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Online Social Ties and Political Engagement

Rachel K. Gibson
Tan McAllister

ABSTRACT. While positive effects of social interaction on political participation have been widely
confirmed, questions have been raised about whether the relationship holds in the online environment.
This article uses data from the 2007 Australian Election Study to address this debate by testing whether
greater online social interaction predicts increased political engagement, and whether this differs for
interactions within homogenous (bonding) versus heterogeneous (bridging) networks. The findings
show that bonding, and not bridging, online social contact predicts offline participation, suggesting
that online interactions that do not build on existing offline networks are not as effective in mobilizing

“real world” participation.
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There is substantial consensus among social
scientists that increased social interaction and
membership of groups helps to build social
capital, and that such activities can boost polit-
ical involvement.! However, this argument is
built on measures of face-to-face interpersonal
involvement, and there is less agreement on
whether such benefits also hold in the online
context. Part of this debate stems from method-
ological limitations of early analyses that tended
to relate basic binary measures of Internet
use and access to levels of sociability or
political participation, and found nil or even
negative effects (Kraut, Kiesler, Mukhopadhyay,

Scherlis, & Patterson, 1998; Nie, 2001; Nie
& Ebring, 2000). Another part of the debate
relates to whether or not online interaction is
qualitatively similar to personal contact.

As the literature has expanded and more
nuanced measures of online activity have
been developed—particularly for contacting and
engaging with social networks—a more positive
story has emerged about the impact of Internet
use on individuals’ social connectedness and
well being.? Recent studies have extended this
analysis to look at the link between individu-
als’ online activity and levels of social capital
and political engagement, building on the work
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of Putnam (2000) and others who have linked
offline sociability to increased political engage-
ment. (Kittilson & Dalton, 2011; Skoric, Ying,
& Ng, 2009). The question of whether the online
environment is as hospitable to the formation of
authentic social ties that can in turn stimulate
participation remains the subject of dispute.

This article addresses the debate about the
political effects of online social contacting in
four steps. First, we profile the extent and type
of social networks that individuals engage with
online in a new context—Australia. Australia is
an important case study for analysis. In compar-
ison with the U.S., there has been no marked
decline in social capital or rates of political par-
ticipation, making the added effect of online
social contact likely to be at the margins, and so
difficult to detect. Second, we test how far these
networks are centered on offline or existing con-
nections (i.e., bonding social ties) as opposed
to newer and more diverse “online-only” con-
tacts (i.e., bridging ties). In a third step, we
explore who is engaging in these various types
of online networks in Australia and particularly
whether the evidence suggests that such activ-
ities are increasing social capital. Finally, we
relate these online social interactions to levels
of political engagement to see if the offline rela-
tionship between social networks and support
for democratic norms and activities holds true in
the virtual world. The analyses are based on the
2007 Australian Election Study (AES), which
contained a series of items designed to directly
measure individuals’ involvement in different
types of online social networks.

INTERNET USE AND SOCIAL
CAPITAL

There is widespread agreement that citizen
interaction through social networks is the key
to the formation of social capital—the syndrome
of interpersonal ties and trust that scholars such
as Coleman (1990) and Putnam (2000) have
identified as central to maintaining healthy com-
munity and civic life. These interchanges with
others—and particularly those occurring repeat-
edly in the context of defined associational
interests such as local community organizations,

charities, and of course the bowling leagues
made famous by Putnam—are seen as crucial to
developing and nurturing bonds of social trust
and reciprocity between members of society.
In turn, there is evidence demonstrating that
high levels of social capital are associated with
higher levels of citizen engagement in demo-
cratic politics. This is expressed in terms of
positive orientations toward government and in
higher levels of activity such as turning out
to vote, volunteering to participate in social
groups, and in contacting other citizens on issues
of mutual concern.> What is less clear is the
extent to which social interaction in the online
sphere generates the same reservoirs of social
capital among individuals and thereby a con-
comitant boost in democratic political attitudes
and behaviors. This is the key question investi-
gated in this study.

