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Whereas the preponderance of studies on public appeals evaluates their impacts on mass public opinion, 
we investigate behavioral responses—in particular, the willingness of donors to contribute to candidates for 
public of!ce. As appeals, we identify and code the online messages from all 2018 candidates for Congress, 
winners and losers alike, about both Donald Trump himself and his signature policy initiative, immigration 
reform; and as behavioral responses, we track candidates’ daily itemized fundraising totals. What Republican 
candidates for Congress say about Trump, we !nd, bears signi!cantly on their ability to raise money. In the 
immediate aftermath of complimenting the president, Republicans secured a modest increase in fundraising; 
when they criticized him, however, they promptly suffered a substantial decline. We do not observe comparable 
evidence for Democratic candidates. Our !ndings are robust to a wide variety of measurement and modeling 
strategies, and expand our understanding of the political stakes of public appeals.

Keywords: public appeals, interbranch messaging, social media, campaign fundraising, congressional  
elections

When presidents and members of Congress speak, who listens? And what changes as a re-
sult? Substantial bodies of research evaluate the efficacy of public appeals (for reviews on 
the relevant presidency literature, see Edwards 2009; Eshbaugh-Soha 2016; Eshbaugh-
Soha and Collins 2015). Nearly without exception, these studies assess the effects of what 
political elites say on the contents of mass public opinion, with some reporting modestly 
positive evaluations (see, e.g., Barrett 2004; Brace and Hinckley 1992; Cavari 2013), 
others highlighting the possibility of a backlash (Cameron and Park 2011; Lee 2008), 
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and many more reporting null effects (Edwards 2003; 2009; Franco, Grimmer, and Lim 
2018; Simon and Ostrom 1989).

The intended audience of at least some public appeals, however, may not be the 
general public. And the intended purpose may have very little to do with persuasion. 
Rather, these appeals may be directed to specific groups with an eye toward altering not 
thought but behavior. In the context of a political campaign, the relevant audience for 
some elite appeals may consist of the most politically engaged American citizens and the 
relevant outcome may concern their willingness to donate.

To investigate such possibilities, we identified every instance in which a candidate 
for Congress in 2018 either retweeted Donald Trump or posted a message on Twitter or 
Facebook that addressed Trump’s signature policy initiative, immigration reform. We 
then hand-coded these appeals to identify the subset that clearly supported or opposed 
the president. Using Federal Election Commission (FEC) data on campaign donations, 
we subsequently estimated a series of fixed effects models that leverage within-candidate, 
within-day changes in fundraising to gauge behavioral consequences of public appeals.

Our findings reveal an interesting asymmetry. In the immediate aftermath of com-
plimenting the president, Republican candidates experience a slight increase in campaign 
fundraising. But when these same members speak out against Trump, their fundraising 
drops precipitously—at least in the short term. Among Democratic candidates, however, 
the consequences of online appeals are not nearly so clear. Though some models yield 
statistically significant correlations between messaging and campaign donations, these re-
sults tend to be sporadic and fragile. In the main, we do not observe any clear or consistent 
evidence that Democratic appeals on Trump meaningfully bear upon their fundraising.

The models estimated in this article isolate the short-term effects of a specific class 
of public appeals on candidate fundraising within the context of a single electoral cycle. 
As a consequence, it is difficult to know whether the findings on offer mask other, lon-
ger-term, and possibly cumulative effects of Democratic appeals, or whether they speak 
to general differences between the two parties. What is clear, though, is that even some 
of the shortest and most targeted of public appeals—direct messages sent to online fol-
lowers—can have important behavioral consequences for at least some potential donors.

We proceed as follows. The first section characterizes the relevant literatures on public 
appeals and congressional elections, and the subsequent two sections summarize our data 
and describe general patterns of congressional appeals about the president. We then present 
our identification strategy, the results it yields, and a variety of extensions and robustness 
checks. The final sections discuss possible interpretations of our findings and conclude.

Literature Review

Two broad literatures motivate the empirical investigations in this article. One fo-
cuses on the ef!cacy of appeals made by presidents and legislators to the American public; 
the other investigates the politics of congressional campaigns. In this section, we review 
each and characterize how its insights inform the analyses that follow.
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Scholars of the presidency have long recognized how presidents communicate with 
the American public (Kernell 1986; Tulis 1987). The significance of such communica-
tions, though, is a matter of ongoing dispute. Some studies present evidence that pres-
idential appeals have the potential to reshape the contents of public opinion (see, e.g., 
Cavari 2013). The preponderance of evidence on offer, however, suggests that the ac-
tual capacity of presidents to successfully break through the din of media chatter and 
voter indifference and thereby alter public opinion is either limited in scope (see, e.g., 
Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2011; Rottinghaus 2010) or altogether nonexistent (Edwards 
2003; 2009; Franco, Grimmer, and Lim 2018; Simon and Ostrom 1989).

Presidents, however, hardly hold monopoly rights on public appeals. From Fenno 
(1978) to Grimmer (2013), congressional scholars have documented the ways in which 
legislators invest time and resources to communicate with their constituencies (see also 
Grimmer, Westwood, and Messing 2014; Lipinski 2004; Quinn et al. 2010; Yiannakis 
1982). Some of this literature is purely descriptive in nature, seeking to characterize, 
for instance, differences in congressional speeches between the two major parties (e.g., 
Gentzkow, Shapiro, and Taddy 2019). A handful of studies, however, examine the efficacy 
of these appeals. And like the work on presidential appeals, these studies investigate the 
effects of congressional appeals on various aspects of voters’ opinions about their represen-
tatives, such as name recognition (Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987) and impressions of 
influence (see Grimmer, Westwood, and Messing 2014, chapters 4 and 5).

