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TRENDS  
FROM THE FIELD

I n recent years, researchers, international policy bodies, 

health funders, and other commentators have called for new 

efforts to improve the translation of research into health pol-

icy.1,2 Yet, there are significant challenges to translating research, 

particularly to policy-maker audiences.1,3 Researchers often lack 

the skills, support, and time to effectively translate their work.4,5 

Policy makers have very different incentives, values, timeframes, 

and competing priorities that challenge their efficient use of 

research evidence to set agendas and make decisions.6-9 Given 

that these barriers mean that research will not always be used 

in policy making, one necessary step in translation is effective 

communication of the research itself.

Social media offers opportunities to rapidly convey public health 

and health policy–relevant research to target audiences. For instance, 

researchers, journals, and institutions can use tools like Twitter to 

communicate findings and provide links to content.10,11 Blogs can 

“curate” policy-relevant research so that even older research findings 

can be made available to policy makers when windows of oppor-

tunity to use that research become apparent, and social networks 

can be used to disseminate these research findings.12,13 In 2013, 14% 

of health policy researchers reported using Twitter to disseminate 

research, but it is unknown whether they were connected via social 

media to policy makers—the target users of evidence.14

Congressional staff are responsible for bringing analyses to 

their legislators and, as drafters of legislation, are direct users of 

policy evidence.15,16 Research suggests that staffers perceive Twitter 

as influential17; however, to our knowledge, no research is avail-

able about Congressional staffers’ use of Twitter and the types of 

individuals and organizations they follow as potential sources of 

information. Rather, prior studies of social media in the US politi-

cal system have generally focused on its use by elected officials to 

communicate with constituents, or the manner in which political 

information spreads within social networks of constituents.18-22 

This study was designed to fill this gap in the literature, with a 

focus on Congressional staff. The primary objective was to describe 

the Twitter accounts followed by Congressional health staff and to 
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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVES: Although health policy research should 
inform policy making, the communication gap between 
researchers and policy makers limits successful translation. 
Social media represents a new opportunity to connect 
researchers and policy makers. Our objective was to assess 
who Congressional health policy staff follow on a major 
social media platform. 

STUDY DESIGN: Cross-sectional study.

METHODS: Our study measured Congressional health 
policy staff’s use of Twitter and the types of individuals 
and organizations they follow. To focus on more influential 
Twitter accounts, we restricted our sample to those followed 
by at least 3 individual Congressional staff members. 

RESULTS: Of the 30,843 accounts followed by the 115 
Congressional health policy staff, 1273 were potentially 
policy-related and followed by 3 or more staff. Of these, few 
were academically affiliated (2.4%) or explicitly health-
related (5.6%) sites; many were general news media sources 
(50.9%) and political and governmental sources (36.4%). 
Health-focused accounts were frequently connected to 
the news media or government rather than academia. Top 
accounts followed (ie, highest quintile) were most likely to 
be national news organizations (odds ratio [OR], 5.88; 95% 
confidence interval [CI], 1.75-19.7) and elected officials 
(OR, 8.22; 95% CI, 1.75-38.6) compared with advocacy and 
interest groups.

CONCLUSIONS: Health-related and academic sources 
are largely absent from the Twitter conversations with 
US Congressional health policy staff. Even within social 
media, traditional and political news media are important 
information intermediaries that researchers and journals 
should target to disseminate health policy evidence. 
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inform potential communication opportuni-

ties for researchers.

METHODS
Social media is emerging as a tool used to 

communicate research evidence. In this study, 

we were interested in who a key audience of 

health policy research—Congressional staff—

followed on social media. We focused on a 

widely used form of social media, specifically Twitter, a micro-

blogging tool, and identified 3 key findings. 

Study Population

We obtained a proprietary list of Congressional staff members with 

responsibilities in health from Legistorm,23 a subscription service 

for government affairs professionals. They collect this individual-

level data on Congressional staff from publicly available sources, 

including government reports and traditional and social media. 

We purchased a list of 558 staff members with responsibilities 

in health as determined by Legistorm in April 2014. Legistorm 

provided us with the Twitter account names (“handles”) of 84 

staff members. We then conducted a search for the remaining 474 

Congressional staff using Google and Twitter search engines and 

demographic characteristics provided by Legistorm to determine 

if they had an active or identifiable account. Because Twitter users 

can make their account private, all analyses described concerned 

the subset of staff with public accounts (n = 115). 

Accounts Followed on Twitter

Using the Twitter application program interface, we retrieved the 

list of the Twitter accounts followed by each Congressional staff 

member in our database. (The retrieval date was July 26, 2014.) 

