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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Studies addressing the normative questions of whether social media Social media; political
use positively or negatively affects citizens’ levels of democratic participation; affective
engagement and satisfaction with democracy have produced mixed polarization; issue
findings. This study tests the proposition that political polarization ~Polarization; democratic
plays an important contingent role in explaining these relationships. erosion

Combining Varieties of Democracy (VDEM) and World Values Survey

(WVS) data, this study examines how issue polarization and affective

polarization at the country level shape the relationships between

social media use for political information and democratic outcomes

in 27 developed democracies. The findings show divergent conse-

quences of social media use contingent on affective polarization. In

the countries with high affective polarization, social media use

increased democratic engagement (i.e. participation and voting) and

decreased satisfaction with democracy (i.e. political satisfaction and

perceived quality of democracy), which may have implications for

democratic erosion and backsliding. In the countries with low affective

polarization, social media use increased the perceived quality of

democracy but had no effect on political satisfaction. Issue polarization

had a limited contingent influence. The findings contribute to the

literature by explicating the dynamics of country-level affective polar-

ization that can shape and contextualize the relationship between

social media use and democratic engagement in democracies across

the world.

An estimated 60% of the world’s population uses social media (Statista, 2023). For citizens
in many democracies, social media platforms have become sources of information that
shape their political attitudes and decisions. Against this background, political communica-
tion scholars have explored two overarching research questions related to the normative
role of social media in politics: first, whether social media increases democratic engagement,
such as voting in elections or other forms of political participation (Boulianne, 2020),
and second, to what extent social media fosters political information environments showing
that governments are responsive to the demands of their citizens, which is an important
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precursor of satisfaction with democracy (Ceron & Memoli, 2015; Placek, 2023). However,
these studies have produced mixed findings.

To resolve the issue of these contradictory findings, this study examines the
contingent role of political polarization, which we propose shapes the relationships
between social media use and the two types of democratic outcomes mentioned
above. Public and scholarly discourses about political polarization have posed it as
a direct threat to democracies globally (Gidron et al., 2020). Diverging opinions,
attitudes, and beliefs on policy issues as well as intergroup dislike, distrust, and
hostility among political elites and citizens (Iyengar et al,, 2019) can undermine
democratic norms, such as rational debate (Rossini, 2022), which can lead to
democratic backsliding and gradual erosion in the quality of democracy (McCoy &
Somer, 2018). Political polarization also shapes countries’ political information
environments. In highly polarized countries, political actors’ strategic use of rhetoric
can enlarge cleavages in society by stoking in-group/out-group resentment and even
hate (McCoy et al., 2018). This rhetoric, in turn, can be amplified exponentially
across social media among users who come across and share political content (Kubin
& von Sikorski, 2021). Thus, the degree of political polarization in a country should
also be reflected in the types and valence of political information in its social media
space (Urman, 2019).

Based on this argument, we test the moderating role of two types of political polarization,
namely affective and issue polarization, on the relationships between social media use for
political information and democratic outcomes in 27 established democracies. Among these
are countries that are known to have very polarized politics, such as the United States,
Brazil, and Malaysia, and others that do not, such as Canada, New Zealand, and Japan. By
testing these potential moderators, this study addresses several gaps in the literature. First, it
helps explain the divergent findings in the literature on the relationships between social
media use and democratic outcomes. Second, it provides a more nuanced cross-national
understanding of the dynamics of political polarization and social media, given that the
scholarship to date has focused mostly on the United States (Urman, 2019). Third, it
highlights the important contextual role of political polarization among other factors
(e.g., “free” and “other” press systems; Boulianne, 2019), which can inform the design of
meta-analyses and cross-national comparative research on the democratic consequences of
social media use.

Social Media, Democratic Engagement, and Satisfaction with Democracy

Normative theories of democracy presume an information environment that informs
citizens on the important political and social issues that affect their lives and
provides them with opportunities to express their views to elected government
officials (Delli_carpini, 2004). From a rational choice perspective, such an environ-
ment lowers the costs of participation in politics for citizens as it reduces the time,
money, and effort required to access relevant information and news that inform
their political actions and choices (Vissers & Stolle, 2014). Legacy media such as
newspapers and television have long served this information function to increase
democratic engagement (McLeod et al., 1999), but in the past two decades social
media platforms such as Facebook have gained popularity as sources of information.



