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Using Twitter to Understand Moral Differences Underlying Political Preferences in 

the 2016 US Presidential Primary 

Making predictions about which presidential hopeful will win is difficult in the best of 

times. The 2016 primaries were particularly capricious. In the early days of the primaries few 

would have predicted that Senator Bernie Sanders would be one of the last two Democrats 

standing, much less that Donald Trump would secure the Republican nomination (Silver, 2015a; 

Enten, 2015; Rifkin, 2015). Many predicted that establishment candidates like Hillary Clinton 

and Jeb Bush would win and that the unconventional candidates like Sanders and Trump would 

drop out without posing a significant challenge to the establishment candidates (Silver, 2015a, 

Silver, 2015b; Ostroy, 2015).   

 Their predictions seemed reasonable at the time, as Donald Trump has never held an 

elected office, and has little political experience (“Donald Trump Biography”, 2016). He is a 

businessman by trade, and, as a political candidate, he throws out radical ideas and supports 

radical measures to deal with the nation’s most important issues. He is not the only candidate to 

do so. Senator Bernie Sanders spent much of his career as an outsider who supported some 

radical policies including universal health care, student loan debt forgiveness, and free college 

tuition.  

 However, over the past forty years, Sanders has not wavered in his political beliefs 

(Keith, 2015; Horowitz, 2016), and nor has Senator Ted Cruz. Sanders has preached the same far 

left of center message advocating for social and political change without pause, and did not 

sponsor a single bipartisan bill in 2015 (“Sen. Bernie Sanders”, 2016). Senator Ted Cruz is 

similar in that he has preached the same conservative message for many years, and sponsored the 

fewest bipartisan bills of any Senate Republican in 2015 (Flegenheimer, 2016; “Sen. Ted Cruz.”, 



MORAL DIFFERENCES AND POLITICAL PREFERENCES 3 

2016). Accordingly, both senators may be considered ideologues, as they strictly stick with a 

particular ideological agenda and will not compromise on that agenda (Tetlock, 1983). Both are 

loyal to their ideological values, and are unwilling to compromise with other ideologies, 

regardless of the issue.  

 Hillary Clinton cannot be categorized as an ideologue. While she may not be as 

bipartisan as she claims, 44% of her resolutions and bills had at least one Republican cosponsor 

(Emery, 2016). She was not always a “liberal” or “progressive” Democrat. When she was 

younger she campaigned for Republican presidential nominee Barry Goldwater, but has adopted 

a more liberal stance on several issues since 2008 (Biography.com, 2016; Riddel, 2015).  

 Donald Trump is similar to Clinton in that his political beliefs have wavered, he has 

identified with both the Democratic and Republican parties, and has donated a substantial 

amount of money to Democrats including Hillary Clinton (Moody, 2016). He changes his 

position from liberal to conservative and back on a relatively regular basis (Diamond, 2016; 

Keneally, 2016). His platform is a mixture of liberal and conservative positions (“Donald 

Trump”, 2016). He supports stricter immigration laws and opposes environmental energy 

reforms, but supports raising taxes on the wealthy and raising the minimum wage. Trump’s 

unexpected popularity may owe itself, in part, to the fact that many voters are not ideologues, 

and his mix of conservative and liberal positions may be part of his appeal (Sides & Tesler, 

2016). This political malleability may have provided Trump an edge over Senator Ted Cruz, 

helping him to procure the Republican nomination for the presidency (Steinhauer, 2016). The 

fact that he is not a strict ideologue allows him to appeal to a broader swath of voters, and it may 

be that why Trump supporters expect that he will accomplish more than the other candidates: he 

is willing to say and do whatever he thinks will solve the nation’s problems, regardless of party 
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lines (Li, 2016; Ohio Exit Poll, 2016; Florida Exit Poll, 2016; New Hampshire Exit Poll, 2016). 

On many issues Trump has taken extreme positions. His desire to build a wall between the 

United States and Mexico or to ban all Muslim immigration are dramatic, but they notably did 

not prevent him from succeeding in the Republican primary, and indeed may have helped him. . 

