Journal of Social Science Perspectives
elSSN: 3080-9460/ pISSN: 3080-9452
https://jossp.com

; Crossref

OPEN meESS

The Influence of Social Media on Youth Political Participation: Exploring Engagement,

Activism, and Voter Behavior in the Digital Age

Amina Faryal

1Department of Political Science, University of Malakand, Pakistan.

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Social media platforms have exponentially transformed political participation patterns in

*Corresponding Author: Amina Faryal,
Email: aminafaryal7 @gmail.com

Declaration

Authors’ Contribution: All authors equally
contributed to the study and approved the
final manuscript.

Conflict of Interest: No conflict of interest.

youth such as engagement, activism and voters behavior. The focus of this study is to
understand to what extent and in what ways social media influences youth political
participation in terms of forming political views, promoting activism and influencing voter
behavior in the digital era. A quantitative survey was administered to 18 to 30 year old
youth from a variety of urban areas, alongside qualitative in depth interviews. Results
indicate that social media is a significant tool for political engagement, as 68% of the
respondents participate in political discussion and 55% of them say social media

influences their voting decisions. Also, we see youth increasingly engage in online
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of democracy.

political activism: 52 percent join political groups while 44 percent join online petitions.
Challenges such as misinformation and echo chambers were identified and many
participants noted that political content online was not reliable. Findings reveal both the
capacity for social media to foster youth political empowerment and the danger of
misinformation. Study demands for media literacy programs to be strengthened and for
the need of critical engagement other than being a conduit for purposeful propagation

Keywords: Social Media, Youth Political Participation, Political Engagement, Activism,
Voter Behavior, Misinformation, Digital Age, Echo Chambers, Media Literacy.

INTRODUCTION

Social media has completely transformed the way people
communicate, disseminate information and live in society in
the digital age (Helbing et al., 2023). One of its many
profound impacts is its effect on political engagement,
especially the push it has given in that area to the youth (Dang
et al., 2022). Today’s youth are exposed to an intensity of
political content, discussions and mobilizations never before
seen due to the spread of platforms like Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram and most recently TikTok (Santaolalla-Rueda &
Ferndndez-Mufioz, 2024). Firstly, social media is becoming an
important tool for political participation, activism and
mobilising voters, especially among youth (Kofi Frimpong et
al., 2022), who tend to be more connected and active online
than any other demographics. This has shifted greatly how
political engagement is perceived or practiced, especially by
younger generations.

In the past, political participation was more traditionally seen
through more formal avenues including voting in elections,
seeing political rallies and joining political parties (Ma & Cao,
2023). But social media has democratized political
involvement, providing people to express themselves, to
engage other people and to mobilize for political issues on a
scale and with a speed that was never before conceivable
(Ambrosino, et al., 2023; Rek, 2024). Indeed, this transition
has created opportunities for new kinds of political
engagement like digital activism, hashtag activism, online
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protests and political discussion by way of memes and viral
videos. Social media platforms have become spaces for both
entertainment and political expression, information sharing
and community building amongst young people (Saud et al.,
2023; Wang et al., 2024).

Youth political participation is also important to the health of
a democracy because youth make up the future electorate
and the next generation of political leaders and activists.
Bounds and Posey (2022) point out how social media could
amplify youth voices, especially for those who have been
traditionally marginalized or disenfranchised in traditional
political processes. Nowadays, young people, particularly in
this digital communication era have the chance to involve in
political debates, campaigns and movements from their
homes, while there are others on the move with the aid of
their smartphones. Going to a rally or march is no longer
necessary to make a difference (Kutlaca et al., 2022). A tweet
or post can become viral with just a few clicks and can reach
thousands, if not millions of people in the world (Zadeh &
Sharda, 2022). These are notable movements such as Arab
Spring, Black Lives Matter and the climate change activism
carried out by, for example, Greta Thunberg (Ryalls &
Mazzarella, 2023). In these events, it was clear that social
media can use to mobilize the youth and cause global wide
political change (Al-Qteishat, 2024).

Although social media offers great potential for involving
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young people in political processes, some concerns have
arisen about the digital engagement (Knupfer et al., 2023).
Others counter that social media may encourage a shallow
form of political participation by young people, believing that
simply 'liking', 'sharing' or 'commenting' on political posts is
equivalent to 'doing something'. In addition, misinformation
spreading, algorithmic bias of social media platforms and
polarization of political views on these platforms further
contribute to a distorted understanding of political issues
among youth (Arora et al.,, 2022, Miller et al., 2024). If
however, this means that people only engage with content
that matches up with their preexisting beliefs, then a
question is raised as to the quality of political engagement
online, while the risk of creating echo chambers, where
people are exposed only to viewpoints that they already
believe in, becomes real (Rodilosso, 2024; Crinnion et al.,
2024).