POLITICAL COMMUNICATION e 3

According to the 2022 Reuters Institute Digital News Report, 42% of online users in
the United States use social media as a source of news, which is in the middle range
between democracies in the lower range, such as Japan (28%) and Germany (32%),
and those in the higher range, such as Chile (70%) and Thailand (78%) (Newman
et al., 2022).

Social media use is not universal among citizens but has nevertheless altered the
dynamics of political communication in various ways, and these processes can be
understood through the “network media logic” framework (Klinger & Svensson,
2015). Based on previous theorizing of “media logic” as a form and process in which
media transmits communication (Altheide, 2016), “network media logic” encompasses
different “communication norms and practices related to media production, distribution
and usage” (p. 1246), which stands in contrast with the “mass media logic” of legacy
media. For example, based on the logics of production and distribution, election candi-
dates can engage in “personalized politics” by bypassing the traditional gatekeepers of
information (i.e., professional media and journalists) and disseminating information
directly to supporters and potential voters through social media posts and tweets
(McGregor, 2017). Furthermore, these users are not mere recipients of information as
they can also serve as “intermediaries” to increase the virality of the information by
sharing it across “networks of like-minded others” (Klinger & Svensson, 2015, p. 1246).
These logics were demonstrated by Wojcieszak et al. (2022) in their study of Twitter
users, who they found were overwhelmingly engaged with and shared information from
politically aligned in-group actors (i.e., politicians, pundits, and news media) rather than
those from the out-group. This is not to say that the social media space is devoid of
legacy media presence: the mass media and network media logics overlap because news
media organizations and journalists have also appropriated social media to develop
connections with audiences and promote their content (Gulyas, 2013). Nonetheless,
because of the logic of media usage that allows users on social media to engage in
selective exposure and customize their information environments (Merten, 2020), the
news media and journalists must compete with other political actors to gain citizens’
attention.

The three aspects of the network media logic (production, distribution, and media usage)
are intertwined, and collectively they can further reduce the costs for citizens who use social
media to obtain timely and relevant political information that facilitates democratic engage-
ment compared with those who do not use social media. This assertion is supported by
several meta-analyses of the literature, although not all coefficients of previous studies were
statistically significant (Boulianne, 2019; Skoric et al., 2016). A possible reason is that these
analyses have usually pooled different measures of democratic engagement. Voting in
elections is often considered in the political literature to be one aspect of political participa-
tion, alongside others such as donating to campaigns and contacting government officials
(Brady et al., 1995). From a cross-national comparative perspective, however, voting should
be considered a distinct form of democratic engagement because some countries have high
voter turnout but relatively low citizen engagement in politics, for reasons such as compul-
sory voting (e.g., Singapore and Peru) or political culture (e.g., Japan). Therefore, in this
study, we consider voting to be separate from political participation, and we propose the
following base hypothesis:
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H1: Social media use for political information is positively related to (a) political partici-
pation and (b) voting.

