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Executive Summary

Content creators play a growing role as infor-
mation sources in today’s society. As Amer-
icans continue to struggle with accessing
reliable election information, we recommend
that local election officials explore creator
partnerships to bridge this gap. This paper
outlines creators’ influence as news sources,
identifies the types of creators best suited for
these partnerships, provides a framework for
how offices can successfully connect with
them and offers suggestions for how election
officials can create their own social media
content in ways that will reach new audiences.

Introduction

Fewer Americans are getting news and infor-
mation from traditional news sources like
newspapers and television. In part, this is
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because they have lost faith in “legacy” media;
according to Gallup polling,! half of Americans
had a “great deal” or “fair amount” of trust in
mass media in 2005, but that figure has fallen
by nearly half, to 28%, two decades later.

In its place, social media has emerged as an
increasingly popular source of news and infor-
mation, bringing with it profound implications
for our democracy. While many view this shift
as a problem to be solved, the reality is that
Americans are getting their civic information
online, and they will continue to do so. The
question then becomes what experts (in our
case, state and local election officials) can
do to ensure the information voters receive is
accurate, accessible, and trustworthy.

Active intervention is necessary to ensure reli-
able information reaches voters, especially on
social media platforms, where the Harvard Ken-
nedy School Misinformation Review found that
algorithms encourage passive news consump-
tion rather than active searching for trustworthy
sources.? The need for proactive outreach is
particularly urgent for young adults. In fact, a
Pew Research Center study found that 70% of
them report getting news simply because they
*happen to come across it.”® But what should
that intervention look like?

This paper starts to answer this question by
exploring how state and local election officials
can understand and leverage the content cre-
ator landscape to spread election information
online. First, it outlines the social media news
landscape and identifies how content cre-
ators fit into it. Then, it establishes the need
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for experts to step into this space and looks at
how positive partnerships with creators can be
formed and fostered, as well as existing models
for doing so. Finally, it concludes with sugges-
tions for how state and local election officials
can most effectively create their own content
without partnering with existing creators.

The Landscape

A look at the numbers reveals the growing influ-
ence of social media creators. For instance,
a 2023 Goldman Sachs report projects the
creator economy will be worth $480 billion by
2027,* and an Axios report found that the num-
ber of full-time content creators was 1.5 million
in 2024,%5 a 7.5-fold increase from 2020. Addi-
tionally, 2025 research from Pew found that
digital devices are the most popular source
of information,® with over half of adults getting
news from them, compared to 32% for televi-
sion and 7% for print newspapers and maga-
zines. A separate 2025 Pew fact sheet found
that 53% of U.S. adults get news from social
media at least sometimes’ with 21% saying
they do so regularly. These figures are high-
est across younger generations. For instance,
2023 research from Morning Consult found
that 63% of Gen Z turns to social media for
their news at least once a week.®

Reporters and news organizations have brought
their journalism online in an attempt to share
the same stories on social media that they do
in print or on television. Fox News,® CNN,'" and
MSNOW each have over 7 million followers on
their TikTok accounts alone," and many individ-
ual journalists affiliated with these outlets have
tens of thousands of their own followers—if not
more.'2 Still, “traditional” journalism translated
online has not been the only way information
reaches users, particularly for those less likely
to follow the news closely in any format.
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Instead, unaffiliated content creators have
emerged as news sources in their own right,
reaching citizens who might not otherwise
interact with traditional media, whether in print
or online. These creators’ approach to sharing
news and information spans the gamut: some
report on daily headlines from behind a desk,
while others share information as they apply
makeup or try a new coffee in the passenger
seat of their car. Such creators may focus on
different interests such as sports, cooking, or
travel, mentioning public issues only occa-
sionally. In these instances, audiences are
exposed to news just incidentally.