We retrieved characteristics of these accounts, including their 

short biography/description, number of followers, and number 

of tweets. Because we were interested in potentially influential 

Twitter accounts, we restricted our sample to accounts followed 

by 3 or more staff. 

Coding

We categorized accounts along the following domains: individual 

versus organization, health versus nonhealth, and type (academic, 

political/government, news media, or interest group/advocacy, 

which included think tanks). The coding categories were not 

mutually exclusive. We created subcategories for the political/gov-

ernment category (elected official, partisan political organization, 

and government agency) and news media category (national, local, 

and political). Coders used the Twitter bio to classify accounts; for 

example, any entity that cited a “.edu” address in the bio or offered a 

university affiliation was classified as academic and any entity that 

used health-related terms anywhere in their bio was classified as 

health-related. Accounts on Twitter that could not be categorized 

into this scheme were determined to be unlikely to be related 

to professional duties (eg, local restaurants, non–news-focused 

television programs) and excluded from our analysis. For the pur-

poses of this study, we defined the remaining Twitter accounts 

as policy-related. We pilot tested the coding instrument with 2 

trained coders. Each coder then classified all Twitter accounts. If 

a coding category had an inter-rater reliability below 0.61, a third 

coder and co-investigator (JS) adjudicated after discussing with 

the study team. 

Statistical Analysis

We calculated frequencies for each Twitter account followed to 

determine the number of Congressional staff following each, and 

limited our analyses to those accounts followed by 3 or more staff 

(n = 2203). We modeled the characteristics of the most-followed 

accounts (ie, those falling in the top quintile of sources) using 

multivariable logistic regression.

The study was reviewed and approved by the institutional 

review board at the University of Pennsylvania. Data collection and 

analyses were done in compliance with Twitter’s terms of service. 

RESULTS
From a database of 558 Congressional staff, we identified 33% (184) 

with Twitter accounts. Of the 184 with Twitter accounts, 69 had pri-

vate accounts and 115 had public accounts. The 115 Congressional 

staff with public accounts collectively followed 30,843 differ-

ent individual or organization Twitter accounts. Three or more 

Congressional staff followed 2203 of these Twitter accounts. 

Types of Accounts Followed on Twitter

Of the 2203 individuals and organizations followed by 3 or more 

Congressional staff, 1273 (57.8%) were policy related (Table 1). Of 

these 1273, just 71 (5.6%) were health related. Very few (30; 2.4%) 

of the Twitter accounts followed were affiliated with academic 

institutions. Congressional staff most commonly followed news 

media accounts; 648 (50.9%) were affiliated with news media orga-

nizations, primarily national news organizations and political 

news organizations (eg, Politico); local news organizations were 

TAKEAWAY POINTS

 › Many Congressional health staff are Twitter users; however, they are much more likely to 
follow traditional news media rather than academic or health-specific sources. 

 › Most of the sources they follow on Twitter are traditional news and political media rather 
than academic or health-specific sources. 

 › Even within social media, traditional and political news media are important targets for 
research dissemination.
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less commonly followed. Political and governmental accounts 

were the second most common category, representing 464 (36.4%) 

of accounts followed. 

Top Twitter Accounts Followed

The top accounts were followed by 40 to 67 Congressional staff 

(Table 2). These accounts also had a large number of followers, 

ranging from 62,876 to 44,129,382. The top 6 included political news 

organizations (Politico, The Hill), national news organizations 

(The New York Times), elected officials (The White House, Barack 

Obama), and a political satirist (Stephen Colbert). The other most 

frequently followed accounts were predominantly related to news 

media organizations. 

In a multivariable logistic regression model, we modeled the 

association of the characteristics of Twitter accounts with their 

likelihood of being highly followed (top quintile). We restricted 

this analysis to the 1273 accounts followed that were coded as policy 

related. Although there were more Twitter accounts in our sample 

representing individuals, individual accounts were less likely to be 

frequently followed by Congressional staff than those representing 

organizations (odds ratio [OR], 0.30; 95% confidence interval [CI], 

0.10-0.92; P = .035). Accounts representing national news organiza-

tions (OR, 5.88; 95% CI, 1.75-19.7; P = .004) and elected officials (OR, 

8.22; 95% CI, 1.75-38.6; P = .008) were the most frequently followed 

by Congressional staff.

Top Health-Related Twitter Accounts Followed

Among the 71 health-related accounts followed by Congressional 

staffers (top accounts shown in Table 2), the most popular account 

was that of Sarah Kliff, a journalist and blogger with a national 

media organization (Vox.com, formerly of the Washington Post). 

