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Abstract 

Recent headlines have been dominated by the role of social media in political events, 

including the 2016 election of Donald Trump. This study seeks to add to the burgeoning 

academic literature examining the impacts of social media on political life by examining 

political participation through politically-oriented Facebook groups. Initiated by personal 

observations, this study aims to contribute to our understanding of political behavior by 

examining if, how, and why political Facebook group membership affects the political 

behavior of group members. This study also examines political Facebook group 

members’ rationales for joining political Facebook groups and attempts determine which 

social groups are the most active in these groups. 

Using data collected through an original survey of 17 Facebook groups, this study 

shows that members of political Facebook groups are more politically active than non-

members. In particular, members of political Facebook groups are more likely than non-

members to vote in state and local elections, volunteer to support a political campaign, 

and discuss politics online. In addition, this study shows that political Facebook group 

members are more likely than non-members to experience changes in their political 

opinions due to interactions on Facebook, although no evidence is found supporting the 

hypothesized causal mechanism of the observed opinion change. Furthermore, there is 

evidence that holding liberal political opinions makes one more likely to join political 

groups. Finally, this study finds that the most frequent reason Facebook users join 

political groups is to keep informed. 
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1 Introduction 

Social media is becoming an increasingly important part of daily life for Americans. It 

facilitates communication with long-lost relatives and friends, eases the spread of 

information (and misinformation), and encourages users to share personal information 

and life updates, all with the goal of bringing the world closer together. As social media 

platforms become more integral to society, they are beginning to influence more than 

just the social aspects of our lives. Increasingly, social media is becoming an important 

part of politics; candidates use social media to communicate with constituents and 

voters, news organizations seek to spread information on social media platforms, and 

everyday people discuss politics and form political opinions from interactions on social 

media.  

Social media’s role in politics came into the spotlight after Barack Obama’s 2008 

election campaign shook up traditional campaigning by using social media to 

communicate with voters, rather than the traditional voter lists and phone banks of 

previous campaigns (Carr, 2008). Since then, social media has been a key part of 

elections and political life. The Arab Spring revolutions that swept out autocrats in Egypt 

and other Arab countries began with Facebook groups created to protest government 

brutality, showing the power social media has to build communities and organize 

protests (Vargas, 2012). The internet and social media helped the 2011 Occupy 

Movement to gain international support by allowing organizers to mobilize protesters 

across the world (Berkowitz, 2011). In 2012, the Pope created an official Papal Twitter 

account, joining hundreds of other politicians and public figures (Smith-Spark, 2012). 

During these years, many were hopeful that social media could work to support 

democracy, expanding it to new corners of the world and helping public figures to reach 

and hear from a wider array of people (Tucker et al., n.d.).  

Fast-forward to today, and the hopes that social media will support and encourage 

democracy have taken serious blows. Fake news and partisan propaganda were spread 

far and wide during the 2016 election campaign, highlighting polarization and 

dissatisfaction throughout the electorate (Tucker et al., n.d.). Russia stands accused of 

nefarious manipulations of voters through Facebook and Twitter, seeking to undermine 

the freedom and fairness of US elections (Frenkel & Benner, 2018). Even as this study 

is being conducted and written, a whistleblower has come forward with details of a 
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massive Facebook data breach orchestrated to collect data on tens of millions of 

Americans, which was then used to covertly influence voters in favor of Donald Trump 

(Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 2018).  

Clearly, social media has become an important part of the political arena in the US, but 

with the rapid updates to social media platforms and algorithms, research has struggled 

to keep pace with the need to understand how social media impacts political behavior. 

New methods such as netnography and data scraping have enabled researchers to 

begin to study political phenomenon online, but better tools are needed to collect data 

amid the current culture of privacy concerns and the steps being taken to protect social 

media users’ privacy (Rogers, 2013). This study aims to address the gaps in the current 

literature by examining the political behavior of members of political Facebook groups. 

In this chapter, an overview of Facebook and Facebook groups—the subject of this 

study—is given, followed by the aims and research questions guiding the study. The 

rationale for the study and the significance of the research are the next two sections of 

this chapter, followed by a section discussing the relationship of this study to the field of 

education. The chapter concludes by providing a brief overview of the remainder of the 

study. 

1.1 An Overview of Facebook and Facebook Groups 

By the end of 2017, Facebook claimed around 2.13 billion users around the world 

(“Company Info,” 2018). Of those 2.13 billion users, over half, 1.4 billion, use the social 

networking site daily. According to the social networking site, Facebook’s mission is “to 

give people the power to build community and bring the world closer together” by 

allowing users to communicate with one another, form groups of people with similar 

interests, share information and media, and generally express themselves (“Company 

Info,” 2018).  

A popular feature of Facebook is the “Groups” tool, which allows users to create and 

invite friends to be a part of a group. These groups provide a space for like-minded 

individuals to discuss and share information on anything they choose (“Facebook Help 

Center: Groups,” n.d.). Groups exist for almost any interest imaginable; Cool Dog Group 

is a group of over 500,000 members who share pictures of cute dogs doing interesting 

things, while Pantsuit Nation is a group with nearly 4 million members that arose from 

Hillary Clinton supporters after the 2016 election. Unfortunately, Facebook does not 
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publish data on how users engage with different features of the platform, so no data is 

available on how many users participate in groups. This is one of the largest obstacles 

to research on Facebook. 

Although Facebook restricts the data that it shares, outside researchers have worked to 

estimate the frequency of some behaviors on the social media platform. Pew Research 

Center estimates that over 68% of adults in the US use Facebook regularly (Social 

Media Fact Sheet, 2018). This makes Facebook the most-used social media platform in 

the US by a significant amount (Social Media Fact Sheet, 2018). Furthermore, half of all 

adult Facebook users in the US get their news solely from Facebook, as opposed to 

other social media platforms (Grieco, 2017). Roughly 45% of all American adults get 

news from Facebook, although they may also use other sources of news (Grieco, 

2017).  

1.2 The Aim of this Study 

As noted above, social media is changing the political landscape in the US. Facebook is 

the most influential of the social media platforms, and so it is the focus of this research. 

Specifically, this study aims to explore how social media platforms are altering political 

opinion and behavior. This will be done by surveying members of political Facebook 

groups to examine the relationship between group membership, political polarization, 

and certain aspects of political participation.  

1.3 Research Questions 

Two research questions guide the research: 

1. Who participates in political Facebook groups? 
2. How does membership in political Facebook groups affect political behavior? 

The first question will guide data collection on who joins political groups. Because 

Facebook does not allow external researchers access to data about users’ specific 

activity on Facebook, it is difficult to estimate who participates in political groups. This 

hides any potential inequalities in participation that may be important for researchers to 

consider, so this study seeks to provide some basic information on political group 

composition. 
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The second question aims to clarify the relationship between political Facebook groups 

and certain political behaviors. Large portions of the literature on politics and social 

media discuss the potential for echo chambers1, but there is little exploration of the 

effects of echo chambers on political opinion and behavior. In the theoretical framework, 

I argue that political Facebook groups are echo chambers and are therefore perfect 

cases to examine in order to further our understanding of echo chambers and their 

impact on behavior. 

1.4 Rationale for the Research 

The rationale for conducting this research is two-fold. The topic first became interesting 

to me based on personal experience. As a member of a popular Facebook group aimed 

at Democrats after the 2016 election, I have noticed several startling trends among 

fellow group members. First, group members are often encouraged by the group to 

sever relationships with family and friends who hold views that run contrary to the main 

views of the group. Members who did so were encouraged and supported by group 

members. Second, the group discussions and posts became more and more thoroughly 

monitored and curated, limiting the breadth of opinions expressed to those explicitly 

supported by the group’s administrators. This gave rise to the third trend, which was a 

shifting in the tone of posts from supportive of other group members to combative 

against Republicans and Donald Trump. 

After noticing these trends, I began exploring the academic literature for research on 

political participation through social media. Many studies have examined the changing 

nature of politics through social media, but there is so much data to examine and 

changes are made so quickly that there was little research on political Facebook groups 

(Barberá, Jost, Nagler, Tucker, & Bonneau, 2015; Dahlberg, 2001; Dalrymple & 

Scheufele, 2007; Shah, Cho, Eveland Jr., & Kwak, 2005; Stephenson & Crête, 2010; 

Tucker et al., n.d., 2017). Several researchers have examined polarization on social 

media, but they have not done so using the social capital/radicalization framework I use 

                                              
1 Echo chambers are spaces, often digital, in which like-minded people share and 
discuss largely confirmatory views, thereby limiting their exposure to diverse opinions or 
facts that could challenge their views. The term arises from the idea that the same 
thoughts and opinions “echo” around the space, reinforcing biases without challenging 
underlying assumptions (Guess et al., n.d.; Vicario et al., 2016). 
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in this study (Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012; Lelkes, 2016; Suhay, Bello-Pardo, & 

Maurer, 2018).  

Based on the gaps in the literature, I began this research to further explore the 

observations I made about political participation on Facebook. Using a survey, I will 

collect data from political Facebook groups to address gaps in the literature and to 

explain the observations I made. 

1.5 Significance of the research 

Political socialization is the process through which people “learn” political norms and 

develop their own political opinions (Lee, Shah, & McLeod, 2013; Niemi & Hepburn, 

1995). Although scholars disagree over where and how people are socialized into 

politics, it is generally agreed that most socialization takes place in a person’s youth, 

either at home or through the formal education system (Davies, 1965). In the US, many 

scholars have argued that the bulk of political socialization took place at school through 

civics and government courses and student government activities (Niemi & Hepburn, 

1995). In schools, political socialization can be somewhat controlled and students were 

all exposed to norms that upheld democratic values and supported democratic practices 

(Niemi & Junn, 2005). Others, however, show that education alone does not explain the 

complete political socialization process. Several scholars shed doubt on the assumption 

that political socialization occurs primarily in schools by showing that family and pre-

adult factors play significant roles in a child’s political socialization (Berinsky & Lenz, 

2011; Lauglo, 2016; Persson, 2012).  

Now, a new group of scholars is arguing that the internet and social media play 

important roles in political socialization (Dimitrova, Shehata, Strömbäck, & Nord, 2014; 

Loader, Vromen, & Xenos, 2014). These scholars point out that young people may not 

be prepared for online socialization in contexts where they will often interact with 

conflicting ideas and where undemocratic norms of incivility abound (Lee et al., 2013). It 

is crucial to the health of democracy that researchers and policy-makers understand 

how political socialization is changing as more of it occurs online. If more people are 

exposed to misinformation and undemocratic norms, it is the duty of policy-makers to 

work to correct these trends. This study examines how political Facebook groups may 

socialize individuals in new ways, with the goal of furthering the understanding of online 

socialization. 
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1.6 Relation to Education 

A main goal of the US public education system is to prepare students to be active and 

knowledgeable citizens (Niemi & Hepburn, 1995). Traditionally, this goal has been met 

through civic education curriculum and student government activities in public schools, 

but with more socialization happening online, it may be necessary for the education 

system to change its approach to educating and preparing future citizens. This study 

deals directly with political socialization outside the school and the family, and how it 

may engender different behaviors and opinions in citizens. Although this new online 

socialization is outside the education system, that does not mean it is irrelevant to 

education. On the contrary, better understanding how political socialization through 

social media affects behaviors and norms will aid educators in developing new civic 

curriculum to help combat the spread of misinformation online (Social media as a 

platform for tomorrow’s teaching, 2017). Education in general is undergoing rapid 

changes as technology and the knowledge economy become more central to American 

life. This research can help inform policy-makers and educators as they adapt 

curriculum, education models, and teaching styles to new challenges facing students 

and teachers in the 21st century. 

In addition, despite being a form of learning, political socialization is most often seen as 

an issue for political scientists to study. Some education scholars examine the impacts 

of education on political activity, but few explore the process of political socialization as 

a process of learning and informal education. This study conceptualizes political 

socialization as a learning process, thereby placing this research simultaneously in the 

fields of political science and education. 

1.7 Outline 

The next chapter in this thesis is the review of literature, which discusses major 

research pertaining to political participation, political deliberation, and how the internet is 

altering political activities. Following that is the theoretical framework, which lays out the 

radicalization hypothesis. The radicalization hypothesis is the central hypothesis being 

tested in this study, and expected findings that would support the hypothesis are also 

discussed in the third chapter. The fourth chapter focuses on the methodology of the 

study. Survey design and delivery, the sampling frame, and researcher positionality are 
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all discussed in the methodology chapter. Following the chapter on methodology, the 

fifth chapter presents the findings from the main survey, followed by a chapter 

discussing the implications of the findings and placing them within the wider academic 

literature. The final chapter of the thesis is the conclusion, which discusses limitations of 

the study and directions for future research, in addition to making concluding remarks 

on the data and analyses presented in this thesis. 
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2 Review of Literature 

The review of literature for this study will focus on two primary areas of research. One, 

political participation, is one of the longest standing fields of research in political 

science. The second area of research examined in this chapter will be political 

deliberation and participation online. In contrast to the literature on political participation, 

the literature on the internet as a space for political participation is relatively new and 

more vibrant. 

2.1 A Review of Political Participation Literature 

Early political science research, especially in the American context, focused heavily on 

political participation. This study seeks to build on previous understandings of political 

participation by connecting traditional political participation with new forms of 

participation enabled by the internet and social media. In order to do this, however, it is 

first necessary to define political participation. The first subsection will establish a 

definition for political participation in the context of this study. The second, third, and 

fourth subsections will then build off this definition of participation by examining and 

discussing what activities count as political participation, who participates the most in 

politics, and why some people participate but others do not, respectively. 

2.1.1 What is Political Participation? 

Political participation was first conceptualized within the context of research into political 

systems and democracy. One of the forefathers of modern political science and 

sociology, Seymour Martin Lipset, defined political systems as systems allowing political 

actors to exercise power and influence over the political process without challenging or 

overthrowing the system itself (Lipset, 1960, p. 45). Robert Dahl, another important 

early political scientist, similarly noted that “a political system is any persistent pattern of 

human relationships that involves, to a significant extent, power, rule, or authority” 

(Dahl, 1963, p. 3).  

Although neither of these early definitions of political systems use the phrase “political 

participation” outright, both suggest a need for people to be involved in the system. Dahl 

references “human relationships” that involve exercises of power and authority as a key 

part of his definition, and Lipset similarly refers to political actors exercising power within 
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the system (Dahl, 1963, p. 3; Lipset, 1960, p. 45).  It is these human interactions within 

the political system, often involving power and authority, that have come to be defined 

as political participation. Unfortunately, these early definitions do not discuss how power 

and authority are distributed in a society, nor do they address how actors actually 

exercise their power and authority.  

The distribution of power and authority in a political system is crucial to the study of 

politics. Political systems are differentiated by how broadly power and authority are 

distributed in a society (Mesquita & Smith, 2011; Verba & Nie, 1972). When a few 

people hold political power and authority, a country is autocratic, whereas a broad 

distribution of power and authority makes a country democratic (Collier & Levitsky, 

2013; Mesquita & Smith, 2011; Schmitter & Karl, 1991). Democracies require 

widespread political participation from citizens who hold political actors accountable by 

participating in free and fair elections (Barro, 1999; Dahl, 2005; Schmitter & Karl, 1991). 

The failure of early researchers to differentiate between systems with different 

distributions of power and authority when discussing political participation limits the 

applicability of their definitions. 

As other researchers built upon the work of Lipset, Dahl, and others, they began 

differentiating between political elites and non-elites when discussing political 

participation. The focus shifted from political systems down to the level of private 

individuals and how they interact with political leaders and decision-makers (Milbrath & 

Goel, 1977; Muller, 1977; Verba & Nie, 1972). For several years, voting was the main 

focus of political participation research and little interest was given to other types of 

political activities (Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980, p. 1). Although voting and elections 

remain central foci of modern-day research into autocracies and democratization 

(Diamond, 2006; Gandhi & Lust-Okar, 2009; Lindberg, 2006), research into political 

participation in stable democracies has expanded to recognize activities like protesting, 

donating to campaigns, and writing letters to elected officials (Milbrath & Goel, 1977, pp. 

12–16; Muller, 1977; Verba, Schlozman, Brady, & Nie, 1993). 

In Participation in America, Sidney Verba and Norman Nie recognize the expanding 

concept of political participation by defining political participation as “those legal 

activities by private citizens which are more or less directly aimed at influencing the 

selection of governmental personnel and/or the actions they take” (Verba & Nie, 1972). 
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According to Verba and Nie, participation is not just limited to the selection of political 

elites but also includes activities aimed to influence elite decision-making. Two 

additional parts of this definition merit further discussion. First, political participation is 

done by private citizens. By using the phrase “private citizens,” Verba and Nie highlight 

the distinction between political elites, who hold power and authority in the government, 

and non-elites, who are average people unable to change policy directly. Verba and Nie 

suggest that political participation is the activity of non-elites as they seek to influence 

the actions of elites, who hold the actual power to change policies. Second, this 

definition stipulates that political participation is only made up of legal activities. The use 

of the word “legal” limits the application of this definition of political participation, as the 

same action can be legal in one country and illegal in another. Does that mean, for 

example, that campaigning for an opposition party or candidate is political participation 

in the US but not in a single-party state where opposition parties are outlawed? What if 

an activity that was previously legal is made illegal? Does that activity cease to be a 

form of political participation? 

To address the questions left by Verba and Nie’s definition, Lester Milbrath and Madan 

Goel put forth their own definition of political participation, defining participation as 

“those actions of private citizens by which they seek to influence or to support 

government and politics” (Milbrath & Goel, 1977). This definition is quite similar to the 

definition from Verba and Nie, but it does not stipulate that the actions must be legal. By 

providing a more general definition for political participation, Milbrath and Goel allow a 

wider range of activities to be considered political participation. Although their definition 

is still widely accepted, significant changes to the political participation landscape 

brought on by advances in information and communication technologies have 

necessitated an updated conceptualization of political participation. 

Current research is further expanding the concept of political participation and re-

branding it as civic engagement. Civic engagement as a concept is broader than 

political participation and goes beyond activities that directly influence political elites 

(Germen Janmaat, 2008). Political participation is now thought of as activities aimed at 

directly influencing political elites, while civic engagement includes political participation 

and also encompasses a range of activities that are important to attitude and value 

formation (Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004; Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Galston, 2004; Mitra 
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et al., 2016). Activities considered a part of civic engagement include participating in 

civil society organizations, volunteering in the community, or engaging in political 

discussions with friends (Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Mitra et al., 2016).  

2.1.2 How do People Participate in Politics? 

Now that political participation has been defined, it is possible to discuss the types of 

activities that are considered political participation. A fairly broad range of activities can 

be considered as forms of political participation, so scholars have devised different 

ways of classifying political participation activities. There are two major classification 

schemes used in the literature on political participation, both of which are discussed in 

this subsection. 