What remains constant, however, is the impor-
tance of a creator's perceived relatability.
Unlike brands, institutions, or legacy media
outlets, content creators cultivate relationships
with their audience that feel authentic and
human—much like that of a friend. Research-
ers call these “parasocial relationships.” Fol-
lowers don’t consume a creator’s content like
they do a television show; instead, they feel
connected to the creator and their message
in a more personal way. A 2024 report from
the Shorenstein Center on Media, Politics and
Public Policy found that creators’ personal
connections with their audience foster trust in
a way that traditional media cannot.’™ In con-
trast, trust in journalists has eroded, with 2025
Pew research finding that only 43% of Ameri-
can adults are confident that journalists will act
in the public’s best interests.™

While journalists must develop their expertise—
through research, sourcing, and verification—
largely behind the scenes of a story, creators
operate in a far less opaque environment. As
a result, they replace traditional signals of
expertise, like degrees or accreditations, with
lived experience, speaking to realities they
know personally and inviting their audiences to
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relate. For instance, a newsroom reporter may
be assigned to cover a labor union strike in
their city, but a member of that union can make
a video after a day on the picket line, giving
their followers direct updates on their contract
negotiations. In the context of elections, a local
election official’s knowledge can be comple-
mented by a creator’s experience as a citizen
who has gone through the registration and vot-
ing process. Content of this nature might fea-
ture a retelling of their experience registering
to vote after moving and the information they
learned that aided the process.

The same Shorenstein Center report noted that
creators, like traditional journalists, operate in
low-trust online environments. But while people
hold creators and journalists to different stan-
dards, creators ultimately even the playing field
by building trust with their audiences as individ-
uals. Moreover, unlike a journalist who ties their
credibility to an established outlet with vigorous
reporting standards, creators have more of a
burden to explain and defend their expertise.
This dynamic often makes them more likely to
engage with critics, answer questions, and pro-
vide overt transparency about how they found
their information. By contrast, traditional journal-
ists frequently fall back on an assumed faith in
newsroom standards and training. Furthermore,
though few content creators have direct experi-
ence in the specific field of election work, they
are all citizens and, ideally, voters themselves,
who can—and do—speak to their firsthand
identities as Americans to relay authenticity.

Still, according to Pew,' social media is
often the source of misinformation and may
spread false information to a greater extent
than traditional outlets. This underscores the
importance of disseminating as much correct
nonpartisan information through these chan-
nels as possible.


https://shorensteincenter.org/resource/future-trustworthy-information-learning-online-content-creators/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/02/11/majority-of-americans-express-low-confidence-in-journalists-to-act-in-publics-best-interests/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/02/11/majority-of-americans-express-low-confidence-in-journalists-to-act-in-publics-best-interests/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/news-influencers-fact-sheet/
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2022 Survey: U.S. voters' election information sources, by type of information

Respondents were asked where they would look for information on how to register and vote, how elections are run, and who wins

an election. They were asked to select up to three options.

Voting and Registration

Your local election
office

Online search

Your state election
office

Friends and family |23% 7%

Local or regio.n(ll 189 14%
television

Social media [17% 15%

Television news 149 13%
website

Print publicclti_ons 9% 10%
news websites

Print publications |8% 9%

Radio |6% 6%

Podcasts |5% 6%

Blogs or online 49 6%
forums

How Elections are Run

Election Results

9%

8%

10%

4%

4%

Percent of Survey Respondents Who Selected This Messenger

Source: Research from the Bipartisan Policy Center

Furthermore, research from the Bipartisan
Policy Center shows that local election offi-
cials are the most trusted source for infor-
mation on registration and among the most
trusted sources for how elections are run.'®
These findings suggest that while the knowl-
edge of these offices is highly valued, reach-
ing voters remains challenging.

Disseminating Accurate Voting
Information Through Content
Creator Partnerships

Given that many Americans now consume
news primarily via social media, it is import-
ant that election officials’ expertise reaches
these platforms. One way to achieve this
is by working with content creators that
have their own audience. Election officials
can equip them with tools and information,

including upcoming dates, deadlines, and
voting logistics, to ensure they can success-
fully participate. This is especially import-
ant for reaching young voters who frequent
social media. By doing so, local election offi-
cials can also help increase transparency
into the electoral process and give creators
the tools to help “pre-bunk” online rumors or
misinformation.

Recent research has highlighted the effec-
tiveness of pre-bunking efforts on social
media. A new study published in the Harvard
Kennedy School Misinformation Review,'” for
instance, found that pre-bunking emotion-
ally manipulative content with an informa-
tive video significantly increased Instagram
users’ ability to correctly identify manipulation
in a news headline. Better yet, the effect of the
pre-bunking intervention persisted months


https://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Who-Voters-Trust-for-Election-Information-in-2024-Charts.pdf
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Who-Voters-Trust-for-Election-Information-in-2024-Charts.pdf
https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu/article/prebunking-misinformation-techniques-in-social-media-feeds-results-from-an-instagram-field-study/

after it was given to the treatment group. Fur-
thermore, a 2024 study by Lockhart et al. also
highlights the effectiveness of pre-bunking
in an electoral context.’™® The authors’ survey
of nearly 10,000 American adults revealed
that while informing voters of longer-than-ex-
pected periods of vote counting decreases
trust in elections, pre-bunking that news with
an informative video on why these delays may
occur mitigates their hesitancy.

