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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the capacity of the Internet for strengthening political activism.
The first part summarizes debates about these issues in the previous literature.
This study starts from the premise that political activism is a multidimensional
phenomenon and that we need to understand how different channels of
participation relate to the social and political characteristics of the online
population. We predict that certain dimensions of activism will probably be
strengthened by the rise of the knowledge society, particularly cause-oriented
forms of political participation, reflecting the prior social and political
characteristics of the online population. By contrast, we expect the Internet to
have far less impact upon conventional channels of political participation,
exemplified by election campaigns. The second part summarizes the sources of
data and the key measures of political activism used in this study, drawing upon
the British Social Attitudes Survey from 2003. The third part examines the evidence
for the relationship between use of the Internet and patterns of civic engagement
in the British context. The conclusion summarizes the results and considers their
broader implications.
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INTRODUCTION

Theriseof knowledgesocietiesrep-
resents one of the most profound trans-
formationsthat have occurred in recent
decades. Thisphenomenon, characterized
by the widespread diffusion of informa-

tion and communication technologies
(ICTs) across society, promisesto have
mg or consequences by expanding access
to education and training, broadening
channels of expression and social net-
works, aswell asrevolutionizing the na-
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ture of work and the economy. The pri-
mary impact of thisdevel opment hasbeen
evident in affluent nations such as the
United States, Sweden, and Britain, but
theInternet hasa so beenwidely regarded
as an important instrument for social
changein poorer countrieswithrelatively
highlevesof ICTs, suchasMaaysiaand
Brazil (U.N., 2002; Franda, 2002). The
coreissuefor thisstudy concernsthe so-
cid and political consequencesof therise
of knowledge societies, in particular the
capacity of theInternet for strengthening
civicengagement.

To consider these issues, the first
part summarizesdebates about theimpact
of thelnternet on civic engagement. This
study assumesthat political activismisa
multidimengond phenomenon. Theimpect
of the Internet on each of these dimen-
sions, inturn, isassumed to be heavily
dependent upon the social and political
characterigticsof Internet users. Giventhis
framework, the study predicts that the
primary impact of using the Internet will
beuponfacilitating cause-oriented forms
of palitical activism, thereby strengthen-
ing social movements, voluntary associa
tions, and interest groups, morethan upon
conventiona channesof politica partici-
pation, exemplified by €ectioncampagns.
Totest these propositionsin the British
context, the second part summarizesthe
sourcesof dataand the key measures of
politica activismusedinthisstudy, draw-
ing upon theBritish Socid Attitudes Sur-
vey of 2003. Thethird part examinesthe
evidencefor therelationship between use
of thelnternet and indicatorsof civicen-
gagement. Theconclusioninthefind part

summarizestheempirical resultsand con-
Sderstheir broader implications.

THEORIESOF THE IMPACT OF
KNOWLEDGE SOCIETIESON
DEMOCRACY
Multipletheoriesexist about how the
growth of knowledge societies could po-
tentidly influencepoalitica participationand
civicengagement in contemporary democ-
racies. Three main perspectives can be
identifiedinthepreviousliterature.

The Internet asa Virtual Agora

The most positive view isheld by
cyber-optimists, who emphasize the
Panglossian possihilitiesof thelnternet for
theinvolvement of ordinary citizensindi-
rect, deliberative, or “ strong” democracy.
Digital technol ogiesarethought to hold
promiseasamechanismfacilitating ater-
native channelsof civic engagement, ex-
emplified by political chat-rooms, remote
electronic voting in eections, referenda,
and pl ebiscites, and the mobilization of
virtua communities, thereby revitdizing
levelsof mass participationin public af-
fairs(Barber, 1998; Budge, 1996, Rash,
1997; Rheingold, 1993; Schwartz, 1996).
Thisview waspopular astheInternetini-
tidly rapidly expandedintheUnited States
during the mid-1990s, and this perspec-
tive continuesto be expressed by enthu-
Saststoday (Gilder 2000). For example,
Hauben and Hauben (1997) arguethat by
bringing peopletogether, thelnternet can
help rebuild asenseof community and trust
(seedso Wellman & Guilia, 1999). Em-
pirical backingfor thisview hascomefrom
analysisof the Pew Internet and Ameri-
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can Life Project, which suggests that
Internet usershavewider socia networks
than non-users (Ranney, 2000; Robinson
eta., 2000; Pew 2001; Udaner 2004), a
result replicated in Britain (Gardner &
Oswald, 2001).