Health-related news media accounts (eg, NY Times Health) and 

governmental and political accounts (eg, HHS) were frequently 

represented among the top accounts. Health Affairs was the 

only health-related academic journal followed by 3 or more 

Congressional staff. 

DISCUSSION
Using Twitter, we identified 3 key findings. First, many 

Congressional staff used Twitter and followed accounts that may 

be related to their professional roles. In our sample of health-

related Congressional staff, we were able to successfully identify 

one-third of targeted individuals with Twitter accounts. This is 

likely an underestimate given that we were unable to search for 

individuals who preferred to obscure their identity on Twitter 

(eg, use of pseudonyms). Second, even among Congressional 

staff with a health focus, very few of the accounts followed were 

health or health-policy related (just 71 of 1273; 5.6%). The accounts 

that were explicitly health-focused were often associated with 

major news media outlets. Third, beyond health-focused accounts, 

Congressional staff were most likely to follow national and politi-

cal news media organizations and second most likely to follow 

political and governmental individuals and agencies. 

Academic sources were almost completely absent from Twitter 

accounts frequently followed by Congressional staff.24 The few aca-

demic accounts represented in the sample were typically individuals 

with faculty appointments who had once served in a political or 

governmental role. It has been well documented that traditional 

news media can shape policy-makers’ agendas25,26 and that informa-

tion sources from government and interest groups are important 

to decision makers.27 However, social media does not appear to 

circumvent traditional pathways of information dissemination (ie, 

the news media), but rather serve as an alternative channel to con-

nect entities with influence that predated social media. 

TABLE 1. Characteristics of Twitter Accounts Followed by  
US Congressional Staffa

Categoryb

Healthc  
(n = 71)

Nonhealth  
(n = 1202)

Individuals

Academic 1 (1.4 %) 23 (1.9 %)

Political/governmental 12 (16.9 %) 329 (27.4 %)

  Elected official 9 (12.7%) 282 (23.5%)

  Partisan political organization 0 (0.0%) 22 (1.8%)

  Government agency 3 (4.2%) 40 (3.3%)

Advocacy/interest groups 5 (7.0 %) 48 (4.0 %)

News media 13 (18.3 %) 446 (37.1 %)

  National 6 (8.5%) 241 (20.0%)

  Local 0 (0.0%) 24 (2.0%)

  Political 5 (7.0%) 145 (12.1%)

Organizations

Academic 3 (4.2 %) 3 (0.2 %)

Political/governmental 16 (22.5 %) 107 (8.9 %)

  Elected official N/A N/A

  Partisan political organization 1 (1.4%) 41 (3.4%)

  Government agency 15 (21.1%) 68 (5.7%)

Advocacy/interest groups 13 (18.3 %) 95 7.9 %)

News media 9 (12.7 %) 180 (15.0%)

  National 6 (8.5%) 96 (8.0%)

  Local 0 (0%) 19 (1.6%)

  Political 1 (1.4%) 64 (5.3%)

N/A indicates not applicable. 
aNonprofessional Twitter accounts (n = 930) are excluded from the table. The 
categories are not mutually exclusive and, therefore, the column percentages 
do not total 100%.
b“Individual” Twitter handles indicate those with an identity of an individual per-
son versus “Organization,” which are those with an identity of an organization. 
cNot all subcategories total to the main category if a Twitter handle could not 
be coded into a subcategory based on available information.
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TABLE 2. Top Twitter Accounts Followed by US Congressional Staff During Studya

Twitter Handle  Name Biography
 

Followers Tweets 
Number of 

Staff Following

TOP 20 TWITTER ACCOUNTS OVERALL

politico POLITICO Politics, Political News 760,730 81,083 67

WhiteHouse
The  

White House

Follow for the latest from President Obama and his  
administration. Tweets from the President are signed –bo. 

Tweets may be archived: http://t.co/KcS2bmEJun.
5,077,606 15,004 65

thehill The Hill
The Hill is a Congressional newspaper  

that publishes daily when Congress is in session.
454,676 70,143 58

BarackObama Barack Obama
This account is run by Organizing for Action staff.  

Tweets from the President are signed -bo.
44,129,382 12,136 57

nytimes
The New York 

Times

Where the conversation begins. Follow for breaking news, 
special reports, http://t.co/u15NNuLyJH homepage links 

and RTs of our journalists.
12,421,207 142,250 53

StephenAtHome
Stephen 
Colbert

Political commentary provided by popular comedian. 6,693,063 3252 53

ezraklein Ezra Klein
Editor-in-chief, http://t.co/hH5hVMv0KR.  

