

Moving to the exploratory questions, we investigate the relevance of the topic 

immigration among the four candidates during the primaries. The theme was more prominent 

among Republicans—61 of all posts were from Trump (4.4% of his 1,443 posts) and 25 from 

Cruz (2% of his 1,223 posts), while Clinton posted about immigration 34 times (2.6% of her 1, 

667 posts) and Sanders, 23 (2% of his 897 posts). Taken together, Republicans were responsible 

for 60% of all messages about immigration. 

Table 3 shows the differences in number of comments received by candidates, as well as 

the average ratio of comments per post. Trump received the vast majority of comments (80%) 

and also receives, on average, 4.7 times more comments than Sanders and Clinton, and 8 times 

more comments than Cruz. Thus, not only there are differences in the volume of messages about 

immigration posted by the candidates, answering research question 1, but there is also variation 

in the amount of comments they received.  

 

Table 3. Posts and Comments x Candidates 

 Posts Comments Ratio 

Bernie Sanders 23 

(16.1%) 

47,091 

(6.5%) 

2,047 

Donald Trump 61 

(42.7%) 

581,841 

(80%) 

9,538 

Hillary Clinton 34 

(23.8%) 

69,331 

(9.5%) 

2,039 

Ted Cruz 25 

(17.5%) 

29,438 

(4%) 

1,178 

Total 143 727,701  
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The second research question inquired about differences in the proportion of uncivil 

comments based on a candidate's party. Overall, 39.8% of the comments received by Democratic 

candidates were uncivil, compared to 31.8% on the Republican side. The differences are 

significant, X2 (1) = 8869, p<0.0001.  

Table 3 shows how posts were distributed by message type. Given that we used a 

multilabel classifier, some posts have more than one category, which explains the total number 

of posts being higher than the numbers reported in Table 3. All candidates used more messages 

of advocacy for their viewpoints on immigration than any other type of message. Sanders barely 

used any other strategy, while others went on the attack: 29% of Trump’s, 36% of Cruz’s and 

32% of Clinton’s posts were classified as attacks.  

 

Table 4. Posts per Message Type x Candidate 

Candidate Advocacy Attack Call to Action Ceremonial Informative Total  

Bernie Sanders 22 (88%) 2 (8%) 0 1 (4%) 0 25 
Donald J. Trump 47 (54%) 26 (29.9%) 3 (3.4%) 8 (9%) 3 (3.4%) 87 
Hillary Clinton 24 (58.5%) 11 (26.9%) 3 (7%) 2 (4.9%) 1 (2.4%) 41 
Ted Cruz 25 (64.1%) 9 (23.1%) 5 (12.8%) 0 0 39 

Note: Totals are based on discrete posts per category, including those with more than one category. Percentages 

are based on the proportion of posts in a given category divided by the total of posts per candidate. 

These message types are associated with distinct levels of engagement in user comments. 

Table 5 presents the breakdown of comments per message type and candidate. Most candidates 

received an overwhelming majority of comments on advocacy messages about immigration. 

Trump had the lowest share at 50.2%, with 35.7% of his comments being on attack messages.  

 

Table 5. Comments per Message Type x Candidate 

Candidate Advocacy Attack Call to Action Ceremonial Information Total 

Bernie Sanders 45,880 

(92%) 
3,514 

(7%) 
  

479 

(1%) 
47,091 
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Donald J. Trump 433,607 

(50.2%) 
308,690 

(35.7%) 
13,170 

(1.5%) 
15,303 

(1.8%) 
93,550 

(10.8%) 
581,841 

Hillary Clinton 51,671 

(59.1%) 
26,938 

(30.8%) 
3,164 

(3.6%) 
2,900 

(3.3%) 
2,810 

(3.2%) 
69,331 

Ted Cruz 29,438 

(65.1%) 
11,892 

(26.3%) 
3,893 

(8.6%) 
  

29,438 

 

Table 6 presents the distribution of uncivil comments per party and candidate. Overall, 

35% of the comments received by Democratic candidates were uncivil, compared to 32.1% on 

the Republican side. The differences are significant, X2 (1) = 386,1, p<0.00001.  

Answering the third research question, we find significant differences in the amount of 

uncivil comments received by each candidate, X2 (3) = 720, p <0.0001. Proportionally, Sanders 

and Trump received less uncivil comments when posting about immigration than Clinton and 

Cruz. Clinton received the highest proportion of uncivil comments.  