The Knowledge Elite
and Social Inequalities

Yet these claimsremain highly con-
troversial. Cyber-pessimistsregard the
knowledge society as a Pandora’'s box
reinforcing existing inequalitiesof power
and wealth, generating deeper divisions
between theinformationrich and poor. In
this perspective, thegloba and socid di-
videsinInternet accessmeanthat, far from
encouraging massparticipation, thegrowth
of ICTswill disproportionately benefit the
most affluent sectors in the devel oped
world (Golding, 1996; Hayward, 1995;
Murdock & Golding, 1989; Weber,
Loumakis, & Bergman, 2003). Observ-
erssuggeststhat traditiond interest groups,
major parties, and governmentshavethe
capacity to reassert their control inthevir-
tual political sphere, just as traditional
multinationa corporationshavetheability
to reestablish their predominanceinthe
world of e-commerce (Hill & Hughes,
1998; McChesney 1999; Selnow, 1998;
Toulouse & Luke, 1998). If political re-
sourceson the Internet reflect the voice
andinfluence of the more affluent sectors
and dominant groups, thiscould reinforce
existing political disparitiesand classhi-
asescommonly foundinpolitica activism
within democratic societies.

Palitics as Usual

Andternative skeptica perspective
suggeststhat so far the potential of the
knowledge society hasfailed to havea
dramaticimpact onthepractical redlity of
“politicsasusud,” for goodor ill, evenin
countriessuch asthe United Statesat the
forefront of digita technologies(Margolis
& Resnick, 2000). Thisview stressesthe
embedded status quo and the difficulties
of achievingradicd changetopaliticd sys-
temsthrough technol ogical mechanisms.
During the 2000 American election cam-
paign, for example, commentatorssuggest
that George W. Bush and Al Gore used
their Web pages essentially as glossy
shop-windows, asfundraising tools, and
ascampaign ads, rather than asinterac-
tive* bottomup” formatsfacilitating pub-
lic comment and discussion (Foot &
Schneider, 2002; MediaMetrix, 2000).
Elsewhere, content analysisof political
party Web sitesin countriesasdiverseas
theUK, France, Mexico, and theRepublic
of Korea have found that their primary
purpose has been the provision of stan-
dardinformeation about party organizations
and policiesthat wasalso widely avail-
ableoff-line, providing moreof thesame
rather than anything new, till lessinterac-
tivefadilities

Party presence on the Internet seems
to represent largely an additional
element to a party’srepertoire of action
along with more traditional
communication forms rather than a
transformation of the fundamental
relationship between political parties
and the public, as some earlier
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advocates of cyber democracy hoped.
(Gibson, Nixon, & Ward, 2003)

Studies of the contents of govern-
ment department Web sites have aso
found that these are often primarily used
for the dissemination of information and
theprovisonof routineadminigtrative ser-
vices. Thelnternet thereby servesasan
adto good governance and trangparency,
but it does not necessarily function so ef-
fectively asamedium expanding oppor-
tunitiesfor citizen consultation, policy dis-
cussion, or other public inputsinto the
policymaking process (Allen, Juillet,
Paquet, & Roy, 2001; Chadwick & May,
2003; Fountain, 2001; Haque, 2002;
Stowers, 1999; Thomas& Streib, 2003).

The Multidimensional Nature
of Political Activism

Incontrast to these perspectives, this
study followsthe convention established
by Verbaand hiscolleagues (Verba, Nie,
& Kim, 1978; Verba, Schlozman, &
Brady 1995) inassuming that politica ac-
tivismismultidimensiond withmany dis-
tinct formsof involvement, each associ-
ated with differing costsand benefits. The
impact of the Internet can be expectedto
differ in each of these, mainly duetothe
prior socid and palitica characteristicsof
the online population. Four main catego-
ries can be distinguished, each with dif-
ferent costs and benefits. voting, cam-
paign-oriented activism, cause-oriented
activism, and civic-oriented activism.

Votinginregular electionsisone of
the most ubiquitousformsof citizen-ori-
ented participation, requiring someinitia-

