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Chapter 12
Stays Hone? Political Mbobilization

Do newspapers, television and the Internet serve to nobilize
voters? O instead do these nedia reinforce activisn? O even danage
civic engagenent? The literature remains divided. After outlining the
theoretical framework for wunderstanding political participation, the
chapter exam nes the evidence for two issues: what is the inpact of
traditional political communications on electoral turnout? And, given
the explosion in the use of new technol ogy, does the Internet have the
capacity to play a distinctive role in civic engagenent? The concl usion
consi ders the broader inplications of the findings.

Under standi ng Political Participation

Expl anations of political participation focus on four sets of
factors. The institutional perspective stresses the inportance of the
legal context including the level of political rights and civi
liberties, the type of el ectoral system the facilities for
registration and voting, the expansion of the franchise, the frequency,
level and timng of elections, and the conpetitiveness of electoral
politics®. In one of the nost thorough conparative studies, Jackman and
M|l er exam ned voter participation in twenty-tw denocracies and found
that political institutions and electoral laws provided the nobst
pl ausi bl e expl anation for variations in voter turnout, including |evels
of electoral participation and proportionality, multi -partyism and
conpul sory voting? Franklin, van der Eijk and Qppenhuis argue that
variations in participation in European elections can be attributed in
large part to differences in systemic factors, notably the use of
conpul sory voting, the proportionality of the electoral system and the
cl oseness of European to nation elections® In the United States, as
well, the legal hurdle of registration requirenents and the frequency
of elections are widely believed to depress American turnout *

At individual -level, the cultural perspective based on survey
anal ysis has enphasized the inportance of individual resources, |ike
educat i on, age, soci oeconom ¢ status and tinme, conbined with
notivation, nmeaning the attitudes people bring to the el ectoral process
like a sense of efficacy, political interest and party identification.
Almond and Verba stressed the inportance of ‘civic values |earnt
through the early socialization process® In a long series of studies,
Verba has denonstrated how various fornms of participation nake
different demands of skills, noney or time, so that politica
participation can best be understood as a nultidi mensional phenomenon®.
That is, people who regularly donate nobney to canpaigns, or contact
their representative, are not necessarily involved in other dinensions
like party work, or conmmunity activism There are different costs and
benefits associated with different types of participation. The main
categories distinguished by Verba and his colleagues concern voting,
canpai gn work, communal activity, and contact specialists. In addition
a few citizens are active across all dinensions, while some are
i nvol ved in none.

Lastly, the organizational perspective has stressed the role of
nmobi | i zing agencies, referring to the electoral functions of party and
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candi date organizations, group netwrks like churches, voluntary
associ ations and trade unions, social networ ks of famlies, friends and
col | eagues, and the role of the news nedia’. Putnam has argued that the
decline of dense networks of |ocal associations and community
organi zati ons has reduced social capital and contributed towards a
long-term erosion of American turnout anong the post-war generation.
Verba found that churches and voluntary organizations provide networks
of recruitnent, so that those drawn into the political process through
t hese associ ations devel op the organi zational and comunication skills
that facilitate further activity® |In the United States, A drich and
WAt t enberg suggest that the decline of party organizations, and their
repl acement by entrepreneurial candidates, has been critical to this
process®.

The role of political conmunications via parties and the news
media fall into this latter category of factors. Parties act as
nmobi lizing agencies through direct conmuni cations wth voters,
including traditional grassroots activities such as canvassing,
| eafl eting and contacting voters, as wel | as holding party neetings and
canpaign rallies, and using national advertising or party political
broadcasts. The news media serve this function through providing
informati on about parties, candidates and policies that can help to
crystallize voting choi ces, and the partisan press, in particular, has
| ong been thought to help reinforce party support. In these activities
t hrough positive nmessages both parties and the news nedia can serve to
i ncrease party and candi date support ampong el ectors, and the propensity
to turnout, or they can convey negative nessages that function to
depress parti ci pation.

The literature is divided about the effects of nedia activity.
In the traditional ‘Colunbia nodel, partisan-I|eaning newspapers and
party canpaigns were seen as playing a vital role in reinforcing
support and getting out the vote: " The nore that people read about or
listened to the canpaign on the mass nmedia, the nore interested they
becane in the election and the nore strongly they come to feel about
their candidate...Media exposure gets out the vote at the sane tine
that it solidifies preferences. It crystallizes and reinforces nore
than it converts.”® The ‘Mchigan’ nodel conceptualized attention to
political comunications sonewhat differently, as itself a minor form
of activism instead of an independent factor capable of influencing
turnout. This perspective becane so influential that it developed into
the mainstream view in studies of political participation, which rarely
treated the nedia as an inportant causal factor in their nodels?'. A
range of nore recent studies has credited the nedia with boosting
public participation?2

In contrast, as discussed in Chapter 1, in recent years many
popul ar conmmentators commonly suggest that the public has becone
di sengaged through negative nessages. There are two separate issues
here. One concerns the effects of the use of negative or ‘attack’ ads
by politicians where candidate or party canpaigns criticize their
opponents’ character or record® 1In the United States, Ansol abehere and
I yengar provide sonme of the npbst convincing experinmental evidence that
the use of ‘negative’ or ‘attack’ television canpaign ads, meaning
those designed to criticize the opponent, has the capacity to turn off
Amrerican voters at the ballot box. “Negative advertising drives people
away from the polls in large nunbers.Negative advertising breeds
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distrust of the electoral process and pessim sm about the value of an
individual’s own voice.” ™ Yet it is difficult to know how far we can
generalize from these findings nore broadly in part because of the
different institutional context of advertising in European canpaigns *°.
As discussed in Chapter 7, commercial political advertising has cone

late to nost European countries. In sonme, like Austria, negative
advertisnents are banned by law In others I|ike the Netherlands,
al though ads are allowed, few are aired because parties have limted
financial resources. And in still others like Britain it is difficult

to conpare the effects of a five to ten mnute party politica
br oadcast, shown once per channel, with the effects of repetitive 30 -
second ads common in the United States. Lacking systematic conparative
data on exposure to negative ads, we cannot pursue these clains further
here.

