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The role of political participation and civic engagement as the backbones of modern deliberative
democracy is challenged by new opportunities for involvement online. Fundamental societal
transformations, facilitated by new technologies, are changing the way we interact, communicate,
produce and exchange knowledge. By nature being a bottom-up experiment, social media are more
and more involved into the everyday communication practice and become one of the major political
communication channels.

The purpose of this paper is to review the literature analysing the democratic citizens’ engagement
and political participation in the era of the Internet, particularly focusing on the involvement of young
people in the decision-making process. Moreover, a pilot case study is presented, reflecting the practices
of politically active young individuals in the online communicative space. The data available are analysed
to shed some light on the debate and to focus attention on several aspects of youth participation. Looking
further, the questions are raised: is the Internet an attractive channel to enhance political interest and
discussion among the youngsters? What impact may online communication practice via social media
have on civic and political participation of young people offline?
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Introduction litical participation; a considerable amount

The citizens’ engagement is defined as a  of research is devoted to the analysis of

multifaceted concept consisting of politi-
cal interest, political discussion, and politi-
cal knowledge (Mossberger et al., 2008).
Without question, the advent of new infor-
mation and communication technologies
(ICT) has attracted considerable attention
of scholars in the field of political com-
munication: these technologies stimulate
new discussions about the possibilities for
democratic citizens’ engagement and po-

various aspects of social media for per-
sonal, organizational, corporate and public
use as well as to the political engagement
and participation practices online. In this
context, youth is usually perceived as a
very special group — highly influenced
by the Internet, captured by an extended
democratic participation sphere, eager to
use less formal, more open channels for
political interaction. The wide scope of en-
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gagement possibilities online (from inter-
est group formation to deliberative forums
or e-voting) raises the question: do online
forms of democratic engagement already
compete with the traditional interactions
offline among the youngsters?

Today the social media — as the media
transformed by digitally interactive ICT
and based on online social networking plat-
forms as well as open source tools — ex-
pand beyond the mass media and include
the Net as well as various other forms
of personalized media consumption (De
Vreese, 2010). Compared with the classi-
cal forms of participation, the computer-
mediated versions of activity offer more
interactive, two-way  communication
flows for the participatory actions in soci-
ety. There is a body of research discussing
the issue: even though the levels of online
activity and engagement are not as high as
in traditional offline activities, they are not
negligible, and online participation is rou-
tinely included in academic assessments
of political participation (e.g., Zhang et
al., 2010; Anduiza et al., 2008; Newman,
2009; Proulx, 2009; Dahlgren, 2007, etc.).
Researchers in the field have both opti-
mistic and pessimistic reflections on the
relationship between participation and the
socially oriented Internet. Some of them
support the argument that social-network-
based online communication tools help to
stimulate interest towards politics, suggest
new ways of information sharing without
mediators, offer more specialist (political)
information, more means of exchange and
deliberation, bypassing the restrictions of
traditional news media and officially organ-
ized communicative spaces, help to make
an informed decision relying on regular
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as well as alternative sources of informa-
tion (Davis, 2009; Nyre, 2009; Newman,
2009; Dutton, 2008). On the other hand,
there are also more pessimistic viewpoints,
and researchers admit the dangers associ-
ated with information overload, unequal
access, mediatisation of political commu-
nication, and colonization, commodifica-
tion of alternative information spheres as
well as their failure to influence real-life
interactions (Davis, 2009; Gurevitz, Cole-
man, Blumler, 2009; Best, Krueger, 2005;
Bal¢ytiené, 2008; Anduiza et al., 2008).

Recently, more research analyzing spe-
cific groups of young individuals and their
democratic engagement online has been
involved into scholarly inquiry (Bennet
et al., 2011; Gaiser et al., 2010; Vromen,
Collin, 2010; Quintellier, Vissers, 2008).
However, scholars still express their con-
cern for more in-depth studies aimed to
understand the dynamics of these complex
socio-political youth participation issues.
The purpose of this paper is to focus on the
contribution of young people to the online
communicative space, the social media in
particular, as an interactive, bottom-up,
easily accessible medium. In the begin-
ning, the literature review reveals scholarly
insights into the problem disclosing special
aspects of youth democratic engagement
in the Internet era. Further, an overview of
the experimental pilot study is presented,
in which performances of politically active
young individuals in social media (such as
Facebook) and their perceptions of the po-
litical engagement online are analysed. Fi-
nally, the questions for the future research
are raised, trying to complete the picture of
youth’s democratic engagement via social
media.



