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ABSTRACT 
Twitter is a popular social medium for members of U.S. Congress, and the platform has become focal for 
framing policy discussions for constituents and the media. The current study examines the corpus of N = 5,768 
Congressional tweets sent on the day of and week following the 2018 Parkland shooting, over 25 percent of 
which (n = 1,615) were related to the shooting. Democrats were far more likely to engage Parkland as a 
prominent topic in their Twitter feeds. Democrats framed Parkland discussions in terms of outrage and 
criticism, as well as discussions of the potential causes of and (legislative) solutions to gun violence. 
Republicans mostly avoided Parkland discussions and political framing.  
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On February 14, 2018, a teenage gunman shot and killed 17 people and injured 14 others at Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, in what is colloquially referred to as “the Parkland 
shooting.”1 In response to the Parkland shooting politicians turned to various media channels and outlets, 
including their own social media accounts, to express grief for victims, discuss gun violence and gun control 
policies, and generally engage the public. Such social media engagement could be seen as a natural 
extension of Congressional office – engaging with constituents in an open and public space. However, this 
engagement can also be understood through the lens of framing theory (Goffmann, 1974), as “frames'' exist 
as a way for politicians to quickly establish heuristics for how these issues are discussed by constituents 
(Conway et al., 2015) and taken up by media institutions (Shapiro & Hemphill, 2016). To this end, the current 
study takes a quantitative content analysis approach to analyze the frequency and qualitative content of the 
population of Tweets sent by members of Congress on the day of and week following the Parkland Shooting. 
We do this to (a) analyze the discussion frames used in those tweets and to (b) understand key Congressional 
variables (such as political party affiliation) that correlate with the use of some frames over others. 
 

Literature Review 
 
The Parkland shooting was unique and politically important because of the social significance and volume of 
the social movements which took place after the shooting. The Parkland shooting commanded more news 
coverage than any other recent school shooting both in volume and duration (Nass, 2018), with perhaps the 
exception of the Robb Elementary School shooting in Uvalde, Texas on May 24, 2022 in which 19 students 
and two teachers were killed (Osteen, 2022).2 One of the distinctive aspects of The Parkland shooting was 
the fact that its coverage extended beyond the normal 30-day lifespan of mass shooting coverage in the U.S. 
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(Holody, 2020). The Parkland shooting garnered social significance in large part from survivor gun control 
activists. These activists engaged Florida state and federal politicians, as well as the NRA to take up legislative 
solutions to gun violence, such as regulations for stricter gun control. In the days after the shooting, survivors 
challenged politicians who offered prayers and condolences on Twitter, staged school walkouts, and even 
directly challenged Florida Senator Marco Rubio at a town hall meeting for his acceptance of NRA campaign 
contributions – much of this culminating in the March 24, 2018, nationwide “March for Our Lives” (Torres, 
2018). Much of this conversation took place via Twitter (Williams et al., 2019). 
  
Social media has influenced how politicians interact with their constituents, making it easier and faster to 
disseminate messages to broader audiences (Straus & Glassman, 2016). Research has identified major social 
media platform (Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube) usage rates of between 94 and 100% for members of the 
Senate and between 87 and 100% for Representatives (Straus, 2018). Congressional members use social 
media to gauge their constituents’ opinions and communicate their own political views and activities to the 
public (Congressional Management Foundation, 2011), although Golbeck, Grimes, and Rogers (2010) 
suggest that this usage tends “not to provide new insights into government or the legislative process or to 
improve transparency; rather, they are vehicles for self-promotion” (p. 1612). Similarly, the political stances 
adopted by most politicians tend to cluster broadly around conservative or liberal leanings, rather than being 
issue specific (Copenhaver et al., 2017).  
 