While candidates like Sanders and Cruz are consistent ideologues, and Trump is more like 

Clinton; he is ideologically inconsistent.  

 Radical proposals often tap into important moral concerns that voters have and may 

mobilize portions of the electorate who may not ordinarily vote because their traditional electoral 

options do not represent their core moral priorities. Indeed, past research shows that people who 

do not vote report more moral priorities that deviate from those of their political party compared 

to people who do vote (Johnson, Iyer, Wojcik, Vaisey, & Miles, et al., 2014). This ideological 

partisan divide seems to be rooted in clashing moral priorities (Hunter, 1992; Sowell, 2007). 

Indeed, these differences in moral priorities predict policy positions above and beyond 

demographics, including political ideology (Koleva, Graham, Iyer, Ditto, & Haidt, 2012).   

Moral Foundations Theory (MFT) is a relatively new field of research (Haidt & Graham 

2007). It is a social psychological theory which addresses the variations in human moral 

priorities across groups and cultures. Much of its work has focused on how moral priorities 

underlie political conflict in the United States. MFT proposes that there are at least five different 

foundations of moral beliefs: care/Harm, Fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, 

Authority/subversion, and Purity/degradation (Graham et. al, 2013)i. The Care/Harm foundation 

examines the intuition to protect and nurture those who potentially cannot protect themselves. 

The Fairness/Cheating foundation examines the intuition to have just/fair outcomes, such as e.g. 

people getting paid equal amounts for equal work. The Loyalty/Betrayal foundation examines 



MORAL DIFFERENCES AND POLITICAL PREFERENCES 5 

the intuition to remain faithful to one’s Ingroup and punish those who are disloyal. The 

Authority/Subversion foundation examines the intuition to obey those in some position of power 

(e.g., military members, parents, police officers, religious leaders). The 

Sancity/Purity/Degradation examines the intuition to preserve both bodily and spiritual integrity 

– violations of this foundation could be having sex with a dead chicken or defecating on a 

religious text. Previous research has suggested that liberals and conservatives place different 

emphases on different foundations (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009). Liberals tend to prioritize 

Harm/care and Fairness/cheating foundations, while conservatives prioritize all of the 

foundations approximately equally. In practice this means that conservatives generally prioritize 

Harm/care and Fairness/cheating less than liberals do, but prioritize loyalty/betrayal, 

Authority/subversion, and Purity/degradation more than liberals do.  

But Democrats and Republicans are not homogeneous parties comprised of individuals 

who share the exact same moral priorities to the same extent. Different candidates tend to place 

different emphases on different foundations, and attract different supporters within parties. In a 

survey of supporters of different candidates Trump supporters prioritized Fairness and loyalty-

Authority-sanctity, and were less concerned about care. Cruz supporters prioritized Fairness 

above all, and care the least. Sanders supporters prioritized care, and were less concerned about 

Fairness and loyalty-Authority-sanctity (Ekins & Haidt, 2016). Clinton supporters emphasized 

care more than the average American, but were less concerned about Fairness and loyalty-

Authority-sanctity. Overall, Clinton and Sanders’s supporters showed relatively similar patterns 

valuing care and Fairness more than in-group, Authority, and Purity. Trump and Cruz supporters 

also showed relatively similar patterns valuing Fairness, in-group, Authority, and Purity more 
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than care. In doing so, all of the candidates exemplified the usually favored dimensions of their 

respective Republican and Democratic political parties (Graham et al., 2009).  

Americans have grown increasingly divided along moral and political lines. Text analysis 

of tweets (short messages posted to Twitter, a popular social media website) has found evidence 

that shows that people who are high in the Purity foundation tend to create social networks 

comprised predominantly of other people who are also high on the Purity foundation (Dehghani, 

Johnson, Hoover, Sagi, & Garten, et al., 2016).  

