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Prior HCI research has investigated social media users’ perspectives on the efficacy and fairness of content
moderation tools, as well as their concerns around the ways that powerful individuals may not be subject to
the same “rules” as other users. However, we argue that there is a sub-group of powerful accounts that deserve
specialized attention: those of politicians. Through a focus group study, we outline user perspectives on how—
or if—politicians’ inappropriate online speech should be moderated, and what mental models are influencing
these perspectives. We find that participants’ concerns about platforms’ capitalistic functions, the changed
relationship between politics and media, the outsized influence of politicians’ speech, and First Amendment
considerations all play heavily into their conceptions of the risks and benefits of moderating these powerful
accounts. We also examine how participants perceive the benefits and shortcomings of different platform-
enacted and user-directed moderation solutions to counteract inappropriate politician speech. Building upon
our findings, we offer suggestions on how scholars of law and platform governance can help build design and
policy solutions that better address this issue. We also discuss how HCI research can contribute to advancing
the debates around it.
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1 Introduction

Since former U.S. President Barack Obama took office in 2008, there has been increased attention to
the role that social media plays in our democratic processes. As the first president to make extensive
use of social media accounts for campaigning and public communications [6, 28], Obama marked a
turning point in U.S. democracy—one that not everyone believes is for the best. Scholars have long
signaled the problematic relationship between increased social media use and increased political
polarization [62], but now that social media use has become nearly ubiquitous, it seems we are in a
double bind: there are notable benefits to having unprecedented access to elected officials’ stances
and up-to-the-moment communications. But when we cannot trust politicians to use these immense
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platforms responsibly—and we cannot trust platforms to act in the best interests of society—how
does this affect the health of our democracy? And how do we hold politicians accountable for their
inappropriate online speech, if at all?

In the U.S. context, the “public right to know” has come to be the discursive logic behind platforms
allowing controversial speech by politicians, and it was famously the underlying reason for Meta’s
reinstatement of Donald Trump on their platform in 2023 (with a full lift of his accounts’ stricter
content regulations in 2024). In Meta’s words, their main obligation in this reinstatement was to
weigh their responsibility “to ‘allow political expression” against [their] responsibility ‘to avoid
serious risks to other human rights.” [15]

The current orientation toward allowing expansive freedom of speech to politicians, even when
this same freedom may not be afforded to others [21, 43], means that inappropriate speech by
politicians continues on social networking sites (SNS henceforth). This problem is not limited to
just the U.S. or the Western World [87], e.g., media reports have accused Facebook of allowing hate
speech and misinformation by Indian politicians belonging to the governing parties to protect its
market interests [29, 80]. However, we begin considering this problem by focusing in this article
on the U.S. context.

In a regulatory climate which favors allowing free flow of politicians’ speech—not always political
speech, at large—even at potential risk to others, the current sociopolitical moment in the United
States provides rich context to our inquiry. Further, many large-scale social media platforms (e.g.,
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter) have been founded and/or are based in Silicon Valley, and their
operating logics are shaped by the U.S. political environment, cultural trends, and media coverage—a
fact that is of special importance today. As Americans find themselves in a highly polarized society
led by a president who was banned from mainstream social media in 2021 after using it to incite
violent insurrection on the U.S. Capitol—but was then reinstated—understanding how U.S. users
approach and encounter politicians’ inappropriate online speech is crucial.

Through eight focus group sessions, we sought to outline “regular” U.S.-based social media users’
orientations toward moderating inappropriate politician speech online. Our analysis contributes to
theoretical discussions on how to regulate—or not—politicians’ speech online, and the many ways
this decision is impacted by free speech values, potential for social harm, and the public’s right to
know its politicians’ stances. Specifically, it speaks to HCI and CSCW considerations of enhancing
political participation online [5, 35, 36, 77] and examining platform regulation of the powerful (and
its discontents) from users’ perspectives [11, 31, 41, 51, 68, 89].

However, we contribute an urgent, unique angle to this extant literature, because we sought
SNS users’ views on moderating their own politicians. Thus, these are not only users, they are
also constituents—the very citizens who are represented by these politicians, and allegedly have a
democratic right to hold them to account. As such, we argue that there is a specific nexus of power
when it comes to moderating politicians’ online speech, and it is one that, thus far, is deeply under
investigated. While prior HCI research on user perspectives on moderating “the powerful,” at large,
provides excellent context for this study [41, 51, 67], there is, we argue, a marked difference between
elites and political elites. The outsized regulatory, social, and capital power that the latter exert
over society and over platforms makes them a special type of “powerful” social media profile which
must be considered distinctly from other influential social media personalities—and it presents a
sub-genre of user-centered research that is ripe for continued study across varied sociopolitical
contexts.

In what follows, we capture the nuanced and flexible understandings that these focus group par-
ticipants shared on the social risks and benefits of politicians’ expansive—and often inappropriate—
online speech. We elucidate the many ways their complete distrust in social media platforms
interacts with their understandings of the ways that shifts in the political economy of media have
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changed expectations of what politicians’ communications should look like. We examine their per-
ceptions of the utility of currently available platform-enacted and user-directed content moderation
solutions [53, 90] in addressing politician speech. And we share the difficult tension that they feel
between four seemingly irreconcilable goals: moderating inappropriate SNS communications from
their politicians, preserving this harmful speech for purposes of accountability, upholding free
speech values for all in the U.S., and protecting others from the harm that inappropriate politician
speech may cause—both at a personal level, and at a global one.

