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Abstract 

Political participation opportunities have been expanding for years, most recently through 

digital tools. Social media platforms have become well integrated into civic and political 

participation. Using a cross-national sample from the United States, United Kingdom, and 

France, this paper examines whether acts of participation associated with social media should 

be classified using a traditional, five-factor solution to the structure of participatory acts. The 

distinction between online and offline participation is set aside, focusing instead on acts 

supported and enabled by social media, and in particular on differences between the use of 

Twitter and Facebook. The analysis shows that acts enabled by social media do not load with 

traditional factors in the structure of participation. Political acts employing Twitter and 

Facebook are distinct in the factor structure of participation. 

 

KEYWORDS: Political participation; social media; platforms; affordances; political 

engagement 

 

Social media platforms have become a critical arena for civic and political participation. They 

are key tools in electoral campaigns, in protest events, and the creation of voluntary groups, 
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and may help to form and promote inclusive civic behaviour, as well as strengthen 

participation among younger and disengaged groups (Jungherr et al. 2020). They are also a 

means for the flow of propaganda and disinformation, as well as major suspects for the 

increasing levels of polarisation observed in Western societies, all of which can play a 

significant role in mobilizing but also demobilizing people (Borbáth et al., 2023). Offering a 

variety of affordances and methods of content distribution, platforms can accommodate text, 

images and audio-visual material which can be used to encourage people to engage in politics 

(Bastos et al. 2015; Casas and Williams 2019). If the quality of political life depends on the 

quality of political participation (Verba and Nie 1972), then understanding how social media 

platforms do and do not fit with our classical understanding of participation is important for 

understanding contemporary democratic engagement.  

One obstacle on how to understand participation associated with social media is the 

problem of heterogeneity among social media platforms. Social media are not simply one new 

communication tool, but several.  In the literature, more emphasis has been placed on 

studying social media platforms as a group than on differentiating among them, despite the 

fact that the affordances of platforms with respect to political behaviour vary considerably 

(Bossetta 2018). A key finding from previous empirical work is that internet use complements 

traditional forms of participation (Conroy et al. 2012; Gibson and Cantijoch 2013; Ohme et 

al. 2018; Theocharis and Van Deth 2018). This finding implies that political use of social 

media tools can be well understood in terms of the classical categories of political behaviour. 

We suspect that there is more to the story, in part because of differences among platforms.  In 

a systematic review of 300 studies of ‘online political participation’, Rueß et al. (2021) found 

that platforms are rarely considered in measures of participation. This leaves unanswered 

empirical questions about the robustness of results across social media platforms, and more 

importantly it leaves open the larger question of whether political acts undertaken online are 
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best understood as variations on existing forms of participation, or whether they should be 

understood as distinct.  

These questions drive this study. We start with classical categorisations of political 

behaviour, which typically show some variation on four or five canonical modes of behaviour 

(Teorell et al. 2007; Verba and Nie 1972). We expect that some acts of political participation 

associated with social media cluster with one of the canonical modes of behaviour, while 

some do not.  In approaching this expectation, we are cognizant of the fact that social media 

are a global phenomenon, and we are interested in the question of the factor structure of 

participation across countries. There has been little comparative work that examines social 

media platforms and participation across countries, with most studies still focusing on the US 

(Rueß et al. 2021). This means that the robustness of findings about social media and 

participation across countries is not clear (Boulianne 2019), despite the fact that a vigorous 

debate exists on how social media platforms affect participation around the world (Gillespie 

2010; Wellman et al. 2006). We pursue a solution to classifying modes of participation 

associated with social media that applies beyond one country.  

Our study is intended to address these goals in two main ways. First, in our survey 

design, we employ a thorough set of items to capture a variety of acts of political 

participation.  We include not only the traditional acts that have anchored the participation 

literature since well before the digital media era, but also social media platform-enabled 

participation without traditional analogues (Theocharis 2015). This allows us to empirically 

position platform-based participation in the broader political participation repertoire and 

reassess how the presence of such platforms complements existing modes of participation or 

leads to the creation of new ones. To make our project tractable, we focus on Twitter and 

Facebook, because of their wide use and because they exemplify key differences in 

affordances. Second, we deploy our survey in three countries: France, the UK, and the US. 

These offer a useful combination of differences and similarities in participation as well as use 
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of Facebook and Twitter (Newman et al. 2019). While these three countries do not stand in 

for a large multi-country sample, they do give us some confidence that our findings are not 

specific to idiosyncrasies of the US.  

 

Categorizing political participation  

Verba et al. (1995: 38) described participation as any activity ‘by private citizens’ that has 

‘the intent or effect of influencing government action – either directly by affecting the making 

or implementation of public policy or indirectly by influencing the selection of people who 

make those policies.’ How should these activities be classified? The first influential 

classification scheme was Verba and Nie’s (1972) four-mode scheme: voting, campaigning, 

communal activities, and particularised contact. Two decades later, Verba et al. (1995: 38) 

used a comparable scheme of four modes: voting, campaign activity, citizen-initiated 

contacts, and cooperative participation. Other variations have been produced from factor 

analysis. For example, Teorell et al. (2007: 344) produced a five-mode solution among 

European respondents: contacting, party activity, civic activity, protest activity, and 

consumerist participation, with the last two modes largely new at the time.1 This solution or 

something close to it is widely used both as a conceptual tool for theorizing about behaviour 

and an empirical solution to the problem of how acts cluster (see, for example, Bäck et al. 

2011; Barnes et al. 1979; Copeland and Feezell 2017; Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2014; Parry et al. 

1992; Teorell et al. 2007; Theocharis and van Deth 2018; Vráblíková 2016; Zukin et al. 

2006).  

The primary debate in recent decades about the structure of participatory acts has 

focused on the expansion to protest (Barnes et al. 1979; Parry et al. 1992), political 

consumerism (Stolle et al. 2005), and lifestyle politics (de Moor 2017), as well as our interest 

here, online participation (Hirzalla and van Zoonen 2011). The rapid expansion of what it 

means to participate in politics was noted early on (Norris 2002) and was followed by 
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concerns about conceptualizing an expanded set of participatory acts (van Deth 2001a). In 

two recent studies carried out with both activists and non-activists, and in which survey 

participants could write down participatory acts in which they engage (Theocharis et al. 2021; 

Theocharis and van Deth 2018), respondents named activities such as planting flower seeds or 

personalizing clothes with anti-capitalist messages as forms of participation.   

Critics of labelling such acts political participation can argue that political 

participation should include only actions clearly directed at institutions or political processes, 

or that have some plausibly direct potential for influencing policy or the selection of policy-

makers. Clearly, expanding the concept leads to conceptual and methodological challenges 

(Fox 2013; van Deth 2001b). But expansive definitions of participation also shed light on how 

people understand themselves in political systems and how they view the boundaries of the 

political in everyday life. It is clear that the understanding of what it means to citizens to 

participate in politics changes over time (Cammaerts et al. 2009; Pickard 2019).  

Especially interesting in this regard is the question of how people choose to express 

their political identities and preferences when presented with an expanded set of opportunities 

to act.  This is the situation with social media, which provide a variety of affordances 

facilitating political acts of many kinds.  Some of these acts, like sharing a petition or 

contacting public officials, may simply be faster and easier ways to accomplish canonical acts 

of participation. Other acts enabled by social media, however, have no direct analogue in the 

era before digital media. Examples are publicly following a political figure, posting written 

comments for other people, commenting on others’ posts, and forwarding political news, with 

or without commentary and social endorsement. Standard definitions of political participation 

do not address these (Theocharis and van Deth 2018). 

This means that the uptake of social media in politics presents two possibilities for 

disrupting the traditional classification of participation around a five-factor structure.  By 

making some canonical acts easier or faster, social media could elicit behaviours that cluster 
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with one another differently than in the era before social media.  More importantly in our 

view, use of social media presents opportunities for new kinds of acts that do not obviously 

cluster with offline acts on theoretical grounds. We believe that the categorisation of political 

participation can be improved to accommodate these possibilities.  