The other concern claim relates to common practices originating
in the news nedia, which we can exanmne, such as where routine
headl i nes enphasize political scandals, governnent inconpetence and/or
partisan conflict!® For exanple, Patterson suggests that American
voters are turned off by the nedia s routine enphasis on the ‘gane
schema, characterized by horse race journalism (who's ahead, who’'s
behind) and extensive coverage of opinion polls?. He argues that
changes in journalism in the 1960s produce a shift towards gane -
i mersed news, strengthening voters’ mstrust of the candidates and
reducing their sense of involvement. For Cappella and Jam eson
strategic frames for political news activate cynical responses to
politicians, governance and canpaigns®. Yet others argue that a
strategic focus and horse race polls function in a positive way, by
increasing the American public’s attention to issue information and
political know edge. Zhao and Beske conclude that coverage of opinion
polls is conplimentary to issue coverage, stimulati ng rather than
displacing attention'®. It seems equally plausible that what matters for
el ectoral participation is what the polls report, not the extent of
their coverage per se. In Britain, for exanple, Heath and Tayl or found
that the cl oseness of the race, as nonitored by reported opinion polls,
is one of the best predictors of turnout?®. Neck-and-neck contests
increased the incentive to vote. In addition, the effects of negative
news are not well established. In the British context, for exanple,
| arge-scal e experinments in the 1997 el ection denonstrated that exposure
to ‘negative’ television news about the major parties had no influence
on party images or propensity to vote, whereas positive news did have a
significant inpact on voters?’,

Therefore we need to go further to understand the effects of
political conmmunications on public participation. Since nost of the
research has been conducted within the context of Anerican canpaigns,
which are atypical of nobst established denocracies, it is useful to
reexam ne the evidence in a broader range of post -industrial societies.
This chapter focuses on political participation in European elections
which allow us to explore the effects of canpai gn comuni cati ons across
the fifteen nmenber states, controlling for some of the major cultura
and the structural factors already discussed. In chapter 13 we consi der
whether there are similar, or different, effects of nedia use on
canpaign participation in Anerican md-term elections. Political
participation involves nany different types of activity, from
contacting representatives to becom ng active in conmmuni ty
organi zations, political parties, or interest groups. In this study we
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focus on conparing voter turnout, one of the |east demanding formnms of
activity but also one of the nobst universal. For many people, casting
the ballot provides their only form of political expression. Thi s
measure is also comparable across established denocracies, unlike
i nvol verent in parties or interest groups that may nean very different
things in different institutional settings.

Political Comruni cations and El ectoral Turnout

Many assume that there has been a general decline in voter
participation in established denocracies but in fact |evels of turnout
have remained fairly stable during the last two decades; 71% of voting
age population participated in elections in the 1990s, down only 3%
from the 1970s?. Despite simlar soci oeconomic and political
devel opnents in post-industrial societies, there are persistent cross-
national disparities in Jlevels of electoral participation. Sone
countries like Switzerland, France and the Netherlands have experienced
substantial long-termfalls (see Figure 12.1). In American presidential
elections, in 1996 less than half (47.2% the voting age popul ar cast a
ball ot, down from alnmost two-thirds (63.1% in 1960. If we calculate
average turnout in 171 countries worldwide, in all national elections
from 1945 to 1998, Switzerland ranks 137'", the US ranks 138th, and
Mexi co ranks 139'M23,

[Figure 12.1 about here]

Probl ems of turnout are particularly relevant in election to the
European Parlianent. The level of voting participation fell from al nost
two-thirds (63% of the electorate in the first direct elections in
1979 to just under half (49.2% of European citizens in June 1999, its
historical nadir (see Figure 12.2). The decline over successive
election is particularly clear in the Netherlands and Portugal, as well
as in Austria, Finland and Sweden, which saw a sharp drop after their
first ‘founding” European elections. There are also stark national
differences, in the nost recent elections 90% of Belgian citizens voted
conpared with only one quarter (23% of the British electorate (see
Table 12.1). As Franklin and his colleagues have argued?, the
institutional system of electoral |aws provides nmuch of the explanation
for these persistent systemc differences, notably the use of
conpul sory voting (in Belgium Luxenbourg and Italy), Sunday polling
day (Austria, Belgium Finland, France, GCermany, Geece, Italy,
Luxenbourg, Portugal, Spain and Sweden), and the mpjoritarian first -
past -t he-post el ectoral system (used in mainland Britain until the 1999
contests).

[Table 12.1 and Figure 12.2 about here]

But, within this context, can the news nedia or party canpaigns
be blamed for the downward trend in European participation? If news
headl i nes highlighted corruption at the Comm ssion, bureaucratic over
regulation in Brussels, and junkets for the European parlianent, it
woul d not be surprising if voters deserted the polling stations. Yet if
we conpare the sources of canpaign information for those who reported
voting in the 1994 European elections, contrary to the videonal aise
thesis, a positive relationship is evident: those who saw sonething
about the canpaign in newspapers and television, or who received an
election leaflet or saw party advertising, were nore likely to cast a
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bal I ot (see Table 12.2). Al the zero-order correlations (with the
exception of being contacted by a party worker) proved significant. 1In
many cases the gap between voters and non-voters proved nodest but in
the case of newspaper readers the gap reached 10 percentage points.