2 Related Work
2.1 Moderating the Powerful

Much research has been done on the modes, controversies, and effects of deplatforming powerful
users on social media—with “powerful,” here, having a broad definition which covers any accounts
that garner unusually high rates of engagement [7, 30, 38, 41, 51]. There is no consensus on the
threshold at which a user can be considered to have “unusually” high engagement; one prior study
on moderating influential accounts has suggested that users with over 10,000 followers can be
considered powerful [30], while another suggests 100,000 as the baseline [51].

Rather than focusing on follower count, this study extends the literature on moderating powerful
entities by arguing that politicians’ social media accounts—regardless of their follower count—hold a
particular kind of institutionalized and material social influence that invites specialized investigation
apart from that of powerful civilians” accounts. Notably, there certainly are politicians’ accounts
which hold the dual influence of institutional importance and high follower count, as politicians
have been increasingly theorized as undergoing a “celebritization” effect at least partially through
social media [22, 64, 66]. However, even as their status can afford them these dual influences, the
nuance and effectiveness of deplatforming politicians is not widely understood.

Prior content moderation research has suggested that the deplatformization—or “banning”—of
norm-violating influencers’ profiles does, indeed, decrease online attention toward these accounts
and their harmful content [41, 42], at least on mainstream platforms. However, there is significant
evidence to suggest that those who are banned from mainstream platforms may “regroup” in
alternative, fringe spaces [55, 94]. This migration may be “safer” for the general public but may
encourage even more toxic behavior within the fringe group [42, 72]. These studies focused on
politicized content rather than politicians’ content, explicitly, which is the focal point of the present
research. However, these findings provide important insight into the nuanced risks and benefits of
moderating political speech on mainstream platforms.

2.1.1 Politicians and Online Content Moderation. President Donald Trump is the most notable case
study for the type of research with which we are most interested in engaging, as his Facebook,
Instagram, and Twitter (now X) accounts were deleted in 2021 following the violent insurrection
on the U.S. Capitol—an event for which Trump was accused of inciting violence and subsequently
impeached (and later, acquitted). Apart from this example, banning politicians is not a common
practice [21], which makes it difficult to track its effects in a robust, empirical manner!. However,
researchers have looked at Trump as a case study, and though pulling generalizable findings from
what is essentially a case study of one is not possible, these studies do allow us to start considering
trends that might surround the deplatformization of politicians as a particular subset of “the
powerful”.

Miiller and Schwarz [76] found that the overall toxicity of tweets sent by Trump followers
dropped by about 25% after his account deletion, and the total number of tweets about Trump

1Ballotpedia notes only eight other U.S. politicians who have been suspended or banned from social media platforms. See
https://ballotpedia.org/Elected_officials_suspended_or_banned_from_social_media_platforms
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sent, writ large, dropped as well—indicating a drop in engagement with Trump, as a figure, on the
platform. These effects were largest for Republicans and for non-political users, but they also found
lesser effects for “second-degree Trump followers,” or users who did not directly follow Trump, but
followed someone else who did. This overall drop in toxicity and engagement with Trump-related
content following his ban on Twitter indicates that deplatformization of norm-violating politicians
may have the ability to reduce online toxicity.? However, as will be discussed shortly, there is active
debate on the legal, moral, and democratic utility of fully banning politicians from social media
platforms. Given such debate, it is helpful to consider what other moderation tactics may be useful
apart from full deplatforming.

In what are often referred to as “soft” content moderation strategies, social networking sites
will sometimes choose to deploy censorship measures which do not remove the content, but either
make it more difficult to find (often referred to as “shadowbanning” [59]) or mark it as potentially
harmful or misleading (usually called “labeling” [4]). Chipidza and Yan [14] investigated the effects
of labeling content belonging to prominent individuals, using Donald Trump as a case study. They
found that instead of curbing the spread of this labeled content, as would be the hope, there was
actually a higher rate of retweeting labeled content than unlabeled content, meaning that the
labeled objectionable information likely spread farther than its unlabeled counterparts. Zannettou
[98] also found that tweets with warning labels—tweets which were overwhelmingly political in
nature—have more engagement than those without, though this study did not deal exclusively with
posts created by politicians, as the present one does.

However, not all platforms apply warning labels to politicians’ posts which contain mis- and
disinformation. Though regular users’ posts were, until recently, subject to fact-checking on Meta
platforms (i.e., Facebook and Instagram), Fisher et al. [26] revealed that Facebook’s official policy
was to avoid fact-checking politicians because, in Meta’s words, “by limiting political speech, we
would leave people less informed about what their elected officials are saying and leave politicians
less accountable for their words.” (Meta, n.d., as qtd. in [26]) Indeed, the concept of “newsworthiness,”
or the idea that it is in the public interest to know what politicians are saying online, is often cited
as the reason for lack of content moderation on politicians’ accounts, even when similar content
may be at risk for censorship if it were posted by an average user [26]. This is of particular concern
given that some scholars argue that the spread of misinformation is a core piece of contemporary
political campaigns [83].

Considering the above literature, there is clearly no simple way of devising moderation strategies
for political figures, and given the sparse literature on the subject, decisions are seemingly made with
little input from experts or from the community. Generally, platforms decide to moderate politicians
because they are bowing to pressure, whether it be from the media, the public, or lawmakers, but
even these decision-making processes are largely opaque [21, 58]. This study hopes to contribute to
these processes by providing a user-centered view on the unique situation of moderating politicians
online: a user-centered view which will engage with questions of moderation efficacy, stakeholder
responsibility, and user hesitancy to censor politicians.