One way to consider this Congressional engagement with social media is through the perspective of framing, 
or the “selection of some aspects of a perceived reality” (Entman, 1993, p. 52), which results in audiences 
paying attention to some elements of an event more than others. Framing efforts are purposeful and uniquely 
communicative in nature, as they are formed through the careful selection and omission of information 
(Entman, 1993; Gitlin, 1981), and are politically advantageous to politicians who employ such frames. Iyengar 
(1990) suggests that framing efforts are a crucial tool for assigning blame or responsibility for political issues. 
Scholarly research on mass shootings has a history of employing framing analysis to understand how media 
covers mass shooting events, as well as how it further influences the public’s understanding of such events. 
In one example, Silva (2021) found the New York Times employed four different frames in its coverage of 
mass shooting events from 2000 to 2016: 1) gun access, 2) mental illness, 3) violent entertainment, and 4) 
terrorism. In another example, Schildkraut and Muschert (2014) found that media coverage is not stagnant 
over time in terms of the frames it chooses to cover such events. 
 
Congressional members and their campaigns fuel social media conversations with potential discussion. For 
example, Lee and Xu (2018) found that attacks and other negative tweets sent by campaigns are more likely 
to be engaged, while also resulting in more followers (and thus, more users to take up and promote the 
candidate and campaign messages). This careful crafting of discussion frames is magnified when users 
engage very selective and specific political ideologies while online. Hong and Kim (2016) report that politicians 
who take more extreme political positions tend to have more Twitter followers. Wang et al. (2017) were able 
to predict Twitter users as being either Donald J. Trump or Hillary Clinton followers, based on the user’s 
everyday tweets and shared photos. Lee et al. (2014) demonstrate that even in groups that are not politically 
polarized, users still amplify political frames—likely a function of confirmation bias by which individuals with 
strong opinions simply reinforce these opinions through continued efforts to defend their opinions (see Guerin 
& Innes, 1989). In all of this, as politicians use Twitter to distribute their own political messages, those 
messages are taken up and distributed by ardent ideologues and thus, reinforcing the discussion frames that 
originate from these politicians (Hemphill et al., 2013). The Parkland shooting is a particular example of how 
this process works, as gun-violence policy advocates drove social media engagement across both Instagram 
and Twitter in the wake of the shooting (Austin et al., 2020). 
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The Current Study 
The current study involves two broad exploratory research questions. First, we are curious to understand 
(RQ1) What were the common frames in U.S. Congressional tweets in response to the Parkland Shooting? 
Following, we ask (RQ2) Did those frames vary as a function of (a) the political affiliation of the 
Congressional member (b) the amount of funding the Congressional member received from the NRA, or 
(c) the proximity of the Congressional member to Parkland, FL?   
 

Method 
 
The data for this project includes a complete analysis of active public U.S. Congressional Twitter accounts 
from the day of the Parkland shooting (February 14, 2018), to one week following the shooting (February 21, 
2018). English-language tweets were gathered using Twitter’s native search function via a customizable URL 
below: 
 

https://twitter.com/search?l=&q=from%3A 
[Insert Twitter Handle] 
%20since%3A2018-02-14%20until%3A2018-02-21&src=typd&lang=en 

  
The complete database for this project (N = 5,768 unique tweets), as well as our coding and data analyses, 
are freely available online: https://osf.io/h9mev/?view_only=b7c17f1d35834e9ebd4299a2cacffb70. These 
tweets were analyzed using a mixed methodological approach, first by using thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006) to induce emergent themes from the data corpus (RQ1), and then using quantitative content 
analysis techniques (Neuendorf, 2002) to compare the frequency of those induced themes as a function of 
relevant independent variables (RQ2).  
 