 

Table 6. Distribution of Uncivil Comments by Party and Candidate  

 Civil Uncivil Total Significance 

Party    X2 (1) = 386,1, p<0.00001 

Democrats 75,601 

(65%) 

40,821 

(35%) 

116,422  

Republicans 414,949 

(67.9%) 

196,330 

(32.1%) 

611,279  

Candidates    X2 (3) = 720, p <0.0001 

Bernie Sanders 31,657 

(67.2%) 

15,434 

(32.8%) 

47,091  

Donald J. Trump 395,913  

(68%) 

185,928 

(32%) 

851,841  

Hillary Clinton 43,944 

(63.4%) 

25,387 

(36.6) 

69,331  

Ted Cruz 19,036  10,402 29,438  
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(64.7%) (35.3%) 

  

Finally, when looking at likes and shares, it is clear that supporters’ comments are a small 

fraction of all the engagement received by candidates on Facebook. Figure 1 plots engagement 

metrics over the course of the primaries. The plot is scaled based on each candidate’s metrics 

because of the discrepancies in the amount of engagement received. With the exception of two 

peak dates for Trump, the number of likes is consistently and substantially higher than that of 

shares and comments. Most candidates have comparable levels of comments and shares, 

suggesting their supporters were similarly engaged in these two activities. These similarities 

make sense insofar as sharing candidates’ content and commenting on candidates’ posts are 

activities that might become visible to a user’s own network and therefore may have higher 

“social” costs than likes. It is noteworthy that Trump has a peak of sharing activity around the 

time Ted Cruz drops out of the race.  

  

Figure 1. Engagement on Immigration Posts Over Time 
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Discussion 

This study has sought to examine the relationship between candidates' posts about 

immigration during the primaries of the 2016 Presidential Election in the United States, and 

public comments on their official Facebook pages. Consistent with the party divide around 

public opinion about immigration (Jones, 2016; Klinkner, 2017), we find that that Republican 

candidates were more likely to discuss the issue. This result is not surprising, as immigration has 

significantly given issue-ownership advantage to Republicans over the last four decades (Egan, 

2013). Trump dominated both in terms of posts and comments. This may be partially explained 

by to the fact that Trump has made immigration the centerpiece of his campaign (Jones, 2016), 

and due to his inflammatory remarks: calling Mexicans rapists, saying Muslims celebrated 9/11 

in New Jersey, and proposing a ban on Muslim migration (Bump, 2016), which can be seen as an 

effective strategy to “fire up” his base. This high amount of discussion also reflects voters’ 

priorities: according to polls conducted during the primaries, Trump supporters were twice as 

likely as Cruz supporters to say immigration was their top issue (Stepherson, 2016). Another 

explanation is Trump’s large followership—by election day, he had more than 12 million 

Facebook fans, versus 7.8 million who followed Clinton10.  

Second, our results also indicate that advocacy messages are less likely to promote 

uncivil comments than attack and contrast messages. Because advocacy messages tend to 

resonate with the intended audience, posts positively promoting candidates’ stances or policies 

on the issue are likely to generate a public forum where higher levels of agreement will set the 

tone of the debate, potentially generating less heated discussion. Thus, it is not surprising that 

attack and contrast messages were more likely to receive uncivil comments by the public, as 

negative campaigning may lead to backlash, but this result should raise concerns in terms of how 

attacks in the campaign trail might contribute further polarize the public.  

However, these findings might reflect a broader phenomenon. Prior research on 

interactions with politicians on Twitter outside of campaigns suggests that the public is prone to 

 
10 https://medium.com/the-social-reader/in-the-final-hours-of-the-election-who-is-winning-on-social-

media-7243016e3d7b (Accessed Oct 1, 2020) 
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adopt uncivil rhetoric towards politicians on social media (Theocharis et al., 2016). Considering 

that the primaries focus on partisan discourse, appealing to those who are more engaged in 

politics, it is possible that uncivil comments reflect the participation of a more politically active 

public that participates in online discussions and is potentially prone to perceive incivility as the 

norm (Hmielowski et al., 2014). 

Third, Trump was the least likely to receive incivility despite his elevated volume of 

overall comments. While this result might seem counter-intuitive, research on uncivil rhetoric by 

political elites suggests that candidates are not, themselves, penalized by their base when using 

such strategies (Herbst, 2010; Mutz, 2015)—even though elite incivility is associated with 

systemic-level consequences such as reducing policy support, political trust, and out-party 

favorability (Goovaerts & Marien, 2020; Mutz, 2015; Otto et al., 2020). While we’re not 

focusing on candidate incivility in this paper, the heated tone of Trump’s rhetoric in the 

campaign has been documented by scholars as an outlier in contemporary political discourse 

(Mercieca, 2019; Stromer-Galley, 2019a). Considering the centrality of immigration to Trump’s 

campaign and the evidence that his rhetoric became more heated than his opponents’, it is 

possible that Trump’s base did not penalize his negative campaigning strategies—or, at least, 

was more tolerant of them, as it is typically the case for challengers (Fridkin & Kenney, 2011). 