2Much prior research on “toxic” political content [45, 54, 76] uses machine learning tools to identify language that deserves
to be moderated. Perspective API, for example, defines toxicity as “a rude, disrespectful, or unreasonable comment that
is likely to make someone leave a discussion,” [79] and it trains its model on discussions posted on Wikipedia and The
New York Times. However, our approach is different: we are looking specifically at politicians’ online posts rather than
regular users’ discussion-based content, so what counts, to users, as “deserving" moderation may also be different. We
operationalize this concept by asking our participants what politician speech they think is “inappropriate” and deserves to
be moderated in the current sociocultural landscape.
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2.2 The Unsettled Legal Considerations of Politicians and Platforms

Legally, as things stand in 2025, social media companies are private entities which are not beholden
to upholding their users’ freedom of expression—that is to say, they can choose to moderate speech
in whatever way they see fit [88]. Thus, platforms are entitled to require compliance of user speech
with norms of appropriate conduct, as outlined by themselves. These expectations are nearly
universally communicated in some form of user guidelines, which is a document to which users
and adjudicators can turn when deciding what violates the community norms of the online space
[34, 54]. Beyond these platform-specific guidelines, if (or when) something illegal happens in that
space—defamation, for instance—the social media platforms are not held liable for these posts,
thanks to Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act, which labels platforms as “distributors”
of content rather than as “publishers” of it. That is, regulating content on their own accord does
not suddenly make platforms liable for meeting any standards of effective moderation [32]. This
designation means that Facebook, for example, is not at fault for the (potentially illegal) speech of
its users [58]. Though the decision in Lemmon v. Snap has provided some opening for sidestepping
these legal protections “in cases where harm results from something other than third-party user
content” [65]—for example, a design flaw in a platform that could lead to harm—Section 230 is still
generally understood to serve as the default legal protection for platforms.

Taken together, platforms attempt to regulate the behavior of their users to fit their community
guidelines, and they are ultimately a) not beholden to freedom of speech principles, and b) not
responsible for illegal speech which occurs on their site. This is the currently-accepted way of
understanding the civic responsibilities of social media platforms. However, social networking sites
have now become so influential that the utility of this designation is beginning to be questioned by
many entities, including users, the media, policymakers, and legal scholars.

2.2.1 Considering the Stakes of Social Networking Sites as Public vs. Private Entities. When it comes
to thinking through platforms’ power, at large, some legal scholars say that platforms should now
be considered “public forums” due to their operationalization as a public square [46], or they argue
that labeling platforms as “distributors” may not be entirely accurate given the hand they have
in shaping what is promoted or suppressed on their sites [27]. Some also argue that access to
social media should at least have minimal constitutional protections, since those without access
are unable to “enjoy their fundamental rights to such an enhanced level as has become standard
in recent years” [12]; and still others insist that we are missing the mark if we understand social
media platforms only through traditional law concerning the rights of private entities instead of
understanding them as systems of governance which should have more accountability to their
users [58].

However, there is another piece to this argument that revolves around the constitutional con-
straints of politicians’ social media accounts and if they are being used to conduct official gov-
ernment business, of which there is no single, settled law [8, 40]. For example, while some court
decisions have found that politicians have the right to block users or delete their comments—since
their accounts are “privately owned channels of communication and are not converted to public
property by the use of a public official,” (pulled from the Morgan v. Bevin decision, as cited in [40])—
others have deemed politicians’ accounts as being constitutive of government speech/activity and
thus unallowed to ban citizens’ access to them (i.e., they are not allowed to block users or delete
their comments). This question is further problematized by the fact that many politicians manage
multiple accounts (e.g., @realDonaldTrump and @POTUS on X are both managed by current
President Donald Trump), and demarcating the public vs. private nature of these accounts—if such a
separation exists for such publicly accountable, consequential figures—may prove difficult. Though
the decisions discussed here deal with the rights of politicians to block constituents from interacting
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with their accounts, and not necessarily with what politicians are or are not allowed to “say” on their
accounts, these decisions mark the start of reconsidering the public/private split of government
officials’ communications on private platforms, and what “counts” as official government business.

We present this information to make a few concepts clear: first, that there is much debate over
how to regulate and legally conceptualize of the type of entity that social media platforms are, at
large, and as such, what type of speech (or moderation of such speech) can occur there. Second, we
need to make clear that there is unsettled law over what type of free speech protections politicians’
accounts are afforded—or not—and if they are (or should be) different from those of private citizens.
Finally, we present these arguments to deepen one of this study’s motivations: that politicians, as
powerful people whose online speech often has expansive reach, need to be studied specifically and
apart from other “powerful” people. Politicians are clearly in a unique legal position which could
affect their behaviors and consequences on platforms, and the policy implications for corporate,
legal, and/or government regulation of politicians require special consideration—and should be
researched as such.

2.3 User Orientations Toward Moderating Powerful Entities

Because platforms currently operate within the legal means to censor speech as they see fit, they
make use of a range of content moderation mechanisms to force or encourage user compliance
with their stated community norms around appropriate speech. These moderation processes often
operate through a blend of human and algorithmic labor to ensure large-scale compliance from a
multitude of angles [33, 50, 82]. There are many ways of doing content moderation, and HCI scholars
have conceptualized user- and platform-enacted content moderation as useful categorizations of
these tools.