Putnam himself has questioned whether the
electronically mediated form can match the
value or quality of its face-to-face equivalent
(Putnam, 2000, p. 176; Putnam & Feldstein,
2003). Certainly it follows that the more time
people spend in the virtual world, the less time
they spend on external activities that we know
create social capital, such as socializing, volun-
teering, attending meetings or visiting museums,
and engaging in cultural pursuits (Shaw & Gant,
2002). Moreover, as Uslaner (2004, p. 227) sug-
gests, even if the Internet works well in bringing
people together, its self-selection bias may mean
this is largely confined to those who already
have something in common, which is unlikely
to build the generalized trust in others that is at
the heart of social capital.

Conversely, there are those who contend that
face-to-face communication may not have any
inherently greater value for the creation of
social capital than the virtual version (Hooghe
& Stolle, 2003). Indeed a number of schol-
ars have pointed to the comparative benefits
of the online environment for fostering wider
and more pluralistic ties between individuals—
the so-called “bridging” type of social capital,
which is associated with connecting together
more diverse and heterogeneous groups of
people (Norris, 2001, 2002; Putnam, 2000).
The relative anonymity, informality, and lack
of geographic boundaries governing online
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interaction means that there is actually less like-
lihood of traditional divides over class, age,
gender, and ethnicity hampering cross-cultural
conversations (Ho & McLeod, 2008; Norris,
2002; Resnick, 2002).

In addition, the greater convenience and ease
of joining and exiting groups online means that
individuals (particularly those who might suf-
fer health/mobility problems) are in a better
position to make a larger number of looser asso-
ciational links than would be possible in the
offline world (Granovetter, 1973; Skoric et al.,
2009). The spread of newer Web 2.0 technolo-
gies, particularly social networking sites (SNS)
such as Facebook, Friendster, and MySpace,
are seen to further strengthen claims about the
Internet as a source of social capital. These sites
essentially mirror and expand the individual’s
existing social networks, leading to expectations
that they may deepen the more personalized
“bonding” type of social capital that is gener-
ated through intragroup ties (Gaines & Mondak,
2008).

The empirical evidence on the question of
whether online interactions can substitute for
offline ones in the creation of social capital
has been mixed, but generally supportive. Initial
findings suggested that online activities were
actually detrimental to social capital and wider
civic engagement (Kraut et al., 1998; Nie, 2001;
Nie & Ebring, 2000). However, subsequent
work using more specific measures of Internet
activities has reported more positive results with
links being established to higher levels of social
trust, group membership, and social interaction
online and offline, particularly with those out-
side of one’s immediate friends and family.*
Thus, strong empirical support now exists to
suggest that online interaction generates social
capital.

More recent research work has extended
these findings to examine the effects of inter-
action via Web 2.0 technologies and particu-
larly social networking sites. This research has
provided further support to the positive con-
clusions drawn in the Web 1.0 era that online
social networking increases individuals’ levels
of social capital. Indeed, interesting distinctions
have been drawn about the impact of particu-
lar sites (i.e., Facebook and MySpace) and their

relative merits in generating these norms and
behaviors (Ellison, Steinfeld, & Lampe, 2007;
Kim, 2008; Pasek, More, & Romer, 2009), with
the former appearing to have more positive
effect than the latter. Of course, questions of
causality loom large over these findings, given
the reliance of most studies on cross-sectional
rather than panel data. However, at minimum
they allow us to reject the “isolationist” hypoth-
esis that Internet use produces atomized and
asocial beings. People who spend a lot of time
on the Internet may be reducing their face-to-
face interactions with friends and family, but
they also appear to be moving contact into the
virtual world, as well as forging new associa-
tions. Given the links between social capital and
political engagement, it is a logical step to assert
that online social interaction forms a new oppor-
tunity for citizen mobilization. Whether this is
indeed the case has received little empirical
attention.