Applying these findings to the social media
space, creators can partner with election
officials to proactively head off the impact of
misleading content with accurate information
and links to credible sources from an election
official’s office.

There are existing models for these types
of partnerships. For years, brands and insti-
tutions have worked with content creators
to leverage their audience relationships in
order to promote products and causes in a
personal yet direct way. All the qualities that

The Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public
Health has hosted a Creator Program since
2023 that serves as a useful model to con-
sider.’® The program has brought together
a cohort of creators who post about public
health or are interested in doing so and con-
nects them with key resources from the Chan
School. Leaders of the group host an ongo-
ing series of expert briefings, hold periodic
in-person summits at Harvard, and develop
foolkits on individual topics to help creators
post quality public health information.

Research into the program’s activities found
the use of toolkits to be particularly effec-
tive. To come to this finding, the tearm con-
ducted a field experiment in conjunction
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make creators such ideal intermediaries for
selling material products—trust, authenticity,
and relatability—also make them ideal mes-
sengers for sharing ideas and information.

Increasingly, political groups and NGOs
are using social media to share messages
and information. For example, the Service
Employees International Union (SEIU), which
represents roughly 2 million workers, has fos-
tered relationships with creators online and
at in-person events. In 2024, they hosted a
summit at which workers and digital creators
came together to share resources, collabo-
rate, and lift each other’s voices online, ulti-
mately accumulating 8.8 million impressions
on the event’s hashtag.?°

While there are many benefits to creator
partnerships, as outlined above, it's equally
important to recognize the many costs asso-
ciated with this kind of work. From an election
official’s perspective alone—setting aside
concerns creators might have about creating

with a program for mental health influencers
on TikTok.?" Influencers who participated
in the program received evidence-based
digital toolkits covering five mental health
fopics such as barriers to accessing care,
intergenerational trauma, and climate anx-
iety. Approximately half of the influencers
who received the toolkits were also invited
fo a series of virtual forums. Compared to
a control group, the creators who received
the toolkits were three percent more likely
fo incorporate evidence-based content into
their videos, which translated into 800,000
views. The creators’ additional participation
in the virtual forums did not result in a dis-
cernable difference, highlighting the high
impact of a low-cost, scalable approach.


https://academic.oup.com/pnasnexus/article/3/10/pgae414/7815439
https://www.seiu.org/blog/2025/9/digital-creators-workers-unite/
https://www.seiu.org/blog/2025/9/digital-creators-workers-unite/
https://hsph.harvard.edu/research/health-communication/creator-program/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-56578-1
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content they might incorrectly perceive to be
political—this work requires resources. Time,
money, and knowledge about disclosures,
trends, and scripting are some of the main
requirements. Additionally, election officials
might have concerns about which creators
they partner with and the risk of being asso-
ciated with other messages shared on a cre-
ator’s profile. Ultimately, while these concerns
and considerations are valid, we still believe
that thoughtful collaborations with creators
are enormously beneficial and necessary to
reach audiences otherwise uncaptured by
current methods of information dissemination.

What We Know About How to Partner
with Content Creators

Selecting the Right Creators to Work With
For the purposes of this paper, picking a
content creator (interchangeable with “influ-
encer” here) is not just a matter of choosing

someone with a follower count of a certain
size. Itis vital to consider how they share their
content: they must share it publicly, regularly,
and intentionally. Thus, under this definition,
someone who posts to a private Instagram
account of 5,000 followers would not be con-
sidered a content creator; however, someone
who frequently posts to a public account with
500 followers to deliberately engage with that
audience would be.