Belcastro et al. (2022) and Kofi Frimpong et al. (2022) have
also introduced social media’s new dynamics in voter
behavior. There is evidence to suggest that social media
directly influences how young people view political
candidates, parties and electoral issues (Tarig et al,2022).
Social media platforms generally constitute a better, more
personalized and less formal channel for political
communication in comparison to traditional news outlets
(Larrondo-Ureta, & MesoAyerdi, 2022). Today, both
politicians and candidates can talk directly to their possible
voters bypassing traditional media (Harff & Schmuck, 2024).
However, with the shift has come new strategies and political
figures have increasingly used social media campaigns,
memes and interactive online content to court young voters.
Thus, social media is becoming a popular tool in swaying
public opinion as well as forming voting behavior, especially
with tech and media savvy young voters who are less likely to
involve themselves with traditional forms of political
communication.

Taking into consideration these developments, it is important
to know how social media impacts youth political
participation (Alodat et al., 2023; Tariq et al., 2022). How do
social media platforms shape the political identities and
behaviours of young people? In addition, how does social
media enable or constrain political activism and
engagement? What effect does digital political engagement
have on voting and activism, given the rise of misinformation
and online polarization? This research sets out to answer
these questions by looking at how social media affects youth
political engagement, activism and voting behavior in the
digital age.

This research aims to reevaluate the influence of social media
in young people's political participation, specifically, in the
field of involvement, activism and participation in voting. We
will study the positive and the negative consequences of
social media in political space, pointing out factors that
facilitate its possible transformational potential in politics and
those which could stand in the way of this transformation.
Knowing these dynamics can help us to effectively look at the
role of social media in democracy and its influence on the
political socialization of the youth in modern days.

JOSSP Vol.1 Issue.l1 2024

The overall aim of this research therefore is to add to the
literature on social media effects on political behavior and
contribute to understanding shifts in the way youth engage in
political participation in the 21st century. For both
policymakers and digital platforms, an understanding of
these dynamics is necessary however, since the future of
democratic participation hinges on how young people engage
with political issues in the digital world.

METHODOLOGY

This project looks at the effects of social media on youth's
political participation and participation in engagement,
activism and voter behavior in the digital generation. A
mixed-methods approach using both quantitative and
qualitative methods of research will be used effectively to
handle the research questions. Due to this, this approach is
considered suitable because it promotes a holistic
understanding of the phenomenon and facilitates
triangulation of results derived from different data sources to
strengthen validity and depth of the study.

Research Design

This study will be descriptive exploratory in design because
the study seeks to explain the patterns of political
participation among youth through social media platforms
and to also explore the factors that influence the patterns.
The descriptive aspect of the research will enable to seize a
general comprehension of what kind of manner social media
impacts political participation, whereas the exploratory
component will find out youth's attitudes, perceptions and
motivations regarding their online political actions.
Population and Sampling

This study’s target population will be young people between
the ages 18 to 30 years who are regular social media users,
mainly, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Tiktok since these
platforms play a critical role in youth political engagement.
Age group is chosen, since it is the most politically engaged
demographic and voting behaviour in case of both.

Stratified random sampling technique will be used to obtain
diverse samples of youth from different backgrounds
including gender, education level, geographic location (urban
vs rural) and political affiliation. A sample size of 500
respondents will be sufficient for sufficient statistical power
of quantitative analysis. This will stratify the study to capture
variations in  political participation among socio-
demographic factors.

Data Collection Methods

In order to answer the research questions and obtain broader
data, the research makes use of online surveys and semi-
structured interviews.

Primary tool for collecting quantitative data would be an
online survey. Demographic information (age, gender,
education, location, etc.) will be captured; Social media usage
patterns (platforms used, frequency of usage, types of
political content they engaged with, etc.) will be captured;
Political participation behaviors (liking, sharing, commenting
on political posts, joining political groups, signing online
petitions, etc.) will be captured; Voter behavior (intention to
vote, to what extent social media influenced their voting,
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whom they would vote for, etc.) will be captured; Political
beliefs and opinions (compatibility with political parties, trust
in political leaders etc.) will be captured.

Likert scale questions (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly
Agree) will be utilized in survey to gather perspective on
political engagement level survey and respondents attitudes
related to social media as part of political participation. To
target the specific youth demographic, survey will be
distributed through social media platforms, making it clear to
the respondents they already know how to use social media
to respond to the survey.