THE INTERNET AND POLITICAL
ENGAGEMENT

Most studies of the impact of Internet use
on political participation have related Internet
use (generally measured in a binary form,
i.e., use/non-use) to various behavioral out-
come variables, typically voting. Early anal-
yses by Bimber (1999, 2001), Scheufele and
Nisbet (2002), Nisbet and Scheufele (2004), and
Norris (2003) pointed to very limited mobiliz-
ing effects. If anything, it seemed that Internet
use was reinforcing existing participatory biases
among voters. Tolbert and McNeal (2003), how-
ever, did find engagement to be higher among
Internet users in the 1996 and 2000 U.S. presi-
dential elections, and Johnson and Kaye (2003)
reported increased levels of political interest
among this group in 2000. Subsequent studies
using more specific measures of online politi-
cal participation have increased support for the
conclusion that Internet use positively influences
political engagement (De Zuniga, Puig-I-Abril,
& Rojas, 2009; Gibson, Lusoli, & Ward, 2005;
Jensen, Danziger, & Venkatesha, 2007; Krueger,
2002; Quintelier & Vissers, 2008), although
questions remain about the magnitude of any
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effects (Boulianne, 2009) and the direction of
causality (Kroh & Neiss, 2009). These latter
concerns have been addressed by some studies
with panel data that show a link between Internet
use and levels of political and civic engagement
(Boulianne, 2011; Jennings & Zeitner, 2003;
Shah, Cho, Eveland, & Kwak, 2005).

While some recent studies have sought
to specify more clearly the causal pathway
between Internet use and participatory out-
comes, these have focused largely on map-
ping the links between different types of
e-participation, such as information seeking,
e-petition signing, blog posting, and social net-
work mobilization (Gibson & Cantijoch, 2011;
Gil de Zuniga, Veenstra, Vraga, & Shah, 2010;
Rojas & Puig-i-Abril, 2009; Shah et al., 2005).
There have been only limited attempts to exam-
ine the effects of these online pre-political
behaviors on participation, and thereby address
the key question of whether the online envi-
ronment works in the same way as the offline
context to stimulate political engagement. What
has been done, however, indicates that a positive
relationship exists.

The key study is that of Kittilson and Dalton
(2011), who analyze 2005 data from the U.S.
and report a strong positive relationship between
various types of social interactions in existing
and new online networks and democratic behav-
iors and attitudes. They conclude that “virtual
civil society . . . represents an extension of the
past patterns of social engagement through a
new medium” (p. 634). A second study, by
Skoric et al. (2009), of virtual social capital
in Singapore supports these conclusions and
extends the analysis to specify types of online
social capital. Following Williams (2006), the
authors construct two scales measuring bridg-
ing and bonding online social capital, which are
found to predict various types of off and online
participation. They show a significant effect of
bridging virtual social capital on online partici-
pation and of bonding on offline political activ-
ities. The authors argue that online interaction
within new and more diverse social networks
increases the flow of political information and
exposure to new initiatives such as e-petitions or
joining of mass e-mail campaigns. Online inter-
actions that occur within a person’s established

networks, however, are more likely to link to
offline behaviors that increase ties to the local
community. Of course, the historically low rates
of democratic engagement in Singapore and the
extent of political control (Rodan, 1998) mean
that we need to be cautious in making strong
claims from these data.

The results of these studies suggest a num-
ber of key findings. First, social interaction
online works in a similar manner to its offline
counterpart and may be increasing stocks of
social capital among groups traditionally less
inclined toward group or associational activities.
Second, such behaviors may provide a stimu-
lus to increased civic and political participation.
Finally, different types of online networks exist
and are linked to different modes of participa-
tion. In the remainder of the article, we extend
these findings by examining online social inter-
action in Australia and its consequences for
political engagement.

PATTERNS OF ONLINE
INTERACTION IN AUSTRALIA

To date, any systematic analysis of the rela-
tionship between online social interaction and
political engagement has been restricted to the
U.S. Replication of the analysis beyond the
American experience is thus important to estab-
lish how far the relationship is generalizable.
Indeed, declining social capital and formal par-
ticipation rates in the U.S. arguably make it
a less than ideal case for such an analysis, in
that upswing from such a low base becomes
likely in the post-Internet era. Australia is a good
case study in that its levels of social capital
and participatory activities remain robust (Bean,
2005; Burchell & Leigh, 2002). Although the
system of compulsory voting masks any long-
term decline in election turnout, evidence from
trends in other forms of participation (other
than party membership trends, see Ward, 2003)
shows no obvious cause for concern (McAllister,
2011). As such, it could be argued that any
increases in both the independent and dependent
variables of interest are likely to be marginal.
Detection of any significant effects for Internet-
based social contacting on participation would,
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therefore, provide stronger evidence to support
the contention that the online arena is providing
a new context in which participatory practices
are being fostered and sustained.

