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This article aims to determine whether there are gender-based Received 1 July 2022

differences in using Twitter. For this purpose, 518,156 tweets from Accepted 24 March 2023

280 Colombian Congress members were analysed. The study

compares the number of tweets, audience, influence and efficacy Politi .
X . . . . olitical communication;

of their _messages on TW|tter. I?esplte Colombia being below Colombia; Female legislators;

average in terms of political equality, research shows that a gender Gender equality; Twitter

balance exists between Colombian male and female politicians on

this social media channel. Members of the Colombian Congress

use Twitter similarly, regardless of their gender: they are

comparably influential in terms of volume, amplification, audience

and efficacy of their messages. In fact, no significant gender

differences exist regarding audience figures or amplification.

However, the data show remarkable disparities regarding political

party affiliation and ideological beliefs rather than gender.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Although the number of women reaching leadership positions in politics, media, sports
and business has increased over the last century, figures continue to show that women
are still highly underrepresented at different levels, especially in politics. Although
female representation in political parties in national Congresses and high-level political
offices has increased over the last decades, this increment is still insufficient (Carty et al.
2021; UN Women 2021; Elder 2020; Bridgewater and Nagel 2020; Geertsema-Sligh 2018).

To explain women'’s underrepresentation at the political level, several studies from
sociology, psychology and communication fields have shown how gender can
influence people’s political perceptions; male candidates are favoured while women are
disabled towards political power (Fraile and Fortin-Rittberger 2020; Okimoto and Brescoll
2010; Ridgeway 2007; Rudman, Greenwald, and McGhee 2001; Ferré-Pavia, Abrego, and
Gaya Morla 2023).

This article focuses on the discipline of political communication and seeks to under-
stand the differences in communication styles and visibility, under the premise that
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gender barriers exist (Sullivan 2021; Geertsema-Sligh 2018; Goodyear-Grant 2013; Lavery
2013; Brynstrom et al. 2004; Eagly and Karau 2002). This research analyses gender differ-
ences in using Twitter by Colombian members of Congress, and how this use can affect
the amplification and effectiveness of their messages. To achieve the objective of this
investigation, 518,156 tweets were analysed.

Colombia as a case of study

Colombia is a country with a presidential political system with many parties and move-
ments reflecting political pluralism. Between 2018-2022, 13 political parties gained at
least one seat in the Senate. However, the five parties with the most seats held an outright
majority (71%); they belong to political parties marked by a right-wing or centre-right
ideology. A similar case was noticed in the House of Representatives, where 16 political
groups gained at least one seat, and the five political parties with the most seats
gained 83% of the total seats available. All those political parties also had a right-wing
or centre-right ideology. Although the official governing party did not accomplish an
absolute majority in Congress, the president achieved governability, attributing to a
coalition with the political parties with the largest representation.’

At this point, Colombian political history is marked by civil war and drug trafficking. In
these circumstances, the left-wing political parties and movements have historically been
associated with the guerrilla. Due to this political background, the country is undergoing
an extreme polarization framed into two different visions of the State. Consequently, the
presidential election of 2022 represented a radical change for the first time in Colombian
history that had become accustomed to being ruled by right-wing politicians.’

From 2018 to 2022, only 32 of 171 seats in the Colombian House of Representatives were
held by women. This scenario was similar in the Senate, where only 23 seats of 108 were
held by female senators. This is equivalent to 19.9% representation of women in the
national legislature (UN Women 2021). Based on these figures, the country ranked below
the worldwide average, being only surpassed in the region by Brazil and Paraguay,
countries that have an even lower female representation in Congress than Colombia.”*

Regarding the number of congresswomen, 80% of women come from the strong rep-
resentation of right-wing or centre-right political parties. This situation suggests that the
female voice of Colombian congresswomen is highly conservative.

Finally, the authors chose Colombia as a case study since it is one of the countries in
Latin America with the lowest levels of female political representation in Congress
despite the existing gender quota law. Moreover, for the case of Twitter, even though
the microblogging network does not disclose official figures, the industry estimates
that about six million Colombians use this platform, placing Colombia above France
and Germany (Gonzdlez and Richard 2020) in the number of users.