Whether its protagonist is a president or legislator, however, all of this research fo-
cuses on incumbent politicians and their efforts to persuade the public either about their 
own individual merits or those of the policies they support when governing. Three features 
of these literatures, as such, warrant some discussion. First, the preponderance of studies 
focus on the dyadic relationship between a politician and her constituents. The presiden-
tial appeals literature focuses on the interaction between presidents and their national 
audience, and the congressional appeals literature emphasizes communication between a 
representative and her constituents. But the exchange of messages between presidents and 
legislators receives very little attention by either. To be sure, some experiential work inves-
tigates how mass opinion is formed and altered by the competing political messages sent 
by the president and Congress (Chong and Druckman 2010; Howell and Kriner 2013; 
Lupia 1994). And more recent scholarship documents the intermittent willingness of 
members of Congress to either affirm, oppose, or keep silent in the aftermath of presiden-
tial appeals (Fu 2020). Outside of these exceptions, however, the dynamic and contested 
nature of interbranch appeals receives very little systematic attention.

Second, none of the existing scholarship assesses the impacts of presidential or con-
gressional appeals on outcomes among the general public, apart from changes in opin-
ion.1 Though scholars have taken an increasingly expansive view of public opinion (see, 
e.g., Howell, Porter, and Wood 2020), it is what people think, and not what people do, 
that captures the attention of scholars trying to assess the efficacy of public appeals. As a 
consequence, the downstream behavioral outcomes of public appeals remain unexam-
ined—even as certain kinds of appeals, particularly those issued over social media, are not 

1. Of course, a substantial body of work assesses the effects of public appeals on the behavior of 
elected officials (see, e.g., Canes-Wrone 2006).
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even intended to change mass public opinion. Rather, by political strategists’ own ac-
counting, at least some of these appeals are meant to attract prospective donors. As 
Vincent Harris, a digital strategist for Senator Rand Paul’s (R-KY) campaign, notes, 
“Twitter has been a successful avenue of fundraising for campaigns” (Bykowicz 2015). 
Especially since teaming up with mobile payment companies like Square, say others, 
“Twitter becomes much more attractive to candidates because it’s an easy way to generate 
campaign dollars” (Wagner 2015). Public appeals on this platform are not intended to 
sway mass public opinion. Rather, their primary purpose, say some users, is to raise money 
in the context of a campaign.

This leads to the third feature of the existing research on public appeals: the vast 
majority of studies on the subject focus exclusively on the actions of incumbent poli-
ticians in office. Generally, the background setting in which appeals are made is a bill 
under formal consideration or unilateral directive requiring public justification. None of 
this research, however, accounts for the public appeals of competing candidates—incum-
bents and challengers alike—in an electoral setting.

This is not to say that the dynamics of congressional campaigns have been altogether 
ignored. To the contrary, a substantial body of scholarship investigates the dynamics of po-
litical campaigns, wherein Fenno famously noted, “our representative form of government 
begins and ends” (1996, 9). And much of this research evaluates various aspects of the 
communication strategies of competing candidates. Important work, for instance, has been 
conducted on position taking (Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 2001; Burden 2004), 
issue ownership (Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996), and the politics of “going neg-
ative” (Druckman, Kifer, and Parkin 2010). The rhetorical strategies candidates employ, 
of course, further depend upon the structural positions they assume within a race. And so, 
scholars have shown, a candidate’s status as incumbent or challenger informs numerous 
aspects of her campaign behavior (Jacobson 2004, 91–98; Trent and Friedenberg 2008), as 
does the competitiveness of the race itself (Kahn and Kenney 2004).

Like the presidential and congressional literatures on public appeals, however, 
scholarship on public appeals within the context of congressional campaigns tends to 
focus on the ability of candidates to change public opinion. Persuasion—whether by 
reference to the content of a political opinion or its salience—is the presumed objective 
of campaign messaging. By integrating and extending prior work on the subject, for 
instance, Druckman, Kifer, and Parkin (2009) stipulate that a major purpose of cam-
paign communication is to shape the relevant criteria on which voters form their opin-
ions toward candidates. They draw supporting evidence on this point from a rich public 
opinion literature, including research on priming (Miller and Krosnick 1996), heuristics 
(Riker 1996), and political polling (Druckman, Jacobs, and Ostermeier 2004; Jacobs and 
Shapiro 1994). Here again, the behavioral consequences of candidate appeals—their will-
ingness to canvass on behalf of candidates, join their campaigns, or donate—receive con-
siderably less scholarly attention (but for exceptions, see Minozzi et al. 2015; Valenzuela 
and Michelson 2016).

There is, of course, a modest literature on campaign fundraising (see, e.g., Squire 
1995; Stratmann 2005). And this literature has done a nice job of documenting changes 
to the federal campaign finance system that, scholars recognize, have generated huge 



THE BEHAVIORAL CONSEQUENCES OF PUBLIC APPEALS | 329

windfalls in campaign spending from political action committees (PACs; Denzau and 
Munger 1986; Fouirnaies and Hall 2014; Kolodny 2011). A variety of scholars also have 
sought to clarify the various benefits such spending ostensibly purchases, whether it be 
votes, access, or something altogether different (Li 2018; Powell and Grimmer 2016; 
Romer and Snyder 1994). Scholars also have paid attention to the behaviors of indi-
vidual donors, who are more ideologically extreme and tend to give money to ideolog-
ically aligned candidates in congressional and presidential races (Barber, Canes-Wrone, 
and Thrower 2017; 2019; Hill and Huber 2017). This literature, however, has less to 
say about the strategic appeals that candidates for office issue in their ongoing efforts to 
fundraise. The possibility that what candidates raise in funds depends on what they say 
in public remains unexamined.

Data

To investigate the relationship between congressional candidates’ public communi-
cations and fundraising, we rely on three types of data: (1) originally collected and coded 
social media posts from Twitter and Facebook; (2) information on congressional candi-
dates’ political backgrounds and the districts they represent; and (3) raw FEC donations, 
with itemized political contributions compiled by Adam Bonica (2018). In this section, 
we summarize each of these three data sources.