The first classification scheme for political participation classifies political activities as 

either democratic or aggressive. The key difference between democratic and 

aggressive activities is that democratic activities are legal, while aggressive activities 

are not (Muller, 1977). In recognition of this, some researchers prefer to label these 

categories legal and illegal (Opp, Burow-Auffarth, & Heinrichs, 1981; Sabucedo & Arce, 

1991). Muller (1977) specifies that democratic activities support the political system and 

do not seek to overthrow it. He further breaks down democratic activities into 

conventional or unconventional based on whether or not the activity occurs within the 

political system or outside of it, respectively (Muller, 1982). Conventional democratic 

political participation includes activities such as voting, campaigning, and contacting 

politicians, while unconventional participation includes activities like boycotting, 

protesting, and petition drives (Sabucedo & Arce, 1991). 

In contrast to democratic activities, as defined by Muller, aggressive participation is 

aimed at overthrowing or changing the system drastically (Muller, 1982). Aggressive 

participation is characterized by the illegality of the action, according to Muller, and is 

often violent. Aggressive participation includes activities like riots and political 

assassinations (Muller, 1977). The focus on the legality of an action as the defining 

characteristic of democratic versus aggressive participation limits the applicability of his 

scheme for classifying political activities. Similar to the issues mentioned with Verba and 

Nie’s (1972) definition of political participation, using legality as a means of classifying 

activity limits how broadly the classification scheme can be used. Some actions may be 



 12 

legal in one country but illegal in another, which blurs the lines between democratic and 

aggressive political activities. For this reason, another classification scheme is preferred 

by many scholars and will be used for this study. 

To side-step the question of the legality of a political activity, many researchers classify 

political participation as conventional or unconventional, similar to Muller’s (1982) 

breakdown of democratic political participation. Conventional participation consists of 

those activities that take place within the system and are generally supportive of 

sociopolitical institutions (Milbrath & Goel, 1977). Activities that are considered 

conventional forms of participation include voting, campaigning for a politician, donating 

time or money to a campaign, and contacting elected officials (Milbrath & Goel, 1977; 

Sabucedo & Arce, 1991; Verba & Nie, 1972; Verba et al., 1993).  

In contrast, unconventional methods of participation challenge the system and seek to 

dramatically alter the status quo (Sabucedo & Arce, 1991). Unconventional participation 

is noted for its aggressive tactics and includes many of the activities labelled as 

“aggressive” under the democratic – aggressive political participation classification 

scheme (Muller, 1982). It is important to note, however, that not all unconventional 

activities are illegal. Unconventional participation is further broken down into civil 

disobedience and political violence (Muller, 1982). Civil disobedience includes activities 

such as boycotts, protests, and petition drives, while political violence includes riots, civil 

war, and assassinations (Muller, 1977, 1982; Sabucedo & Arce, 1991).  

2.1.3 Who Participates in Politics? 

From the early days of political science and electoral research, it was clear that not 

everyone participated in politics to the same degree. As scholars began to examine who 

participated and who didn’t, they noticed striking disparities between different groups of 

people. Demographic characteristics like age, race, and gender correlated, and still do 

correlate in many cases, with varying levels of participation. This section discusses the 

most salient demographic variables that affect participation by using voter turnout trends 

since 1984 to illustrate the disparities in participation between different groups. 

One of the most well-known and widely discussed disparities in participation in the US 

occurs along racial lines (Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980, pp. 90–91). As illustrated in 

Figure 2.1 below, participation is highest among white Americans, with at least 60% of 
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white (non-Hispanic) citizens participating in every major national election since 1984. In 

comparison, black and Hispanic participation rates are around 15 percentage points 

lower, typically hovering around 50% or less. Although the Obama elections saw very 

high black turnout, it is unclear if this trend will continue or if participation levels will dip 

down. 

Figure 2.1 Voter turnout by race 

 

Source: “Voting in America: A Look at the 2016 Presidential Election,” 2017 

Another well-known characteristic affecting participation is education level. Numerous 

studies have shown that the more educated a person is, the more likely he or she is to 

vote and engage in other political activities (Lipset, 1960, p. 187; Wolfinger & 

Rosenstone, 1980, pp. 18–20, 24–25). Figure 2.2 illustrates this trend very clearly by 

showing voter turnout by education level. 
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Figure 2.2 Voter turnout by educational attainment 

 

Source: “Voting in America: A Look at the 2016 Presidential Election,” 2017 

Recent research has shown that, although education is a strong predictor of political 
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As the link between educational attainment and political participation has been called 
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service organizations also show higher levels of political participation (Sherrod, Torney-

Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, & Schulz, 2001).  

Gender is yet another characteristic that seems to relate to political participation. In 

general, men vote and participate more often than women, although there is some 

evidence that this trend may be changing, as seen in Figure 2.3 below. Some authors 

argue this is based on traditional notions of politics being a male dominated field, but as 

gender equality progresses, women are becoming more active in politics (Lipset, 1960, 

p. 187; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980, p. 38).  

Figure 2.3 Voter turnout by gender 

 

Source: “Voting in America: A Look at the 2016 Presidential Election,” 2017 
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political views; more partisan citizens participate at higher levels than those with more 

moderate views (Lipset, 1960; Milbrath & Goel, 1977, p. 40; Palfrey & Poole, 1987). 

Finally, age is also a strong predictor of political participation. Numerous studies have 

shown that participation increases from young adulthood through middle-age, then 

slightly tapers off as people reach old age (Milbrath & Goel, 1977; Wolfinger & 

Rosenstone, 1980). This trend is stable across different countries, but age loses some 

of its predictive power when education, gender, and race are controlled for (Nie, Verba, 

& Jae-on, 1974). Figure 2.4 illustrates this trend.  

Figure 2.4 Voter turnout by age 

 

Source: “Voting in America: A Look at the 2016 Presidential Election,” 2017 
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groups of theories build on the SES models of participation. One group examines the 

resources necessary to participate in politics, while the other examines how the 

sociopolitical landscape affects the decision to participate in politics. 

One early strand of research approached political participation as a cost-benefit 

analysis made by perfectly rational actors (Aldrich, 1976). Theories in this group initially 

assumed that all people had perfect information about the costs and benefits of 

participation, and weighed the costs against the benefits (Aldrich, 1993). As research 

showed that actors did not all have the same information and incentive structures 

varied, models shifted from assuming people make perfectly rational participation 

decisions to models of bounded rationality (Whiteley, 1995). 

Bounded rationality is based on the idea that actors do make rational decisions within 

the information constraints placed on them by the outside world. Theories attempting to 

explain political participation using bounded rationality suggest that imperfect 

information about candidates, political processes, and current events change the cost-

benefit analysis of participation and leads to the variations in political participation 

discussed above (Bäck, Teorell, & Westholm, 2011; Norrander & Grofman, 1988). 

Researchers using bounded rationality models examined how different racial and 

socioeconomic groups faced different costs and benefits to participating (Goodin & 

Dryzek, 1980). Some researchers focused on how barriers to voting like poll taxes and 

literacy tests made it costlier for some groups to participate than others, while other 

researchers examined how different groups have access to different information, and 

this leads not only to different participatory behavior, but also different electoral 

preferences (Delli Carpini, 2000). 

As researchers continued to expand bounded rationality theories of participation, 

individual levels of motivation to participate and interest in politics began to be 

considered as additional variables affecting the cost-benefit analysis of rational 

participation (Hechter, 1994; Lipset, 1960). Several studies show that the higher an 

individual’s interest in politics, the more likely he or she is to participate (Palfrey & 

Poole, 1987; Verba & Nie, 1972). Others show that higher perceptions of political 

efficacy increase one’s likelihood of participating in politics, although there is some 

evidence that this may only lead to registering to vote, as opposed to actually voting 

(Finkel, 1985; Nie, Powell, & Prewitt, 1969; Timpone, 1998). Additionally, several 
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studies have shown that motivation to participate plays a key role in decisions to 

participate, and motivation can be intrinsic or extrinsic (Hechter, 1994; Kuklinski, Quirk, 

Jerit, & Rich, 2001).  

Further research and thinking about the bounded rationality of participation, coupled 

with an expanding focus on political participation beyond simple electoral participation, 

led some researchers to posit that the decision to participate is two-fold. First, an 

individual decides whether or not to participate based on the expected costs and 

benefits, and then the person decides how to participate (Goodin & Dryzek, 1980; 

Milbrath & Goel, 1977). As this theory became more widespread, researchers began to 

focus on how socioeconomic factors impacted the rationality of participating by altering 

access to information, creating cross-cutting political pressures that reduce motivation 

to participate, and placing barriers to participation in the social and political 

environments (Brownill & Carpenter, 2007; Mutz, 2002; Palfrey & Poole, 1987; 

Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). 

The second major branch of theories explaining variations in political participation note 

that political participation generally correlates with socioeconomic status (SES) 

(Timpone, 1998; Verba & Nie, 1972; Verba et al., 1993; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). 

In the US, people with higher SES tend to be white, better educated, middle aged or 

older, and richer. As evidenced by data presented in the previous section, “Who 

Participates in Politics?” all of these characteristics closely correlate with higher levels of 

political participation. In contrast, lower SES Americans tend to be non-white—often 

Hispanic or black, less educated, poorer, and very young or very old. The evidence 

presented in the previous section also confirms that these characteristics correlate with 

lower political participation.  

Numerous studies have shown that SES is a strong predictor of both expected and 

actual political participation across a range of political activities (Lipset, 1960; Wolfinger 

& Rosenstone, 1980). Analyses of different SES scales across multiple countries have 

shown that the wider the gap in socioeconomic status between those at the top of the 

SES scale and those at the bottom, the less likely those at the bottom of the scale are to 

show interest in politics and to participate (Solt, 2008). Put another way, when general 

social inequality in a country is relatively high, those at the bottom are less likely to 

participate politically. Although these theories deal with the correlation between SES 
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and political participation, they do little to explain the mechanisms behind the trend. The 

final two branches of theories seeking to explain political participation attempt to answer 

the question of why SES is closely related with participation. 

One group of theories argues that certain resources are needed for participation in 

politics, and their distribution throughout society differs by SES, thereby explaining the 

variations in participation (Brady, Verba, & Lehman Schlozman, 1995). Researchers 

posit many resources as being important to participation, but three stand out as being 

consistently discussed and supported by research: time to participate (either free time 

or the ability to take time off work), money to support candidates and campaigns, and 

the civic skills to navigate the complex political landscape (Lauglo & Oia, 2008; Sherrod 

et al., 2001; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980).  

Brady et al. (1995) show that the distribution of time, money, and civic skills does vary 

by certain characteristics that also influence or indicate SES. For example, civic skills 

are closely related to more education and community engagement, both of which in turn 

also correlate with higher levels of SES. Their research shows that SES does not have 

a direct causal relationship with political participation, but rather both stem from the 

same root variables. Researchers using rationality to explain participation variations 

have used the research by Brady et al. to re-examine the “cost” side of the decision to 

participate, in addition to theories about the sociopolitical environment and participation. 

The final important strand of research into political participation seeks to identify 

structural barriers in the environment that either impede or enable participation of 

different groups (Timpone, 1998). These theories note that decisions to participate in 

politics are not made in a vacuum, and outside forces often play a role in determining 

one’s likelihood of participating (Verba & Nie, 1972). Several studies have shown that 

the social and political environments affect the distribution of resources necessary for 

participation (Giles & Dantico, 1982; Kuklinski et al., 2001). For example, poll taxes 

raised the monetary costs of participation for many black Americans during the 

segregation era, and literacy tests raised the civic skills requirements to participation 

(Delli Carpini, 2000).  
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2.2 Online Political Deliberation 

Political activity online most often takes the form of political deliberation. Political 

deliberation can take place off- or online, but the internet and social media provide new 

spaces for new forms of deliberation. This section of the review of literature will focus on 

research discussing these new forms of political deliberation, as well as their impact on 

political behavior. Political deliberation and how the internet has changed deliberation 

will be discussed in the first section. The second will deal with deliberation and 

discussion through social media, and the third section will cover echo chambers and the 

diversity of views online. The final section will deal with the implications of political 

deliberation moving online. 

2.2.1 Political Deliberation and the Internet 

Political deliberation is a form of conventional political participation. At the core, political 

deliberations are discussions between people aimed at finding solutions to common 

political problems (Stromer-Galley, 2003). These discussions are often cross-cutting, 

exposing people to diverse views, which helps deliberators to further develop their own 

political views, resolve conflict, and potentially change the views of others (Tucker et al., 

n.d.). Many of these outcomes reinforce and support democratic practices and values, 

leading researchers to argue that political deliberation is central to healthy democracy 

(Mutz, 2006). Despite its importance to democracy, people do not engage in political 

deliberation with the goal of influencing government (Hoffman, Jones, & Young, 2013).  

Patterns in who engages in political deliberation are similar to broader patterns in 

political participation. In general, political deliberation is more common among men, the 

wealthy, the best educated, and those with high SES (Hoffman et al., 2013; Lipset, 

1960; Verba et al., 1993; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). Additionally, those with more 

interest in politics and higher perceptions of efficacy are more likely to engage in 

political deliberations (Wyatt, Katz, & Kim, 2000). These trends are consistent in face-to-

face, offline deliberations; it is unclear if these trends also apply to online political 

deliberation. 

People engage in political deliberations in two main ways: intentionally and 

unintentionally. Intentional public deliberation occurs when people seek out spaces for 

political discussions, like debate societies (either face-to-face or in the form of political 
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Facebook groups) or make explicitly political posts on social media (Wojcieszak & Mutz, 

2009). Unintentional political deliberation arises naturally from conversations about 

issues that are apolitical on the surface and is the more common way for people to 

encounter political deliberations (Wojcieszak & Mutz, 2009). 

With the arrival of the internet and decreased communication costs, political deliberation 

is undergoing significant changes. On the internet, deliberation often takes place in 

public or semi-public spaces and statements are recorded, making deliberation more 

permanent and less private than face-to-face deliberation (Wyatt et al., 2000). In 

addition, many deliberations take place on social media platforms that prevent 

deliberators from interpreting contextual clues, like body language and tone of voice, 

which can lower the quality of discussions (Munger, 2017). The potential for anonymity 

also encourages incivility and wears down norms of polite interaction (Munger, 2017). 

Finally, there is some evidence that although online deliberation does not take the place 

of offline political participation, the internet may be providing a space for people to 

participate in deliberations who otherwise might not (Hoffman et al., 2013; Stromer-

Galley, 2002). These findings have helped assuage the fears of researchers and others 

who are concerned that the rise of “armchair activism” and online political participation 

are threatening the quantity and quality of offline political participation. 

Armchair activism, or clicktivism, is the idea that activism can be conducted online 

through social media without leaving the comfort of home (Drumbl, 2012). Some 

scholars fear that armchair activism comes with a trade-off: highly visible and effective 

but more resource-costly forms of activism, such as protesting or boycotting, will 

become less popular as people prefer to protest online. Proponents of armchair activism 

argue that decreasing communication costs make online activism more accessible to a 

wider range of people, thereby bringing new voices into public debates (Xenos, Vromen, 

& Loader, 2014). Others supporters note that the free flow of information online means 

more people are informed about important issues and it is easier for dedicated activists 

to create communities and find support for their causes (Lim, 2012).  

Opponents of armchair activism point to the decreased costs of activism as a problem. 

Lower costs to activism can dilute the intensity of the issue, lessening the efficacy of 

political action and weakening pressure on decision-makers to cave to activists’ 

demands (Verba & Nie, 1972). Armchair activists tend to have short attention spans, 
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often flitting from one issue to the next, but rarely committing meaningful levels of 

resources and energy to addressing an issue (Drumbl, 2012). Some researchers have 

shown that online activism does not increase one’s likelihood of engaging in offline 

political action, but this finding is disputed (Baumgartner & Morris, 2010). 

2.2.2 Deliberation and Discussion on Social Media 

Much of the research around online political deliberation seeks to explore the 

differences between face-to-face and online deliberation. One major focus for 

researchers is evaluating the quality of online deliberations, which many believe to be 

lower quality than face-to-face deliberations because of the higher rates of incivility 

found in online political discussions (Papacharissi, 2004; Rosner, Winter, & Kramer, 

2016). Social media users often express frustration over political disagreements online, 

which are perceived to be less respectful than face-to-face disagreements (Rosner et 

al., 2016; Wyatt et al., 2000). Weeks (2015) finds that the lack of respect in online 

deliberation can increase anger, which in turn increases a person’s susceptibility to 

hyper partisan propaganda and misinformation. Levendusky, Druckman, and McLain 

(2016) show that greater incivility can lead to unfriending between deliberators. Others 

present evidence that incivility online creates negative perceptions of the opposition 

(Iyengar et al., 2012).  

Incivility online goes beyond mass political behavior to include interactions with political 

elites. Researchers show that political actors are frequent targets of incivility online, and 

this leads them to be less engaging and more confrontational or defensive online 

(Theocharis, Barberá, Fazekas, Popa, & Parnet, 2016). The effects of incivility online, 

as discussed above, are harmful to democratic norms and institutions, driving the idea 

that online political deliberation may be harmful for democracy (Tucker et al., n.d.). 

In addition to examining incivility in online deliberation, researchers also explore the 

characteristics of people who engage in political deliberation online. As mentioned 

earlier, political deliberation online is thought to follow the same participation trends as 

other political activities: the higher a person’s SES, the more likely it is that he or she 

will deliberate online (Hoffman et al., 2013). It is difficult to confirm these theories, 

however, due to methodological challenges in collecting data on social media users 

(Eveland, Morey, & Hutchens, 2011). Researchers have shown that more passive 
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communication styles and a dislike of conflict decrease a person’s likelihood of 

engaging in deliberations online (Eveland et al., 2011). When coupled with a lack of 

interest in politics, these traits lead to “lurking,” or watching deliberations take place 

without actively taking part (Eveland et al., 2011; Tucker et al., n.d.).  

2.2.3 Diversity of Views and Echo Chambers 

2.2.3.1 Diversity of Views 

In face-to-face deliberation, cross-cutting interactions—interactions between people 

who hold different views—bring the largest benefits of political deliberation by exposing 

deliberators to alternative views and diverse opinions (Stromer-Galley, 2003). It is 

unclear, however, just how much diversity of views social media users are exposed to 

on a regular basis. Stromer-Galley (2003) finds evidence that users enjoy diverse 

interactions online. Given that her findings are over a decade old and the speed with 

which internet platforms change, these findings may not be true anymore. Other 

researchers note that the majority of connections on social media are weak ties2, which 

increases the likelihood of being exposed to diverse viewpoints (Tucker et al., n.d.). 