[ Tabl e 12.2 about here]

To see whether this relationship held up to nultivariate
anal ysis, regression nodels was run in 1989 and 1994 predicting voting
turnout using the standard structural, attitudinal and national -1eve
controls enployed throughout this book. This includes education, age
and income (the latter as a proxy for SES), which have nost comonly
been found to be associated w th turnout, along wth political
interest. The results in Table 12.3 confirmthe pattern we have al ready
observed in both elections. As many previous studies have found, age
and incone proved strong predictors of turnout, along with politica
interest. The younger generation is particularly prone to stay honme. In
contrast the gender gap in turnout has shrunk over the years to becone
i nsignificant while education (rmeasured on a restricted scale) proved
i nconsistent. National factors also proved inmportant, w th below-
average reported turnout in Britain, the Netherlands, Portugal and
Ireland, a pattern already shown in official aggregate figures in Table
12.1. As noted earlier, the legal and institutional context, such as
the use of conpulsory voting, provides by far the nost convincing
expl anation for these national contrasts. After these controls were
included, all the fornms of political comrunication proved significant
and positive, including use of newspapers, television/radio and party
canpaign activity. The strength of these factors did vary across these
nmodels, in part because of functionally equivalent but different
measures of nmedia attention, but all pointed in the same direction. The
replication of these nodels in both elections increases our confidence
in the results in the European context. W wll return to consider
whether there are simlar patterns in Arerican md-term elections, as
conpar abl e | ow-sal i ence contests, in later chapters.

[ Tabl e 12.3 about here]

Yet interpretations of these findings are open to the sane issues
of causality that we have already observed in the last chapter. Does
media attention to the canpaign (which is sequentially prior) lead to
turnout? O does a general propensity to turnout lead to nedia
attention (because | want to cast ny vote, | seek out information about
the parties and candidates)? O is there, as seens nost plausible, a
Vi rtuous circle where watching t he news activates exi sting
predi spositions and prior tendencies |lead people to turn on the news.
VWhat we find no evidence for is the claimthat those nost attentive to
news coverage during the canpaign were denobilized by the experience.

These issues cannot be resolved with cross-sectional data but to
explore sone of the reasons behind this pattern we can |ook at how
peopl e evaluated a series of statements concerning television coverage
of the canpaign. Table 12.4 shows that conmpared with those who did not
turnout, voters were significantly nore likely to report that TV
coverage showed them where their party stood on Europe, hel ped nmake up
their mnd how to vote, and highlighted party differences. This
supports the idea, which Paul Lazarsfeld argued fifty years ago, that
the attentive use the information on the news to help crystallize their
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voting choices. In contrast, non-voters were nore prone to feel that
coverage left them feeling confused or bored. If we can generalize
nmore broadly from these results, they suggest t hat canpai gn
conmuni cations may thereby reinforce the division between those who
tune in and tune out from public affairs. Sonme people will have nore
civic skills, social networks, and interest to find out about events in
Brussels or Luxenbourg, and to cast their vote accordingly. The
institutional context also does seem inportant for electoral turnout,
and devices like compulsory voting and Sunday polling days can raise
| evel s of participation. But the evidence here suggests that coverage
of public affairs in the traditional news media should not be blaned
for Dbroader inequalities in educational skills or socio-economc
resources common t hroughout post -industrial societies.

[ Tabl e 12.4 about here]

The Internet and Political Participation

But what is the inpact of new technology, and, in particular,

will the Internet play a distinctive role in expanding political
partici pati on? The literature remains divided about this issue.
Mobi i zation theories reviewed in chapter 6 assune that use of the net
will facilitate and encourage new forms of political activism?®. The

strongest clains of nobilization theories are that net activism
represents a distinctive type of political participation which differs,
in significant ways, from conventional activities like working for
political parties, organizing grassroots social novements, or | obbying
elected officials. By sharply reducing the barriers to «civic

engagenment, leveling sonme of the financial hurdles, and wi dening the
opportunities for political debate, the dissem nation of information,
and group interaction, it is thought that nore people wll becone

involved in public life. For enthusiasts, the net prom ses to provide
new fornms of horizontal and vertical communication, which facilitate
and enrich deliberation in the public sphere.

Yet in contrast reinforcenent theories suggest that use of the
net will strengthen, but not radically transform existing patterns of
civic involvenent. From this nore skeptical perspective, despite the
new technol ogy, and the interactive potential of the net, the effects
of the new nedia are very simlar to the role of television and
newspapers that we have al ready observed?.

Both the nobilisation and reinforcement theories may be plausible
and in the mdst of the conjecture it is difficult to find systematic
conparative evidence that can throw light on this debate. Gven the
remar kabl e expansion in use of the Wb in just a few years, as in the
early television age, it would be foolish to attenpt to provide
concl usive answers concerning the direction of future devel opnents.
Much depends upon political and economc conditions, for exanple how
far access beconmes nore level. |In this chapter we focus on patterns of
net activism in American canpaigns, as one of the countries with the
hi ghest levels of Internet access, and then consider whether these
trends are becom ng evident in Europe as well.

Analysis in the 1996 and 1998 Anmerican elections canpaigns
denonstrates that net activists are anong the nost notivated, informed
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and interested groups in the electorate. In this sense, the new
capacities for interactive comunication do hold promse for
strengthening the process of political conmunications. As argued in
chapter 7, the typical canpaign uses of the new nedia can be |ocated
between the traditional sort of face-to-face activism of pre-nodern
conmuni cations, characterized by town-hall meetings, party rallies and
personal candi date-voter contact, and the nore passive and distant
canpai gn conducted via national party |eaders across the airwaves.

Party web sites, especially intranet I|inkages that facilitate nore
interactive and horizontal wthin parties, as well as Internet
di scussion groups, and email, can be envisaged as a return to sone of

the older forms of canpaign communications (see Figure 7.2).
Nevert hel ess the avail abl e survey evidence al so shows that, as with the
traditional nedia, at present politics on the Internet reinforces the
activism of the activists, rather than magically transformng the
apathetic into engaged citizens?,

Chapter 6 exam ned how many people use the internet and found
that, according to the latest estimates, in spring 1999 about 20% of
Europeans had Internet access, with highest access in Denmark, Sweden
and Finland. In the United States about one half of the public is now
online, with explosive growmh since the md-1990s. The social profile
of European users confirmed the fam liar disparities by age, education,
soci o-economi ¢ status and gender found in Anerica. The nobst inportant
evidence that this pattern mght affect political activism concerns the
generational pattern, since younger people are least likel y to use the
traditional news nedia, their preponderance anong net users nmay have
i nportant consequences.