Compared with those attending to democratic engagement, fewer studies of social media
have examined satisfaction with democracy, despite it being one of the most important
variables in comparative politics and public opinion research (Singh & Mayne, 2023).
Normatively, satisfaction with democracy is closely tied to the notion of government
responsiveness to citizen demands, which is required to maintain political trust and the
legitimacy of the democratic system (Linde & Ekman, 2003). Two important indicators
of satisfaction with democracy are political system satisfaction, which emphasizes the
overall performance of the political institutions and actors in meeting the normative
standards of democracy, and perceived quality of democracy, which reflects individuals’
judgments on the relative state of democracy in their countries (Mayne & Hakhverdian,
2016). For a long time, the legacy media in both offline and online forms served the
normative role of increasing citizens’ political learning and trust in political institutions
as part of a “virtuous circle” (Norris, 2000). Studies on the role of social media, however,
have offered mixed findings. Based on a survey with respondents from 27 European
countries, Ceron and Memoli (2015) found that Internet use (i.e., “Web 1.0 news
source”) was positively related to satisfaction with democracy, whereas social media
use (i.e., “Web 2.0 news sources”) was negatively related, especially when there were
high levels of political disagreement. They attributed this finding to social media being
an unmediated and unfiltered space in which users can be exposed to anti-democratic
and counter-attitudinal views. This is understandable from the network media logic
perspective because public actors with populist or radical agendas can easily and cheaply
use social media to disseminate among user networks their anti-system ideologies and
views. Even more serious is the spread of misinformation and hate speech by such
actors, which can further undermine democratic attitudes (Kuehn & Salter, 2020).
A longitudinal analysis of respondents from 11 Central and Eastern European countries
by Placek (2023) offered the more nuanced finding that the relationship between social
media use and satisfaction with democracy was positive when a country’s democracy
was functioning properly (i.e., a stable liberal democracy score over time) but was
negative under conditions of democratic backsliding (i.e., a decrease in the liberal
democracy score over time). This intriguing finding suggests that underlying political
cleavages in society can play an influential role on the social media and satisfaction with
democracy relationship, which is a point that we expand upon below. Given the mixed
findings on the direct relationship, we raise the following research question:

RQ1: Is social media use for political information positively or negatively related to (a)
political satisfaction and (b) perceived quality of democracy?

Political Polarization and Democratic Outcomes

In recent years, scholars and commentators have framed political polarization as a direct
threat to democracy (Gidron et al,, 2020), and one of its manifestations is the shaping of
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political communications on social media (Kreiss & McGregor, 2023). Two distinct forms
of political polarization are commonly emphasized in the literature: issue polarization and
affective polarization (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021). These two forms of polarization can
shape the relationships between social media use and democratic outcomes in different
ways.

Issue/Affective Polarization, and Democratic Engagement

Issue polarization is characterized by increasing attitude extremity on policy issues among
the mass public (Mason, 2013), whereas affective polarization posits that partisanship
represents an important social identity that can exacerbate positive feelings toward the in-
group and animosity toward the out-group (Iyengar et al.,, 2012). Although ideological
extremity is not a necessary condition for affective polarization, the two are related (Mason,
2018). Political parties offer citizens distinct candidate choices and their issue and policy
differences serve as heuristic cues that reduce the cognitive effort of voters in making their
decisions, which should increase political participation (Levendusky, 2010). Countering this
perspective is the argument that issue polarization demobilizes voters because most citizens
tend to be centrists and the extreme positions engendered by polarized elites could lead to
ideological conflict that turns off the electorate (Fiorina & Abrams, 2008). Affective
polarization is manifested by the strengthening of partisanship toward the in-group as
a form of social identity (West & Iyengar, 2020), which can elicit action-oriented emotions,
such as anger and enthusiasm, that drive political participation (Huddy et al., 2015).
Negative sentiments toward out-groups can also drive political activities, such as donations,
volunteering, and voting on behalf of the in-group (Iyengar & Krupenkin, 2018). There is
evidence that affective polarization is an important driver of political engagement even
when controlling for issue polarization (Mason, 2015), but Wagner’s (2021) analysis of 166
elections in 51 countries showed that affective polarization but not issue polarization had
a robust positive relationship with political engagement and voting. Given these mixed
findings, we raise a second general research question:

RQ2: What are the relationships between issue/affective polarization and (a) political
participation and (b) voting?

Issue/Affective Polarization and Satisfaction Toward Democracy

Research has suggested that citizens are more satisfied with democracy when they perceive
greater heterogeneity in the issue positions of political parties, as this gives them more
electoral choices (Ridge, 2021). This implies a positive role for higher levels of issue
polarization. High levels of affective polarization, however, can come at the expense of
such core normative features of democracy as compromise, consensus, deliberation, and
tolerance, which over time can lead to a gradual deterioration of the quality of democracy
(Somer et al., 2021). Citizens are more concerned with winning at all costs, which amplifies
hostile feelings and bias against those with opposing political views (Wojcieszak & Warner,
2020). More extreme voters are also more likely to place partisan interests above democratic
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values and are more willing to compromise democratic norms for their ideological agendas
(Svolik, 2019). Although some country-level analyses have found affective polarization to be
related to democratic backsliding (Orhan, 2022) and the erosion of democratic quality
(Somer et al., 2021), Broockman et al. (2022) found no discernable effects of affective
polarization on democratic outcomes. We thus raise the following further research
question:

RQ3: What are the relationships between issue/affective polarization and (a) political
satisfaction and (b) perceived quality of democracy?

