
20

Social death: How did millennial liberals 
lose history’s most digital elections?

Since President Obama used social media mastery to win two elections, 
liberals thought they owned the digital space. But both major elections of 

2016 showed things had changed. How did the liberal digital elite go wrong? 
What did the right get right? And have user profiling and behavioural 

analysis changed the way elections are fought forever, asks Alex Connock?

Auspiciously or not, it was Friday 13th. That day in May 2016, the bosses of hit 
websites Facebook, Buzzfeed, The LADbible, and Twitter filed into 10 Downing 
Street, invited to help get the young to register to vote. There was even someone 
from casual dating site Tinder1.

David Cameron was swiping left, hooking up with the millennial, digital 
generation – and no doubt aware that among his key, targeted Brexit psychographic, 
the ‘Disengaged Middle’, 70 per cent sourced their news primarily from Facebook2.

Once unleashed, the viral dynamics of social media engagement would not 
behave, but skit like zephyrs over the social timeline. The social media battles of 
2016 would then be won at the ballots by the populist right, by the glib agitprop 
of Brexit and Trump. And tech commentators would hypothesise the roles of paid 
reach in Facebook, and vote-winning armies of right-wing bots, dispatched by 
behavioural algorithms in support.

But as coding language entered political science, there were still more likely 
explanations. Maybe the right won the digital elections just by being better at 
the punchy output the social news cycle demands – Farage and Trump having 
perfected the art of saying something outrageous at the vicarage tea party. Or 
maybe Facebook users are just more alt right than right-on in the first place.

How many Likes have you got?
Nineteen years earlier, Tony Blair gave Noel Gallagher and the Britpop gang a 
glittering soiree3 at No. 10 – an Arcadian, pre-internet era where no-one checked 
Twitter, and everyone cared what tabloids said. The occasion, and Blair’s message, 
was filtered by just a handful of press owners, most of whom a prime minister 
could have dinner with.
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For similar reach in 2016, Cameron would have to feed the Glastonbury 
Festival. He had to seep out his message through a chaotic tented city of millions 
of peer-to-peer social feeds. Just 6 per cent of 18-24 year olds now got their news 
feed from newspapers, versus 28 per cent from social media.4 Cameron’s meeting 
wasn’t so much digital Cool Britannia, as an online bet on ‘Europe or bust.’

The best option was to befriend the platforms. The social media elite scrupulously 
practised Brexit agnosticism, but was still an intravenous line into an audience that 
newspaper potentates could only fantasise. Buzzfeed was so big it had 168m views 
for a single video on its food site, Tasty5 – a very Europe-friendly Greek salad as it 
happens.

Cameron’s push for voter engagement gambled the young would be pro-
Europe. If that demographic registered, everyone could get on with Summer and 
the Euros, a future livelihood secured for 19.5m UK under 25s. And so the 2016 
Bite the Ballot campaign launched a ‘generation drive’ on June 1, presented as 
Brexit-agnostic. “Politics needs rebranding – and that’s where you come in,” said 
its website: “#Turn up for the EU Ref.”6 (Nine months later, no one had had the 
heart to take the site down.)

Remain weren’t only into voter registration – they also plunged into social 
media campaigning first. In February 2016 they planned a Stronger In Europe 
‘Twitter war room’ and a paid push for Cameron’s Facebook page.7 Meanwhile the 
Leave camp started badly on social. A key funder emailed a colleague: “The website 
is awful, the Facebook page worse…. ….If this is your best shot, you should be 
shot.”8 With the stars aligning like this for Remain, what could go wrong?

Read the comments
What could go wrong was that the users had opinions of their own. Europe stories 
would generate aggressively ‘anti’ comments on social sites. The LADbible had 
not taken a Remain/Leave position but some Facebook users interpreted one 
anyway: “TheLADbible can you quit with the lefty political views, you’re not 
panafuckingrama, you’re here to make me laugh. Now go find me a video of a dog 
that has a shit catch. Or just like the government, I’ll unsubscrbe from you’re views 
(sic).” For that comment: 1350 likes.

