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ABSTRACT
Twitter continues to be used increasingly for communica-
tion related advocacy, activism, and social change. This is
also the case for the disability community. In light of the
recently proposed ADA Education and Reform in the United
States, we investigate factors for effectiveness of sharing or
retweeting messages about topics affecting the rights of peo-
ple with disabilities. We perform a multifaceted study of the
#HandsOffMyADA campaign against the proposed H.R.620
bill to: (1) explore how communication via Twitter compares
to previous disability rights movements; (2) characterize the
campaign in terms of hashtags, user groups, and content such
as accessible multimedia that contribute to dissemination of
campaign messages; (3) identify major themes in tweets and
responses, and their variation among user groups; and (4)
understand how the disability community mobilized for this
campaign compared to previous Twitter initiatives.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing → Social media; Social
network analysis;Empirical studies in accessibility; Em-
pirical studies in collaborative and social computing;
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planations. (Permissions granted by Tiffany Bond.)
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1 INTRODUCTION
Twitter is increasingly used as a medium for advocacy, ac-
tivism, and social change, but its efficacy is questionable [1,
23, 24, 34]. The disability community, however, has embraced
Twitter as a means for political participation, sharing daily
encounters of inaccessible spaces [32], fostering discussions
on voting [17], calling for a unified identity [30], participat-
ing virtually in protests [31], and engaging people through
artistic forms of activism [9]. Despite the value online plat-
forms like Twitter have for the disability community [20],
these platforms often have limited accessibility support [22].
To counter these issues and increase online participation
among people with disabilities, communities such as the
Disability Visibility Project1 provide accessible, step-by-step
tutorials explaining how one can join, post, and follow rele-
vant conversations in Twitter [43].

This online participation was tested in early 2018 as ac-
tivists within the disability community leveraged Twitter in
a campaign against new legislation. In the United States (US),
civil rights for individuals with disabilities are protected by
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), but legislation
proposed during the 115th US Congress sought to reform the
ADA via House Resolution 620 (HR620), the ADA Education

1https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/
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and ReformAct2. In response to HR620, the disability commu-
nity expressed concern that the reform would significantly
weaken the ADA’s protection of people with disabilities, and
activists within the community protested HR620’s passage,
both via Twitter and traditional demonstration. Despite this
campaign, HR620 was passed, leaving the following question:
How well are online platforms enabling people with disabilities
to engage politically and participate in conversations affecting
their rights?
We explores this question through a multifaceted study

of the #HandsOffMyADA campaign against HR620, drawing
from work on accessibility and activism [15, 31, 39] and mea-
sures of success for activism and advocacy in Twitter [23, 49].
This study’s goals are to: (a) explore how this paradigm shift
in communication compares to historical disability rights
movements in the US; (b) characterize the campaign in terms
of hashtags, users, and other characteristics that contributed
to dissemination of campaign messages; (c) identify major
themes in the Twitter conversations and how they differ
across the observed user groups; and (d) differentiate the dis-
ability community’s mobilization for this campaign versus
prior Twitter initiatives.
We employ historical, descriptive, qualitative, and com-

parative analyses to examine a dataset of 14, 246 tweets from
6, 522 users in the campaign during 3 months in 2018 (an
example tweet from this #HandsOffMyADA campaign is
shown in Figure 1). We find groups tweeting in this cam-
paign were politicians, organizations, people with disabili-
ties, advocates, and journalists; politicians received the most
retweets, favorites and comments and journalists the lowest.
The tweets mainly voiced users’ stances on the bill, educated
others about the bill and upcoming vote, called people to
actions, shared personal experiences or those from family
members with disabilities, shared dedication to “fighting for
the rights” of people with disabilities, and condemned the
bill and lawmakers who voted in favor. We also compare
two smaller datasets of 482 and 546 tweets around the 2018
#HandsOffMyADA and 2016 #CripTheVote campaigns.While
politicians affect retweet volume, this 2016-to-2018 compar-
ison reveals the most central and influential users to be a
core group of individuals primarily composed of people with
disabilities, disability advocates, and disability organizations.

More importantly, very few tweets contained images, videos
and animated GIFs, a strikingly small percentage of which
were accessible through alt text for images or open captions
on videos. The fact that users who care about disability rights
were not providing accessible content highlights the urgent
need for an interface that exposes existing and enables new
accessibility features in Twitter. Since multimedia is posi-
tively related to a campaign’s success [2, 19, 49, 50], as also

2www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/620

confirmed in our findings, the limited accessible media in
our data suggests platform affordances may inhibit users
from generating accessible content and negatively impact
campaigns affecting the disability community. We also find
accessible media to be more engaging than standard media,
which can be an incentive to include features like alt-text on
images.