How Political Polarization Shapes the Democratic Outcomes of Social Media Use

As the network media logic emphasizes the sharing of information among networks of like-
minded others, we can expect symmetry between a country’s political structure and its
social media space. In a cross-national study of 16 democracies, Urman (2019) showed that
the structure of polarization among social media users was aligned to a large extent with the
degree of polarization among political parties in a country. At one end of the spectrum,
Denmark represented a “perfectly integrated political Twittersphere,” as the accounts of all
political parties in the country shared overlapping audiences; at the other end, the United
States and South Korea represented “perfectly polarized” political social media spaces, as
there were no overlapping audiences among the political parties. Country-level polarization
can thus shape the structure and networks of the social media space, which can have direct
implications for the type and valence of the political information shared among political
actors and like-minded citizens.

In highly polarized countries, issue differences and hostility among partisans are ampli-
fied in the social media space because political elites, such as politicians, pundits, and
partisan media, are motivated to disseminate content promoting in-group favoritism and
out-group derision (Settle, 2018). For example, studies have shown that whereas politicians
post more positive tweets about their own party than negative tweets of the opposing party
(Yu et al., 2023), users tend to share negative and divisive content toward political out-
groups because it has a greater chance of “going viral” (Rathje et al., 2021). In both cases, the
heightened discursive emphasis on intergroup competition and threat can further increase
the salience of a citizen’s political identity, which is a core psychological driver of demo-
cratic engagement (Huddy et al., 2015). Therefore, in highly polarized countries, social
media can not only reduce the cost for individuals to gain information about politics but
can also mobilize them to support their candidate or party based on information dissemi-
nated by like-minded political elites and citizens. Conversely, in countries that are less
polarized, the valence and tone of social media communications are likely to be less hostile.
These expectations lead us to propose the following hypothesis:

H2: The relationships between social media and participation/voting are stronger with
higher levels of (a) issue polarization and (b) affective polarization than with lower levels.
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The role of political polarization in the social media and satisfaction with democracy
relationship is more nuanced. In high-polarization countries, political cleavages are made
more salient on social media, which can reduce social trust and cohesion among citizens
(Lee, 2022). This should lower citizens’ satisfaction with democracy. However, the relation-
ship might also be positive at lower levels of polarization. In a cross-national analysis of
elections in 50 countries, Ridge (2021) found that citizens who perceived their political
system to include a broad range of political parties representing different positions were
more satisfied with democracy; as she noted, “voters want choices, which requires differ-
ence, and they want those choices to cover the median ideological position, not just the
extrema” (p. 428). In the case of Denmark’s “perfectly integrated” social media political
structure, for example, users are connected to political parties that represent different
political positions, which can give them the perception that there is representation and
choice in their country’s politics. Conversely, in “perfectly polarized” social media spaces,
users are connected only to their own parties, which can lead to perceptions that there is
a lack of choice or diversity of perspectives on important political and social issues that
affect their lives. We thus propose our final hypothesis:

H3: The relationships between social media and political satisfaction/perceived quality of
democracy diverge at different levels of (a) issue polarization and (b) affective polarization.
At lower levels of political polarization, the relationships are positive; at higher levels, the
relationships are negative.

Finally, by defining and examining the roles of issue and affective polarization separately,
this study can provide a more nuanced analysis of different forms of political polarization.
This leads to the final research question:

RQ4: To what extent are the findings raised in addressing the previous hypotheses and
research questions similar or different across the two types of political polarization?