In addition to its social and political con-
text, Australia also provides an appropriate
level of technological readiness for this analy-
sis that is similar to or greater than the U.S.
In terms of Internet penetration, Australia has
consistently been among the top-10 nations.’
Estimates derived from the Australian Election
Study report show that in 2007, just one in
four voters said that they did not have Internet
access, down from 32% in 2004, 43% in 2001,
and 73% in 1998.° By 2007, one in three of
those who were connected to the Internet said
that they were using it several times a day—the
group who are usually defined as “digital citi-
zens” (Mossberger, Tolbert, & McNeal, 2008).
Having developed the rationale for an analysis
of the Australian case, we now turn to the data
and measures used in the analysis.

DATA ANALYSIS AND
MEASUREMENT

Data

The data are from the Australian Election
Study, which is a national survey of voters
conducted by mail self-completion immediately
after each federal election; the response rate for
the 2007 survey was 40.2% (see McAllister &
Clarke, 2008: Appendix B for methodological
details of the 1987-2007 surveys). The 2007 sur-
vey contained an extensive range of items deal-
ing with the Internet and the election. The results
presented here are restricted to those voters who
reported that they had Internet access (N =
1,379).

Analyses

Three basic sets of analysis were performed
on the data to address the research questions
posed. First, we report basic frequencies relating
to the amount and type of online social con-
tact that individuals engage in online, paying
particular attention to the distinction between

bonding and bridging types of contact. We then
examine the characteristics of those engaging
in these different types of online social contact
by creating indices of each type of contact that
are regressed on a series of socio-demographic
variables. To what extent do they differ from
the profile of those already active in the offline
civic sphere? Finally, we examine the impact of
online social interactions as independent vari-
ables on levels of political engagement to test the
hypothesis that online relationships influence
support for democratic norms and activities.
Table 1 lists the variables used in the analyses,
together with their coding and means.

Measures

The key variable—online social contact—is
measured by the question “Thinking about the
time you spend using the Internet, can you say
how much it has helped you do each of the fol-
lowing things?” Eight response categories were
offered ranging from interacting with close fam-
ily and friends through to people from other
countries and other ethnic backgrounds (see
Table 2, which reports the full list, together
with the frequencies). These variables have the
advantage that they replicate those asked in
Kittilson and Dalton’s (2011) U.S. study and
thereby provide direct comparability.®

The predictors of online social contact are
several key socio-demographic variables includ-
ing education, age, gender, urban residence,
income, employment, marital status, and reli-
giosity. The specific measures used are reported
in Table 1. The final model predicting partic-
ipation included our social contact measures,
socio-demographic controls, and two attitudi-
nal variables measuring political trust and effi-
cacy. Research on participation has shown that
higher levels of political engagement are associ-
ated with feelings of trust and efficacy (Parry,
Moyser, & Day, 1992; Verba, Schlozman, &
Brady, 1995), thus controls for these attitudes
were considered necessary to accurately esti-
mate the net effect of online social contacts. The
scale for trust in government is constructed from
two questions: “In general, do you feel that the
people in government are too often interested
in looking after themselves, or do you feel that
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TABLE 1. Variables, Coding, and Means

Standard

Variable Coding Mean deviation
Internet social contacts

Bridging social contacts Zeroto 10 2.27 2.65

Bonding social contacts Zeroto 10 2.62 2.16
Political attitudes and behavior

Political trust Zeroto 10 4.32 2.32

Political efficacy Zeroto 10 7.28 2.34

Political participation Number of acts, zero to 4 1.05 1.19
Social structure

Age (years) Years in decades 4.73 1.49

Gender (male) 1 = male, 0 = female 47 .50

Urbanization 1 =rural, 2 = provincial, 3 = outer metro, 4 = inner metro 2.64 1.18

Tertiary education 1=yes,0=no .32 A7

Family income Tens of thousands of dollars 7.74 4.83

Non-manual worker 1=yes,0=no .67 47

Married 1=yes,0=no .70 .46

Church attendance 0 = never, 0.25 = less than once year, 0.5 = several times .30 .35

year, 0.75 = at least once per month, 1 = at least once
per week
Australian born 1=yes,0=no 77 42

Source: 2007 Australian Election Study.