 

Social media affordances and participation 

The literature on online political participation has not satisfactorily addressed this 

classification problem. It is a common practice simply to lump ‘online’ behaviour together as 

distinct from ‘offline’ (Rueß et al. 2021).  One problem with that approach is that digital 

media tools have changed dramatically in the last 20 years, especially in the transition from 

the first generation of tools centred on email, the web, and blogs to the second-generation 

Web 2.0 tools centred on social networking sites, microblogs and video-sharing sites which 

are still expanding in use (Rueß et al. 2021; Smith et al. 2019). In an important early study of 

this problem, Hirzalla and van Zoonen (2011) found that various online and offline activities 

clustered together in factor analysis and they concluded that ‘online participation’ as a 

theoretical construct is too ‘narrow’. The most influential study of this problem is that of 

Gibson and Cantijoch (2013), who arrive at similar conclusions.  Some online political acts, 

such as signing online petitions, cluster with their offline counterparts. The implication of this 

is that petitioning is petitioning whatever medium is employed. Other acts, they found, are 

distinct, reflecting ‘a more active, collective, and networked’ quality they categorise as ‘e-

expressive’. While not examining social media per se, both of these studies raise the 

expectation that because of features that can now be considered integral to the architecture of 

social media platforms, some uses of social media in politics should not be classified into one 

of the canonical categories of participation because they possibly represent an expanded 

factor of participation. But what does this expanded structure look like and how can we 

theorize it? This is an intriguing puzzle, especially given the potential of social media 
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platforms to facilitate both existing forms of participation and generate novel political actions 

which would not have been possible or feasible without them.  

 

Social media and the role of technological affordances 

A promising way to approach this puzzle is through the affordances rubric. Technological 

affordances are ‘the actions and uses that a technology makes qualitatively easier or possible 

when compared to prior like technologies’ (Earl and Kimport 2011: 33). Affordances have 

been considered at the individual, behavioural level, and at the level of political organisations 

(Bimber et al. 2012). Social media affordances are broadly considered as facilitating 

interactivity (Jenkins 2006) and promoting self-expressive participation and collaboration 

(Östman 2012: 1016; Theocharis 2015). While any exhaustive list of the affordances of social 

media would be long, subject to some debate, and vulnerable to growing outdated rapidly, 

existing scholarship does stress that many social media platforms share certain top-level 

affordances relevant to politics (Bossetta 2018). These include public visibility of people’s 

thoughts or actions, anonymity as well as identification, persistence, and automation (Bimber 

and Gil de Zúñiga 2020; Kim and Ellison 2021). Shared affordances between platforms are 

the source of what similarities exist in the social and political consequences of social media 

use generally. But differences in affordances of platforms are at least as important as 

similarities. Significant scholarly work has been devoted to depict how platform architecture 

could lead to differences in behaviour. Here, we first summarize the main affordances of 

Twitter and Facebook (two of the most popular for politics social media platforms) that are 

relevant for political participation, and theorize how they may impact the repertoire of 

participation.    

Twitter is designed in such a way as to facilitate the formation and maintenance of 

networks based on shared interests or thin ties, without the need for mutual consent to 

establish a connection between people. Facebook, on the other hand, is designed to facilitate 
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communication in networks where strong-ties are relatively more important, and where there 

is a stronger basis in offline relationships (Vaccari and Valeriani 2021). The two platforms 

exhibit differences in how they enable engagement and political expression and with what 

consequences (Bode 2017; Koc-Michalska et al. 2021; Boulianne et al. 2020; Towner and 

Muñoz 2018; Yu 2016). On the contrary, Facebook’s requirement that both persons accept 

‘friendship’ before they are connected enables a different network structure for news 

consumption and conversational dynamics. On Twitter following decisions are one-sided and 

networks can scale up to very large sizes (Bossetta 2018). Twitter users are also ‘heavily 

invested in news and current events’ and almost half ‘report that their networks are much 

more oriented toward public figures and other users that they themselves do not know’ (as 

opposed to just 3 per cent on Facebook) (Duggan and Smith 2016: 8). This means that the 

public composition of Twitter might be a sufficient enough reason for some to be on the 

platform in order to satisfy community, social or political needs. Moreover, while following 

political elites or sharing a comment about politics referring to a particular actor can be done 

on both platforms, the asymmetric architecture of Twitter and the different audiences that 

Facebook and Twitter encourage people to build (e.g.  strong vs. weak ties, formal vs. 

informal – Boczkowski et al. 2018; Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2012), mean that very different 

considerations might be at play when one decides to act politically in a more public manner – 

thus the platform matters and might even be a decisive factor of how the act comes out 

publicly. For example, based on a recent study by the Pew Research Centre, about 40 per cent 

of Twitter users in the US say that they tweet about politics (Wojcik and Hughes 2019), while 

Koc-Michalska et al. (2017) report that 9 per cent of French, 16 per cent of British, and 25 per 

cent of Americans were using Facebook to enter posts about politics around the election time.  

Twitter and Facebook, in conclusion, differ in their network structures, social capital 

building, methods of information consumption and proliferation, and even in the orientation 

of their user base toward public affairs. Research has shown that differences in such 
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affordances can have a variety of political implications. For example, the nature of social 

connections between Twitter and Facebook can make a difference in the extent of bridging 

and bonding social capital (Shane-Simpson et al. 2018) and the extent of gender differences 

in political communication (Koc-Michalska et al. 2021). Compared with Facebook, Twitter 

users do more political posting, are exposed more frequently to counter-attitudinal political 

content, and are less likely to receive mobilizing messages or political advertising (Vaccari 

and Valeriani 2021). To what extent these differences and similarities result in novel 

participatory acts or simply facilitate existing ones is an empirical question which we theorize 

next. 

 

How do affordances matter in classifying behaviour? 

For the present purposes of classifying behaviour, we focus on affordance differences 

associated with facilitating novel political behaviours. This approach has been developed by 

Earl and Kimport (2011) who distinguish the set of affordances facilitating traditional acts 

(‘digitally-supported’) through greater speed, lower cost, higher precision, or greater reach, 

from the set of affordances that enable novel acts (‘digitally-enabled’), such as following a 

public figure, or posting political comments publicly. Based on both Earl and Kimport’s 

(2011) classification and Gibson and Cantijoch’s (2013) characterisation, such novel political 

acts facilitated by social media are distinguished by their networked and interactive character. 

In a more detailed conceptualization on what makes these acts novel, Theocharis (2015: 6) 

has described them as ‘digitally networked participation’; that is ‘networked media-based 

types of participation carried out with the intent to display one’s mobilisation and activate 

their social networks for raising awareness or exerting political pressure.’ These acts involve 

many affordances, for example curation of one’s own political identity and personalisation in 

the context of others’ networks and the properties of networked behaviour (see also Lane et 

al. 2019).  
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Based on this framework, there are two core sets of affordances at issue for social 

media and political participation. The first set is one that theoretically facilitates traditional 

political behaviours by making these acts faster, simpler, easier, and less costly – like, for 

example, the pre-Web 2.0 world wide web was able to support online petitioning or online 

contacting reflecting their offline versions. The second set is one that theoretically facilitates 

novel political actions not possible or feasible without social media technology that gives 

them a networked and interactive character. Existing scholarship makes clear that both 

Facebook and Twitter have those affordances. What is not so far theorized or empirically 

demonstrated is whether and how the two platforms differ in the extent to which they have 

those affordances, and how this might be shaping the repertoire of participation in terms of 

complementing existing forms or producing novel ones. Several studies have examined 

platform-specific political participation (Kearney 2017; Theocharis and Quintelier 2014; 

Vitak et al. 2011; Vromen et al. 2016), but have not explored this measure in relation to 

classifying modes of participation. Others that did provide classifications did not centre their 

enquiry around the role of affordances and only measured social media acts without platform 

specification, referring broadly to social media (Theocharis and van Deth 2018). Some 

studies, such as that of Vissers and Stolle (2012) have distinguished online participation from 

political participation on specific platforms, but their study was based on youth or student 

samples, raising questions about whether there is a generational change in forms of 

participation or whether platform-specific participation is apparent across the population. 