2 RELATEDWORK
An abundance of research exists on disability activism fa-
cilitated through technology and social media platforms,
extensively discussed by Ellis and Kent [15]. In the US, work
from Bora et al. [4] found accessibility barriers involved with
activities like rallies and protests have lead people within
the disability community to rely on online platforms for
advocacy, where they engage through uploading photos or
sharing posts (though barriers exist in these online spaces
as well). Recent work by Li et al. [31] around the virtual
Disability March, which occurred in tandem with the 2017
Women’s March in Washington, D.C., found participants
used a variety of platforms for the march, including Twit-
ter, Facebook, Instagram and Tumblr, with the conversation
unified around the hashtag #DisabilityMarch. These find-
ings suggest online communities are helpful when activists
with disabilities are looking to reach a broad audience and
inspire collective action. Another important aspect in Li et
al. and explored in our analysis is identity-introduced par-
ticipation, where respondents who considered themselves
activists reported feeling compelled to participate in the
movement. For individuals who identified as members of the
disability community, participation in the Disability March
was found to reinforce those identities [31]. At the same
time, broader participation in online social movements, of-
ten called ‘slacktivism’ [29, 31, 44], is often a low-impact and
low-effort way to engage with a cause or social movement.
Since social media is an important platform for the disabil-
ity community [20], our work can better differentiate this
political engagement from slacktivism.

Activism aside, social media has often been notably disin-
terested in disability issues. When a man in Japan publicly
informed government employees that he planned to target
disabled people, no one stopped him, and he eventually killed
several dozen disabled people [16]. Aside from the abject
horror of the crime and the apathy shown toward disabled
people in Japan, the world’s reaction–or a lack thereof–was
just as resounding. For example, Twitter users, who create a
hashtag and campaign around many events, did not respond
with a hashtag for a mass slaughter of disabled people in
Japan. Twitter’s lack of response caused one author to la-
bel the worldwide situation as “disability erasure” [16] and
demonstrates the challenges disability activists and advo-
cates face when reaching out for support in this medium.

www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/620


Table 1: Disability Rights Timeline.

1964 · · · · · ·• Civil Rights Act.

1973 · · · · · ·• Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act.
1977 · · · · · ·• Regulations Implementing Section 504.

1990 · · · · · ·• Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

2018 · · · · · ·•
H.R.620 – ADA Education and
Reform Act (Passed the House).

3 HISTORICAL ANALYSIS
In the US, civil rights for people with disabilities are primarily
based in Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, and the ADA.

Passed in 1973, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act repre-
sented the first comprehensive set of legal rights and protec-
tions for disabled people in the US [18]. The law represented a
“transformation” of the standing of disabled people in the US
by establishing “full social participation as a civil right” [45].
Based on the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which guaranteed free-
dom from government discrimination based on race, color, or
national origin, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act marked
the first time disabled people were viewed under the law
as full citizens in the US– at least it would had it been im-
plemented. President Nixon signed the law, but his admin-
istration did little to enable its enactment and enforcement.
Thus, the law held little power, and even a successful lawsuit
in federal courts did not sway the Nixon, Ford, or Carter
administrations to implement it [5, 18, 27, 35]. In fact, the
response of the Carter administration was to threaten with
guidelines that would strip the law of all of its power [48].

Finally, a series of high-profile, creative, and coordinated
protests in 1977 by a wide range of disability organizations
and people with many different disabilities made the gov-
ernment act. Disability activists gained media and public
attention through innovative actions with clear messages,
like wheelchair blockades of the home driveways of high
ranking officials in the Carter administration, and more tra-
ditional protests, like occupations of government buildings
around the country. The most impactful protest, however,
was the occupation of the Department of Health, Education,
and Welfare building in San Francisco, where 60 people with
numerous types of physical, intellectual, and developmental
disabilities held the building for 25 days. The federal govern-
ment cut off food, water, and communication but did offer
demeaning incentives to leave, like punch and cookies [21].
The protesters were supported by a network that included
McDonald’s, Safeway, the Black Panthers, various unions,
and local and state politicians, who worked together to pro-
vide food, water, information, and medical supplies to the
protesters and bring out their messages [3, 35].

Following the San Francisco occupation, the US Congress
held a televised hearing on the Carter administration’s oppo-
sition to the Rehabilitation Act. To respond to Congress’ in-
quiries, the administration sent a low-level official to explain
plans to implement the law after exempting educational and
health buildings from accessibility requirements and exclud-
ing students with disabilities from general education [35].
Backlash against this low-ranking official by members of
Congress and the public airing of the administration’s stance,
presented against the backdrop of the San Francisco occupa-
tion, finally forced the Carter administration to implement
the law without diluting its impact.
Little more than a decade later, Congress began consid-

ering the ADA. This new law extended the rights of people
with disabilities, increasing access to simple everyday trans-
actions from shopping or attending a movie to vital activities
like getting a job and attending a university. “Basically, the
ADA extended the protections created by the Rehabilitation
Act to most elements of society” [28]. As with the Rehabilita-
tion Act, coordination among disability rights activists and
advocates was central to the law’s passage.
Advocates focused less on gaining attention through the

