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Abstract 

This study seeks to describe the political profiles of Army officers through data 

scraping the Twitter Application Programming Interface (API) and LinkedIn platforms. 

After creating and analyzing a database of 500 Army officers, the thesis finds that (1) the 

majority of Army officers on Twitter are not partisan and are not extreme in its political 

views; (2) most Army officers on Twitter appear to tilt to the Republican Party over the 

Democratic Party; (3) a slight majority of field grade officers on Twitter, specifically 

majors and lieutenant colonels, appear to tilt to the Democratic Party over the 

Republican Party; (4) politically interested officers express more politically liberal 

sentiments than conservative sentiments; (5) female officers appear to tilt to the 

Democratic Party and express more liberal sentiments compared to male officers.  

These findings were the result of data scraping the number of Democratic or 

Republican politicians each officer follows and the political content of what each officer 

tweets to determine partisan tilt and ideological preferences. These findings 

demonstrate little evidence of a politicized and partisan Army officer corps. Army 

officers are also unaware of how much political and personal information they expose 

on social media platforms. Army organizations and officers may benefit from 

reconsidering their use of social media as the information they provide may degrade the 

leadership of their units and bolster our adversaries’ information operations capabilities. 
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1. Introduction  

“A political officer corps, rent with faction, subordinated to ulterior ends, lacking 

prestige but sensitive to the appeals of popularity would endanger the security of the 

state.”1 Samuel Huntington.  

Since Samuel Huntington’s The Soldier and the State and Morris Janowitz’s The 

Professional Soldier, American civil-military relations scholars have established the 

importance of maintaining balanced civil-military relations in order to maximize 

national security (Huntington 1957). Scholars argue that a professional officer corps that 

respects civilian control over the military is essential to maintaining trust between 

civilians and the military and balance in civil-military relations (Huntington 1957; 

Janowitz 1960). Trust withers when the military is perceived as a partisan faction and 

consequentially imbalances civil-military relations and endangers U.S. national security. 

To maintain trust, it is necessary that the military avoids partisan behavior that harms its 

nonpartisan identity and the trust of civilian society (Feaver and Kohn 2001; Dempsey 

2010; Urben 2017).   

With the advent of social media, officers have been harming the military’s 

nonpartisan reputation through expressing their partisan opinions on policy and even 

criticizing U.S. congressmembers and the president on their policy decisions. This is 

primarily why officers’ participation in political behavior on social media has become a 

 

1 Samuel Huntington (1957), p. 464. 
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point of concern for civil-military relations scholars and why research into officer 

political behavior on social media can be useful (Urben 2017). Previous American civil-

military relations scholars have used traditional, time-intensive surveys to determine the 

partisan make-up of officers and to determine if officers are openly partisan (Feaver and 

Kohn 2001; Dempsey 2010; Urben 2010; Urben 2017). However, these surveys presented 

two main challenges: (1) cutting through the bureaucracy’s red tape to get approval to 

implement the surveys, (2) motivating servicemembers to disclose sensitive and 

personal information on their partisan and ideological preferences.  

Found data on social media networks have provided an opportunity for scholars 

to bypass red tape and participation issues to evaluate the extent to which 

servicemembers reveal their political interest and attitudes through their political 

behavior on social media. Furthermore, found data on social media provide a method to 

understand the political profiles of general officers who are difficult to profile through 

traditional surveys. To be clear, the population of Army officers on Twitter may not be 

representative of the general, Army officer population nor of officers on other social 

media platforms. Therefore, the findings and inferences made in this thesis are limited to 

Army officers on Twitter. Despite the limitations of social media research, analyzing 

political behavior and attitudes of Army officers on Twitter can supplement traditional 

surveys on partisanship to contribute a more complete understanding of Army officers’ 

political profiles.  
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This study analyzes 500 U.S. Army officers’ public profiles from the Twitter 

Application Programming Interface (API) to determine the political profiles of officers 

and to examine potential variation across officers of different rank and gender. Political 

profile, as defined by this study, consists of partisan tilt and ideological preferences. 

Partisan tilt is a proxy for partisan preference and is measured by an officers’ 

followership of members of the 116th U.S. Congress, President Donald Trump, and 

President Joe Biden. To be clear, having a partisan tilt through followership of politicians 

is not a violation of regulations and directives, but it may reveal more information about 

the officer than the individual realizes or intends. To determine ideological preferences, 

the study analyzes and classifies 61,158 tweets from a subsample of 56 politically 

interested officers as liberal, conservative, or nonpartisan. I label these officers as 

politically interested as they followed 10 or more politicians which suggested a higher 

level of political interest compared to the rest of the officers in the sample.  

The study provides little evidence suggesting that Army officer corps is openly 

partisan or political extreme. In fact, 96 percent of politically engaged officers do not 

have a strong partisan tilt, and only 4 percent of tweets from politically interested 

officers are classified as partisan.2 Similar to the findings of previous survey research, 

this study finds that most Army officers who do follow politicians on Twitter appear to 

 

2 Politically engaged officers are officers who follow at least one politician. We exclude officers who do not 

follow any politicians or officers who only follow President Trump from the population of politically 

engaged officers. As aforementioned, politically interested officers are officers who follow 10 or more 

politicians.  
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tilt to the Republican Party, particularly junior and general officers. Unlike previous 

research, most field grade officers, specifically majors and lieutenant colonels, appear to 

tilt slightly to the Democratic Party. When differentiating Army officers by gender, male 

Army officers appear to tilt to the Republican Party while female Army officers appear 

to tilt to the Democratic Party. The study also finds that the subsample of 56 politically 

interested Army officers express more tweets that favor liberal sentiments and 

Democratic politicians than tweets that favor conservative sentiments and Republican 

politicians. Finally, this study provides evidence to show that analyzing which 

politicians officers follow is a useful method to glean information on officers’ partisan 

tilt and political ideology. 

This thesis proceeds as follows. The next section provides background on 

previous literature on partisanship preferences of officers and examines the benefits and 

limitations of using found social media data. Following the background section, the 

research design section details how the study compiled a database of Army officers and 

how the study applied followership and tweet analysis to determine officers’ partisan 

tilt and political ideology preferences. The results section reports findings on officers’ 

partisan tilt and ideology preferences by officer cohort and by gender. A discussion 

section offers reasons for why I find that more field grade officers tilt to the Democratic 

Party and why I find politically interested officers expressing mostly liberal sentiments. 

The discussion section also offers policy implications and recommendations to address 
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political activity of officers on social media. Finally, a brief discussion for future research 

concludes the thesis.  
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2. Background 

The predominant understanding of Army officers is that most officers identify 

with the Republican Party and are ideologically conservative (Huntington 1957; 

Janowitz 1960; Holsti 1998; Ricks 1997; Feaver and Kohn 2001; Dempsey 2010; Urben 

2010; Urben 2017). More specifically, previous studies conclude that senior officers are 

more Republican and conservative than any other cohort in the Army (Feaver and Kohn 

2001; Dempsey 2010; Urben 2010; Urben 2017; Robinson 2019). Junior officers are more 

Democratic and liberal compared to senior officers and are more balanced in their 

partisan identification (Dempsey 2010; Urben 2010).  

The first limitation to previous studies is that they required permission from 

government authorities to conduct their surveys on servicemembers’ political attitudes. 

Receiving permission from the Department of the Army and the Department of Defense 

for a study on officers’ partisan preferences is a challenge due to the approval process 

and the sensitive nature of analyzing political attitudes in the military. It took previous 

studies months and if not a full year to receive permission and execute their surveys 

(Feaver and Kohn 2001; Dempsey 2010; Urben 2010). Even after approval, previous 

studies faced challenges in receiving survey responses from officers due to the dispersal 

of officers in locations throughout the world and the lack of interest in the survey 

(Dempsey 2010; Urben 2010).  
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A second limitation of early surveys is that they do not capture partisan 

preferences of officers in operational command and staff billets. Instead, Holsti (1998) 

Foreign Policy Leadership Project (FPLP) and Feaver and Kohn (2001) Triangle Institute 

for Security Studies on the Gap between the Military and Civilian Society (TISS) survey 

elite military officers preparing for operational command and staff duties at the 

capstone course, war colleges, the Naval Post-Graduate School, Command and General 

Staff College, and pre-commission undergraduate institutions. Both studies classify elite 

officers as conservative and Republican with the TISS study finding that eight times as 

many elite officers identify as Republicans than as Democrats. With a focus on elite 

officers preparing for command and staff duties, both studies did not capture the 

partisan preferences of non-elite officers and of officers who were turning the wheels of 

the military enterprise.  