Furthermore, the algorithms used by social media sites to determine the order in which 

information is displayed may play a significant role in whether diverse or confirmatory 

information is shown to users (Bakshy, Messing, & Adamic, 2015; N. Newman, Fletcher, 

Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Nielsen, 2017).  In general, social media users who engage in 

online deliberation perceive higher rates of disagreement than those who engage in 

face-to-face deliberation (Barnidge, 2017). Mutz and Martin (2001) show that it takes a 

lot of effort to avoid cross-cutting interactions by selecting only confirmatory information, 

and at least 40% of internet users have been exposed to diverse views online.  

Other researchers find information suggesting that it may be easier than previously 

thought to avoid diverse viewpoints online. In an examination of online political 

chatrooms, Wojcieszak and Mutz (2009) find that over half of political chatrooms expose 

members to only confirmatory views, while a mere 10% consistently expose members 

to cross-cutting views. More recent research has shown high degrees of polarization on 

different social media platforms, which limits the spread of diverse views and reinforces 

                                              
2 For a detailed discussion the nature and structure of weak ties, see Granovetter 
(1983). 
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partisan beliefs (Munger, 2017; N. Newman et al., 2017). Many researchers note that 

exposure to cross-cutting ideas varies by platform, and updates to algorithms and user 

interfaces can have significant impacts on the diversity of information users encounter 

(Tucker et al., n.d.). 

Despite research suggesting that traditional cross-cutting political deliberations increase 

the legitimacy of and tolerance for opposing views, there is evidence that cross-cutting 

deliberation online may not have the same benefits (Wyatt et al., 2000). Several 

researchers find that cross-cutting interactions can lead to polarization (Iyengar et al., 

2012; Munger, 2017). Preotiuc-Pietro, Hopkins, Liu, and Ungar (2017) find support for 

this by observing that the more partisan a person is, the more likely he or she is to 

share and be exposed to extremely partisan and polarized content on social media. 

Klofstad, Sokhey, and McClurg (2013) show that partisans are more likely to experience 

disagreements in their social networks, which can lead to anger. Lelkes (2016) finds 

that partisans increasingly dislike and distrust the other side. Other researchers find that 

deliberation on social media tends to reinforce and strengthen partisan views (Garrett et 

al., 2014). These may be causes of the incivility discussed in the previous section, 

which leads to anger and further reinforces a cycle of polarization and unfriending 

(Weeks, 2015). Munger (2017) shows that moderating comments is largely ineffective in 

curtailing incivility and partisan polarization unless it is performed by someone with 

similar demographic characteristics to the deliberator (i.e. white middle-aged men are 

the most effective moderators of other white middle-aged men but are poor moderators 

of young African American women).  

Only a few researchers have found positive effects of cross-cutting interactions online. 

Some note that exposure to cross-cutting deliberations online can help social media 

users to develop interest in politics and higher levels of political efficacy (Hoffman et al., 

2013; Kenski & Stroud, 2006). This in turn can increase the likelihood of political 

participation, both online and off (Finkel, 1985). 

2.2.3.2 Echo Chambers 

Researchers fear that as partisan polarization on social media continues to develop, 

echo chambers will develop. Echo chambers are ideologically homogenous groups that 

reinforce confirmation biases and encourage polarization by limiting the diversity of 
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views people are exposed to (Guess, Nyhan, Lyons, & Reifler, n.d.; Vicario, Vivaldo, 

Bessi, Zollo, & Scala, 2016). Echo chambers can naturally develop when partisan social 

media users cull their social media connections to avoid the incivility and anger that 

comes from increased polarization (Bakshy et al., 2015). Additionally, echo chambers 

can be intentionally formed as like-minded people form groups and share information 

that supports their values (Vicario et al., 2016). 

Echo chambers stem from the increased flood of information available to internet users. 

The internet has lowered the barriers to producing and consuming information, and 

information mediaries, like reporters and journalists, no longer act as gatekeepers 

limiting the flow of information (Tucker et al., n.d.). It is impossible for all information to 

be consumed, so people must choose what to expose themselves to (Guess et al., n.d.; 

Vicario et al., 2016). Many people tend to selectively expose themselves to information 

that supports their values and beliefs; this is called the confirmation bias and is the 

driving force behind the development of echo chambers (Guess et al., n.d.; 

Quattrociocchi, Scala, & Sunstein, 2016). Put another way, people must restrict 

information consumption in some way, and many use the confirmation bias to do so. As 

social media users are continually exposed to confirmatory information and less cross-

cutting information, it is believed that tolerance for opposing viewpoints decreases, 

which can damage democracy (Mutz, 2006; Quattrociocchi et al., 2016).  

As mentioned above, echo chambers can be naturally occurring or intentionally formed. 

Naturally occurring echo chambers are the main concern of researchers, as they are 

harder to detect and combat the effects of (Bakshy et al., 2015; Krasodomski-Jones, 

2017). Development of naturally occurring echo chambers is sped by the algorithms 

used by social media platforms to show users information that matches their 

preferences, inadvertently limiting users’ exposure to cross-cutting information (Bakshy 

et al., 2015; Guess et al., n.d.; Krasodomski-Jones, 2017; N. Newman et al., 2017). This 

differs from the traditional consumption of information in that information on social 

media is curated and delivered to users, largely based upon their social ties (N. 

Newman et al., 2017). Before social media, users intentionally sought out information, 

which typically lead to more rounded and diverse news consumption (Guess et al., n.d.; 

N. Newman et al., 2017). 
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Ample research shows that echo chambers increase polarization in at least two ways. In 

the first, echo chambers segregate viewpoints and limit cross-cutting interactions, which 

in turn lowers the quality of political deliberation (Levendusky et al., 2016). This is 

especially the case for salient political issues such as abortion rights or gun control, 

where opposing sides tend to draw battle lines and discussion rarely expands to include 

more diverse opinions (Barberá et al., 2015; Krasodomski-Jones, 2017). The second 

way in which echo chambers polarize is by limiting exposure of positive information 

about the opposition, which decreases trust and tolerance and can increase partisan 

anger (Iyengar et al., 2012). This in turn reinforces the echo chamber and the views of 

those within it, further propagating polarization (Weeks, 2015). 

Fortunately, recent studies have shown that echo chambers may not be as prevalent, 

nor as impenetrable, as previously thought. Guess et al. (n.d.) find that social 

endorsements of information are able to overcome the confirmation bias, meaning that 

social media users are receptive to cross-cutting information. If a person’s social 

network does not include people with diverse views, however, this finding is moot 

(Guess et al., n.d.). Research from Facebook itself shows that on average, 20% of 

users’ friends hold ideologically dissonant views, indicating that the majority of users 

have the potential to be exposed to cross-cutting information (Bakshy et al., 2015). 

Guess et al. (n.d.) interpret the finding that social media users perceive higher levels of 

conflict on social media to mean that social media is actually more, not less, cross-

cutting than face-to-face discussions. They then go on to argue that echo chambers are 

more prevalent in face-to-face interactions than online (Guess et al., n.d.). Finally, 

Krasodomski-Jones (2017) finds echo chambers to be most active at the extremes of 

the political spectrum and that the majority of social media users are moderate enough 

to be exposed to at least a marginal amount of cross-cutting information. Taken 

together, these findings suggest that, although echo chambers are undoubtedly 

problematic, they may not be as widespread as initially assumed.  

2.2.4 The Impacts of Social Media as an Information Source 

The previous three sections have discussed research that gives an overview of the 

status of political deliberation online and on social media. Although the effects of certain 

aspects of online deliberation have been discussed, this section will turn to the impacts 

of political deliberation in general taking place online. In general, three main effects are 
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discussed in the literature: digital media usage and its impact on political knowledge, 

how digital and social media are widening the gaps in political knowledge among 

societal groups, and the link between online deliberation and political participation. 

Multiple studies have found evidence that social media users have higher levels of 

political knowledge than non-users (Dalrymple & Scheufele, 2007; Groshek & Dimitrova, 

2011). These findings should be interpreted with caution however, as the people most 

likely to use social media are also those with the highest political knowledge (Dalrymple 

& Scheufele, 2007; Kenski & Stroud, 2006). Dalrymple and Scheufele (2007) find that 

exposure to online media and party communications correlates with increased political 

knowledge, although Iyengar et al. (2012) suggest that this exposure might bias people 

in inaccurate directions on specific issues. More recently, Groshek and Dimitrova (2011) 

have shown that the decreasing quality and reliability of information online may have 

reversed earlier observations of positive relationships between digital media usage and 

political knowledge. 

Studies have also observed widening gaps in political knowledge among internet users. 

Researchers have found that internet and social media users with higher levels of 

political interest consume more political news online and engage in political deliberation 

more readily than those with lower levels of interest in politics (Groshek & Dimitrova, 

2011; Kenski & Stroud, 2006; Wyatt et al., 2000). Since political interest can be related 

to a wide variety of societal and SES characteristics, it is problematic that there is a 

widening gap in political knowledge, as this may further entrench inequalities in political 

participation (Kenski & Stroud, 2006). Recent research shows that even social media 

users who avoid political information may still be exposed to some political information 

through entertainment news, and this might help limit the development of a knowledge 

gap (Barberá et al., 2015; N. Newman et al., 2017).  

Finally, research shows a positive relationship between participation in political 

deliberation online and the likelihood of participating in politics. Several studies have 

found that civic talk online encourages political participation offline, but this relationship 

is mediated by perceptions of efficacy and political interest (Hoffman et al., 2013; 

Klofstad, 2009). Others find that political discussion online may encourage deliberators 

to develop higher levels of perceived efficacy and interest in politics, which could also 
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increase offline participation (Finkel, 1985; Hoffman et al., 2013; Kenski & Stroud, 

2006). 
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3 Theoretical Framework 

The purpose of this study is to examine the political behavior of members of political 

Facebook groups. The study seeks to answer two over-arching questions, the first of 

which is as follows: who participates in political activities online? Specifically, this study 

will collect data on who engages in political discussions on Facebook and who joins 

political Facebook groups. Does the internet equalize political participation differences 

as some scholars argue (Schlozman, Verba, & Brady, 2010)? Or does it just further 

entrench the participation gaps already seen in society? Is it only the most partisan that 

join political Facebook groups?  

This study hopes to collect data on how and why the political behavior of political 

Facebook group members differs from Facebook users that are not members of political 

groups. Are group members more active politically? Do they tend to engage in certain 

types of political activities more than others? How do group members form bonds with 

other group members, and does this influence their opinions and actions? In particular, 

it is hypothesized that group membership causes group members’ opinions to 

strengthen through the radicalization process discussed in this section, which in turn 

alters political behavior. 

In this section, the theoretical framework for the study is constructed, and expected 

findings are discussed. The first section will examine the first research question by 

discussing the role of the internet in overcoming structural barriers to political 

participation. The second section will present models of group polarization and 

radicalization that may explain changes to the distribution of social capital in an 

individual’s network to answer the second question.  

3.1 The Internet and Barriers to Political Participation 

As discussed in the literature review for this study, political participation varies greatly 

between different segments of the population. In general, the better educated, more 

money, and higher SES a person obtains, the more likely he or she is to participate in a 

range of political activities (Lipset, 1960; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). Theories 

abound as to why participation varies along different social characteristics, but recent 
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research seems to have converged in support of theories positing that barriers to 

participation exist in the sociopolitical environment (Kuklinski et al., 2001).  

Although there are numerous barriers to political participation, three barriers to political 

participation are particularly relevant to this study. The first is a lack of civic skills or 

knowledge necessary to undertake certain political activities (Brady et al., 1995). For 

example, without the knowledge of how to register to vote, where to vote, or how to 

contact a politician, participation becomes difficult or impossible. Second, a lack of 

resources can limit political participation (Brady et al., 1995). Time and money are two 

examples of resources necessary for certain political activities, like campaigning for a 

candidate or donating to an interest group. Without them, it isn’t possible to engage in 

certain activities. Finally, the legal environment places barriers to participation before 

certain people (Kuklinski et al., 2001). For example, the US requires citizenship before 

allowing a person to vote, and only a natural-born citizen of the US can be President. 

The internet, and social media in particular, have the potential to overcome these three 

barriers, thereby equalizing political participation in the online sphere. Morris and Morris 

(2013) show that social media users with no interest in politics and no knowledge of 

political processes are exposed to political information through their social networks, 

raising their level of civic knowledge and helping them to acquire some civic skills. This 

finding indicates that civic skills are not necessary to participate in political activities 

online, since civic skills can be attained through social media. In this way, social media 

removes the civic knowledge barrier to participation. Brady et al. (1995) argue that civic 

knowledge and skills is primarily attained through schooling. If social media does reduce 

the need for civic skills to participate, then I expect to find little to no relationship 

between education and participation in political deliberations on Facebook. Other 

researchers note that civic skills are acquired throughout a person’s lifetime (Nie et al., 

1974). As with education, I expect not to find a relationship between online political 

deliberation and age if social media does in fact reduce the civic skills needed to 

participate in political activities.  

As internet access becomes more widespread and easily obtainable, more people are 

able to use social media and other aspects of the internet. Even the most economically 

disadvantaged people in the US can access the internet for free from public libraries 

and other institutions, making the internet an open access environment (Morris & 
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Morris, 2013). By being open access, the internet and social media lower the costs to 

participating in certain activities, breaking down the resource barrier to political 

participation. With this in mind, I expect that SES will have a weak or non-existent 

relationship with political deliberation. I expect youths and minorities in particular to 

benefit the most from the removal of this barrier. Furthermore, open access to the 

internet removes the legal barriers to participation that many immigrants face when 

trying to participate in more traditional activities, so I expect to see higher rates of 

participation from those groups as well. 

Finally, the internet facilitates asynchronous interactions by storing comments, likes, 

posts, tweets, and other actions (Antoci, Sabatini, & Sodini, 2014). This means that 

users do not have to be online at the same time to interact and participate in political 

activities like deliberation. These asynchronous interactions remove the need to have 

free time as a resource for participation, further breaking down resource-based barriers 

to participation. Brady et al. (1995) show that free time has a fairly random distribution 

along SES, although Newman, Johnson, and Lown (2014) suggest that people with 

lower SES are less likely to use free time for traditional political activities. Because 

social media reduces the need for free time to participate and serves a primarily social 

function, I expect that SES will be less of a predictor of participation in political 

deliberation online than in more traditional modes of offline political participation. 

3.2 Group Polarization and Radicalization on Facebook 

The second research question guiding this study asks how political behavior differs 

between members and non-members of political Facebook groups. This section lays out 

the hypothesized mechanism through which group membership alters political behavior. 

In short, this hypothesis, called the radicalization hypothesis, argues that political group 

membership alters individual member’s opinions, and the change in opinion 

experienced by members causes changes to political behavior. The process through 

which opinions change is based upon models of radicalization, which are discussed 

below. 

Although radicalization is a common phrase amongst political scientists, a definition of 

the concept is still being developed and agreed upon. Borum (2011) defines 

radicalization as the process by which a person’s views and opinions become more 
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extreme and characterized by a willingness to engage in undemocratic practices to 

reach one’s goals. This definition leaves some ambiguity however, as it fails to clarify 

what is meant by “undemocratic practices.” Does an increased willingness to engage in 

simple unconventional participation, sometimes referred to as undemocratic 

participation, mean a person is radicalizing? Or does “undemocratic practices” refer to 

more extreme actions like seeking to overthrow the government? While it is likely that 

Borum sees undemocratic practices as more extreme activities like rebellion and 

terrorism than simply boycotting, his definition lacks clarity. 

Della Porta (2011) sees radicalization as a two-part process—radicalization of thoughts, 

ideas, and values, and radicalization of actions. She notes that radicalization is simply 

the process by which one becomes more open to and supportive of extreme ideologies 

and actions, and one can be radicalized in action but not in thought, and vice versa. 

Della Porte fails to explain “extreme” as a concept, however, which limits its applicability 

of this definition. 

Van Stekelenburg (2014) conceives radicalization as a process on the same continuum 

of politicization and polarization. As individuals begin to relate ostensibly apolitical 

events to political issues and identify as members of a political group, the process of 

politicization begins. Over time, as individuals’ identities solidify, they begin to blame an 

external “enemy” for the political issues they observe, and individuals begin to form 

groups to oppose the enemy. This is polarization. At the extreme end of the process, 

individuals begin to advocate opinions and beliefs that directly contradict the norms of 

society and become more willing to use political violence to meet their political goals. 

This is the radicalization portion of the process. 

All three authors highlight radicalization as a process of increasingly extreme political 

opinions and actions. Van Stekelenburg’s (2014) description of the process is the most 

clearly defined of the three. Therefore, van Stekelenburg’s conceptualization of 

radicalization as a process of politicization and polarization culminating in a willingness 

to use violence to pursue goals contrary to societal norms is used in this study. It is 

important to note, however, that this thesis focuses on the process of radicalization, not 

the outcome. 
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Many different researchers have posited multitudinous pathways to radicalization 

depending on who is radicalized and in what context the process takes place. Although 

van Stekelenburg provides a strong definition of radicalization, she does little to 

evaluate the mechanisms of radicalization. Models of individual radicalization within a 

group are the most relevant to this study, and one model in particular forms the basis of 

the theoretical framework for this study. 

McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) provide an overview of the 12 most prevalent 

mechanisms through which individuals are radicalized. One mechanism is of particular 

interest to this study: extremity shift in like-minded groups. It is important to note that 

this process is not conscious or intentional; instead, it begins to occur when certain 

conditions are met. 

Extremity shift in like-minded groups occurs when people, often strangers, form groups 

to discuss political issues and share opinions. As members of the group begin to form 

social bonds and trust with one another, members begin to identify with the group and a 

set of characteristics of group members becomes “salient” (McCauley & Moskalenko, 

2008). During this time, there is also a shift in members’ opinions driven by political 

deliberations (Sunstein, 2008). Numerous studies have shown that the post-deliberation 

opinions held by members of a group tend to be more extreme than the pre-deliberation 

opinions members held prior to political discussions in a group (Moscovici & Zavalloni, 

1969; Myers, 1975; Pruitt, 1971)3. This shift towards the extreme occurs as members 

are exposed to confirmatory arguments that support individual’s previously held beliefs 

(Myers, 1975; Pruitt, 1971). In like-minded groups, such as political Facebook groups 

formed around a political ideology, the absence of alternative and cross-cutting 

arguments within the group supports the individual’s previously formed opinions (Pruitt, 

1971). As individuals within the group argue in favor of more extreme opinions, the 

dearth of counter arguments leads individual’s opinions to move towards the extreme 

(Sunstein, 2008). As group identity continues to develop, members begin to see 

themselves as right and those that oppose them as wrong; any group members 

disagreeing either leave or are forced out (van Stekelenburg, 2014). 