A total of 526 of a potential 536 (98.13%) Congress members were included in final analysis (n = 97 Senate 
members, n = 429 House members),3 as not all members had public Twitter accounts during our search frame. 
The gender breakdown of all Congress members was 114 female (21.3%) and 422 males (78.7%), and 
included 419 White (79.7%), 47 Black (8.9%), and Hispanic (5.5%) individuals. The average member age was 
59.32 (SD = 10.80) years, with a range of 33 to 87, and they had served in Congress an average of 10.43  
(SD = 9.08) years, ranging from “1” to “45.” By political party, 54.6% (n = 287) were Republicans and 45.4% 
(n = 239) were Democrats. By region, 185 (35.2%) were from Southern states, 94 (17.9%) from Northeastern 
states, 116 (22.1%) from Midwestern states, 126 (24.0%) from Western states, and 5 (1%) from other 
territories and regions of the U.S. with non-voting representation in US Congress. Raw NRA scores (pulled 
from www.votesmart.org) were translated into letter grades, with 251 (47.7%) members earning a rating of 
“A”, and 234 (44.5%) earning a grade of “F.” Given this bimodal distribution, we decided to break the sample 
into “passing” grades of “C,” “B,” and “A” (n = 278, or 53.9% of the sample), and “failing” grades of “D” and “F” 
(n = 238, 46.1%); 10 members did not receive an NRA score. Notably, there was a very strong correlation 
between political party affiliation (being a Republican coded as “1”) and both accepting NRA donations4  
(r = .802, p < .001, n = 523) and receiving a passing grade from the NRA (r = .918, p < .001, n = 516) and 
thus, the measures are empirically isomorphic. For this reason, only political affiliation scores were retained 
for further analyses.  
 
NRA grades are established by considering where a political candidate stands on the gun control issue, 
regardless of whether they identify politically as a Republican, Democrat, Independent, etc. The NRA reviews 
candidates based on a candidate’s public statements about gun control, voting record on gun control issues, 
and responses to the NRA-PVF or National Rifle Association-Political Victory Fund Questionnaire. Overall, 
the NRA grades political candidates according to how well a candidate recognizes gun control efforts as futile 
in crime fighting efforts, as well as infringing upon U.S. citizens’ Second Amendment rights (Votesmart, 2023). 

https://osf.io/h9mev/?view_only=b7c17f1d35834e9ebd4299a2cacffb70
http://www.votesmart.org/
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It is pertinent to note that simply receiving the grade of “A” does not automatically equate to a candidate 
receiving monetary support from the NRA.  
 
Congressional members in this sample sent an average of 2.33 (SD = 4.23) tweets during the scrape period 
– .72 (SD = .838) on the day of the shooting, and 1.61 (SD = 3.87) on the week of the shooting. Just under 
70% (n = 367) of Congressional members made at least one Parkland-related tweet. On the day of the 
Parkland shooting, Congressional members made 411 tweets about the event specifically (of n = 1,651 total 
tweets made that day, or about 25% of all Congressional tweets that day). For the entire scrape period, 1,204 
tweets about Parkland were sent (about 20% of all Congressional tweets for that period). 
 
 
Table 1 
Sample Tweet Themes from U.S. Congressional Member Reactions to Parkland 

Theme Explanation Sample tweet 

Expressions of 
Outrage 

Tweets containing text 
where politicians 
expressed their anger 
at either the shooting or 
Congress’ response to 
the school shooting 
problem. 

“My deepest condolences to loved-ones of the victims 
of yet another mass shooting in America. But when 
our children are dying, when we lose innocent lives; 
our “thoughts & prayers” are not enough. We need 
reform and action from our leaders. The time is 
NOW!” 
Brenda Lawrence, D-Michigan 
(@RepLawrence) 

Policy Tweets included 
content in which 
politicians called for 
policy to address the 
school shooting 
problem or gave 
specific policy 
recommendations.  

“.@POTUS’s refusal to mention guns in his statement 
on horrific #Parkland shooting is height of cowardice 
& worthy of strong bipartisan condemnation. 
  
POTUS and Rs need to join Dems in strengthening 
our nation’s gun laws. Bloviating on TV doesn’t cut it.” 
Nita Lowey, D-New York 
(@NitaLowey) 

Support Tweets contained 
messages of support 
for victims of the 
shooting, their families, 
or first responders.  