Addressing this limitation, future surveys obtained approval for large-scale 

surveys that included operational commanders and staff officers, but they faced a third 

limitation: they did not capture the partisan preferences of the most influential group of 

senior officers – general officers (Dempsey 2010; Urben 2010; Golby 2011). Dempsey 

(2010) and Urben (2010) focus their studies on Army officers up to the rank of colonel 

and agree with the TISS and FPLP study that a majority of the Army officer population 

identifies with the Republican Party. They also find that, although most junior and 

senior officers are Republican, more junior officers than senior officers identify with the 
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Democratic Party. Urben offers a few possible explanations for this observation: (1) 

generational: officers who joined in 2009 are less conservative than officers who joined 

20 years ago; (2) self-selection: officers seeking a long-term Army career are more likely 

to be conservative while more liberal officers leave the service after their initial service 

obligation; (3) age: older and more senior ranking officers tend to be more conservative 

and Republican.  

Using data from Urben’s Civil-Military Relations in a Time of War survey 

(CMR), Golby (2011) explains that self-selection into and out of service explains why 

senior officers are predominantly conservative and Republican. To make this argument, 

Golby uses the number of officers by party in the initial officer cohort from Urben’s 

CMR study and subtracts these numbers by the officer attrition rate to get a projected 

senior officer cohort by party. Comparing the projected senior officer cohort with the 

actual senior officer cohort as found in Urben’s CMR study, he finds that fewer liberals 

and Democrats enter the service than conservatives and Republicans, and liberals and 

Democrats leave at a greater rate than conservatives and Republicans. Therefore, Golby 

argues that the officer corps simply attracts certain types of individuals who are then 

more likely to enter and stay in the Army.  

As aforementioned, Dempsey, Urben, and Golby are incomplete in their findings 

for senior officers because they lack the political profiles of general officers. General 

officers’ political profiles present a challenge to civil-military relations research because 
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uniformed general officers rarely disclose their political profiles or attitudes. They 

strictly adhere to Department of Defense policies on political behavior, and they 

generally follow the Huntingtonian norm that partisanship has no role in the officer 

corps. Although general officers and other officers are reluctant to disclose their political 

attitudes, an outlet where they are more transparent and offer clues to their political 

attitudes is social media.   

Urben (2017) picks up on servicemembers’ social media behavior and finds that 

military servicemembers often actively engage in partisan behavior on social media and 

that 50% of officers report that their active-duty military friends made derogatory 

comments about politicians. Additionally, officers who identify as Democrats are more 

likely to report their fellow servicemembers’ derogatory comments on politicians. Urben 

highlights that officers are not following Department of Defense Directive 1344.10 which 

prohibits partisan political activity and that officers are failing to post disclaimers for 

their personal opinions on their social media profiles. Lastly, Urben finds that a majority 

of military elites still identify as conservative but less so in 2016 compared to the past 30 

years.  

Picking up on a similar thread, Robinson (2019) uses social media data to identify 

the ideological preferences of elite general officers, retired and active-duty. Utilizing 

Twitter’s API, he identifies political elites who follow elite military officers and 
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calculates Bonica (2014) CFScore for each elite military officer.1 Robinson finds that 

active-duty general officers like General Mark Milley have a very broad ideological 

following and have centrist CFScores. General (retired) Jack Keane, a Fox News 

contributor, and Lieutenant General (retired) Michael Flynn, former National Security 

Adviser for President Trump, are on the extreme conservative end of CFScores which 

match expectations of their ideological views. On the extreme liberal end of CFScores are 

Lieutenant General (retired) Mark Hertling, a CNN contributor, and General (retired) 

Barry McCaffrey, a Clinton cabinet director and MSNBC contributor, whose CFScores 

again match their expected ideological views. Thus, Robinson (2019) demonstrates the 

value in studying political profiles of military officers using social media data.  

The final limitation of past surveys on officer partisanship is that they focus 

mostly on differences between senior and junior officers and place less emphasis on 

middle management, field grade officers. The problem is that they label lieutenant 

colonels and colonels as senior officers which may be true in respect to their years of 

service but may not be the case in respect to each officer’s function within the Army. In 

other words, most lieutenant colonels and colonels perform tactical and operational 

command and staff functions and only a small percentage contribute to strategic 

decisions. In function, lieutenant colonels and colonels are not senior officers because 

they do not make strategic decisions that are reserved for general officers. This is why 

 

1 Bonica (2014) CFScore measures political ideal points based on campaign finance contributions.  
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this thesis classifies officers into three groups: junior officers, field grade officers, and 

general officers and classifies lieutenant colonels and colonels as field grade officers. By 

doing so, this study can accurately distinguish between middle management officers 

and senior strategic decision-making officers which better updates the understanding of 

partisan differences between multiple cohorts in the Army.  

Previous studies on officer partisanship motivate the question: what is the 

political profile of Army officers in 2020? This study proposes three hypotheses that 

update our understanding of Army officers’ partisanship preferences in 2020.  

 

Hypothesis 1: Army officers on Twitter tilt towards the Republican Party over the 

Democratic Party and express more ideologically conservative positions than 

ideologically liberal positions.  

 

Hypothesis 2: Junior officers on Twitter tilt more to the Democratic Party and have 

ideologically liberal preferences while senior officers on Twitter tilt more to the 

Republican Party and have ideologically conservative preferences. 

 

Hypothesis 3: Female Army Officers tilt more to the Democratic Party and express more 

ideologically liberal positions than male Army officers.  
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2.1 What Social Media Data Can Provide  

Social media analysis of Army officer profiles can provide three distinct 

advantages that can improve our understanding of partisanship in the military. First, 

social media analysis is cost-effective, does not exclude officers in command or staff 

roles, and is not limited to officers who voluntarily participate in a survey. As Feaver, 

Kohn, Dempsey, and Urben have demonstrated, wide-reaching surveys are possible to 

conduct but requires significant time, resources, and cutting of red tape. Scraping social 

media does not require any official approval as profiles are public and representative of 

personal views of service members. Furthermore, social media research can collect a 

wider sample of officers because it collects information on officers who are in command 

or staff positions in addition to those in training and professional military education 

programs.  

Second, social media reflects political and personal attitudes of servicemembers 

because who an Army officer decides to follow or what an officer decides to tweet are 

costly decisions to an officer’s time and reputation. Robinson (2019) uses Barberá (2015) 

Bayesian Spatial followership model that uses followership links between politicians and 

Twitter users to determine users’ political ideologies. Barberá and Robinson assume that 

following a user in social media is a costly behavior because following a user presents 

opportunity costs on time and attention. In other words, an officer’s decision to follow a 

politician is costly because the officer consciously allocates space in their feed for the 
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politicians’ tweets and news stories about the politician. Furthermore, an officer’s 

decision to tweet or retweet a politically charged message is costly because doing so 

compromises an officer’s nonpartisan reputation and subjects the officer to social 

criticism. The officer may also be subject to administrative reprimand if the officer’s 

actions are not in line with DoD Directive 1344.10 which delineates acceptable and 

unacceptable partisan activity of servicemembers. If social media followership data can 

be effectively used to determine the political attitudes of users then followership data 

paired with users’ tweets can be used to determine users’ partisan tilt and political 

ideology.  

Finally, social media analysis completes our understanding of senior officers 

because it captures the ideological preferences and political behavior of general officers. 