Literature review
Gender, leadership and empowerment in politics

Although different sectors have been working, intentionally or superficially, to achieve
real parity between men and women in recent years, the figures presented at the
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beginning of this article reveal that there is still a long way to go in this regard. There are
sobering indicators that gender inequalities persist, such as the number of women in
positions of power in the political arena (Brown, Clark, and Mahoney 2022; UN
Women 2021).

The literature shows that analysing stereotypes is relevant when addressing the
concept of power. Some studies expose that pursuing power can be inconsistent with tra-
ditional female gender stereotypes, yet the opposite could be stated regarding male
stereotypes. Although there are many definitions of stereotype (Hamilton and Trolier
1986; Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968; Lazarsfeld and Merton 1948), social psychologists
agree that stereotypes are cognitive structures that contain the knowledge, beliefs and
expectations about a person or group may cast some bias on perception, attributes
and behaviours (Rudman and Glick 2008).

In this vein, existing cultural stereotypes generally describe women as communitarian,
i.e. sensitive, warm, caring and nurturing. In contrast, men are seen as agents: dominant,
assertive and competitive people (Okimoto and Brescoll 2010; Abele and Wojciszke 2007).
These gender stereotypes have resulted in biases around which cultural attributes have
been framed, often making women appear less suited to assume roles of power and lea-
dership (Garcia Beaudoux, D'Adamo, and Gavensky 2017; Fridkin and Kenney 2009; Fulton
et al. 2006).

Rudman and Glick (2008) found that women are perceived as less competent, ambi-
tious and competitive than men and therefore are frequently not considered for leader-
ship positions unless they present themselves as atypical women. Additionally, they warn
that, on many occasions, women may be forced to decide between being liked and loved
or being respected. In another study, Eagly and Karau (2002) stated that there is an incon-
gruence between the female gender role and leadership roles, leading to two forms of
prejudice: (a) perceiving women less favourably compared to men seeking leadership
roles and (b) assessing their behaviour in leadership positions less favourably. Conse-
quently, it is more difficult for women to become leaders and succeed in leadership pos-
itions. Evidence reveals that although men and women perform in the same scenarios, the
rules and conditions antagonize women.

In politics, these generalized expectations are usually supported by actions and
decisions made by women and men when they assume positions of power; many of
the actions they take while in office help reinforce existing cultural stereotypes and hier-
archical relations (Duval and Bouchard 2021; Denemark, Ward, and Bean 2012; Ridgeway
2007; Rudman and Fairchild 2004; Jost, Banaji, and Nosek 2004; Koch 2000). Clearly, power
continues to be a hostile territory for women because of the existing gender stereotypes
and their relationship to leadership, alongside the influence of the media in perpetuating
those biases and creating new cultural barriers that make it more difficult for women to
become visible in positions of power and influence (Garcia Beaudoux, D’Adamo, and
Gavensky 2017; Jalalzai 2006).

In the digital era, such discrimination is also present in social networks (Krook 2022;
Fosch-Villaronga et al. 2021). Regarding social politics, Beltran et al. (2021) apply the
Lasso logistic regression models to identify the linguistic features that most differentiate
the language used by or addressed to male and female Spanish politicians. They found
evidence of gender-specific insults and a disproportionate number of mentions of phys-
ical appearance and infantilising words addressed to female politicians. Politicians
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conform to gender stereotypes online, and citizens treat politicians differently depending
on their gender.

This is also relevant during election periods. Voters’ attitudes towards gender also
shape their electoral preferences. Long, Dawe, and Suhay (2021) argue that the effects
of gender attitudes are present in the voters’ preferences. However, they are not uni-
directional: they interact in complex ways with the perceptions of candidates, depending
not only on the candidates’ sex but also on their gender-relevant characteristics and
values.

The use of social media to gain visibility?

Traditionally, media was considered one of the main barriers for women, and a less sexist
media environment would allow more women to run for office (Haraldsson and Wang-
nerud 2019; Vann 2014).

Election campaigns show a clear example of female candidates failing to achieve
media visibility because there are marked differences in the coverage and volume of
news and stories published (Paatelainen, Kannasto, and Isotalus 2022; Goodyear-Grant
2013; Bode and Hennings 2012). However, these limitations are not only noticeable in
electoral periods. Thomas et al. (2020) reviewed the type of media coverage of female
heads of government around the world; their findings display that, on average, fewer
news stories are written about them, and coverage regarding women stereotypically fea-
tures feminine gender identifiers, such as clothing or private lives.