The United States of America has become increasingly polarized and segregated in many 

ways, but particularly in terms of politics and morality. In terms of politics, numerous nationally 

representative surveys find that liberals and conservatives are endorsing ever-more extreme 

positions on cultural issues (Abramowitz, 2012). These divisions go far beyond simple 

disagreements over which policies are best. Americans actively avoid communicating with and 

openly discriminate against people with different political beliefs (Goldman & Mutz, 2011; 

Munro, Lasane, & Leary, 2010). This distance between political opponents can be observed in 

the media in the form of a separation of liberal and conservative Twitter users in the sharing of 

political tweets and increasing segregation of political blogs (Adamic & Glance, 2005; Conover 

et al., 2011).  

In addition to avoiding people who disagree with us, we actively seek out people that do 

agree with us. We consume media that supports and confirms our pre-existing beliefs (Stroud, 

2008; Garrett, 2009; Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). In other words, we like it when the media that we 

consume validates our thoughts, beliefs, and feelings. This bias towards consensual validation is 

exaggerated when people perceive threat, which campaigns sow when discussing the instability 
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of the economy, the influx of undocumented immigrants, or the specter of terrorism (Greenberg 

et al., 1990; Pyszczynski et al., 1996; Vail, Arndt, Motyl, & Pyszczynski, 2012). 

With recent technological innovations, it is easier than ever to do this. There has been an 

explosion of different news sources, catering to any specific audience (Mutz, 2006). We are 

becoming increasingly segregated in our media consumption, even within our political parties, 

gradually gathering into segregated clusters of people who agree on almost every issue, while 

completely disregarding the other side’s arguments (Chopik & Motyl, 2016; Frimer, Skitka, & 

Motyl, under review; Motyl, 2014; Motyl, 2016; Motyl, Iyer, Oishi, Trawalter, & Nosek, 2014). 

News media itself has become increasingly partisan, making it difficult to find a news source 

without some sort of political spin (Prior, 2013). This sort of behavior is not conducive to 

productive bipartisan discussion.  

Consumption of highly polarized media may lead to stereotyping of the opposing party. 

Both liberals and conservatives display stereotypes about the other side’s moral beliefs. While 

people can often predict the direction of Republican or Democrats’ political beliefs, they often 

exaggerate the extremity of these beliefs, regardless of whether they are speaking about their 

own party or the other party (Graham, Nosek, & Haidt, 2012). Stereotypes about the morality of 

the opposing party are likely associated with stereotypes about the moral worldviews of political 

candidates, and of the people that support them (Crawford, Modri, & Motyl, 2013). Selective 

media consumption allows people to expose themselves to a single perspective, and may lead to 

negative stereotypes about other candidates and their supporters. For example, selective media 

consumption may be responsible for the stereotypes that Trump supporters are “crazy,” or 

Sanders supporters are “ignorant kids” (Arceneaux, 2016; Nimmo, 2015).  
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Believing that the aforementioned data looking at the moral priorities of people who 

supported the different political candidates were limited, as they relied on the self-reported 

surveys of volunteers who volunteered to participate, we devised a study to conceptually 

replicate these findings using a more naturalistic methodology: actual speech on Twitter which 

has become a popular means of political communication among politically-engaged Americans.  

Twitter contains immense stores of accessible data that is ripe for textual analysis (Pak & 

Paroubek, 2010). It allows researchers to collect data on events in real time as events unfold. In 

this case, Twitter provided a simple method for collecting data on many supporters of the main 

candidates running for their party’s nomination near the ending of the primary election season.  

As of June 13th, 2016, 2:21 PM CST, on Twitter, 9 million people followed Donald 

Trump’s Twitter account, 6.9 million people followed Hillary Clinton, 1.3 million people 

followed Ted Cruz, and 2.1 million followed Bernie Sanders. To establish a comparison group, 

we also identified a non-political celebrity (John Stamos), who had a similar number of followers 

(1.9 million). For each of these five figures, we randomly selected 15,000-20,000 users who 

followed each of them and downloaded up to 200 of their most recent Tweets. This yielded a 

sample of 86,061 people who Tweeted 141,903,439 words. During data processing, we 

discovered that 124 of these people followed more than one of the figures. To allow for a clean 

comparison of followers of each of the candidates, we excluded these 124 people from all 

subsequent analyses. Our de-identified data can be accessed at osf.io/z4h97. 