                                              
3 See Pruitt (1971) for a thorough discussion of all theorized mechanisms through which 
polarization of opinion in groups occurs. 
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At this point in the process, groups have reached the stage of polarization. Many groups 

of like-minded individuals reach this stage and stop, because there is no view extreme 

enough to continue pushing the group towards more radical beliefs and actions 

(McCauley & Moskalenko, 2008). A very few groups will continue along the path to 

radicalization, however. As these few groups continue to become more and more 

radical, group members will begin cutting social ties with friends and family members 

who hold opposing views, further limiting exposure to cross-cutting arguments and 

strengthening social bonds within the group (van Stekelenburg, 2014). 

As groups continue down the road to radicalization, group norms become powerful 

forces acting on members’ behavior, encouraging them to behave as the group does. 

This helps to further build social bonds within the group and make the group more 

cohesive as more extreme views and actions are discussed (Sunstein, 2008). Since 

members have cut ties with former friends and family members, they are now more and 

more dependent upon the group for social bonds, which increases pressures to 

conform. Eventually, the groups’ opinions will solidify around extreme and radical beliefs 

and actions, and the social bonds and group cohesion formed during the radicalization 

process will bind members together (Putnam, 2000; van Stekelenburg, 2014). Again, it 

is worth noting here that the process is not a conscious one, nor a uniform one. Groups 

and group members are not necessarily aware of polarization radicalization as it 

happens, and not all groups and group members undergo the process of polarization 

and radicalization in the same way, or even at all. 

A salient feature of this process is the social bonds formed within the group and the 

severing of bonds with people outside the group. Although McCauley and Moskalenko 

(2008) do not use the phrase, these bonds are a form of social capital. Putnam (2000) 

defines social capital as the trust and norms of reciprocity and support that exist in 

social networks. Social capital as a concept is based on the idea that investment in 

social relationships returns a profit, similar to any other type of investment, and the 

profits take the form of resources embedded in social networks that can be drawn upon 

as needed (Lin, 1999).  

Putnam (2000) breaks social capital down into two types: bridging and bonding. 

Bridging social capital arises from social bonds that connect people of different groups 

(Putnam, 2000). An example of this is the social bond between a young minority student 
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and her older, wealthy, highly educated, white mentor. In contrast, bonding social 

capital is found in the social bonds between people of the same group, like two white 

professors of the same age who became friends in graduate school (Putnam, 2000). 

Both types of social capital play important roles in the radicalization process as 

described above. Bonding social capital links group members together, while bridging 

social capital exposes them to cross-pressures and alternative ideas from non-group 

members. By severing ties with non-group members, individuals in the radicalizing 

group eliminate bridging social capital, which plays a crucial role in facilitating cross-

cutting interactions, which in turn help to build and maintain tolerance and trust across 

disparate societal groups (Putnam, 2000). 

I argue that the groups described in this process of radicalization bear striking 

similarities to polal Facebook groups. In both instances, groups of like-minded 

individuals get together to share information and deliberate on political issues. 

Information shared within radicalizing groups is often confirmatory, as is the case in 

echo chambers. The rest of this section will apply radicalization theory to political 

Facebook groups acting as echo chambers. 

Political Facebook groups are intentionally formed groups of like-minded individuals 

created to share largely confirmatory information and to discuss political issues. These 

groups act as echo chambers, reinforcing members’ views and decreasing trust in and 

the legitimacy of opposing viewpoints. As social capital develops between Facebook 

group members, polarization occurs, and members begin to label political issues as “us” 

versus “them.” Many groups may stop here, but a few are expected to continue down 

the road to radicalization. Some members may begin severing social ties that create 

bridging social capital, and the group’s opinions will become more extreme.  

Bearing in mind the mechanisms of group radicalization discussed above, I expect to 

find evidence of several trends in the data collected for this study. I expect political 

behavior to differ for political group members and non-group members. Specifically, I 

expect group members to be more active politically and to be more likely to be involved 

in high cost political activities, such as volunteering for a campaign, donating to a 

political cause, or attending a protest. If the radicalization hypothesis is correct, I expect 

to find evidence of group membership causing changes to individual’s opinions and 
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evidence that changes to individual’s opinions causes changes in political behavior. 

Additionally, I expect opinion change among group members to be associated with 

behaviors that occur along the radicalization process, including making friends in the 

group and severing social bonds with people outside the group. 
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4 Methodology 

Consistent with research trends in studies of political behavior, this study uses survey 

methodology to collect data on Facebook users who are members of politically oriented 

Facebook groups. The use of a survey to collect data, as opposed to structured 

interviews, is cheaper, easier to administer and analyze, and facilitates data collection 

from a larger sample (Bryman, 2012). Since this study focuses on online political 

behavior, a web-based survey was used. Web-based surveys further reduce the costs 

of survey administration and data collection, and research has shown that the findings 

from web-based surveys are comparable to those of more traditional postal- or 

telephone-based questionnaires (Stephenson & Crête, 2010). Furthermore, 

confidentiality is better maintained through a web-based survey, and respondents have 

more privacy to answer difficult or uncomfortable questions. 

In this chapter, the research methodology for the study is discussed. The first section 

lays out the overall research design and is followed by a section detailing the design of 

the original web-based survey used to collect data. The third section discusses the 

results of the pilot-test of the survey. Sampling and distribution procedures are 

explained in section four. Characteristics of the sample are discussed in section five. 

Section six describes ethical considerations for the research, and section seven 

discusses researcher positionality.  

4.1 Research Design 

As noted above, this study will use a survey of Facebook users to collect data on 

opinion and behavior change in political Facebook groups. A survey was selected for 

two reasons. First, it allows for the collection of standardized responses from a large 

sample that facilitates analysis using quantitative techniques. Since this study aims to 

examine political behaviors using a defined hypothesis—radicalization of opinion 

underlies changes to political behavior exhibited by group members—quantitative 

analysis can provide the tools to test the hypothesis in a larger sample than alternative 

methodologies would allow. Second, the survey methodology limits researcher 

interactions with respondents, thereby reducing potential biases that could arise in the 

data due to researcher positionality, which is discussed in more detail in subsection 4.7. 
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The final research design for this study has been slightly modified from that of the 

proposal for the study. Initially, the study was planned as a case study of one or two 

political Facebook groups, consisting of a survey of members, a text analysis of posts to 

the group wall, and a network analysis of interactions on randomly selected posts within 

the group. Two main hindrances arose that necessitated the change in methodology. 

The first was privacy protection procedures enacted by Facebook that severely limit the 

ability of external researchers to collect data from users. It appears in earlier research 

that access to data for network analyses was easier to obtain, but a new update from 

Facebook now prevents researchers from collecting this type of data. Second, the 

extremely low response rate necessitated a wider dispersal of the survey. The research 

questions for the study remain unaltered. 

To address the issues above, changes were made to the sampling procedures for the 

research. Instead of collecting responses from a single Facebook group to use as a 

case study, a sample of political Facebook groups was selected, and the survey was 

distributed to members of these groups. In addition, a control group of Facebook users 

who are not members of political groups was added. This was done to facilitate the 

analysis of results by allowing for comparisons to be made between Facebook users 

who are and are not members of political groups. The survey design, detailed in 4.2 

below, remained unchanged. 

4.2 Survey Design and Delivery Platform 

4.2.1 Survey Design 

One question this study seeks to answer is “who participates in political groups online?” 

In order to do this, the first section of the survey collects data on the demographics of 

respondents, including age, gender, race, and educational attainment. Additionally, 

these questions collected data that can be used as controls in the analysis of 

responses. In the US context, it is standard to collect background data on survey 

respondents, as variables like education level and race are often very closely correlated 

with a wide range of sociopolitical behaviors (Lauglo & Oia, 2008; Lipset, 1959, 1960; 

Milbrath & Goel, 1977; Nie, Junn, & Stehlik-Barry, 1996; Nie et al., 1974; Persson & 

Oscarsson, 2008; Verba et al., 1993; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). For example, 

African Americans may tend to have smaller but more active social networks, which 
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could affect their likelihood of forming new bonds in an online group (Ajrouch, 

Antonucci, & Janevic, 2001). This has obvious implications for the study, and therefore 

ought to be considered. By collecting this data, steps can be taken during the analysis 

to ensure that background characteristics are not influencing the relationships and 

behaviors observed between variables.  

The second section of the survey collects data to identify the political beliefs of 

respondents. This section serves two purposes. The first is to shed more light on who 

participates in political groups by examining the relationship between political ideology 

and group membership. Is one side of the political spectrum more likely to engage in 

political deliberation online than the other, or are both equally active? Second, this 

allows for the observation of behavioral changes in relation to respondents’ political 

ideology.  

Initially, I planned to write questions for this section in order to create an original 

measure of political opinion. This turned into a daunting task, as each question needed 

to be supported with previous public polling data and theory on US public opinion. To 

eliminate this need, an 11-question survey from the Pew Research Institute was 

selected for inclusion. The survey from Pew was selected for numerous reasons. First, 

Pew Research Center is a well-regarded public polling agency in the US, and its 

surveys are widely used in academia and politics. Second, high-quality polling methods 

were used to pilot-test and refine the survey with a sample far larger than it was 

possible to obtain in the context of this study. Finally, the Pew survey is short but highly 

effective in providing data on respondent political ideology and the strength of the 

respondent’s views. To ensure the survey collected political ideology data correctly, 

respondents were also asked to self-report how they identify politically, and 

respondents’ self-identifications were correlated with an aggregated political ideology 

scale calculated using the questions from the Pew Research Center survey4. Analysis 

of the political ideology scale from the pilot-test of the survey is discussed in more detail 

in 4.3. 

                                              
4 See Partisan ID Scale in Appendix D: Scale Construction and Reliability/Validity of 
Measures and Questions for further information on the reliability and validity of the 
measures of political ideology. 
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The final section of the survey seeks to answer the following question: “how does the 

political behavior of political Facebook group members differ from non-members?” To 

answer this question, the survey collects data on specific social and political behaviors. 

In particular, questions collect data on three sets of behaviors: cross-cutting 

interactions, as measured by the diversity of respondents’ social media networks; 

changes to social capital, measured by respondents’ willingness to engage in 

confrontation and to make friends; and opinion radicalization, measured by 

respondents’ perceptions of changes to their own opinions. Questions were designed 

based on theoretical understandings of political behavior and the social behaviors that 

underpin certain political behaviors. Several questions are posed in different manners 

throughout this section in order to facilitate the construction of scales and as a way to 

measure the internal reliability of the survey. The final draft of the survey along with 

variable names and how responses were coded is included in Appendix A: Full Survey 

and Codebook. 

4.2.2 Survey Delivery Platform 

Previous GLOBED students conducted surveys for their thesis research and 

recommended various survey platforms, including Google Forms and Survey Monkey. 

In addition to these platforms, I performed a Google search to explore other potential 

survey delivery platforms. Google Forms was quickly discounted as a delivery platform 

as I didn’t feel it offered enough data security or enough nuanced control of survey 

design to meet the needs of this survey. Survey Monkey used a more advanced 

software that allowed me more control in designing how the survey was delivered, but it 

still lacked the data security I was hoping to find. In addition, many features were 

premium and required paid access, which I preferred to avoid. 

After exploring other publicly available options, I decided to see if the University of Oslo 

(UiO) offered any resources for data protection or survey delivery. The University has 

significant resources for both that I have free access to as a student, so I opted to use 

the survey delivery platform from the University, called Nettskjema. This survey platform 

stores responses in a secured data environment, in accordance with ethical 

requirements from NSD, discussed in great detail in 4.6 below. Additionally, by using 

resources from UiO, data is stored in Norway. This means that the US government 

cannot legally track submissions, nor can they gain access through a simple request 
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process, as is standard in the US. This provides an extra layer of protection for an issue 

that some respondents initially expressed anxiety over. Finally, responses are easily 

exported to Excel and SPSS files, allowing for easy analysis of the results. 

4.3 Pilot Testing 

Pilot testing of the survey began October 30th, 2017 after comments from my thesis 

supervisors were received and the final survey was uploaded to Nettskjema. The pilot 

testing was conducted in two stages. The first involved distributing the survey to 

politically aware friends and classmates who could further comment on word choice, 

survey design, and any errors. Additionally, this group was used to determine how long 

the survey would take respondents to complete. Pilot testers received a document with 

instructions for completing the field trial as well as some follow-up questions on the 

survey. This document is included in Appendix B: Instructions to Pilot-Testers. 

The second phase of the pilot test began at the recommendation of my supervisors. 

Initially, I had not planned to do a more thorough pilot test of the survey but was 

encouraged to do so. This phase involved distributing the survey to three politically 

oriented Facebook groups in order to test the performance of the survey in situations 

similar to how the main research will be collected. One group included in the pilot test 

was for conservatives/Republicans, while another was for liberals/Democrats. The third 

group was a bipartisan group of liberals and conservatives. A list of groups the survey 

was distributed to for pilot testing can be found in Appendix C: Facebook Groups 

included in .  

Over the two phases of field testing, 21 respondents took part in the survey. This is a 

very low response rate given that the Facebook groups each had over 100 members. 

Nonetheless, this provided enough cases to perform a preliminary analysis of the data 

to ensure the survey questions performed as expected. 

Most of the analysis focused on the second section of the survey, which is focused on 

determining the political ideology of respondents. The first section collects data on 

respondents’ backgrounds, which is fairly straightforward, and the third section collects 

data on behaviors. It is difficult to assess the reliability or validity of these questions 

solely within the context of the survey, thus they were excluded from detailed analysis at 

the time of the pilot testing. Analysis for the second section included correlations 
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between a respondent’s political self-identification and their answers to questions 

throughout the section, followed by a regression with political self-identification as the 

dependent variable and answers to questions as the independent variables. For this 

analysis, political self-identification is assumed to be an accurate measure of political 

ideology and a reasonable predictor of political attitudes and values (Conover & 

Feldman, 1981). All questions except for two had significant and positive correlations 

with self-identification, indicating that the majority of questions performed as expected 

and adequately predict a respondent’s political ideology.  

The two questions that did not perform as expected dealt with 1) US intervention abroad 

and 2) government protection of the environment. Upon further reflection, it makes 

sense that the first question did not behave as expected, as the extreme ends of the 

political spectrum in the US (extreme liberals and extreme conservatives) are more 

likely to support isolationist policies, while the middle of the spectrum supports more 

interventionist policies. The second question, about government protection of the 

environment, does not behave in a manner expected, even after further consideration of 

US public opinion and examination of the data collected so far. I hope that more 

complete data from the main survey will provide better information on why this question 

does not perform as expected. 

The regression, which uses political self-identification as the dependent variable and 

answers to the 11-question panel as the independent variables, showed that up to 80% 

of the variation in political self-identification can be explained by the eleven questions 

(adjusted R2 = .8), but none of the coefficients were significant, and some of the signs 

went in unexpected directions. It is possible that this is caused by the method of coding 

of the extremity of answers. Respondents’ political self-identification was scored on a 

scale of 3 to -35, but answers to questions in this section varied in scoring from as little 

as 1 to -1 to as great as 3 to -3. For example, a respondent may self-identify as 

“extremely liberal” which is coded as a -3, and hold the view that business corporations 

make too much profit, which is coded as a -1. The sign of both codes is negative, 

indicating that the political opinion is a liberal one and is consistent with the 

                                              
5 Keeping with the left – right layout of the US political spectrum and superimposing it on a number 
line, liberal views were coded as negative while conservative views were coded as positive, with 0 
representing neutral or independent views. Responses are coded this way throughout the survey. 
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respondent’s self-identification. However, this question only allows for answers to be 

coded as 1 or -1, so it does little to indicate the extremity of the answer.  

In addition to analyzing the relationships between the individual questions and 

respondents’ political self-identification, I used data collected during the pilot test to 

construct and test the reliability and validity of a single variable for political ideology. 

This variable was constructed by aggregating respondents’ answers to the 11 political 

ideology questions from the second portion of the survey. This was done with the hope 

of creating a single variable of political ideology that allows for a comparison of the 

extremity of views and accurately reflects the political orientation of respondents. To 

ensure the accuracy of this measure, hereafter referred to as the Partisan ID score, a 

number of statistical tests were performed on the data. 

First, Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated to determine the reliability of the items (AERA, 

APA, & NCME, 2014). Reliability is defined as how well multiple items measure the 

same construct (Vaske, Beaman, & Sponarski, 2017). In this case, the construct being 

measured is the political ideology of the respondent. Cronbach’s Alpha for the 11-

question panel is .9, indicating that the questions are a reliable measure of political 

ideology and can be aggregated into a single variable. 

Next, the convergent validity of the aggregated political identification score was 

analyzed by correlating the score with respondents’ self-identification. Convergent 

validity is a way of measuring the accuracy with which a scale measures a construct by 

comparing two different measures of the same construct (AERA et al., 2014). Political 

self-identification and the aggregated political identification score have a Pearson 

Correlation of .908 (p = .000), indicating that the aggregated political identification score 

has high validity as a measure of respondents’ political ideology. Furthermore, when 

regressed, using political self-identification as the dependent variable, the aggregated 

political identification score explains approximately 80% of the variation in political self-

identification (adjusted R2 = .8), indicating that this single measure is slightly more 

accurate than the 11-question panel. Taken together, these measures of reliability and 

validity indicate that the aggregated political identification score performs as intended 

and can be used in analyzing data from the main survey. 
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4.4 Sampling and Survey Distribution  

4.4.1 Random Sampling of Politically Oriented Facebook Groups 

When researchers don’t know the composition of a population, it is difficult to ensure a 

survey is collecting a representative sample. Since one of the goals of this research is 

to identify who joins and participates in politically oriented Facebook groups, it was not 

possible to create a detailed sampling frame to identify sample targets. To address this 

difficulty, sample matching was used. 

Sample matching is a method of non-probability sampling used to obtain a semi-

representative sample (Baker et al., 2013). Using this method, target populations that 

are expected to be similar in composition to the overall population are invited to take 

part in the survey. In the context of this study, the overall population would be Facebook 

users who are also members of political Facebook groups. To obtain a sample of this 

population, a number of political groups were identified, and group members were 

invited to take part in the survey through a post on the group page. Posts included a 

brief description of the study, as well as a link to the survey.  