media coverage of protests and instead emphasized coordi-
nated lobbying by disability advocacy groups [47]. The few
targeted protests highlighted specific kinds of discrimination
in dramatic ways, like wheelchair users and others with mo-
bility impairments crawling up the front stairs of buildings
that lacked a ramp or other accessibility features [18]. As
with the Rehabilitation Act protests, collaboration between
different advocacy groups and people with a range of disabil-
ities and the dissemination of clear messaging were key. A
sharp contrast between the battles to pass the Rehabilitation
Act and the ADA were the stances of the executive branch.
While three consecutive presidents opposed the former, the
ADA was championed by President George H. W. Bush, who
considered it one of his greatest accomplishments as pres-
ident. When signing the ADA into law, he stated “Let the
shameful wall of exclusion finally come tumbling down” [48].
Despite support for the ADA, its 25th anniversary was

ignored in the 2016 presidential campaign [13, 26]. Then in
2018, the ADA Education and Reform Act, HR620, passed
out of the House on February 16, by a vote of 225-192. HR620
expanded the window of time in which businesses would
have to respond to ADA complaints. The disability commu-
nity was concerned this change would greatly reduce the
efficacy of the law in protecting the rights of people with
disabilities. By the end of March 2018, 42 senators had signed
what became known as the Duckworth letter, a passionate
rejection of HR620 by Tammy Duckworth, a US senator from
Illinois and a disabled veteran. Those signing the letter vowed
against HR620 or other changes to the ADA.



Alongside online efforts for advocacy and education re-
lated to the HR620 bill, analyzed in this paper, some people
with disabilities and disability advocates also took to protest-
ing offline. Days ahead of the House vote on HR620, the
Capitol Police arrested 10 individuals for unlawful demon-
strations in the Capitol building [38]. Somemorewell-known,
digital news outlets published coverage of the event includ-
ing The Hill (Headline: Capitol Police arrest disability rights
protesters for disrupting hearing), Vice News [33] (Headline:
Protesters with disabilities were handcuffed and dragged out
of a House committee meeting), and Business Insider [41]
(Headline: Wheelchair-bound protesters dragged out of con-
gressional hearing). Other coverage came from more niche
and progressive news organizations like The Mighty [10],
Truthout [36] and Not Dead Yet [12]. A Google search from
January 15 to March 15, 2018 for news coverage of this
protest, or others like it, yielded few results, however, sug-
gesting these acts gained little visibility.

4 DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS
Having established the historical context around the #Hand-
sOffMyADA campaign, we now examine how Twitter at-
tributes relate to the dissemination of the campaign message.
We collect Twitter data related to the 2018 #HandsOffMyADA
campaign and analyze them qualitatively to characterize the
campaign in terms of hashtags, user groups, and tweet at-
tributes.

Data Collection and Reduction
We collected a dataset of Twitter content between February
1st and March 3rd, 2018 using a scraping tool3 via Twitter’s
website. Relevant tweets contained one of the following hash-
tags associated with the campaign: #ada, #HandsOffMyADA,
#HR620, #SaveTheADA, #StopHR620. This scraped data con-
tained only the tweet text, Twitter user handle, and tweet ID,
so we used Twitter’s public API to “rehydrate” these tweets
and retrieve the associated metadata (retweet counts, user in-
formation, etc.). This initial dataset contained 63,463 tweets
from 37,375 users.
After reviewing this initial dataset, however, many re-

trieved tweetswere unrelated to the campaign against HR620;
rather, many tweets contained references to a popular cryp-
tocurrency, also called ADA, and discussions related to its
value. To remove these unrelated references, we applied topic
modeling, using latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA), to identify
hashtags associated with the ADA cryptocurrency and re-
moved any tweet mentioning one of 35 blacklisted tokens
(e.g., #airdrop, #bitcoin, #ethereum, #usd, #xem). The result-
ing cleaned dataset contained 14,246 tweets from 6,522 users.

3TweetScraper: https://github.com/jonbakerfish/TweetScraper
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Figure 2: Daily frequencies of the top-5 hashtags during the
campaign in the period of February 1st - March 3rd, 2018.

Hashtags
Since hashtags serve as major mechanism for coordinating
communication channels and engaging in shared interests
in Twitter [7], determining the most shared hashtags in the
context of the campaign against HR620 helped in identifying
discussions related to the movement. Unsurprisingly, the
ten most used hashtags in our dataset contained the five
search terms along with #CripTheVote, #NoHR620, #Disabil-
ityRights, #Disability, and #CivilRights, with daily frequen-
cies of the top five hashtags shown Figure 2. The discussions
around these hashtags peaked between 14-16 February, cen-
tered on the day of the House’s vote on the bill (15 February)
with tweets first appearing only a week before the vote. Of
particular note is the #CripTheVote hashtag, given its use in
the 2016 election, suggesting a continuity in messaging.