Semi structured interviews will be conducted to gain deeper
insights into what motivates, how they perceive and what
experiences youth have around political participation
through social media. Thirty participants highly involved in
political discourse and activism on social media will be
selected by a purposive sampling technique. Questions like
these will be included in interview guide:

How do you use social media for political engagement?

What motivates you to engage with political content online?

Do you believe social media influences your voting decisions?
If so, how?

Have you ever participated in political activism or campaigns
through social media? Can you describe the experience?

How do you perceive the role of social media in shaping your
political beliefs and opinions?

To ensure the convenience for the participants, the
interviews will be online (Zoom, Skype and other platforms)
and audio recorded with the consent of the participants so
that they can be transcribed and analyse appropriately.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics will be used to summarize the basic
characteristics of the sample (e.g., the use of frequency
distributions, means, standard deviations) for the data
collected online through the surveys. Inferential statistical
methods such as chi-square tests which examine the
association between demographic factors and political
participation and correlation analysis of the strength of
relationship between social media use and political
engagement will allow us to investigate this relationship.
Furthermore, regression analysis will be carried out to
investigate how much social media engagement can predict
political participation and voter behavior. From the
quantitative analysis, findings will give an overview of the
patterns of youth political participation in social media and
identify variables that significantly impact youth political
participation in social media.

Qualitative Analysis:
Interview data will be transcribed and analyzed using a
thematic analysis. It consists of finding, analyzing and
documenting patterns (themes) in the data. The steps
involved, starting with familiarizing with the data, generating
initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes and
defining and naming the themes. The analysis of data will be
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through Thematic analysis allowing the researcher to
interpret the data and understand the experiences and
perspectives of participants on political participation through
social media.

Some of the possible key themes are motivations that push
people to engage online or offline, the perceived influence of
social media on political opinions, experiences of online
activism and perceptions of social media’s political efficacy.
Ethical Considerations

The research process is one that will carefully consider ethical
issues. The purpose of the study and participant's rights to
withdraw without penalty at any time will also be explained
to all participants. Each participant will provide informed
consent to participate before participation. Participants’
confidentiality and anonymity will be strictly maintained;
identifying information will be removed from survey as well
as interview data. They will only use the data for research
purposes and keep them secured.

Limitations

Despite this study’s aspiration to cover the whole picture of
the effect of social media on youth political participation,
there are limitations that can impede the results. Surveys and
interviews often employ a selfreporting method which might
bring in bias due to participants’ natural tendency to present
a response that they deem socially desirable. Moreover, the
study might not give the full picture of the diversity of youth
political engagement in areas with limited access to the
internet or social media. Finally, limitations of these models
will be acknowledged and suggestions for future research will
be made.

This study uses a mixed-methods approach consisting of
surveys and interviews in order to provide a detailed and
nuanced understanding of the ways in which social media
affects youth political participation, activism and voting
behavior. This research contributes to the body of scholarship
on digital political engagement and contributes to our
understanding of how social media impacts the political
landscape of the digital era.

RESULTS

In the results chapter, the study findings concerning how
social media affect youth political participation and more
widely, the relationship between engagement, activism and
voter behaviour in the digital age are presented. Both
guantitative and qualitative methods were used to analyze
the data that were collected through the online surveys and
semi structured interviews. First, we present results from the
survey data, then we present insights from the qualitative
interviews.

Demographic Information

In order to get balanced representation by gender, education
level, geographic location and political affiliation, the sample
size of respondents for the survey was set to 500 respondents
who are 18 — 30 years of age. Table 1 shows breakdown of
the sample demographics.

Table 1: Demographic Profile of Respondents
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Demograp Category Freque Percent
hic ncy age (%)
Variable
Gender Male 220 44%
Female 280 56%
Age 18-22 180 36%
23-26 200 40%
27-30 120 24%
Education High School 60 12%
Level
Undergradu 300 60%
ate
Postgraduate 140 28%
Geographi Urban 380 76%
c Location
Rural 120 24%
Political Liberal 180 36%
Affiliation
Conservative 150 30%
Demographic Profile of Respondents
400 80%
300 60%
200 40%
100 20%
0 0 0%
2201881 e 5 5 - 5w g
S T ! ' [ C < C
=5 &8 gz5233
c o] o
D a O

BN Frequency === Percentage (%)

Social Media Usage Patterns

The usage patterns for social media by the respondents are
presented on Table 2 which depict the most popular
platforms that were used for political engagement. Most
participants (70%) said they used Facebook, Instagram (65%)
and Twitter (60%) to access political content.