Politically oriented Facebook groups were identified through a simple Facebook search 

using the terms “liberal,” “conservative,” “republican,” and “democrat.” Based upon 

group descriptions, an equal number of groups from the left and the right of the 

American political spectrum were selected, as well as a few groups with mixed 

membership. Groups were selected for inclusion based upon their size and ifI could 

gain access to the group as a researcher. Larger groups were assumed to be more 

representative than smaller groups and posting in larger groups meant that more people 

were exposed to the survey. Most groups required membership approval, and many of 

the approval processes were based upon answers to questions relating to the 

prospective member’s political views. I answered any questions posed to me honestly, 

and I did not seek to join groups if it would require dishonest answers to questions to 

have my membership request approved.  

In total, 17 groups were invited to participate in the survey, all of roughly the same size. 

Of these, four groups were apolitical and used primarily to collect control responses, as 

discussed in detail in subsection 4.4.2 below. Four groups identify as liberal or 

Democratic, and another four groups identify as conservative/Republican. An additional 
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four groups are bipartisan and include members from across the political spectrum. The 

final group was used to organize a political rally. This group is not linked with either side 

of the political spectrum. Further details on the groups will be withheld to protect 

respondent confidentiality. 

4.4.2 Convenience Sampling of Control Group 

To facilitate drawing conclusions from the survey data collected, data was also collected 

from a control group of Facebook users who do not belong to political Facebook groups. 

Due to resource constraints, a convenience sample of this group was collected by 

making posts to my personal Facebook wall and in four Facebook groups that are not 

politically oriented. It is likely that some Facebook users reached through the 

convenience sampling will be members of politically oriented Facebook groups that did 

not receive invitations to participate in the survey. These respondents will still be able to 

complete the survey for members of politically oriented Facebook groups, and it is not 

expected that their inclusion will affect the accuracy of the sampling. 

4.5 Sample Characteristics 

The sample collected for this study includes 93 respondents, 28 of whom are members 

of political groups on Facebook. Of the 28 group members, 15 belonged to liberal or 

Democratic groups, six belonged to bipartisan groups, two were members of 

conservative groups, and five respondents chose not to identify their group’s political 

ideology. Given that an equal number of liberal and conservative political groups were 

included in the sample, it is surprising that the sample is skewed towards liberal 

respondents. It is possible that researcher positionality as a liberal male affected survey 

response rates. Researcher positionality is discussed in more detail in section 4.7. 

The racial composition of the sample is overwhelmingly white. 92.5% of respondents 

identified as white or Caucasian (non-Hispanic). 4.3% of respondents were Asian or 

Pacific Islander. Black or African American respondents composed just over 1% of the 

sample. One respondent identified as mixed-race, and another chose not to provide 

racial information. No respondents identified as Hispanic/Latino or Native American. 

Although less skewed than the racial composition of the sample, the age composition of 

the sample is also skewed. 45.2% of respondents were between the ages of 18 and 24, 
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and a further 28% were 25-34 years old. 35 – 44 year olds account for 5.4% of the 

sample. Respondents aged 45-54 years old account for 10.8% of the sample, and 9.7% 

of respondents were over 55 years of age. Only one person, or 1.1% of the sample, was 

under 18 years old. 

Respondents were also asked to provide their gender. 60.2% of the sample identified as 

female, while 36.6% identified as male. 3.2% identified as non-binary. 

The education levels of respondents are more varied, but the majority of the sample, 

51.6% of respondents, was composed of people with Bachelor’s Degrees. Respondents 

with Master’s Degrees made up 22.6% of the sample. 4.3% of respondents have some 

high school education, and 2.2% only have a high school diploma. Respondents with 

some college education make up 8.6% of the sample. 5.4% of the sample is made up of 

respondents with a professional degree, and another 5.4% of respondents possess 

doctorate degrees. 

Finally, respondents provided information on their political ideology. 10.8% of 

respondents identified as extremely liberal, 37.6% identified as moderately liberal, and 

16.1% identified as somewhat liberal, meaning that a majority of the sample is liberal. 

Respondents identifying as independent, or neither conservative nor liberal, made up 

16.1% of the sample. 19.4% of respondents were somewhat conservative, and an 

additional 9.7% were moderately conservative. No respondents identified as extremely 

conservative. 

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

Due to the type of information collected through the survey, ethical approval was 

required to undertake this study. Personally-identifying information including age, race, 

gender, and education level are collected through the survey. The online delivery of the 

survey also means that information such as IP address and other digital identifiers were 

collected. Together, this information could be used to identify respondents, thereby 

jeopardizing the confidentiality of responses to potentially sensitive questions, such as 

those pertaining to voting behavior and political opinions. 

As the primary researcher for this study, I am ethically obligated to ensure adequate 

steps are taken to protect respondents’ answers to survey questions. Nettskjema, the 
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survey delivery platform for this study, provides some data protection for surveys with 

sensitive information. Additionally, responses are password protected and distribution of 

survey data is limited to one password protected laptop. Following the completion of the 

study, data will be anonymized and any files with identifying information will be deleted. 

These data protection procedures were approved by the Norwegian Centre for 

Research Data (NSD) on September 22, 2017. A copy of the approval can be found in 

Appendix E: Ethical Approval from NSD. 

4.7 Researcher Positionality 

As a researcher exploring social phenomenon, it is important to consider my position in 

relationship to the research topic and subjects. A researcher’s values and opinions 

shape the way in which he or she selects research topics, conducts inquiry, and 

interprets results (Bryman, 2012). It is not possible for social researchers to be 

completely unbiased when conducting research, so it is crucial that the researcher is 

reflexive about his or her position in relation to the position of the research object 

(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007). 

As a politically active American, this research topic is highly relevant to my life. As noted 

in the introduction, the impetus for researching opinion change in political Facebook 

groups developed from personal experience. Following the 2016 election of Donald 

Trump, I saw the political behavior of many friends and acquaintances change. This 

change in behavior was accompanied by a change in rhetoric and discourse that 

seemed to arise from an underlying change in political opinion. Most notably, I noticed 

this change among members of political groups that I was also a member of. As a result 

of my membership in political Facebook groups, it is possible that I am examining and 

collecting data on a set of behaviors and processes that have influenced me personally, 

which could have a profound effect on the research. 

Steps were taken to counter the potential biases arising from my close position with the 

research subject. The choice of survey methodology was one step taken to limit 

researcher bias. A written survey delivered online and without direct interaction with the 

researcher limits the potential for researcher biases to emerge in the treatment of 

respondents. All respondents received the same questions and inputs, limiting the 

potential influence of my opinions and position in the field. Additionally, I approached 
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the research from an etic standpoint, seeking to collect and analyze data as a 

researcher, not as a participant in the processes under investigation. In order to do this 

properly, I stopped participating in all political Facebook groups. Where before I was an 

active participant and contributed to discussions in the groups, after starting the 

research, I stopped participating and interacting in these groups. As I did this, I shifted 

my perspective from that of a participant to that of an observer and researcher, with the 

hopes of limiting the impact of my personal biases on the research process. Instead of 

joining discussions in political groups, I approached them as political phenomenon to be 

studied from a removed distance. It is my hope that removing myself from groups 

similar to those that I studied will limit the effects of my personal biases on the research. 

Following the conclusion of the research, I expect to resume a more active, albeit a 

more cautious role in political groups. 

Despite the steps taken to mitigate the influence of my position in relation to the 

research topic, it is impossible to do so completely. The research methodology relies on 

Facebook to deliver the survey, which means that potential respondents will be able to 

see information about me before deciding to participate in the survey. I am a young, 

white, liberal male, and all three of these characteristics are expected to influence 

response rate. Those the most different from me (minorities, conservatives, women, 

and/or older people) may be discouraged from participating in the survey due to the 

intense partisan climate in the US and on social media and the general distrust 

exhibited towards outsiders.  
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5 Findings and Analysis 

This chapter presents the major findings from data collected through the survey 

methodology discussed in chapter 4. The first section of this chapter will discuss who 

deliberates online, followed by sections detailing who is most likely to join political 

Facebook groups and why. The fourth section will show how the political behavior of 

group member differs from that of non-group members. Section five discusses how 

group membership relates to opinion change. The sixth and final section will discuss 

data pertaining to the theorized mechanisms of opinion change in political Facebook 

groups. 

5.1 Online Political Deliberation  

The theoretical framework for this study argues that the internet removes barriers to 

political participation that prevent certain societal groups from participating in political 

activities. To test this argument, data on four background characteristics theoretically 

linked to variations in political participation—race, age, gender, and education—was 

collected and analyzed using contingency tables and measures of independence. The 

results are presented in this section. 

The literature review shows that levels of political participation vary by race. As a form 

of political participation, it can be assumed that political deliberation will follow the same 

trends as other political activities, and there should be a clear relationship between race 

and political deliberation online. If the arguments in the theoretical framework are 

correct, however, then there will not be a relationship between race and online political 

deliberation. Table 5.1 shows the frequency and percentage of respondents who have 

and have not engaged in political deliberation online broken down by racial identity. Due 

to small sample size, the chi square test of independence could not be used to measure 

the relationship between the two variables. Instead, the maximum likelihood ratio is 

used to indicate the relationship between race and online deliberation. The high p-value 

(p = .582) of the maximum likelihood ratio indicates that there is not a statistically 

significant relationship between race and online deliberation in the data collected. 

Although this finding supports the arguments made in the theoretical framework, the 

small sample size and racial bias of the sample severely limit the credibility of the 

finding. 
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Table 5.1 Political Deliberation by Race 

  Have not engaged in 
political deliberation 
online 

Have engaged in 
political deliberation 
online 

Total 

White 27 59 86 

Percentage 31.40% 68.60% 100.00% 
Asian/Pacific Islander 2 2 4 

Percentage 50.00% 50.00% 100.00% 
African American 0 1 1 

Percentage 0.00% 100.00% 100.00% 

Other  0 1 1 

Percentage 0.00% 100.00% 100.00% 
Unspecified 0 1 1 

Percentage 0.00% 100.00% 100.00% 
Total 29 64 93 

Age is another characteristic the literature review shows is related to levels of political 

participation. Assuming that political deliberation online follows the same trends as other 

political activities, the data should show a clear relationship between aging and 

increasing levels of engagement in political deliberation. The lack of a relationship 

between age and political deliberation would support the arguments made in the 

theoretical framework. Table 5.2 shows frequencies and percentages of respondents 

who have and have not engaged in online deliberation, broken down by age. Again, the 

small sample size prohibited the use of the chi square test for independence, so the 

maximum likelihood ratio is used to examine the data for potential relationships. The 

high p-value (p = .51) could suggest that there is not a clear relationship between the 

two variables, supporting the theoretical framework. As with race, above, the lack of a 

significant finding does not conclusively prove the hypothesis set out in the theoretical 

framework, due to the small sample size. 
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Table 5.2 Political Deliberation by Age 
 

Have not engaged in 
political deliberation online 

Have engaged in political 
deliberation online 

Total 

Under 18 0 1 1 

Percentage 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

18-24 14 28 42 
Percentage 33.3% 66.7% 100.0% 

25-34 6 20 26 
Percentage 23.1% 76.9% 100.0% 

35-44 1 4 5 

Percentage 20.0% 80.0% 100.0% 
45-54 3 7 10 

Percentage 30.0% 70.0% 100.0% 
55 + 5 4 9 

Percentage 55.6% 44.4% 100.0% 

Total 29 64 93 

The literature review shows that gender also relates to political participation by 

presenting data indicating that men are more politically active than women. If gender 

relates to online deliberation in the same way it relates to other forms of political 

participation, then there will be a clear and statistically significant relationship between 

gender and online deliberation in the data. Table 5.3 shows the frequencies and 

percentages of respondents who have and have not engaged in online political 

discussions, broken down by gender. After analysis, the high p-value (p = .283) of the 

maximum likelihood ratio suggests there is not a clear relationship between gender and 

online deliberation, supporting the arguments made in the theoretical framework, 

although the same limitations apply to this finding as the findings for race and age. 

Table 5.3 Political Deliberation by Gender 
 

Have not engaged in 
political 
deliberation online 

Have engaged in 
political 
deliberation online 

Total 

Female 17 39 56 
Percentage 30.4% 69.6% 100.0% 

Male 12 22 34 
Percentage 35.3% 64.7% 100.0% 

Non-binary 0 3 3 

Percentage 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Total 29 64 93 

Finally, education is shown to be closely related to political participation in the literature 

review. Table 5.4 presents the frequencies and percentages of respondents who have 
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and have not engaged in online political discussions, broken down by education level. 

The maximum likelihood ratio for the data has a high p-value (p = .465), supporting the 

hypothesis made in the theoretical framework that education will not relate to online 

deliberation. This finding must be interpreted with caution, however, due to the small 

sample size. 

Table 5.4 Political Deliberation by Education Level 
 

Have not engaged 
in political 
deliberation online 

Have engaged in 
political 
deliberation online 

Total 

Some high school, no diploma 2 2 4 

Percentage 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
High school graduate 1 1 2 

Percentage 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
Some college credit, no degree 2 6 8 

Percentage 25.0% 75.0% 100.0% 
Bachelor's Degree 18 30 48 

Percentage 37.5% 62.5% 100.0% 

Master's Degree 3 18 21 

Percentage 14.3% 85.7% 100.0% 

Professional Degree 2 3 5 
Percentage 40.0% 60.0% 100.0% 

Doctorate Degree 1 4 5 

Percentage 20.0% 80.0% 100.0% 

Total 29 64 93 

One final set of findings bear mentioning in this section. The survey collected data on 

respondents’ past political actions in order to construct a scale indicating a respondents’ 

level of past political participation6. Data from the Participation Score was compared to 

the four characteristics discussed in this section above in order to determine if there is a 

relationship between race, age, gender, or education and past political participation. 

Based on the literature review, it is expected that there will be a statistically significant 

relationship between the Participation Scale and each of the four characteristics. High 

p-values for the maximum likelihood ratio for political participation and all four 

                                              
6 The Participation Score was created by summing the total number of distinct political 
activities a respondent had done in the past to create a scale ranging from 0 to 7, 
indicating past levels of political activity. Political activities included in this scale are: 
voting in local, state, and federal elections; donating to a political campaign or cause; 
volunteering for a political campaign or cause; attending a political protest or rally; and 
engaging in political discussion online. 
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characteristics—race (p = .775), age (p = .287), gender (p = .136), and education (p = 

.225)—indicate that the expected relationships are not present in the data collected 

through this survey. The implications of this finding are discussed in detail in the next 

chapter, Discussion. 

5.2 Political Facebook Group Membership 

Little research has been conducted evaluating the demographic characteristics of 

political Facebook groups. As a result, there is no hypothesis for the expected 

demographic composition of political groups on Facebook, and analysis of the data was 

exploratory, seeking to identify significant relationships between group membership and 

demographic characteristics of members. Data on five demographic characteristics of 

group members, race, age, gender, education, and political ideology7, are presented in 

this section, along with data showing relationships between group membership and 

demographic characteristics, where applicable. 

Race is the first demographic characteristic of interest. As noted in the methodology 

chapter, the sample for this study is overwhelmingly white. As a result, it is difficult to 

draw conclusions about the racial composition of group members. Nonetheless, the 

racial data collected is presented in Table 5.5, below. White/Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 

respondents make up 92.9% of group members and 92.3% of non-group members. 

3.6% of group members are Asian/Pacific Islander, compared with 4.6% of non-group 

members. A further 3.6% of group members identify as mixed race. No black/African 

Americans identified as group members. There is no statistically significant relationship 

between race and group membership based on the maximum likelihood ratio (p = .422). 

                                              
7 Political ideology is measured by respondents’ self-identification of their political views 
on a liberal – conservative scale with seven possible response options (see “self_pol_ID 
in Appendix A: Full Survey and Codebook). To confirm the reliability and validity of this 
measure, a series of 11 questions collected respondents’ opinions on a range of 
political issues. Responses were used to create a Partisan ID score as an alternative 
measure of respondents’ political ideology. More information on the construction of this 
score and tests of reliability and validity of the measures of political ideology can be 
found in Appendix D: Scale Construction and Reliability/Validity of Measures and 
Questions. 
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Table 5.5 Group Membership by Race 

  Non-Group Member Group Member Total 

White 60 26 86 

Percentage 69.8% 30.2% 100.0% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 3 1 4 

Percentage 75.0% 25.0% 100.0% 

African American 1 0 1 

Percentage 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Other 0 1 1 

Percentage 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Unspecified 1 0 1 

Percentage 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Total 65 28 93 

The variation in the age of group members can be seen in Table 5.6, below. Group 

members tended to be younger, with 39.3% of group members being 18-24 years old 

and another 39.3% being 25-34 years old. 18-24-year olds make up 47.7% of the non-

group sub-sample, and 25-34-year olds account for 23.1% of non-group members. 

10.7% of group members were 45-54 years of age, compared with 10.8% of non-group 

members. Respondents aged 55 or older made up 7.1% of the group subsample and 

10.8% of the non-group subsample. The high p-value for the maximum likelihood ratio 

(p = .653) indicates there is not a clear relationship between age and political group 

membership. 
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Table 5.6 Group Membership by Age 

  Non-Group Member Group Member Total 

Under 18 1 0 1 

Percentage 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

18-24 31 11 42 

Percentage 73.8% 26.2% 100.0% 

25-34 15 11 26 

Percentage 57.7% 42.3% 100.0% 

35-44 4 1 5 

Percentage 80.0% 20.0% 100.0% 

45-54 7 3 10 

Percentage 70.0% 30.0% 100.0% 

55 + 7 2 9 

Percentage 77.8% 22.2% 100.0% 

Total 65 28 93 

Table 5.7 shows the gender composition of the group member sub-sample compared to 

the non-group member sub-sample and the overall sample. Women make up the 

largest percentage of respondents, with 50% of group members and 64.6% of non-

group members identifying as female. 39.3% of group members identify as male, while 

35.4% of non-group members are male. Finally, 10.7% of group members identify as 

non-binary. There are no non-binary non-group members. In the case of gender, the 

maximum likelihood ratio has a small p-value (G2 = 8.002, p = .018), indicating that 

there is a statistically significant relationship between group membership and gender. 

The magnitude of Cramer’s V, an indication of the strength of association between two 

categorical variables, suggests that there is a moderately weak association between 

gender and group membership (ϕc = .288, p = .021). The ordinal association of the 

relationship cannot be determined. 
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Table 5.7 Group Membership by Gender 

  Non-group member Group member Total 

Female 42 14 56 

Percentage 75.0% 25.0% 100.0% 

Male 23 11 34 

Percentage 67.6% 32.4% 100.0% 

Non-binary 0 3 3 

Percentage 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Total 65 28 93 

The largest percentage of group members, 57.1%, obtained a bachelor’s degree, as 

seen in Table 5.8. 49.2% of non-group members also earned a bachelor’s degree. 