The extent of the news revolution caused by this gromh in the
United States beconmes apparent if we conpare regular wuse of
conventional and online media. Precise estimtes about use of Internet
news vary over time, as both news events and the way peopl e think about
Internet 'news' continues to change. Neverthel ess Pew surveys suggest
that the percentage of Americans regularly getting news from the
Internet (where ‘regularly’ is defined as at |east once a week) nore
than tripled over tw years, rising from 11 mllion users in June 1995
to 36 mllion in May 1998, or 20 percent of all Anericans. As shown in
Table 12.5, simlar levels of use are evident among those who regularly
go online to conmmunicate with others via discussion lists and chat
groups, while slightly fewer go online for entertainment news (14
percent) or financial information (10 percent). Wthin the space of
just a few years, the regular audience for online news in Anerica has
becone | arger than many traditional media such as for mainstream news
magazi nes like Tinme and Newsweek (15 percent), listeners to talk radio
(13 percent), let alone viewers of mnority outlets |like PBS Newshour
or C Span (4 percent).

[ Tabl e 12.5 about here]

The growh of the net in America provides a mgjor rival to
traditional news nedia outlets. The nost common activities that engage
about two-thirds of all Americans continue to be reading a daily
printed newspaper and watching the local evening TV news. The nmajority
al so regularly catches radio news sonetinme during the day and |istener -
ship has expanded during the |ast decade. In contrast network news has
suffered a dramatic henorrhage of viewers due to the fragnent ation of
cable and satellite stations, and the Bal kani zation of the television
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audi ence: today just over a third (38 percent) regularly tune into
Jennings, Brokaw and Rather. To sonme extent this nerely reflects the
di spersion of the network audience to cable and satellite, as people
may now find MSNBC or CNBC nore convenient for their schedul es than NBC
News at 6.30pm But this phenonenon, conbined with the growh of the
net, has clearly caused greater conpetition for the major Anerican
net wor ks.

Wy Do People Go Online?

In America, in terns of the size of its total audience, the
Internet can increasingly claim to be a mass nmedia. But is there a
conmon experience of the net, so that we can talk about the effects of
exposure to being online, nuch as we m ght discuss the influence of
network news, violent novies, or talk radio? If so, then it is
legitimate to generalize, as both sides of the debate often do, about
the experience and attitudes of ‘on-line users’. Yet the fragnmentation
and segnentation of the Wb, and the nyriad of uses which the Internet
can serve, neans that perhaps we need a nore cautious approach. Gven
t he choi ces about where to go and what to do in the digital world, the
guestion arises whether we have a shared experience of the Wb at all
and therefore whether it constitutes a mass nmedia in the conventional
sense.

The need to refine our concepts of net users may be particularly
i mportant for types of net political activism As argued earlier,
political participation can best be understood as a mnultidinmensional
phenonenon. Foll owi ng this approach, participation in virtual denocracy
on the net can be understood to involve many different types of
activity. Someone checking the web pages of the Europa hone page, or
reading the BBC Online News, for exanple, nmay be engaged in a different
sort of activity to soneone discussing the |"affaire Lewinsky in users
groups, or emailing colleagues about the time of a community neeting.
To explore the dinensions of net use the Pew surveys asked American
online users about how often, if at all, they engage in a w de variety
of activities, such as getting information about novies, travel or the
Dow Jones, chatting with people in on-line foruns, and engaging in
political discussion. People were questioned about ten types of
activity in the 1998 survey and the overall pattern was mapped using
factor anal ysis.

[ Tabl e 12.6 about here]

As shown in Table 12.6, the analysis revealed two distinct
di mensions or types of activity on the net. On the one hand general
users were nost interested in using the net for news about current
events, entertainment-related informati on about novies and hobbies, as
well as financial information, wusing email, buying goods online,
practi cal gui dance about heal t h, and comunicating via online
di scussion groups. Just as many people turn mainly to the sports
results or television listings or stock market results in traditional
newspapers, so people seek a wi de range of 'news', usually apolitical,
on the web. Wile sone of this activity may bring people in touch wth
public affairs, as people click fromone topic to another, this process
is nmore accidental than purposive. In contrast, political activists
nore often went online to engage in political discussions, to contact
officials or groups about an issue, or to get specific information
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about the 1998 canpaign. Therefore net political activists who sought
political information or conmmunication can be categorized as a distinct
group within the online user comunity, as in society.

[ Tabl e 12.7 about here]

Were the net political activists a small mnority? We can conpare
the nost comon general types of net activity, defined as those which
occurred 'at least one a week' among online wusers during the 1998
canpai gn. The pattern in Table 12.7 shows that the nost popul ar genera
uses included email (regularly used by alnost three-quarters of online
users) and work-related research (regularly used by alnost half).
Searching for information about politics and current events was the
next nost popul ar activity, used by 38 percent at |east once a week.
Yet nore active forns of civic engagenent were used by far fewer of
those online in the 1998 canpaign, including political discussion (used
by 4 percent) and contacting officials or groups about politics (4
percent). The conparison of the 1996 and 1998 canpai gns shows that the
greatest increase in use has been in emailing, and there has al so been
some increase in the use of the net to get entertainnent -related and
financial information. In contrast the proportions engaged in the nore
political types of activity hardly changed. Wder access to the web has
expanded the audience for general i nterest subjects, such as
informati on about the weather or novies, much nore than the audience
for political or international news.