tiveand awarenessfor aninformed choice
but makingfairly minima demandsof time,
knowledge, and effort. Throughtheballot
box, voting exerts diffuse pressure over
partiesand el ected officials, and the out-
comesof dectionsaffect dl citizens. Par-
ticipating at theballot box iscentrd tociti-
zenship in representative democracy but
duetoitsrelatively low coststheact is
atypical of other, moredemandingforms
of participation. Thelnternet can be ex-
pected to encourage voting participation
mainly by lowering someof theinforma:
tion hurdlesto making aninformed choice,
dthoughtheprovisonof remotedectronic
voting through avariety of new technolo-
giescan be expected to haveamoreradi-
cal impact upon turnout (Tolbert &
McNeal, 2003; Norris, 2004).
Campaign-oriented formsof par-
ticipation concern actsfocused primarily
upon how peoplecaninfluence parliament
and government in representative democ-
racy, primarily through political partiesin
British politics. Verba, Nie, and Kim fo-
cuson thisaspect when they defined po-
litical participation as“thoselegd activi-
tiesby private citizensthat are more or
lessdirectly aimed at influencing the se-
lection of governmental personnel and/or
theactionsthey take” (Verbaetdl., 1978,
p. 46). Work for parties or candidates,
including party membership and volunteer
work, election leafl eting, financia dona-
tionsto parties or candidates, attending
local party mestings, and get-out-the-vote
drives, dl typify thiscategory. Partiesserve
multiplefunctionsin representativedemoc-
racies. notably smplifyingand structuring
electoral choices; organizingand mobiliz-
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ing campaigns, aggregating disparatein-
terests, channeling political debate; select-
ing candidates; structuring parliamentary
divisons, acting aspolicy think tanks; and
organizing government. Not only arepar-
tiesone of themain conduits of political
participation, they also serveto boost and
strengthen electora turnout. If mass party
membershipisunder threat, asmany indi-
cators suggest, this could have serious
implicationsfor representative democracy
(Mair & van Biezen 2001; Scarrow,
2001). Campaigning and party work typi-
caly generatescollectiverather thanindi-
vidud benefitsbut requiresgreater initia-
tive, time, and effort (and sometimes ex-
penditure) than merely casting aballot.
Thelnternet can be expected to provide
new opportunitiesfor activismin parties
and election campaigns, for example,
through downloadinginformetion, joining
partiesor donating funds, or participating
in discussion groups hosted on party or
candidate Web sites (Gibson, Nixon, &
Ward, 2003; Hague & Loader, 1999;
Norris, 2001). Atthesametime, theonline
populationisusualy younger than aver-
age, whileparty membersand activigsare
typically drawn from middle-aged and
ol der sectorsof society. Thesocia char-
acteristicsof online usersmean that they
are unlikely to be drawn toward party
Web sites and thus traditional forms of
campaignactiviam.

Cause-oriented activities are fo-
cused primarily uponinfluencing specific
issuesand policies. Theseactsareexem-
plified by whether respondents have ac-
tual experiencein taking partin demon-
strationsand protests, Signing apetition,

orrasnganissueinthenewsmedia The
digtinctionisnot water-tight; for example,
political partiescan organizemassdem-
onstrations, and social movementsoften
adopt mixed action strategiesthat com-
binetraditional repertoires, such aslob-
bying representatives, with avariety of -
ternative modes such as online network-
ing, street protests, and consumer boy-
cotts. Nevertheless, compared with cam-
paign-oriented actions, thedistinctiveas-
pect of cause-oriented repertoiresisthat
thesearemost commonly used to pursue
specificissuesand policy concernsamong
diversetargets, both withinand asowell
beyond the electoral arena. These acts
seek to influence representative democ-
racieswithin the nation-state through the
conventional channels of contacting
elected officias, ministers, civil servants,
and government departments, but their
target isoften broader and morediffuse,
possibly inthenon-profit or private sec-
tors, whether directed at shaping public
opinionand*life-styles,” publicizing cer-
tainissuesthrough the newsmedia, mobi-
lizing anetworked coalition with other
groupsor non-profit agencies, influencing
thepracticesof international bodiessuch
asthe World Trade Organization or the
United Nations, or impacting public policy
in other countries. The proliferation of
cause-oriented Web sites, combined with
thetypical ageand educational profileof
the online popul ation, makesthisapar-
ticularly rich areaof activismthat canbe
expected to be reinforced through the
Internet.

Lastly civic-oriented activities, by
contrast, involve membership and work-
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ing together in voluntary associations, as
well as collaborating with community
groupsto solvealocd problem. Thecore
clamof “Toquevillian” theoriesof socid
capital isthat typical face-to-facedelib-
erative activitiesand horizontal collabo-
ration within voluntary organizationsfar
removed fromthe political sphere— ex-
emplified by tradeunions, socid clubs and
philanthropic groups— promoteinterper-
sondl trust, socia tolerance and coopera-
tivebehavior. Inturn, thesenormsarere-
garded as cementing the bonds of socia
life, creating thefoundation for building
locad communities, civil society, and demo-
cratic governance. Ina“win-win” situa-
tion, participationin associational lifeis
thought to generateindividual rewards,
such ascareer opportunitiesand persond
support networks, aswell asfacilitating
community goods, by fostering the capac-
ity of people to work together on local
problems. Civic organizations such as
unions, churches, and community groups,
Putnam suggests, play avita roleinthe
production of social capital wherethey
succeedin bridging divisivesocia cleav-
ages, integrating people from diverse
backgroundsand vaues, promoting “ hab-
itsof the heart” such astolerance, coop-
eration, and reci procity, thereby contrib-
uting toward adense, rich, and vibrant
socid infrastructure (Putnam, 1993, 1996,
2000, 2002; Pharr & Putnam, 2000). This
dimengoninvolvesdirect actionwithinlo-
ca communities, such asraisng fundsfor
alocal hospita or school, wherethe pre-
cisedividinglinebetweenthe“ socid” and
“politica” bresksdown. Tradeunionsand
churches, in particular, havelong beenre-