TABLE 2. Use of the Internet for Social Contact (%)

Internet enables you to interact with . . .

Alot Some Onlyalittle Notatall Total (N)

Bonding contacts

... people you feel really close to such as family and very
close friends

... groups and organizations you already belong to

... people or groups who share your hobbies or interests

... people or groups who share your religious beliefs

... people or groups who share your political views

Bridging contacts

.. . people from different ethnic backgrounds
.. . people of different ages or generations

. . . people from other countries

35 31 14 20 100  (1,372)
14 22 17 47 100 (1,367)
15 24 19 42 100 (1,362)
2 5 7 86 100  (1,355)
2 6 10 82 100 (1,359)
4 10 11 75 100  (1,355)
8 18 18 56 100 (1,350)
14 21 15 50 100 (1,351)

Note. “Thinking about the time you spend using the Internet, can you say how much it has helped you do each of the
following things?” Estimates are for respondents with Internet access only.

Source: 2007 Australian Election Study.

they can be trusted to do the right thing nearly
all the time?” and “Would you say the govern-
ment is run by a few big interests looking out
for themselves, or that it is run for the benefit of
all the people?”

The scale for political efficacy is also con-
structed from two questions: “Some people say
it doesn’t make any difference who is in power.
Others say that it makes a big difference who is
in power. Using the scale below, where would
you place yourself?”” and “Some people say that

no matter who people vote for, it won’t make
any difference to what happens. Others say that
who people vote for can make a big difference
to what happens. Using the scale below, where
would you place yourself?” The scales were
constructed by first coding missing values to the
mean of the item. The items were then divided
by their standard deviation, to ensure that no sin-
gle item dominated the scale, and combined into
a single additive scale that was rescaled from
zero to 10. This measure of external political
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efficacy was used because we wished to test
the link between online activity and political
engagement.’

Table 1 shows that Australians in general
have higher levels of political efficacy (with
a mean of 7.28) than political trust (mean of
4.32). This is in line with the finding that while
Australian voters are more likely to be distrust-
ful about politicians’ motives, they do have a
strong sense of efficacy, and a belief that they
will be treated as well as anyone else by those
in political office. This stems from Australia’s
strong egalitarian political culture (Burchell &
Leigh, 2002; McAllister, 2011).

The dependent variable—political partici-
pation'’—is measured by four items based on
the following question: “Over the past five years
or so, have you done any of the following things
to express your views about something the gov-
ernment should or should not be doing? ...
Contacted a politician or government official
either in person, or in writing, or some other
way. ... Taken part in a protest, march, or
demonstration. . . . Worked together with people
who shared the same concern. . . . Signed a writ-
ten petition.” The items were highly correlated;
the mean inter-item correlation was 0.49 and the
reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) was
0.74, suggesting a robust scale. The respondents
were given a score based on the number of
activities they had engaged in; the mean for the
sample was 1.05 out of a possible maximum
of four.'!

RESULTS

Table 2 reports the frequencies of the eight
types of online social contact that were mea-
sured in the 2007 AES. The results reveal that
individuals are more disposed toward using the
Internet for contact with others who are already
known to them in the offline context. Family
and friends are seen as key contacts online, as
are individuals from existing recreational net-
works. There is less inclination to use the virtual
world to build new networks with those from
other backgrounds and cultures, although there
is clearly an interest in communicating with
those overseas via the Web. Following the work

of Skoric et al. (2009) and Williams (2006),
who reported that different types of social cap-
ital exist, we divided the items into those that
foster bonding networks (i.e., family, friends,
shared interests) the those that developed bridg-
ing networks (i.e., contact with people from
other countries, ages and generations, and ethnic
backgrounds).

In addition to measuring the overall level and
types of social ties that Australians are build-
ing online, we also wanted to profile the people
who are engaged in building this virtual social
capital. To do this, we constructed two scales
based on our bonding and bridging items, using
the method described earlier. Based on these
new measures, the average respondent scored
2.62 on the bonding scale and slightly lower,
2.27, on the bridging scale. The scales were
highly correlated (r = 0.64, p < .001); however,
the Cronbach’s alpha for each was calculated
the bridging scale coefficient was 0.81, and
the bonding scale was 0.73—suggesting that
both were robust and reliable scales. The scales
were regressed on the individual’s socioeco-
nomic background, and the results are presented
in Table 3.