For the purposes of this study, user-enacted content moderation can be understood as the tools
available to users to either a) personalize the content that they see on their own feeds through tools
like blocking an account or indicating content preferences [25, 52, 95], or b) signal problematic
content to the platform through tools such as flagging [17, 60] and crowdsourced fact-checking.
An example of the latter is Meta’s use of Community Notes, in which a group of users are able to
submit and review community notes to provide context to posts that may contain misinformation
[93].

Platform-enacted content moderation, on the other hand, can be understood as the ways in which
platforms deploy human and machine reviewers to delete (or reduce the reach of) content which
defies the community guidelines [68, 71, 75]. These moderation processes are allegedly universal,
meaning that average users and powerful users would, ostensibly, be subject to the same levels
of scrutiny. While there is evidence that this is not the case [10, 21, 67] (e.g., a Wall Street Journal
report [44] shows that Facebook has built a system, called “XCheck,” that shields high-profile users
from the site’s regular enforcement), the stated goals of most SNS moderation policies indicate
that these are universal expectations—but because the power to establish these regulations and
implementation thereof is complicated by platforms’ profit-driven goals, this may not always be
the reality [61].

In examining users’ attitudes toward moderation of inappropriate politician speech, we draw
from prior HCI research that uses the notion of “folk theories” to understand how people make
sense of content moderation processes. DeVito et al. [20] define folk theories as “intuitive, informal
theories that individuals develop to explain the outcomes, effects, or consequences of technological
systems, which guide reactions to and behavior towards said systems” [p. 3165]. These theories
emerge from users’ lived experiences with technologies, evolve over time, and allow for uncertainty
and internal inconsistencies in how people grasp complex systems [19, 97]. Previous studies have
used folk theory frameworks to examine how users make sense of algorithmically produced social
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media news feeds [19, 24, 56] and how they explain instances of unfair or unwarranted content
removals [38, 49, 69]. Our work extends this line of research by examining users’ folk theories of
whether (and why) social media treat (or should treat) politicians’ inappropriate speech differently
than that of the average user.

Much HCI literature has investigated user perceptions of the fairness and efficacy of moderation
tools, revealing mixed views on social media censorship based on many factors including users’
political leanings [2, 3, 90], users’ experiences being censored by platforms [37, 38, 68], and the
type of harm that the post is forwarding [47, 85]. Many studies have particularly noted that users’
attitudes toward content moderation interventions are shaped by third-person effects [18], i.e.,
presumed media effects on other individuals [47, 53, 81]; we also explore how third-person effects
shape perceptions of solutions to combat inappropriate politician speech. User identity can also
influence views on the usefulness of content moderation, as marginalized users often feel they are
unfairly targeted by platforms and experience removal of their content at higher rates than their
peers [37-39, 70, 96].

While marginalized users are concerned how their status may afford them fewer protections in
the realm of content moderation, the opposite effect is also concerning to users. As outlined below,
prior work has been done on users’ unease around the influence of powerful figures on social
media, and how this influence might impact the ways that they are shielded from community-wide
expectations—even while others remain beholden to these standards. Our study contributes to this
literature by investigating user perceptions of fairness in moderating a particular sub-set of “the
powerful”: politicians.

One way that this concern around the unequal application of moderation has been understood
is through the concept of procedural justice, which refers to user expectations that moderation
processes are transparently and universally applied, and that appeals to moderation decisions are
seriously considered [9, 78, 91, 92]. Users have been found to feel that those with more “power”—
that is to say, those with greater influence on social media platforms—are not necessarily beholden
to the same moderation practices as others. Ma and Kou [67], for instance, found that monetized
influencers on YouTube felt that accounts with larger followings are less often moderated than they—
the smaller influencers—are. Similarly, Caplan and Gillespie [10] found that YouTube creators felt
that “established media personalities” (p. 6) were seemingly afforded different layers of protection
from ad demonetization than their peers. However, it is also the case that some social media users
are concerned about culling the reach of any account—influential ones, included—often due to
concerns over the First Amendment and freedom of expression [23, 30, 47, 75]. As this study will
illustrate, those feelings often extend to protecting the speech of elected politicians, as well.

3 Methods

This study seeks to understand regular social media users’ orientations toward moderating politi-
cians’ speech on platforms. To achieve this, we conducted focus groups because they present a
useful tool for curating group discussion around a topic—especially one that, so far, lacks deep
empirical engagement. Focus groups are particularly useful when researchers are interested in not
only idea generation—which was long thought of as the main strength of focus groups—but also in
how participants, themselves, are comparing their thoughts and experiences with one another and
shifting their outlooks on a complex topic [74].

Further, according to Morgan [73], focus groups are particularly useful in helping to answer
questions when “there is a power differential between participants and decision makers,” (p. 15) and
“when there is a gap between professionals and their target audiences.” (p. 16) Given that there are
massive “power differential[s]” and “gap[s]” between social media users and both a) the platforms
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they use and b) the politicians with whom this study is concerned, focus groups again emerge as a
strong methodological tool in approaching this study.

3.1 Study Settings

Our University’s” Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed this study and determined its status
as exempt on 22 October 2024.

3.1.1 Participant Recruitment. In order to arrive at these user-centered insights, we sought a
diverse group of participants from the XY metropolitan area*. Through both physical and digital
flyers, word-of-mouth, and Facebook advertising, we recruited interested individuals to participate
in a pre-screening survey, which was open October 28, 2024 — March 28, 2025. We received 194
viable responses (383 responses total).