As social media data, we collected all 875,261 tweets and 194,346 Facebook mes-
sages posted by the 1,260 candidates running for a seat in Congress between January 1 
and election day in 2018. Candidates include 1,134 individuals running for the House 
of Representatives and 126 individuals running for the Senate. In total, 396 were incum-
bents, 700 were challengers, and the remaining 84 competed in open races.

To identify the messages that specifically related to the president, we culled the 
aggregated data in two ways. First, we identified all retweets of messages from Donald 
Trump’s Twitter account (@realDonaldTrump), some of which included comments from 
the congressional candidate (N = 3,091), and some of which did not (N = 1,938). We 
then hand-coded these retweets to identify the subset that clearly supported or opposed 
Trump. All retweets without comment were coded as support; the remainder were coded 
according to the valence of their accompanying comments. Supportive retweets with 
comments reiterated or praised a component of Trump’s original tweet. Opposing retweets 
admonished or dismissed a component of Trump’s tweet.2 Retweets that had no clear 
valence were excluded from the analysis.

2. As an example of a supportive retweet with comment, Rep. Daniel Donovan (R-NY11) noted: 
“President Trump got done what others couldn’t. I was proud to support this important legislation that will 
empower Americans & save lives. http://t.co/B1FIx BPqrc.” An illustrative example of an opposing retweet 
comes from Amy McGrath (D-KY), who posted, “When will Republicans in office stand up to this president 
when they know he is wrong? When? #CountryoverParty http://t.co/iMnxs 3WoTE.” The vast majority of 
messages were overwhelmingly positive or negative in their orientation. For the handful of cases that in-
cluded both supporting and opposing sentiments, we coded the message according to its dominant valence.

//t.co/B1FIxBPqrc://t.co/B1FIxBPqrc.
//t.co/iMnxs3WoTE://t.co/iMnxs3WoTE
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The second subset of messages focused on Trump’s signature policy issue: immigra-
tion. Using keyword searches,3 we identified 4,551 tweets and 3,142 Facebook posts on 
immigration policy. We then hand-coded each of these messages according to its support 
for or opposition to Trump’s position on the issue. In this instance, the relevant reference 
was Trump’s immigration policy, and not immigration per se. Supporting statements, 
therefore, praised or promoted some aspect of Trump’s immigration policy. Opposing 
statements, by contrast, either criticized or outright rejected Trump’s immigration pol-
icy.4 Here again, messages that lacked a clear valence were omitted from the analysis.

Following conventions in the congressional elections literature (Canes-Wrone, 
Brady, and Cogan 2002; Jacobson 2004), we also gathered political information about 
each candidate. We categorized each candidate as Democratic, Republican, or member 
of a third party. As our measure of ideology, we collected each candidate’s campaign fi-
nance (CF) score (Bonica 2014), which is estimated from patterns of donations, and hence 
is available for winning and losing candidates alike. We also gathered information on 
Trump’s two-party vote share in the 2016 presidential election in the district or state that 
each candidate sought to represent.

For donations, we rely on the FEC’s raw database with itemized political contribu-
tions. Each observation is a donation record that identifies its date of receipt, amount, and 
information about the recipient and contributor. With these data, we generated a candi-
date-by-day donation panel, which can be further disaggregated into individual and PAC 
donors and according to in-state and out-of-state donations.5

Patterns of Social Media Appeals on Trump

In total, 774 congressional candidates (or 60% of the sample) retweeted at least 
one of Trump’s tweets during the 11  months leading up to the election. Of these 
retweets, 2,456 supported Trump and 1,950 opposed him. Unsurprisingly, patterns of 

3. Keywords include “immigration,” “immigrant,” “border,” “wall,” “illegal,” “undocumented,” 
“caravan,” “daca,” or “dreamer”; and “trump,” “president,” or “potus.” All messages were preprocessed into 
lowercase.

4. As an example of a supportive message on Trump’s immigration policy, Rep. Vern Buchanan  
(R-FL16) tweeted: “The President did the right thing by signing an executive order to keep families together 
at the border. Children should not be separated from their parents. We can still enforce the laws and secure 
the border without causing undue hardship to young children.” An example of an opposing message on  
immigration comes from Rep. Bill Foster (D-IL11), who issued a Facebook post: “This announcement is an-
other example of the President’s attempt to walk away from the principles that made this country great and 
to instill fear in the immigrant community and the individuals who lawfully seek asylum in our country.”

5. From the outset, it is important to recognize one limitation of the donation data. In the FEC raw 
data, the donation date is actually “the date of receipt,” which is the date the candidate, the campaign com-
mittee, or an agent acting on their behalf actually received the contribution. (See “Federal Election 
Commission Campaign Guide: Congressional Candidates and Committees,” June 2014, https://www.fec.
gov/resou rces/cms-conte nt/docum ents/candg ui.pdf#page=32.) The date of receipt is distinct from the date a 
contribution is made, which is when the contributor relinquished control over the contribution by either 
delivering or mailing it to the candidate, the committee, or their agent. We are not able to distinguish the 
contributions that are made online, for which the dates of disbursement and receipt should be identical, from 
those made through traditional mail, which may incur some delay. Given that most donations are made 
during the week, however, we expect such delays will be relatively small.

//www.fec.gov/resources/cms-content/documents/candgui.pdf://www.fec.gov/resources/cms-content/documents/candgui.pdf%23page=32
//www.fec.gov/resources/cms-content/documents/candgui.pdf://www.fec.gov/resources/cms-content/documents/candgui.pdf%23page=32
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retweeting overwhelmingly fell along party lines: the lion’s share of support came from 
Republican candidates, and almost all opposition came from Democratic candidates. 
Among Democrats, 2.7% of retweets were positive and 97.3% were negative. Among 
Republicans, by contrast, 99.1% were positive, and just 0.9% were negative.