The results reveal that, as in the U.S., younger
people are generally much more disposed to
engage in virtual social group activities of both
types, suggesting that the Internet may simi-
larly be filling the gap in formal associational
involvement among Australian youth that has
opened up in recent years (Donovan, Denemark,
& Bowler, 2007).'> With the exception of edu-
cation, there appears to be little evidence of the
classic “digital divide” emerging in Australians’
proclivity for online social interaction, with indi-
vidual characteristics of gender, income, and
occupational status failing to achieve statisti-
cal significance. Social context, however, does
appear to be significant in determining one’s
level of online socializing. Those living in a
city and who are single or not married are
much more likely to seek out social connection
online. Finally, being foreign born increases a
respondent’s likelihood of engagement in online
social group contact. This possibly reflects the
greater need that migrants have to assimilate into
their new communities and foster wider social
connections.
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TABLE 3. Social Structure and Internet Social Contacts (OLS Estimates)

Bridging contact

Bonding contact

Partial Stand. Partial Stand.
Age (years) —.34%* —.19%* —.22%* —.15%*
Gender (male) -.10 —.02 —.06 —.01
Urbanization 27" 2% A2 .07*
Tertiary education .64+ A1 76%* A7
Family income .01 .02 .01 .03
Non-manual worker .03 .01 .26 .06
Married —.70%* —. 2% —.61%* —.13%*
Church attendance .03 .02 16%* A3
Australian born —.58** —.09** — 17" —.13**
Constant 3.92 413
Adj R-squared 11 12

Note. OLS regression estimates showing partial (b) and standardized (beta) regression
coefficients predicting online contact. Contact measures are based on additive scales (see
Table 2). See Table 1 for further details of variables. N = 1,379 Internet users.

**Statistically significant at p < .01, * p < .05.

Source: 2007 Australian Election Study.

While the profile of the respondents who
engage in bonding and bridging ties online is
substantially similar—especially with regard to
age and education—there are some important
differences that emerge from these findings.
First, those living in urban environments are
about twice as likely to engage in online contact-
ing of the bridging variety than of the bonding
type. This may reflect the more diverse cos-
mopolitan networks that exist in urban areas.
Second, more frequent church attenders are sig-
nificantly more likely to engage in the more
familiar bonding networks online, but there is
no effect for bridging contacts. This is likely
to reflect the stronger community orientation of
respondents with a religious faith and efforts to
connect with others of religious faith (an item
on the bonding scale). Third, those who are mar-
ried are less likely to engage in these activities,
suggesting, perhaps, a greater desire for virtual
social interaction among those living alone or,
more practically, that married people have less
available time to spend online.

The final step of the analysis is to examine the
influence of different types of social interaction
on active or behavioral engagement in politics,
controlling for a range of traits typically asso-
ciated with participation. For this analysis, we
included in the model the online contact scales,
the social and political attitudinal variables

explored in the previous tables, and a range
of individual socio-demographic characteristics.
Using ordinary least squares (OLS) multiple
regression, we tested the effects of these mea-
sures on our measure of political participation,
i.e., the number of political acts that the respon-
dent reported having engaged in during the pre-
vious five years (ranging from zero to a total
possible of four).

In terms of the key question—the link
between online contacts and  political
participation—the central finding reported
in Table 4 is the strong and significant positive
relationship between engaging in social group
interaction online and political engagement.
However, this holds only for bonding forms of
social interaction; bridging forms of online con-
tact are not predictive of the participatory behav-
iors measured here. This replicates, in part, the
results of Skoric et al. (2009); we explore its
implications in our conclusions below.