Platform-specific participation was also examined as a distinct entity without considering how 

it relates to other online or offline forms of participation while other studies have considered 

platform differences, but the analysis was restricted to political expression on these platforms 

(Halpern et al. 2017; Kim et al. 2017; Koc-Michalska et al. 2021; Yu 2016). 

Based on this theorizing we conclude that, essentially, while we know that social 

media in general should support both novel and traditional acts, how similarly or differently 
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the two sets of affordances work in practice to facilitate old or generate new participation 

remains an open question. The precise mechanism of how these sets of affordances operate to 

generate one or the other are likely a function of platform-specific features that are more 

granular, like the ability to post to more diverse Twitter networks vs. posting to more 

homogenous Facebook networks. How all these affordances interact with one another and 

with the novel/traditional behaviour distinction is not clear. We expect that use of either 

platform may lead to new participation modes via the novel-actions affordances.  

Following this rationale, we develop a baseline hypothesis that a standard structure of 

participatory modes is apparent across countries in our study for traditional acts of 

participation. To this baseline, we add an expectation that reflects the possibility that, once 

social media platform-based acts are considered, these will cluster under one or more modes 

that are distinct not only from the traditional ones but from other, non-social media enabled 

online acts.  

H1: Traditional acts of participation cluster together in a standard set of participatory 

modes consistent with the participation literature (i.e. party/campaign activity, 

contacting, civic engagement, protest, and political consumerism).  

H2: Social media participation will cluster under one or more modes that are distinct 

from the traditional ones.  

 

Data and methodology 

Large-scale cross-sectional surveys with high-quality data are limited in their measures of 

online political participation.2 Another limitation of existing research is the absence of a 

comparative perspective. Few studies had been able to explore an extended repertoire of 

political participation using the same measures in more than one country (see, for example, 

Vaccari and Valeriani 2021), making case studies the most frequently encountered 

endeavours. In this study we overcome both of these limitations using a large number of 
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offline, online and platform-enabled participatory measures within identical representative 

surveys run simultaneously in three countries. 

 

Variables 

The questionnaire used in the survey was specifically designed for the study. We took the idea 

of platform affordances especially into consideration and constructed platform-based (reduced 

to Facebook and Twitter) measures. We included into the analysis a wide range of political 

activities. Participants were asked to indicate how often in the last 12 months they had 

engaged in a variety of offline and online activities. Online activities included platform-

specific participation as well as online acts that qualify for what Rojas and Puig-i-Abril have 

conceptualized as online ‘expressive participation’: forms entailing ‘the public expression of 

political orientations’ (2009: 906) (see supplementary material Table A1). Variables were 

included in the analysis as 4-item scales of frequency (never, rarely, from time to time, often). 

 

Comparative scope and data collection 

We test our hypotheses with data stemming from a comparative study in the US, France, and 

the UK. As can be seen in Table 1, the three countries have high levels of internet penetration, 

varying levels of Facebook and Twitter penetration as well as levels of use of these platforms 

for getting news (Newman et al. 2017). Moreover, previous literature suggests important 

variations in these countries’ participatory cultures when it comes to both issues and 

repertoires of action (Koopmans 1996).  
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Table 1. Internet penetration and social media usage in the US, UK, and France (percentage of 

users using each platform – and both – in the study sample in brackets)  

 Internet 

penetration 

Facebook 

penetration (in 

study sample) 

Facebook 

use for news 

Twitter 

penetration (in 

study sample)  

Twitter use 

for news 

Respondents with 

both Twitter and 

Facebook in study 

USA 90% 71% (78%) 26% 26% (31%) 15% 30% 

UK 92% 65% (70%) 29% 25% (29%) 12% 25% 

France 86% 61% (73%) 48% 16% (18%) 9% 16% 

Note: Source for penetration rates and news usage: Newman et al. 2017. 

 

Lightspeed Kantar Group administered a survey to an online panel in May (16 to 30 in 

France) and June (9 to 30 in UK and US) 2017. In total, 4,532 people completed the survey. 

Quotas were in place to ensure the online panel matched census data for each country (Table 

A2 in supplementary material). The sample sizes are similar across the three countries: France 

(n=1521), United Kingdom (n=1501), and the USA (n=1510). The survey was conducted in 

English and French.  The data was collected via an online questionnaire. 

 

Analytical strategy 

We run the analysis on both the full sample (H1) and using only those participants who have 

access to both Facebook and Twitter (H2). For H2, we use this approach in order to not 

bundle together participants who do not have access to platform-based participation by virtue 

of not owning a Facebook or Twitter account, and those who do. It is important to note here 

that previous work has also shown not only that Twitter users are not representative of the 

general population (Blank 2017) but also that only a small share of Twitter users uses the 

platform politically – and that small group has specific characteristics (e.g. in the US it may 

be biased towards Democrats – Pew 2020). As our study is interested in political uses of 

social media, it is from the analysis of this group of politically active users that we can draw 
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our assumptions. This procedure reduces our sample to 1080 in the pooled dataset. As 

indicated in Table 1, the percentage of respondents who use both Facebook and Twitter in our 

subsample is rather similar to those who use Twitter in the broader populations (n=455 US, 

n=381 UK, and n=244 for France; that is, 30, 25, and 16 per cent, respectively). Thus, cases 

in all three countries are sufficient for country-based dimensional analysis (for full models see 

Tables A3–A5 in the supplementary material). 

To explore the empirical plausibility of the hypothesised structures, our analytical 

strategy for the modelling of the latent variables (i.e. the modes of participation) is based on 

exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factory analysis (CFA). We begin by first 

exploring whether the traditional five-factor solution of acts of participation (H1) materialises 

in our dataset by subjecting all offline participatory acts that fit our definition to EFA (step 1). 

We then progressively, and according to our hypotheses, add to our EFA model online forms 

of participation, including those based on Facebook and Twitter (H2) (step 2). We test all 

hypotheses for the best fit to the data and establish a ‘core’ model based on step 2. We then 

turn to country-specific analysis to explore whether the optimal specification acquired 

through EFA in step 2 is a good fit for the data when set up as a CFA model using data from 

each individual country. While this last step does not allow us to disentangle whether the core 

model is a result of technological affordances or self-selection, the comparison of three 

countries in which social media use for politics differs provides a first test and allows us to 

better understand whether assumptions about the role of platforms in political participation 

are led by idiosyncrasies specific to the US.   

Determining the optimal number of factors to be retained in EFA is a contested issue 

in the literature and it is broadly accepted that there is no approach that is optimal for all cases 

(Finch and French 2015). A popular descriptive approach is to determine the number of 

factors via the eigenvalue greater than 1 criterion. Another is to examine the proportion of 

variation in the entire set of indicators that is accounted for by each factor and by a set of 
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factors as a whole – but there, too, there is no standard solution as to what amounts for a 

satisfactory variance. In this study we keep an eye on the eigenvalues but are primarily guided 

by two criteria: the theoretical specifications hypothesised and the conventionally used 

absolute and relative fit indexes (TLI, CFI, RMSEA, and BIC). Moreover, due to the large 

number of items included in our dataset, we aim to retain only the most solid factors. For this 

reason, while .32 is sometimes cited as being a good rule for retaining an item (Osborne et al. 

2008; Tabachnick and Fidell 2001), we follow the wealth of studies concerned specifically 

with such thresholds and which suggest that good factors should have loadings of at least .50 

and ideally .70 (see, among others, Hair et al. 2009; Guadagnoli and Velicer 1988; Comrey 

and Lee 2016). We set the threshold to .50 as the minimum loading required for an item to be 

retained in a factor, though as can be seen in the results in almost all factors the loadings 

exceed the ‘ideal’ .70 illustrating a very robust solution. In the supplementary material we 

also offer the final model with a threshold lower than .50. All analyses were run in R, using 

the psych package (Revelle 2018) for the EFA and the lavaan package for the CFA (Rosseel 

2012). 