Policy analyst at MSNBC.  
Eater of food. Hater of filibuster. Lover of charts.

474,915 27,916 52

billclinton Bill Clinton
Founder, Clinton Foundation and 42nd President  

of the United States. Follow @clintonfdn  
for more on my work around the world.

2,029,447 201 51

washingtonpost
The  

Washington 
Post

Tweets about everything from breaking news  
to bad restaurants. Sometimes global, sometimes local.  

Led by @MiGold.
2,996,076 110,133 51

rollcall Roll Call
Breaking news, reporter tweets and analysis  

from the Source for News on Capitol Hill since 1955.
172,716 40,432 50

HillaryClinton Hillary Clinton

Wife, mom, lawyer, women & kids advocate,  
FLOAR, FLOTUS, US Senator, Secretary of State,  
author, dog owner, hair icon, pantsuit aficionado,  

glass ceiling cracker, TBD…

1,604,953 84 48

SpeakerBoehner
Speaker John 

Boehner
Official Twitter account  

for US House Speaker John Boehner (R-OH)
662,070 14,746 46

capitalweather
Capital  

Weather Gang
Stay on top of D.C.-area weather & other weather news 

from The Washington Post.
104,129 35,462 45

TheFix Chris Cillizza
WaPo’s Chris Cillizza. Editor of The Fix.  

MSNBC political contributor. Mark it 8, Dude.
204,964 49,381 44

NateSilver538 Nate Silver
Editor-in-Chief, FiveThirtyEight. Author, The Signal and the 
Noise (http://t.co/9mLliQYI8N). Sports/politics/food geek.

742,976 8774 43

WSJ
The  

Wall Street 
Journal

In our 125th year, breaking news and features from the 
WSJ. Tweets by @rubinafillion @elanazak @allisonlich-

ter @sarahmarshall @toddjolmstead and @mayaj.
4,708,773 86,175 43

costareports Robert Costa National political reporter, @washingtonpost 62,876 19,576 42

chucktodd Chuck Todd

Political junkie; @NBCNews reporter & analyst;  
@msnbc @dailyrundown host; Covering politics since 

‘92; And, yes, I tweet about sports too. 
_x000D_ http://t.co/nxA4oXNX 

432,318 37,785 40

GOPLeader Eric Cantor
I serve as the Majority Leader  

and represent Virginia’s 7th District in the US House. 
Welcome to my official @Twitter account! 

226,218 7466 40

TheOnion The Onion
America’s Finest News Source.  

Subscribe on YouTube: http://t.co/5h833w1KO1
6,005,941 30,059 40

(continued)
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TABLE 2. Top Twitter Accounts Followed by US Congressional Staff During Studya (continued)

Twitter Handle  Name Biography
 

Followers Tweets 
Number of 

Staff Following

TOP HEALTH-RELATED TWITTER ACCOUNTS ACCESSED BY CONGRESSIONAL STAFF

sarahkliff Sarah Kliff
Senior Editor, Vox. Formerly: The Washington Post,  

Politico, Newsweek and, way back in the day, Student Life. 
Healthcare nerd. Otter enthusiast. sarah@vox.com

35,079 10,987 26

BrendanBuck Brendan Buck
Vice President of Communications  

at America’s Health Insurance Plans (AHIP)
11,700 9040 16

ChelseaClinton
Chelsea 
Clinton

Mom of Charlotte & Aidan, Married to Marc, Advocate, 
Author, Teacher, @ClintonFdn & @ClintonHealth  

& @HealthierGen, New Yorker 
556,776 2048 16

HHSGov HHS.gov News and info from HHS 399,315 3227 14

HealthCareGov HealthCare.gov
The Health Insurance Marketplace is a new way for you 

to find and buy health insurance, with less hassle.
175,683 1513 14

HouseCommerce
Energy and 
Commerce

House Energy & Commerce: #Health #Oversight 
#Investigations #Energy #Power #Communications 
#Technology #Environment #Economy #Commerce 

#Manufacturing #Trade

17,019 5346 14

Ppact
Planned 

Parenthood

We’re the Planned Parenthood Action Fund, a 501(c)(4) 
organization. We engage in education and advocacy  
to protect and advance women’s health and rights.

111,147 14,783 13

TomCoburn
Senator Tom  
Coburn, MD

Former senator from Oklahoma,  
fighting against wasteful Washington spending

78,052 1300 13

nytimeshealth
The New York 
Times Health

Health news from the Science desk of  
The New York Times

638,468 20,472 12

hillhealthwatch
The Hill 

Healthwatch
The Hill’s Healthwatch Blog 14,294 8783 11

NPRHealth
NPR Health 

News
Health coverage from the NPR Science Desk 478,127 8775 10

SecSebelius
Kathleen 
Sebelius

The official Twitter account of the former HHS,  
Kathleen Sebelius.