Defining the problem: youth
participation in the Internet era

We live in a new economy which has three
fundamental features: it is informational,
it is global, and it is networked (Castells,
2000: 10). Innovations in web develop-
ment, computing technology, the prolif-
eration of broadband and new forms of
media contribute to the extent of Internet
applications that have never been seen be-
fore. A number of on-going changes due to
the increasing use of networking technolo-
gies in contemporary society are observed:
liberal democracies are facing a crisis of
legitimacy, public trust and understanding;
the media involve decentralized grassroot
communication forms into their content;
social media tools give opportunities for a
meaningful civic engagement and political
participation; the social dimension moves
the communicative power away from sin-
gular dominant sources of communication
(Gurevitz et al., 2009; Dutton, 2008; Dahl-
gren, 2006). Consequently, the need to un-
derstand democratic participation prima-
rily as a communication process becomes
even stronger.

Young people’s participation and in-
volvement in political life via the Internet
and social networking tools has received a
great public as well as academic interest:
numerous data reveal that youngsters are
the most avid users of networked tools for
communication, since they have been so-
cialized with the Internet since childhood
(Mossberger et al., 2003; Quinteller, Viss-
ers, 2008). The majority of youth in Lithua-
nia willingly engage into various activities
online. According to the 2011 Internet Sur-
vey, 98.5% of those in the age group 15—
19 and 89.5% in the age group 20-29 had

access to the Internet and used it at least
once during the previous six months (TNS,
2011). Moreover, social networking sites
are most popular in the age group 15-29:
eight out of 10 Internet users use them. For
those engaged into social media, visiting
social networking sites becomes almost
as popular as checking e-mail; when con-
nected to social media sites, individuals in
this age group usually spend time commu-
nicating with friends, family or collegues,
checking news about their friends and ac-
quaintances (TNS, 2010).

Recently, there has been a lot of discus-
sions on the influence of new communica-
tion technologies on democracy (Bennett,
2008b; Coleman, Blumler, 2009; LeDuc et
al., 2010). Young people are more enthu-
siastic about the possibility than the older
generation to engage into political activi-
ties. However, at the same time youth dis-
satisfaction with conventional political
engagement opportunities is widely docu-
mented: they express general disinterest,
apathy and scepticism towards politics, the
political involvement of young people is
usually labeled by impatience with poli-
tics, disenchantment with political com-
mitment, and individualization (Bennett
et al., 2011; Vromen, Collin, 2010; Geiser
et al., 2010; Quinteller, Vissers, 2008).
General research shows that young people
are among those least likely to see the dem-
ocratic process as relevant to them; they
display a low level of political participa-
tion, feel estranged from the political sys-
tem, underrepresented in more traditional
forms of participation (Coleman, 2008;
Dahlgren, 2007; Anduiza et al., 2008;
Gaiser et al., 2010). The existing agendas
reinforce the top-down, adult-managed,
structured, and formal forms of youth par-
ticipation (Vromen, Collin, 2010).
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Socialization strategies are also incor-
porated to bring (young) citizens closer
to the political process (Quintellier, Viss-
ers, 2008). Publics, social relations, com-
munication networks play an important
role in forming and enacting social identi-
ties of the young (Boyd, 2008). Scholars
provide various insights into youth disen-
chantment with politics, drawing links to
socialization issues, since “adults are fre-
quently negative about politics, the tone
of the press is often cynical, candidates
seldom appeal directly to young voters
on their own terms about their concerns,
politicians have poisoned the public well
with vitriol and negative campaigning, and
young people see the media filled with in-
authentic performances from officials who
are staged by professional communication
managers” (Bennett, 2008a: 1).