 

Findings 

We begin by subjecting to EFA data for all respondents (N = 4532), using only the traditional, 

offline participation items used in our survey. Exploring whether the well-established five-

factor specification of participation holds in our data is a test of our first hypothesis, and it 

provides a baseline for examining how the addition of online forms of participation changes 

the factor structure. The resulting five-factor solution (Table 2) is an excellent fit for the data 

(TLI = 0.991; RMSEA = 0.032). Even though some modes are represented by just one 

activity and participating in a protest march and contacting a politician cross-load, there is a 

clear differentiation between (1) protest, (2) party/campaign activity (with the addition of 

protest march and contacting officials which cross-load in protest and contacting officials), 
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(3) political consumerism, (4) contacting officials, and (5) civic engagement. This is 

consistent with the structure of participation that has been established in a score of previous 

studies, even though the cross-loadings point towards a tendency for marching and contacting 

to become integrated with institutional forms of participation connected to parties and 

campaigns. The message is clear. If no online activities are included, the repertoire of political 

participation looks mostly as one would have expected it to look based on previous work on 

the topic. This supports H1. 

 

Table 2. (Step 1) Exploring modes of offline political participation (EFA; factor loadings)  

 Factors 

 

Protest 

Party/ 

campaign 

Political 

Consumerism 

Contacting Civic  

Striking 0.53      

Protest march 0.63 0.51     

Donate to political party  0.69     

Volunteering for political party  0.81     

Attending political meeting  0.70     

Boycotting   0.80    

Buycotting   0.59    

Contacting a politician  0.54  0.6   

Donate to NGO     0.96  

Variance explained (%) 19 15 14 11 0.6  

N 4532 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.991; RMSEA = 0.032. 

 

To test H2 we add to the EFA online participatory acts, including those based on 

Facebook and Twitter, as well as those considered as online expressive participation. The 

model, depicted in Table 3, is based on pooled data of social media users from all three 
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countries (n=1080)3 including all acts of participation. A five-factor specification is the best 

solution for modelling all aspects of political participation (Table 3, TLI = 0.944; RMSEA = 

0.05, BIC = 1185).  

Table 3. (Step 2) Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation 

(EFA; factor loadings) 

Factors 

 General Civic Petition Facebook Twitter 

Striking 0.72     

Donating to political party 0.72     

Donating to political party online 0.68     

Contacting officials 0.65     

Contacting officials online 0.59     

Volunteering for political party 0.76     

Protest march 0.70     

Attending political meeting 0.76     

Changing one’s profile picture  0.50     

Donating to NGO  0.63    

Donating to NGO online  0.67    

Following NGO on social media  0.58    

Signing petition online   0.55   

Sending political information online    0.52  

Posting on blogs    0.50  

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
   0.79  

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
   0.77  

Facebook: Commenting on post by NGO    0.75  

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
   0.79  

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post    0.77  

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post    0.77  

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion    0.76  

Facebook: Following a political party    0.65  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
    0.69 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
    0.76 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
    0.73 

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics     0.66 

Twitter: Following a political party     0.68 

Variance explained (%) 21 0.8 0.6 23 12 

N  1080 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.944; RMSEA = 0.05. For the full number of items 

included in this analysis see Table A2 in the supplementary material. 

 

This analysis presents us with a variety of novel findings. First, beginning with 

traditional participation, it appears that the ‘classic’ specification of five traditional modes is 

all but absent from our data. Party/campaign activity, contacting, and protest activities all load 

into a single factor with medium to high loadings (0.50–0.76). This indicates that a number of 
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participatory acts previously clustering under the protest and party/campaign modes are here 

combined into what we can identify as a ‘general’ political participation mode that combines 

such activities. This mode also includes the online equivalents of offline acts when they exist 

(shown in the Table in italics), indicating that online items that directly correspond to their 

offline counterparts are simply extensions of offline activities. Changing one’s profile picture 

is often dismissed as non-participation because of its lack of a direct connection to political 

processes. However, surprisingly, this activity loads with other traditional acts including 

protesting, contacting officials, and donating to political parties.   

Second, we find a clear ‘civic engagement’ mode, which is not connected directly to 

political institutions or government and mixes together traditional, online (e.g., online 

donation to NGO), and social media-based participation (e.g., following an NGO on social 

media – this questionnaire items did not refer to a specific platform). Third, we find a separate 

mode for online petitioning which, it appears, subsumes the offline act which only exhibits 

low loadings and is not reported in the Table.  

H2 stated that social media participation will cluster under one or more modes that are 

distinct from the traditional ones. We do, indeed, find two separate modes: one for Twitter- 

and one for Facebook-based participation. Our analysis is very clear on this expectation. 

Participatory acts enabled by social media platforms are not only distinct from traditional 

modes of participation, but they are independent from one another too, loading into separate 

modes for Twitter and Facebook. These results hold both when we run the EFA only with 

those who have Facebook and Twitter accounts and when we run it with the full sample (see 

Table A6 in the supplementary material). These findings support H2. 

We run a separate CFA (Figure 1) to further depict the platform-related activities. It 

confirms that subjecting the Facebook- and Twitter-based items to a two-mode specification 

is an excellent fit to the data (CFI = 0.985; TLI = 0.982; RMSEA = 0.051)4.  
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Figure 1. CFA of Facebook- and Twitter-based forms of participation  

 

Note: Path Diagram of Facebook- and Twitter-enabled participation (CFA; Standardised Estimates).  Dashed lines are fixed 

parameters. Darker/thicker lines indicate high correlations. N  = 1.080. Model fit indexes: CFI = 0.985; TLI = 0.982; RMSEA 

= 0.051. 

 

This platform-based distinction in political acts has not been previously reported, and 

it highlights an interesting feature of the affordances rubric that might be called the 

‘affordances-users problem’. The affordances of Facebook and Twitter are different, as a 

matter of their design. By making different sets of actions easier, less costly, or more 

accessible, these platforms facilitate political behaviours that are distinct. Of particular note in 

this respect, for example, is that while some acts are, in principle, similar on both platforms 

(e.g., ‘following’ a politician or sharing political posts can be done on both Facebook and 

Twitter), they do not load together but rather load with other, dissimilar acts which are 

however carried out with the same platform. This may reflect either how a homogenous group 

of citizens chooses to do different things with these tools, or how different kinds of citizens 

adopt the tools, or both.  As we discuss in the conclusion, disentangling the affordances-users 

problem opens up an interesting problem that is beyond the scope of the current project. 
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Country-based analysis 

Our analysis so far employs aggregate data for all three countries. As a test of robustness of 

the core specification, we apply it in a CFA to the three countries individually. The fit indexes 

are reported in Table 4.  

 

Table 4. Country-based CFA fit statistics table 

Absolute and relative fit 

statistics 

CFI TLI RMSEA BIC 

USA (N = 455) 0.947 0.941 0.069 25969 

France (N = 244) 0.928 0.921 0.078 20332 

UK (N = 381) 0.940 0.933 0.070 13976 

Notes: Grey boxes indicate that the fit index is above the conventional cut-off point. 

 

All fit indicators for the core model are above the conventional cut-off points when it 

comes to CFI and TLI, but fail in the case of RMSEA in all three cases. We interpret this as 

an indication of a broadly good fit for the data in all three countries.5 It is especially 

noteworthy that the distinction between Facebook- and Twitter-based participation is robust 

across countries, as is the ‘general participation’ mode. 