Similar patterns are observed in candidates’ immigration appeals. In total, 642 can-
didates (or 51% of the sample) issued at least one tweet or Facebook message on Trump’s 
immigration policy. Of these messages, 5,812 criticized Trump’s policy and 1,408 sup-
ported some aspect of it. Here again, the distribution of negative and positive messages 
broke almost exclusively along partisan lines, with the preponderance of negative messages 
coming from Democratic candidates, and Republicans furnishing most positive messages.

Figure 1 tracks the average daily volume of Republican and Democratic public 
appeals over the course of the election year. At a reasonably steady rate, both parties 
retweeted Trump throughout the period of investigation. In the final month of the elec-
tion season, Republicans ratcheted up their retweets, whereas Democrats held steady. Over 
the course of the entire time series, though, spikes in appeals from one or another party 
can be detected, as on May 10 when Trump tweeted, “On behalf of the American people, 
WELCOME HOME” and included a video of the triumphant return of three Americans 
released by North Korea, a message that was retweeted by numerous Republican candi-
dates; or on September 13, when Trump tweeted, “3,000 people did not die in the two 
hurricanes that hit Puerto Rico. When I left the Island, AFTER the storm had hit, they 
had anywhere from 6 to 18 deaths,” a message that drew harsh criticism from Democratic 
candidates for misreporting the actual number of Hurricane Maria casualties.

Patterns of Republican and Democratic candidates’ appeals on immigration look 
somewhat different. As can be seen in the lower panel of Figure 1, Democratic can-
didates persistently issued more appeals on immigration than did Republicans. Across 
the two parties, however, the daily average volumes of these appeals track one another 
reasonably closely. On many of those days when Democratic candidates issued a large 
number of messages on immigration, their Republican rivals followed suit. For instance, 
the biggest spike of congressional responses comes on June 20, when Trump signed an 
executive order on family separation, which drew more than 150 opposing messages from 
Democratic candidates and more than 60 supporting messages from Republicans.

Figure 2 shows how the valences of congressional appeals correspond with Trump’s 
vote share in a candidate’s district or state in the 2016 presidential elections and with the 
candidate’s ideology. In each panel, observations represent a summary measure of each 
candidate’s messaging behavior. The y-axis in each plot indicates the percentage of a can-
didate’s messages that either support or oppose Trump himself (column A) or his immi-
gration policy (column B).6 The x-axis of each row represents Trump’s 2016 vote share 
(row 1) or a measure of candidate ideology (row 2). In all panels, larger dots indicate more 
messages sent, smaller dots indicate fewer, and those candidates who did not issue any 
pertinent messages are excluded from the analysis. Separate nonparametric locally esti-
mated scatterplot smoothing (LOESS) is performed for each party, with observations 
weighted by the number of messages.

6. We measure candidates’ attitudes toward Trump as follows: (Number of Positive Messages – 
Number of Negative Messages) / (Number of Positive Messages + Number of Negative Messages).
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Interestingly, we see persistently flat fit lines for candidates from both par-
ties, regardless of Trump’s past performance in their districts or states or their ideol-
ogy. Regardless of how Trump performed in the last election, Republican candidates 
for Congress supported Trump when retweeting him. Similarly, we do not observe any 
meaningful intraparty variation in retweeting behavior among candidates with different 
ideologies. Liberal Republicans are no more likely to criticize Trump than are conserva-
tive Republicans, and likewise for Democrats.

The results shift somewhat when surveying candidates’ appeals on immigration. 
Republican candidates from districts and states in which Trump performed poorly in 
the 2016 elections were less likely to support Trump’s immigration policy; and those 
Democratic candidates who posted supportive messages about Trump’s immigration pol-
icy tended to come from jurisdictions in which Trump performed relatively well in the 

FIGURE 1. Daily Candidate’s Messaging Behavior in the 2018 Midterm Election.
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previous presidential election. Among moderate Republicans, meanwhile, we find some 
evidence of partisan convergence; though here again, the trend among Democrats appears 
altogether flat.

Expectations

How should a candidate’s online appeals affect her short-term fundraising? Much, 
of course, depends upon the underlying interests and motivations of her prospective 

FIGURE 2. How Partisanship, Electoral Connection, and Ideology Map into Candidates’ Trump-
Related Appeals. 
Note: Black solid dots identify candidates from the Democratic Party, and gray hollow squares identify 
candidates from the Republican Party. The size of each dot or square re#ects the number of messages sent. 
Smooth !t lines are drawn by locally estimated scatterplot smoothing, weighted by number of messages. In 
row 1, the x-axis represents Trump’s two-party vote share in the 2016 presidential election in the political 
jurisdiction in which the candidate seeks of!ce. In row 2, the x-axis is each candidate’s campaign !nance 
score.
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donors, which we do not directly observe. We can, however, offer some reasonable in-
ferences about them. During the 2018 congressional elections, we suggest, Republican 
donors were principally concerned with maintaining their party’s unity and strength. For 
them, keeping the party intact and in power constituted the immediate goal of the mid-
term elections. As Brad Todd, a GOP consultant, notes, “Strategically, it’s a no brainer. 
The President has a brand that transcends the party. A pro-Trump message has ‘no down-
side’ among partisan GOP voters, and is pure ‘upside’ for that part of the Trump vote 
that is skeptical of both parties” (Gilbert 2018). Democratic donors, meanwhile, stood 
squarely opposed to the interests of Republicans. For Democrats, the core objective of the 
midterm elections was to take back one or both chambers of Congress. And to do that, 
they needed to highlight the many offenses and failures of the sitting president (see, e.g., 
Hook 2017).