Group members with master’s degrees account for 28.6% of the subsample, while only 

20% of the non-group subsample have master’s degrees. 3.6% and 7.1% of group 

members hold professional degrees and doctoral degrees, respectively. Professional 

degree-holders account for 6.2% of non-group members, and doctorate degree-holders 

make up 4.6% of non-group members. Finally, 3.6% of group members only received 

some college education, compared with 10.8% of non-group members. Analysis of the 

two variables using the maximum likelihood ratio shows there is no statistically 

significant relationship between education and group membership (p = .32). 
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Table 5.8 Group Membership by Education Level 

  Non-group member Group member Total 

Some high school, no diploma 4 0 4 

Percentage 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

High school graduate 2 0 2 

Percentage 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Some college credit, no degree 7 1 8 

Percentage 87.5% 12.5% 100.0% 

Bachelor's Degree 32 16 48 

Percentage 66.7% 33.3% 100.0% 

Master's Degree 13 8 21 

Percentage 61.9% 38.1% 100.0% 

Professional Degree 4 1 5 

Percentage 80.0% 20.0% 100.0% 

Doctorate Degree 3 2 5 

Percentage 60.0% 40.0% 100.0% 

Total 65 28 93 

As illustrated in Table 5.9, the group member subsample is predominately liberal. 17.9% 

of group members are “extremely liberal” and 60.7% are “moderately liberal”. The non-

group subsample has 7.7% of respondents identifying as “extremely liberal” and 27.7% 

identifying as “moderately liberal.” 3.6% of group members and 7.7% of non-group 

members identify as “somewhat liberal.” 14.3% of group members call themselves 

“independent” and only 3.6% identify as “moderately conservative.” 16.9% of non-group 

members are “independent” and 12.3% are “moderately conservative.” No respondents 

identified as “extremely conservative.” The low p-value for the maximum likelihood ratio 

(G2 = 22.352, p = .000) indicates there is a statistically significant relationship between 

political ideology and group membership. Goodman’s gamma indicates there is a 

moderately strong relationship between being liberal and joining a group ( = -.613, p = 

.000)8. 

                                              
8 The negative sign of gamma is due to the negative codes assigned to the liberal 
response options: “Extremely Liberal,” “Moderately Liberal,” and “Somewhat Liberal.” 
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Table 5.9 Group Membership by Political Ideology 

  

Non-group member Group member Total 

Extremely Liberal 5 5 10 

Percentage 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 

Moderately Liberal 18 17 35 

Percentage 51.4% 48.6% 100.0% 

Somewhat Liberal 5 1 6 

Percentage 83.3% 16.7% 100.0% 

Independent 11 4 15 

Percentage 73.3% 26.7% 100.0% 

Somewhat Conservative 18 0 18 

Percentage 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Moderately Conservative 8 1 9 

Percentage 88.9% 11.1% 100.0% 

Extremely Conservative 0 0 0 

Percentage 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

Total 65 28 93 

5.3 Why Join Political Facebook Groups? 

Respondents who stated they are members of political Facebook groups were asked to 

explain why they joined these groups. Responses were coded to facilitate analysis of 

the reasons people join these groups. The results of the analysis of these responses is 

discussed in this subsection. 

The most common response to “why did you join [a political Facebook] group?” was to 

keep informed. One quarter of respondents (7 of 28) noted that they joined political 

groups to either keep informed on current events or to learn more about political issues 

important to them. 18% of respondents (5 of 28) said they joined a group in order to 

participate in the group’s offline political activity. Multiple respondents answering in this 

way formed groups of friends on Facebook specifically to organize offline events. 

Another 18% (5 of 28) of respondents joined a group in order to increase their exposure 

to like-minded people. These respondents are self-selecting into a primarily 

confirmatory information environment, also known as an echo chamber. 10% of 

responses (3 of 28) mentioned seeking acceptance and support from people with 

similar opinions. Three final explanations for joining groups occurred in less than 10% of 

responses, as follows: to encounter cross-cutting ideas, opinions, and deliberation; to 
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join a group that represents an official party (i.e. a Facebook group for members of the 

Green Party living in Georgia); and to avoid conflict while discussing politics by limiting 

the diversity of viewpoints.  

5.4 The Political Behavior of Group Members 

One of the aims of this study is to show how the political behavior of political Facebook 

group members differs from the political behavior of non-members. To do so, the survey 

asked respondents about past political activities and used this data to construct a 

Participation Score ranging from zero to seven for each respondent9. For the entre 

sample, the median Participation Score was 4. The political group member subsample 

had a median Participation Score of 5, while the non-group member subsample median 

was 4. Analysis of the contingency table for Participation Score by group membership, 

displayed in Table 5.10 below, shows there is a moderate positive relationship between 

the two variables (G2 = 18.744, p = .009;  = .509, p = .000).  

Table 5.10 Participation Score by Group Membership 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total 

Non-Group Member 5 3 6 14 15 7 10 5 65 

Percentage 7.7% 4.6% 9.2% 21.5% 23.1% 10.8% 15.4% 7.7% 100.0% 

Group Member 0 0 0 4 5 7 4 8 28 

Percentage 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 14.3% 17.9% 25.0% 14.3% 28.6% 100.0% 

By analyzing the component political behaviors that comprise the Participation Score, it 

is possible to examine the relationships between specific political activities and group 

membership. Although this analysis does not show causality between the two variables, 

it can help to provide a more complete picture of the types of political activities group 

members are most likely to engage in. Of the seven political activities included in the 

participation score, four showed statistically significant relationships with group 

membership. Voting in a local election and group membership have a strong positive 

relationship (2 (1, N = 93) = 5.802, p =  .016;  = .796, p = .002). Voting in a state 

election and group membership also have a strong positive relationship (G2 = 6.54, p = 

.011;  = .78, p = .003). Additionally, there is a moderately strong positive relationship 

                                              
9 See Appendix D: Scale Construction and Reliability/Validity of Measures and 
Questions for further information on the construction and reliability/validity of the 
Participation Score. 
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between volunteering for a political campaign or cause and group membership (2 (1, N 

= 93) = 9.665, p = .002;  = .631, p = .004). Finally, there is a moderate positive 

relationship between online political deliberation and group membership (2 (1, N = 93) 

= 5.33;  = .579, p = .009). In all, these findings indicate that group members are more 

likely than non-members to have voted in state and local elections, volunteered for 

political campaigns or causes, and engaged in political deliberation online. These 

findings are discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

The Future Participation Score is a measure of anticipated future political behavior10. 

Table 5.11 shows the distribution of respondents in political Facebook groups by Future 

Participation Score. Analysis of the Future Participation Score with group membership 

indicates that there is a relationship between the two variables (2 (4, N = 93) = 9.912, p 

= .042), although the insignificance of measures of ordinal association limit further 

analysis of this relationship. In order to gain insight into this relationship, the 

dichotomous translation of the Future Participation Score was also analyzed in relation 

to group membership11. This analysis indicates there is moderately positive relationship 

between the two variables when group membership is treated as the dependent 

variable (2 (1, N = 93) = 8.328, p = .004; d = .305, p = .006). Based on this data, it can 

be said that group membership may cause higher levels of future political participation. 

                                              
10 Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement/disagreement that political 
interactions on Facebook made them more likely to engage in four political activities: 
voting, running for office, donating to a political campaign, and attending a protest. 
Responses were recoded into dichotomous variables indicating whether or not a 
respondent thought they would perform a specific activity, and these variables were 
summed to give a single score indicating the number of future political activities a 
respondent anticipated participating in. This is referred to as the Future Participation 
Score. 
11 To calculate the dichotomous Future Participation Score, Future Participation Scores 
of zero to two were recoded as zero to indicate lower levels of anticipated future 
participation, while scores of three and four were recoded as one to indicate higher 
levels of anticipated future participation. 
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Table 5.11: Future Participation Score by Group Membership 
 

0 1 2 3 4 Total 

Non-Group Member 13 28 9 11 4 65 

Percentage 20.00% 43.10% 13.80% 16.90% 6.20% 100.00% 

Group Member 6  5  2  11 4 28 

Percentage 21.40% 17.90% 7.10% 39.30% 14.30% 100.00% 

Total 19  33  11  22 8 93 

Percentage 20.40% 35.50% 11.80% 23.70% 8.60% 100.00% 

5.5 Group Membership and Opinion Change 

The theoretical framework for this study hypothesizes that Facebook users who join 

political Facebook groups are more likely to experience opinion change than non-

members of political groups12,13. Overall, 64.3% of group members reported 

experiencing opinion change as a result of political interactions online, while only 40% 

of non-group members believed that their online political interactions caused opinion 

change. Table 5.12, below, shows the frequencies and percentages of respondents who 

did and did not experience opinion change, broken down by group membership. In this 

case, the sample is large enough to analyze the contingency table using the chi-square 

test of independence. The low p-value (2 (1, N=93) = 4.630, p = .031) indicates that 

there is a statistically significant relationship between group membership and 

experiencing opinion change. Further analysis using Goodman’s gamma ( = .459, p = 

.029) indicates that group membership and opinion change have a moderately positive 

relationship. This confirms the hypothesis that group members are more likely to 

experience opinion change caused by political interactions on Facebook than non-group 

members. The relationship between group membership and opinion change is 

discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 

                                              
12 Two questions were included in the survey to collect data on group-members’ opinion 
change. One asked respondents if they experienced opinion change, and the other 
asked if respondents’ opinions had strengthened. The questions were intended to 
measure similar constructs, but analysis showed that the two questions did not perform 
as expected. More information on the analysis and reliability/validity of questions can be 
found in Appendix D: Scale Construction and Reliability/Validity of Measures and 
Questions. 
13 Responses from two questions were compiled in order to analyze opinion change 
among respondents. Appendix A shows the specific questions asked. “Pol_op_strength” 
collected data on non-group members and “group_op_strength” collected data on group 
members. 
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Table 5.12 Opinion Change by Group Membership 
 

No Opinion Change Opinion Change Total 

Non-group Member 39 26 65 

Percentage 60.00% 40.00% 100.00% 

Group Member 10 18 28 

Percentage 35.70% 64.30% 100.00% 

Total 49 44 93 

Percentage 52.70% 47.30% 100.00% 

5.6 Opinion Change and Political Behavior 

In the theoretical framework for this paper, it is argued that political Facebook groups 

act as echo chambers and radicalize the views of members. The previous sections 

show that there is a relationship between political Facebook group membership and 

opinion change, the operationalized measure of radicalization used in this study. 

Additionally, there is evidence of a relationship between group membership and political 

behavior. After analysis of the Participation Score, which measures past political 

participation, and opinion change using a contingency table and the maximum likelihood 

ratio, there is no evidence of a relationship between the two variables. Furthermore, 

there is no evidence of a relationship between any of the component political activities 

that comprise the Participation Score and opinion change. The implications of these 

findings are discussed in the next chapter. 

In contrast, there is a statistically significant relationship between expected future 

participation and opinion change. Table 5.13, below, shows the distribution of Future 

Participation Scores, broken down by those who did experience polarization and those 

who did not. Analysis of the data using chi square indicates there is a relationship 

between the two variables (2 (4, N = 93) = 23.497, p < .0005). Furthermore, Somers’ d, 

an indication of the ordinal association of two variables, indicates a moderate positive 

relationship between opinion change and future political participation when future 

political participation is treated as the dependent variable (d = .556, p < .0005). This 

indicates that experiencing opinion change tends to make one more likely to participate 

in future political activities, suggesting that opinion change may alter political behavior. 



 63 

 

Table 5.13: Opinion Change by Future Participation Score 
 

No Polarization Polarization Total 

Fu
tu

re
 P

ar
ti

ci
p

at
io

n
 S

co
re

 

0 16 3 19 

Percentage 84.20% 15.80% 100.00% 

1 22 11 33 

Percentage 66.70% 33.30% 100.00% 

2 5 6 11 

Percentage 45.50% 54.50% 100.00% 

3 5 17 22 

Percentage 22.70% 77.30% 100.00% 

4 1 7 8 

Percentage 12.50% 87.50% 100.00% 

Total 49 44 93 

Percentage 52.70% 47.30% 100.00% 

Analysis of the component behaviors that comprise the Future Participation Score 

shows that opinion change increases the likelihood of an individual participating in three 

of the four component behaviors. Opinion Change has a moderately positive effect on 

the likelihood of donating to a political campaign (2 (1, N = 93) = 16.603, p < .0005; d = 

.405, p < .0005). Opinion Change has a moderately weak but positive effect on running 

for office (2 (1, N = 93) = 10.922, p = .001; d = .282, p = .001). Finally, opinion change 

has a moderately positive effect on deciding to attend a political protest (2 (1, N = 93) = 

17.927, p < .0005; d = .432, p < .0005). 

At this point, it is also important to note that analysis of future and past political 

participation using the dichotomous translations of the Future Participation Score and 

the Participation Score indicates there is no statistically significant relationship between 

the two variables14. The implications of this finding are discussed in the chapter six. 

5.7 Mechanisms of Opinion Change in Groups 

The model of radicalization outlined in the theoretical framework and reviewed here is 

the hypothesized mechanism through which opinion change occurs in groups. 

Facebook users join political groups, forming friendships and developing social capital 

                                              
14 Participation Scores of zero to three were recoded as zero to indicate lower levels of 
past participation, while scores of four through seven were recoded to one to indicate 
higher levels of past participation. 
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bonds with other group members. In groups that continue down the pathway towards 

radicalization, group dialogue becomes increasingly supportive of confronting friends 

and family with alternative political views. Coupled with the increasingly combative 

nature of group discourse at this stage in the process, group members may decide to 

confront friends and family with opposing views, which in turn curtails the individual’s 

exposure to cross-cutting ideas and opinions. When coupled with increased exposure to 

confirmatory information in the political group/echo chamber, this leads to opinion 

change towards the most extreme view in the group.  

The survey collected data on five independent variables relating to this mechanism of 

opinion change: the presence of cross-cutting interactions in respondents’ Facebook 

networks15; the amount of cross-cutting interactions in respondents’ Facebook 

networks16; whether or not the group held more extreme views than the respondent17; 

whether respondents made friends with other group members18; and to what extent 

respondents felt the group supported confronting friends and family with alternative 

views outside the group19. This section will first present findings from the analysis of 

individual variables, followed by a sub-section presenting analysis of any relationships 

between the independent variables and opinion change. Unless otherwise specified, the 

analysis below focuses exclusively on the group member sub-sample (N=28). 

Respondents were asked to express their level of agreement with the following 

statement: “I have friends who would disagree with many of the main messages of this 

group.” This was done to determine if group members are exposed to any cross-cutting 

ideas through Facebook, even if only a very small amount. Responses were coded from 

-2 to +2 to indicate level of disagreement or agreement with the statement. The mean 

response is .89, with 22 of 28 respondents agreeing that they have friends who hold 

political views in opposition to the group. This indicates that a large majority of group 

members have the potential to encounter cross-cutting ideas in their friend networks. 

Group members were also asked to express agreement/disagreement with the idea that 

many of their friends would oppose the main message of the group. Responses were 

                                              
15 Measured by “group_friends_disagree.” See Appendix A. 
16 Measured by “group_friends_maj_disagree.” See Appendix A. 
17 Measured by “group_extreme.” See Appendix A. 
18 Measured by “group_made_friends.” See Appendix A. 
19 Measured by “group_supp_confront.” See Appendix A. 
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again coded on a scale of -2 to +2. Having many friends who disagree with the group’s 

point of view is expected to indicate higher levels of exposure to cross-cutting ideas, so 

responses to this question were used as an indicator of the amount of cross-cutting 

ideas group members are exposed to. Analysis of responses shows that exactly half of 

respondents agree to some extent with the statement (14 of 28). The mean response is 

.04, which indicates that slightly more respondents “strongly agree” with the statement 

than “strongly disagree.” 

Another question collected data on the group’s opinion in relation to the respondent’s 

opinion. Analysis from responses to this question shows that a slim majority of group 

members thought the group they belonged to held more extreme views than the 

respondent themselves (15 of 28). The mean of all responses is .11, supporting this 

finding.  

Respondents were asked to express their agreement/disagreement with the following 

statement: “I have made friends in or through this group (even if I have not met them 

offline).” A majority of group members, 17 of 28 respondents, disagreed with the 

statement, leading to a mean response of -.36. This indicates that only a minority of 

respondents (11 of 28) formed friendships in political Facebook groups, thereby 

developing social capital bonds with other group members.  

Finally, respondents were asked to what extent they agree that the group encouraged 

members to confront friends and family with opposing political views. A small majority of 

respondents (16 of 28) disagreed that the group encouraged them to confront friends 

and family with opposing views, leading to a mean response of -.21. This indicates that 

a large minority of respondents (12 of 28) did receive support and encouragement from 

group members to confront friends and family over political issues, potentially severing 

social capital ties. 

5.7.1 Interactions between Variables 

Initial analysis of the variables representing different aspects of the radicalization 

hypothesis suggests the radicalization hypothesis may not be the mechanism through 

which opinion change occurs among members of political Facebook groups. A logistic 

regression was used to examine the relationships between the five independent 
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variables and the dependent variable, opinion change20. None of the variables showed 

statistically significant relationships with opinion change, and the model was deemed a 

poor overall fit of the data. As a result, the logistic regression is not presented here.  

Although logistic regression analysis of the variables discredits the radicalization 

hypothesis developed in the theoretical framework, further analysis of the data using 

contingency tables showed that statistically significant relationships do exist between 

three of the independent variables and opinion change. This analysis is presented 

below. 

First, analysis shows there is a relationship between the amount of cross-cutting 

interactions21 and opinion change. Due to the small sample size, analysis of the 

contingency table, presented below in Table 5.14, relies upon the maximum likelihood 

ratio. Analysis using the maximum likelihood ratio shows that there is a relationship 

between the amount of cross-cutting interactions and opinion change (G2 = 23.098, p = 

.006). Cramer’s V indicates that the relationship is moderate (ϕc = .477, p = .024). 

Goodman’s gamma is insignificant, meaning conclusions cannot be drawn about the 

directionality of the relationship. 