With the exception of the TISS study, most recent research efforts have not been able to 

obtain political attitudes of general officers. The political attitudes of general officers can 

be captured on social media as general officers rely on social media to stay in touch with 

civilian leaders and the general population of servicemembers. General officers also rely 

on strategic messaging through social media to communicate their messages and 

attitudes towards military policy. By capturing who general officers follow and 

analyzing their tweets, this study can extract information on their partisan tilt and 

political ideology.  



 

14 

The method this study uses improves on previous limitations in some ways, but 

introduces others. First, this study can only capture the partisan tilt of officers who 

follow politicians and those who do tweet on politics. If an officer chooses not to follow 

politicians or tweet on political issues, there is no other way to determine their partisan 

tilt or political ideology. Furthermore, the population of Army officers on Twitter may 

not be representative of the total Army officer population. The general population on 

Twitter are younger, more liberal, lean Democrat, and are more educated than the 

general U.S. public (Pew Research Center 2018, 2019). Thus, it is likely that officers on 

Twitter are also younger, more liberal, and more likely to lean Democrat compared to 

the total Army officer population.  

Although there is no remedy for capturing the partisan tilt of officers outside of 

Twitter other than the use of traditional surveys, one way to capture the partisan tilt of 

officers who do not tweet is by examining who they follow. Examining which politicians 

and the party of each politician an officer follows provides light on the partisan tilt of an 

officer. Further details on assumptions and how the study operationalizes this method is 

discussed in the next section.  

 

 

 

 



 

15 

 

 

3. Research Design 

 Between May 2020 to November 2020, I collected followership information for 

500 Army officers and the tweets of 56 politically interested Army officers using a 

combination of web scraping on Twitter Application Programming Interface (API), 

LinkedIn, and Google. The sample of 500 Army officers consisted of 112 junior officers 

between the ranks of lieutenant and captain, 320 field grade officers between the ranks 

of major and colonel, and 68 general officers between the ranks of brigadier general to 

general. The first 500 officers who were identified were selected as part of the sample 

size. Out of the 500 officers, 56 officers followed 10 or more politicians and were then 

labeled as politically interested.2 At the time of the study, all officers who were analyzed 

had public Twitter and LinkedIn profiles, and no private profiles were accessed. The 

following figure provides the ranks of Army officers as a reference.  

 

 

 

2 5 officers were removed from the politically interested sample because they either had deleted their 

accounts or changed their accounts to private between the time of identification around May-June 2020 and 

scraping their tweets in November 2020.  
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Figure 1. Army Officer Rank Structure3 

 The study used a nonrandom selection method to select officers for our sample. 

To find the officers making up our sample size, the study searched for users using the 

hashtag “#miltwitter”, and browsed through the follower lists of various Army units 

and Army leaders. At the time of collection, all Most accounts have clear text and picture 

references to military service in their biography, tweets, and pictures. Some accounts are 

official accounts that represent the duty title of the officer in charge. For example, 

“ArmyROTC2BDECDR” refers to the commander of the Army Reserve Officer Training 

Corps Second Brigade Commander. To verify officers’ duty status, names, ranks, and 

sex, the study cross-referenced officers’ Twitter accounts with LinkedIn social media 

profiles and searched on Google for any articles or profiles that matched the data 

captured on Twitter.  

 After compiling officers’ usernames, names, ranks, duty status, and sex through 

web scraping, the study queried the Twitter API for a “following” list which provided 

data on every user each officer follows. The queried “following” list provided user-

provided data such as: his or her name, screen name, location, biography, when the 

account was created, URL to his or her profiles, and other irrelevant technical 

information. The study also queried the Twitter API for a “tweet” list for each of the 56 

politically interested officers. The queried “tweet” list provided the following data: text 

 

3 Diagram from the 8th Army Blue Book. 
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of the tweet, tweet identification number, and the date and time of the tweet. An 

example of the “following” and “tweet” list and the data provided by the Twitter API is 

provided in Appendix A. 

3.1 Followership 

 In each officer’s “following” list, I searched for President Donald Trump, 

President Joe Biden, and members of the 116th U.S. Congress. I then recorded each 

Democratic and Republican politician the officer followed and also counted for officers 

who did not follow any politician or only followed President Trump. Independent 

congressmen such as Senators Bernie Sanders and Angus King were counted as a 

Democrat as they caucus with the Democratic Party. Independent congressman 

Representative Justin Amash was counted as a Republican as he caucuses with the 

Republican Party.  

The primary assumption in our followership analysis is that who an officer 

follows is a key indicator of his or her partisan tilt. Therefore, if an officer follows more 

Republican than Democrat politicians then he or she tilts Republican and vice versa. 

This study made this assumption because following is a costly behavior that presents 

opportunity costs on time and attention to the officer (Barberá 2015; Robinson 2019). 

Officers who make the decision to follow U.S. congressmembers allow for 

congressmembers’ tweets and activity to be highlighted in their news feed. Essentially, 

officers are paying attention to congressmembers’ opinions by allowing 
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congressmembers time and space in their daily life. Finally, the study use the term “tilt” 

and not preferences to describe officers’ partisan attitudes on Twitter. Tilt is a proxy for 

partisan preferences and not the preference itself. 

A second assumption that this study makes is that officers follow politicians who 

have similar partisan and ideological preferences. This is because officers look for 

confirmation bias on Twitter which minimizes their time and effort spent on Twitter as 

compared to looking for disconfirmation bias which significantly increases the amount 

of time and effort spent on Twitter. The obvious counter to this assumption is that 

officers are trained to be critical thinkers and look for disconfirmation bias. Therefore, 

they are likely to follow politicians who conform to their values as well as politicians 

who are in direct contrast to their political preferences. This argument predicts that most 

officers follow a balanced number of Democrats and Republicans. However, this study 

does not see this in the results as 268 out of 500 officers follow only one or no politicians.  

 The study removed President Trump from the Republican politician count 

because of his role as commander in chief of the armed forces. Officers are likely to 

follow the Twitter account of the commander in chief because of his position as the 

commander in chief of the armed forces and not because of partisan reasons.  Even if an 

officer leans to the Democratic Party, the officer most likely follows President Trump 

because of his role as commander in chief. After conducting a robustness check, the 

study finds that the effect size is more pronounced if President Trump is included as a 
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Republican politician. In other words, the study would conclude that twice as many 

officers favor the Republican to the Democratic Party if President Trump is classified as 

a Republican politician compared to 1.5 times if President Trump is not classified as a 

Republican. Therefore, keeping President Trump out of the Republican politician count 

is a more conservative measure for determining partisanship leaning in the officer corps.  

 I also created a seven-point party tilt scale to depict differences between officers 

who followed many Republican politicians compared to an officer who followed only 

one Republican politician. To depict the strength of tilt for partisan officer, the study 

took the difference between the number of Republican politicians followed and the 

number of Democratic politicians followed and organized these differences on a seven-

point party identification scale as depicted in table 1 below. Additionally, for obvious 

reasons, the study did not use the partisan tilt scale for officers who do not follow any 

politicians or officers who only follow President Trump. As an example, an officer who 

follows 10 Republicans and 30 Democrats has a delta of -20 which identifies the officer 

as a strong Democrat. On the other hand, an officer who follows 30 Republicans and 20 

Democrats has a delta of 10 which identifies the officer as a firm Republican.  
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Table 1. Strength of Partisan Tilt 

Party Identification Partisan Strength  (Republican – Democrat) 

1 Strong Democrat -26 to -13 

2 Firm Democrat -12 to -6 

3 Weak Democrat -5 to -1 

4 Equal 0 

5 Weak Republican 1 to 5 

6 Firm Republican 6 to 12 

7 Strong Republican 13 to 23 

 

It is also interesting to note that about 10 percent of the Army officers in our 

sample follow 10 or more politicians. This percentage of the population most likely 

accounts for officers who are more politically interested and officers who keep a more 

interested eye towards politics. The study further examines these 56 politically 

interested officers through tweet analysis. 