From this general characterization of donor interests, reasonably clear expectations 
follow about the behavioral consequences of public appeals. Republican candidates who 
come out and support their president and his policies ought to be rewarded by their donor 
base. But when Republican candidates criticize their party’s leader, and thereby open rifts 
within their party’s ranks, punishments should swiftly follow. Democratic donors, mean-
while, ought to respond in an entirely complementary fashion. For them, criticisms of 
Trump warrant heightened financial support, whereas statements of support demand the 
withholding of funds. And provided punishments and rewards are administered within, 
but not across, party lines,7 the aggregate effects of public appeals should follow directly 
from the expected changes in donation patterns among a candidate’s copartisan 
followers.

Empirical Strategy

To estimate the relationship between congressional candidates’ appeals and fund-
raising, we exploit within-candidate daily variation in donations. Our panel consists of 
all Democratic and Republican candidates through the primaries and general elections. 
(Third-party candidates are excluded from the analysis.) Individuals are tracked as long 
as they remain active candidates either for their party’s nomination (during the primary 
elections) or the congressional seat (during the general election). The !nal data set consists 

7. For several reasons, we think this supposition is likely. To begin, the bulk of communication 
within our sample occurs within parties. On Twitter and Facebook, Republican constituents (and potential 
donors) tend to follow Republican candidates, just as Democrats follow Democrats. As a result, most constit-
uents do not even receive the messages sent by candidates from the opposing party. For the small number who 
do, meanwhile, changes in donation patterns are likely to be quite constrained. It is possible, of course, that 
some donors may be prompted to give even more to their preferred candidate after reading a particularly 
troubling message from her opponent. Given the general patterns of campaign fundraising, however, these 
donors are unlikely to be prompted to give across party lines (see also Barber, Canes-Wrone, and Thrower 
2017; Hill and Huber 2017). Those entities and individuals who make a habit of supporting both Democrats 
and Republicans, such as corporate PACs seeking access or influence to whomever wins office, are unlikely to 
be especially concerned about the content of online appeals (Li 2018). For all of these reasons, then, variation 
in fundraising that is associated with public appeals is likely to depend upon the changes in behavior of co-
partisan donors.
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of an 11-month unbalanced panel of daily appeals and fundraising for every congressional 
candidate from a major party during the 2018 midterm elections.

We use a generalized differences-in-differences design to estimate the degree to 
which daily donations correspond with congressional candidates’ messages about Trump. 
Specifically, we estimate the following models:

where the dependent variable in both is the amount of itemized donations received 
by candidate i on day t. Because the distribution of receipts is right-skewed, we take the 
natural log of donation receipts. Given the nonindependence of observations within con-
gressional races, we cluster at the race level.

In model (1), we include candidate fixed effects, !i, in order to control for observed 
and unobserved time-invariant attributes that may affect candidate fundraising. To ac-
count for time trends, we also include day fixed effects, !t. In model (2), !t×party×state rep-
resents a vector of day-by-party-by-state fixed effects, which account for the possibility 
that donations received by candidates in different parties and in different states may track 
different time trends. Both fixed effects structures account for secular trends in campaign 
donations that, as Figure 3 shows, reveal consistent and significant declines on weekends, 
spikes at the end of each quarter, and marked increases during the final 2 months of the 
campaign.

Support and Oppose indicate the daily number of retweets issued by a candidate that 
either support or oppose Trump; or, in separate models, the daily number of tweets and 

(1)
log

(

Receiptsi,t+1
)

=!i+"t+!1Supporti,t−k+!2Supporti,t−k×Partyi+!3Opposei,t−k

+!4Opposei,t−k×Partyi+#i,t

(2)

log
(

Receiptsi,t+1
)

=!i+"t×party×state+!1Supporti,t−k+!2Supporti,t−k×Partyi+!3Opposei,t−k

+!4Opposei,t−k×Partyi+#i,t

FIGURE 3. Average Daily Candidates’ Fundraising in the 2018 Midterm Election.
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Facebook posts that support or oppose Trump’s immigration policy. Because these mes-
sages can be expected to have different effects for Republican and Democratic candidates, 
we interact Support and Oppose with candidates’ partisanship indicator, Party, which equals 
1 if a candidate is Democratic and 0 if Republican. The constitutive term Party is sub-
sumed by the candidate fixed effects. For convenience of comparison and clarity of presen-
tation, we present separate estimates by party and message valence. Thus, in the following 
results section, our four independent variables are denoted as Support by Republican, Support 
by Democrat, Oppose by Republican, and Oppose by Democrat.8

The salience of Trump-related messages might reasonably endure for a couple of 
days, so we add lags in the model. Each ! represents a vector of coefficients for the inde-
pendent variable and its lags, denoted by the subscript t−k. Here, k = 0, 1, 2, or 3, and 
so our models include a contemporaneous measure of candidate messaging as well as 
1-day, 2-day, and 3-day lags.9 We purposefully include different lags in the same regres-
sion, instead of running them separately, in order to mitigate inference problems associ-
ated with overlapping effects.

Main Results

Table 1 reports our main results. Columns (1) and (2) display the results for can-
didates’ retweets of Trump, and columns (3) and (4) show the results for immigration 
messages. Odd columns include candidate and day !xed effects, as in Equation (1); even 
columns present results from the more restrictive candidate and day-by-party-by-state 
!xed effects models, as in Equation (2).

We find no evidence that Democratic candidates’ propensities to support or oppose 
the president correlate with their ability to fundraise. Regardless of whether Democratic 
candidates support or oppose Trump himself or his immigration policy, we recover con-
sistently null results. Given the differential propensities of Democratic candidates to 
send messages of support and opposition to the president, the results associated with 
Democratic support are less precisely estimated than those associated with Democratic 
opposition. None, however, even approach standard thresholds of statistical significance.