3.1.2  Participant Selection. In this pre-screening survey, we were particularly interested in respon-
dents’ pre-existing engagement with politicians’ content on social media, and their thoughts on the
justness—or lack thereof—in banning persistently problematic politicians from platforms. Based on
participants’ answers to these questions, we curated eight focus groups of three to six participants
each.

The study is not simply about whether users believe that politicians should be allowed to be
banned from platforms, but rather it is about the myriad ways that users engage with politicians’
inappropriate speech online (and why). Thus, we chose to separate groups based on the following
pre-screening survey prompt in order to decrease overtly misaligned values that may have hindered
the discussion process:

On social media sites, some politicians engage in harmful rhetoric, and these sites have
occasionally decided to ban such speech. However, in the United States, there is a generally-
held notion that the public has a right to know about the stances that the government and
its elected officials take on different topics.

Given this context, please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement:
Social media sites should be able to ban politicians’ accounts if their posts are arguably
harmful or inappropriate, even if it infringes upon the public’s "right to know" about the
politicians' stances.

This prompt was followed by seven-point Likert-type response options, ranging from “strongly
disagree” to “strongly agree” Tables 2-9 in Appendix A show participant responses to this question in
the “Politician Ban Support?” row. There was then a follow-up short answer response for participants
to explain their reasoning. Their responses are displayed under “Short Answer Responses” in Tables
2-9 (Appendix A).

Respondents who indicated any level of agreement were grouped together, and those who
indicated any level of disagreement were grouped separately (with “neither agree nor disagree”
respondents dispersed between the two). While the goal was to facilitate focus groups of five to eight
participants each, session sizes varied based on attendance. A minimum of three participants was
required to run the session in order to ensure rich group exchange rather than dyadic conversation.
There is an over-representation of Democrats (or those leaning Democrat) in the sample, but it is
otherwise fairly diverse. Table 1 presents a summary of our participants’ demographic information.
Specific information on participants in each of the eight total groups can be found in Tables 2-9
(Appendix A).

3We will specify the University’s name after the peer-review process concludes.
4We will specify the geographic location after the peer-review process concludes
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Race/Ethnicity #
Black or African American 13
White 14
Mixed Race 3
Gender
Man 14
Woman 15
Transgender Woman 1
Age
18-24 2
25-34 4
35-44 3
45-54 9
55-64 6
65+ 6
Political Affiliation
Strong Democrat 10
Not very strong Democrat 2
Independent leaning Democrat | 9
Independent 3
Independent leaning Republican | 4
Not very strong Republican 0
Strong Republican 2

Table 1. Summary of Participant Demographics. Note: race/ethnicity was a “select all that apply” question
format. For purposes of aggregation here, we have collapsed those participants who chose more than one
race under a “mixed race” heading. Please see Appendix A for specific racial demographics of mixed-race
participants.

3.2 Study Flow

Focus groups ran on a semi-structured protocol, which left the moderator with the freedom
to pursue emergent strains of inquiry as the discussion went on. Our questions included how
participants defined inappropriate politician speech and how they perceived different ways of
moderating politicians (more details included in Appendix B). Each focus group session met for
approximately two hours, presenting us with approximately sixteen hours of in-depth conversation
as data. Upon completion of the focus group meeting, each participant received a $50 Amazon gift
card as compensation for their time.

3.3 Data Analysis

Using the qualitative coding software Dedoose, we performed a grounded inductive analysis [16]
on our 16 hours of data from 30 different participants, defining emergent themes surrounding the
moderation of politicians on social media. While close reading all of the transcripts, we allowed
codes to emerge, staying close to the data and avoiding pre-conceived coding categories. We initially
began by coding the “agree” groups to build out granular codes, then applied them to the “disagree”
groups, adding new codes as needed. Examples of codes in this stage included “politicians posting
personal attacks” and “use of community notes as moderation.”

After several read-throughs of the eight transcripts, no new granular codes emerged, so we
began memo writing and using Dedoose’s analytical affordances to better understand which codes
were most often interacting with one another—and why that might be the case. For example, we
found that the codes “algorithms” and “(dis)trust in social media” interacted at an unusually high
rate, so we began memoing about the other relationships we see between these ideas, and how
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we can better position those findings as a piece of the larger story our focus groups were telling
us. The authors discussed these emerging interactions, considering the most important trends to
define and sharpen.

After this memoing process, we were able to begin a second round of coding, defining higher-
order themes and parent codes. Examples of codes at this stage include “defining inappropriate
politician speech,” and “changes in media economy.” The authors discussed this consolidation
process through several different iterations until a final codebook was agreed upon and applied to
each of the eight transcripts, ultimately resulting in the themes elucidated in our findings.

4 Findings
4.1 Ethical Considerations

Our focus group participants made it very clear that their debates on politicians and content
moderation were not occurring in a vacuum. Participants’ discussions were, indeed, so guided by
the following ethical considerations (sections 4.1.1 and 4.1.2) that they were difficult to code for
without highlighting nearly every interaction in the transcripts. Thus, we begin with a delineation of
the ethical grounds upon which users are considering questions of online censorship of politicians’
speech.