                                              
20 The measure of group members’ opinion change used in this study, 
“group_op_strength,” was recoded from a four-point Likert scale to a dichotomous 
variable indicating whether or not respondents experienced opinion change, based on 
whether the respondent agreed or disagreed with the statement. A dichotomous 
dependent variable allowed for analysis using a binary logistic regression. 
21 Measured by “group_friends_maj_disagree.” See Appendix A: Full Survey and 
Codebook. 
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Table 5.14 Contingency Table for Having Many Friends Who Disagree with the Group 

by Opinion Change  

  
  

  
  

Level of agreement with the statement: I believe my 
political opinions have strengthened as a result of 
being in this group 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Total 

Level of 
agreement 
with the 
statement: 
Many of my 
Facebook 
friends 
outside of 
this group 
would 
disagree 
with the 
discussions 
and posts in 
this group 

Strongly 
Disagree 

2 2 0 0 4 

Percentage 50.0% 50.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Disagree 1 1 5 3 10 

Percentage 10.0% 10.0% 50.0% 30.0% 100.0% 

Agree 1 0 6 2 9 

Percentage 11.1% 0.0% 66.7% 22.2% 100.0% 

Strongly 
Agree 

0 3 0 2 5 

Percentage 0.0% 60.0% 0.0% 40.0% 100.0% 

Total 4 6 11 7 28 

Second, the maximum likelihood ratio for the data contained in the contingency table 

below, Table 5.15, indicates there is a relationship between finding the group to be 

supportive of confrontation22 and opinion change (G2 = 21.059, p = .012). Cramer’s V 

indicates the relationship is moderate (ϕc = .486, p = .019). The high p-value for 

Goodman’s gamma means conclusions about the directionality of the relationship 

cannot be made. 

                                              
22 Measured by “group_supp_confront.” See Appendix A: Full Survey and Codebook. 
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Table 5.15 Contingency Table for Group Support for Confrontation by Opinion Change  

  
  
  
  

Level of agreement with the statement: I believe my 
political opinions have strengthened as a result of 
being in this group 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Total 

Level of 
agreement with 
the statement: 
This group has 
given me the 
support and/or 
courage to 
confront friends 
and family 
members over 
differences in 
political opinion 

Strongly 
Disagree 

2 1 0 1 4 

Percentage 50.0% 25.0% 0.0% 25.0% 100.0% 

Disagree 0 2 9 1 12 

Percentage 0.0% 16.7% 75.0% 8.3%   

Agree 2 3 2 3 10 

Percentage 20.0% 30.0% 20.0% 30.0% 100.0% 

Strongly 
Agree 

0 0 0 2 2 

Percentage 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0%   

Total 4 6 11 7 28 

Third, there is a relationship between making friends in the group23 and opinion change. 

The maximum likelihood ratio, again used due to small sample size, indicates a 

relationship between the two variables (G2 = 22.19, p = .008). In this case, gamma is 

statistically significant and indicates a moderate positive relationship between making 

friends in the group and opinion change ( = .591, p = .002). Table 5.16 shows the 

contingency table used in this analysis. 

                                              
23 Measured by “group_made_friends.” See Appendix A: Full Survey and Codebook. 
 



 69 

Table 5.16 Contingency Table for Making Friends by Opinion Change  

  
  
  
  

Level of agreement with the statement: I believe my 
political opinions have strengthened as a result of 
being in this group 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Total 

Level of 
agreement 
with the 
statement: I 
have made 
friends in or 
through this 
group (even if 
I have not met 
them offline) 

Strongly 
Disagree 

4 2 2 1 9 

Percentage 44.4% 22.2% 22.2% 11.1% 100.0% 

Disagree 0 1 6 1 8 

Percentage 0.0% 12.5% 75.0% 12.5% 100.0% 

Agree 0 3 2 1 6 

Percentage 0.0% 50.0% 33.3% 16.7% 100.0% 

Strongly 
Agree 

0 0 1 4 5 

Percentage 0.0% 0.0% 20.0% 80.0% 100.0% 

Total 4 6 11 7 28 
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6 Discussion 

In this chapter, the findings from the data and analyses presented in the previous 

chapter are discussed and contextualized. The first section discusses findings from data 

pertaining to political deliberation online. The second section will discuss political group 

membership on Facebook, followed by the third section discussing the reasons 

respondents gave for joining groups. The political behavior of group members is 

discussed in section four, followed by the fifth section, which discusses opinion change 

and group membership. The sixth section discusses the radicalization hypothesis as a 

mechanism of opinion change in groups. 

6.1 Online Political Deliberation 

The theoretical framework for this study argues that because the internet reduces the 

resource-costs to political participation, there should be no relationship between 

variables measuring a respondent’s demographic characteristics and whether or not a 

respondent has engaged in political deliberation online. Specifically, the survey 

collected data on race, age, gender, and education to test this hypothesis. 

Analysis of the data collected shows that there are no statistically significant 

relationships between race, age, gender, or education and past deliberation online. 

Although this finding does not disprove the hypothesis, it does not confirm the 

hypothesis either. Given the lack of a relationship between race, age, gender, or 

education and the participation score, despite ample research confirming relationships 

between these variables and levels of political participation24, it seems that the most 

likely explanation for the absence of these relationships is that the sample was simply 

too small to adequately show relationships. 

6.2 Political Facebook Group Membership 

Based on the data collected, two background characteristics have significant 

relationships with political Facebook group membership. The first is gender, which 

analysis shows has a modest relationship with group membership. Unfortunately, the 

                                              
24 The following works, discussed in detail in the Review of Literature, show the 
relationships between race, age, gender, and education and political participation: 
Lipset (1960); Milbrath & Goel (1977); Nie, Verba, & Jae-on (1974); Wolfinger & 
Rosenstone (1980). 
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analysis does not show how gender and group membership relate to one another, so 

few conclusions can be drawn about the nature of the relationship. Liberal political 

ideologies share a moderately strong, positive relationship with group membership, 

suggesting that the more liberal a respondent was, the more likely he or she was to also 

be a group member. This does not show causality—a liberal political ideology does not 

cause people to join groups—but it does show that there is a relationship between the 

two variables. It is also possible that the relationship is due to a response bias or the 

bias of the sample towards liberal political ideologies. All other demographic 

characteristics lacked statistically significant relationships with group membership. As 

with online political deliberation, it is possible that the lack of observed relationships is 

due to the small sample size. 

6.3 Why Respondents Joined Political Groups 

As noted in the analysis, the most frequently cited reason for joining political Facebook 

groups was to keep informed, supporting the expectation that group members would 

look to the group for information on current events. Since the majority of political groups 

are partisan, it can be assumed that the information being shared in the group is 

somewhat biased towards the group’s viewpoint. Most respondents in this survey joined 

political groups with views matching their own, suggesting that the information they are 

exposed to is largely confirmatory. Given the high proportion of respondents who 

reported cross-cutting interactions, joining a political group may be a way to limit 

exposure to diverse and conflicting information, thereby raising the proportion of 

confirmatory information respondents are exposed to. This is likely to limit the benefits 

accrued from cross-cutting interactions. In a few rare cases, respondents noted joining 

bipartisan groups in order to obtain more well-rounded information on relevant political 

issues. Future research can probe the type of information people expect to obtain from 

political groups, the type of information groups expose members to, and how obtaining 

updates on current events through partisan groups impacts actual knowledge of current 

events and political issues. 

The analysis also revealed that approximately 20% of respondents joined groups 

explicitly to increase their exposure to like-minded people and ideas. In other words, this 

group self-selected into an online echo chamber with the goal of limiting their exposure 

to cross-cutting interactions and ideas. Interestingly, there was no correlation between 
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joining groups to be exposed to like-minded ideas and joining groups to stay informed. 

This suggests that people looking to stay informed about current events are not 

necessarily looking to expose themselves to solely confirmatory information, even if that 

is the effect. Additional research is needed to determine what types of groups attract 

Facebook users looking to keep informed as compared with users who are looking for 

like-minded people and ideas. Future research can also explore why people seek like-

minded ideas and groups. 

Nearly 20% of respondents joined online political groups in order to plan and organize 

offline political action. This is an important finding, as it may help mollify concerns over 

armchair activism25. Finding that two-fifths of respondents joined political Facebook 

groups to organize offline political action supports researchers who argue that social 

media and the internet, at the least, do not negatively influence offline political action 

(Lim, 2012; Xenos et al., 2014). This finding reflects the increasingly important role of 

the internet and social media in political life and action in the United States. Future 

research can explore the connection between online and offline political action in other 

post-industrial countries and compare this with political action in developing countries. 

6.4 The Political Behavior of Group Members 

Section 5.4 presents data on the political behavior of group members and non-group 

members. The analysis shows that there is a significant relationship between political 

Facebook group membership and political participation, indicating that group members 

are more politically active than non-group members. This is not a surprising finding, if 

political group membership is conceptualized as a political activity. Across all the 

academic literature, the strongest predictor of participation in a specific political activity 

is past participation in other political activities. Therefore, it is unsurprising that 

respondents with the highest levels of past political participation, measured by the 

Participation Score, are also the most likely to be members of a political Facebook 

group. Evidence indicating a relationship between future political participation and group 

membership provides the first piece of evidence from this study supporting the 

                                              
25 See the following works, discussed in the Review of Literature, for further information 
on armchair activism: Baumgartner & Morris (2010); Drumbl (2012); Xenos et al. (2014). 
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hypothesis that echo chamber membership alters the political behavior of members. 

This evidence is built upon and discussed later in this chapter. 

Specifically, group members are more likely to engage in four political activities: 

discussing politics online, voting in state and local elections, and volunteering for a 

political campaign or cause. It is unsurprising that group membership and online political 

deliberation vary together, since the most prevalent activity in political Facebook groups 

is discussing politics. Voting in state and local elections often relates to higher levels of 

interest in politics and higher levels of overall political participation, so it is expected that 

there would be a relationship between voting in state and local elections and group 

membership, for the same reason there is a relationship between online political 

deliberation and group membership. Based on the assumption that members of a 

political group are more interested in politics, it is also unsurprising that group members 

are more likely to volunteer to support a political campaign or cause. Volunteering is 

distinct from discussing politics online and voting in state and local elections, however, 

because it is a more costly activity to engage in (Brady et al., 1995). Finding that group 

members are more likely to volunteer could indicate that group members either have 

more resources overall to devote to political activities, or they are more willing to spend 

their resources on political participation activities. If we assume that group members are 

generally more interested in politics than non-group members, then it makes sense that 

they would also be more willing to spend resources on political activities. Unfortunately, 

it is not possible to prove that group members have higher levels of interest in politics. 

As a result, these conclusions must rest on the assumption that since group members 

exhibit higher levels of political participation than non-group members and higher levels 

of political participation typically relate to higher levels of political interest, group 

members have higher levels of political interest than non-group members. 

6.5 Group Membership and Opinion Change 

The theoretical framework for this study conceptualizes political Facebook groups as 

online echo chambers and hypothesizes that group members’ opinions change as a 

result of being in a political group/echo chamber. The process of politicization, 

polarization, and radicalization is put forth as explaining the process of opinion change 

in groups. The first step in testing this hypothesis is to show that there is opinion change 

occurring in political Facebook groups. The analysis presented in section 5.5 indicates 
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that opinion change does occur in groups, and opinion change occurs more frequently 

in group members than non-group members. Based on the specific wording of the 

question asked of group members26—which asked if respondents thought their opinions 

changed “as a result of” their group membership—and the percentage of group 

members agreeing with the statement (18 of 28, 64.3% of respondents), it can be 

concluded that group membership caused changes in members’ political opinions in a 

majority of cases. 

Although it is not possible to draw many further conclusions about the direction or 

magnitude of the opinion change experienced by group members, it is possible to 

theoretically connect opinion change with the observed differences in political behavior 

between group members and non-group members. The two questions that collected 

data on opinion change for group members and non-group members specifically used 

the word “strengthened” when asking respondents about opinion change27. Robison, 

Leeper, and Druckman (2018) note that the stronger an opinion is, the more likely it is 

that the opinion will affect behavior. The strengthening of group members’ opinions 

observed in the data could explain the differences in political behavior between group 

members and non-group members. As group members’ opinions strengthen through 

exposure to confirmatory information in the political group/echo chamber, those 

opinions have an increasing effect on political behavior, leading to the higher rates of 

political participation among group members. This is a potential alternative to the 

radicalization hypothesis, explaining how political groups/echo chambers influence 

political behavior through changes to opinion strengthen as opposed to the content of 

the opinion. Unfortunately, it is not possible to test this hypothesis with the data 

collected, so it cannot be proven that group membership caused the opinion 

strengthening observed in the data, nor is it possible to prove that opinion strengthening 

caused the differences in political behavior between group and non-group members.  

                                              
26 See Appendix A: Full Survey and Codebook, group_op_strength 
27 See Appendix A: Full Survey and Codebook, pol_op_strength and 
group_op_strength. For a more thorough discussion of the measures of opinion change 
used in this survey, see Appendix D: Scale Construction and Reliability/Validity of 
Measures and Questions. 
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6.6 Opinion Change and Political Behavior 

Section 5.6 presents evidence of a relationship between opinion change and future 

political behavior. Analysis of the data indicates that opinion change may encourage 

higher levels of future political participation. This finding should be interpreted with 

caution, however, as the measure of opinion change and the measure of future political 

activity both rely upon respondent perceptions. It is likely that observing opinion change 

and political behavior using a longitudinal study would show more nuance and 

potentially completely different relationships. Nonetheless, this finding suggests that 

political groups may make future political participation more likely by altering the 

opinions of members. 

The strongest predictor of future behavior is almost always past behavior. Despite the 

theoretical links between past and future behavior, the data from this study shows no 

relationship between past and future political behavior. In the context of this survey, this 

is not a surprising finding, since the survey asks respondents about participation in 

future political activities caused by political interactions on Facebook, as opposed to 

simply asking respondents what political activities they thought they would participate in 

in the future. Although the absence of a statistically significant relationship does not 

mean there is no relationship, this finding suggests that the observed relationships from 

group membership through opinion change to future participation are not due simply to 

group members being more politically active. Furthermore, the absence of a relationship 

between past political behavior and opinion change could also indicate that the 

relationship observed between future participation and opinion change is not due to 

respondents who experienced opinion change simply having higher levels of 

participation to begin with. 

6.7 Mechanisms of Opinion Change in Groups 

The theoretical framework lays out the radicalization hypothesis as the method through 

which groups cause opinion change in members. The findings from two of the 

independent variables—presence of cross-cutting interactions and group extremity in 

relation to the respondent—provide insights into opinion change in groups. First, a large 

majority of respondents agreed that they are exposed to cross-cutting interactions 

online. This suggests that even if political Facebook groups are echo chambers with the 

potential to affect members’ opinions and political behavior, the majority of group 
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members would still be exposed to cross-cutting interactions from their friend network, 

potentially mediating the effects of the echo chamber. Second, a small majority of 

respondents (15 of 28) felt that the group in general held opinions that were more 

extreme than the respondent’s opinions. Sunstein (2008) argues that opinions in a 

group tend to converge towards the most extreme individual opinion held in the group. 

With Sunstein’s finding in mind, the data from this study suggests that a majority of 

respondents are in settings where they could experience opinion change towards more 

extreme opinions. Unfortunately, due to the lack of significance during analysis, it is not 

possible to confirm a relationship between group extremity and opinion change, a 

finding which would support the radicalization thesis. 

Due to the small sample size, only three variables showed significant relationships with 

opinion change in group members, and none of the regressions showed significant 

findings. The amount of cross-cutting interactions respondents were exposed to has a 

moderate relationship with opinion change, but the insignificance of gamma limits 

further analysis of the ordinal association of the two variables. Without insight into how 

the two variables relate to one another, few conclusions can be drawn from this finding. 

Group support for confrontation also has a moderate relationship with opinion change. 

Again, the insignificance of gamma limits the conclusions that can be drawn from this 

finding. 

Unlike the two variables discussed above, conclusions can be drawn from the 

relationship between making friends in the group and opinion change. As shown in the 

analysis, respondents who made friends in a political group were more likely to say 

political interactions in the group changed their opinion than group members who did 

not make friends. This finding offers some support for the radicalization hypothesis. This 

relationship shows that there is a positive relationship between developing social capital 

within political groups and opinion change, which supports one part of the radicalization 

hypothesis. 

All in all, the data collected provides little support for the radicalization hypothesis. The 

data shows a causal relationship between group membership and opinion change in 

many cases. Only one of five independent variables had a relationship with opinion 

change that supports the radicalization hypothesis, and the lack of a causal relationship 

between either group membership or opinion change and political behavior limits the 
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support found for the radicalization hypothesis. Nonetheless, none of the findings 

disprove the radicalization hypothesis, so future research can test the hypothesis more 

thoroughly.  
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7 Conclusion 

The final chapter of this study includes four parts. The first part of this chapter will make 

concluding remarks on political group membership and political behavior. The second 

section will discuss the implications of this study for policy-makers and educators, 

followed by a section outlining the limitations of this study. The final section will discuss 

future research possibilities. 

7.1 Concluding Remarks on the Effects of Political Group Membership on 
Political Behavior 

Based on the analysis of the data collected through this study, it is unclear who 

participates most in online political deliberation and who joins political Facebook groups. 

There is evidence that Facebook users holding liberal ideologies are more likely to join 

groups, but this finding must be interpreted cautiously given the overall liberal bias of 

the sample. The absence of statistically significant findings neither confirms nor refutes 

the hypothesis that the internet and social media lower barriers to political participation 

and equalize participation levels among different social groups.  

This study has presented evidence showing that group membership has a moderately 

positive effect on future political behavior. The data also shows that being in a political 

Facebook group makes one more likely to experience opinion change as a result of 

political interactions on Facebook. Based on this finding, it can be inferred that some 

aspect of political interactions unique to political Facebook groups promotes opinion 

change. Coupled with the higher rates of opinion change among group members, this 

finding also indicates that political groups, by promoting processes that lead to opinion 

change, have an effect on political behavior. Unfortunately, there is scant evidence that 

this opinion change is caused by the radicalization process outlined in the theoretical 

framework, so it is likely that an alternative process accounts for the relationships 

observed.  

7.2 Implications of this Study 

The findings of this study have several implications. First, the demonstrated link 

between polarization and future political behavior could indicate that as a person 

becomes more polarized, he or she may also become more politically active. This 
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means that echo chambers create not just more partisan people, but more partisan and 

more politically active people. Depending upon how widespread echo chambers are, 

having large numbers of increasingly active and increasingly partisan political actors 

could have serious repercussions on political life. Additionally, as polarization in the US 

increases, this could mean that there will be higher levels of political activity from the 

general public. Although this could be good for the health of democracy, links between 

echo chambers and lower civility and trust in the opposition may herald a shift towards 

more combative political participation (Barnidge, 2017; Klofstad et al., 2013).  

Additionally, as shown in the analysis, the number one reason people join political 

groups is to keep informed, yet there is ample evidence that information from Facebook 

and social media is often misleading, hyper-partisan, or outright fake (Tucker et al., 

n.d.). Policy-makers must be aware of the spread of fake or misleading information on 

social media, and discussions ought to be had about policies and regulations to curtail 

and prevent the spread of misinformation. Potential policy changes include posting 

warnings on misleading information and increasing public awareness of misleading 

information through digital literacy campaigns or other public events. While it would be 

ideal for policy changes to be instituted and overseen by elected officials, given the 

hyper-partisan nature of American politics today, it may be more realistic to expect 

these changes to come from social media platforms and civil society. Facebook is 

working to create a ranking of news sources, in the absence of actions from elected 

policy-makers. Other social media platforms could and should follow suit, with the help 

of civil society.  