Content creators come in all shapes and
sizes, but a 2025 study by Christian von
Sikorski et al. details three helpful spectrums
by which they can generally be sorted in the
context of sharing political and/or social mes-
sages:?® (1) density of political content, (2)
presentation style (opinion vs. facts-based),
and (3) political content proximity (how close
the content is to an ideology, politician, goal,
etc.). The table below presents the categori-
zation of creators across these criteria:

Proximity of Political Content

SMI-Type

Density of Political
Content

Presentation Style of Political
Content

to Political Actors,

The Non-political
Influencer

The Lifestyle-Based
Sporadic Political
Influencer

The Lifestyle-Based
Politically Engaged
Influencer

The Political
Mediator and
Educational
Influencer

The Ideological
Political Influencer

The Political
AstroTurf
Influencer

Not applicable, as no
political content is
disseminated

Low density of
political information

Moderate density of
political information

High density of
political information

Moderate-to-high
density of political
information

Moderate-to-high
density of political
information

Not applicable

Ostensibly fact-based and
opinion-based presentation style

Ostensibly fact-based and
opinion-based presentation style

Primarily (ostensibly) fact-based

Primarily opinion-based with the
presentation of ostensibly fact-
based, ideologically consistent

information

Primarily opinion-based with the
presentation of ostensibly fact-
based, ideologically consistent

information

Institutions, and Ideclogies

No proximity

No proximity or low proximity

Low to moderate proximity

No proximity or low proximity

Moderate to close proximity,
but primarily no direct funding
from political actors and
institutions

Undisclosed close proximity to
full organizational and financial
dependence



Given the goal of reaching low-information
voters, the best creators to work with as a
local election official are those in the first two
categories: the Non-Political Influencer and
the Lifestyle-Based Sporadic Political Influ-
encer. These types of creators are defined by
an audience who:

1. Already trusts the creator about something
other than politics, such as sports, fitness,
or general lifestyle content.

2. Is less partisan or politically engaged than
the audience of a creator who posts about
politics at a moderate or high density.

3. Is more trusting of micro- and niche cre-
ators than they are of large creators. This
is corroborated by a 2021 Forbes report,
which found “stronger relationships built on
expertise and trust” with micro-influencers
than larger creators. Because smaller cre-
ators serve “more niche audiences,” the
report claims, they “provide access to a
small subset of a targeted demographic.”

For instance, a local creator based in Phoe-
nix, who posts about their family and Arizona
sports, may attract an audience of other par-
ents and state residents that typical election
messaging may not have reached, even
online. Additionally, their ability to tailor the
delivery of election messaging to their audi-
ence in a way that is most authentic to them
can increase engagement with and internal-
ization of the content. The key is not to focus
on how many people a creator can reach
(measured mainly through follower count),
but who they are reaching and who is engag-
ing the most with the content (measured by
post interactions and content type).

A real-world example is Candice Nguyen, a
Philadelphia-based lifestyle creator who posts
about nails, travel, and sports. In May 2026,
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Nguyen published a video about voting in
Pennsylvania’s primary elections,?* recording
clips of her in-person experience to show her
followers how fast the process was. In the cap-
tion, she provided timing information on how to
vote that day. While she rarely posts about pol-
itics and made no specific references to can-
didates or issues, her video gained a similar
number of views to her usual content.

Beyond showing how a lifestyle creator can
adapt their content to foster civic participa-
tion in a nonpartisan way, Nguyen exempli-
fies a trust-building model of seeking and
sharing information at which creators excel.
Rather than just telling her audience how
to vote, she walked them through the exact
process, showing what it looks like and how
long it takes. Again, this speaks to creators’
potential role as information sources over tra-
ditional mediums; they excel at showing, not
telling, and they build trust with their viewers
by doing so.

Matt Todd, host of “The Ranch Podcast,” is
another example.?® In 2022, Todd launched
a podcast studio and began producing epi-
sodes about life in Idaho. Along the way he
occasionally started inviting many local and
state leaders on as guests to join him. “The
Ranch Podcast,” like many other podcasts,
has also amassed a social media follow-
ing, including 7,000 followers on TikTok, by
posting full and clipped videos of episode
recordings.?® Recently, Todd hosted Idaho’s
secretary of state as a guest.

Creator Incentives

This paper has already introduced what local
election officials stand to gain from working
with content creators. But what about the cre-
ators themselves? Amanda Yarnell, senior
director of the Harvard T.H. Chan School


https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbesagencycouncil/2021/06/02/micro-influencers-when-smaller-is-better/
https://www.tiktok.com/t/ZTBBMtJAJ/
https://www.theranchpodcast.org/
https://www.theranchpodcast.org/
https://www.tiktok.com/@the.ranch.podcast
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of Public Health’'s Center for Health
Communication, shared with us that creators
who partner with election offices might see
three nonmonetary benefits: community, soli-
darity, and verified information.