This concern about the quality and type of coverage received by female politicians
spread to different countries and regions worldwide. Although little was written about
this phenomenon in Latin America, data exist evidencing that gender stereotypes are
still present in journalistic imaginings when covering some news related to women’s can-
didacies or leadership (Garcia-Beaudoux et al. 2020; Llanos 2013).

With this rigid background in mind, some authors have proposed that digital platforms
became a lifeline for women seeking to avoid this often sexist and limited coverage, as
they do not operate under the same logic as traditional media. They argue that social
media has the potential to generate parity and equality in politics (Cardo 2021;
Wagner, Gainous, and Holman 2017).

For example, Alotaibi and Mulderrig (2021) concluded in their research that during the
2011 Arab Spring, women used social media as public platforms to highlight and contest
the unequal social status of women in Saudi society. Because of its effectiveness, Saudi
women have launched numerous social media campaigns since then.

At an academic level, special attention was given to Twitter as an opinion-generating
platform, in presidential and parliamentary systems, in consideration of its growth rate,
the ease of using its data, its logic and the topics that are discussed to generate more
interactions with the audience (Gainous and Wagner 2014). In this regard, Twitter analysis
was at the forefront because of the platform’s accessible data and the value placed on it
by politicians and journalists, who frequently use Twitter trends as real-time indicators of
public opinion, instead merely of its number of users (Hu and Kearney 2021; Jungherr,
Schoen, and Jiirgens 2016; Evans, Cordova, and Sipole 2014; Enli and Skogerbg 2013).

In the specific case of visibility, several studies have demonstrated Twitter’s ability to
allow political candidates to broadcast their messages directly to the public and carry
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out transmedia communication actions, which aim to reach the largest number of users
possible and transform supporters into active participants and content creators (Darwin
and Haryanto 2021; Arifiyanti, Wahyuni, and Kurniawan 2020; Calzado 2020; Larsson
2020; Graham and Schwanholz 2020; Hemsley 2019; Correa and Camargo 2017; Jungherr
2014; Boynton 2014; O’Connor et al. 2010; Stromer-Galley 2002).

Some other studies show that although social networks can lower the barriers to access
media coverage traditionally reproduced by the mass media, these problems are still
present (Guerrero-Solé and Perales-Garcia 2021; Hrbkova and Mackova 2021; Hosseini
2019). The significant differences towards gender regarding audience figures and amplifi-
cation are still noticeable, as both male and female politicians retweet considerably more
content posted by men than by women. However, on social networks, the communication
style of female candidates does not differ significantly from that of male candidates.

Finally, other studies have shown the negative impact of such platforms. Social net-
works can increase online hostility (Esposito and Breeze 2022), hate speech and misogyny
against women politicians (Fuchs and Schafer 2021). As a result, it promotes a more
aggressive discourse over women politicians (De Paula Trindade 2020; Hosseini 2019;
Wagner, Gainous, and Holman 2017; Evans and Clark 2016; Erjavec and Kovaci¢ 2012).

Therefore, considering the use of social networks by female politicians, this paper aims
to contribute to the analysis of the differences in the use of Twitter by male and female
politicians. For this purpose, the number of tweets, audience, influence and efficacy of the
messages on Twitter were analysed. Moreover, the study compares the lexical recurrences
characterizing Colombian congresswomen’s and men’s discourse on the social network.

Method
This paper pursues the following specific objectives to achieve the general objective: the

analysis of gender differences in the use of Twitter:

¢ To identify gender differences among Colombian members of Congress based on the
number of tweets, audience, influence and efficacy of their messages on Twitter.

e To compare the lexical recurrences characterizing Colombian congresswomen’s and
men’s discourse on Twitter.
As a hypothesis, it is stated that:

(H1) Twitter allows equal visibility for men and female legislators.

(H2) A gender bias exists in the vocabulary use by congressmen and congresswomen.

System indicators

To this purpose, three indicators based on Guerrero-Solé and Perales-Garcia (2021) were
developed:

1. Influence index: Number of tweets per author in a period of time (post, share, reply),
divided by the total number of tweets in the sample and multiplied by the average
number of followers gained by each author in the same period of time.
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2. Efficacy index: Number of times an author was retweeted in a period of time (type of
entry: post) divided by the average number of followers gained by each author in the
same period and multiplied by the number of tweets issued.