Methodology
Sample

Data for the study was obtained and combined from two sources. For country-level
measures of polarization we drew from the Varieties of Democracy (VDEM) dataset
Version 12 (Coppedge, Gerring, Knutsen, Lindberg, Teorell, Altman, et al., 2021).
VDEM is a cross-national project that measures different facets of democracy over
time and the dataset comprises various political and civil indicators of countries
around the world that were coded by at least five country experts for each country
indicator. For individual-level measures we drew data from the World Values Survey
7 (WVS-7) dataset Version 5 (Haerpfer et al., 2022), which comprises various
indicators of citizen attitudes, values, beliefs, and political behaviors across 64
countries. Each country sample in the WVS-7 is representative of the population
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(i.e., aged 18 and above and living in private households) and was administered
face-to-face to respondents in their native languages from early 2017 to mid-2020.
Because citizens were asked about their perceptions of democracy and frequency of
voting in national elections the final combined sample (i.e., countries included in
both VDEM and WVS-7 datasets) were filtered to include only “full” and “flawed”
democracies following the typology of political regime types in the Democracy Index
produced by the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU). Accordingly, a “full democracy”
is generally characterized by high political freedoms and civil liberties along with
diverse and independent media and judiciary. A “flawed democracy” is characterized
by having free and fair elections, but with significant weaknesses in other aspects
(e.g., infringements on media freedom, problems in government, etc.) The final data
comprised 43,225 respondents from 27 countries that included Argentina, Brazil,
Canada, Chile, Colombia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Germany, Greece, Indonesia,
Japan, Malaysia, Mongolia, Netherlands, New Zealand, Peru, Philippines, Romania,
Serbia, Singapore, Slovakia, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, United Kingdom,
United States, and Uruguay. Supplementary Materials: Appendix B further elaborates
on the V-Dem methodology and how the V-Dem-based data compares with other
cross-national datasets.

Country-Level Measures

In this study, we adopted the more holistic measures of country-level political polarization
that were applied in previous research (e.g., Humprecht et al., 2020; Somer et al., 2021).
Issue polarization is broadly defined as differences in opinions and views among society on
key political issues. Affective polarization is the extent to which partisans from opposing
camps interact with each other in a friendly or hostile manner. Supplementary Materials:
Appendix B provides a more thorough discussion on the measurement of political
polarization.

Affective Polarization

Each country was rated with a score between 0 to 4 based on the question “Is society
polarized into antagonistic, political camps?” The question is contextualized by the follow-
ing description:

Here we refer to the extent to which political differences affect social relationships beyond
political discussions. Societies are highly polarized if supporters of opposing political camps are
reluctant to engage in friendly interactions, for example, in family functions, civic associations,
their free time activities and workplaces. (Coppedge, Gerring, Knutsen, Lindberg, Teorell,
Marquardt, et al., 2021, p. 224)

The answers ranged from 0 = “Not at all. Supporters of opposing political camps generally
interact in a friendly manner” (i.e., New Zealand), to 4 = “Yes, to a large extent. Supporters
of opposing political camps generally interact in a hostile manner” (e.g., Brazil, United
States).
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Issue Polarization

Each country was rated with a score between 0 to 4 based on the question: “How would you
characterize the differences of opinions on major political issues in this society?” The
question is contextualized by the following description:

While plurality of views exists in all societies, we are interested in knowing the extent to which
these differences in opinions result in major clashes of views and polarization or, alternatively,
whether there is general agreement on the general direction this society should develop.
(Coppedge, Gerring, Knutsen, Lindberg, Teorell, Marquardt, et al., 2021, p. 329)

The answers ranged from 0 = “Serious polarization. There are serious differences in opi-
nions in society on almost all key political issues, which result in major clashes of views.” to
4 = “No polarization. There are differences in opinions but there is a general agreement on
the direction for key political issues.” As the original scale had lower values representing
higher polarization, we reversed the scale to represent higher polarization. They ranged
from “0” for Uruguay to “4” for Chile and South Korea.

Individual-Level Measures

Political Engagement and Attitudes

Political Participation. Respondents were asked whether they had engaged in the following
forms of “political action and social activism”: (1) signing a petition, (2) donating to a group
or campaign, (3) contacting a government official, (4) encouraging others to take action about
political issues, and (5) encouraging others to vote. Affirmative answers were combined to
create an index of political participation (from M =0.42 in Peru to M =2.68 in Germany).

Voting in Elections. Respondents were asked how frequently they voted in national level
elections. The answers included 1= “Never,” 2 = “Usually,” and 3 = “Always” (from M =
2.22 in Czech Republic to M =2.90 in Uruguay).