On the first two points, creators brought
together by local election officials can build
relationships with other aligned creators they
may not have otherwise met. By finding com-
munity with other civic-minded peers, a cre-
ator can experience a sense of solidarity that
fuels their work and makes the process feel
more collective than individualistic. Regard-
ing verified information, providing creators
with high-quality information gives them
material for posts, easing the pressure to con-
stantly verify, produce, and post new content.

While providing monetary incentives may be
an option, it is important to note that even
with sufficient resources to do so, election
officials and creators need to be mindful of
any legal requirements around disclosures of
payments.

What to Do

Creating Toolkits and Briefings

A simple first step election officials can take
to engage with creators is making a creator
toolkit: a consolidated set of resources that
distills their knowledge into what a creator
needs to accurately share an election offi-
cial’'s message via image and video content.
Toolkits are always unique to the mission but
are designed in an easy-to-read, digestible
format that—like a resume—condenses rele-
vant facts, talking points, and posting instruc-
tions into one or two pages.

Importantly, toolkits do not dictate the types
of videos creators should post. Just as a jour-
nalist’s North Star is their editor, a creator’s

North Star is their audience. Creators know
their followers best and understand how to
integrate information authentically. Instead, a
toolkit’s purpose is to give creators the neces-
sary information to seamlessly work a factual
message into their content while allowing for
creativity in the editorial process.

Erin Strenio of Harvard Kennedy School’s
Shorenstein Center created a toolkit template
for election administrators to use and adapt to
their jurisdiction.?®

Election officials can find the elements of a
successful creator toolkit for video content
by looking at the one developed by our col-
leagues at the Harvard Chan School as part of
their program to partner with content creators
about public health information. It includes
the following:2®

e Headline and subtext
° Depending on the contents of the brief-
ing, this could take a few different forms,
including a tagline, title, or hook. Gener-
ally, it should allow the creator to imme-
diately know what the briefing is for and
how the topic could be summarized in a
sentence or two.
e Key figures/dates/facts
° Pick 3-4 items that are most important
for the audience to know. These could
be dates for registration, key reminders
of what to bring with you to the polls, or
critical updates on ballot counting.
¢ Talking points
° These facts should provide the sub-
stance for the rest of the video. You're
not giving creators a script; instead,
you'’re sharing important details that they
will work naturally into their own styles.
In other words, this is where to put the
meat of the information you’re trying to


https://canva.link/c4eac0o6gv2v9e3
https://hsph.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Harvard-Chan-creator-toolkit-2023-Healthy-air-healthy-mind-1-1.pdf

share, expanding on the headlines and
key takeaways already introduced.
e CTAs (calls to action)

° It's always good to include actions for
the viewer to take, whether that be regis-
tering to vote, finding their polling place,
or something else.

e Resources

° These can include links a creator can
put in the comments or integrate into
their profile to facilitate the CTA or pro-
vide additional information to the viewer.

* |ogistics

° At the end of the briefing, it's helpful to
include any logistics that might be useful
to the creator, such as good hashtags to
use, any necessary partnership disclo-
sures, and/or timing for posting the video.

In addition to the typical PDF or Word docu-
ment, toolkits can take the form of slideshows,
provided the content remains concise. It can be
helpful to think of toolkits as a transfer of exper-
tise, where the author is distilling their knowledge
SO a creator can adapt it to the kind of content
they believe is best. The Shorenstein toolkit pro-
vides an example of a slideshow-based toolkit
for local election officials to customize for cre-
ators in their jurisdiction.

Another useful toolkit to look at is the Vote
Early Day toolkit, which is another example
of how election information can be organized
into a toolkit format. This toolkit features many
of the elements of a successful toolkit outlined
above, including resources, talking points,
key dates, and logistics helpful to creators.

Briefings and in-person summits can also
play an important supplemental role in foster-
ing community among an established cohort
of creators. Briefings are typically digital
gatherings that share the same information
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as toolkits but in an interactive way. Though
hard to schedule and more time-consuming
for organizers and attendees than a toolkit,
they offer added community benefits through
guest hosts and Q&A sessions.

After a recent in-person summit for their Cre-
ator Program, researchers at the Harvard
Chan School wrote a follow up article that con-
tained qualitative data collected from attend-
ees about their experience at the event.?
Findings showed that creators had largely
positive takeaways. They reported that the
summit “gave them new content they could
use, taught them how to better frame their
content, and helped them understand how
to search for evidence-based information to
share with their audiences.” With respect
to their identities as creators, respondents
revealed that the summit also showed them
how to play a bigger role in public health,
“heightened their sense of responsibility
toward their audience,” and cultivated com-
munity among fellow creators.