3.2 Tweets 

 The study collected the most recent 3,240 tweets of 56 politically interested 

officers in our dataset and classified each officer’s tweets into three categories: (1) liberal 

tweet; (2) conservative tweet; (3) nonpartisan tweet.4 The study collected the most recent 

3,240 tweets primarily because of Twitter API restrictions on data collection, but it also 

had the convenient effect of collecting all tweets from the entirety of the 2020 U.S. 

 

4 These 56 officers were chosen because they followed 10 or more politicians, and they are more likely to be 

politically interested. 
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election season.5 The study classified a tweet as liberal if a tweet or retweet supports a 

liberal policy agenda or supports a liberal-leaning Democrat politician. The study 

classified a tweet as conservative if a tweet or retweet supports a conservative policy 

agenda and supports a conservative leaning Republican politician. The study also 

classified tweets that argued against a politician or a policy agenda as a count for the 

opposing ideology of the politician or policy agenda.  

Eight undergraduate Duke University students were hired as research assistants 

to classify tweets and determine the ideological preferences of officers based on their 

tweets. Each research assistant was responsible for 7 to 8 Army officers and was 

provided data spreadsheets of each officer which included the date and time of the 

tweets, tweet identification numbers, and text of the tweets. Research assistants then 

analyzed the text of each tweet and marked if a tweet was liberal, conservative, or 

nonpartisan. An example of the spreadsheet and how it was marked is further detailed 

in Appendix A.  

To promote intercoder reliability, each research assistant participated in a 30-

minute instructional presentation on coding tweets. They were instructed on the 

purpose of the study, what was expected from them, and examples of coded tweets. In 

addition, research assistants were also instructed to make a note of justification for each 

tweet that they classified as liberal and conservative to clarify the reasoning behind their 

 

5 Final tweet collection was conducted between November 11 – 12, 2020.  
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classification. Research assistants were also provided a copy of the presentation slides to 

use as a reference guide. To check for intercoder reliability, the author coded at least one 

officer profile from each student independently as well as a few extra officer profiles 

which resulted in a 96% intercoder reliability.  

The primary assumption made for our tweet analysis is that officers who tweet 

favorably on Democrat politicians and policies favored by Democrats have politically 

liberal preferences while officers who tweet favorably on Republican politicians and 

policies favored by Republicans have politically conservative preferences. For example, 

officers who tweet in support of Senator Ted Cruz’s legislation initiatives are coded as 

conservative because they support a conservative-identifying Republican politician. 

Officers who tweet in support of the Black Lives Matter movement or pro-LBGTQ 

policies are coded as liberals because they support liberal-leaning movements and 

Democratic Party preferences.  

Using human intuition for tweet analysis is valuable because we can expect that 

research assistants classify tweets similarly to how the general public would classify the 

same tweets. The obvious weakness is that there is variation in each analyst’s knowledge 

of sensitive political topics in and outside the military which may contribute to some of 

the inaccuracies in classifying certain tweets. Furthermore, all analysts are students of 

either public policy, political science, economics, or data science who are likely to be 

more politically engaged than most people of the general public.  
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A limitation with our tweet analysis is that the tweet analysis was only 

conducted on politically interested officers and not on the entire sample size of 500 

officers. The primary reason for this was time constraints, that is, parsing through 

thousands of tweets requires numerous hours of analysis.6 

3.3 Putting Followership and Tweets Together 

In putting our followership and tweet analysis together, this thesis argues that 

followership analysis provides the better method to determine an officer’s partisan tilt 

on Twitter. Tweet analysis complements followership analysis as it is the best way to 

determine an officer’s ideological preferences. With an understanding of officers’ 

partisan tilt and ideological preferences, this study can determine officers’ political 

profiles on Twitter.  

Followership is less explicit to the public and is behavior that serves only a user’s 

personal informational appetite. This is because who a user follows determines the 

information that the user receives through his or her Twitter feed. Who an officer 

follows is not meant to be an explicit form of expression rather it is a personal and 

rational decision to curate the information on one’s own Twitter feed. Tweets, on the 

other hand, are an explicit form of expression and are affected by norms and social 

 

6 The obvious solution to this is using natural language processing to parse through the tweets. While the 

natural language processing model I created was successful in classifying partisan and nonpartisan tweets, 

this model failed to classify liberal and conservative tweets accurately. This is why the study relied on 

human intuition to classify tweets.  
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desirability bias. What an officer tweets is affected by norms and regulations that limit 

an officer’s political actions. Furthermore, social desirability bias affects officers to follow 

the Twitter crowd and tweet favorably on more popular positions to take on Twitter. 

Social desirability bias also discourages officers with unpopular opinions from tweeting 

because they are wary of social criticism and reputation costs.  

Assuming that most officers are affected by social desirability bias, followership 

analysis is the preferred method to determine partisan tilt because it limits social 

desirability bias and provides a way to classify officers who do not tweet on political 

matters. Tweets are analyzed to determine ideological preferences, but we keep in mind 

that tweets may often reinforce the sentiments of a more ideologically liberal population 

on Twitter.  
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4. Results 

The first section examines partisan tilt of Army officers using followership of 

politicians as a proxy for partisanship. The second section examines politically interested 

Army officers’ ideological sentiments through an analysis of their tweets.  

4.1 Followership Results 

 Table 2 and figure 2 reflect the followership analysis of 500 Army officers. The 

first finding is that most officers do not have a perceived political tilt, as measured by 

the politicians they follow on Twitter. This is because 59 percent of officers do not follow 

any politicians, follow an equal number of Republicans and Democrats, or only follow 

President Trump. I classify officers who only follow President Trump as not having a 

political tilt because President Trump’s role as the commander in chief of the armed 

forces puts him in a special category; there are many non-partisan reasons an officer 

would follow the Commander-in-Chief on Twitter.  

The data also provide evidence for the first hypothesis that most officers appear 

to tilt towards the Republican Party over the Democratic Party. More specifically, 25 

percent of officers follow more Republican than Democrat politicians while 19 percent of 

officers follow more Democrat than Republican politicians. 17 percent of officers 

exclusively follow President Trump, 9 percent follow an equal number of Republican 

and Democratic politicians.   
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Table 2. Percentage of Army Officers’ Partisan Tilt based on Followership7 

Cohort Democrat Republican Equal DJT Only No Follow 

Junior 14 27 8 19 32 

Field Grade 23 22 11 17 27 

Generals 7 37 4 12 40 

Total 19 25 9 17 30 

 

 

Figure 2. Partisan Tilt of 500 Army Officers8 

 Removing officers who do not follow any politicians and officers who only 

follow President Trump, the study created a subsample of 268 politically engaged 

officers of which 47 percent follow more Republican than Democrat politicians and 35 

 

7 Sample size is 500 officers of which there are: 112 junior officers, 320 field grade officers, and 68 general 

officers.   
8 Vertical axis and the numbers in the bars represent the number of officers. Horizontal axis represents the 

group identification of officers. Those who were classified as “Democrat” followed more Democrat 

politicians than Republican politicians and vice versa for the “Republican” label. The “Equal” bar represents 

officers who follow the same number of Democratic and Republican politicians. The “DJT Only” bar 

represents the number of officers who only follow President Trump. The “No Politicians” bar represents the 

number officers who do not follow any politicians. Twitter data was collected between May - June 2020. 
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percent follow more Democrat than Republican politicians. Of those who tilt towards 

the Republican Party, almost 60 percent exclusively follow Republican politicians. Of 

those who tilt towards the Democratic Party, 26 percent follow only Democrat 

politicians. Finally, 18 percent of partisan officers follow an equal number of Democrats 

and Republicans.9  

 

Figure 3. Distribution of 268 Politically Engaged Officers10 

 

9 Officers who do not follow any politicians are excluded from this figure and analysis because they are 

assumed to be apolitical. Officers who only follow President Trump are excluded from this figure and 

analysis because they are assumed to be either apolitical or are only interested in President Trump’s political 

preferences. 47 Army officers followed the same number of Democrats and Republicans.  
10 The vertical axis and number above bars represent the number of officers. The horizontal axis represents 

the delta between the number of Republican and Democratic politicians followed. More positive numbers 

represent officers who follow more Republicans and thus assumed to be stronger Republicans. More 

negative numbers represent officers who follow more Democrats and thus assumed to be stronger 

Democrats. All officers in the distribution are politically engaged officers which means each officer follows 

at least one politician. I excluded officers who did not follow any politicians or officer who only followed 

President Trump. 
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Looking closely at the distribution of politically engaged officers in figure 3 and 

table 3, the study can conclude that most of the differences between officers who tilt to 

the Republican Party and officers who tilt to the Democrat Party is in the range between 

weak Democrats and weak Republicans. There are significantly more weak tilt 

Republicans than weak-tilt Democrats. At the tails of the distribution, however, the 

study observes that there are more officers who tilt strongly to the Democratic Party 

than officers who strongly tilt to the Republican Party. An encouraging finding for civil-

military relations is that most politically engaged officers are in the middle, that is, most 

politically engaged officers either weakly tilt to the Republican or Democratic parties. 

