Research Synopsis
New Media Use and Civic
Engagement – Part 1
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Usage of Internet‐based “new media” has been the subject of extensive study. As it began to take
hold, some commentators argued that the Internet could reverse anticipated declines in civic
engagement, but others worried that the Internet would destroy what little civic engagement
was left.2
QUESTIONS Is the advent of new media in fact associated with
increased or decreased civic engagement? Does use of new
media produce civic engagement, or is the reverse true? Or is
there a reciprocal relationship between the two?

“New media” include online
forums such as discussion groups,
social‐networking sites, and blogs,
as well as email and texting.

SEEKING ANSWERS
Research findings are mixed, but the weight of evidence suggests that new media, especially when
used for political purposes, are associated with greater civic and political engagement along
various dimensions. For example:
•

•

•

A 2011 study of data from the 2008 Pew Post‐Election
“Civic engagement” refers to
Tracking Survey found that those who accessed
political activities, including:
political interest, knowledge, and
political content on social networking sites also were
campaigning; voting; trust in
far more likely to vote.3
political leaders; and political
A 2009 study using data collected from the 2004 Pew
group membership, discussion
Post‐Election Tracking Survey found that those who
and mobilization, including
read blogs more often also participated in more online
political donations and petition
political discussion, online political campaigning, and
signing. It also refers to non
online political donations or petition signing, once a
political activities such as non‐
variety of other important factors were taken into
political community‐group and
account.4
voluntary‐organization
membership and activities,
A 2008 study of data from the American National
volunteering, and trust in fellow
Election Studies showed that using the Internet to get
citizens.
political information relative to not doing so increased
the likelihood of: talking about politics with family and
friends, attending a rally, donating money to a political
candidate, contacting a government official, and working with others to address a
community issue.5

Treating new media as a single category is unwise. Both the type of new media and the type
of participation matter. For example:
•
•

A 2011 study examining data collected in 2008 in coordination with the Pew Internet and
American Life project found that “social media” may be better at fostering civic engagement
than are other new media forms such as e‐mail and mobile telephones.6
A 2008 study using survey data collected by the Pew Internet and American Life project
found that, once offline newspaper and television news consumption as well as a wide
variety of other important factors were taken into account, then reading online news,
participating in political chat rooms and sending or receiving e‐mail supporting or opposing
a candidate all were seen to enhance the likelihood of voting in presidential elections.7
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•
•

A large‐scale 2009 field experiment found that a text reminder to vote increased voter
turnout by three percent.8
The same 2009 study that found blog readers engaged in more online political participation,
found that blog readers did not engage in more offline political participation.9

A very small number of studies have found no relationship between new media use and political
engagement.10
There is little research conducted on the same individuals at multiple time points, a technique that
can help tease out whether more use of new media produce more civic or political engagement, or if
more civic and political engagement produce more new media use.
On one hand
• A 2005 study that did collect data on the same individuals at two points in time found that
using online media encouraged online political discussion and sharing civic information
with others online. These in turn influenced offline volunteering, working on a community
project, working on behalf of a social group or cause, or attending a club, community or
neighborhood meeting.11
On the other hand:
• A 2009 study using techniques designed to help assess whether new media use produces
political engagement or the other way around suggested that political knowledge predicted
Facebook political group membership rather than Facebook political group membership
predicting political knowledge.12
It may be that there is a “virtuous cycle” in which civic and political engagement and social
connectedness (for which new media may be one means) go hand‐in‐hand and reinforce one
another, but neither can be seen clearly as the “cause” or the “effect.”13 More research is needed to
understand the full nature of possible reciprocity between new media use and civic and political
engagement.
IMPLICATIONS In sum, findings about new media use and civic engagement are mixed. But there
is more evidence suggesting that greater use of new media is associated with greater civic
and political engagement than there is evidence inconsistent with this claim. Overall, research
suggests that incipient fears that the Internet would diminish civic and political engagement
were overblown.
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