garded as central pillarsof civic society,
which havetraditionaly served thefunc-
tion of drawing European citizensinto pub-
liclife. For avariety of reasons, including
theway that voluntary associations can
strengthen socid networks, foster leader-
ship skills, heighten political awareness,
create party linkages, and facilitate cam-
paignwork, peopleaffiliated with church-
based or union organi zations can be ex-
pected to participate morefully in public
life. (Cassel, 1999; Radcliff & Davis,
2000) Accessto the knowledge society
can be expected to expand social net-
worksand information, facilitating mem-
bership in civic associations and social
groups, dthoughtheevidencewhether the
Internet strengthens or weakens social
capital remains under debate (Bimber,
1998; Horrigan, Rainie, & Fox 2001).
Thereforethe argument devel oped
inthisstudy rejectstheview that every-
thingwill changeastheInternet facilitates
radical forms of direct democracy that
cometo replacethetraditional channels
of representativegovernance (asoptimists
originally hoped). Nor do we accept that
thedigital dividewill inevitably reinforce
exigting socio-economic and demographic
disparitiesin political activism (aspessi-
migtspredicted). Thedternativeview that
nothing will change asthedigital world
merdly replicates” politicsasusud” (asthe
skepticssuggest) also seemsimplausible.
I nstead the argument devel oped here sug-
geststhat we need to understand the mul -
tidimensional natureof political activism
and how thisinteractswith the character-
istics of Internet users. We predict that
certaindimensionsof activismwill prob-

Copyright © 2006, |dea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of |dea Group

Inc. is prohibited.



International Journal of Electronic Government Research, 2(2), 1-21, April-July 2006 7

ably be strengthened by the rise of the
knowledge society, particularly cause-ori-
ented formsof political participation, re-
flecting the prior socia and politica char-
acteristicsof theonline population.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK,
EVIDENCE, AND SURVEY DATA
Interpretations of theresultsof the
existingempirica studiesabout theroleof
|CTson civicengagement remaindivided
in part because the outcome may be con-
ditiona upon the characteristicsof early
I nternet adopters, thelocation of individu-
aswithinsociety, and theparticular types
of society under comparison. It remains
unclear how far the patternsuncoveredin
much of the existing U.S. research on
theseissues are conditioned by the par-
ticular characteristicsof American palitics
and society, or how far thefindingshold
more generally elsewhere. Oneway to
explorethisissueisto consider the evi-
dence for the uses and functions of the
Internet in Britain. Both Britain and
Americaareaffluent post-industrial ser-
vice economies, sharing strong cultural
links. Yet Sgnificant contrastsareaso evi-
dent, including in genera levelsof elec-
tora turnout, party activism, and associa-
tiona membership (Norris2003).
Toexploretheimpact of Internet use
upon politicd activismintheBritish con-
text, thispaper draws upon the results of
amulti-waveresearch project basedona
specid battery of items, contained inthe
British Socid Attitudes(BSA) 2003. The
BSA isarepresentative national survey
that hasbeen conducted every year since
1983. Each survey is conducted using

morethan 3,000 interviewswith arepre-
sentativerandom sampleof peoplein Brit-
ain. The 2003 survey monitored use of
theInternet, socia capital, and civic en-
gagement. The coreitemsarebeing re-
peated in two subsequent waves of the
BSA surveys, dlowing theevolution of the
Internet to be monitored over time.

The 2003 survey gauged contempo-
rary Internet accessat homeand at work,
aswell asmeasuring avariety of waysof
using new communicationandinformation
technologies. To illustrate the baseline
population, Figure 1 showshow far people
usethelnternetintheBritishsample. Over-
al, amost half (47%) of respondents
never used theInternet, so that 53% went
onlinein Britain, either at home, at work,
or somewhere else. This proportion is
about 8-10%lessthanthecomparablefig-
urein Americaduring theequivaent pe-
riod, asmonitored by the Pew Internet &
American LifeProjectt. Amongtheonline
populationin Britain, just over onequar-
ter (28%) had accessonly at home, while
about onequarter had accessboth at home
and at work, and a few (4%) only ac-
cessed the Internet at work. These esti-
mates confirm, asexpected, that I nternet
accesscurrently remainslower inBritain
thaninthe United States. Neverthel essthe
Pew surveyssuggest that for thelast few
years American Internet access appears
to have stabilized at around two-thirds of
theU.S. population, whileby contrast Fig-
ure2indicatesthat in Britain personal use
of theInternet hasnot yet hitaceilingand
indeed continuesto expand dightly inre-
cent years, albeit at a slower rate than
earlier. The 2005 BSA suggeststhat use
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Figure 1. Accessto the Internet in Britain, 2003
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hasnow spread dightly further, to 56% of
respondents.