[ Tabl e 12.8 about here]

The evidence shows a strikingly simlar profile in Europe. The
1997 Eurobaroneter asked people whether they would be interested in
using a series of online services. Goups were also classified into
actual users (who already accessed the internet), potential users (who
did not currently use the internet but who remained interested in doing
so), and non-users (who did not use and were not interested in using
the net). The results in Table 12.8 show that across all groups the
nost popul ar uses of the Internet were for education and email. A third
or fewer Europeans expressed interest in using the Internet to read
newspapers, get health information, or go online for banking and
financial services. In ternms of broadly politi cal activities, the nost
popul ar were consulting |l ocal town or council services for information
(27%, and readi ng newspapers online (22% . In contrast, relatively few
Eur opeans expressed any interest in the nore demanding forms of
political engagenment, such as participating in group discussions or
using the internet to contact politicians.

[ Tabl e 12.9 about here]

If we conpare EU nenber states, Table 12.9 shows significant

differences in the potential interest expressed in these different
forme of political activity. Some variations probably reflected
di fferent nat i onal experi ences, for exanple many Scandi navi ans

expressed interest in accessing online newspapers, in a region where we
have already observed relatively high readership of the traditiona
print sector. Yet potential interest did not necessarily reflect actua
experience of Internet use, for exanple about a third of those living
in Portugal, Spain and G eece expressed interest in consulting their



Chapter from Pippa Norris “A Virtuous Circle: Political Communications in Post-

Industrial Societies.”’(NY: Cambridge University Press, Fall 2000)

| ocal council through these channels, far nore than in Scandi navia,
despite extrenely low |l evel s of access in the Mediterranean region

[ Tabl e 12.10 about here]

VWat do we know about the mnority of all online users in
Amrerica (15% who went online specifically to get political information
during the 1996 and 1998 U S. elections? |If we look nore closely at
the type of activities anmong this select group we find that the nost
popul ar activities included getting information about a candidate's
voting record, participating in an online poll, sending enuil
supporting or opposing candidates, downloading election information,
and providing informati on such as email or mailing addresses (see Table
12.10). But in all cases this activity involved less than 5% of the
total online community, and therefore an even snmaller proportion of the
general electorate.

[ Tabl e 12.11 about here]

If the online community differs socially fromthe general public,
as we have seen, do they also differ politically? If reinforcenent
theories were correct, we would expect to find that net users tend to
be drawn from anong the nost politically know edgeable and engaged.
Table 12.11 conpares the political attitudes of all online users wth
net political activists in the 1998 Anerican nmid-term election. Net
activists are higher than average consunmers of all types of media news,
including television and radio. Net activists also displayed
particularly high levels of reported turnout, confirmng the
association that we have already observed with users of traditional
news nmedia. This pattern is clearly reflected also in levels of
political know edge: when asked which party had control of the House of
Representatives, net political activists were nore likely than the
average online user to get the answer right. There were no significant
di fferences between net activists and general online users in |evels of
political and social trust. In the 1996 and 1998 American elections
the group of net activists proved simlar to the online comunity as a
whole in ternms of their 1998 House vote. Nevertheless there was a
significant difference between the online community and the general
electorate in terns of approval of House Republicans, since online
users proved nore positive. Mreover the pro-Republican partisanship of
online users was not sinply the product of the gender, income and
educational biases anong the user conmunity, since approval of
Congressional Republicans remained a significant factor in predicting
online news use even after controlling for social background.

Are simlar patterns evident anong the online conmmnity in
Europe? The first two columms in Table 12.12 show the nean scores for
the online comnmunity in Europe using a range of ten indicators of
political attitudes, including scales for trust in government, trust in
EU institutions, trust in the news nedia, satisfaction with denocracy
in one’s own country and wthin the European Union, left -right
i deol ogy, political efficacy, support for the EU, voting participation
and political know edge®. The next colum in Table 12.2 displays t he
zero order correlation between online use and the attitudinal scales.
The last colum shows the standardized coefficients (betas) in
regression models nmonitoring the effects of online use on political
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attitudes controlling for prior education, gender, i ncome and age. The
aimin the analysis was not to develop a conprehensive causal nodel

explaining these political attitudes, which would require many
additional factors, but rather to examne whether the political

characteristics of online users proved distinctive on a w de range of
i ndicators even after controlling for sone of the social factors that

di stinguish this group.

[ Tabl e 12.2 about here]

The results indicate that across all the nean scores, those who
went online were nore likely to display positive attitudes towards the
political system including greater trust, efficacy, participation, and
know edge. The nean differences between net users and non-users were
often only nodest but in nmpbst cases (wWith the exception of satisfaction
with denocracy in the EU) they were in the positive direction for the
online community and the zero order correlations (wthout any controls)
confirmed a significant relationship. Lastly, after the social controls
were introduced, the pattern becanme nore mixed. Nevertheless net users
proved significantly nore positive towards the political system on six
out of ten indicators, they were nore significantly negative on two,
and there was no difference on the remainder. This suggests that, just
as in the United States, the onli ne conmunity in Europe is drawn from
the pool of those already nost predisposed to be relatively positive
towards the political system The pattern of the traditional news nedia
serving to active the active, which we have observed earlier, also
seens evident in the online conmunity.

Concl usi ons: Activating Activism

The videonalaise thesis is far from new, as there have always
been those who fear that the press, and then television, and now the
Internet, will have pernicious effects on the public. But the 1990s
have w tnessed another wave in which this view has again becone
fashionable, strongly reflecting the pervasive nood of skepticism about
the political process in the United States, but also catching the wave
of concern about cynicism with denocracy in Europe. The popul ar clains
are that the typical coverage of public affairs provided by newspapers
and television have reduced public trust in traditional sources of
authority in government, and served to disengage the electorate. The
new nedia are often regarded as the saviour of denocracy, galloping to
the rescue to attract groups who mght otherwise be uninvolved in
conventional forms of activism especially the younger generation who
have low levels of voting turnout and civic engagenent, and those who
feel alienated from mai nstream society.