There are not many officers at the extreme ends of partisan tilt who strongly or firmly 

tilt to the Republican or Democratic Parties. 

Table 3. Partisan Tilt of Politically Engaged Officers 

Party 

Identification 
Partisan Strength 

 (Republican – 

Democrat) 

Percent of Politically 

Engaged Officers 

1 Strong Democrat -26 to -13 3 

2 Firm Democrat -12 to -6 7 

3 Weak Democrat -5 to -1 26 

4 Equal 0 18 

5 Weak Republican 1 to 5 38 

6 Firm Republican 6 to 12 8 

7 Strong Republican 13 to 23 1 
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4.1.1 Followership by Cohort 

Organizing the sample’s Army officer population into three cohorts as shown in 

table 2, the study finds that a majority of junior and general officers tilt to the Republican 

Party over the Democrat Party while field grade officers are more balanced and slightly 

tilt to the Democratic Party over the Republican Party. Table 4 represents the different 

levels of tilt for politically engaged officers and it demonstrates that politically engaged 

general officers are the strongest Republican cohort followed by politically engaged 

junior officers. On the other hand, politically engaged field grade officers are slightly 

more Democrat than Republican. These results demonstrate evidence for the second 

hypothesis in that general officers tilt to the Republican Party. However, the results 

show no evidence to show that junior officers tilt to the Democrat Party. Rather, most 

junior and senior officers share similar partisan sentiments, just not with field grade 

officers. The study also find that rank exerts a statistically significant effect on 

partisanship, that is, a politically engaged officer more senior in rank is more likely to tilt 

to the Republican Party. This is primarily because of the dominant Republican tilt of 

general officers, but it must be noted that the study actually sees a non-linear 

relationship with rank as field grade officers tilt to the Democratic Party.  
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Table 4. Percentage of Politically Engaged Army Officers’ Partisan Tilt by Cohort11 

 Democrat  Republican 

Cohort Strong  Firm  Weak  Equal Weak  Firm Strong 

Junior 5 5 18 16 45 5 4 

FG 2 8 31 19 32 7 1 

General 0 3 12 9 58 18 0 

Total 3 7 26 18 38 8 1 

 

Shown in figure 4 below, the majority of junior officers tilt to the Republican 

Party over the Democratic Party, and junior officers lead all cohorts in the category of 

officers who exclusively follow President Trump and no other politician. Table 4 shows 

that most politically engaged junior officers tilt weakly to the Republican Party and 

make up 45 percent of politically engaged junior officers. Following weak tilt 

Republicans are weak tilt Democrats who make up 18 percent of politically engaged 

junior officers. Finally, there are similar numbers of junior officers at the extremes for 

both strong and firm tilt Republicans and Democrats.  

 

11 Sample size is 268 officers of which there are: 55 junior officers, 180 field grade officers, 33 general officers. 
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Figure 4. Partisan Tilt of 112 Junior Officers 

The field grade cohort is the only cohort that has more officers who tilt towards 

the Democratic Party over the Republican Party. As shown in figure 5, they also have 

the highest percentage of officers who follow an equal number of Democrats and 

Republicans at 11 percent compared to junior officers at 8 percent and general officers at 

4 percent. Field grade officers are most balanced between those who tilt to the 

Republican Party and those who tilt to the Democrat Party with a difference of 1 percent. 

For politically engaged field grade officers, there are slightly more weak tilt 

Republicans, 32 percent, than weak tilt Democrats, 31 percent. However, there are more 

strong and firm tilt Democrat field grade officers than strong and firm tilt Republican 

field grade officers.   
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Figure 5. Partisan Tilt of 320 Field Grade Officers 

General officers lead all officers in the category of following no politicians at 40 

percent of their sample size, compared to 27 percent for field grade officers and 32 

percent for junior officers. As shown in figure 6, they also lead all officer cohorts in the 

percentage of officers who follow more Republican than Democrat politicians with 37 

percent of general officers who tilt to the Republican Party compared to 7 percent of 

general officers who tilt to the Democrat Party. They also have the smallest percentage 

of officers in all cohorts who follow an equal number of Democratic and Republican 

politicians at 4 percent. For politically engaged general officers, 58 percent are weak tilt 

Republicans followed by firm tilt Republicans at 18 percent of politically engaged 

general officers. Weak tilt Democrats and firm tilt Democrats only represent 12 percent 

and 3 percent of politically engaged general officers respectively. Notably, politically 



 

33 

engaged general officers are the only cohort that does not have any strong tilt Democrat 

or strong tilt Republican officers.  

 

Figure 6. Partisan Tilt of 68 General Officers
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4.1.2 Followership by Gender 

Splitting the sample of 500 officers into males and females, the study finds in 

table 5 that most male officers tilt to the Republican Party while most female officers tilt 

to the Democratic Party, demonstrating evidence for the third hypothesis. The results 

show that a greater percentage of female Army officers compared to male Army officers 

follow President Trump exclusively. Finally, a greater percentage of women than men 

do not follow any politicians. 

Table 5. Percentage of Army Officers’ Partisan Tilt – Male and Female1 

Gender Democrat Republican Equal DJT Only No Follow 

Male 18 27 10 16 29 

Female 25 14 7 18 36 

 

 Partisan differences between male and female officers, as measured by 

followership of politicians, become clearer when the study focuses on politically 

engaged officers as shown below in table 6. Gender exerts a statistically significant effect 

on the partisanship of politically engaged officers. This means that politically engaged 

male officers are more likely to be stronger Republicans, and politically engaged female 

officers are more likely to be stronger Democrats. Politically engaged male officers are 

decidedly more Republican as 38 percent are weak tilt Republicans, 9 percent are firm 

tilt Republicans, and 1 percent are strong tilt Republicans. Of politically engaged male 

 

1 Total sample of 500 officers consists of 444 male officers and 56 female officers.  
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officers who tilt Democrat, 25 percent are weak tilt Democrats, 6 percent are firm tilt 

Democrats, and 3 percent are strong tilt Democrats. On the other hand, politically 

engaged female officers tilt towards the Democratic Party as 35 percent and 19 percent 

of female officers are weak and firm tilt Democrats respectively. No female officers who 

tilt Republican are strong or firm tilt Republicans and only 31 percent of partisan female 

officers are weak tilt Republicans.  

Table 6. Politically Engaged Army Officers’ Partisan Tilt – Male and Female2 

 Democrat  Republican 

Cohort Strong  Firm  Weak  Equal Weak  Firm Strong 

Male 3 6 25 18 38 9 1 

Female 0 19 35 15 31 0 0 

 

4.1.3 Followership by Gender and Cohort 

Table 7 and 8 represent partisan tilt, as measured by followership of politicians, 

by cohort and by gender. One interesting finding is that while both female junior and 

field grade officers tilt heavily towards the Democratic Party, female general officers 

solely tilt to the Republican Party. For males, junior and general officers strongly tilt to 

the Republican Party while field grade officers slightly tilt towards the Republican Party.  