AsInternet use has diffused more
widely inBritain, thesocial composition
of the online popul ation hasbecomeless
distinctiveinitshigher educational back-
ground and its younger age profile, al-
though analysisof thesocia characteris-
ticsof theonline population by Bromley
(2004) confirmsthat important digital di-
videsin Internet accessremainin Britain,
ascommonly found elsewhere (Norris,
2001; Wilhelm, 1999). Thismeansthat
any multivariateanaysisof theimpact of
I nternet use needsto control for theprior
socid and demographic characteristicsof
users, including their age, sex, race, edu-
cation, and sociad class.

Nevertheless, with only cross-sec-
tiond survey datait remainsdifficult toiso-

late and disentangletheimpact of access
tothelnternet from the socia background
of users. The BSA-2003 doesprovidea
proxy indicator, however, by monitoring
when peoplereported that they first went
online. Thismakesit possibleto compare
thegroupswho areand arenot online, as
well asto compare the group who only
recently started to usetheInternet against
the early adopters, who commenced us-
ingthelnternet fiveor moreyearsago(i.e,
prior to 1998). Any effect from the cumu-
lative experience of using the Internet
should be apparent if wefind somesig-
nificantly different political attitudesand
behavior among thesegroups, for example,
If more experienced usersacquirecivic
skillsand social networksonlinethat en-
couragethem to become moreactivein
community affairs Fgure3illusraessome
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Figure 2. Growing home use of the Internet in Britain, 1999-2003
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of these common contrasts, for example,
how the most experienced usersweresig-
nificantly morelikely to usetheInternet
for emalil, banking, and news. At thesame
time cautionisneeded whendrawingin-
ferences based on length of Internet ex-
perience, because over time the online
population hasgradudly “normaized” in
itscharacteristics, becoming morerepre-
sentative of the general public. Asare-
sult, it remains unclear whether any con-
trasts between the more and |l ess experi-
enced user groups can be attributed to
I nternet exposure per se, or to the* nor-
malization” of theonline population.

If we establish that levels of civic
engagement are significantly associated

with use of the Internet, we still need to
establish asuitable benchmark to evalu-
atethestrength of thisrelationship. This
study therefore comparesinternet usewith
theroleof regular newspaper readership.
Studieshave commonly found that those
who habitually use and pay attentionto
newspapersaresgnificantly moreknowl-
edgeabl e than the average citizen about
party policies, civics, and candidates, as
well asbeing moreinterestedin public af-
fairsand morelikely to turnout to vote
(Miller, 1991; Newton, 1997; Norriset
al., 1999, p. 113). Similar patterns are
commonly found el sewhere, with regular
newspaper readers more informed and
engaged than average (Norris2000). The
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Figure 3. Uses of the Internet by length of experience
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models in this study therefore compare the
relationship between Internet use and civic
engagement with that between regular
newspaper readership and civic engage-
ment. Controlling for newspaper reader-
ship also provides a way to monitor prior
political predispositions.

The design of the items measuring
civic engagement are based upon the as-
sumption that involvement is multidimen-
sional, with many distinct forms, each as-
sociated with differing costs and benefits
(Verba et al., 1978, 1995). This study
compares the impact of Internet use and
newspaper readership on the four main

dimensions of activism already discussed,
namely: voting, campaign-oriented, cause-
oriented, and civic-oriented. These are
summarized into a Political Activism In-
dex combining all dimensions2. The basic
items used to develop the measures are
listed in Appendix A.

\oting participation is measured in
the BSA 2003 by whether respondents
reported that they recalled voting in the
2001 British general election.

Experience of campaign-oriented
activism is gauged in this study by a three-
item scale including whether people are
members of a party?, whether they ex-
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pressa“fairly” or“very” srong party iden-
tification, and whether they haveever con-
tactedtheir MPor MSP. Admittedly, these
measuresarefar fromided . Party identi-
ficationisapsychological attitude, rather
than form of behavior. Many peoplecon-
tact their MPfor reasonsthat have noth-
ing to do with campaigning per se. Better
measuresof campaignactivismwouldaso
gaugetypical activities, such ascanvass-
ing, donating fundsto parties, or attend-
ing party meetings. Thesewill be moni-
tored in subsequent BSA surveys, but the
measures used here can be regarded as
at least generdl, if far from perfect, prox-
iesfor campaign activismthat areavail-
ableinthe 2003 survey.

Cause-oriented activism is mea-
sured inthisstudy by aseven-battery item
including whether, in responseto anun-
just or harmful government action, people
have sgned apetition, spokentoaninflu-
ential person, contacted a government
department, raised theissuein an organi-
zation, formed a group of like-minded
people, contacted radio, TV, or anews-
paper about theissue, or gone on apro-
test or demonstration.