39,359 778 9

WSJhealth
WSJ Health 

News
Health, healthcare, biotech, new drugs & medicine 

coverage from The Wall Street Journal.
374,706 8073 9

dcfireems
DC Fire  

and EMS
DC Fire and EMS is an all-hazards, emergency response 

& life-safety agency protecting the Nation’s Capital.
21,905 16,933 9

KaiserFamFound
Kaiser Family 

Found

Filling the need for trusted information on  
national health issues/nonprofit organization/health 

policy analysis, journalism & polling
46,722 6019 8

WHO WHO
Official Twitter account of the World Health Organiza-

tion, the United Nations’ health agency
1,363,230 11,329 8

jenhab
Jennifer 

Haberkorn
Health reporter at @POLITICOPro, @MarquetteU alum. 

Nice to meet you! jhaberkorn at politico dot com
6557 6186 8

Health_Affairs Health Affairs
At the intersection of health, health care, and policy.  

Follow Health Affairs events live at @HA_Events.
77,566 3464 7

KHNews
Kaiser  

Health News

News service covering health care policy/politics.  
Editorially independent program of @KaiserFamFound. 
Links not endorsements. @reporterandrew = your host.

73,652 7228 7
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Study Implications

Our study has several important implications. First, although 

policy makers’ staff were common users of social media, they did 

not appear to be using the technology in a way that directly con-

nected researchers and policy makers. This suggests that academic 

researchers and institutions should not overlook traditional news 

media targets in their social media dissemination strategies. These 

findings may also point to the need for researchers and academic 

institutions to build relationships with trusted information inter-

mediaries (eg, advocacy organizations/think tanks) that could 

curate new research findings and deliver information through 

social media that is timely and salient to policy makers. Second, 

although the pathways may be similar to traditional channels, 

the nature or influence of the information communicated may 

nonetheless be different. Future research should examine how 

the information communicated through social media differs from 

that provided by traditional news sources (eg, newspapers), and 

whether it produces alterations in terms of influence. News outlets 

increasingly have health-focused Twitter feeds that are narrow in 

focus. Future research should also examine how the information-

seeking habits of various types of policy staff differ. For example, 

staff in Senate member offices, on Congressional committees, or 

in executive branch agencies have more specialized roles than staff 

in House member offices. Therefore, they may rely on different 

sources through social media.

Limitations

Our study has several limitations. First, we obtained a list of 

health-related Congressional staff from a company that gath-

ers this information and sells it to third parties. We were not 

able to validate that the database included all health-related 

Congressional staff or if those identified were actively working 

on health policy in a Congressional office. We also could not verify 

that the individuals used Twitter for work-related purposes. By 

restricting the search to accounts followed by 3 or more staff, we 

identified accounts that were more likely to be related to their 

professional roles. In addition, we were unable to extract the 

Twitter accounts followed by Congressional staff if their own 

account was private (n = 69). Another possibility is that some 

staff maintain 2 Twitter accounts—a private account (or public 

account with a pseudonym) for work-related use and a public 

account for personal use. If this were the case, our analysis may be 

missing some Twitter accounts followed by 3 or more staff. Given 

these limitations, our sample is unlikely to be representative of 

all health policy staff in the Congress, and may be missing some 

Twitter accounts followed by staff. 

Second, we coded each Twitter account using the bio within 

the Twitter account. In some cases, the bio provided limited infor-

mation and thus, there may be some misclassification of Twitter 

accounts that could not be classified within our coding scheme. 

Third, we did not attempt to characterize the content of informa-

tion being communicated on Twitter or the relative contributions 

of different accounts. Fourth, Twitter users sometimes followed 

“lists” of Twitter accounts followed by others. This allowed a user 

to follow another user’s list of curated accounts, which could have 

been either public or private. Our analysis did not account for this. 

Finally, our study focused on Twitter and our results were only 

generalizable to this social media platform. 

CONCLUSIONS
Improving the translation and dissemination of health policy 

and health service research is essential to achieving evidence-

influenced policy making. Social media represents a highly touted 

opportunity to communicate research evidence. However, it does 

not appear to circumvent the traditional news media as an impor-

tant intermediary that provides information to policy makers.28 

As academic researchers and institutions use social media to dis-

seminate research, our findings suggest that they should focus 

their communication strategies on news media targets if the goal 

is to reach networks policy makers already use. 
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