The aspiration for a more legitimized
democracy would lead nowhere without
public participation by ordinary citizens:
for democracy to work properly, it is es-
sential for the citizens to express their
opinion on the political system and to see
that the system is responsive to this opin-
ion (Anduiza et al., 2008; Nyre, 2009).
From the liberal perspective, the relation
between civil society and the state is the
cornerstone of democracy, which “de-
pends on the existence of solidary bonds
that extend beyond political arrangements”
(Alexander, 2006). Thus, the excluded
youngsters are important targets of insti-
tutional politics (Coleman, 2008). Youth
political participation broadly refers to
numerous ways of involving young people
in the decision-making process as “those
activities performed by citizens alone or
together with others, which they volun-
tary engage in to influence political deci-
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sions” (Kaase, 2002: 350, cited in Gaiser
et al., 2010: 435). More opportunities for
private citizens to affect the decision-
making processes as well as the develop-
ment, implementation, and enforcement
of public policy through government are
offered (Oblak, 2003; Delli Carpini, 2004;
Theocharis, 2011). The hopes are pinned
to the social networking sites whose social
dimension might potentially bring young
voters back to politics.

The sharing and discussion of political
information might be perceived as a tool
for the formation of opinions that ulti-
mately translate into political participation
(Mossberger et al., 2008; Wright, Street,
2007; Gonzalez-Bailon, et al., 2010). With
the advent of the ICT and Web 2.0, more
opportunities to access, challenge single
politicians or political institutions, and
discuss with the governing authorities are
being documented. Online social networks
(with bottom-up citizen-designed projects)
become a very attractive tool for the citi-
zens to be engaged, having in mind various
forms of activism. Activism online may go
far beyond the traditional forms of par-
ticipation (e.g., voting) and offers diverse
types of everyday extra-institutional activ-
ism — civic-oriented acts, which are under-
taken on a more regular basis than elec-
tions, or other acts that lie within the insti-
tutional framework (e.g., signing petitions,
boycotting certain products or marching
against racism) (Theocharis, 2011). Mobi-
lization theories suggest that the Internet
and ‘virtual democracy’ potentially attract
previously underrepresented individuals
to the new forms of horizontal and verti-
cal communication, thus reducing social
inequalities in social life (Norris, 2000).
Various new opportunities for participa-



tion, lower costs of engagement, quick ac-
cess to up-to-date information, possibility
to build social ties with the citizen make
social networking sites an attractive sphere
of political interaction. Consequently, on-
line social networks are becoming impor-
tant sources of political information and
are believed to be tempting engagement
alternatives for youngsters who usually are
not attracted to politics. In fact, they are
sometimes described as the ‘cure’ for the
democratic deficit that political institutions
have been recently experiencing.

Even though the online communica-
tive space — and the social media in particu-
lar — seem to fuel the democratic process
in different aspects, reinforcement theories
suggest that the Internet strengthens the
existing patterns of social inequality and
widens the participation gap between those
who are engaged and politically interested
and who are not (Norris, 2000). However,
the debate now is shifting further, analy-
sing the impact of social networking tools
on various groups using the Internet for
political participation. Concerning the
democratic participation issues, particular-
ly youth participating online, a lot is being
discussed on decreasing the engagement
in the Internet, its use particularly for en-
tertainment, as citizens have less time for
civic and social activities in the off-line/
real world (Dahlgren, 2009; Chistensen,
2011). These reflections on the negative
aspects of democratic engagement could
be summarized by the term slacktivism de-
scribed as “little activities that do not ex-
press a full-blown political commitment”,
referring to the activities that are easily
performed, but they are considered more
effective in making the participants feel
good about themselves than to achieve the

political goals (wearing political messages
in various forms on your body or vehicle,
joining Facebook groups, or taking part
in short-term boycotts) (Morozov, 2009,
cited in Christensen, 2011). Online-based
activities may even distract citizens from
the other, more effective, forms of engage-
ment.

Of course, from the historical point of
view, participation had been a topic before
the appearance of the social media. How-
ever, the social media moved participation
to another level. At present, it is obvious
that the social media (as a collective, us-
er-generated, unmediated platform) could
serve as an alternative space for civic en-
gagement; consequently, social networking
tools (as a phenomenon of the last decade)
inevitably influence contemporary society.
Therefore, the field of the social media and
the questions of various forms of conven-
tional and nonconventional democratic en-
gagement are of particular importance in
terms of research. Moreover, even though
the studies deal with democratic engage-
ment in relation with the aspects of politi-
cal communication worldwide, in Lithua-
nia, the aim to analyse the role of the so-
cial media for a particular group of young
adolescents in the process of political
communication is still quite a new area of
research. Young adolescents are the most
avid users of all new tools, especially the
social media. What are the characteristics
and motives of this participation?