The supposed secret army of sock puppets
And then the story took a diversion into tech. Newspapers said9 10 the Right used 
arcane data modelling and psychographic profiling. Commentators theorised 
corporations with armies of automated ‘bots’. The inventor of the world-wide web 
Tim Berners-Lee said (as part of a wider menu of points to improve about the 
web)11: “The increasing sophistication of algorithms drawing upon rich pools of 
personal data mean that political campaigns are now building individual adverts 
targeted directly at users.”
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Targeted advertising bots do exist. But losing to international bots is also way 
more palatable for a professional political campaigner than losing because you 
haven’t got enough friends on Facebook.

Paid vs earned political advertising
Facebook success comes down to engagement: how many people like and share 
your stuff, both of which push items up in users’ news feed. The Leave side used 
paid advertising on social – targeting a limited budget towards people most likely 
to share it. In other words they did what consumer goods advertisers do every day.

The allure of Facebook’s advertising model is that if you open a Stroud fishing 
tackle superstore, you can specifically buy views of Stroud’s self-declared anglers 
– ‘paid views.’ To the extent the fishermen share the content, anyone taking the 
bait is an ‘earned’ view – which is the free stuff you want. Advertisers, and even 
big social channels, kickstart content with paid views to key demographics and 
influencers, then watch it go viral as the engagement hopefully kicks in. It’s like 
seeding a cloud to start the rain.

So Leave spent 40 per cent of its budget on a consultancy firm, according to 
the Daily Telegraph12, giving £3.5m to AggregateIQ (AIQ), a small tech company 
in provincial Canada – but unpack that, and it gets less weird. That AIQ is a 
consultancy in highly-targeted Facebook advertising is a statement of the obvious, 
because all Facebook advertising is by definition targeted, unless the client is 
spending their budget like a blind drunk grenadier with a blunderbuss. As Zack 
Massingham of AIQ told the Telegraph: “The reality is the vast majority of that 
money was for online advertising to those groups of people the campaign wanted 
to reach.” That was about the ‘paid’ views, rather than (say) billboard advertising 
on lorries.

Meanwhile for the ‘earned’ component, Leave.EU’s social media got modern. 
Campaigner Andy Wigmore reportedly perfected real-time adjustment in posts to 
maximise effectiveness. “Within an hour, we would change a headline on Facebook 
or Twitter maybe five or six times just to gauge the reaction. We were monitoring 
how many people looked and shared it, where it went, and reacted accordingly.”13

In the focused, cerebral offices of major UK social media channels, doing that 
is about as exotic as having a Gregg’s sausage roll for lunch. It happens every day.

Real news vs fake news
In the US, the context was broadly the same for the alt right as for the Brexiteers; 
identifying liberal bias in the mainstream media, they aggressively flanked it with 
social. Breitbart economics editor John Carney said at Columbia Journalism 
School14 in February 2017: “Do you think you’re predominantly staffed by people 
who view Trump’s point of view as not only wrong, but also evil?” And to right-
wing ‘populists’, that perceived imbalance in the media needed redress.
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So the conservative movement grew its own online news outlets. “Breitbart 
is now bigger than Pornhub”, said a headline15, as it briefly became 29th most 
trafficked site in the US, and used that traction in the election. The New Yorker 
said it undermined Hillary Clinton16 by tracking which stories about her got the 
most engagement to isolate the most potent weapons against her.

Fake news wasn’t what Breitbart did – but it did grow industrially on many other 
sites. In November 2016 detailed Buzzfeed analysis17 claimed top fake election 
stories outranked Facebook engagement on the top stories from 19 major news 
outlets combined. Of the top false election stories, 85 per cent were pro-Trump.