Immigration appeals to ideologic divides, and strong partisans are more likely to tolerate uncivil 

campaign strategies (Fridkin & Kenney, 2011). It is also possible that Trump’s belligerent tone 

towards his opponents fueled supporters to post uncivil comments on their pages. 

Uncivil comments on Clinton’s page were proportionally higher than all other candidates, 

suggesting that public discourse might have been affected by other contextual and historical 

factors. Clinton has been the focus of hostile responses by the media and the public since serving 

as First Lady (Campbell, 1998; Scharrer, 2002). It is also possible that the higher levels of 

incivility on Clinton's page may reveal public animosity towards female candidates (Southern & 

Harmer, 2019), who are often facing the double-bind of being seen as competent and 

unfeminine, or incompetent and feminine, but seldom both (Jamieson, 1995). Future studies need 

to further explore the relationship between gender and public incivility by focusing on surfacing 

stages of the campaign, when there can be more female candidates, or by looking at down-the-

ballot races. 
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This paper has limitations. First, our classifier does not take into account whether the 

comment on a candidate's page is targeting the owner of the page. Thus, we cannot claim that 

uncivil comments are attacking a candidate. More research is needed to further understand the 

situations in which incivility is used by the public when interacting with campaigns. Second, we 

analyze candidates' posts using categories traditionally applied to campaign messaging and 

television ads (Jamieson, 1996; Kaid & Johnston, 1991) and do not consider the civility of their 

messages. While candidates are expected to be civil, research has demonstrated that politicians 

adopt uncivil rhetoric in strategic ways (Herbst, 2010). Particularly in the context of 2016, 

Trump's rhetoric has been characterized as distinctively negative (Gross & Johnson, 2016; 

Stromer-Galley, 2019a), emphasizing the need for future work in this area to consider potential 

consequences to public discourse. Another important limitation is the use of a binary 

classification for incivility. While scholars have advocated for a nuanced approach to incivility 

(Muddiman, 2017; Rossini, 2020), computational efforts to measure it have been mainly in 

binary form (Theocharis et al., 2016). A binary classification does not allow us to understand 

richer discussion dynamics around the use of uncivil discourse, for instance, we cannot to 

differentiate between incivility used towards a candidate from incivility used to emphasize an 

argument, which signal distinct behaviors (Rossini, 2020). Thus, we cannot make normative 

claims about whether public incivility is detrimental to political discourse. Future research needs 

to explore ways to address this important measurement challenge. Finally, we acknowledge the 

widespread concern with automated accounts and coordinated malicious efforts on social media 

during the 2016 Election, but we are unable to account for such activity in our dataset, as 

Facebook has not publicly released lists of names, pages, or groups identified as unauthentic.     

In spite of these limitations, this study contributes to the current literature on digital 

campaigns on social media and incivility by analyzing public comments around one of the most 

divisive issues in the 2016 campaign on Facebook, the most popular social media platform in the 

United States. Our findings suggest that negative messaging (i.e. attacking opponents and/or 

their policies) by the candidates may elicit more uncivil responses by the public, even when such 

messages also contain advocacy (i.e. contrasts). However, it is interesting to highlight that, in 

spite of posting more attack messages about immigration than his contenders, Trump was 

significantly less likely to receive uncivil comments, which suggests that he might have 
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benefited from being a challenger and an outsider (Fridkin & Kenney, 2011). Some public 

comments are "reactive" manifestations, while others trigger discussions, and we found incivility 

to be more likely to occur in the later, suggesting that posts about immigration led to heated 

debates about the topic.  

Finally, the levels of incivility in public comments on candidates' pages need to be 

examined within the context of previous findings that uncivil comments affect source’s 

credibility and reputation (Meltzer, 2015) and can lead to issue polarization (Anderson et al., 

2018).This is especially worrisome considering that previous studies have found that when 

individuals are exposed to uncivil discussion online they end up having lower expectations about 

the potential of using public deliberation to reach consensus or resolve conflicts (Hwang et al., 

2014), thus widening the gap between Republicans and Democrats on how to address this issue 

nationwide.  
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