Among Republican candidates for Congress, by contrast, we do find evidence of a 
meaningful relationship between public appeals and short-term fundraising. Republican 
candidates who praised Trump in their retweets of him raised significantly more money—
on the order of 11% to 16%—both that day and the one that followed. Those candidates 
who sent messages that supported Trump’s immigration policies raised 14% to 17% 
more money two days later. We also find some evidence of costs associated with criti-
cizing the president. Three days after criticizing Trump in a retweet and one day after 

8. For example, if Candidate A, who is a Republican, has two positive retweets about Trump and zero 
negative retweets on a day, the main variables of interest here for this observation are Support by Rep = 2, 
Support by Dem = 0, Oppose by Rep = 0, and Oppose by Dem = 0.

9. To account for anticipatory effects of messages on fundraising, in our extensions we add an equiv-
alent set of leads to the model.



THE BEHAVIORAL CONSEQUENCES OF PUBLIC APPEALS | 337

TA
B

LE
 1

  
Es

ti
m

at
ed

 E
ff

ec
ts

 o
f C

an
di

da
te

s’
 O

nl
in

e 
A

pp
ea

ls
 o

n 
Fu

nd
ra

is
in

g

 

D
ep

en
de

nt
 V

ar
ia

bl
e: 

Lo
g 

D
ai

ly
 R

ece
ip

ts

R
etw

eet
 @

re
al

D
on

al
dT

ru
m

p
Tr

um
p’s

 I
m

m
ig

ra
tio

n 
Po

lic
y

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

Su
pp

or
t 

by
 R

ep
0.

16
5*

**
(0

.0
48

)
0.

11
6*

 (0
.0

47
)

0.
25

1*
**

 (0
.0

71
)

0.
17

3*
 (0

.0
87

)
La

g 
1

0.
16

9*
* 

(0
.0

55
)

0.
14

1*
 (0

.0
59

)
0.

11
6 

(0
.0

74
)

0.
06

1 
(0

.0
80

)
La

g 
2

−
0.

02
1 

(0
.0

44
)

−
0.

01
6 

(0
.0

46
)

0.
16

0*
* 

(0
.0

62
)

0.
14

2*
 (0

.0
71

)
La

g 
3

−
0.

04
4 

(0
.0

48
)

−
0.

01
0 

(0
.0

53
)

−
0.

00
8 

(0
.0

65
)

0.
02

0 
(0

.0
64

)
Su

pp
or

t 
by

 D
em

−
0.

03
0 

(0
.2

20
)

0.
13

7 
(0

.2
62

)
0.

43
9 

(0
.4

10
)

0.
94

3 
(0

.5
73

)
La

g 
1

0.
05

5 
(0

.2
59

)
0.

03
7 

(0
.2

90
)

0.
26

5 
(0

.3
79

)
0.

37
8 

(0
.4

57
)

La
g 

2
−

0.
17

0 
(0

.2
77

)
−

0.
24

4 
(0

.3
11

)
0.

22
5 

(0
.3

99
)

0.
41

3 
(0

.4
68

)
La

g 
3

−
0.

41
8 

(0
.4

50
)

−
0.

61
4 

(0
.4

81
)

−
0.

02
3 

(0
.3

73
)

0.
17

7 
(0

.4
53

)
O

pp
os

e 
by

 R
ep

0.
36

7 
(0

.7
89

)
0.

02
7 

(0
.7

22
)

0.
91

8 
(0

.4
77

)
0.

86
6 

(0
.4

73
)

La
g 

1
−

0.
67

6 
(0

.5
04

)
−

0.
74

9 
(0

.5
92

)
−

1.
19

8*
* 

(0
.3

83
)

−
1.

07
1*

* 
(0

.3
72

)
La

g 
2

−
0.

56
7 

(0
.5

33
)

−
0.

44
0 

(0
.5

40
)

−
0.

32
8 

(0
.3

95
)

−
0.

38
1 

(0
.3

92
)

La
g 

3
−

0.
98

6*
 (0

.4
71

)
−

1.
64

6*
**

(0
.4

00
)

0.
71

6 
(0

.3
73

)
0.

48
2 

(0
.3

75
)

O
pp

os
e 

by
 D

em
−

0.
06

2 
(0

.0
53

)
−

0.
07

1 
(0

.0
56

)
−

0.
00

4 
(0

.0
34

)
−

0.
00

4 
(0

.0
35

)
La

g 
1

−
0.

06
0 

(0
.0

68
)

−
0.

05
9 

(0
.0

70
)

0.
06

1 
(0

.0
35

)
0.

05
6 

(0
.0

33
)

La
g 

2
−

0.
00

0 
(0

.0
58

)
−

0.
03

3 
(0

.0
61

)
0.

02
2 

(0
.0

29
)

−
0.

01
9 

(0
.0

29
)

La
g 

3
−

0.
10

4*
 (0

.0
52

)
−

0.
13

0*
 (0

.0
56

)
0.

04
1 

(0
.0

34
)

−
0.

01
3 

(0
.0

33
)

Fi
xe

d 
Ef

fe
ct

s
D

ay
, C

an
di

da
te

D
ay

 ×
 P

ar
ty

 ×
 S

ta
te

, C
an

di
da

te
D

ay
, C

an
di

da
te

D
ay

 ×
 P

ar
ty

 ×
 S

ta
te

, C
an

di
da

te
O

bs
er

va
ti

on
s

28
9,

69
6

28
9,

69
6

28
9,

69
6

28
9,

69
6

R
2

.5
50

.6
14

.5
50

.6
14

N
ot

e: 
St

an
da

rd
 e

rr
or

s 
ar

e 
cl

us
te

re
d 

by
 c

on
gr

es
si

on
al

 r
ac

e.
*p

 <
 .0

5;
 *

*p
 <

 .0
1;

 *
**

p 
<

 .0
01

.



338 | FU AND HOWELL

sending a message that opposed the president’s immigration policy, Republican candi-
dates registered statistically significant decreases in fundraising. The magnitude of these 
declines, what is more, is roughly 5 to 10 times as large as the gains observed for online 
appeals that supported the president.