By comparing the coefficients of the model,
we can conclude that using the Internet for
maintaining and building ties with family,
friends, and those with whom the respondent
has shared interests is at least as influential as
socioeconomic status and attitudinal factors
in predicting both participation and turnout
attitudinal items.!> Beyond use of the Internet
for social contacting, the results in Table 4 show
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TABLE 4. Political Participation and Internet Social Contact
(OLS Estimates)

Political participation

Partial Stand.
Internet social contacts
Bridging contacts .02 .05
Bonding contacts A1 .20**
Political attitudes
Trust —.05%* —.09**
Efficacy .09** 9%
Social structure
Age (years) .017%* A3
Gender (male) -.09 -.04
Urbanization .00 .00
Tertiary education 31 2%
Family income —.01 —.03
Non-manual worker .07 .03
Married .00 .00
Church attendance .08 .02
Australian born 14 .05
Constant —.42
Adj. R-squared 12

Note. OLS regression estimates showing partial (b) and standardized (beta)
regression coefficients predicting participation, likelihood of voting if voting
voluntary, and left/right position. See Table 1 for details of variables. N =

1,379 Internet users.

**Statistically significant at p < .01, *p < .05.
Source: 2007 Australian Election Study.

that being older and having a higher education
also significantly increases the likelihood of
participating more actively in politics. In terms
of attitudinal factors, political trust and efficacy
are all also important in explaining political par-
ticipation. While levels of efficacy operate in an
expected manner, showing a strong and positive
relationship to political involvement, levels of
political trust are found to be negatively related
to involvement in more active types of partici-
pation. Such findings confirm the view of those
who argue that low levels of political trust are
not necessarily damaging to levels of political
participation and engagement, particularly for
more active and extra-representational types
such as signing petitions and protest (Citrin,
1974).

CONCLUSION

This analysis has revealed that online social
interaction in Australia, while not yet something

that a majority of citizens engage in, is regularly
undertaken by up to one-third of Internet users.
The bulk of the interaction occurs with relatives,
friends, and those with shared interests; the
Internet is less well used to mix with people
of diverse backgrounds. This is in line with the
results for the U.S. (Kittilson & Dalton, 2011).
Furthermore, based on their social profile, we
also conclude that those engaging in the new
forms of digital networking are less well con-
nected to existing community life. They tend to
be younger, more educated urban dwellers and
are more likely to be single and foreign-born.
As such, arguments that the online environ-
ment is a source of extra social capital within
Australian society rather than simply reinforcing
existing supplies are made more convincing.
Beyond these descriptive findings, our anal-
ysis has provided fresh empirical support for
the contention that social uses of the Internet
may be helping to foster political engage-
ment in the offline world. As in the U.S. and
Singapore, where these relationships have been
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tested, online social interaction does appear
to act as a stimulus to real-world participa-
tion. Like these earlier studies and much of
the wider Internet and participation literature,
this study uses cross-sectional data to reach this
conclusion, which, even with extensive controls
in place, raises issues of causality. Panel data
that track increasing engagement in online social
contact and proclivity to participate are neces-
sary to confirm these findings. However, our
results do make an important contribution to this
debate by extending the analysis to a new demo-
cratic context. More importantly, as argued ear-
lier, Australia has higher levels of social capital
and political participation than case studies from
other countries. It thus provides a more strin-
gent test of the key hypothesis that social use
of the Internet is prompting increased political
engagement.

As well as pointing to a connection between
virtual social networks and participation, our
results have also shown the complexity of the
relationship. More specifically, it is interac-
tion within existing networks of family and
friends online, as well as with wider associa-
tional networks of shared interests (i.e., bonding
networks), that is predictive of offline partici-
patory activity. Involvement in online bridging
networks—those consisting of people with dif-
ferent outlooks and opinions and beyond one’s
circle of friends and family—appears to have no
impact on whether one undertakes “real world”
political activities. These findings echo those of
Skoric et al. (2009) and are significant in that
they signal the importance of familiarity and
context in promoting a link between online to
offline activities. More specifically, it suggests
that a stronger commitment to doing one’s civic
duty (in the shape of voting) follows from spend-
ing more time with family and friends online.
The same does not hold true for spending more
time online with relative strangers. This lack
of a relationship between interactions in looser
and more heterogeneous online networks and
increased participation in “real world” politics
is important, since it challenges the idea that
bridging networks (or at least those formed on
the Internet) foster the type of community and
social connection that triggers offline political
engagement. Whether this is because these ties

really are too weak and “virtual” to carry over
into real-world activism is not something that we
address here. But it is a topic for future research
to explore. Finally, the importance of online con-
tact with family and friends also confirms that
the Internet only generates social capital when
it reinforces offline connections. This suggests
the ongoing normalization of the medium into
everyday life and the need for future work in
this area to move away from theorizing it as a
distinctive and separate sphere of social activity.