How to Connect

Do Your Own Research

Given sufficient resources, an election offi-
cial’'s staff may be able to identify and conduct
direct outreach to appropriate creators. None-
theless, it can be daunting to know where to
start. Identifying which creators to work with
and knowing how to make contact may not be
considerations at the forefront of an election
official’s mind, though it's possible for those
with the patience and available resources.
In 2024, for instance, Pennsylvania Gover-
nor Josh Shapiro’s office invited roughly 50
content creators to an in-person Democracy
Summer Camp event, where they gathered
to learn and post about Pennsylvania voting
and misinformation. Activities included panels,


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1zPq9WsZYTCFH2w69r43MHt2YGAlSwHo8WrEa56fkGOs/edit?tab=t.0
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1zPq9WsZYTCFH2w69r43MHt2YGAlSwHo8WrEa56fkGOs/edit?tab=t.0
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speakers, and breakout sessions featuring a
bipartisan group of experts and content cre-
ators to bridge the gap between the two fields.

Finding the right creators is work, but the Har-
vard T.H. Chan School created a possible
recruitment model during their initial research
into mental health creators.?® First, they iso-
lated the necessary criteria for participants in
their study. Participants had to speak English,
be over 18 years old, and post publicly rather
than to a private group. They also had to have
a sufficiently large reach, with a follower count
above a certain threshold; post frequently
about topics related to mental health; and
have active accounts on TikTok for at least
one year prior to the study period.

Next, the team used research assistants to
employ “snowball sampling techniques” to
build a specific list of creators. These included:

e Collecting word-of-mouth recommenda-
tions from community members.

¢ Finding top mental health creators and
reviewing what creators they follow.

e Searching relevant hashtags on the topic,
such as #mentalhealth and #selfcare.

e Browsing the “following” list of previously
identified creators found through commu-
nity recommendations.

e Collecting creators surfaced by TikTok’s
algorithm through searches.

Finally, research assistants manually reviewed
the last six months of an identified creator’s
content for “red flags,” such as videos that
spread misinformation.

While the Chan School’s study targeted cre-
ators who already spoke about a particular
topic (in this case, mental health), local election
officials should focus instead on non-political
creators who focus on subjects highly relevant

to the local community. This search methodol-
ogy could be adapted to identify local creators
whose audiences are more likely to capture
those in an official’s jurisdiction.

Use a Firm

Marketing agencies offering services that pair
brands with creators, leveraging their ability
to influence their followers’ product choices,
is nothing new. Recently, though, this con-
cept has expanded from brands to causes,
and new groups have formed specifically for
the purpose of helping organizations, cam-
paigns, and nonprofits cultivate creator rela-
tionships and outreach. These groups—or
connective organizations, as this paper refers
to them—are designed to match an election
official’s expertise with the creators best
suited to deliver their message. They handle
the entire process, including working with an
office to determine a budget, drafting a cre-
ator list, and devising an outreach strategy to
ensure the right message is reaching its tar-
get audience.

But while connective organizations are great
options for offices with the resources, it’s criti-
cal to note that they cost money, into the tens
of thousands of dollars. Moreover, even when
spending this much is an option, if disclosure
is required, that may cause concerns among
creators that they will jeopardize their credi-
bility and appear inauthentic. This could not
only dissuade some creators who are already
wary of speaking about politics but can also
foster distrust among their audience.

The Alternative: Do It Yourself and Create
Your Own Content

Though this paper’s primary recommenda-
tion is to encourage the cultivation of part-
nerships between local election officials
and independent content creators, we do



not want to dissuade officials from becom-
ing creators themselves. Surveys repeat-
edly show that people trust local election
officials more than any other group involved
in the elections process, with States United
Democracy Center finding that six in 10
Americans have a great deal or fair amount
of trust in state and local officials,?® much
higher than others in public life.

Creating an account and producing con-
sistent content may seem daunting, but the
posting process does not have to become
burdensome for an office. As a starting
ground, we recommend those interested
focus on growing TikTok accounts, given the
app’s increasing influence as a news source
(according to recent findings by Pew)® and
low barrier to successful video creation.