Substantively, we know from our data that the average daily donations received by 
a Republican candidate is around $5,000, as shown in Table S1 in the supporting infor-
mation. The positive reward associated with standing by the president, as such, is $500 
to $800, whereas the magnitude of the punishment associated with opposing him is more 
than $2,500. Given that most individual donors contribute less than $200,10 the effects 
we find on fundraising are nontrivial.

Campaign contributions, of course, can come from very different donors, and the 
sensitivity of these different donors to candidates’ online appeals may systematically vary 
from one to another. We therefore reestimate our models after disaggregating overall funds 
into those that come from PACs and those that come from individuals. In so doing, we 
find that our main results associated with Republican online appeals are most pronounced 
for individual donations. Take a look at Table 2. Among Democrats, we find a couple 
of idiosyncratic correlations that are statistically significant, which is hardly surprising 
given the sheer number of quantities being estimated in our models. For the most part, 
though, we continue to observe null relationships. Among Republicans, however, the pos-
itive rewards associated with supporting Trump and his immigration policy, as well as the 
punishments associated with opposing the president, are most apparent among individual 
donors. With the exception of one negative and statistically significant correlation asso-
ciated with the three-day lag on opposition to a Trump tweet, all of the estimated cor-
relations of Republican online behavior and PAC donations are statistically insignificant.

We also reran our models after disaggregating donors into those who are from the 
same states in which candidates are running and those who reside in other states. As 
shown in Table 3, we find that our main effects for Republican candidates hold for both 
in-state donors and out-of-state donors. However, when Republican candidates issue 
appeals on immigration policy, the positive effects associated with supporting Trump 
largely come from the out-of-state donors, whereas the negative effect associated with 
criticizing Trump’s policy is primarily driven by in-state donors. When disaggregating 
the data in this way, we also observe some evidence that Democratic candidates who 
publicly oppose Trump’s immigration policy are rewarded the following day with more 
out-of-state donations.

Robustness Checks

Our main results are robust to a variety of alternative measurement and modeling 
speci!cations. First and foremost, our core !ndings hold when we add an equivalent set of 

10. Open Secrets, Center for Responsive Politics, offers helpful summaries of contribution patterns. For 
details, see https://www.opens ecrets.org/elect ions-overv iew/large -vs-small -donat ions?cycle =2018&type=M.

//www.opensecrets.org/elections-overview/large-vs-small-donations?cycle=2018&type=M://www.opensecrets.org/elections-overview/large-vs-small-donations?cycle=2018&type=M
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three-day leads of the key independent variable, which allow us to relax the parallel trends 
assumption in difference-in-difference estimators and thereby account for any anticipa-
tory effects associated with strategic appeals (see Table S2 in the supporting information). 
We have estimated models that vary the length of either the lags and leads included in the 
models (Table S3 in the supporting information). Rather than count the total number of 
positive and negative messages, we also have estimated models that simply note whether 
any such messages were posted on a given day (see Table S4 in the supporting informa-
tion). In all of these regressions, our main results appear largely unchanged.

Recognizing that candidates face different opponents and electorates in different 
stages of congressional elections, we also estimated separate models for the primaries and 
general elections (Table S5 in the supporting information). Here, the results differ some-
what. As before, we do not find any systematic association between Democratic candi-
dates’ messages on Trump and their fundraising, regardless of the stages of elections. For 
Republican candidates, however, the effects appear to be concentrated in the primary 
stages. In the general elections, the effects attenuate in magnitude, perhaps because of the 
truncated time series and restrictive fixed effects structure. We also note that the one 
aberrant finding regarding Republican criticisms of Trump is estimated on an extremely 
small number of observations.11

Congressional candidates, of course, send numerous tweets and post Facebook mes-
sages every week, and their general online presence may inform the willingness of donors 
to give to their campaigns. After controlling for the total number of other tweets sent 
by a candidate each day and its lags (see Table S6 in the supporting information), we find 
our main effects for Republican candidates still hold in the candidate and day fixed effects 
models, although they attenuate somewhat in models that include the more restrictive 
fixed effects structure. Interestingly, the coefficients associated with the total number of 
tweets are positive and statistically significant in the first period and then fade over time. 
Specifically, one additional tweet, regardless of its content, corresponds with a statisti-
cally significant 1.5% increase in fundraising on the same day that the message is sent, a 
0.4% increase the next day, and zero thereafter.

Our results also do not appear to be an artifact of a handful of outlier observations. 
We can observe in Figure 2 that donations reliably peak at the end of each quarter, when 
candidates push to increase their fundraising numbers and, by extension, their perceived 
electoral strength. We therefore reestimated the same models but excluded the final day 
of each quarter. As shown in Table S7 in the supporting information, our results are al-
most identical to the main results. The correlations between candidates’ online appeals 
and fundraising are hence pretty general throughout the campaign and election year, 
and they are not driven by big donation days.

Recall, finally, that we assume retweets of Trump without any comment constitute 
endorsements. And there is good reason to code the data thusly, as fully 99% of direct 
retweets come from Republican candidates for Congress. Nonetheless, when we restrict 

11. In the general stage of elections, we only observe four retweets with criticisms from just three 
Republican candidates (Adam Kinzinger, Ron J. Bassilian, and Justin Amash), all of whom were competing 
in swing districts.
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our analysis to the subset of retweets that explicitly comment on the content of Trump’s 
original tweet, we recover similar estimates. As shown in Table S8 in the supporting in-
formation, the positive effects are concentrated in the direct retweet subset, which is how 
Republican candidates overwhelmingly express their allegiance to Trump. The point es-
timates for Republican candidates’ retweets with positive comments are similar in mag-
nitude but, given the smaller number of observations, are less precisely estimated. Given 
their considerably larger magnitude, the negative effects for Republicans who criticize 
Trump in their retweets are statistically significant. Interestingly, when disaggregating 
the data in this way, we also observe some evidence that Democrats received fewer dona-
tions two days after directly retweeting Trump.