Undoubtedly, educators and civic education curriculum will play a crucial role in 

mediating the potential negative effects of social media on democracy. One important 

way in which educators can combat potential negative effects is by providing students 

the tools and knowledge to identify misleading or hyper-partisan information, with the 

goal of decreasing the spread of fake news. Given the role of hyper-partisan information 

in polarizing consumers of this information, teaching students to be aware and cautious 

of hyper-partisan information could impede the spread of polarization into future 

generations. Teachers can supplement tools to identify hyper-partisan information by 

educating students on implicit biases and how that affects the information people 

consume, as well as by providing resources for finding unbiased and factually correct 
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information. Providing students with the skills and resources to find high quality 

information would not only create more knowledgeable citizens, but could also decrease 

the need for echo chambers. When students are better able to discriminate between 

high and low quality information, they may be less tempted to use echo chambers as a 

tool to sort through the deluge of information available online. 

Beyond preparing students to consume information in new media environments, it is 

also important for educators to ensure that all students receive the tools and skills 

needed for active political participation. The internet and social media have the potential 

to decrease differences in political participation across different segments of American 

society, but it is crucial that students are equally prepared to participate. Digital learning 

and literacy must become an integral part of compulsory education in order to provide 

equal opportunities for participation to future generations. 

7.3 Limitations of the Study 

There are three main limitations to this study. First, the survey methodology and 

extremely low response rate made it difficult to estimate the demographic 

characteristics of political group membership.  It is difficult to calculate the exact 

response rate, since Facebook’s algorithms may have influenced who was exposed to 

the survey28. As a result, it is unclear if people didn’t participate in the survey because 

they saw the invitation to participate and were uninterested in taking part or if they did 

not even see the invitation in the first place. More advanced research methodologies 

need to be developed in order to facilitate behavioral research on Facebook and other 

social media platforms. Second, resource and time limitations prevented a longitudinal 

study of radicalization and opinion change over time, so respondents’ perceptions were 

relied on instead. This is a less reliable measure of opinion change and radicalization 

and is therefore a limitation of the study. Finally, the study focuses narrowly on 

American Facebook groups, limiting the generalizability of the findings. Further research 

can explore echo chambers and opinion change on other social media platforms and 

using data from other countries. 

                                              
28 Facebook uses complex algorithms to rank and display information based on the 
information’s relevance to specific users, based on the user’s interests and past activity. 
See Oremus (2016) for a more detailed discussion of Facebook’s algorithms.  
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7.4 Future Research 

The findings of this study have highlighted possibilities for future research, which can be 

broken into three broad strands. The first strand deals with who joins political Facebook 

groups. One question future research can address is how people decide to join political 

Facebook groups. Do people join groups that they already have friends in, or do people 

select groups to join based on some aspect of their identity? Researchers can also 

examine what social groups are most active in Facebook groups and if there are 

negative consequences for social groups that are less active in political Facebook 

groups.  

The second strand of possible future research relates to behavior in political Facebook 

groups. This study shows that political interactions in political Facebook groups cause 

opinion change in many instances, but it is unclear why some people experience 

opinion change as a result of group interactions while others do not. Future research 

can explore what makes people “susceptible” to opinion change in groups and how 

opinion change brought on by interactions in political groups affects political behaviors. 

In addition, new research can explore how group characteristics such as the group’s 

mission and vision, culture, and administration structure facilitate or impede opinion 

change in members.  

Finally, additional research is needed to explore political behavior and opinion change 

outside of political Facebook groups. The data shows that opinion change caused by 

political interactions on Facebook does occur to non-group members, but this sample 

was not the focus of the study, so little data was collected on opinion change in non-

group members. Research can focus on the algorithms used by social media sites to 

prioritize the information seen by users and how these algorithms may create de facto 

echo chambers that alter users’ opinions and behavior, even if users have high amounts 

of cross-cutting interactions.  

The three strands of research discussed above provide ample possibilities for future 

research into online political behavior. The internet and social media are becoming 

increasingly vital parts of Americans’ political lives, so it is crucial that researchers, 

policy-makers, and citizens are aware of the impacts of these communication 

technologies on political behavior. This study shows that opinion change does occur 
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more frequently inside political Facebook groups than outside of them, but a number of 

important questions must be addressed so this process can be better understood. 
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Appendix A: Full Survey and Codebook 

Variable names are italicized before the question. Numbers next to response 
options indicate how the response was coded for analysis. 
 
consent Do you agree to participate in the study as discussed above? 
1 I agree 
0 I do not agree 
 
age_id What is your age? 
0 Under 18 
1 18-24 
2 25-34 
3 35-44 
4 45-54 
5 55 or older 
 
race_id Please select your ethnicity or race 
 White/Caucasian 
 Hispanic or Latino 
 Black or African American 
 Native American or American Indian 
 Asian/Pacific Islander 
 Other (please specify below) 
 
You selected “Other” for your race/ethnicity. Please specify the race/ethnicity you most 
identify as. 
 
gender_id How do you identify? 
 Male 
 Female 
 Non-binary 
 
education What is the highest level of education you have attained? 
1 No schooling completed 
2 Nursery school/pre-school to 8th Grade 
3 Some high school, no diploma 
4 High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent 
5 Some college credit, no degree 
6 Trade/vocational/technical training 
7 Associate’s Degree 
8 Bachelor’s Degree 
9 Master’s Degree 
10 Professional Degree 
11 Doctorate Degree 
 
US_cit  Are you a US Citizen? 
1 Yes 
0 No 
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self_pol_ID How do you identify politically? 
3 Extremely conservative 
2 Moderately conservative 
1 Somewhat conservative 
0 Independent 
-1 Somewhat liberal 
-2 Moderately liberal 
-3 Extremely liberal 
 
Corp_profit Select the statement that most closely matches your opinion, even if it 

does not match your opinion exactly 
-1 Business corporations make too much profit 
1 Most corporations make a fair and reasonable amount of profit 
 
US_involvement_INTL Select the statement that most closely matches your opinion, 

even if it does not match your opinion exactly 
1 Problems in the world would be even worse without US involvement 
-1 US efforts to solve problems around the world usually end up making things 

worse 
 
fed_HC Do you think it is the responsibility of the federal government to make sure 

all Americans have health care coverage? 
-1 Yes 
1 No 
 
LGBT_marry Do you strongly favor, favor, oppose, or strongly oppose allowing gays 

and lesbians to marry legally? 
-2 Strongly Favor 
-1 Favor 
1 Oppose 
2 Strongly Oppose 
 
govt_involve Select the statement that most closely matches your opinion, even if it 

does not match your opinion exactly 
1 Government is doing too many things that would be better left to businesses and 

individuals 
-1 Government should do more to solve problems 
 
undoc_imm Which comes closer to your view about how to handle undocumented 

immigrants who are now living in the US? 
1 Should not be allowed to stay here legally 
-1 Should be allowed to stay here legally 
 
env_protect Select the statement that most closely matches your opinion, even if it 

does not match your opinion exactly 
1 This country has gone too far in its efforts to protect the environment 
-1 The country should do whatever it takes to protect the environment 
 
abort Do you think abortion should be…. 
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-2 Legal in all cases 
-1 Legal in most cases 
1 Illegal in most cases 
2 Illegal in all cases 
 
terror_prevent Which of the following comes closer to your view about the federal 

government’s efforts to prevent terrorism? 
1 Muslims living in the US should be subject to more scrutiny than people in other 

religious groups 
-1 Muslims living in the US should NOT be subject to additional scrutiny solely 

because of their religion 
 
US_diverse Having an increasing number of people of different races, ethnic groups 

and nationalities in the US makes this country a… 
-1 Better place to live 
1 Worse place to live 
0 Doesn’t make much difference either way 
 
 
econ_sys_fair Select the statement that most closely matches your opinion, even 

if it does not match your opinion exactly 
1 The economic system in this country is generally fair to most Americans 
-1 The economic system in this country unfairly favors powerful interests 
 
group_memb Are you a member of a politically oriented Facebook Group? 
1 Yes 
0 No 
 
pol_disc_FB Have you ever engaged in a political discussion, made a political post, or 

otherwise shared a political statement on Facebook? 
1 Yes 
0 No 
 
pol_disc_lik_FB How likely are you to engage in political discussions through 

Facebook? 
2 Very likely 
1 Somewhat likely 
-1 Somewhat unlikely 
-2 Very unlikely 
 
Please explain your answer to the previous question. Why are you likely or unlikely to 
engage in political discussions on Facebook? 
 
 
pol_op_maj_FB How would you describe the political opinions of the majority of 

your friend group on Facebook? 
2 Almost entirely conservative 
1 Mostly conservative but with many liberals 
0 Equal parts liberal and conservative 
-1 Mostly liberal but with many conservatives 
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-2 Almost entirely liberal 
 
The following questions were only asked of members of political groups. 
 
group_ID What politically oriented Facebook group are you a member of? (If you are 

in more than one politically oriented Facebook group, please answer the 
following questions by focusing on the group you are most active in) 

 
group_pol_ID How does this group identify politically? 
1 Republican 
-1 Democrat 
0 Independent 
99 Other 
 
memb_length How long have you been a member of this group? 
1 Less than 3 months 
2 3 months or more but less than 6 
3 6 months or more but less than 12 months 
4 More than 12 months/1 year but less than 2 years 
5 More than 2 years 
 
Why did you decide to join this group? 
 
Please indicate your agreement with the following statements.  
2 Strongly Agree 
1 Agree 
-1 Disagree 
-2 Strongly Disagree 
 
 
group_made_friends I have made friends in or through this group (even if I have 

not met them offline) 
 
group_news_update I get news and updates on current events through this group 
 
group_op_form I look to this group for help in forming my political opinions 
 
group_pol_disc I have engaged in political discussions with other members of this 

group 
 
group_supp_confront This group has given me the support and/or courage to 

confront friends and family members over differences in 
political opinion 

 
group_op_strength I believe my political opinions have strengthened as a result of 

being in this group 
 
group_pol_knowl I know more about politics as a part of this group 
 



 99 

group_willing_confront I have become more willing to confront others about their 
political beliefs after joining this group 

 
group_att_protest I am more likely to attend a protest as a result of being in this group 
 
group_vote  I am more likely to vote as a result of being in this group 
 
group_run_office I am more likely to run for office as a result of being in this group 
 
group_donate I am more likely to donate to a political campaign or cause as a 
result of being in this group 
 
group_friends_disagree I have friends who would disagree with many of the main  
    messages of this group 
 
group_extreme Most of the members of this group hold more extreme views than I  
   do 
 
group_friends_maj_disagree Many of my Facebook friends outside of this group  

   would disagree with the discussions and posts in this  
   group 

 
The following questions were only asked of non-members of political groups. 
 
Please indicate your agreement with the following statements. 
2 Strongly Agree 
1 Agree 
-1 Disagree 
-2 Strongly Disagree 
 
friend_news_update I get news and updates on current events through my friends 

on Facebook 
 
friend_op_form I look to my friends on Facebook for help in forming my political 

opinions 
 
friend_pol_disc I have engaged in political discussions through Facebook 
 
friend_supp_confront My friends on Facebook have given me the support and/or 

courage to confront friends and family members over 
differences in political opinion 

 
pol_op_strength I believe my political opinions have strengthened as a result of 

political interactions on Facebook 
 
friend_pol_knowl I know more about politics because of my Facebook friends 
 
friend_att_protest I am more likely to attend a protest as a result of my Facebook 

friends 
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friend_vote  My Facebook friends encourage me to vote 
 
friend_run_office I am more likely to run for office as a result of my Facebook friends 
 
friend_donate I am more likely to donate to a political campaign or cause as a 

result of my Facebook friends 
 
friend_op_similar The majority of my friends on Facebook hold political opinions 

similar to my own 
 
friend_op_diff I have friends on Facebook with political opinions different from my 

own 
 
The following questions were only asked of members of political groups. 
 
 Please select all that apply 
 
met_group_memb I have met members of this group offline or “in real life” 
group_off_event I have participated in offline events (political or otherwise) 

coordinated through or by this group 
group_pol_post I have made political posts or commented on political posts in this 

group 
group_confr I have been encouraged by members of this group to confront 

friends and/or family over differences in political opinion 
vote_l   I have voted in a local election 
vote_s   I have voted in a state election 
vote_n  I have voted in a national/federal election 
donate  I have donated to a political campaign or cause 
volunteer  I have volunteered for a political campaign or cause 
att_pol_ev  I have attended political events, rallies, or protests 
pol_post_wall I have made political posts to my Facebook wall 
 
group_op_change Do you think being a member of this group has changed your 

political views? 
1 Yes 
-1 No 
 
If you answered yes to the previous question, please explain. How have your political 
views changed since being a member of this group? 
 
The following questions were only asked of non-members of political groups. 
 
 Please select all that apply 
 
pol_post I have made political posts or commented on political posts on 

Facebook 
enc_confr I have been encouraged by Facebook friends to confront friends 

and/or family over differences in political opinion 
vote_l1  I have voted in a local election 
vote_s1  I have voted in a state election 
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vote_n1  I have voted in a national/federal election 
donate1  I have donated to a political campaign or cause 
volunteer1  I have volunteered for a political campaign or cause 
att_pol_ev1  I have attended political events, rallies, or protests 
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Appendix B: Instructions to Pilot-Testers 

Instructions for Pilot-Testers: Using the link below, please go to and complete the 

survey on Political Participation and Facebook. Your responses will be anonymized, and 

I will have no way of connecting responses with names, so please answer each 

question honestly. It is important that you answer honestly in order to create a 

benchmark for how the survey “performs”. While taking this survey please: 1) keep 

track of how long the survey took to complete and 2) make note of any questions 

that are confusing or poorly worded. If possible, indicate what was confusing about a 

specific question or answer choice, and how it can be improved. Following the 

completion of the survey, please answer the questions below. 

 

Pilot Survey Link: https://skjema.uio.no/89210 

 

Questions for Pilot-Testers 

 

1. How long did this survey take you? Did you find yourself losing interest at any 
points in the survey? If so, where? 
 
 
 

2. Where any questions or answer choices that were confusing to you? Please 
indicate which questions. 
 
 
 

3. Were there any parts of this survey that made you uncomfortable? If so, which 
parts? 
 
 
 

4. Do you have any suggestions for how to improve this survey? 

 

https://skjema.uio.no/89210
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Appendix C: Facebook Groups included in Pilot-testing 

Liberals & Conservatives  

Young Democrats of UGA/ACC  

UGA College Republicans 
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Appendix D: Scale Construction and Reliability/Validity of 

Measures and Questions 

Partisan ID Scale  

The Partisan ID scale was constructed to give more accurate and nuanced data on 

respondents’ political ideology, as well as to serve as a way to check the reliability and 

validity of the primary measure of respondents’ political ideology. The scale is 

constructed from responses to 11 questions developed by the Pew Research Center to 

accurately measure American political ideology. Responses were converted onto a 

scale of -1 to +1, with negative values reflecting views generally held by liberals and 

positive values reflecting views generally held by conservatives. Once responses were 

coded to the same range, the responses to all 11 questions were averaged, to give a 

Partisan ID score for each respondent, ranging from -1 to +1. 

Following the construction of the scale, reliability and validity tests were conducted. 

Cronbach’s Alpha for the scale is .8, indicating that the scale is a reliable measure of 

political ideology. Political ID was then correlated with how respondents self-identify 

politically, producing a strong positive correlation (r = .8, p = .001). This indicates that 

self-identification is a valid measure of political ideology and can be relied upon in 

analyses that include respondents’ political ideologies. 

Participation Score 

The Participation Score was constructed to provide a single measure of how politically 

active a respondent is. This was done by counting the political activities a respondent 

has taken part in, producing a seven-point scale of political activity. Activities included in 

the scale are: participating in political discussions on Facebook; voting in a local, state, 

or national election; donating to a campaign or political cause; volunteering for a 

campaign; and attending a rally or protest. These activities were chosen because they 

require different levels of commitment to participation and it is expected that 

participating in different activities will adequately discriminate levels of political 

participation. After constructing the scale, a reliability test showed that the scale is a 

reliable measure of political participation ( = .8). It was not possible to directly test the 

validity of the measure. Since the scale aims to measure the level of political 
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participation by counting past political activities respondents took part in, it can be 

assumed that the scale has high face validity. 

Measures of Opinion Change  

The main hypothesis of this study argues that changes to respondents’ political opinions 

drive changes to political behavior. Two questions to measure opinion change were 

included in the survey, one asking respondents if their opinions strengthened29, and the 

other asking if respondents’ opinions had changed30. The two questions were intended 

to measure similar phenomenon, but an insignificant chi-square between responses to 

the two questions indicates that one or both questions are not valid measures of opinion 

change.  

Upon analysis of the wording of the questions and with renewed focus on the underlying 

constructs, I determined that although the questions do address similar phenomenon, 

the specific constructs they seek to measure are different. Many different aspects of 

opinions can be measured and quantified, including extremity, importance, certainty, 

and intensity, among others (Krosnick, Boninger, Chuang, Berent, & et al, 1993). Asking 

respondents if they experienced opinion change was simply too broad of a question, as 

it could be interpreted in varying ways, depending on what respondents assumed the 

survey was most interested in. In contrast, asking respondents about changes in 

opinion strength is a more specific measure of one type of opinion change. The strength 

of an opinion determines how much of an effect a specific opinion has on an individual’s 

cognition and behavior. (Robison et al., 2018). Since opinion strength affects behavior, 

it was determined that the data collected on opinion strength was the most interesting to 

this study. Additionally, studies have shown that asking respondents to self-report the 

strength of an opinion, or changes to the strength of an opinion, is an accurate measure 

of opinion strength (Krosnick et al., 1993). With this in mind, the variable measuring 

changes to opinion strength, group_op_strength, is used as the primary indicator of 

opinion change amongst group members.  

In addition to the two variables measuring opinion change in group members, one 

variable measures opinion change in non-group members. Specifically, the variable 

                                              
29 See Appendix A: Full Survey and Codebook, group_op_strength 
30 See Appendix A: Full Survey and Codebook, group_op_change 
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measures changes to opinion strength, so the same construct is measured in group and 

non-group members. As a result, the data can be compiled from the two questions, 

group_op_strength and pol_op_strength, to give a single variable measuring opinion 

change for all respondents. This allowed for analysis of opinion change in the entire 

sample, as well as opinion change in each of the two subsamples. 
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