3. Correlation index: This index determines the patterns of correlation and divergence in
the words used by politicians analysed in this study. It seeks to demonstrate the exist-
ence or inexistence of gender stereotypes in the discourse.” For this purpose, the Pear-
son'’s statistical test was performed.

Lastly, it is important to note that this study’s limitations relate to the date of data col-
lection, since users can delete past tweets, retweets, shares or comments. The data pre-
sented in the following section results from the distribution of members of Congress
depending on gender and political party. Also, this study’s findings are limited to only
the ten politicians with the greatest influence and effectiveness on Twitter.

In this regard, it is noteworthy that the most active congresswomen on social networks
belong to the Democratic Centre party (DC, right-wing party) and the Green Party (GP,
centre-left party). Between these two parties, they post a little more than 66% of the mess-
ages published on Twitter by women. The DC party tweets almost three times more mess-
ages than the GP. In the case of men, the situation changes as there is a greater dispersion:
74% of the conversation is generated by congressmen belonging to five different political
parties. In this list, the DC party stands out again, with more than twice as many messages
as the second party in the list. For more details, see annex 1.

Sample

For this research, posted tweets, shares, replies and retweets were collected between
June 1st, 2020, and August 1st, 2021, coinciding with a full year of the legislature.
During this period, there were no electoral campaigns in the country, so the electoral
cycle could not contaminate the study.

The sample comprised 518,156 analysed tweets collected using the web scraping tech-
nique through the Brandwatch platform. 76% of the total tweet samples correspond to
congressmen, while the remaining 24% correspond to congresswomen. The R program-
ming language was used for data processing, tidyverse and tidytext were the main digital
libraries and Tableau was implemented for the visual analysis of results.

For data analysis, unnecessary characters, such as punctuation marks, numbers and
stop-words, were removed from the list provided by @genediazjr. Repeated words
without major relevance to the research were eliminated to refine the database. Data pro-
cessing was focused on determining the general characteristics of the type of conversation
that predominates in this social network and on finding the implications of the most
important topics for each account, trying to identify frequencies, patterns and correlations.

Results
Gender, political parties and volume of conversation

When reviewing the sample, gender and political party were taken into account. Figure 1
shows that male and female members of Congress from right-wing parties posted the
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largest number of tweets during the period analysed. The members of Congress affiliated
with the Democratic Centre party (the predominant right-wing party in the country) main-
tained the highest volume of conversations on Twitter during the same period.

Particularly in the case of female members of Congress, data indicate that the level
of political pluralism is low. Thus, the number of parties that have elected congress-
women in Colombia is minimal and corresponds mostly to traditional and conservative
political parties. Moreover, data reveal that most of the tweets posted by female poli-
ticians are also linked to right-wing parties. In this case, the number of messages from
female legislators affiliated with the Democratic Centre party stands out. They posted
almost twice as many messages as the congresswomen of the second-largest party,
the Green Party. Women at the top of the table achieve their position, attributing
to their ideology and the predominance of their parties; other women have a periph-
eral role.

At this point, analysing the type of messages posted, their capacity to influence and
effectiveness is more remarkable than the volume of messages in the conversation,
especially for a social network such as Twitter. By clustering political parties in the spec-
trum of right, centre and left, Figure 2 reveals that men and women have a strong ten-
dency to share content produced on other accounts rather than post original content
or respond to comments by other authors.

Figure 1. Number of tweets distributed by political party and gender.

NUMBER OF TWEETS BY POLITICAL PARTY NUMBER OF TWEETS BY POLITICAL PARTY
WOMEN PARLAMENTARIANS MEN PARLAMENTARIANS
Centro Democratico 110.640
Centro Democrético 60.037
Alianza Verde 47.875
Polo Democratico 47.859
Alianza Verde 22.332
Cambio Radical 44.325
Liberal 42319
Decentes 9.486
Conservador 24.418
U 23.417
Fuerza Alternativa 9.335
Colombia Humana 16.947
Mais 11.557
Conservador 6.749
Decentes 8.492
Fuerza Alternativa 7.145
U 6.604
Colombia Justa Libres || 4.388
Colombia Renaciente | 2.676
Cambio Radical 3.600
Dignidad | 1.030
Alianza Sfcial 888
Independiente
Mira 3.564
Mira 881
Consejo Comunitario La
. 77
Mamuncia
Liberal J§ 1.512
Opcién Ciudadana 3
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NUMBER OF TWEETS BY POLITICAL SPECTRUM TOTAL
THREAD ENTRY TYPE

post reply share

Centrist

46.085

Right

! Right
105477 o

Figure 2. Tweet distribution by political spectrum.