Discussion

The !ndings presented here reveal a general and unexpected asymmetry between 
the two parties. When examining the immediate effects of individual appeals on candi-
date fundraising, we consistently observe signi!cant correlations among Republicans. 
These effects, moreover, reliably conform to the content of the appeals: praise of Trump 
and his policies elicit small increases in fundraising, whereas opposition comes at a steep 
cost. We do not observe any consistent relationship, however, between the patterns of 
Democratic messaging and candidate fundraising.

What should we make of these findings? It is possible, of course, that they speak 
to certain limitations of our research design. Given the volume and rapidity of online 
appeals and the complexity of the larger political communication environment, our abil-
ity to estimate causal effects—if available at all—is confined to individual tweets and 
Facebook messages over relatively short periods of time. Perhaps multiple messages sent 
over longer periods of time ultimately convince some donors to give (when they otherwise 
would not) or to conserve (when they otherwise would give). The null results reported 
here, therefore, may belie cumulative effects associated with candidates’ social media ac-
tivities. It is possible, for instance, that Democrats’ appeals alter fundraising patterns 
outside of the narrow three-day window we consider. It also is possible that the accumu-
lation of multiple messages informs the willingness of Democratic donors to contribute 
to congressional candidates. All that we can say, just now, is that we find very little 
evidence that individual online appeals issued by Democratic candidates for Congress 
affected their immediate ability to raise money for their campaigns.

The study’s sample frame may also be a contributing factor. Notice that all of the 
tweets and Facebook messages that we examine directly implicate either Trump him-
self or his signature policy priority, immigration. They come at a time, moreover, when 
Trump had assumed the mantle of party leader in the face of widespread and acute crit-
icism—from Democrats, of course, but also from significant portions of the media, cul-
tural elites, foreign nations, and plenty more political opponents. The findings here, 
therefore, may reflect a larger insistence that Republicans close ranks behind their be-
leaguered president. To do their part, Republican donors doled out minor rewards for 
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Republican candidates who praised the president, and they administered harsher punish-
ments to those who dared cross him. In less turbulent times, perhaps, Republican donors 
may assume a more accommodating posture toward candidate communications.

It is also possible, though, that we have uncovered patterns that do in fact apply 
more broadly, and that speak to the more general efforts of each party to maintain dis-
cipline within its ranks. Democratic donors, for their part, may not have seen public 
appeals on Trump as a litmus test for financial giving. For them, allegiance to differ-
ent political paragons—say, Nancy Pelosi or Barack Obama—may have mattered more. 
Minor acts of political heresy, under this telling, depend upon the subject under question. 
When it concerns one of your own, attention—and with it, consequences—spikes. But 
across party lines, the lines of accountability may blur.

With the sample of public appeals before us here, we cannot distinguish among 
these various explanations. Future research, however, should be well positioned to do so. 
By collecting and coding additional online appeals about subjects beyond Trump, and by 
tracking the patterns of social media communication during other elections, we may gain 
further insight into how the patterns of results documented here map onto larger political 
strategies. And we have good reason to conduct this research. Rather than being scripted 
exercises of campaign performance, public appeals about the president appear to have 
immediate consequences for at least one party’s candidates. When Republican candidates 
talk about Trump, at least some key constituents—prospective donors—take notice; and 
they change their behavior as a consequence.

Conclusion

The existing literatures on presidential and congressional appeals, by and large, 
evaluate their singular effects on the contents of public opinion. Numerous studies doc-
ument the limited ways in which a mass public updates its views either about public 
policies or its elected of!cials in the aftermath of hearing from them. Communication, 
in this setting, #ows directly from the mouths of incumbents to the ears of constituents.

To study the politics of public appeals, we take a slightly different tack. To begin, 
we evaluate what political actors say about each other, or more specifically, what con-
gressional candidates say about the president. We do so, moreover, by evaluating public 
appeals issued through social media in an electoral setting. And rather than track the con-
tents of public opinion, we investigate the behavioral consequences of public appeals—in 
particular, the willingness of donors to contribute to candidates’ campaigns.

In so doing, we find evidence of a striking asymmetry between Democratic and 
Republican appeals. We observe only limited, and then only sporadic, evidence that the 
messaging of Democratic candidates registered with their prospective donors. Among 
Republican candidates, however, a very different pattern emerged. Within just a couple 
of days of issuing appeals that compliment either Trump himself or his signature policy 
initiative, immigration reform, members enjoyed an immediate bump in their campaign 
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contributions. When they criticized either, however, they promptly experienced a sharp 
decline.

These findings have a number of strengths. They derive from a research design that 
leverages variation in public appeals within members and that nets out common tempo-
ral shocks. Rather than depend upon selected surveys that rely on respondents’ self-re-
ported opinions and behaviors, we cull administrative data on actual campaign donations 
throughout the entirety of a midterm election. And the results, we show, are robust to a 
wide variety of model and measurement specifications.

Our study, though, also has limits. Neither the content nor timing of congressio-
nal appeals was randomly administered; as such, we confront all of the standard infer-
ential challenges associated with observational data. The analytic focus of our inquiry, 
meanwhile, remains deliberately narrow. Though we can assess the immediate effects 
of individual public appeals, we are poorly equipped to take stock of their cumulative 
or longer-term consequences for fundraising. And by examining a selected set of online 
appeals within the context of a single congressional election season, we may miss the 
significance of larger communication trends that do not immediately implicate either the 
president or immigration policy.

Still, based on just the evidence before us, some provisional conclusions are war-
ranted. Though public appeals may not ultimately persuade public opinion writ large, 
they also are not entirely innocuous. The things that at least Republican candidates for 
Congress say about Trump, after all, seem to have attracted the attention of at least some 
key supporters. And perhaps most importantly, the stakes of public appeals are not con-
fined to what people think. They carry over to what people do, with documented conse-
quences for the capacity of congressional candidates to raise money for their campaigns.
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