Fake news aside, was the reach of conservative sites organically driven, or 
manipulated? Observer journalist Carole Cadwalladr rummaged around in18 the 
right’s social media toolbox, exploring how analytics companies used data collection 
and profiling to help Trump target advertising effectively and reach people most 
likely to share it. The Washington Post agreed it was effective, and said after the 
election one leading firm in the space won new business from its success.19 But at 
a basic level this was still just paid and earned reach, none of which means they 
circulated fake news or did anything else wrong.

Indeed Mark Zuckerberg, speaking at Techonomy20 after the US election said: 
“The idea that fake news on Facebook – of which it’s a very small amount of the 
content – influenced the election in any way is a pretty crazy idea.”

For one thing, fake news had massive competition – not always presented in the 
statistical picture. Facebook made the point21 that non-text stories like native video, 
live content and image posts from major news outlets also saw mass engagement, 
but weren’t measured in that Buzzfeed analysis. For instance a Guardian Facebook 
upload of a Jimmy Kimmel Live video of Barack Obama reading out Trump tweets 
reached 51m views with 498,423 shares.22 Those are big numbers.

Meanwhile the story of Breitbart beating Pornhub in site visits wasn’t what 
it seemed either. The Trump-sceptical New York Times was always well ahead. 
And by March 2017 rankings,23 the Times was at 27, Washington Post at 42 and 
Breitbart back at 45; hardly the conservative media upending the news industry, or 
a black box of battle-winning bots.

Data is not the only information
In fact, the obvious counterpoint to the view that big-data geeks won Trump 
the election is that one firm who helped him also helped Ted Cruz – who got 
knocked out of the race.24 That’s probably because before targeted advertising can 
work, there does have to be actual people receptive to the message in the first 
place to build upon. A sceptical pre-election piece in AdAge25 questioned whether 
behavioural methodology always delivered. The New York Times26 doubted that 
any digital ‘secret sauce’ helped Trump: “Many scoff.”
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The Columbia Journalism Review of March 3, 2017 had a simpler answer to 
what happened in the digital elections27: people just stick to what they like. If the 
media blamed externalities for the unanticipated victories – Russian hacking, fake 
news – Columbia analysis just said the Internet gave people personalised filter 
bubbles, so they could read ‘The Daily Me’. Breitbart developed as ‘a distinct and 
insulated media system, using social media as a backbone to transmit a hyper-
partisan perspective to the world’. An earlier book28 about conservative broadcaster 
Russ Limbaugh had called that ‘the echo chamber.’ On social, everyone hears more 
from people who agreed with them in the first place. Look at your own Twitter or 
Facebook feed, and see how few of them disagree with what you think.

Strange attractors
So the fact Brexit and Trump won elections does not evidence the ‘secret sauce’ 
of behavioural profiling by armies of bots – though their sophistication as paid-
view generators of reach is something that will be key in future elections. It could 
equally be a question of political charisma seeping across peer networks through 
its sheer outlandishness, in the same way that click-bait, Photoshopped pictures 
of ‘mysterious sea creatures’ washed up on beaches go massively viral. Gordon 
Fletcher of Salford University29 says: “Politicians like Farage and Trump become 
beacons for support or critical response, strange attractors. Engaging at all precludes 
ambivalence.” The resulting extreme partisanship can be digitally targeted.

At the London Ad Fest event at in March 2017 a session on classic political 
advertising pulled out the ‘Britain Isn’t Working’ classics, but also a brilliant 
Remain advert. It was a picture of IDS, Gove, Farage and Johnson, all looking 
like plonkers, with the slogan: ‘Do you want to be left alone on a small island with 
these men?’30

This was effective, brutal, negative, non-ambivalent, un-nuanced, and perfect 
material for social sharing. Except, Remain didn’t share it.

I wish they had done, because the hard truth is Remain and the Democrats 
weren’t cheated by behavioural data analysis, fake news or armies of bots. They just 
didn’t fight anywhere near smart enough.
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