“Please join me in praying for the students, faculty, 
and staff at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, 
as well as their loved ones. Let us also show our 
gratitude to the courageous first responders.” 
Joni Ernst, R-Iowa 
(@SenJoniErnst) 

Criticizing 
Others 

Tweets which involved 
messages directed at 
criticizing anyone else 
(most usually other 
politicians) the author 
believed was to blame 
for such shootings. 

“17 more people are dead, including 14 children. But 
@SpeakerRyan continues to block any meaningful 
action to help prevent gun violence.” 
Ruben Gallego, D-Arizona 
(@RepRubenGallego) 

Cause of 
Shootings 

Tweets contain 
conjecture theories as 
to the reasons why 
school shootings occur. 

“We are seeing investigators piecing together 
warning signs but there is a disconnect that leads to 
devastation. At a community level, we must make a 
priority to identify and treat mental health conditions.” 
Jim Renacci, R-Ohio 
(@RepJimRenacci)  

https://twitter.com/hashtag/Parkland?src=hash
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Results 
 
For the first research question, an emergent thematic analysis was used to uncover consistent patterns of 
discussion in the corpus of tweets, an inductive and qualitative analysis approach suggested by Braun & 
Clarke (2006). For this process, a random selection of 10% of all Twitter accounts (n = 55) was given a deep 
read by one author of this project, resulting in five emergent frames: expressions of outrage, policy, support, 
criticizing others, and causes of shootings (Table 1). These themes were independently confirmed by a 
different author and provide the answer to RQ1. Notably, theoretical saturation was reached within this 10% 
sample. 
 
After establishing the themes above (and thus answering RQ1), the two coding authors then assigned binary 
codes (“0” for absence, “1” for presence) to 10% of the data corpus to prepare data for answering RQ2 (the 
quantitative comparison of the frequency of induced themes as a function of pre-defined variables; see 
Neuendorf, 2002). Coders achieved acceptable interrater reliability on each discussion frame category 
(calculated as Krippendorf’s a): expressions of outrage = .882, policy = .897, support = .939, criticizing others 
= .897, cause of shootings = .884.5 It is important to note that coding categories are not mutually exclusive, 
and one individual Tweet could be coded across multiple frames. 
 
Having established the validity of these five themes, or frames, their sample-wide frequencies are reported 
below in Table 2 – these, based on 367 Congressional members who had at least one Parkland-related tweet. 
In sum there were 1,615 Congressional tweets included in the sample. All 1,615 Tweets were included in the 
data analysis, with results presented below in Tables 2 and 3 below. 
 
 
Table 2 
Frequency of Coded Themes Used by Congress to Discuss the Parkland Shooting 

Theme M SD Range 
 

Mode % of tweets 
(day of) 

% of tweets 
(week of) 

Expressions 
of Outrage 

1.12 2.59 22 0 
(n = 241) 

12.6 
(SD = 30.2) 

35.1 
(SD = 41.5) 

Policy 2.09 3.79 31 
 

0 
(n = 158) 

33.8 
(SD = 45.4) 

71.8 
(SD = 39.9) 

Support 1.40 2.31 36 1 
(n = 215) 

80.8 
(SD = 36.1) 

30.0 
(SD = 38.2) 

Criticizing 
Others 

1.51 3.16 28 0 
(n = 217) 

19.2 
(SD = 37.0) 

46.3 
(SD = 42.3) 

Cause of 
Shootings 

1.63 3.19 30 0 
(n = 189) 

13.7 
(SD = 31.7) 

60.3 
(SD = 42.2) 

 
 
For the focal test of RQ2, the proportion of each of the five tweet categories (for both the day of the Parkland 
shooting and the week of the Parkland shooting) was regressed onto each of the eight independent variables 
above. For tweets sent on the day of the Parkland shooting, all five regression models were significant (see 
Table 3) and showed a clear pattern such that Democrats were more likely to demonstrate outrage, discuss 
policy, share criticism, and discuss causes of school shootings, while Republicans were more likely to tweet 
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messages of support. These same patterns were replicated when examining each Parkland theme for the 
week following the Parkland shooting (although variance in engaging the support frame was non-significant). 
 