Lastly, experienceof civicactivism
isgauged here by a 14-point scale sum-
marizing membershipinaseriesof differ-
ent typesof voluntary organizationand as-
sodaions focusngmainly upontreditiond
sectors such as parent-teacher associa-
tions, charitable organizations, church
groups, and social clubs(excluding party
membership), dthoughdsoindudingsome
“new” socid movements, exemplified by
groups concerned about the environment
and about international issues.

Thesummary Political ActivismIn-
dex, providing anoverview, isconstructed
simply by adding together experience of
each of these different typesof acts(each
coded 0/1). The study has therefore
formed additiveindicesof eachitemwithin
each of thefour groups and al so created
anadditiveindex acrossal four groups. It
should benoted that theresulting summary
indexiscurrently heavily dominated by the
civic-oriented scale, asthishasthe most
items. It should also benoted that inthis
conceptud framework, with theimportant
exception of partisanidentification, this
study focusesupon political activity; we
are concerned with doing politicsrather
than being attentiveto public affairsor
having psychologicd attitudesthought con-
duciveto civic engagement, such astrust
in parliament or asense of political effi-
cacy, explored elsewhere (Curtice &
Norris, 2004). The study therefore does
not regard exposure or attention to mass
communications, exemplified by follow-
ing political eventsin newspapers, asin-
dicatorsof politica activism per se. These
factorsmay indeed plausibly contribute
toward participation, and thereby help
explain this phenomenon, as prior pre-
conditions, but they arenct, inthemsaves,
channel sthat citizenscan usefor express-
ing politica concernsor mobilizing group
interests.

Analysis of the Results
Wecangart by examiningthesmple
bivariatere ationshipsbetween Internet use
and thesemultidimensional indicators of
political activism, with theimportant pro-
viso that the background of onlineusers
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Table 1. Mean scores on the indicator of political activism scales by experience

of Internet use, without any controls

Uses Internet Political Voted Campaign-  Cause- Civic-
activism oriented oriented oriented
scale activism activism activism
Non-users 2.15 .69 .48 43 .55
All Internet users 2.65 .65 .51 .65 .83
Difference +0.50 -.04 +.03 +.22 +.28
Sig. .000 .004 .149 .000 .000
Eta 117 .044 .022 129 129
SD Non-users 1.83 46 .48 74 .55
SD all Internet users 2.36 .48 51 1.01 1.21
Used the Internet...
Under a year 2.79 .66 .49 .75 .93
1-3 years 2.94 .67 .56 74 .98
3-5 years 3.39 .63 .66 .92 1.14
5 years+ 3.74 .65 .65 1.07 1.39
Difference +0.95 -0.01 +0.16 +0.32 0.46
Sig. .000 .486 .009 .000 .000
Eta 147 .039 .084 126 133
Total sample 2.38 .67 .50 .53 .68

Notes: The significance of the mean difference between Internet usersand non-usersis measured
by ANOVA. See thetext for details of the construction of the scales.
Source: The British Social Attitudes Survey, 2003

in Britain continuesto be skewed toward
thewell-educated and more affluent so-
cia sectors, which are both resources
closdly associated with political activiam,
so that multivariate analysisisrequired
controlling for thesefactors.

Table 1 presentsthe mean scoreon
theseindicatorsfor thegroup of dl Internet
users compared with al non-users, the
gtandard deviation, and thesignificance of
thedifference (estimated by ANOVA). In
linewith our initial expectations, there-
sultsconfirmthat Internet usersin Britain
proved significantly more politically en-
gaged than non-usersacrosstheindica

torsof cause-oriented and civic-oriented
participation, aswell asinthetotal activ-
ism scale. This pattern suggeststhat the
formsof politicd involvement that aremost
likely to benefit through the devel opment
of the Internet are through single-issue
politics, voluntary associations, and com-
munity groups, asexpected giventheprior
characterigticsof theonlinepopultion. By
contrast, if we comparemoretraditional
formsof engagement, Internet userswere
dightly lesslikely to votethan non-users,
and therewereno significant differences
between usersand non-usersintheir lev-
elsof campaignactivism.
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Table 2. The impact of Internet use on the overall political activism scale, with

controls (full model)

Unstandardized Standardized Sig.
Coefficients Coefficients
B Std. Error Beta P.

(Constant) -.580 137 .000
DEMOGRAPHIC
Age (in years) .032 .002 271 .000
Sex (Male=1/Female=0) -.008 .062 -.002 .902
Ethnic minority (1) .000 116 .000 .998
SOCIO-ECONOMIC
Education (Highest qualification on 7- .242 .019 .251 .000
point scale)
Managerial 433 .088 .097 .000
Lower white collar -.007 .052 -.002 .895
Petit bourgeoisie .037 .041 .014 .360
Foremen and technicians .032 .025 .020 .199
MEDIA USE
Regular newspaper reader (Normally 273 .061 .065 .000
reads paper at least 3 times a week)
Uses Internet (Yes=1/No=0) .323 .074 .076 .000
Adjusted R? 135

Notes: The model presentsthe results of OLSregression analysis where the dependent variable
is the overall Political Activism scale. Class is categorized by the respondent’s occupation
where the “working class’ functions as the contrast category in the model. The significant

variables are highlighted in bold.