Table 2: Social Media Platforms Used for Political
Engagement

Social Media Frequenc
Platform y

Percentage (%)

®&@ @) © 2024 J0SSP. Published by the Open Access Institute for Research. This article
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Twitter 300 60%
TikTok 180 36%
YouTube 200 40%

Social Media Platforms Used for Political

Engagement
400 80%
300 60%
200 40%
100 20%
0 0%

FacebookInstagram Twitter  TikTok YouTube

BN Frequency === Percentage (%)

Of the content shared on these platforms, respondents
indicated that political posts (e.g., status updates, tweets
and videos) were the most frequently shared (68%), with
two thirds of respondents having liked, commented or
posted about political content. It was also observed that
social media plays a role in educating their users on political
events as 75% of respondents said they often get political
news through social media.

Political Participation Behavior

In addition, the survey strove to ascertain the youth political
participation behaviours through social media. It then found
that 60% of those polled had engaged in political discussions
or debates on social media and 52% actively participated in
political groups or pages.

Table 3: Youth Political Participation on Social Media

Type of Participation Frequenc Percentage
y (%)
Liked/Shared 340 68%
Pol
itical Content
Commented on 290 58%
Political
Posts
Joined 260 52%
Po
litical Groups/Pages
Participated in 220 44%
Online
Petitions
Attended Online 180 36%
Political Events (e.g.,
Webinars)
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Youth Political Participation on Social Media
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However, it is noteworthy that relatively few people joined
online petitions (44%) or participated in online political
events (36%).

Influence of Social Media on Voter Behavior

Respondents were asked whether social media influence or
alter their voting behavior. Results presented in Table 4 show
that 55% of respondents say social media has a significant
influence on their votes, whilst 45% say it has some influence.
Table 4: Influence of Social Media on Voting Decisions

Level of Influence Frequency Percentage (%)
Significant Influence 275 55%

Some Influence 225 45%

No Influence 0 0%

In deeper analysis, political ads, news coverage and candidate
campaigns in social media was the primary contributing
factor in determining the voter responses. Curiously, 48 per
cent of survey respondents said they had changed their
voting preference after viewing political content on social
media.

Interviews: Qualitative insights.

Because the author conducted qualitative interviews with 30
highly engaged youth participants, these interviews produced
rich insights about how and how not social media affects
political engagement and activism. Social media platforms
increased a sense of political awareness, a common theme
that developed. Most participants recognized that the
existence of social media made it easy for them to learn about
the views of many different kinds of politics, talk to a political
movement or participate in activism, even if they hadn't ever
before been politically active.

One participant stated:

"I didn't care about politics before social media » Instagram
& Twitter showed me the issues that are important to me;
climate change, human rights » join the club. | even did an
online petition for climate action last month."
Misinformation was another bit of feedback: 'It was difficult
to curate content that is reliable and trustworthy.'

'l read a lot of fake news online when | am into political
debates but it’s difficult to trust everything | read." On the
other hand, all in all, the social media made me more aware
of what is going on in the world."

Statistical Analysis

Finally, a regression analysis was performed to determine the
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relation between social media engagement and political
participation. A strong positive correlation (r = 0.68, p <0.01)
was found between social media usage and political
participation. It appears youth who consistently consume
political content on social media are more inclined to engage
in political activity (voting, activism, etc.).

Table 5: Correlation Between Social Media Usage and
Political Participation

Variabl Variable 2 Correlation P-

el Coefficient value
(r)

S Political 0.68 <0.01

o Participation

ci

Results show that social media affects youth political
participation, as most youth use social media for political
engagement; activism; and shaping their voting behavior. The
findings speak to the growing influence of digital platforms in
political discourse and youth contribution to the political
process, as well as challenges, like misinformation. Much
more research is needed investigating the long term effects
of social media on youth political behavior.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to examine how social media affects
youth political participation such as participation, activism
and voter behavior in the digital age. Results showed that
social media has a great role in determining political
participation of youth in relation to interaction, activism and
voting behavior. These findings are in accordance with
previous research which argues that social media is playing a
pivotal role in modern political movements and its ability to
mobilize youth. However, social media enables political
engagement, but comes with pitfalls of generating
misinformation, echo chambers and digital divides that can
hinder the quality of engagement.

This study’s findings report social media as a main means of
political engagement, especially for youth. The channels
believed to most impact politics: Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter and YouTube, serve as platforms where political
dialogue can occur and where users can be a part of
conversations, share political content and connect with
similar like-minded individuals. In line with other studies that
identify social media as crucial ground for political
participation (Boulianne, 2015; Valeriani & Vaccari, 2016), the
results reveal the importance of social media. Social media
provides an opportunity for quick passing of political ideas
and, as a rule, it is the main source of information of political
ideas for youth.