Political System Satisfaction. Respondents were asked “How satisfied are you with how the
political system is functioning in your country these days?” The answers ranged from 1
= “Not satisfied at all” to 10 = “Completely satisfied” (from M = 2.59 in Brazil to M = 6.78 in
South Korea).

Perceived Quality of Democracy. Respondents were asked “How democratically is this
country being governed today?” The answers ranged from 1 = “Not at all democratic” to 10
= “Completely democratic” (from M = 3.70 in Brazil to M =7.58 in Germany).

Social Media Use and Controls

Social Media Use for Political Information. Respondents indicated their frequency of
using “Internet and social media tools like Facebook, Twitter etc.,” to search for information
about politics and political events. Answers were coded as 1 (“Have done”) and 0 (“Might
do/Would never do”). Citizens in Romania answered affirmatively the least (11%) and those
in Germany the most (66%). While this measure did not capture the intensity of usage, it
should be noted that in 19 of the 27 countries in the sample, 70% or more of respondents do
not use social media for political information at all. Therefore, even if continuous measures
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were available from the dataset, they could only be used to analyze a relatively small subset
of respondents who may have different characteristics as the general population. Therefore,
the binary distinction is still important and suitable for the purposes of this study.

Controls. A battery of country and individual level controls was included in the study.
Country-level variables from various sources included population (Cyprus = 1.2 million to
United States = 331.4 million); gross domestic product (Mongolia=US$13.3 billion to
United States=US$20.9 trillion); human development index (Philippines=.72 to
Germany = .95), electoral democracy index (Thailand = 6.0 to New Zealand = 9.4), number
of political parties (United States =2 to various = 10), press freedom (Singapore =45 to
Netherlands = 90) and Internet penetration (Philippines=53% to South Korea =98%).
Supplementary Materials: Appendix C further summarizes the definitions and sources of
these variables. Individual-level variables from the WVS included traditional media use,
which was a composite measure combined from measures of newspaper, TV, and radio use
(1 =“never” to 5 = “daily”); political interest (1 = “not at all interested” and 4 = “very inter-
ested”); frequency of political talk with friends (1 = “never” and 3 = “frequently); and); and
ideology strength, which was a folded measure based on respondents’ left/right ideology (1

= “left” to 10 = “right”), which was then recoded so that 1 = weak left/right to 5 = very strong
left/right. Demographics included age, gender, education (0= “No education” and 8

= “Doctoral”), and household income (1 = “Lowest group” and 10 = “Highest group”).

Results
Analytic Approach

As individual respondent data is nested within countries the assumption of independent
observations required for regression analysis is violated, which can result in smaller
standard errors that lead to Type I error. Therefore, we adopted multilevel modeling to
conduct the analyses. As political participation represented count data (i.e., occurrences of
a behavior) we used quasi-Poisson regression to model the relationships of political
polarization as it is appropriate for analyzing over-dispersed count variables whose var-
iances are higher than their mean (Coxe et al.,, 2009). Linear regression models were applied
to the other three continuous dependent variables (i.e., vote in elections, political satisfac-
tion, and perceived quality of democracy) in this study. Taking into consideration the two
types of dependent variable data, we used generalized linear mixed model (GLMM) analysis
via the glmmTMB R package (Brooks et al., 2017).

Predicting Democratic Engagement and Satisfaction with Democracy

The intraclass correlation (ICC) in the intercept-only models showed that country (N =
27) explained 27%, 9%, 15%, and 14% of the variance respectively for political participa-
tion, voting in elections, political satisfaction, and perceived quality of democracy. This
indicated that democratic engagement and satisfaction with democracy varied across
countries and mixed-model analyses were appropriate. All individual and country-level
variables were then entered as fixed effects. Standardized coefficients were reported to
facilitate comparison of effect sizes among the variables as summarized in Table 1



Table 1. Multilevel models predicting democratic engagement and attitudes.
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Political Vote in Political* Perceived quality of
participation elections satisfaction democracy
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Fixed Effects — Country
Intercept a1 2.61%** 5.28%** 6.46%*%*
Population -.19 14 .07 —-.26
Human Development —55%** 14 .08 -25
Index