The analysis presented in this chapter suggests that both the
worst fears of the videonalaise clains, and the inflated hopes of the
new mnedi a proponents, are msplaced and exaggerated. The evidence we
have reviewed indicates that the public who paid nost attention to
canpai gn coverage in newspapers and television, as well as the nessages
fromparties, were nore likely to participate in the political process.
And the message from our analysis of net users confirms a strikingly
simlar pattern. Admttedly access to the web is expanding by |eaps
and bounds, but, as in life, nost people are checking their stocks or

11
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paying their bills or reading their email from friends or downl oading
musi c, not engaged in public affairs, even by a generous definition.
The people nost Ilikely to prove notivated to seek out election
information on party web pages, or to communi cate and organize via the
net, are also those who probably would beconme nost engaged in
traditional forms of political activism in parties, groups and
| obbyi ng. The news media thereby serves primarily to activate activism
but there is little support for the optimstic belief that the nedia
can either generate civic engagenent, or the pessimstic view that it
can dampen it down.

Clearly any definitive prognosis is foolhardy at this stage as
use of the net in the next few years wll clearly evolve further,
broaden its user base, and nornmalize in subsequent elections.
Anal ogous to the early years of radio or television, access will w den.
Like the rapid evolution of ecomerce, parties and candidates will
devel op new ways to comunicate interactively via the Wb. It seens
likely that the passive web page, where people get vertical access to
‘“top-down’ information, nuch as they would from conventional political
leaflets, will gradually be superceded by nore active designs allow ng
hori zontal comunication anobng networks of citizens, and ‘bottom up’
feedback into the political process. Parties may find the nost valuable
use concerns ‘intranets’ connecting different levels and bodies within
their organization, as mnmuch as internet conmunication with the outside
public. Interactivity seens likely to appeal nmpbst to the small group of
nmobi li zed and interested activists, rather than reaching citizens wth
lower levels of political efficacy and interest. Online access and use
has certainly expanded sharply in the last few years, and wll expand
further, but the proportion of net political activists remains far
smal ler. The proportion of Anericans and Europeans currently involved
in any formof online election activity strongly suggests the need for
caution about the transformative capacity of the web for denocracy, at
least in the short term
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Table 12.1 Turnout i n European El ections, 1979-1999
Chg

1979 1984 1989 1994 1999 1994- 99 Not es
Austria 67.7 49.0 -18. 7[1995]
Bel gi um 91.6 92.2 90.7 90.7 90.0 -0.7
Denmar k 47.1 52.3 46.1 52.9 50. 4 -2.5
Fi nl and 60. 3 30.1 -30.2
France 60.7 56.7 48.7 52.7 47.0 -5.7
Ger many 65.7 56. 8 62. 4 60.0 45.2 -14.8
G eece 78.6 77.2 79.9 71.2 70.1 -1.17[1981]
Irel and 63.0 47.6 68. 3 44.0 50.5 6.5
Italy 85.5 83.9 81.5 74.8 70.8 -4.0
Luxenbour g 88.9 87.0 87.4 88.5 85.8 -2.7
Net her | ands 57.8 50.5 47.2 35.7 29.9 -5.8
Por t ugal 72.2 51.1 35.5 40. 4 4.9[1987]
Spai n 68.9 54.8 50.1 64.3 5.2[1987]
Sweden 41.6 38.3 -3. 3[1995]
UK 31.6 32.6 36.2 36.4 23.0 -13.4
EUL5 63.0 61.0 58.5 56. 8 49.2 -7.6
Source: http://europa.eu.int
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Table 12.2 Political Communications and Voting Participation

% Who sai d canpaign cane to their Not Vot ed Zer o order Sig.
attention via... Vot ed correl ation
[R]

Di scuss with friends/famly 18 30 .13 *x
Newspaper s 35 45 .10 **
Tel evi sion/radi o 59 67 .07 **
Party adverti sing 35 40 .05 **
El ection | eafl et 38 41 .03 **
Party worker called at home 6 7 .01

Source: European El ection Study 1994, Eurobaroneter 41.1 N 13, 095.
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Table 12.3 Predictors of Voting Participation

Voted in the Sig Voted in the Sig
Eur opean Eur opean
El ections El ections
1989 1994
STRUCTURAL
Educat i on -.04 % .01
Gender -.01 .01
Age .21 ** .24 x*
I nconme .04 ** .05 *
ATTI TUDI NAL
Political interest .10 ** 17 xx
Left - Ri ght |deol ogy -.02 .01 x>
ATTENTI ON TO
TV News .13 ** .04 **
Newspaper s .11 ** .04 **
Party Communi cati ons .07 *x .10 **
NATI ON
Bel gi um .13 ** .06 *
Denmar k -.04 ** -.11 x*
Cer many .02 -.08 **
Ireland . 06 -.15 *x
Italy .11 ** .03 **
Luxenbour g .08 *x* .05 **
Net her | ands -.02 -.16  **
Por t ugal -.05 * -. 13 *x
Spai n .01 -.01
UK -.10 ** -.21 *x*
Const ant .29 .17
R2 .16 .18

Note: The figures represent O.S standardi zed regression coefficients
(bet as).

Sources: European Post-Election Survey, June-July 1989, Eurobaroneter
31A; European Election Study 1994 Eurobaroneter 41.1. N. 13095
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Tabl e 12.4: Eval uations of TV Canpai gn News by Turnout

% Mentioned agreement with statenent... Not Vot ed R Si
vot ed

It showed ne where ny party stands on 6 18 .16 **
Eur opean questi ons
It hel ped me make up ny mnd how to vote 3 12 .14 **
It hel ped nme think about the future of Europe 10 15 .07 **
It brought out the differences between 6 10 .07 **
parties on European matters
It told me how the European Commission is run 5 8 .07 **
It told nme about the relationship between (ny 5 9 .07 **
countries) parties and those in other
countries
It didn't tell ne about the advantages... of 16 16 .01
being in the EU
It didn’t show ne why | should care about the 13 12 -.01 **
Eur opean parl i anment
It left me feeling rather confused 19 15 -.04 **
It all seened rather boring 21 15 -.06 **

Note: Q ”"Thinking wespecially how the campaign was covered on
tel evi sion, which of these statements would you say you agree wi th?”