Users
We characterize users by analyzing their “bios”, a Twitter
field in which users describe themselves in fewer than 160
characters, one that research has shown to be rich and predic-
tive [39, 46]. We observe 5, 792 users, or 88.8%, have included
information in their bios, and we focus on the 5, 432 users
who provide bios in English, or 83.3% of the total users.

We manually inspect bios from users generating the 100
most retweeted tweets, and we observe the majority of these
users fall into five overlapping categories also present in
our historical analysis: politician, organization, person with
disabilities, advocate (e.g., a family member of a person with
disabilities), andmedia. If a user falls into multiple categories,
we use their first mentioned identity for categorization (e.g.,
Senator Tammy Duckworth identifies herself as a senator

https://github.com/jonbakerfish/TweetScraper


Figure 3: Tweet composition analysis indicates that very few
tweets included media and even fewer accessible media.

in her Twitter bio with no mention of her disability). To
see how users are distributed along these categories, we
manually code the bios of 549 users (a 10% random sample
in our dataset), finding 1.3% of our sample are politicians,
18.2% organizations, 11.5% people with disabilities, 11.8%
advocates, and 4.1% media. Bios for the remaining 53% of
users in our sample do not include any explicit information
or clues for this categorization.

We find many of the users with disabilities self-identify in
their bios as “Disabled.”, perhaps in response to the #SayThe-
Word campaign [30] that calls for the disability community
to “own this word”. We observe an identity-first language
in bios as well, such as ‘Deaf”, “Blind”, “Limbless”, “Autistic”,
and “Wheelie”, as well as the disclosure of more specific infor-
mation related to the disability such as “(Hearing-impaired,
Learning Disability, & Auditory-processing disorder)”, “Broken
build (Dysautonomia and EDS)”, “FSH dystrophy”, “Duchenne”,
and “live with DID”.

Tweet Features, Accessibility, and Engagement
Beyond hashtags, users, and user connectivity [2, 50], re-
searchers have linked URLs, images and videos with retweet-
ability [25, 49], which is considered a measure of success in
activist tweets [42]. We explore these factors’ presence by
examining the tweet composition in our dataset across the
following non-disjoint categories: no media or URLs (text
only), at least one URL (url), at least one image (image), and
at least one video or animated GIF (video/gif).
Given that people with visual impairments are an active

user group in Twitter [6, 39], we also examine the use of alt
text, an alternative textual description of images provided by
the author and accessible only through assistive technologies
such as screen readers and refreshable Braille displays. Since
our initial data obtained with TweetScraper was missing any
alt text attributes, we re-scraped 13,986 of the original 14,246
tweets with Twitter’s API using the "twarc" program4. The

4Twitter archiving (twarc): https://github.com/DocNow/twarc

“my hand holding a green house of representatives gallery
pass. on my wrist is a red mark fromwhere handcuffs chafed
my wrist” – self identified as a chronically ill disability
activist.
“"Hands Off My ADA" is in black, capitalized letters with
a red hand print in the center of the "O" in Off. "Hands
Off" is against a solid white background and "My ADA"
is against a solid red background.” – self identified as an
organization on disability rights.

Table 2: Examples of alternative text describing im-
ages in tweets.

remaining 260 tweets were unavailable and may have been
deleted by their authors based on manual checking of the
original URLs for a few of these tweets.

Figure 3 shows the distribution of the tweets in our dataset
along these categories. We observe that about 38% of the
tweets in this campaign are text only with the remaining 62%
falling under the other overlapping categories. Specifically,
more than 50% of the tweets include an URL (7, 672), almost
11% include an image (1, 518), less than 1% include a video
(41) or an animated GIF (58), and less than 1% include an
image with alt text. Specifically, we find that out of 1, 518
tweets embedding at least one image (1, 683 images) only 110
tweets (about 7%) have an alt text (118 images). On average,
the description of these images, with examples shown in
Table 2, tends to be very close to the 140 characters limit
in tweets (range: 14-368, µ: 143.80, σ : 100.90), thought the
limit for alt text is 420 characters. Since there is currently no
support for alt text in animated GIFs and videos, none of the
58 or 41 videos had an alternative text description.
When considering Twitter users who are Deaf/deaf or

hard-of-hearing, we find that only one of the videos in
the campaign included captions. Given that Twitter does
not currently support closed captions or subtitles, the only
way to add captions is to encode or “burn” them into the
videos themselves making it even more challenging for users
to upload video content that is accessible for this user group.

While no official numbers on alt text or video captioning
compliance for Twitter are available, the 7% image accessi-
bility rate and 2.4% video accessibility rate are strikingly
low especially, when considering these tweets are generated
by users who support disability rights and often also aim
to reach people with disabilities (e.g. non accessible images
in Figure 1). We suspect this scarcity is related to the fact
that the ability to add alt text in Twitter is not ON by de-
fault. Moreover, many people may not even be aware of this
feature since the alt text is not exposed in the interface and
is only readable by viewing the source code of the tweet,

https://github.com/DocNow/twarc


Figure 4: Retweet counts based on tweet composition.