4.1.1 Content Moderation vs. The Public Right to Know. Though our focus groups were, ostensibly,
divided based upon respondents’ beliefs in the rights of social media platforms to ban politicians’
accounts, this opinion very often proved to be flexible. Participants who began the meeting feel-
ing strongly that politicians’ hate speech, for instance, should be removed sometimes ended up
questioning whether it is more useful to let politicians’ speech stand as a means of alerting their
constituents to their values. P19, for example, stated, “I want to know if a guy thinks that it's okay to
be in the Klan and he's running for office. I want to know that he thinks it's okay [so that I can vote for
a different candidate]”

Apart from making their values known, allowing politicians” harmful online content to stand
came with other arguments, too. According to some participants, the public also has a right to know
how false narratives perpetuated by politicians may affect the lives of themselves and their loved
ones. P15 pointed out that if all of President Trump’s and Vice President ].D. Vance’s misinformation
on immigrants was censored by social networking sites, people might be at risk of not knowing
they are in danger of deportation:

So on the one hand you're like, you're tired of [the immigrant-centered vitriol and disin-
formation]. It's like, it's so terrible, you just want it to go away, but at the same time you
want to be aware. Because, you know, next thing you know, you're gonna be hearing a
knock at your door.

P19 spoke to one other manifestation of the “public right to know” argument: the potential social
dangers of deplatforming inappropriate politicians, entirely:

What happened when they banned Donald Trump from Twitter and Facebook was that
Donald Trump, he said things that then only appeared to his audience, and he made
himself the victim... by taking him off of Twitter, a lot of people could then not see what
an idiot he was. .. So, it's unpleasant, and I don't like it either. But sometimes the best thing
to do is let your enemy tell you who he is.

This nuanced understanding of how politicians’ problematic posts might be more useful to
Americans if they remain on social networking platforms—rather than deleting the inappropriate
language—was an interesting turn of conversation and speaks to the ethical concerns around how
harm can best be avoided. Notably, many participants also mentioned that controversial posts
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by politicians are almost never missed by news outlets and other social media users—meaning
that they could still come to public attention, even if they were removed via platform moderation
mechanisms—but it is useful to recognize the many ways this conversation unfolded, and the
contested terrain upon which it stands.

4.1.2  Equal Treatment and Platform Terms of Agreement. Additionally, there was much discourse
on moderating normal social media users versus politicians, who have decidedly more cultural
influence and are accountable to the citizenry in unique ways. There was obvious tension between
the idea that politicians are—or used to be—“held to a higher standard’ (P29) and are now not
even necessarily seeing consequences for speech which average citizens are punished for. P18
lamented, “They get away with more than the average person could [on social media], and was met
with general group agreeance, until P17 and P19 spoke out, indicating a different point of view
which emphasized the magnification of politicians’ speech online:

P17: I would say that it puts the politicians under the microscope that they actually...
P19: That they should be.
P17: Yeah, you understand where I'm going?

Some groups had a similar mix of disagreement, while others were in consensus: politicians are
allowed to get away with too much harmful speech online.

Regardless of each group’s sentiment, however, the push and pull between how politicians
“should” be held accountable for their social media posts (in comparison to the average user) was
an ever-present concern often informed by the notion that politicians are meant to represent their
constituents and have extraordinary power and influence. Thus, they should be held to at least the
same standard as others, as outlined in platforms’ terms of agreement: “If I am beholden to terms in
social media, so should everyone,” asserted P29. She went on to say, “with [politicians’] hate speech,
with dangerous speech, with things that are promoting violence and bigotry—those should be taken
down because they are against the terms and agreements on these social media platforms”

4.2 Why Moderate?

These focus groups revolved around how participants felt that politicians’ inappropriate speech
should (or should not be) moderated online. In order to come to conclusions on this, we first had
to define what “inappropriate” politician speech means to these participants. Each group had a
diversity of thoughts on this topic, but they could generally be boiled down to two thematic elements:
politician speech can be inappropriate in the ways that anyone’s speech can be inappropriate, like
by deploying bigoted ideas, making reductionist assumptions about large groups of people, or
spreading misinformation. But there is also a specific way that politician speech is different than
the average social media user’s speech, according to many focus group participants: politicians can
say something that is inappropriate for their rank and responsibility in society; something that
might be alright for others to say, but not for them. As P19 succinctly stated: “Well, I'm allowed to
be an asshole. But I think politicians need to have some certain amount of decorum and respect for
their constituencies”

Two overarching themes emerged on why content moderation may be a useful tool when it comes
to politicians’ inappropriate speech: first, that the relationship between politics and media has
irrevocably changed with the advent of social media, and second, that the new media environment
has exponentially expanded the reach and influence of politicians’ speech.

4.2.1 Transformations in the Relationship Between Politics & Media. The story of the changing
media economy—and its symbiotic relationship with politics—figured prominently in participants’
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understandings of why politicians’ speech might be in need of special content moderation practices.
“I used to enjoy the thud. The newspaper hitting the door, P2 recalled. He goes on:

As a kid, I used to run to the door to get that newspaper...the Sunday New York Times
was my favorite thing to get. And I'm not just saying the tactile feel of it. It was just the
way they went into detail on everything. And now everything is about I got to get this in;
I got to get it all in. And I got two minutes to do it”

While these narratives may feel like participants waxing nostalgic, it went far beyond that: there
was overt understanding that the transition from analog, traditional media to hours of scrolling on
social media per day has seismically shifted the relationship between media and politics. The pace,
reach, and ease of access of social media has made politicians’ thoughts more accessible—and less
“checked” (P20)—than ever before. On the pace of social media, P28 said,

We’ve been on the 24-hour news cycle for quite some time, but they cannot keep up with a
140-character Tweet. Impossible. So sure, there’s like talk show hosts and stuff like that,
but truly the internet is the place you go to find out what’s happening in real time from
the politician’s mouth, or fingers”