 

 

 

2 Total sample of 268 partisan officers consists of 242 male officers and 26 female officers.  
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Table 7. Percentage of Army Officers’ Partisan Tilt – Male and Female by Cohort3 

Cohort 

(Male/Female) 

Democrat 

(M/F) 

Republican 

(M/F) 

Equal 

(M/F) 

DJT Only 

(M/F) 

No Follow 

(M/F) 

Junior 14/18 29/12 7/12 19/18 31/41 

FG 22/37 24/7 11/7 17/20 27/30 

General 12/0 37/44 5/0 9/11 37/44 

 

Table 8. Percentage of Politically Engaged Officers’ Tilt – Male and Female by Cohort4 

Cohort Democrat  Republican 

(M/F) Strong  Firm  Weak  Equal Weak  Firm Strong 

Junior 6/0 4/14 17/28.6 15/28.6 48/28.6 6/0 4/0 

FG 2/0 7/27 29/47 20/13 33/13 7/0 1/0 

General 0/0 3/0 14/0 10/0 52/100 21/0 0/0 

 

 In summary, the findings show evidence that most officers do not have a 

partisan tilt. For those officers who do follow politicians, the findings provide evidence 

for the first hypothesis that most officers tilt towards the Republican Party over the 

Democratic Party. The findings do not provide evidence for the second hypothesis as 

junior and general officers both tilt to the Republican Party. Finally, the findings provide 

 

3 Total sample size of 500 officers - Junior officers: 95 males, 17 females; field grade officers: 290 males, 30 

females; general officers: 59 males, 9 females.  
4 Total sample size of 268 officers - Junior officers: 48 males, 7 females; field grade officers: 165 males, 15 

females; general officers: 29 males, 4 females. 
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support for the third hypothesis that female officers tilt to the Democratic Party over the 

Republican Party and vice versa for male officers. As aforementioned, the key exception 

to this finding is that female general officers in the sample tilt exclusively to the 

Republican Party.  

4.2 Tweets Results 

After analyzing 61,158 tweets of 56 Army officers who follow 10 or more 

politicians, the study finds that officers who are most politically engaged in the sample 

tend to tweet more politically liberal sentiments compared to politically conservative 

sentiments. Specifically, the study classified 33 politically interested officers as liberals, 8 

politically interested officers as conservatives, and 15 politically interested officers as 

nonpartisan. These results are depicted in table 9. Applying followership analysis to 

politically interested officers, the study finds that 31 politically interested officers tilt to 

the Democratic Party, and 25 politically interested officers tilt to the Republican Party. 

The partisan tilt analysis in figure 7 shows that there are more strong and weak tilt 

Democrats than strong and weak tilt Republicans while the number of firm tilt 

Democrats match the number of firm tilt Republicans. The followership analysis clearly 

depicts that there are more officers who tilt to the Democratic Party in the sample of 

politically interested officers, explaining why we see more officers expressing liberal 

sentiments than conservative sentiments.   
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Table 9. Ideology Classification of 56 Politically Interested Officers5 

Cohort Liberal Conservative Nonpartisan 

Junior 64 21 14 

Field Grade 64 14 22 

General 17 0 83 

Total 59 14 27 

 

 

Figure 7. Party Tilt Distribution of 56 Politically Interested Officers 

The study also finds that politically interested officers who tilt to the Democratic 

Party (as measured by the Twitter followership analysis) express more liberal sentiments 

while officers who tilt to the Republican Party (using the same measure) express more 

conservative sentiments as shown in Figure 8. Party tilt exerts a statistically significant 

 

5 Of the 56 politically interested officers: 14 are junior officers, 36 are field grade officers, and 6 are general 

officers. The tweets of politically interested officers were collected on November 11, 2020.  
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effect on the ideological sentiments of tweets. As the party tilt increases from weak tilt to 

strong tilt Republican, the number of tweets with conservative sentiments increases and 

vice versa for Democrats. This provides evidence to support the use of partisan tilt as a 

proxy to glean information on an officers’ underlying partisan preference.  

Another encouraging finding is that the partisan tilt of politically interested 

officers and the ideological coding of their sentiments match 84 percent of the time.6 

That is, officers who tilt to the Republican Party are likely to express politically 

conservative sentiments while officers who tilt to the Democrat Party are likely to 

express politically liberal sentiments. This finding reinforces our confidence that 

followership analysis is a useful method and proxy for party preferences; given the 

ideological sorting in the Democratic and Republican parties generally, we would expect 

party preferences and ideological preferences to mostly align.  

 

 

6 An important exclusion in this matching are officers who are identified as apolitical through their tweets. 

These officers are excluded from the comparison because they either did not provide enough clues in their 

tweets to cue their partisan preferences. 
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Figure 8. Relationship between Party Tilt and Tweets of 56 Politically Interested Officers 

As shown in table 9, we do not observe significant differences among politically 

interested officers in their respective cohorts: all cohorts dominantly express liberal 

sentiments. An unexpected trend is that the percentage of politically interested officers 

who express more conservative sentiments decreases with seniority. Although one 

would expect that more general officers would tweet more conservative sentiments than 

liberal sentiments, the study finds that no politically interested general officers tweet 

conservative sentiments. In fact, all politically interested general officers who do tweet 

on political issues favor liberal sentiments. 

Matching expectations, the percentage of politically interested officers who are 

nonpartisan in their tweets rise with seniority, 14 percent of junior officers, 22 percent of 

field grade officers, and 83 percent of general officers. These findings match expectations 
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because officers receive more professional military education on civil-military relations 

with seniority. Therefore, we would expect that officers are more hesitant to express 

their political opinions with more seniority in rank. Furthermore, politically interested 

general officers who tweet on political issues likely tweet favorably on liberal policies 

that advocate a message of inclusivity and diversity. 

As expected, politically interested female Army officers express more liberal 

sentiments than male Army officers. There are also no politically interested female 

officers who express conservative sentiments. In contrast to the followership analysis, a 

greater percentage of male officers are more nonpartisan than female officers.  

Table 10. Percentage of Politically Interested Officers Who Are Liberal or Conservative 

by Gender7 

Cohort Liberal Conservative Nonpartisan 

Male 56 16 28 

Female 83 0 17 

 

In summary, the subsample of 56 politically interested officers mostly express 

liberal sentiments than conservative sentiments. The study finds that much of this is 

because most politically interested officers tilt to the Democrat Party. Tweet 

classification analysis also demonstrates the expected difference between politically 

interested junior and senior officers: senior officers are more nonpartisan and reserved 

 

7 Subsample of 56 politically interested officers consists of 50 males and 6 females.  
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in their political speech compared to junior officers. Finally, the tweet analysis matches 

findings that politically interested female officers express more liberal sentiments than 

politically interested male officers.  
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5. Discussion 

Although we expected junior and general officers to be the opposite ends of the 

partisan tilt spectrum, the study finds that most junior officers and general officers 

actually tilt together towards the Republican Party. They are, however, different from 

field grade officers who tilt to the Democrat Party. Examining the field grade officer 

cohort by rank, the study also finds that colonels, who are the most senior officers in the 

field grade officer cohort, mostly tilt to the Republican Party: 20 officers tilt to the 

Republican Party, 9 officers tilt to the Democrat Party. The next senior rank in the field 

grade cohort are lieutenant colonels of which 25 tilt to the Democrat Party and 18 tilt to 

the Republican Party. Finally, the most junior officers in the field grade cohort are 

majors of which 40 tilt to the Democrat Party and 33 tilt to the Republican Party. 

Therefore, most lieutenant colonels and majors tilt to the Democrat Party than the 

Republican Party in the field grade cohort. Why is that so?  

First, it must be made clear that Twitter users are not a representative sample of 

the general public or the population of Army officers. Twitter users are more liberal, 

lean Democrat, and more highly educated compared to the general U.S. public (Pew 

Research Center 2019). Therefore, it is possible that by restricting our sample size to 

Twitter users the study found more lieutenant colonels and majors who tilt to the 

Democratic Party compared to the actual population of lieutenant colonels and majors. 
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Furthermore, it is possible that junior and general officers in the actual Army population 

more dominantly lean Republican than junior and general officers in our sample.  