Politically active youth
and their democratic engagement
online (pilot case study)

Seeking to explore the possibilities and
cases of participation changes due to the
social media and digital technologies, a
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qualitative pilot case study is presented, in
which young and politically active individ-
uals’ experiences of participation and in-
teraction in the social media are analysed.
It is an effort to investigate the views and
practices of this particular group of young-
sters concerning their political engagement
online, to explore the experience of social
media interactions and the perceptions of
the communication process online.

Method and data

Due to the areas of interest, the main groups
of the study questions were the following:
(a) participation via social media practices —
do politically active young citizens use the
Internet to encourage other young people
to political participation? (b) motivations
to participate — why do they choose to par-
ticipate online/ to use social media? (c)
the expected outcomes of the influence on
engagement off-line — what are the aims
of communication? This small-scale study
was an effort to investigate the views and
attitudes of politically active young citi-
zens as regards their political engagement
online, to explore and compare the experi-
ence of social media interactions, percep-
tions of the communication process, and
to shed some light on the most intriguing
question: does politics matter online, in the
social media?

A very specific group of politically ac-
tive young individuals was chosen for sev-
eral reasons. Firstly, the explicit political
interests make this group an attractive tar-
get to analyse the aspects of their political
participation. Another reason was that, be-
ing active in social media networks, these
individuals proactively engage in building
networks of deliberation and cooperation
and in this way naturally use the logic of
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network society. Moreover, young and ac-
tively communicating online adults might
be treated as the opinion leaders, some kind
of experts for other youngsters. Although
this strategy of interviewees’ selection is
quite limited and does not cover all aspects
of youth participation, the pilot study has
allowed some interesting insights into the
complex phenomenon of youth partici-
pation in the social media and suggested
ideas for the further research.

Data collection for this project involved
a pilot study in which three qualitative in-
terviews were made. The interviewees
were targeted using a purposive sampling
when “researcher actively selects the most
productive sample to answer the research
question” (Marshall, 1996: 523). The age,
offline political activity and the online ac-
tivity in the social media networks were the
main sampling criteria of this experimen-
tal study. All informants were aged 24-29
years (2 males, 1 female); all of them were
politically active individuals, i.e. they were
members of a party/political movement or
participated as candidates in the elections
(local or national). Semi-structured inter-
views were held with the participants with
a minimal moderator involvement; the
interviews lasted 30 minutes to one hour,
were recorded and transcribed. The inter-
views were carried out in March 19-23,
2011.

The limitations of this small-scale
qualitative pilot study are obvious: the ex-
tent of the data is not sufficient to make
overarching conclusions, and the inter-
view material cannot be generalized to all
young people in the population. Since the
interviews were based on a few individual
interviews and the represented group was
exceptional in its characteristics, the study



was likely to give quite a subjective pic-
ture. This attempt was rather descriptive,
used to identify the relationship among
communications, the social media and po-
litical identity of the youngsters, as well
as to draw implications for the future re-
search. In the following paper, an overview
of the participation practices of politically
active young citizens will be given, with a
particular focus on the motives to partici-
pate, on the one hand, and the effects they
personally seek from their interactions via
social media, on the other hand.

Critical reflections on communication
and involvement in social media

On the whole, the Internet might be re-
garded as a powerful tool for influencing
the habits and willingness of citizens to
participate and engage in the democratic
processes. Scholars agree that the Internet
may reinvigorate civic life by increasing
access to political information, facilitating
political deliberation, developing social
networks, and offering an alternative venue
for political expression and engagement
(Boulianne, 2009: 195). Starting with the
interview analysis, we can see that young
and politically active people generally per-
ceive the social media as a very important
sphere for deliberation and opinion shar-
ing; they stress the deliberative aspect of
the participation online:
Public discussion via a newspaper or
TV? No, it is not a real discussion as you
have no direct feedback from society! I am
sure that in this case Facebook or other so-
cial media would be the best [channel]. (...)
1 really think that the social media are the
best channel to use for the public debate.
1 think this is the only place where people

engage in a real conversation (Interview 1,
male).