This pace and ease, then, leads to an “erosion” (P8) of the traditional checks and balances we
are accustomed to—both in government structures and in the “checks” that traditional media
gatekeepers provided. “On the one hand, [politicians’ social media use] is incredibly democratic
because now a politician can reach directly to his or her constituencies without any kind of filter; P11
stated. He went on: “That, used correctly, would be very democratic. It’s a great thing for democracy.
Obviously, on the other hand, without somebody as a gatekeeper, they can sell as much bullshit as they
feel like it”

Participants often spoke on weakened trust in these traditional gatekeepers, however, noting that
capitalism, the explosion of social media, and growing polarization is shoehorning too many news
channels into partisan reporting. This ultimately sows public distrust in all types of fact checking,
both in traditional media and on social media. Even beyond the “gatekeeper” functionality that
journalists have traditionally served, participants expressed a sense that there used to be a degree
of separation between politicians’ thoughts and their speech: they curated thoughtful responses
for public consumption via legacy media outlets. However, these participants overwhelmingly
understood some politicians to be posting online with abandon, and sometimes with notable
consequences, as will be discussed below.

Though politicians and media have always had a close relationship, one participant deemed the
growing ties between politicians and Silicon Valley as “deeply unhealthy” (P28) and riddled with
questionable economic gains for both platforms and the politicians, themselves. Another noted
that even as politicians’ credibility is tied to their online presence—a weak online presence may
correlate to being “not even really a serious candidate” (P20)—this expectation of having an active
online presence has also fundamentally changed the role of politicians’ (online) speech:

I can look at their platforms today. I can look at their platforms next week. And I'm not
limited to going to a rally to find out what they think, or [to] go into The League of
Women Voters’ little pamphlets. I can find it out anytime. And that means that they are
always. .. campaigning, every minute of every day, 24/7. Because people can look at their
social media. So that means that their personality becomes more front and center because
that's how we're getting our information. And it does make it more personality—cult of
personality kind of thing. (P20)

Social media, it seems, is understood to have amplified this “cult of personality,” or what some
participants spoke on as the celebritization of politicians. After delineating a history of the slow
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intersection of politics and celebrity, P10 said, “the division between celebrity and politics ultimately
went away. And I think that the general American perception is that to be at the highest level of
the federal government means you can't just be a traditional politician... You have to be somebody
that's talked about, somebody that's in the news, somebody that you turn on, and 1 know that guy.’
Otherwise, you're never going to get the job” He goes on to explain that this matters because it has
“dramatically altered not just how Americans perceive who they vote for and how they vote, but how
they process the news and the information that’s coming from their [social media] sources”

Taken together, participants narrativized that the shift from analog to social media—a shift
which could have been, in theory, great for democracy—has actually sown distrust, encouraged
polarization, and made political speech less about communicating trusted information with the
public and more about curating an electable personality. These generally negative outcomes of the
new media environment create fertile ground, some participants feel, for moderating politicians’
speech, as it is, at times, doing more harm, more quickly, with greater reach than ever before.

4.2.2  Outsized Impact of Politicians’ Online Speech. Participants asserted that the affordances
of the social media environment—rather than those of the traditional media environment—have
multiplied the reach of politicians by many times. The implications of this outsized influence was
understood in many different ways, from demarcating the differences in the online influence of
politicians and that of the average SNS user to reflecting on its dangerous, real-world impacts.

Universally, focus group participants felt that politicians’ posts have considerably larger impact
than that of the average social media user. P11 explained this sentiment succinctly, saying “If an
average individual posts something [about Haitian immigrants ‘eating cats and dogs”®], that’s bad
enough. When someone who is the vice president or the president or a senator that has the bullhorn,
who has like, you know—free speech, [it] is totally different. Because my ability to speak and [Vice
President] JD Vance’s ability to speak are not the same thing at all” This, sometimes, was used as
reasoning for why moderation may be necessary. In relation to the January 6 organizing®, P3
stated that social media is “very dangerous” because people can “organize very effectively through
social media, and you can meet people you wouldn’t have met otherwise in your neighborhood or who
connect with the same strong beliefs and really just feed on each other to take action” The political
followers, in this case, were contributing to the outsized influence that Trump had as an effect of his
inciting social media posts. The “beer muscles” (P2) that the anonymity of social media gives users
helped create a coalition of people who were willing to unconstitutionally storm the Capitol, but
this was led by Trump’s rhetoric, which has instantaneous and wide reach through social media.

While the influence of politicians’ posts was understood to be vast, participants often noted that
they were more concerned about the impact this speech had on others, rather than on themselves.
P30 noted that

[politicians] can say whatever they want, but it's not gonna really affect me that much.
I'm concerned about the insane, crazy person who's gonna read some of that stuff and do
something to hurt somebody based on what they read... So, you know, me blocking it is
great, but there needs to be more done than just us individually blocking it.

P1 also noted that there are some “sick people” who look up to politicians and take what they
say as gospel—even if what they say leads to violent outcomes. These outliers in society, these

5In a 2024 presidential debate, Donald Trump falsely claimed that Haitian immigrants were eating their neighbors’ pets. His
running mate, JD Vance, backed up these claims. See https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c77128myezko for more.
®January 6™ refers to the 2021 attack on the U.S. Capitol by U.S. citizens. President Donald Trump was ultimately
impeached—and later acquitted—for his involvement in inciting these attacks, as he falsely promoted the idea that 2020
election had been “stolen” from him. See https://www.britannica.com/event/January-6-U-S-Capitol-attack for overview.
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participants feel, must be taken into account when considering what type of politician speech
should be allowed to stand.