Evangelizing through the message: influence and efficacy on Twitter

Regarding the influence and efficacy indices, Tables 1 and 2 rank the 10 most influential
and effective members of Congress on Twitter. The resulting evidence shows that the
number of tweets each account posts is disproportional to the achieved amplification.
Moreover, no correlation exists between the most influential and most effective
authors. In the first case, they achieve a greater reach or visualization of their messages.
However, in the second case, authors convert that reach into greater interactions and
have a better follower conversion rate.

When data are cross-referenced against the influence index, the top 10 most influential
members of Congress are evidently equally distributed among men and women. Hence,
the number of accounts reached by chamber members on Twitter is similar to other users.
The only account that stands out in this list for having an influence index well above the
average is a senator and former presidential candidate, Gustavo Petro (@petrogustavo, of
the Colombia Humana party). Something similar happens when comparing the list of the
most effective authors: there is also a balanced distribution of accounts. However, in this

Table 1. Author distribution according to influence index.
MOST INFLUENTIAL AUTHORS

Author Political Party N. Tweets Avg. Twitter Followers Influence
Petrogustavo Colombia Humana 9,262 4,029,702 94,494
IvanCepedaCast Polo Democratico 10,130 1,289,001 33,062
AngelicalLozanoC Alianza Verde 8,092 463,596 30,445
PaolaHolguin Centro Democratico 15,429 187,851 23,522
JERobledo Polo Democrético 7,407 1,221,561 22,910
GustavoBolivar Colombia Humana 7,686 1,035,033 20,143
MaraFdacabal Centro Democratico 9,567 196,787 15,279
PizarroMariaJo Decentes 5,764 301,319 14,095
MargaritaRepo Centro Democrético 16,640 79,032 10,673

GNavasTalero Polo Democratico 18,937 131,753 6,317
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Table 2. Author distribution according to efficacy index.
MOST EFFECTIVE AUTHORS

Author Political Party N. Tweets Twitter Retweets Avg. Twitter Followers Efficacy
jaimeflozada Conservador 4,297 284,871 12,474 98,131
MargaritaRepo Centro Democratico 7,368 849,200 79,175 79,026
CesarPachonAgro Mais 5,432 1,485,843 121,435 66,464
clorduy Cambio Radical 6,795 70,843 8,280 58,138
GabrielJVallejo Centro Democratico 4,413 112,408 9,155 54,185
wilsonariasc Polo Democratico 2,609 1,525,816 80,434 49,492
MirandaBogota Alianza Verde 4,513 640,971 82,581 35,029
MaraFdacabal Centro Democratico 3,104 1,527,872 195,799 24,221
SandraComunes Fuerza Alternativa 2,748 201,159 28,737 19,236
charoguerra Centro Democratico 5,048 387,317 117,242 16,676

case, most women, except for a right-wing party congresswoman, are at the bottom of
the table.

Tell me what you talk about, and I'll tell you who you look like

Lastly, this research identified the most frequently used words in Twitter accounts to
understand whether there is any correlation with the content of their tweets. The
results of Figures 3 and 4 show no significant difference between the most used words
mentioned by the most influential and most effective legislators.

Interestingly, words linked to attributes culturally defined as feminine or having a
gender bias in political language do not exist. Conversely, there is a strong confronta-
tional narrative related to political ideology.

Discussion of results

The methodology used to analyse the collected data sets the groundwork for determining
whether there are gender-based differences in using Twitter. To identify these differences,
the research compares the number of tweets, audience, influence and efficacy of the
messages.