Source: The British Social Attitudes Survey, 2003

Thecomparisonof activismby length
of Internet usedisplaysadightly different
pettern, illustrated in Figure4, whereearly
adopterswith thelongest experience of
going online proved significantly more
politically activeacrossdl dimensionsex-
cept voting turnout (wheretherewasno
difference) when compared against those
who had first ventured online morere-
cently. Yet without any controlsitisnot
possi bleto determinewhether thispattern
isduetotheeffectsof length of exposure
to the Internet per se or whether thisre-

flected the gradual changesinthesocial
composition and political attitudesof the
I nternet population.
Themultivariateregressonanadyss
presented in Table 2 displaystheresults
of thefull model predicting overall levels
of palitica activism, including therange of
social and demographic controlsaswell
astheimpact of regular newspaper read-
ing and use of the Internet. The results
show that, asexpected, age had asignifi-
cant and strong effect upon political par-
ticipation, with people becoming more
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Figure 4. Civic engagement by length of

experience of using the Internet
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active as they enter middle age, with a
slight fall ina curvilinear pattern in the over-
70s. Interestingly, gender and race appear
to be insignificant predictors of activismin
this model, although women and men in
Britain have been found to have different
patterns of participation in other studies
(Norris, Lovenduski, & Campbell 2004).
As numerous studies have reported, by
providing civic skills and boosting a sense
of internal efficacy, education is one of the
strongest influences upon activism (\erba
etal., 1978, 1995). Graduates and those
with higher educational qualifications are
consistently the most politically engaged.

99-2003

Social class also plays a significant role in
participation, with managers and profes-
sionals the most engaged, in part because
occupational status is so closely related
to educational qualifications. Even with this
battery of controls, both regular newspa-
per readership and Internet use remain sig-
nificant predictors of political activism.
This relationship may obviously be recip-
rocal, with knowledge and engagement
encouraging media habits, as well as vice
versa (Norris, 2000). The way in which
the Internet serves as a source of general
information about news, current affairs,
and political events may help provide the
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Table 3. Summary models of the impact of media use on the activismindicators,
with demographic and social controls (not presented)

Voted Campaign- Cause-oriented Civic-oriented
oriented activism activism activism

B se sig B se sig B se sig B se sig
Regular newspaper .280 .020 .000 .117 .020 .000 .036 .027 .172 .067 .032 .036
reader (Normally
reads paper at least
3 times a week)
Uses Internet 216 .086 .012 .043 .024 .071 .073 .033 .026 .158 .039 .000

(Yes=1/No=0)

Notes: Thetable presentstheresults of regression analysis models, including the unstandar dized
betas (B), the standard error (s.e.), and their significance, where the dependent variables are
the indicators of the four main dimensions of political activism. The full model presented in
Table 2 is used, controlling for the respondent’s age, sex, race, education, and occupational
class, although these coefficients are not reported here. A binary logistic model is used for
voting participation and OLS linear models for the other scales. The significant variables are

highlighted in bold.

Source: The British Social Attitudes Survey, 2003

knowledge and confidence that are
strongly associated with activeengagement
inpublicaffairs. And patternsof activism
that develop may well encourage greater
use of the Internet asaway to find out
about current affairs, government services,
or eventsinthenews. Inthisregard, the
I nternet may appear tofunctioninasimi-
lar way to newspapers, while also pro-
viding social networksand reinforcing
contactsthat can help mobilizecitizensin
the public sphere.

Similar models were run with the
battery of controlsfor all thefour sepa-
rateindicatorsof political activism. The
resultsin Table 3 confirmthat Internet us-
ersremain moreactivethan non-usersin
cause-oriented and civic-oriented forms
of participation, suggesting that thisisnot
samply aproduct of their distinctivesocia

profileintermsof their age, gender, race,
education, and class. The difference
among usersand non-usersremainsin-
sgnificantinthemoretraditiona campagn-
oriented formsof activism. And contrary
to expectations, after applying these con-
trols, Internet usersbecamesignificantly
more likely to vote, not less. It may be
that the ubiquity and particular character-
isticsof thisactivity, with thelowest de-
mandsof time and energy, mean that vot-
ing participation isassociated with both
media. When the effects of Internet use
are compared with those associated with
regular newspaper readership, thepatterns
show the strongest contrast between tra-
ditiond formsof campaignactiviam(which
aresignificantly related to regular news-
paper readership) and cause-oriented ac-
tivism (which aresignificantly related to
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Internet use). Theimplications of these
patternsfor the political participationin
democracy are considered next.