 We conducted a form of text analysis that uses counts of key words and phrases to extract 

meaningful psychological constructs from large bodies of text (Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010). 

Text analysis of tweets can provide insight into who is talking about what, and how they are 

talking about it. Text analysis performed by Sylwester and Purver (2015) has shown several 
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reliable differences in language uses between Democrats and Republicans. For example, 

Democrats tend to use more anxiety words, while Republicans tend to use more words related to 

achievement as opposed to more concrete plans.   

 We used this data to test two competing hypotheses: The Party Line hypothesis and the 

Ideologue hypothesis. 

The Party Line Hypothesis states that similarities and differences between candidates will 

fall roughly along party lines. Supporters of Clinton will be most similar to Sanders, and 

supporters of Cruz will be most similar to supporters of Trump and vice-versa. This difference 

should be particularly prevalent in terms of morality. Previous research has shown that liberals 

tend to place the most emphasis on the Harm/care and Fairness/cheating foundations of morality, 

and conservatives place similar emphasis on all five foundations (Graham et al., 2009). If this 

hypothesis is correct we would expect supporters to speak the most about moral foundations that 

are consistent with their political ideology. Clinton and Sanders supporters should look similar to 

each other, as should Cruz and Trump. 

According to the Ideologue Hypothesis, supporters of the ideologue candidates (Cruz and 

Sanders) will be more similar to each other than Trump and Clinton supporters, and vice-versa. 

There is support for this hypothesis as well. People with more extreme political views, regardless 

of their side of the political spectrum, tend to act more similarly to each other than to moderates 

of their own party (Sidanius, 1984; van Prooijen, Krouwel, Boiten, & Eendebak, 2015; Tetlock, 

1983). If this is the case, we would expect Cruz and Sanders to use more party-consistent moral 

language than Trump and Clinton.  

 We used the Moral Foundations Dictionary for our analyses (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 

2009). The Moral Foundations Dictionary contains words coded to reflect the five Moral 
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Foundations mentioned earlier: Care, Fairness, Loyalty, Authority, and Purity. The Moral 

Foundations Dictionary has been used in empirical work to yield results consistent with other 

methodologies. For example, liberal speakers tended to use words found in the Harm and 

Fairness sub-dictionaries of the Moral Foundations Dictionary, whereas conservative speakers 

tended to use words found in the Ingroup, Authority, and Purity sub-dictionaries (Graham et al., 

2009). We would expect such a pattern of results given conservatives’ increased reliance on 

Ingroup, Authority, and Purity compared to liberals, and liberals’ increased reliance on Harm and 

Fairness compared to conservatives.  

We used the Moral Foundations Dictionary’s measure of general morality to determine 

which twitter users spoke about morality the most, and which spoke about it the least. This sub-

dictionary uses words like “law”, “principle”, “piety”, and “wrong” to measure how much people 

speak about morality more generally. Then we turned to the dictionary’s foundations for a finer-

grain analysis of what types of morality followers were speaking about. The Moral Foundations 

Dictionary is split into two categories: “virtue” and “vice.” The “virtue” sub dictionary contains 

words that correspond with the more positive end of the moral foundations spectrum: care, 

Fairness, loyalty, Authority, and Purity. However, for the purposes of our analysis, we chose to 

use the “vice” sub-dictionary.ii   

The “vice” sub-dictionary is further separated into various sub dictionaries that contain 

words that correspond with the opposite end of the spectrum on the five moral foundations: 

Harm, cheating, betrayal, subversion, and degradation. The Harm sub-dictionary contains words 

like “abuse”, “kill”, “damage”, and “abandon” that measure the degree to which people 

acknowledge the violation of the Harm foundation in their everyday lives. The cheating sub-

dictionary contains words like “bias”, “unfair”, “dishonest”, and “exclude” to measure how often 