Another finding to address is why the subsample of politically interested officers 

heavily express liberal over conservative tweets. One possible explanation is that the 

majority of politically interested officers tilt to the Democratic Party as explained in the 

findings section. Another possible explanation is that the officers are simply reflecting 

Twitter’s well-established left-leaning bias.  Recall that only a minority of Twitter users 

tweet and most of them are liberal Democrats (Pew Research Center 2018, 2019). The 

liberal Democrat population likely drives “trending” topics on Twitter which are likely 

to favor liberal and Democratic Party sentiments. Therefore, it is likely that “tweeting 

officers” resemble the twitter-active population more generally; that is, politically 

interested officers are exhibiting behavior similar to the general Twitter user population 

and tweeting and retweeting “trending” topics driven by liberal Democrats on Twitter. 

The study finds evidence for this behavior as 1,741 tweets favor liberal sentiments and 

politicians and 497 tweets favor conservative sentiments.  

Social desirability bias may also skew tweet analysis findings to show that 

politically interested officers dominantly express liberal sentiments. Because officers 

desire to gain and retain social recognition and acceptance on social media, some officers 

endorse liberal trending topics on Twitter to garner attention and recognition. Therefore, 

officers may be motivated to tweet or retweet in support of “trending” liberal and pro-
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Democratic Party sentiments on Twitter which may not reflect their genuine political 

opinion. Furthermore, officers use strategic messaging to curry favor with soldiers and 

civilians on Twitter which may often reflect the sentiments of the general Twitter 

population.  

As an example, General James McConville, Army Chief of Staff, tweeted a 

message on diversity in the Army on July 2, 2020 as shown in figure 9.  

 

Figure 9. General McConville Tweet on Diversity 

In a time of civil unrest, General McConville is using strategic messaging to curry favor 

with the general public and to unify trust within the Army institution. A message that 

elevates the importance of diversity and inclusion not only bolsters trust within the 

ranks but also sends a welcoming message to potential officer candidates who may 

question the Army’s record on race and gender issues. As a recognized leader of 

character, General McConville is likely expressing his true opinion on diversity. 

However, it is also likely that some officers retweet or tweet politically correct messages 

and mask their actual opinions. In sum, social desirability bias affects officers, and it 

may explain why we observe more officers leaning towards liberal and Democratic 

Party policy agendas in the tweet analysis.  



 

46 

Another reason that may explain why most politically interested officers tweet 

liberal sentiments is that officers who tilt to the Democratic Party are more expressive 

about liberal causes and Democrat politicians while officers who lean to the Republican 

Party are less expressive about conservative causes and conservative politicians. 

Looking at the followership analysis of nonpartisan, politically interested officers, the 

study finds that 11 of 15 nonpartisan officers tilt to the Republican Party. This finding 

provides evidence to suggest that officers who tilt to the Republican Party are less likely 

to tweet their opinion than officers to tilt to the Democratic Party.  

The study also finds that politically interested officers who tilt to the Democrat 

Party dedicate, on average, 4 percent of their total tweets to support liberal causes and 

liberal politicians. Politically interested officers who tilt to the Republican Party 

dedicate, on average, 3.6 percent of their total tweets to support conservative causes and 

conservative politicians. More specifically, politically interested officers who tilt to the 

Republican Party tweet, on average, 41 pro-conservative tweets (median: 21.5 tweets) 

while politically interested officers who tilt to the Democrat Party tweet, on average, 51 

pro-liberal tweets (median: 26 tweets). Additionally, politically interested officers who 

tilt to the Republican Party tweet, on average, 3.5 pro-liberal tweets (median: 3 tweets) 

compared to politically interested officers who tilt to the Democrat Party who tweet, on 

average, 4 pro-conservative tweets (median: 1 tweet). These findings demonstrate that 

politically interested officers who tilt to the Democrat Party are marginally more 
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expressive about liberal policies and liberal politicians while politically interested 

officers who tilt to the Republican Party are less expressive about conservative policies 

and conservative politicians.  

5.1 Policy Implications 

The first implication is that there is little evidence in this analysis of Twitter use 

to suggest a high-level of politicization in the Army officer corps: most officers on 

Twitter are nonpartisan or not extreme in their partisan tilt and are not extreme in their 

political ideology. Out of 500 officers sampled on Twitter, 66 percent of officers either 

followed one or no politicians demonstrating evidence that a majority of officers do not 

place much interest in politicians. Out of those who follow politicians, 82 percent are 

between the range of weak Democrat to weak Republican which shows that most 

officers are either in the middle or lean slightly towards the Democratic or Republican 

Party. Additionally, only 4 percent of politically engaged officers tilt strongly to the 

Republican or Democratic Parties. The evidence in this research provides good news for 

civil-military relations because it demonstrates that the majority of officers on Twitter 

are nonpartisan and do not participate in partisan activity on Twitter.   

Furthermore, Army officers on Twitter are not severely divided or extreme in 

their political ideology. In the tweet analysis, the study did not find any evidence to 

show that officers openly endorsed theories like QAnon or movements like anti-fascism. 

Additionally, only 4 percent of the tweets from politically interested officers show 
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evidence of an ideological preference. This is again an encouraging sign for civil-military 

relations especially after damaging reports regarding the presence of extremist 

servicemembers in the military following the January 6, 2021 capitol riot. This study 

provides evidence to show that most servicemembers are weak in their partisan tilt, and 

it provides no evidence of officers who endorse extreme political theories or movements.  

A second policy implication from this study is that officers reveal more about 

politics and personal information on social media than they probably realize. Officers 

should take care of their personal information as their soldiers, organizations, and 

enemies can profile each officer and use their information to degrade the leadership of 

the organization. The incoming commander’s decision to tweet on partisan social issues 

does not better an organization’s ability to achieve military goals. Rather, it may further 

breed distrust within some members of his or her organization which is detrimental to 

unit cohesion. With today’s particularly polarized politics, the knowledge of a 

commander’s political tilt, in the hands of those he or she leads, may degrade the 

commander’s leadership impact in an organization. Therefore, it is in the best interest of 

officers to abstain from political activity and behavior on social media.  

Furthermore, enemies of the U.S. can also easily infiltrate social media networks 

and mine data on senior officers and commanders. With the effort of one graduate 

student, it only took four weeks to build a database that includes the first name, last 

name, sex, duty status, and rank of 500 Army officers. If the study was even more 
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detailed, an approximate location and unit of each officer could also have been recorded. 

U.S. enemies can use the same methods to easily build profiles on officers which can be 

exploited for use in future conflicts. Just as we guard intelligence and operational plans 

from the enemy, we must do a better job of protecting our personal information from 

being collected by our adversaries.  

5.2 Policy Recommendations 

To address the small minority of officers and servicemembers who take partisan 

actions on social media, the first policy recommendation is to use social media channels 

to increase awareness about DoD Directive 1344.10 and routine election year guidance 

issued by the Department of Defense. During the election year of 2020, the U.S. Army 

Twitter profile had only one reference to DoD Directive 1344.10 and did not mention the 

Defense Department’s “Guidance on Political Activity and DoD Support 2020.” If there 

is one legitimate reason for Department of Defense organizations to use social media, it 

is to disseminate information widely and often on information that could help protect 

servicemembers from making mistakes in their political behavior. Thus, the Army and 

other Department of Defense organizations should use social media to widely 

disseminate information on acceptable and unacceptable political behavior as outlined 

by DoD Directive 1344.10 and routine election year guidance.  

This leads us to our second policy recommendation which is that the Department 

of Defense should update Directive 1344.10 to clearly delineate acceptable and 
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unacceptable political activity on social media. The Department of Defense should use 

its recent, “Guidance on Political Activity and DoD Support 2020,” document as a 

reference to do so. The guidance clearly states that servicemembers can “follow”, 

“friend”, or “like” a political party or candidate but may not, “post links to, “share” or 

“re-tweet” comments or tweets from the Facebook page or Twitter account of a political 

party or candidate running for partisan office.”8 Clear and consistent language that 

match between Directive 1344.10 and routine election year guidance may prevent future 

mistakes and help tone down servicemembers’ partisan rhetoric. On a similar note, 

servicemembers should keep in mind that, on duty or off duty, they always represent 

the armed services, and partisan political opinions should be kept private and not open 

to the public. Simply posting disclaimer statements in their biographies such as, “views 

are mine only and do not represent the views of the Department of Defense and the U.S. 