Generally, the social media in the con-
text of political engagement have a poten-
tially informal and fluid status. The Internet
is an “empty space of power which is both
vulnerable to state-centric (and, for that
matter, corporate) strategies and open to
occupation by citizens who have few other
spaces available for them to express them-
selves in constructive democratic ways”
(Coleman, Blumler, 2009: 9). The social
media may serve as alternative sources of
information. As a literature review con-
firms, the social media are widely used by
the younger generation of audiences, who
are ICT-literate, have new media skills,
understand the global dimension (Moss-
berger et al., 2008). The informants argue
that the Internet has increased the available
space and possible choice of subject matter
for publishing political news; furthermore,
the new media offer an important extra
layer of information and diverse opinions.
The Internet is open and accessible to eve-
ryone; young people are the main group
that is most likely to go online for a va-
riety of activities. Current interviews of
the pilot study support this idea, as actors
understand the growing importance and
usability of the new media technologies
and invest their communicational activi-
ties to the online space:

Social media reconnect politics and so-
ciety. It is a huge advantage to have a possi-

bility to communicate directly [with people
in politics] (Interview 2, female).

Generally, the overall awareness of
the social media as a powerful political
communication tool is emphasized in the
findings. For this reason, it is important to
discuss the representation issues. The 21st
century communication operates in a more
integrated media culture where “new, digit-
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al technologies of mediation make possible
more indirect techniques of representation,
which do not transcend the necessity for
representing or being represented in a po-
litical democracy, but serve to democratize
representation by making it a more direct
relationship” (Coleman, 2005: 178). This
leads to an inevitable loosening of control
over political agenda, forcing politicians
into an increasingly responsive mode rath-
er than the proactive, agenda-setting role
they would prefer to adopt (Gurevitz et al.,
2009: 173). As the exploratory study has
shown, politically active youth especially
stress the social media as a tool for direct
communication with their counterparts in
the social media. In other words, all inter-
viewees (being politically active) produce
the content that is audience-oriented and
representation-driven:
Of course, the people [who follow me on
Facebook or on Twitter| are very important.
When [ write something on my ‘wall’ I al-

ways think about their interests (Interview
2, female).

I am always thinking what I post on my
Wall [in Facebook]. (...) I have no strategy
how I should communicate via the social
media, but I definitely think that you should
have such [strategy] if you are in the politi-
cal sphere. That'’s my mistake [that I do not
have any strategy] (Interview 1, male).

These quotes reflect the tendency for
the growth of strategic communication and
political public relations that further on
imply a result in the so-called permanent
campaign and mediatisation of politics:
the mediated publicity has become a 24/7
presence and the techniques of profession-
al media management are increasingly ap-
plied to everyday politics; governing and
campaigning are fused within a perpetual
relationship (Norris, 2000; Coleman, 2005;
Gurevitz, Coleman, Blumler, 2009).
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The pilot study has demonstrated that
even in this era of the new media the aim
to manage the meaning and citizenry,
to control the public opinion is still very
powerful in the group of politically ac-
tive young citizens. Generally, most of the
state’s (as well as politicians’) interaction
with its citizenry is reduced to election
periods largely shaped by political public
relations and marketing as well as spe-
cial interests groups and characterized by
choice within a narrow spectrum of politi-
cal opinion (Castells, 2008: 79). The inter-
viewed people were aware of the political
communication process behind the scenes
of regular involvement into the social me-
dia. The interviews revealed that this issue
could be assessed critically: discussing the
social media as a public relations tool, the
interviewees were unanimous:

[ definitely agree that any kind of social

media is a good tool of public relations. I
have used it. It helped (Interview 3, male).

The Internet is a place where people
are constantly exposed to new ideas. As the
interviewees have discussed, the Internet
users have a greater overall exposure to more
political information and arguments. De-
spite this fact, the interviews show that these
young citizens tend to use the social media
to confirm the ideas they already have:

Usually, I discuss with the people who

have the same values that I have. It is very
important [for me] (Interview 3, male).

Scholars claim that “politics, for those
already engaged or interested, is becoming
denser, wider, and possibly more pluralis-
tic and inclusive. At the same time the mass
of unengaged citizens is becoming subject
to greater communicative exclusion and
experiencing increasing disengagement”
(Davis, 2009: 2). In this aspect, the effect



of social media is similar to that of the
traditional news media, then, through re-
peated use, those most politically engaged
will be reinforced in their civic activism,
and, on the contrary, those most political-
ly disengaged will be largely immunized
from political messages; online spaces and
forums fill the gap only for those already
engaged (Norris, 2001; Davis, 2009). Con-
trary to the notion of the overarching pub-
lic sphere, the new media might also lead
to the fragmentation of citizens’ opinions,
disappointment and frustration.