MORAL DIFFERENCES AND POLITICAL PREFERENCES 11 

people speak about perceived violations of fair procedures or outcomes. The betrayal sub-

dictionary contains words like “treason”, “desert”, “enemy”, and “disloyal” to measure how 

often people exclude others from their in-group in their speech. The subversion sub-dictionary 

contains words like “defy”, “unfaithful”, “insubordinate”, and “riot” to measure how frequently 

people signal the disobedience toward an Authority figure in their speech. The degradation sub-

dictionary contains words like “wicked”, “sin”, “disgust”, and “disease” to measure how 

sensitive people are to violations of both physical and spiritual integrity.  

Preliminary analyses. 

All of the means presented below represent the average percentage of words related to 

that topic out of the total words tweeted per Twitter user. All means have been standardized and 

centered on the sample mean to make it easier to spot differences between groups. Due to our 

large sample size, the p-values of all of our omnibus tests are less than .001, and will not be 

reported here.  

The Moral Foundations Dictionary includes a measure of general moral language. There 

were not many differences between followers of the different candidates in general moral 

language. Our apolitical baseline used an amount of moral language that was approximately 

equal to the sample average. Sanders followers, Trump followers, and Cruz followers were all 

statistically indistinguishable from the baseline (all ps > .15). Clinton followers used less moral 

language than the baseline (p = .04, See Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. A representation of the means for the followers of each candidate for general moral 

language. “0” represents the mean for the total sample. Bars that fall below “0” are below 

average, and bars that fall above “0” are above average. Our baseline represents the mean for 

John Stamos’ followers.  

Moral Foundations 

 It appears that some candidates use slightly more moral language than others, but it 

remains unclear what the implications of speaking more about morality are in general. Pluralistic 

accounts of morality suggest that followers of these candidates may be similarly high in moral 

language, yet differ in their moral priorities (Graham, et al. 2012; Haslam & Fiske, 1999; 
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Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park, 1997). Therefore, we used the Moral Foundations 

Dictionary to assess differences in the moral content of the tweets of the followers of these 

candidates.  

 Means and standard deviations for all foundations can be found in Table 1, and Cohen’s 

ds for pairwise comparisons can be found in Table 2.  

 Harm/Care. Baseline participants speak about Harm less than followers of all of the 

political candidates included in the current study (all ps < .001). Based off of previous findings, 

we would expect that Trump followers would not be very concerned about this foundation 

compared to our baseline (e.g., Ekins & Haidt, 2016). And, Trump followers do speak less about 

Harm than the average Twitter user in our sample, but more than our baseline (p < .001). Clinton 

followers speak about it at approximately the same frequency as Trump’s (p = .07), and more 

than our baseline. Both Cruz and Sanders (p = .24) followers speak the most about Harm.  

 Cheating/Fairness. Our baseline participants, as before, speak about cheating the least of 

all (all ps < .001). Trump followers speak about cheating more than baseline users, but less than 

our average user. Clinton followers speak about it slightly more than Trump followers (p = .03), 

while both Cruz and Sanders followers (p = .66) speak about it more than Clinton followers 

(both ps < .001). 

 Betrayal/Loyalty. Baseline participants speak of betrayal the least (all ps < .001). Clinton 

followers speak about betrayal more than our baseline, but less than the sample average. Trump 

followers speak about betrayal more than our baseline, and slightly more than Clinton followers 

(p = .02). Sanders followers speak about betrayal slightly more than Trump followers (p = .002), 

and Cruz followers speak of it most of all (p < .001).  
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Subversion/Authority. Baseline participants speak about subversion of Authority the least 

(all ps < .03). Clinton followers speak of it more than our baseline, but less than average. Trump 

followers speak of about the same amount as Clinton followers (p = .16). Sanders followers 

speak about subversion more than Trump and Clinton’s, and slightly above average (both ps 

< .02). Cruz followers spoke of it most of all (p < .001).  