The point is to direct people to your websites
and to you for voter information as much as
possible. Below, we have outlined helpful tips
to approach content creation that encourage
individuality, without stress:

1. You never know what might go viral.
Even if it's your first post or you have only a
handful of followers, TikTok is designed to
amplify videos to hundreds of thousands of
users. A 2022 Penn State University study
found that the app’s recommendation algo-
rithm makes it easier for political videos,®'
in particular, to go viral, regardless of an
account’s following. This means offices
should just start posting; you never know
what might take off. For example, Secre-
tary of the State Stephanie Thomas did not
anticipate that her intern’s post would end
up being viewed 202,000 times.*2

2. High-quality content doesn’t have to
mean high production. Video creation
might seem like a daunting commitment
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from the outset, but users value authen-
tic content. Recent research submitted
to the Proceedings of the National Acad-
emy of Sciences (PNAS) shows that a
low-production, face-to-camera video®—
featuring speakers without established
credibility—can significantly boost trust
in election information, with effects com-
parable to high-production content. It's
important to note that, while these find-
ings highlight the power of authenticity,
the extent to which creators with estab-
lished credibility in the field further influ-
ence or mitigate this trust remains unclear.
Still, these findings suggest that prioritiz-
ing authenticity and clarity may be just as
important as investing in production value.

. The more, the merrier. Simply put, the

internet is filled with an enormous amount
of misinformation, and having experts cre-
ating factual, reliable content cannot hurt—
even if it doesn’t reach absolutely everyone
who needs to hear it. For those willing, tak-
ing the time to film a quick video walking
through a polling place, explaining ballot
tabulation, or discussing ID requirements
can help dilute false claims with accurate
ones. Furthermore, a 2021 investigation by
The Wall Street Journal found that TikTok’s
algorithm recognizes types of content that
users linger on or interact with and contin-
ues to promote it back to them;3* that means
those who express interest in election infor-
mation will be fed more of it. This content
doesn’t need to be anything fancy—it just
needs to be authentic. The impact of a
single video should never be underesti-
mated. Additionally, by maintaining a reg-
ular presence on social media and posting
as much as possible, local election officials
can continue to grow their presence on a
platform that can be used to share critical


https://statesunited.org/resources/local-election-official-trust/
https://statesunited.org/resources/local-election-official-trust/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/social-media-and-news-fact-sheet/
https://www.psu.edu/news/liberal-arts/story/tiktok-lowers-barriers-virality-keeps-tight-control-through-algorithm
https://www.tiktok.com/@ctsots/video/7436491293439593758?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7649822446590051853
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1AIQ869E4yBZV1EwQB4t-nDHqqyursgsv/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112724422459119809985&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://drive.google.com/file/d/15v_MJdPA33eiNbgJkmzZgrwns4CxNhm6/view?usp=drive_link
https://www.wsj.com/video/series/inside-tiktoks-highly-secretive-algorithm/investigation-how-tiktok-algorithm-figures-out-your-deepest-desires/6C0C2040-FF25-4827-8528-2BD6612E3796
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information during election cycles or times
that necessitate pre-bunking efforts.

4. Play to your strengths. If a local election
official has a young staffer or family member
that they can delegate the technology and
set-up to, then they can focus on what’s hap-
pening in front of the camera. By doing what
feels most comfortable for them—whether
that be sitting down, talking directly to the
camera, or incorporating light humor into a
discussion about misinformation—officials
position themselves for greater success.
Ultimately, posting on social media should
be seen as a marathon rather than a sprint;
finding a consistent and sustainable content
style and posting rhythm that is sustainable
ought to be the paramount goal.

Conclusion

The rapid decline of trust in traditional news
sources, coupled with the rising influence of
creators, underscores the need for new meth-
ods to meet the public where they are. By cre-
ating pathways through toolkits and outreach,
state and local election officials can bridge
the gap between their expertise and creators’
platforms, delivering vital information to popu-
lations who are often overlooked.

Precedents established at the Harvard Chan
School provide a model for these types of
partnerships, alongside prior creator out-
reach campaigns. While this paper introduced
options available for identifying creators to
work with, election officials should also feel
empowered to create their own content.

Ultimately, and especially in an era of increas-
ing artificially generated content, establish-
ing connections with trusted, authentic online
messengers is vital. By working with content
creators—or becoming creators themselves—
election officials can translate their expertise

to new media platforms, leveraging these new
modes of communication in ways beneficial to
our democracy.
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