4.3 How to Moderate Politicians’ Speech

Some participants voiced that they were hesitant about any moderation of politicians’ speech at all
on platforms, barring unconstitutional speech. This was often attributed to politicians’ constitutional
rights to freedom of expression, and sometimes to the slippery slope that any type of censorship—
even by private companies like social networking sites—can lead to: “If social media platforms are
not, you know, attuned to free speech or not a part of free speech, then are we just like the rest of the
world where this is not really allowed?” (P12) Some also spoke on their own right to potentially
“life altering” (P3) information which could be revealed in politicians’ (potentially removed) social
media posts, with P3 wondering “are [platforms] breaking my civil rights by not giving me certain
information?” As difficult as unsavory speech may be to handle on social networking sites, it seems
to be a necessary evil for some.

In overt ways, some participants also dabbled in the legal argument surrounding the potential
mismatch of the “public square” functionality versus private ownership of social media. P2 argued
that the internet should be treated similarly to broadcast airwaves, meaning that it should be
publicly “owned” in some capacity. In a colorful analogy, he remarked, “If [platforms] want to use
the public’s airwaves, then [platforms] have to give the public complete access to it. You can’t be
half pregnant. You can’t be in and out. It’s yes or no.” Essentially, he is arguing that SNS use of the
“public’s [internet] airwaves” should give the public absolute access to everything published on those
“airwaves”—without censorship of that material: “There should be brutal and drastic consequences to
companies that use the public airwaves and then want to censor the public” (P2)

P12 took a different angle to this argument, reflecting that “1776 cannot even comprehend Facebook,
by which she meant that the originators of the Constitution could not possibly predict (and thus,
write law for) the ways that speech would travel and be amplified via social media. To that end, she
wondered if “freedom of speech might actually need to be redefined” P11 agreed, saying “1776 has
nothing to do with 20257 He goes on, in a mocking tone: “All this happy ‘what did they really mean
in 1776°? Well, not a few years before that, they burned witches. So”

Many, if not most, participants agreed that there should, perhaps, be more reliable mechanisms
in place for moderating politicians’ speech that violates the community guidelines of each platform,
including the ways in which group members defined politician speech as “inappropriate” through
violations such as bigotry, disinformation, and unconstitutional language. Both user-enacted and
platform-enacted solutions to this problem surfaced in these focus group discussions.

4.3.1 User-Enacted Moderation. While a few participants indicated use of lesser-known personal-
ized moderation tools, such as changing their content settings to allow “more” or “less” political
content, most participants indicated that they simply keep scrolling past politicians’ content that
they find inappropriate, or they unfollow/block accounts they find unsavory as they appear on
their feeds.

The use of community notes was also discussed, given Meta’s January 2025 announcement
that they intend to transfer to a community notes model of fact checking. Participants had mixed
feelings on this, often wondering why they would trust a community note any more than they
would trust anything else on SNS. When considering the integration of community notes, P10
said, “I think it’s potentially harmful. That’s Wikipedia” By this, he was referring to the Wikipedia
model of knowledge building—essentially, that anyone can edit the information, and readers must
approach it at their own risk. P30 pointed out that politicians’ posts, in particular, may become
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essentially meaningless with the integration of community notes, as every politician has detractors
who may seek to publicly attack them through the community notes functionality.

Others have more hope for this new tool, believing that it may help users pause to consider other
perspectives. P4 stated,

assuming that the community notes are trustworthy, at least there’s someone out there
saying, ‘hey, we don’t have fact checking as a whole, but here’s a collection of people who
think differently or who have seen maybe a different article that says it a different way.
And it’s like, ‘this is not the whole story.” And it prompts people to not take things at face
value.

This is supportive of an often-shared sentiment that participants felt users—and themselves—needed
to “do their own research” before engaging with politicians’ speech.

The Pitfalls of Reliance Upon User-Enacted Moderation Mechanisms

Participants outlined some reasons that they feel personalized moderation (e.g., blocking, muting,
changing content settings) may not be enough to combat harmful or inappropriate politician
speech. For some users, it is akin to a civic responsibility to use moderation mechanisms, such as
flagging, which would demote or censor politicians’ content for everyone—not only for themselves.
P1 thought of flagging as being similar to the “if you see something, say something” adage: “Even
though I know it's not me personally [making change by flagging] on the Internet, at least I feel like
I'm doing something. If something happens because I saw it and I didn't say anything... well, you gotta
look out for one another, you know?” P29 shared a similar sentiment, saying, “for me, I think it is
part of your civic duty to hold elected officials accountable. And until, if ever, those elected officials are
removed from a social media platform, I consider it my responsibility to, at the very least, try to inform
other people and to try to give context where it is needed to things like that” The focus on “other
people” was a feature of many of these conversations, and suggested that personalized moderation
tools, such as blocking or muting accounts, may not be as suitable of a solution due to its effects on
only the individual level.

Contrary to these feelings, there were plenty of participants who felt no personal responsibility
for moderating politicians’ speech, opting for other stakeholders (and the politicians, themselves)
to take on that burden. P28 reflected, “I think, like, ‘not my party, not my problem.’ I didn't put you
[in office]. I'm not going to chase you down...So I think that's why I have so many people blocked,
because I just don't want to deal with it.” In her case, the user-enacted tool of blocking is a suitable
fix, because she feels no responsibility for the actions of a politician she did not vote for and did
not have a hand in bringing to power.

4.3.2  Platform-Enacted Moderation. After prompting by the moderator, there were several platform-
enacted tools which are already in existence (i