Degradation/Purity. Baseline participants speak about Purity in an amount that was 

consistent with the sample mean. Trump and Clinton followers both speak about it less than 

average (p = .43), and less than baseline followers (both ps < .02). Cruz and Sanders followers 

both speak about it more than average (p = .09). Cruz followers are not statistically different 

from baseline (p = .07), but Sanders followers spoke about Purity significantly more than 

baseline followers (p < .001).    
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Figure 2. Means and standard errors for the followers of each candidate for their usage of 

Moral Foundations language. “0” represents the mean for the total sample. Our baseline is 

composed of the means for John Stamos followers.   

Overall. Trump and Clinton followers show very similar patterns of diction. Both are 

below average on every foundation. Their more politically polarized counterparts, Cruz and 

Sanders followers, are above average on most foundations. In other words, followers of the less 

ideological candidates are more similar to each other than they are to their more extreme 

counterparts, and vice-versa (See Figure 2). Followers of the candidates are generally more 

likely to use words related to the five moral priorities than the people who follow our apolitical 

baseline, though this is not true of general speech about morality.  

Table 1 

Standardized descriptive statistics; all variables are centered on the sample mean 

 Baseline Cruz Trump Clinton Sanders 

General Morality 0.00 (0.79) 0.02 (1.24) -0.02 (0.87) -0.03 (1.15) 0.04 (0.85) 

Harm -0.10 (0.78) 0.11 (1.21) -0.04 (1.09) -0.06 (0.96) 0.10 (0.88) 

Cheating -0.07 (0.33) 0.06 (1.63) -0.02 (0.86) 0.0003 (0.91) 0.05 (0.71) 

Betrayal -0.12 (0.46) 0.19 (1.44) -0.03 (1.03) -0.05 (0.79) 0.01 (1.00) 

Subversion -0.06 (0.7) 0.11 (1.51) -0.02 (0.93) -0.04 (0.85) 0.008 (0.62) 

Degradation 0.0001 (0.79) 0.02 (1.24) -0.02 (0.87) -0.03 (1.15) 0.04 (0.85) 

 

Table 2 

Cohen’s d scores for all pairwise comparisons.  Scores represent row minus column means, so 

that positive numbers mean that the followers of a candidate in the row scored higher than the 

followers of the candidate in the column. 

 Baseline Cruz Trump Clinton 

General Morality     

Cruz 0.02 . . . 

Trump 0.01 -0.001 . . 
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Clinton -0.02 -0.03 -0.03 . 

Sanders -0.002 -0.02 -0.02 0.02 

Harm     

Cruz 0.20 . . . 

Trump -0.06 -0.12 . . 

Clinton -0.04 -0.15 -0.02 . 

Sanders 0.23 -0.01 0.13 0.17 

Cheating     

Cruz 0.11 . . . 

Trump 0.07 -0.06 . . 

Clinton 0.11 -0.04 0.03 . 

Sanders 0.23 -0.003 0.04 0.06 

Betrayal     

Cruz 0.30 . . . 

Trump 0.13 -0.17 . . 

Clinton 0.12 -0.20 -0.03 . 

Sanders 0.19 -0.14 0.04 0.07 

Subversion     

Cruz 0.15 . . . 

Trump 0.05 -0.10 . . 

Clinton 0.03 -0.12 -0.02 . 

Sanders 0.10 -0.08 0.04 0.06 

Degradation     

Cruz 0.04 . . . 

Trump -0.03 -0.04 . . 

Clinton -0.04 -0.04 -0.009 . 

Sanders 0.04 0.02 0.07 0.07 

 

Conclusion 

 The common perception of Trump supporters is that they are extreme or even ‘radical’ in 

comparison to supporters of other candidates (Tesfaye, 2016; Tashman, 2016). Yet, previous 

analysis of their preferences in terms of different aspects of morality paint them as relatively 

similar to Ted Cruz’s supporters (Ekins & Haidt 2016).  