Figure 5: Favorite counts based on tweet composition.

using a screen reader, or a Twitter client applications such
as EasyChirp [14] and the TheQube [51].
While the effect of URLs in retweetability is debatable,

researchers tend to agree on the positive effect of media in
retweetability [2, 19, 49, 50]. To see how these findings are
reflected in our dataset, we plot the distribution of retweet
count for tweets under each category in Figure 4, where box
indicates quartiles, centerline indicates median, star indi-
cates mean, whiskers indicate 1.5 inter-quartile ranges, and
crosses indicate outliers. We also consider the number of
times any tweet was marked as “favorite” by anyone, shown
in Figure 5. Beyond indicating a measure of public endorse-
ment, agreement, or support, these two behaviors, retweet
and favorite, also serve as a mechanism through which in-
formation diffuses in Twitter.

We observe that most tweets in this campaign are neither
retweeted nor marked as favorite. Specifically, the distri-
bution of retweet and favorite counts indicates that a rela-
tively small proportion of tweets are outliers with dispro-
portionately large retweet or favorite counts. Of the 14,246
tweets in this dataset, each tweet is retweeted an average
of 11.40 (σ = 173.7) times and favorited an average of 15.08
(σ = 253.8) times. Compared to the recent #MeToo Twitter

movement, these metrics are high, as the average #MeToo
tweet posted between October 2017 to January 2018 received
2.38 retweets (σ = 71.79) and 5.69 favorites (σ = 229.1) [37].
The #MeToo campaign, however, has been highly influential,
and this larger impact is apparent when we compare max-
imal values for these metrics: the most retweeted #MeToo
tweet received 22,893 retweets, and the most favorited tweet
received 104,464 favorites [37]; in comparison, tweets in our
dataset reached a maximum of 12,732 retweets and 19,960
favorites. Furthermore, the #MeToo campaign garnered an
order of magnitude more tweets in a similar timeframe, with
620,348 tweets from 205,489 users versus our 14,246 tweets
from 6,522 users.

Looking at tweets with media, however, we see a different
picture. Tweets with videos and animated GIFs receive more
attention than any other type of tweet with mean retweet
and favorite counts of 63 and 75, respectively. More inter-
estingly, while tweets with images have mean retweet and
favorite counts of 12 and 13, respectively, tweets of images
with alt text receive substantially higher attention with mean
retweet and favorite counts of 28 and 37. Thus, in agreement
with previous studies [25, 49], there appears to be an associ-
ation between the attention a tweet with an image receives,
through retweets or favorites. Moreover, this association
seems to carry on when tweets with images are made ac-
cessible. However, since there is no control for other factors
(e.g. users, their connectivity, and the content) these results
should be interpreted with caution.

5 QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS
To gain deeper insights into the major themes contained in
the tweets and responses as well as how they differ across
the observed user categories, we manually analyze a sample
of 50 highly retweeted tweets and their comments using
an open-coding method. Our sample consists of the most
retweeted tweet from top-10 retweeted users for each of the
five categories identified above: politicians, organizations,
people with disabilities, advocates, and media.

Politicians. Many top tweets from politicians were used to
voice the politician’s stance on the bill, share their dedication
to “fighting for the rights” of people with disabilities. Senator
Tammy Duckworth shared her personal experience as an in-
dividual with disabilities. Only one of the top tweets deployed
a “call to action” message urging followers to call their repre-
sentatives or take action. The most commonly used hashtags
among the top ten tweets from politicians were #HR620 (6)
and #HandsOffMyADA (4). Others included #ADA, #Disabil-
ityRightsAreCivilRights and #StopHR620. Few multimedia
elements were used in the tweets; one tweet included a link
to a news article, one tweet included photos of the bill (no
alt text), and another included a video of CSPAN footage
(no captions). The majority of these top tweets were from



Figure 6: Comparison of top-10 retweeted users across the five entities: politicians, organizations, people with disabilities,
advocates, and media.

current Congressional politicians. As shown in Figure 6, the
average number of retweets for politicians’ tweets was 2,590
(σ : 4,208) and the average number of favorites was 4,018 (σ :
6,691). The average number of replies to politicians’ tweets
in the dataset was 215 (σ : 371). In the replies, politicians were
often thanked for their message and their advocacy around
the issue. In the comments, users often brought up concerns
for disabled veterans and veterans health issues.
Organizations.Many of the organizations tweeting were