As a result, this article concludes that male and female members of the Colombian
Congress use Twitter identically: they are as influential in volume, amplification, audience
and efficacy. In fact, the list of the 10 most influential and effective politicians on Twitter is
evenly distributed between women and men. This enabled us to corroborate the hypoth-
esis (H1) by demonstrating that Twitter allows equal visibility for male and female legis-
lators, at least in the case of the Colombian congressmen and congresswomen among the
top 10 most influential and effective in this social network.

Nevertheless, while the central axis of this research sought to analyse the differences in
Twitter usage by women and men politicians in Colombia, these differences are related to
the political background of the actors in reality. In this particular case is the political ideol-
ogy a key element required for understanding the capacity of influence and effectiveness
of Colombian politicians on Twitter.

Meanwhile, (H2), which sought to determine whether or not there were lexical differ-
ences based on gender stereotypes, was discarded. Contrary to this idea, the words most
used by congressmen and congresswomen are related to their political position and the
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CORRELATION BETWEEN AUTHOR’S GENDER BY WORDS USED
MOST INFLUENTIAL AUTHORS
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Figure 3. Correlation between author’s gender by words used (most influential authors).

polarization that the country is experiencing. The data show remarkable differences in
speech based on the political party affiliation and the ideological tendency rather than
gender. Male and female members of Congress tend to be closer in their rhetoric, creating
great ideological proximity between them.

The findings presented here represent a challenge for future research. The data show
that, at least in the Colombian case, providing an answer related only to gender issues is
impossible when dealing with political matters. More comprehensive approaches that
include context-related variables, political ideology and polarization are needed (Skoog
and Karlsson 2022; Rojas 2008). Analysing investigations exploring issues related to pol-
itical polarization on the Internet and its effects on the democratic debate is important.

Conclusions

Previous research has confirmed that when the emphasis is on leadership, communi-
cation and visibility of women politicians, traditional media become one of the main
obstacles to access to power. Women who want to participate in politics must navigate
in a context where media coverage is highly biased, both in the quantity and quality of
the spaces available. This trend negatively affects women'’s access to politics and contrib-
utes to the entrenchment of dominant political rhetoric and culture.
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CORRELATION BETWEEN AUTHOR’S GENDER BY WORDS USED
MOST EFFECTIVE AUTHORS
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Figure 4. Correlation between author’s gender by words used (most effective authors).

This research shows that the fact that Colombia is below average in political equality
has consequences for the quantity of conversations that women politicians can generate
on social networks, such as Twitter. However, the data presented here reflect ‘gender
equality’ when measuring the most influential and effective Colombian politicians on
Twitter despite fewer women in Congress. For this particular case, there are no significant
gender differences in audience or message amplification.

The study demonstrates that barriers for women still exist. In the Colombian case, these
challenges go beyond gender issues; they are linked to polarization and political ideology.
These factors must be considered when analysing social networks’ use and media effects.

Meanwhile, it is important to mention the limitations of this research. First, this study
analysed only the ten politicians with the greatest influence and effectiveness on Twitter,
which limits the findings presented here. Second, the results of the case studies, including
this one, are determined by the contextual characteristics of the place where the analyses
are carried out and by the moment in which the data were collected. Elements such as the
political context, the party in power, the electoral calendar and previous recognition of
politicians, among other factors not analysed in this research, play an important role.

In the future, complementing this type of research with more cases and more qualitat-
ive data is important to better understand these results and their real implications, if any,
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for more and better women'’s political participation. Moreover, expanding this research
from key concepts such as political ideology would be interesting. The data initially col-
lected here suggest that differences in the type of conversations taking place on Twitter
would be linked to a greater extent to the degree of polarization of the political scene.

Notes

1. This paper is a part of the PhD of the first author, with second’s permission. Angie K. Gonzalez
is advancing their doctoral thesis in the Department of Media, Communication and Culture of
the Autonomous University of Barcelona, Spain.

2. The results of these elections can be consulted at https://www.registraduria.gov.co/-
Historico-de-Resultados-3635-3635-3635-3635-3635

3. During the 2022 presidential elections, President Gustavo Petro was elected. Petro is a former
member of one of Colombia’s most notorious guerrillas, the M19.

4. In 2023 the ranking will show different results, due to the outcome of the parliamentary elec-
tions held in Colombia in March 2022.

5. Authors, such as Eagly and Karau (2002), have shown that there is a gender bias in political
language that responds to the stereotype of women associated with family matters and
private spaces.

Disclosure statement
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