Our data suggest otherwise. In terms of morality, Trump followers were not outliers. In 

fact, they rarely stood out on any of the dimensions that we measured. Overall, their moral 

language was very similar to Clinton followers. Trump and Clinton followers used less morally-



MORAL DIFFERENCES AND POLITICAL PREFERENCES 17 

charged language over all, and tended to be low on emotional and trait terms, with some 

variation on Trump’s part.  

 In terms of morality, our data support the Ideologue hypothesis, and provide little 

evidence for the Party Line Hypothesis. A candidate’s adherence to their party’s values is a more 

reliable predictor for their follower’s speech patterns than their political ideology alone. 

Followers of less ideological candidates, like Trump and Clinton, use less moral language, while 

followers of ideologues like Cruz and Sanders use more moral language. Their patterns of moral 

speech are roughly similar to those observed in other studies of liberals and conservatives 

(Graham et al., 2009). As expected people who follow a liberal ideologue, like Sanders, write 

relatively more about care/Harm and Fairness/cheating. People who follow a conservative 

ideologue, like Cruz, write relatively evenly on care/Harm, loyalty/betrayal, and 

Authority/subversion, though they write relatively less about Fairness/cheating and 

Purity/degradation, which deviates somewhat from the usual pattern. This may be because our 

sample rarely talked about Purity/degradation overall. It is possible that any differences were 

masked by conversational norms on Twitter.  

 In short, the data provide evidence for both parts of the Ideologue Hypothesis: followers 

of the less ideological candidates, Trump and Clinton, tweeted more similarly, and followers of 

the more ideological candidates, Cruz and Sanders, tweeted more similarly and in more morally 

polarized ways.  

 Our analyses do have their strengths and weaknesses. Our sample is large, and it relies on 

real behavior as opposed to survey responses, which may be subject to a variety of response 

biases. However, the effect sizes are small, and we do not know much about these users. We 

cannot guarantee that there is a perfect correlation between candidates’ followers on Twitter and 
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their supporters. Trump was a celebrity long before he was a politician, and many of his Twitter 

followers may have followed him long before he decided to run for president. But there is 

evidence that it is possible to reliably estimate Twitter users’ ideology based upon the people that 

they follow, so it seems likely that many of them do support him (Barberá et al., 2015). More 

than that, the diction of his followers resembles that of Clinton followers considerably more than 

it resembles John Stamos followers. But John Stamos is just one celebrity. His followers may not 

be representative of the general population. Further research using multiple control people will 

be necessary for a more accurate baseline. It is also possible that followers become less morally 

polarized when their candidates win than when they lose, but again, further research is required 

to speak to this point.  

 For the time being, it appears that the majority of Trump’s followers are not as radical as 

the media suggests (Tesfaye, 2016; Tashman, 2016). Their moral values are more in line with 

Clinton followers. Trump was a Democrat who is now running as a Republican, and Clinton 

worked for Republican groups in the past, and is now running as a Democrat. This sets them 

apart from ideologues like Cruz and Sanders who have remained on their sides of the aisle for 

the duration of their political careers. The people who support ideologues like Cruz and Sanders 

are the ones using extreme moral language, and they are more likely to show party-line 

differences in the moral foundations than people who support non-ideologues like Trump and 

Clinton. In short, followers of ideologues are more morally polarized than followers of the 

Democratic and Republican presidential nominees. What this study shows is that if either Trump 

or Clinton succeed to the presidency they may prove themselves to be more pragmatic than   

Sanders or Cruz might have been, and, importantly, their followers are more likely to permit 
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them some considerable flexibility in their actual policy making than they might have permitted 

the more ideologically driven Cruz or Sanders.  
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i Discussions on the YourMorals.org blog suggest that there may be a 6th foundation pertaining to liberty/oppression, 

but no peer-reviewed research has yet verified this possible foundation. 
ii Additional analyses using the “virtue” sub-dictionary generally replicate the findings reported in this chapter using 

the “vice” sub-dictionary. We also conducted exploratory analyses on several emotion and trait variables from the 

Regressive Image Dictionary (Martindale, 2008). Summaries of all analyses can be accessed at osf.io/z4h97. 

                                                           