 

Conclusion 

Over the last two decades, digitalisation has significantly affected how people participate in 

civic and political activities. Social media use supports some traditional acts of participation 

just as it also offers entirely new forms of participation. In this study, we offer the first 

systematic comparative exploration of how use of two social media platforms, Twitter and 

Facebook, shapes the measurable factor structure of participation.  While empirical political 

participation research has, for years, revealed that political participation is organised around 

five modes, our analysis suggests that there is more to the modern participatory repertoire. 
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Activities related to political protest and political parties, formerly clustering under 

independent modes sharing common features of party-related and protest-related activities, in 

our data cluster in a mixed mode of general participation. This finding is consistent across the 

US, UK, and France. While this ‘mixed’ general participation mode is not in line with any of 

our expectations, it is not entirely surprising. Norris (2005), for example, has long noted that 

political protest has become ‘normalised’, and Van Aelst and Walgrave (2001) have presented 

evidence that the socio-demographic diversity of those taking part in demonstrations is 

broadening, making protest a supplement to conventional forms of participation. Furthermore, 

the US and the UK political context in 2016–2017, characterised by polarisation, intense 

political antagonism and the widespread diffusion of divisive political rhetoric from platforms 

such as Twitter and into the public agenda, may explain the close ties between political 

participation and protest, but also contacting. Our data was collected in 2017, during a cycle 

of protest ignited by former US President Trump’s election. Those who donated to and 

volunteered for political parties in the November 2016 election may have continued their 

engagement into 2017, participating in events such as the Women’s March (January 2017; 

Boulianne et al. 2020) or inversely, participating in ‘Unite the Right’ rallies (August 2017). In 

the UK, we see similar patterns with protests related to Trump as well as labour strikes and 

environmental protests.  

This mode of participation does not capture petitioning. In past studies, signing 

petitions was grouped with protest participation (e.g., Holt et al. 2013; Shah et al. 2007) or 

with marches and demonstrations (Theocharis and Van Deth 2018). Our findings suggest that 

this activity stands alone and, indeed, only in its online incarnation.  Sorting out petitioning is 

important, as it is one of the most popular online supported political acts (Rueß et al. 2021). 

Our findings indicate that, as some previous studies have suggested (Lindner and Riehm 

2011), petitioning – a very common and low-threshold way to engage in politics both offline 

and online – may have become such a specialised activity, that it has become a mode of its 
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own. We speculate that the vast number of petitions signed today via ‘petition warehouse 

websites’ (Earl and Kimport 2011) like Avaaz or 38 Degrees and which are circulating on 

social media, have also opened up the kinds of topics about which people petition today, 

making this participatory mode a distinctive one. 

We find that acts supported by the internet and which have traditional equivalents load 

together with those equivalents. At the same time, acts enabled by social media platforms and 

which have no direct traditional equivalent do not load together, constituting distinct modes of 

participation. We find support for the argument that forms of participation based on social 

media are independent from traditional modes of participation. These activities, however, do 

not consist of a uniform block along the lines of a broader, ‘social media participation’. They 

are rather distinguished by the platform that enables them. Our findings reveal that Facebook- 

and Twitter-based activities are independent from one another and from the rest of the 

participatory forms in the measurement models. This finding holds for all three countries. As 

these findings are not an artefact of our data analysis (the results hold when we run the 

analysis with both the platform users’ sample and the full sample), they serve to stress the 

importance of platform affordances for political participation today, and open up a new 

research puzzle concerning the affordances-users problem. Indeed, we think it is important for 

future work to provide stronger evidence as to whether platform architecture drives these new 

modes of participation or whether users self-select into them to satisfy their social, 

community, and political needs. Existing studies point the way on how this could be done in 

the future. There is, for example, an existing scholarship about platform choices and how 

these choices reflect upon affordances (e.g., Boczkowski et al. 2018; Shane-Simpson et al. 

2018) – though this scholarship is based on youth, leaving many unanswered questions about 

how adults compose their social media repertoires. In-depth interviews could help identify 

why people reason for using different platforms for political participation. Finally – and most 
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crucially – longitudinal panel data can help tackle selection bias which tightly associated with 

the affordances-users problem.  

As discussed in this article, the affordances literature offers strong theoretical 

arguments that platform architecture may be altering the underlying structure of behaviour 

because of each platform’s network structure, the ways in which content is mediated, its 

algorithmic filtering, moderation practices and the way in which each social media company 

quantifies user’s activities in general (Bossetta 2018; Theocharis et al. 2021). At the same 

time, a number of Pew studies have also shown that, for example, Twitter’s audience is 

keenly news-seeking with a tendency to pursue connection with knowledge networks. These 

are behaviours that are not the primary goal of Facebook users – though whether there is 

convergence among those politically interested using the platform remains to be empirically 

answered. An additional hint in this direction is that similar activities across the two platforms 

(such as following political elites) do not lead into having one, general social media platform-

based mode of participation, indicating that perhaps platform affordances determine the ways 

in which citizens put these modes into political use.  

These aspects of our study are important for future theory-building and for thinking 

about the role of social media in the field of political participation more generally. 

Importantly, while we are of course unable to assess the role of context with just three cases, 

the fact that our results are consistent across three advanced Western democracies with 

different political cultures but rather similar internet and social media penetration rates makes 

our findings potentially relevant for other European societies. Indeed, given the constantly 

increasing number of Facebook and Twitter users – and their usage for politics, it would be 

quite surprising if platform-based modes of participation were not a feature of European 

countries outside the set explored here.   
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Notes 

1 The study did not include online forms of participation. 

2 As an example, the European Social Survey includes eight items measuring political 

participation, with only one connected to digital technologies – added in the last round. 

3 A full-sample analysis yields no substantive differences (Table A6 in the supplementary 

material). 

4 Setting the CFA model with these activities as unidimensional yields a very poor fit for the 

data. 

5 Our findings clearly show that the core specification travels consistently across countries. 

Separate EFAs run for each country individually provide the exact same substantive message 

when it comes to modes of participation, with very minor differences across models (e.g., in 

the US sending political information or posting on blogs no longer load on Facebook, leaving 

a clear ‘Facebook mode’, while in the France boycotting loads with petition signing). These 

country-specific EFAs can be found in the supplementary material, Tables A3–A5. 
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Supplementary material 

 

Table A1: Question wording 

 
 Dans les questions suivantes, nous 

souhaitons mieux connaître vos activités 

dans le domaine politique. Ne tenez pas 

compte ici des activités que vous pratiquez 

en ligne.  Au cours des 12 derniers mois, vous 

est-il arrivé de :  

For the following questions, we want to know 

what you do offline only. Please exclude 

online activities, we will ask about those 

activities next. During the past 12 months, 

have you done any of the following offline: 

Attending political meeting Assister à une réunion politique  Participated in a political meeting   

Boycotting Refuser d’acheter ou boycotter un produit ou 

un service en raison de valeurs politiques ou 

sociales de l’entreprise le fournissant 

Refused to buy, or boycotted, a certain product 

or service because of the social or political 

values of the company 

Buycotting Acheter un produit ou un service en raison de 

valeurs politiques ou sociales de l’entreprise le 

fournissant 

Bought a certain product or service because of 

the social or political values of the company 

Contacting officials  Contacter un ou une élue (par courrier, par 

téléphone)  

Contacted an elected official (by letter or 

telephone) 

Donating to NGO Faire un don financier à une organisation à but 

non-lucratif ou humanitaire (par exemple une 

organisation environnementale ou bien la 

Croix Rouge) 

Donated money to a non-profit or charity 

organization (like environmental organization 

or Red Cross) 

 

Donating to political party  Faire un don financier à un parti politique, une 

organisation politique ou à un candidat à une 

élection 

Donated money to a political party, a political 

organization, or a candidate running for public 

office 

Attending a protest march  Participer à une manifestation Participated in a march or street demonstration  

Signing petition Signer une pétition (sur papier) Signed a petition on paper 

Striking  Faire grève  Participated in a strike 

Volunteering for NGO Etre bénévole dans une organisation à but non-

lucratif ou humanitaire (par exemple une 

organisation environnementale ou la Croix 

Rouge, etc.) 