national-level organizations, like the Leadership Conference
on Civil and Human Rights (@civilrightsorg), the Amer-
ican Civil Liberties Union (@ACLU) and the Americans
Disabled Attendant Programs Today (@NationalADAPT).
Tweets from these organizations focused initially on inform-
ing people about the upcoming vote on the bill, and after
the bill was passed in the House, they tweeted about the
vote results, their opposition to the bill and their disapproval
of the politicians who voted in favor of the bill, with one
tweet expressing a call to action for followers. The most
commonly used hashtag in these tweets was #HR620 (8),
followed by #StopHR620 (4) and #HandsOffMyADA (4). Four
of the tweets linked to an article or website offering more in-
formation or commentary, one tweet included a video (open
captions) , and one tweet included an image (no alt text). The
average number of tweets for these tweets from organiza-
tions was 1,322 (σ : 1,704) and the average number of favorites
was 941 (σ : 1,126). The average number of replies to orga-
nizations’ tweets in the dataset was 72 (σ :131). Many of the
replies to the organizations’ tweets were from people with
disabilities (or family members of people with disabilities)
who shared their experiences and in some cases disclosed
their disability. Most of the comments were proattitudinal,
in that they agreed with the original tweet in thinking that
the bill was harmful and those politicians who voted in favor
of it should be condemned.

People with disabilities. Tweets from persons with disabil-
ities were focused around advocating against the bill and
educating others, voicing their concerns, and deploying calls

to action. Seven of the ten users self-identified as a person
with a disability in their tweets. In the cases of the other three
users, we looked to their Twitter bios and other tweets to
determine their inclusion in this group. The most commonly
used hashtags were #HandsOffMyADA (7) and #HR620 (7),
followed by #StopHR620 (5). Three of the tweets linked to
news articles, two included a photo (with alt text), and an-
other included a video (no captions). The average number of
retweets for these tweets was 667 (σ : 621) and the average
number of favorites was 717 (σ : 468). The average number
of replies to the tweets from people with disabilities in the
dataset was 17 (σ : 21). There were not many replies to most
of these tweets, however, comments generally involved the
sharing of personal experiences from other people with dis-
abilities. Another theme was showing disapproval of the bill
and those who had voted in favor of it.

Advocates. Top tweets from advocates, labeled because of
their perceived support for the disability community, cen-
tered around condemning lawmakers who voted in favor
of the bill, sharing personal experiences of having a family
member with a disability, and calls to action. The most com-
mon hashtag used in these tweets was #HR620 (7), followed
by #ADA (2). Two of the tweets included links, one included
a photo (no alt text), and one included a video (no captions).
The average number of retweets for these tweets was 1,442
(σ : 1,593) and the average number of favorites on the advo-
cates’ tweets were 1,361 (σ : 1134). These tweets averaged
48 replies (σ : 36). Replies to the tweets from advocates were
very opposed to the bill and the lawmakers who voted in
its favor. The replies in this grouping were also much more
policy-oriented than in other replies. There was also less
sharing of personal experiences and personal disclosure.

Media. Top tweets from media-affiliated accounts, focused
on condemnation of the legislation and those who voted
in favor of it, as well as multiple calls to action. The media
accounts with top retweets were not mainstream news or-
ganizations or well-known journalists, but rather they were



smaller, independent organizations and lesser-known jour-
nalists. This may be because only tweets using hashtags
related to ADA advocacy were pulled for analysis, which are
hashtags mainstream news organizations may avoid using in
their tweets. Within this grouping, the most common hash-
tag used was #HR620 (8), followed by #HandsOffMyADA (3)
and #StopHR620 (2). Two of the tweets included links, but
no other multimedia elements were included in these tweets.
The average number of retweets was 236 (σ : 516) and the
average number of favorites was 201 (σ : 425). The media
group had the fewer number of replies with an average of
16.9 (σ : 39) replies per tweet, with many tweets receiving
zero replies. For the four tweets in this grouping that did
have replies, the commenters expressed disapproval of the
bill and those lawmakers who voted in favor of it. There
was some personal disclosure of disability. One commenter
thanked a journalist for his coverage of the bill.

6 COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
While the prior analyses center on #HandsOffMyADA in
2018, this section compares the disability community mo-
bilized for this campaign versus prior initiatives through
Twitter, specifically the #CripTheVote campaign in the 2016
US presidential election.

Data Collection
While one could leverage the Twitter API to collect recent
content, the #CripTheVote campaign in the 2016 US presi-
dential election was too far in the past for Twitter’s API to
support. To address this issue, this analysis relied instead on
an extant archive of Twitter’s 1% Public Sample Stream. Twit-
ter’s API stated this sample stream contained a 1%-random
sample of tweets from the full Twitter network of public
posts, and while this claim has been found lacking in certain
respects, it has been shown to be adequate for analyzing
popular content and interactions [40]. The archive leveraged
here contains over 8.5 billion tweets between 1 January 2012
and 31 March 2018; for the purposes of this work, however,
we focused only on tweets posted between 1 Sept. - 30 Nov.
2016 (3 months) and 1 Jan. - 31 March 2018 (3 months), con-
taining 323, 636, 311 and 410, 805, 684 tweets, respectively.
Since the majority of the archive tweets were unrelated

to the #CripTheVote and #HandsOffMyADA campaigns, the
datasets were filtered to include only tweets referencing a rel-
evant hashtag: #CripTheVote and #DisabilityRightsAreCivil-
Rights for the 2016 campaign, and the same hashtags used
above (#ada, #HandsOffMyADA, #HR620, #SaveTheADA,
#StopHR620) for the 2018 campaign. Resulting datasets con-
tained 482 tweets in 2016 and 14,880 in 2018 respectively.
Again, the 2018 sample dataset included references to the
ADA cryptocurrency, so we applied the same cryptocurrency

Figure 7: Top-10 retweeted tweets from #CripTheVote (2016)
versus #HandsOffMyADA (2018) tweet samples.

filter described previously, resulting in 546 relevant tweets
in 2018.