(R} Zero Order Correl ation between TV use and st atenent.

Source: European Post-Election Survey, June-July 1989, Eurobaroneter
31A
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Table 12.5: Regul ar Use of the News Media, US 1998.

% of all Anericans who regularly... (%
Read Daily Newspaper 68
Wat ch Local Evening TV News 64
Listen to Radi o News 52
Wat ch Network TV News ( CBS, ABC or NBQ) 38
Wat ch TV News Magazines (eg 60 M nutes, Dateline) 37
Wat ch Weat her Channel 33
CGo online at |east once a week(*) —p?25
Morning TV News (eg Today Show, CBS Thi s Mbrning) 23
Wat ch Cabl e News Networ k (CNN) 23
CGCo online to get news at | east once a week ——p20
Go online to use discussion |ists/chat groups (*) —p20
News Magazi nes (eg Tinme, U S News, Newsweek) 15
Listen to National Public Radio (NPR) 15
Wat ch TV Tabl oids (eg Hard Copy, Inside Edition) 14
Go online to get informati on about entertai nnent (*) —pl4
Wat ch Daytime TV Tal k Shows (e.g. Jerry Springer) 13
Listen to Tal k Radio 13
Wat ch CNBC 12
Daytime TV Tal k Shows 10
CGo online to get financial information (*) — 310
Wat ch NMBNBC 8
Wwatch Court TV 6
Wat ch MIV 6
Li sten to Rush Linbaugh’s radi o show 5
Read Busi ness nmagazi nes (e.g. Forbes, Fortune) 5
Wat ch PBS Newshour w th Jim Lehrer 4
Listen to Howard Stern’s radi o show 4
Wat ch C- SPAN 4
Read Print Tabloids (e.g. National Enquirer, The 3

Sun)

Note: Q@ ”"Now I'd like to know how often you watch (or listen to or
read) .Regul arly, Sonmetinmes, Hardly ever, Never” . For online sources (*)
the question was “Please tell ne how often, if ever, you engage in each
of the following online activities..” Regular use is defined as at |east
once a week.
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Source: The Pew Research Center for the People & the Press Mdia
Consunption survey using a nationwi de sanple of 3,002 adults f/w 24
April-11 May 1998.
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Table 12.6: Factor Analysis of Online Activities, U S. 1998

% of online users who... Cener al Politica
Users Activists

G online for news/information on current .77

events, public issues or politics

Go online for news .76

CGet entertai nment -rel at ed i nformati on e.g. 59

novi es, hobbi es

Get financial information such as stock quotes 57

Send or receive emnail .52

Pur chased goods or services online . 49

Get health or nedical information . 46

Conmuni cate with others through on-line foruns, .39

di scussion lists

Engage in online discussions about politics .85

Contact or email groups or officials about .82

political issues

G online for information about the 1998 .55

el ections

% Var i ance 26 17

Note: The nodel uses Principal Conponent Factor Analysis wth varimax
rotation with Kaiser normnalization suppressing coefficients below .35
See Appendi x A for questions.

Source: The Pew Center for the People and the Press: Technol ogy and On -
line Use Survey 1998 Over -sanple of on-line users N 1993. F/ w Novenber
1998.
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Table 12.7: Frequency of Activities among All Online Users, U S. 1996 -
98

% of all online users who... % At least Once % At |east Once
Every Week 1996 Every Week 1998

Send emi | 64 72
Do research for work 48 47
Get news on current events, public issues 39 38
and politics

Get entertainnent-related information e.g. 30 35
novi es, hobbi es

CGet financial information 23 28
Comuni cate via online foruns, discussion 23 22
lists, chat groups

Do research for school 22 14
Go online for information about the 1996 12 10
el ecti ons.

CGet travel infornation 10 12
Engage in online political discussions 4

Cont act groups and officials about
political issues

Source: The Pew Center for the People and the Press: Technol ogy and On -
line Use Survey 1996. Over -sanple of on-line users N 1003. F/ w Cctober
1996. Technology and On-line Use Survey 1998 survey N 1993 Fw
Novenber 1998.
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Tabl e 12.8: European Interest in Uses of the Internet, EU-15 1997

% of each group interested | Use Internet Does not use Does not use
in using internet to... I nt ernet but i nternet and

i nterested not

i nterested

Fol I ow a training program 59 56 46
from hone
Emai | 41 34 16
Read news and nagazi nes 36 27 17
Get a doctor’s advice on a 35 38 38
heal th probl em
Banki ng and fi nance 35 36 25
Consult |ocal town or 28 31 28
counci | services
Travel information 28 28 25
Consult enpl oynent offices 22 28 25
Museum t our 21 20 15
CGetting consuner 20 21 14
i nformati on on products
Take part in group 16 15 9
di scussi on
Contact a politician and 10 10 8
taking part in politica
debat es
Note: Q “I am going to name several exanples of services you could have

access to by using one of these comunication networks, for exanple,
the Internet. For each of these services could you please tell nme if it
interests you or not?”