Army,” do not absolve them from their partisan actions.  

Policies and directives are useful but the most important deterrent is leadership, 

that is, the actions of commanders and senior enlisted advisers. Commanders and senior 

enlisted advisers should have transparent discussions with their subordinate leaders on 

the negative downstream effects of tweeting or posting disparaging comments about a 

political issue or politician. They should clarify that such actions on social media are 

public and can be used by bad actors to weaken the trust between civilians and the 

 

8 Guidance on Political Activity and DoD Support 2020, 3.  
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armed forces. Commanders and senior enlisted advisers should also discipline those 

who fail to abide by DoD Directive 1344.10 and supplemental election year guidance to 

maintain good order and discipline of their formations. Equally important, commanders 

and senior enlisted advisers must self-assess and ensure that their personal actions on 

social media are appropriate and do not influence others to take partisan actions on 

social media.   

Hand in hand with leadership, institutional education of junior officers should 

emphasize the risks involved with engaging in political activity on social media and in 

public. This study shows that the majority of general officers who are politically 

interested do not tweet on politics while a majority of politically interested field grade 

and junior officers take political positions. This finding most likely is the result of 

generational differences, but it is also because senior officers are more educated in the 

role they play in civil-military relations. Implementing a discussion on the role that 

officers play in civil-military relations in the basic officer course, the captain’s career 

course, and the command and general staff college may guide junior and field grade 

officers to think twice before taking a political stance on Twitter or in public.  

The final recommendation from the study is that military servicemembers should 

reconsider the efficacy of social media on their organizations and their personal lives. As 

this research and previous research on partisanship in the Army demonstrates, social 

media is a breeding-ground for contentious politics and social division (Urben 2017). In 
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other words, the social media environment disunites and factionalizes servicemembers 

and military organizations, rather then, uniting and building meaningful relationships. 

Oftentimes, servicemembers use social media because it is easy to use and easy to stay in 

touch with people and organizations. Perhaps, if one is truly dedicated to another 

person or an organization, they should take the hard step to make time and physical 

space to see the organization and to talk to the person one cares about. Perhaps, this 

hard step is the right step in subsiding the highly partisan and divisive political 

environment that we are part of today. 
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6. Conclusion 

Using followership of politicians as a proxy for partisanship and analyzing 

tweets to determine ideological preferences, this thesis sought to describe the political 

profile of Army officers on Twitter. The study finds that: (1) the majority of Army 

officers on Twitter are not partisan and are not extreme in its political views; (2) most 

Army officers who do follow politicians on Twitter appear to mostly  tilt to the 

Republican Party over the Democratic Party; (3) a slight majority of field grade officers 

on Twitter, specifically majors and lieutenant colonels, appear to tilt to the Democratic 

Party over the Republican Party; (4) politically interested officers express more 

politically liberal sentiments than conservative sentiments; (5) female officers appear to 

tilt to the Democratic Party and express more liberal sentiments compared to male 

officers.  

In addition to the primary findings, the study demonstrates that analyzing the 

politicians that officers follow is a useful method to glean information on officers’ 

partisan tilt and political ideology. The study also reveals that there is little evidence to 

suggest a high-level of politicization in the officer corps: most officers on social media 

are not very partisan or extreme in their political views. Secondly, Army officers on 

Twitter are not severely divided or extreme in their partisan tilt and ideology as they are 

mostly weak in their partisan tilt and do not show support for extreme political 

movements or theories. Thirdly, Army officers are unaware of how much political and 
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personal information that they expose on social media which can degrade their 

leadership and provide U.S. enemies valuable information that can be exploited for 

current and future conflicts.  

This thesis recommends that clear, consistent language be used to delineate 

acceptable and unacceptable political behavior in DoD Directive 1344.10 and routine 

election year guidance. Furthermore, Army leaders should consider incorporating a 

practical understanding of civil-military relations into junior and field grade 

professional military education through institutional education and professional leader 

development. If military officers are educated on their role in civil-military relations 

early on in their careers then officers will take ownership of their role and abstain from 

partisan activity that may engender distrust between the military and the society it 

protects. Finally, officers and Army organizations should reevaluate if social media is an 

effective tool that assists their organization to achieve its organizational and leader 

development objectives. 

Future research on servicemembers’ political behavior will be beneficial on other 

social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram. Because each social media 

platform attracts different types of people, it will be interesting to see if there are 

partisan differences that result from cross-platform research. Natural language 

processing and machine learning could also be applied to do a more efficient analysis of 

tweets and posts. Future research can also include enlisted servicemembers as well as 
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servicemembers from other branches to achieve a more wholistic understanding of the 

armed services. Pre-commissioning sources for officers can also be examined to see if 

there are any partisan similarities between cadets and junior officers.  

It is of importance, especially today, that we start educating officers early on the 

roles they play in maintaining healthy civil-military relations. This is because social 

media and politicization of military affairs have broken down physical barriers that used 

to guard the military’s nonpartisan image. An endorsement of a political candidate that 

a tactical-level field grade officer makes can go viral within days and garner public 

scrutiny that may affect the trajectory of civil-military relations. The Joint Chiefs of Staff 

or combatant command commanders are not the only card-holders in civil-military 

relations anymore. Servicemembers, at all levels, play an active role in promoting 

healthy civil-military relations and must therefore be educated and made aware of the 

important role that they play.  
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Appendix A – Data from Twitter API Queries 

 The study queried the Twitter API for two lists: a “following” list of users who 

an officer follows and a “tweet” list of tweets from the officer. Twitter API provided the 

following data with the “following” list: identification number of each user, name, 

screen name, location, description/biography, URL to each user’s profile, follower – 

number of others who follows the user, friends – number of others the user follows, date 

and time of when the Twitter profile was created, number of tweets posted, and other 

technical information. Figure 1 displays a portion of the “following” list.  

 

Figure 10. Queried “Following” List 

 The “tweet” list provided three pieces of data: date and time of the tweet, tweet 

identification number, and the text of the tweet. Retweets and references to other tweets 

or posts are also provided in a URL in the text body. In this example, the study 

substituted the screen names that the officer refers to using “@anonymous” and input 

“xyz” of the link that is provided in the tweet text body to protect the officer’s identity. 

An example of the “tweet” list provided from Twitter API is shown in Figure 2.  
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Figure 11. Queried “Tweet” List 
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Appendix B – Coding Instructions for Analysts 

The author hired 8 Duke University undergraduate students to be research 

assistants and assigned each research assistant to classify the tweets of 7 to 8 Army 

officers. Prior to starting work, the author trained each research assistant through a 

thirty-minute presentation on how to classify tweets. The presentation tasked research 

assistants to analyze tweets of their assigned officers and classify if their tweets 

provided support to the Democratic Party, Republican Party, or were nonpartisan 

tweets. The training session also included examples of tweets that supported each party 

and tweets that were nonpartisan. Research assistants were also trained to use date of 

tweets and URLs embedded in the tweets to take context of the tweet into consideration.  

After the training session, research assistants received CSV files that provided 

the date and time, tweet identification number, and text of the tweet. After analyzing the 

text of each tweet, they marked if each tweet was pro-Democrat, pro-Republican, or 

nonpartisan. They also provided an explanation for every partisan tweet that they 

classified. An example of a CSV and how each research assistant filled it out is show in 

figure 1 below.  

 

Figure 12. Army Officer Tweet CSV Example 
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Initially, I expected that the study would be able to classify officers’ partisan leaning 

through tweets. However, I realized that by classifying liberal tweets as Democrat and 

conservative tweets as Republican the study was essentially measuring ideological 

preferences. Therefore, the thesis updates that ideological and not party preferences 

were found through tweet analysis. 
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