It has been more than once found that
political participation is disproportionately
exerted by the socially privileged, such as
those from higher socioeconomic back-
ground, having liberal preferences (Best,
Kueger, 2005; Anduiza et al., 2008; Moss-
berger et al., 2003). All the interviewees
noted the unequal access to technology
(due to age, skills, etc.) as the main obsta-
cle for the social media to flourish.

The literature analysing participation is-
sues document the change when citizens —
particularly young citizens — shift from the
traditional citizen-oriented participation
actions (related mainly to institutions, elec-
tions and parties) towards cause-oriented
participation (generally described by spe-
cific issues and policy concerns, consumer
politics, petitioning, demonstrations, and
protests) — they have “broadened towards
engaging in ‘consumer’ and ‘life-style’
politics, where the precise dividing line
between the ‘social” and ‘political’ breaks
down even further” (Norris, 2003: 5). In
conclusion, all of the interviewees were
very enthusiastic about the possibility to
use social networking tools for political
engagement. However, the social media
are seen mostly as a channel for self-pres-

entation and political self-identification.
Even though the deliberative aspect of the
medium was declared in the interviews, the
possible discrimination of another, differ-
ent opinion might be noted. Respondents
are optimistic about the potential of the
social media to become a powerful com-
municative tool; in their opinion, the so-
cial media have the possibility to become a
kind of ‘medicine’ for the deliberation and
engagement practices in overall society, at
the same time treating the information on-
line as a kind of commodity.

Discussion: hopes, doubts
and dilemmas

Generally speaking, we might conclude
that even though communication has be-
come more efficient in the era of the Inter-
net, we cannot assume that it became more
democratic. Even though participation (as
such) is not a unique feature of contem-
porary society, the social media stimulate
new discussions about the possibilities of
citizens’ engagement and political partici-
pation; they influence the habits and will-
ingness of citizen to participate and engage
in the democratic processes. Being enthu-
siastic about the new opportunities for the
involvement via social networking sites,
young people establish their political par-
ticipation models. These transformations
raise the questions of the participation and
engagement effects not only online, but
also in the off-line world.

The results, together with the literature
review, suggest some interesting aspects
to be discussed. The pilot case study is a
great starting point to reflect the implicit
engagement practices, understanding the
perceptions of the young audiences’ par-
ticipation in the process of communication

113



as well as the imagined effects of commu-
nication via the social media. We may talk
about the potential of the social media to
activate, catalyze and mobilize responsi-
ble citizenship online. However, we have
to acknowledge that the social media are
not the universal cure for politically dis-
illusioned young citizen (or for the whole
society). All in all, much research still has
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DALYVAVIMAS INTERNETE: POLITISKAI AKTYVUS JAUNIMAS IR JO KOMUNIKACIJA

SOCIALINESE MEDIJOSE

Lina AuSkalniené
Santrauka

Informacijos ir komunikacijos technologijy plétra
yra viena pagrindiniy charakteristiky, apibiidinanc¢iy
socialinius, kultarinius, ekonominius XXI a. demo-
kratijos procesus. Fundamentaliis kaitos procesai
veikia ir politikos komunikacijos sritj — neiSvengia-
ma pokyciy, isitraukia nauji veikéjai, naudojami nau-
ji irankiai, kinta komunikacijos jproéiai. Sio straips-
nio tikslas — apzvelgti literatiira, kurioje nagrinéjami
i8sukiai bei galimybés, sicjamos su pilieciy jsitrauki-
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mo bei politinio dalyvavimo praktikomis socialiniais
tinklais ir rySiais grindziamoje virtualiojoje erdvéje.
Straipsnyje taip pat pristatomas bandomasis tyrimas,
analizuojantis politiskai aktyviy jauny zmoniy demo-
kratinio jsitraukimo praktikas socialinése medijose.
Keliami klausimai aktual@s ir ateities tyrimams bei
diskusijoms: ar socialinés medijos galéty tapti patrau-
kliu kanalu, prisidedanciu aktyvinant jauny auditoriju
politinio bei pilietinio dalyvavimo praktikas?