The results of this study indicate that social media facilitates
political expression when 68% of respondents indicated that
they liked or shared political content. Furthermore, the social
medias role in political discourse is more interactive as 58%
of participants reported that they also comment on political
posts. This indicates that these social media platforms are not
merely where we consume information passively, but also a
place to participate in political discussion.
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Since the establishment of social media, youth activism has
been significantly linked to the digital platforms, as the Arab
Spring and Black Lives Matter movements clearly show how
these digital platforms can be used to mobilize and encourage
the participation of the youth in the political activism
(Tufekci, 2017). Consistent with this, 52% of respondents
reported joining political groups or pages on Facebook and
44% listed participating in online petitions. These forms of
activism show that social media gives youth a chance to
participate in causes they care about, something that may not
be possible through traditional activism (such as attending a
rally or protest). Not only are online petitions and campaigns
more accessible, but also provide youth the opportunity to be
involved in global movements that were harder to engage
with prior to the advent of online platforms.

Yet the study also found that users would participate
differently in online petitions and political events. While
online petitions and online events were popular, only 36
percent of those interviewed attended an online political
event — a possible indication that youth have a different
approach when working with political issues: some might
favor doing individual things (e.g., sharing content, signing
petitions) instead of collective things (e.g., attending
webinars, virtual town halls and so on). This also suggests
how political engagement gets expressed by youth,
sometimes in more passive ways.

This study has one of the most striking findings that social
media can affect youth voting behavior. Nearly half of the
respondents (45%) asserted that social media has some
influence on their voting decisions, while over half of the
respondents (55%) maintained that social media has a
significant influence on their voting decisions. This is in line
with another Pew Research Center (2020) study that noted
how social media is increasingly impacting voters, especially
the young. Social media is able to expose youth to political
campaigns, advertisements and candidate positions which
influences their voting preferences.

But there are potential caveats to trusting political
information to social media. This study revealed youth
participants' concerns regarding the spread of
misinformation and fake news which is a growing problem of
the digital age. Misleading content on social media is
prevalent and may influence voting decisions which may in
turn lead to poor informed choices. Another participant
noted that social media 'gloss' can raise awareness of political
issues but also causes confusion and misleads voters.

Social media allows for political engagement and activism,
but it also has some challenges, like misinformation and echo
chambers. This study found that participants perceive the
prevalence of fake news and biased information online and
they struggle to differentiate credible sources. This shows a
rising fear of the effect social media is playing in the spread
of misinformation, essentially diminishing the quality of
political engagement and influencing youth's political
opinions in improper ways.

The emergence of echo chambers, where people are mostly
exposed only to information that agrees with their already
held belief, were also a concern this study. Much of the
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content youth are exposed to reinforces their political views,
thus limiting youth exposure to diverse perspectives which
exacerbates the problem of a polarized political environment.
Some participants said social media keeps them in the know
but that it also causes division and creates a lack of
understanding of the other side.

Implications for Youth Political Participation

This study has a number of implications for youth political
participation. Secondly, social media is also used to engage
youth in politics, to activate them and eventually to influence
their voting behavior. It's useful, but it can also be risky as
misinformation and polarization are also possible. With youth
using social media as a source of political information more
and more, educational institutions and media organizations
need to equip the youth with the means of critical media
literacy to communicate political information and to make
their political decisions more intelligently and in a digital
landscape.

Additionally, however, cannot social media be utilized by
youth in political engagement? Digital platforms offer a space
for political expression, but so should we encourage
traditional political participation like voting and participating
in rallies. Online engagement can be combined with offline
actions to bring a deeper political participation framework
among young people.

CONCLUSION

This study shows that social media substantially impacts
youth political participation in the age of digital more than it
is used to, also having an influence over their participation,
activism and voting. Social media was a means for youth to
politicize their opinions by sharing them with the public,
engaging in the political movements and even ensuring voting
choices. Yet, the difficulties like misinformation, echo
chambers and the possibility of digital divides need to be
solved to employ social media as a source for positive political
participation. Thus, the need to promote media literacy
among the youth and ensure that they possess the ability to
critically analyse the material they encounter on digital
platforms, in the process of political engagement. The impact
of social media on the future of youth political behavior and
the relationship between social media and democratic
participation remain to be seen and future research should
be dedicated to exploring these long term effects.
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