Top-10 Retweeted Tweets Across Campaigns
We compare the top-10 retweeted tweets from the 2016 and
2018 sample datasets in term of the major themes that ap-
peared in the tweets, use of hashtags, posters categories, and
the responses they received, as shown in Figure 7.

In 2018, most of the top tweets were calls to action, urging
people to make calls to representatives. The most common
hashtags used were #ADA and hashtags related to the bill –
#HR620 and #StopHR620. The majority of these tweets were
from politicians, people with disabilities, and advocates, with
only one tweet in this grouping being from an organization
and none from media. These tweets averaged 966 retweets
(σ : 640), 1388 favorites (σ : 1353), and 38 comments (σ : 20).
However, in 2016, the most retweeted tweets around ADA
advocacy were related to the presidential election and voting.
Many of these tweets offered voting information to people
with disabilities, some showed support or disapproval of
candidates, and some were in reaction to the televised presi-
dential debate. These tweets came from two groups only –
advocates and people with disabilities – and all of the tweets
used the #CripTheVote hashtag. These tweets averaged 184
retweets (σ : 185), 282 favorites (σ : 386), and 15 comments
(σ : 39). We suspect that the lack of politicians tweets from
the 2016 sample could partially explain the lower retweet,
favorite, and comment counts since politicians tend to have
a larger pool of followers.

Influential Users and Communities
Interactions among users taking part in discussions around
these campaigns yielded insight into the central and influ-
ential users to whom people turn to for information [8]. To
identify influential users, we ranked users by their author-
ity score as determined by the PageRank algorithm, a com-
mon method for ranking users in a network [11]. Creating
clusters around these influential users also clarified which
groups mobilize around which actors. Measuring influence



2016 - #CripTheVote 2018 - #HandsOffMyADA
User Centrality User Centrality
sfdirewolf 0.0505 morethanmysle 0.1271
andrewpulrang 0.0355 ghmansfield 0.0513
disvisibility 0.0291 mattbc 0.0188
hillaryclinton 0.0275 rebeccacokley 0.0178
greggberatan 0.0265 sfdirewolf 0.0142

Table 3: Five most central users in the Twitter in-
teraction network in the #CripTheVote and #Hand-
sOffMyADA campaigns.

and community required understanding the network among
and connections between users within our datasets, leading
us to construct a network of interactions between users. To
build this network, we leveraged @-mentions in tweets (the
@ symbol followed by a Twitter username), wherein a user
mentions another user, such that nodes in the graph repre-
sent users and directed edges represent whether a user has
mentioned another user.
After constructing these graphs and discarding isolated

users who did not interact with others in the graph, we were
left with 306 users in 2016 and 193 users in 2018. Central
users in these interaction graphs for the 2016 and 2018 cam-
paigns are shown in Table 3. Of these five most central users,
Alice Wong (@sfdirewolf) was present in both campaigns
and is the founder of the Disability Visibility Project (@dis-
visibility); similarly, Gregg Beratan (@greggberatan) and
others were also present in both campaigns, for a total of 17
users. The majority of these central users were people with
disabilities (6), advocates (6), and organizations (4). Only one
of these users was a journalist, and none were politicians.

Increases in Followership During the Campaigns
Another metric for a movement’s success is how popular the
central accounts become during the campaign, which we can
study in Twitter through a user’s counts of followers. We
sample these counts by extracting them from tweet metadata
stored in the 1% samples on which these datasets were built
(i.e., whenever a user’s tweets or retweets are captured in the
1% sample, so too are that user’s friend and follower counts
at that instant). For the top eight and 14 most central users
in the 2016 and 2018 campaigns respectively, Figure 8 shows
that follower gain during the three-month sampling periods,
where the y-axis describes the number of tweets/retweets by
a given user present in our datasets. We find in 2016, most of
these central accounts saw larger increases in followership
than central accounts in 2018, with four accounts from 2016
seeing increases of more than 600 followers, whereas only
one account in 2018 saw a similar increase.

7 DISCUSSION
This study reveals several issues relevant to the human-
computer interaction community, from strategies for build-
ing activist campaigns to the continued difficulty in using
accessibility features to unique personal security concerns
of those who self-disclose disabilities.