Volunteered for a non-profit organization or 

charity (like environmental organization or 

Red Cross) 

 

Volunteering for political party  Etre bénévole dans un parti politique ou une 

campagne électorale (en distribuant des tracts 

par exemple) 

Volunteered for a political party or campaign 

(like distributing leaflets)  

 

 (1) Jamais, Rarement, De temps en temps, (4) 

Souvent 

(1) Never, Rarely, From time to time, (4) 

Often 

 Dans les questions suivantes, nous nous 

intéressons aux activités que vous pratiquez 

sur l’internet. Au cours des 12 derniers mois, 

vous est-il arrivé de pratiquer les activités en 

ligne suivantes :  

OR 

Dans les questions suivantes, nous nous 

intéressons aux activités politiques ou 

civiques que vous pratiquez sur l’internet. 

Au cours des 12 derniers mois, vous est-il 

arrivé en ligne de : 

Next question is dedicated to different 

activities that can be done via Internet. 

During the past 12 months, have you done 

any of the following online activities:  

OR 

We are interested in online political and civic 

activities. 

Please indicate, during the past 12 months, 

have you done any of the following online 

activities?  

Changing one’s profile picture Changer votre photo de profil en soutien à une 

cause sociale (ou en réaction à une actualité)  

Changed your profile picture to support a 

social cause or in response to a current event 

Contacting officials online Contacter en ligne un ou une élue (par mail, sur 

les réseaux sociaux etc.) 

Contacted an elected official (via emails, 

social media) 

Donating to NGO online Faire un don financier en ligne à une 

organisation à but non lucratif ou humanitaire 

(telle qu’une organisation environnementale ou 

la Croix Rouge) 

Donated money online to a non-profit 

organization or charity (like environmental 

organization or Red Cross) 

Donating to political party 

online 

Faire un don financier en ligne à un parti 

politique, une organisation politique ou un 

candidat à une élection  

Donated money online to a political party, a 

political organization, or a candidate running 

for public office 

Following NGO on social media Suivre une organisation à but non lucratif ou 

humanitaire (telle qu’une organisation 

Followed a non-profit organization or charity 

on social media (like environmental 

organization or Red Cross) 
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environnementale ou la Croix Rouge) sur les 

réseaux sociaux 

 

Signing petition online  Signer une pétition en ligne Signed online petition 

Posting on blogs Participer à des discussions en écrivant sur des 

blogs politiques ou sur des forums politiques 

Posted comments to political forums or blogs 

 

Sending information online Transférer à d'autres personnes des 

informations politique 

Sent political information to other people  

 

Sharing humor online Partager ou envoyer des contenus 

humoristiques sur la politique 

Shared political humor content 

 

 (1) Jamais, Rarement, De temps en temps, (4) 

Souvent 

(1) Never, Rarely, From time to time, (4) 

Often 

FACEBOOK Au cours des 12 derniers mois, vous est-il 

arrivé sur Facebook de … : 

During the last 12 months, how often have 

you done the following on Facebook  

Commenting on friend’s 

political post 

Commenter un post politique d’un de vos amis 

Facebook 

Commented on a political post from your 

friends on FB 

Commenting on political party’s 

post 

Commenter un post politique d’un parti 

politique ou d’un candidat 

Commented on a political post from a political 

party or candidate 

Commenting on post by NGO Commenter un post politique d’un groupe 

partisan ou d’une autre organisation  

Commented on a political post from an interest 

group or other organization  

Following a political party Devenir fan du profil d’un candidat ou d’un 

parti politique 

Follow a political party or candidate on 

Facebook 

Posting one’s own opinion Publier votre propre opinion politique sur 

Facebook 

Posted your own political opinion on 

Facebook  

Sharing a friend’s political post Partager sur Facebook un post politique d’un 

ami 

Shared on Facebook a political post by friend  

Sharing a party’s post Partager sur Facebook un post d’un parti 

politique ou d’un candidat 

Shared on Facebook a post by a political party 

or candidate 

Sharing NGO’s post Partager sur Facebook un post politique d’un 

groupe partisan ou d’une autre organisation 

Shared on Facebook a political post done by 

an interest group or other organization  

 (1) Jamais, Rarement, De temps en temps, (4) 

Souvent 

(1) Never, Rarely, From time to time, (4) 

Often 

Twitter Au cours des 12 derniers mois, vous est-il 

arrivé de …? 

During the last 12 months, how often have 

you 

Following a political party Suivre sur Twitter un parti politique ou un 

candidat 

Followed on Twitter a political party or 

candidate 

Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 

Retweeter ou répondre au tweet d’un parti 

politique ou d’un candidat 

Retweeted or replied to a tweet by a political 

party or candidate 

Retweeting or replying to a 

political post  

Retweeter ou répondre au tweet politique d’une 

personne que vous connaissez personnellement 

Retweeted or replied to a political tweet by 

someone you know personally 

Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 

Retweeter ou répondre au tweet d’un groupe 

d’intérêt ou d’une autre organisation 

Retweeted or replied to a political tweet by an 

interest group or other organization 

Writing a tweet about politics Tweeter votre propre opinion sur un sujet 

politique 

Written your own tweet about something 

political 

 (1) Jamais, Rarement, De temps en temps, (4) 

Souvent 

(1) Never, Rarely, From time to time, (4) 

Often 
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Table A2: Sample vs Population Demographics  

 

  US  UK  FR  

  % 
 

Pop. 

 

Study 

 

Pop 

 

Study 

 

Pop. 

 

Study 

Gender Male 50 50 51 51.4 50 50 

  Female 50 50 49 48.6 50 50 

Age 18 to 24 13 12.4 11 11.1 11 10.8 

  25 to 34 18 18.2 16 16.1 16 16.1 

  35 to 44 17 17.1 16 16.3 17 17 

  45 to 54 18 18.2 18 18.3 17 17.1 

  55+ 34 34.1 39 38.3 39 39 

Education Basic studies 65 53.8 67 64.2 na 66.1 

  Adv. studies 35 46.2 33 35.8 na 33.9 
Note: Sources for Population Demographics are US Census 2011, UK Labour Force Survey and Census 2011, and French INSEE. 
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Country-based EFAs 

 

Table A3: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation, 

USA (EFA; factor loadings) 

Factors 

 General Civic Petition Facebook Twitter 

Striking 0.73     

Donating to political party 0.66     

Contacting officials 0.60     

Volunteering for political party 0.71     

Protest march 0.69     

Attending political meeting 0.72     

Contacting officials online 0.53     

Donating to political party online 0.65     

Changing one’s profile picture  0.53     

Volunteering for NGO  0.59    

Donating to NGO  0.67    

Donating to NGO online  0.61    

Following NGO on social media  0.56    

Signing petition   0.50   

Signing petition online   0.61   

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
   0.75  

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
   0.74  

Facebook: Commenting on post by NGO    0.73  

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
   0.78  

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post    0.74  

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post    0.74  

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion    0.76  

Facebook: Following a political party    0.63  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
    0.69 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
    0.76 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
    0.71 

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics     0.64 

Twitter: Following a political party     0.65 

Variance explained (%) 20 10 .06 22 13 

N  455 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.951; RMSEA = 0.05.  
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Table A4: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation, 

UK (EFA; factor loadings)  

Factors 

 General Civic Facebook Twitter  

Striking 0.74     

Donating to political party 0.73     

Contacting officials 0.64     

Volunteering for political party 0.80     

Protest march 0.75     

Attending political meeting 0.78     

Contacting officials online 0.53     

Donating to political party online 0.65     

Buycott  0.53     

Donating to NGO  0.61    

Donating to NGO online  0.68    

Following NGO on social media  0.60    

Sending political information online   0.55   

Sharing political humour on social media   0.51   

Posting on Blogs   0.56   

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
  0.81   

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
  0.80   

Facebook: Commenting on post by NGO   0.79   

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
  0.80   

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post   0.78   

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post   0.78   

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion   0.78   

Facebook: Following a political party   0.69   

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
   0.72  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
   0.76  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
   0.76  

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics    0.71  

Twitter: Following a political party    0.67  

Variance explained (%) 20 .02 25 13  

N  381 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.06.  
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Table A5: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation, 

France (EFA; factor loadings) 