CONCLUSION
AND DISCUSSION

Therise of the Internet has gener-
ated considerable interest and concern
about its possi ble consequencesfor gov-
ernment and democracy. The bursting of
the Internet economic bubble dampened
the more utopian political hopesaswell,
and the conventional wisdom shiftedina
moreskeptica direction. Yetinredity both
themany hopesand fearsmay well prove
to have been exaggerated, athough this
does not mean that there are no signifi-
cant political consequencesflowing from
the devel opment of new communication
andinformation technologies.

Thecondusionfromthisstudy isthat
any analysis of the impact of using the
Internet needs to take into account the
digtinct dimens onsby which peoplechan-
nel their activisminto public affairs. We
need to understand how the types of
Internet activism interact with thesocial
profileof theonline population. Thisac-
count suggeststhat themost popular forms
of onlineactivismarelikely toreflect the
preponderance of younger and well-edu-
cated populationsusing the Internet, in
Britainand e sewhere, until suchatimeas
theonline population eventually “ norma-
izes’ toreflect across-section of thegen-
eral electorate.

TheconclusionfromtheBritish sur-
vey evidenceisthat the potential impact
of the Internet on democratic participa
tion dependsheavily upon thetypeof ac-

tivismunder comparison. Theonlinepopu-
lation ismost predisposed to engagein
cause-oriented formsof activism, charac-
teristic of petitioning, demonstrating, and
contacting the media over single-issue
politicsand civic-oriented activities, such
asbe ongingtovoluntary associationsand
community organizations. By contragt, tra-
ditional campaign-oriented formsof po-
litical activism are associated more
strongly with newspaper readership. The
patternsby voting participation suggest thet
without any controls, Internet usersare
lesslikely to turnout than non-users, al-
though this patternisreversed once con-
trolsareintroduced for the age, educa-
tion, gender, and classof the online popu-
lation. Subsequent surveyswill monitor
how far this pattern persists or evolves
with newer developmentsinthenternet.
Theimplicationsof thesefindingsarenot
simply about whether use of the I nternet
will mobilizecitizensat individud level but
asofor thetypeof political practicesthat
theriseof the I nternet might encouragein
the political system. What seems appar-
ent isthat use of the Internet by political
parties seemsunlikely to stem any ero-
sionintraditional campaign-oriented ac-
tivities. At the sametime, the new tech-
nologieswill probably provetobeof grest-
est benefit to engaging supportersin so-
cia movements, transnationd policy net-
works, and single-issue causes, encour-
aging their expansioninmany democra
cies.
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ENDNOTES

1 Seewww.pewinternet.org.

2 Sincethedimensionsaretheoretically
defined and constructed, based on un-
derstanding theroleof different forms
of participation in representative de-
mocracy, the study did not usefactor
andysstogeneratetheclassficationor
measurement.

3 |t should benoted that the BSA survey
monitored “party and trade union”
membership, but the latter was aso
measured separately, sointherecoded
measure, theresidual group remains
only the party members.
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APPENDIX A

Scales Question wording
Voted May | just check, thinking back to the last general election — that is the one in 2001 — do
you remember which party you voted for then, or perhaps you didn't vote in that election?
Yes/No
Campaign- And have you ever done any of the things on this card about a government action which you
oriented thought was unjust and harmful? ...
activism e Contact my MP or MSP
Are you currently a member of, or do you regularly join in the activities of, any of the
organizations on this card?
 Political parties or trade unions (inc student unions)
Do you think of yourself as a little closer to one political party than to the others?
(IF ‘yes’), Would you call yourself very strong (party), fairly strong, or not very strong?
(‘very'+fairly’).
Cause- And have you ever done any of the things on this card about a government action which you
oriented thought was unjust and harmful?
activism o Contact a government department

Civic-oriented
activism

* Contact radio, TV, or a newspaper

* Sign a petition

» Raise the issue in an organization | already belong to
* Go on a protest or demonstration

e Form a group of like-minded people

Are you currently a member of, or do you regularly join in the activities of, any of the
organizations on this card?

e An environmental or conservation group

* A pressure group or campaigning organization

» Parent-teachers/school parents association/Board of Governors, etc.
« Youth groups (e.g., scouts, guides, youth clubs, etc.)

e Education, arts, drama, reading, or music group / evening class

* Religious group or church organization

* A sports or recreation club

* Tenants'/residents’ group/neighborhood watch

* Social club/working men’s club

* \WWomen's group/Women’s Institute

* Group for older people (e.g., lunch clubs)

e Local groups which raise money for charity (e.g., The Rotary Club)

o Other local community or voluntary group

* Other national or international group
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