Sour ce: Eurobaroneter 47.0 Jan-Feb 1997. N. 16, 362.
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Table 12.9. Interest in Political Uses of the Internet, EU-15 1997
% of pop. Consul t | ocal Read newspapers Cont act
interested in town or council and magazi nes Politicians
usi ng I nternet servi ces
to...
Austria 36 22 14
Bel gi um 20 18
Britain 18 17
Denmar k 25 35 12
East Ger many 34 12
Fi nl and 27 32
France 21 21
G eece 38 19 11
Ireland 14 10 5
ltaly 29 19 7
Luxenbour g 34 32 14
Net her | ands 20 24 5
Northern Irel and 15 15
Por t ugal 37 25 20
Spai n 33 25
Sweden 19 33
West Cer many 33 14 10
Al l 27 22 9
Note: See Table 12.9 for details of the question

Sour ce:

Eur obar onet er
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Table 12.10: Online Election Activities, US. 1996-98 (*)

1996 1998
CGet informati on about a candidate's voting record 30
Participate in an online poll 34 26
Get or send email supporting or opposing a candidate for 22
of fice
Downl oad el ection information 56 20
Provide informati on such as your emmil/mailing address 31 18
Participate in online discussions 31 13
Get informati on about where and when to vote 12

Note: (*) As a proportion of those who went online to get news or
information about the 1998 elections (15% of the online user
conmuni ty). @B0. "When you went online to get information about the
el ections, do/did you do any of the followng..

Source: The Pew Center for the People and the Press: Technol ogy and On -
line Use Survey 1996. Over -sanple of on-line users N 1003. F/ w Cctober
1996. Technology and On-line Use Survey 1998 survey N 1993 Fw
Novenber 1998.
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Tabl e 12.11: The Political Profile of American Online Users, US 1998.

% of each group who... Al Online Net Association Sig

Users 1998 Politi cal

Activists

Read t he paper yesterday 70 76 .15 *x
Wat ched the TV news 63 68 11 *
yest er day
Li stened to radi o news 47 51 .09 *
yest er day
Voted in 1998 56 78 .46 *
Vot e Republican 1998 42 44
Vot e Denocrat 1998 41 40 .04
Know GOP hol d House 62 80 .41 * %
Social trust: H gh 42 45 .04
Political Trust: high 28 26 .02
Note: "Net Political Activists' are defined as those who engage in

online discussions about politics, contact or email groups or officials
about political issues or go online for information about the 1998
el ections. The coefficient of the association was neasured by ganma.
**= 01 *=.05

Source: The Pew Research Center Online Technol ogy Survey Novenber 1998.
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Tabl e 12.12: The Political Characteristics of Online Users, EU-15 1999

Attitudinal scales Onli ne Non- Zero Sig | Standardi ze Si
Users Users or der d beta g
correl coefficient
(Mean)  (Mean) | 44 ons s
[r] (B)
[ ii i
(i) (i) (i)
Political Efficacy 5. 07 4.29 . 138 ** .086 **
Know edge of EU 6. 03 5.14 . 136 ** .033 *
institutions
Trust in government 2.76 2.33 .085 ** .049 **
institutions
Satisfaction with denocracy 2.83 2.67 .079 ** .051 *x*
in own country
Trust in EU institutions 3.74 3.20 .066 ** -.025 ~*
Trust in news nedia 2.08 1.89 .064 ** .026 *
Support for EU 4.19 4. 07 .049 * -.011
Left-right ideol ogy 5.40 5.20 .038 * .061 **
EU Voting Participation 3.09 2.96 .036 * . 002
Satisfaction with denocracy 2.43 2.48 | -.029 ** -.075 *x*
in EU

Notes: (i) Mean score on the scales, conparing online users and non -
users. (ii) Zero-order coefficients between online use and dependent
vari abl es wi t hout any controls (i) St andar di zed regressi on
coefficients (betas) with prior controls for education, age, gender,
and househol d income. Sig. P.**> 01 *>. 05.

Sour ces: EuroBaroneter 51.0 spring 1999.
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New Yor k: Oxford University Press. P.185.

27 Fuller details of this argument and analysis are presented in Pippa
Norris. 1999. ‘Wwo Surfs? New Technology, dd Voters & Virtual
Denocracy.’ |In denocracy. conf? Governance in a Networked Wrld edited by
Elaine Culla Kamarck and Joseph S. Nye, Jr. New Hanpshire: Hollis
Publ i shers.

2 The scales were constructed fromthe follow ng standard Eurobaronet er
items. Factor analysis (not reproduced here) was used to determ ne the
intercorrelations of itens in the institutional trust scales:

Satisfaction with denocracy scales: "On the whole, are you very
satisfied (4), fairly satisfied (3), not very satisfied (2), or not at
all satisfied (1) with...

The way denocracy works in our country?
The way denocracy works in the European Uni on?”

Support for EU scale: (Menbership)“Generally speaking, do you think
that our country’s nenbership of the European Union is..A good thing
(3), a bad thing (1), Neither good not bad (2)” (Benefit) *“Taking
everything into consi deration, would you say that our country has on
bal ance benefited (2) or not (1) from being a nenber of the European
Uni on?” (5 point Menber + Benefit scale)

EU Voting Participation: "Did you vote in the last elections to the
Eur opean parlianment in June 1994?” + “Do you intend to vote in the next
Eur opean el ections this June?”

Left-right Scale: “In political matters people talk of the ‘left’ and
‘the right’. How would you place your views on this scale?” Left (1)
Ri ght (10).
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Chapter from Pippa Norris “A Virtuous Circle: Political Communications in Post-

Industrial Societies.”’(NY: Cambridge University Press, Fall 2000)

Knowl edge of the EU: “Have you ever heard of.The European parlianent;
the European Commi ssion; the Council of Mnisters of the European
Union; the Court of Justice of the European Conmi ssion; the European
Orbudsman; the European Central Bank; the European Court of Auditors;
the Committee of the Regions of the European Union; the Social and
Economi ¢ Committee of the European Union.” (9-point scale)

Trust in EU Institutions: “And for each of (the institutions |isted
above), please tell me if you tend to trust it or not to trust it?” (9-
poi nt scal e)

Trust in Government: “l would like to ask you a question about how nuch
trust you have in certain institutions. For each of the follow ng,
pl ease tell me if you tend to trust it or not to trust it?.. The
nati onal government; the national parliament; the EU, political
parties; the United Nations; the civil service.”

Trust in Media: Same question as above. The press; radio, television.
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