Twitter’s public, broadcast model and short, light messag-
ing make it an ideal platform for individuals with disabilities
to engage politically. We see in this study that Twitter is
used by concerned parties, such as politicians, organizations,
people with disabilities, advocates, and media to draw atten-
tion to the ADA Education and Reform Act. However, unless
tweets receive enough attention, through retweets, favorites
and comments, people are unlikely to learn about this bill
and followup, thus limiting the efficacy of tweets. We find
legislation targeting the ADA receives little attention when
mentioned by media outlets that were not mainstream orga-
nizations. Moreover, in contrast to previous disability rights
movements (e.g., in 1977 and 1990) mainstream news compa-
nies provided little coverage of the 2018 events. Mentions by
politicians received far more attention emphasizing the need
to engage politicians for increased communication. We also
found that tweeting, with use of clear identifying hashtags
peaked to above a 1,000 tweets a day on February 15, the
day of voting. While many tweets were posted on the day of
voting, substantially fewer tweets were posted in the time
leading up to voting, suggesting campaigns using Twitter
require longer time frames than allowed for this campaign.

When comparing this campaign (2018) to the #CripTheVote
campaign (2016), we find tweets in 2018 received more atten-
tion. We suspect this difference may be due to the different
themes from the two campaigns: while the 2016 campaign
focused on providing information about voting and taking
the personal action of voting, the 2018 campaign was a big-
ger call to action to raise awareness and influence politicians.
We find key actors wielding greater influence in their social
networks were present in both campaigns and were often
people with disabilities, advocates, and disability organiza-
tions. This suggests tight communities are retained across
the two campaigns. However, we find that such actors gained
fewer followers in the 2018 campaign, which may result from
the narrower area of concern that impacts only people with
disabilities.
Positive relationships between multimedia and engage-

ment are known [2, 19, 49, 50], and we find this relation
in our results, particularly with tweets containing videos
and accessible images. Moreover, we observe tweets with
images that included an alt text received more retweets on
average than tweets with solely images or just text. How-
ever, only about 11% of tweets related to the campaign had
images, and only 7% of these were accessible. Given this
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Figure 8: Followers for the top-8 and top-14 central users in the 2016 and 2018 campaigns during a three-month period.

campaign involves a community that cares about disability
rights, this low use of alt text suggests few people are aware
of accessibility attributes in Twitter and its use for increas-
ing accessibility and communication. Tweets including video
received more attention than any other content, yet fewer
than 1% of tweets included video and only one of the videos
included captions. Again, this highlights challenges for ac-
cessibility since uploading video with captions in Twitter
currently requires additional effort, tools and knowledge.

Lastly, we find many users reveal information about their
disability during political campaigns, often adopting an identity-
first language or through selfies. While these strategies may
increase effectiveness and draw attention, they also raises pri-
vacy concerns. These privacy concerns present an opportu-
nity for technology to support these individuals and provide
tools to remove these self-disclosures following a campaign,
thereby preserving these individuals’ privacy while allowing
them to engage politically.

Limitations
While the studies outlined herein identify issues both plat-
forms and activists should address, several limitations in
this work leave open future research avenues. One such
limitation lies in our comparison of the #CripTheVote and
#HandsOffMyADA movements: though engagement differs
between these two movements, suggesting varying effec-
tiveness, these differences may flow from divergent national
contexts. The #CripTheVote campaign’s focus on the 2016
presidential election connected with a national event with
significant and long-term media coverage, whereas legisla-
tion the #HandsOffMyADA movement targeted was more
isolated. As such, future comparisons of activism strategies
would benefit from an equal comparison of legislative or
election-related movements. Further, our studies of these
movements focus only on relevant hashtags and the Twitter

platform, excluding content discussing the campaigns and
engaging with the community through mentions or replies.
Future work could follow individuals who are known ac-
tivists in disability community and track their interactions,
which could lead to better insights into why Twitter’s ac-
cessibility features are so rarely used. Similarly, while our
focus on Twitter is motivated by the disability community’s
use, individuals now engage across multiple platforms, and
future research should explore this cross-platform content.
Finally, when classifying users, we only consider disabilities
disclosed through bios or tweets as they best represent how
people self-identify on the platform and in this campaign.
As such, we may have missed people who indeed have a
disability but did not self-identify. Similar limitations apply
to any study where the disability status is primarily based
on self identification.

8 CONCLUSIONS
This multifaceted study provides a comprehensive analysis
of how Twitter is adopted, used, and constrained for dis-
ability campaigns. We compared the current campaign to
previous disability rights efforts and other campaigns on
Twitter and identified differences and key network charac-
teristics retained across both campaigns. We explored the use
of hashtags, types of actors, use of multimedia, and themes of
messages that contribute to increased sharing and communi-
cation of tweets that can lead to more successful campaigns.
We also uncovered accessibility challenges that may limit
peoplewith disabilities from fully leveraging the potentials of
Twitter in public discussions affecting their disability rights.
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