Discussion 
 
The Parkland shooting represented a critical moment in the modern political discourse that dominated U.S. 
newspaper headlines and social media discussions for weeks following the event. Social media was saturated 
with discussions about Parkland, including engagement from members of U.S. Congress who took to Twitter 
to share their views and perspectives. The goals of this project were to analyze Congressional engagement 
with Twitter on the day of and in the week following Parkland, and to both (a) identify common discussion 
frames within those Congressional tweets and (b) explore potential patterns associated with the use of those 
frames. 
 
As presented in Table 1, five discussion frames emerged in our data: expressions of outrage, calls for policy, 
support for victims and first responders, criticizing others, and discussing the causes of such shootings. As 
might be expected, support frames were far more common in Parkland-related tweets on the day of the 
shooting (nearly 81% of all tweets), which can be broadly understood through the lens of rally effects, by which 
immediate reactions to crises tend to be more supportive than critical (Baker & Oneal, 2001). That said, 
political framing increased sharply in the days following the shooting—that is, there was an increase in the 
number of tweets expressing outrage, discussing policy, criticizing others (such as other politicians and 
entities), and debating the causes of school shootings.   
 
On the day of the shooting, nearly one in four Congressional tweets focused on the Parkland shooting; in one 
week following the shooting, nearly one in five tweets were still discussing Parkland. Such engagement clearly 
highlights the importance of the shooting to members of Congress, but a closer look at the political affiliation 
of those members shows starkly different engagement among Democrats and Republicans. After controlling 
for numerous other factors, Republicans were far less likely (73% less likely) to tweet about Parkland than 
Democrats; when they did, Congressional Republicans tweeted their support for victims on the day of the 
shooting and said very little afterwards. Conversely, Democrats were far more likely to engage political frames 
associated with outrage, policy changes, criticizing others, and causes of shootings.  
 
Implications 
From the perspective of framing theory, both patterns align with partisan politics. In particular, for the pro-gun 
control Democrat platform, the official stance of the Democratic National Committee is that "[w]ith 33,000 
Americans dying every year, Democrats believe that we must finally take sensible action to address gun 
violence" (see Democratic National Committee, 2023, para. 1). For Democrats, the Parkland Shooting seems 
to have served as a catalyst for engaging social media to provide discussion frames towards legislative 
solutions to mass shootings. Democrats’ dual engagement of emotional themes (criticism and outrage), as 
well as more practical themes (potential causes of and solutions to gun violence), shows an effort to push 
dialogue around the Parkland shooting proactively, ostensibly to reinforce the party’s larger political platform. 
Conversely, Republican members of Congress seemed to avoid any political elaboration related to the 
Parkland shooting. Republicans were far more likely to show initial support for the victims and others affected 
by the shooting (such as first responders), often in the form of thoughts and prayers, before turning attention 
away from any further discussion of the Parkland shooting. One interpretation of such a finding is that 
Republican members chose to disengage from any further discussion of the shooting, perhaps to either (a) 
reduce focus on debates and discussion of gun control not central to their national platform or (b) draw focus 
away to other topics (although here, our current analysis does not attempt to interpret non-Parkland related 
tweets, and as such, these were excluded from data collection and analysis). These findings are somewhat 
confirmed by a broader comparison of Tweets sent as a function of political affiliation, wherein Democrats sent 
nearly 100% more tweets on the day of the shooting, and nearly 400% more tweets during the week following 
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the shooting. For Democrats, the Parkland shooting provided the opportunity to engage several different 
discussion frames associated with gun violence.  
  