Factors 

 General Civic Petition Facebook Twitter 

Striking 0.65     

Donating to political party 0.77     

Contacting officials 0.68     

Volunteering for political party 0.75     

Protest march 0.61     

Attending political meeting 0.75     

Contacting officials online 0.68     

Donating to political party online 0.77     

Changing one’s profile picture  0.54     

Donating to NGO  0.59    

Donating to NGO online  0.63    

Following NGO on social media  0.65    

Boycotting   0.63   

Signing petition   0.51   

Signing petition online   0.55   

Sending political information online    0.55  

Sharing political humour on social media    0.54  

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
   0.83  

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
   0.76  

Facebook: Commenting on post by NGO    0.76  

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
   0.77  

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post    0.79  

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post    0.82  

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion    0.78  

Facebook: Following a political party    0.61  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
    0.65 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
    0.76 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
    0.74 

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics     0.63 

Twitter: Following a political party     0.72 

Variance explained (%) 20 .08 .08 23 11 

N  244 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.93; RMSEA = 0.05.  
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Table A6: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation  

(EFA; factor loadings, full sample) 

Factors 

 General Civic Petition Facebook Twitter 

Striking 0.65     

Donating to political party 0.72     

Contacting officials 0.58     

Volunteering for political party 0.77     

Protest march 0.67     

Attending political meeting 0.73     

Contacting officials online 0.55     

Donating to political party online 0.70     

Changing one’s profile picture  0.51     

Donating to NGO  0.61    

Donating to NGO online  0.65    

Following NGO on social media  0.58    

Signing petition   0.55   

Signing petition online   0.53   

Boycotting   0.55   

Join a social issue group on social media    0.52  

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
   0.84  

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
   0.83  

Facebook: Commenting on post by 

NGO 
   0.81  

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
   0.83  

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post    0.83  

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post    0.83  

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion    0.82  

Facebook: Following a political party    0.72  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
    0.85 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
    0.89 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
    0.88 

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics     0.84 

Twitter: Following a political party     0.84 

Variance explained (%) 21 0.8 0.6 23 12 

N  4532 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.939; RMSEA = 0.06.  
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Supplementary material 

 

Table A1: Question wording 

 
 Dans les questions suivantes, nous 

souhaitons mieux connaître vos activités 

dans le domaine politique. Ne tenez pas 

compte ici des activités que vous pratiquez 

en ligne.  Au cours des 12 derniers mois, vous 

est-il arrivé de :  

For the following questions, we want to know 

what you do offline only. Please exclude 

online activities, we will ask about those 

activities next. During the past 12 months, 

have you done any of the following offline: 

Attending political meeting Assister à une réunion politique  Participated in a political meeting   

Boycotting Refuser d’acheter ou boycotter un produit ou 

un service en raison de valeurs politiques ou 

sociales de l’entreprise le fournissant 

Refused to buy, or boycotted, a certain product 

or service because of the social or political 

values of the company 

Buycotting Acheter un produit ou un service en raison de 

valeurs politiques ou sociales de l’entreprise le 

fournissant 

Bought a certain product or service because of 

the social or political values of the company 

Contacting officials  Contacter un ou une élue (par courrier, par 

téléphone)  

Contacted an elected official (by letter or 

telephone) 

Donating to NGO Faire un don financier à une organisation à but 

non-lucratif ou humanitaire (par exemple une 

organisation environnementale ou bien la 

Croix Rouge) 

Donated money to a non-profit or charity 

organization (like environmental organization 

or Red Cross) 

 

Donating to political party  Faire un don financier à un parti politique, une 

organisation politique ou à un candidat à une 

élection 

Donated money to a political party, a political 

organization, or a candidate running for public 

office 

Attending a protest march  Participer à une manifestation Participated in a march or street demonstration  

Signing petition Signer une pétition (sur papier) Signed a petition on paper 

Striking  Faire grève  Participated in a strike 

Volunteering for NGO Etre bénévole dans une organisation à but non-

lucratif ou humanitaire (par exemple une 

organisation environnementale ou la Croix 

Rouge, etc.) 

Volunteered for a non-profit organization or 

charity (like environmental organization or 

Red Cross) 

 

Volunteering for political party  Etre bénévole dans un parti politique ou une 

campagne électorale (en distribuant des tracts 

par exemple) 

Volunteered for a political party or campaign 

(like distributing leaflets)  

 

 (1) Jamais, Rarement, De temps en temps, (4) 

Souvent 

(1) Never, Rarely, From time to time, (4) 

Often 

 Dans les questions suivantes, nous nous 

intéressons aux activités que vous pratiquez 

sur l’internet. Au cours des 12 derniers mois, 

vous est-il arrivé de pratiquer les activités en 

ligne suivantes :  

OR 

Dans les questions suivantes, nous nous 

intéressons aux activités politiques ou 

civiques que vous pratiquez sur l’internet. 

Au cours des 12 derniers mois, vous est-il 

arrivé en ligne de : 

Next question is dedicated to different 

activities that can be done via Internet. 

During the past 12 months, have you done 

any of the following online activities:  

OR 

We are interested in online political and civic 

activities. 

Please indicate, during the past 12 months, 

have you done any of the following online 

activities?  

Changing one’s profile picture Changer votre photo de profil en soutien à une 

cause sociale (ou en réaction à une actualité)  

Changed your profile picture to support a 

social cause or in response to a current event 

Contacting officials online Contacter en ligne un ou une élue (par mail, sur 

les réseaux sociaux etc.) 

Contacted an elected official (via emails, 

social media) 

Donating to NGO online Faire un don financier en ligne à une 

organisation à but non lucratif ou humanitaire 

(telle qu’une organisation environnementale ou 

la Croix Rouge) 

Donated money online to a non-profit 

organization or charity (like environmental 

organization or Red Cross) 

Donating to political party 

online 

Faire un don financier en ligne à un parti 

politique, une organisation politique ou un 

candidat à une élection  

Donated money online to a political party, a 

political organization, or a candidate running 

for public office 

Following NGO on social media Suivre une organisation à but non lucratif ou 

humanitaire (telle qu’une organisation 

environnementale ou la Croix Rouge) sur les 

réseaux sociaux 

Followed a non-profit organization or charity 

on social media (like environmental 

organization or Red Cross) 
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Signing petition online  Signer une pétition en ligne Signed online petition 

Posting on blogs Participer à des discussions en écrivant sur des 

blogs politiques ou sur des forums politiques 

Posted comments to political forums or blogs 

 

Sending information online Transférer à d'autres personnes des 

informations politique 

Sent political information to other people  

 

Sharing humor online Partager ou envoyer des contenus 

humoristiques sur la politique 

Shared political humor content 

 

 (1) Jamais, Rarement, De temps en temps, (4) 

Souvent 

(1) Never, Rarely, From time to time, (4) 

Often 

FACEBOOK Au cours des 12 derniers mois, vous est-il 

arrivé sur Facebook de … : 

During the last 12 months, how often have 

you done the following on Facebook  

Commenting on friend’s 

political post 

Commenter un post politique d’un de vos amis 

Facebook 

Commented on a political post from your 

friends on FB 

Commenting on political party’s 

post 

Commenter un post politique d’un parti 

politique ou d’un candidat 

Commented on a political post from a political 

party or candidate 

Commenting on post by NGO Commenter un post politique d’un groupe 

partisan ou d’une autre organisation  

Commented on a political post from an interest 

group or other organization  

Following a political party Devenir fan du profil d’un candidat ou d’un 

parti politique 

Follow a political party or candidate on 

Facebook 

Posting one’s own opinion Publier votre propre opinion politique sur 

Facebook 

Posted your own political opinion on 

Facebook  

Sharing a friend’s political post Partager sur Facebook un post politique d’un 

ami 

Shared on Facebook a political post by friend  

Sharing a party’s post Partager sur Facebook un post d’un parti 

politique ou d’un candidat 

Shared on Facebook a post by a political party 

or candidate 

Sharing NGO’s post Partager sur Facebook un post politique d’un 

groupe partisan ou d’une autre organisation 

Shared on Facebook a political post done by 

an interest group or other organization  

 (1) Jamais, Rarement, De temps en temps, (4) 

Souvent 

(1) Never, Rarely, From time to time, (4) 

Often 

Twitter Au cours des 12 derniers mois, vous est-il 

arrivé de …? 