NOTES

1. This is a standard finding in the classic works of
political participation, starting with the Civic Culture study
of the 1950s (Almond & Verba, 1963/1989) and continu-
ing through to the 1970s and beyond (see Parrye, 1992;
Verba & Nie, 1972; Verba et al., 1995).

2. The literature is substantial and growing. See,
for example, Best & Krueger, 2006; Boase, Horrigan,
Wellman, & Rainie, 2006; Curtice & Norris, 2007; Gallup
Organization, 2008; Ho, Kluver, & Yang, 2003; Horrigan
& Rainie, 2002; Howard, Rainie, & Jones, 2001; Jennings
& Zeitner, 2003; Kavanaugh, Reese, Carroll, & Rosson,
2005; Kim, 2007; Shah, Schmierbach, Hawkins, Espino, &
Donavan, 2002; Veenhof, Wellman, Quell, & Hogan, 2008;
Wang & Wellman, 2008; Wellman, Boase, & Chen, 2002;
Wellman et al., 2003.

3. See, for example, Howard & Gilbert, 2008;
Klesner, 2007; Lake & Huckfeldt, 1998; Putnam, 1993,
2000, 2002; Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993; Uslaner, 1998;
Verba et al., 1995; Zhang & Chia, 2006.

4. There is a large volume of literature on this; see the
works listed under Footnote 2.

5. Annual statistics on Internet use are published
by the International Telecommunications Union ITU
(International Telecommunication Union), the UN Agency
for Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs);
see http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/statistics/index.html.

6. The question that was asked in 1998 about Internet
access was not directly comparable and is therefore not
reported here.

7. The questionnaire, codebook, and the data are pub-
licly available from the Australian Social Science Data
Archive (http://assda.anu.edu.au) and were deposited on
April 11, 2008.

8. We acknowledge that the “technological poten-
tial” aspect of this question means that we may over-
estimate the amount of actual contact behaviors. However,
the frequencies in Table 1 do not signal particular cause
for concern. The measure also appears to be reliable
in that the mean for Americans across the seven items
(family and very close friends was not included) was



Downloaded by [lan McAllister] at 14:06 05 March 2013

Gibson and McAllister 31

1.95 on a 0-10 scale, and only slightly for Australians,
2.28. The individual types of contact showed similar
rankings with individuals in both countries most likely
to use the Internet to keep in contact with groups or
individuals who they already know. Americans were
slightly more likely to use the Internet to interact
with different age groups and Australians more likely
to use the Internet to interact with those in foreign
countries.

9. Using a measure of internal political efficacy, rather
than the external efficacy measure used here, would not
have permitted us to test this link, in so far as we wished to
test the link between the political system and the individ-
ual’s sense of empowerment.

10. Voting is not included in the battery of items or as
a separate dependent variable, given that it is compulsory
in Australia, and turnout rates are consistently around 95%
of the registered population.

11. For the analysis in Table 4, we tested using a ver-
sion of political participation that excluded “working with
people who share the same concern” on the grounds that
this item may measure social capital rather than politi-
cal participation. However, the results using the three-item
scale were substantively similar to the full four-item bat-
tery, and for that reason and for completeness, we opted to
retain it in the full analysis in Table 4.

12. The lack of measures of offline involvement in
associations in the 2007 Australian Election Study limits
our ability to draw strong conclusions here, as was done in
the U.S. study.

13. The 2007 AES lacked measures of offline social
contact, which means that we are likely to be captur-
ing some of its effects in our measures of online social
contact, given that it is likely that there is covariance
between them. Kittilson and Dalton’s (2011) analysis
combined offline and online associational involvement
and found the latter remained significant in predicting
attitudes/engagement and for some dependent variables
(political discussion/electoral activities) were as strong or
stronger predictors than offline ties. While such findings
do not automatically carry over to the Australian case,
the extent to which our findings directly replicate those of
Kittilson and Dalton in the range and frequency of online
social ties formed provides a basis for anticipating a sim-
ilar independent effect on our attitudinal and behavioral
variables.
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