Limitations 
There are limitations to this study which must be discussed. Twitter was the focus of this study due to its 
centrality in modern political campaigning as well as the public structure of the platform (Lee & Xu, 2018), but 
future work might consider other social platforms. Additionally, two central themes of the research highlighted 
in this study surround: 1) number of tweets and 2) content of tweets. First, as it pertains to the number of 
tweets, future research should also study how the number of tweets politicians send after a tragedy affects 
public support for politicians as individuals. Since most constituents never have direct interactions with their 
representatives, the public has limited opportunities to see their politicians at work. Do tweets affect how 
members of the public see their leaders and affect their perceptions of the amount and quality of the work they 
perform? Does this further influence public policy when the public feels satisfied about a particular politician 
based on the impression management of their Twitter account? Second, are there differences in how 
politicians respond to mass shootings since the passage of the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act? After the 
Uvalde shooting, Congress passed a historical bill designed to increase background checks for certain 
individuals wishing to purchase a firearm, increased community access to mental health services, and 
provided resources to make schools safer (see Executive Office of the President, 2022). In the current study 
there were important differences in whether and how members of Congress tweeted about the Parkland 
shooting. Given the bipartisan nature of the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act, which was supported by both 
major political parties, would similar tweeting behaviors observed in this study be seen after a mass shooting? 
Alternatively, would members of Congress be more akin to send similar messages after such a tragic event 
given that both parties adopted the Safer Communities Act?  
 
Future work might also extend the analysis frame to a longer time-lag, which might reveal other discussion 
frames or the evolution of initial frames; some members of Congress (including the Republicans in this sample) 
might have been trying to avoid accusations of “politicizing tragedies” (Robinson, 2017) and thus, stayed silent. 
A particularly intriguing area for future work would be to correlate emerging discussion frames with agenda-
setting effects—that is, to understand how these tweets might impact downstream media coverage and public 
discourse (Neuman et al., 2014). For example, Donald J. Trump’s 2016 campaign for the U.S. Presidency 
was successful and largely built on his ability to engage and leverage Twitter to establish issue frames (Wells 
et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2017), and his success is a bellwether for future campaigns.  
 
Conclusion 
Overall, this study adds to the framing theory literature on how politicians use Twitter in responding to a highly 
publicized school shooting. This study also adds to the broader framing literature that examines how media 
coverage of mass shooting events is framed.  Particularly, this study furthers understanding of how politicians 
framed a highly politicized school shooting tragedy. Emphasized above was the fact that news media coverage 
of The Parkland shooting was different in terms of its salience, as measured by the extended lifespan of the 
event’s coverage. As such, the Parkland shooting and the social response to it, including media coverage, 
must be analyzed as part of a contemporary understanding of the mass shooting problem in the U.S. 
Furthermore, this research points to the need to study other highly publicized and politicized mass shootings 
and school shootings in particular, while focusing on how politicians employ frames via media in the aftermath 
of mass shootings. 
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NOTES 
 
1. We refer to the mass school shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in February, 2018 as 

“The Parkland shooting”, as is often colloquially done in the United States. 
2. In addition to traditional national media “swarming” of school shooting locations, ABC created the news 

series “Uvalde:365” to provide coverage across all its network programs and platforms (Osteen, 2022). 
3. Eight Representatives did not have Twitter accounts. Two Senators did not have Twitter accounts. 
4. Only four Democrats in our study had received campaign contributions from the NRA: Sanford Bishop, 

Henry Cuellar, Collin Peterson, and Timothy Walz. However, Bishop and Peterson had no Twitter account 
active during our analysis, and Cuellar made no posts about Parkland. Peterson discussed gun control 
concerns and victim support in his lone Parkland tweet, sent the day of the attack: 
https://twitter.com/RepTimWalz/status/963909358433292290.  

5. Complete coder training details, as well as alternative metrics of intercoder reliability, are available in our 
online supplement files on OSF. 
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