During the last 12 months, how often have 

you 

Following a political party Suivre sur Twitter un parti politique ou un 

candidat 

Followed on Twitter a political party or 

candidate 

Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 

Retweeter ou répondre au tweet d’un parti 

politique ou d’un candidat 

Retweeted or replied to a tweet by a political 

party or candidate 

Retweeting or replying to a 

political post  

Retweeter ou répondre au tweet politique d’une 

personne que vous connaissez personnellement 

Retweeted or replied to a political tweet by 

someone you know personally 

Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 

Retweeter ou répondre au tweet d’un groupe 

d’intérêt ou d’une autre organisation 

Retweeted or replied to a political tweet by an 

interest group or other organization 

Writing a tweet about politics Tweeter votre propre opinion sur un sujet 

politique 

Written your own tweet about something 

political 

 (1) Jamais, Rarement, De temps en temps, (4) 

Souvent 

(1) Never, Rarely, From time to time, (4) 

Often 
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Table A2: Sample vs Population Demographics  

 

  US  UK  FR  

  % 
 

Pop. 

 

Study 

 

Pop 

 

Study 

 

Pop. 

 

Study 

Gender Male 50 50 51 51.4 50 50 

  Female 50 50 49 48.6 50 50 

Age 18 to 24 13 12.4 11 11.1 11 10.8 

  25 to 34 18 18.2 16 16.1 16 16.1 

  35 to 44 17 17.1 16 16.3 17 17 

  45 to 54 18 18.2 18 18.3 17 17.1 

  55+ 34 34.1 39 38.3 39 39 

Education Basic studies 65 53.8 67 64.2 na 66.1 

  Adv. studies 35 46.2 33 35.8 na 33.9 
Note: Sources for Population Demographics are US Census 2011, UK Labour Force Survey and Census 2011, and French INSEE. 
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Country-based EFAs 

 

Table A3: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation, 

USA (EFA; factor loadings) 

Factors 

 General Civic Petition Facebook Twitter 

Striking 0.73     

Donating to political party 0.66     

Contacting officials 0.60     

Volunteering for political party 0.71     

Protest march 0.69     

Attending political meeting 0.72     

Contacting officials online 0.53     

Donating to political party online 0.65     

Changing one’s profile picture  0.53     

Volunteering for NGO  0.59    

Donating to NGO  0.67    

Donating to NGO online  0.61    

Following NGO on social media  0.56    

Signing petition   0.50   

Signing petition online   0.61   

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
   0.75  

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
   0.74  

Facebook: Commenting on post by NGO    0.73  

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
   0.78  

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post    0.74  

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post    0.74  

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion    0.76  

Facebook: Following a political party    0.63  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
    0.69 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
    0.76 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
    0.71 

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics     0.64 

Twitter: Following a political party     0.65 

Variance explained (%) 20 10 .06 22 13 

N  455 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.951; RMSEA = 0.05.  
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Table A4: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation, 

UK (EFA; factor loadings)  

Factors 

 General Civic Facebook Twitter  

Striking 0.74     

Donating to political party 0.73     

Contacting officials 0.64     

Volunteering for political party 0.80     

Protest march 0.75     

Attending political meeting 0.78     

Contacting officials online 0.53     

Donating to political party online 0.65     

Buycott  0.53     

Donating to NGO  0.61    

Donating to NGO online  0.68    

Following NGO on social media  0.60    

Sending political information online   0.55   

Sharing political humour on social media   0.51   

Posting on Blogs   0.56   

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
  0.81   

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
  0.80   

Facebook: Commenting on post by NGO   0.79   

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
  0.80   

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post   0.78   

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post   0.78   

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion   0.78   

Facebook: Following a political party   0.69   

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
   0.72  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
   0.76  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
   0.76  

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics    0.71  

Twitter: Following a political party    0.67  

Variance explained (%) 20 .02 25 13  

N  381 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.06.  
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Table A5: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation, 

France (EFA; factor loadings) 

Factors 

 General Civic Petition Facebook Twitter 

Striking 0.65     

Donating to political party 0.77     

Contacting officials 0.68     

Volunteering for political party 0.75     

Protest march 0.61     

Attending political meeting 0.75     

Contacting officials online 0.68     

Donating to political party online 0.77     

Changing one’s profile picture  0.54     

Donating to NGO  0.59    

Donating to NGO online  0.63    

Following NGO on social media  0.65    

Boycotting   0.63   

Signing petition   0.51   

Signing petition online   0.55   

Sending political information online    0.55  

Sharing political humour on social media    0.54  

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
   0.83  

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
   0.76  

Facebook: Commenting on post by NGO    0.76  

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
   0.77  

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post    0.79  

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post    0.82  

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion    0.78  

Facebook: Following a political party    0.61  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
    0.65 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
    0.76 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
    0.74 

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics     0.63 

Twitter: Following a political party     0.72 

Variance explained (%) 20 .08 .08 23 11 

N  244 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.93; RMSEA = 0.05.  
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Table A6: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation  

(EFA; factor loadings, full sample) 

Factors 

 General Civic Petition Facebook Twitter 

Striking 0.65     

Donating to political party 0.72     

Contacting officials 0.58     

Volunteering for political party 0.77     

Protest march 0.67     

Attending political meeting 0.73     

Contacting officials online 0.55     

Donating to political party online 0.70     

Changing one’s profile picture  0.51     

Donating to NGO  0.61    

Donating to NGO online  0.65    

Following NGO on social media  0.58    

Signing petition   0.55   

Signing petition online   0.53   

Boycotting   0.55   

Join a social issue group on social media    0.52  

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
   0.84  

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
   0.83  

Facebook: Commenting on post by 

NGO 
   0.81  

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
   0.83  

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post    0.83  

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post    0.83  

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion    0.82  

Facebook: Following a political party    0.72  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
    0.85 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
    0.89 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
    0.88 

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics     0.84 

Twitter: Following a political party     0.84 

Variance explained (%) 21 0.8 0.6 23 12 

N  4532 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.939; RMSEA = 0.06.  
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Table A7: Exploring modes of traditional, platform-based and expressive participation  

(EFA; factor loadings, cut-off point 0.45, new entries highlighted in grey) 

Factors 

 General Civic Petition Facebook Twitter 

Striking 0.72     

Donating to political party 0.72     

Contacting officials 0.65     

Volunteering for political party 0.76     

Protest march 0.70     

Attending political meeting 0.76     

Contacting officials online 0.59     

Donating to political party online 0.68     

Changing one’s profile picture  0.50     

Volunteering for NGO 0.47 0.47    

Donating to NGO  0.63    

Donating to NGO online  0.67    

Following NGO on social media  0.58    

Signing petition   0.55   

Signing petition online   0.53   

Boycotting   0.55   

Posting on blogs    0.49  

Sharing humour on social media    0.48  

Join a social issue group on social media    0.52  

Facebook: Commenting on friend’s 

political post 
   0.79  

Facebook: Commenting on political 

party’s post 
   0.77  

Facebook: Commenting on post by 

NGO 
   0.75  

Facebook: Sharing a friend’s political 

post 
   0.79  

Facebook: Sharing a party’s post    0.77  

Facebook: Sharing NGO’s post    0.77  

Facebook: Posting one’s own opinion    0.76  

Facebook: Following a political party    0.65  

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

political post 
    0.69 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to a 

party’s post 
    0.76 

Twitter: Retweeting or replying to an 

NGO’s post 
    0.73 

Twitter: Writing a tweet about politics     0.66 

Twitter: Following a political party     0.68 

Variance explained (%) 21 0.8 0.6 23 12 

N  1080 

Notes: Only items with loadings higher than .5 shown; TLI = 0.944; RMSEA = 0.05.  

 

 

 

 