Gross Domestic Product 40* -.18 -.18 31
Democracy Index 42%* -.09 39 .78%
Number of Political Parties 26%% -.05 -.19 .10
Press Freedom .01 .01 —.57% -.29
Internet penetration 21% -.06 a3 -.09
Affective polarization 14 —-.09 =27 .08
Issue polarization —.22% .06 -14 -.24
Fixed Effects — Individual
Age 04 4 07%%* 10%e*
Education 0% 05%%* -.03 06**¥*
Income .01 071%%* 27%%% 19xxx
Gender 03%** 02%%* .04%* .02
Political interest I Rl .08*** 6% 08***
Political talk xR 02%** —.12%** —.07%**
Ideology strength 06%** 03%** 05%** A
Traditional media 02%%* 02%%* 27%%* 19*x*
Social media 30%** 06%** =17 —.04%*
Random Effects
Intercept .07 .02 .62 .38
AlC 90594.48 56403.26 148592.61 144452.93
Log Likelihood —45276.24 —28180.63 —74275.31 —72205.46
N 32144 31881 32855 32786
N (country) 27 27 27 27
R? (Fixed)/(Total) .33/.39 .13/.18 .08/.17 .09/.16

*p <.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05.

below. H1 proposed that social media use was positively related to (a) political partici-
pation and (b) voting. Both were confirmed by Models 1 (p =.30, p<.001) and 2 (
=.06, p <.001) so the hypothesis was accepted. Regarding its relationship with satisfac-
tion with democracy (RQ1), social media was negatively related to political satisfaction
(RQla: p=-.11, p<.001) and perceived quality of democracy (RQ1b: f=-.04, p <.01).
RQ2 and RQ3 respectively focused on the relationship between issue/affective polariza-
tion and the four democratic outcomes. Issue polarization was negatively related to
political participation (RQ2a: B = -.22, p <.05), but not voting (RQ2b). Neither form of
polarization predicted political satisfaction (RQ3a) or perceived quality of democracy

(RQ3D).

Table 2. Cross-level interactions predicting democratic engagement and attitudes.

Political Vote in Political Perceived* quality of
participation elections satisfaction democracy
Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8
Interactions with polarization
Social media x Affective 04%x%* 03*** —.10%** —.10%**
polarization
Social media x Issue polarization .01 —.02%** —-.00 .03

*p < .001, ** p <.01, * p <.05; Betas for main variables are not displayed as they were shown in Table 2.
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Figure 1. Cross-level interactions of issue polarization and social media on voting.

Cross-Level Interactions of Social Media and Polarization on Democratic Outcomes

Models 5 to 8 in Table 2 represented the main models with cross-level interactions added to
examine the individual-level relationships between social media and democratic outcomes
at different levels of country-level issue and affective polarization. H2 proposed that the
relationship between social media and participation/voting will be stronger under higher
levels of (a) issue polarization and (b) affective polarization compared to lower levels.

The interaction between social media and issue polarization was significant only for voting
in elections (p = —.02, p <.001) and it was in the opposite direction as hypothesized (Figure 1).
H2a was not supported. The interactions between social media and affective polarization were
significant for political participation (p=.04, p<.001) and voting in elections (B =.03, p
<.001). As shown in Figures 2 and 3, while the relationships between social media use and
democratic engagement were positive overall, they were stronger under higher levels of
affective polarization compared to lower levels. H2b was supported. H3 proposed that the
relationships between social media and political satisfaction/perceived quality of democracy
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Figure 2. Cross-level interaction of affective polarization and social media on participation.
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Figure 3. Cross-level interaction of affective polarization and social media on voting.
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Figure 4. Cross-level interaction of affective polarization and social media on political satisfaction.

would diverge at different levels of (a) issue polarization and (b) affective polarization. The
social media and issue polarization interaction was not significant for either outcome. H3a was
not supported. However, the social media and affective polarization interactions were sig-
nificant for both political satisfaction and the perceived quality of democracy. Figures 4 and 5
showed evidence of divergence. For political satisfaction (Figure 4), the relationship with
social media was relatively unchanged at low levels of affective polarization, but it became
progressively negative at higher levels of affective polarization. For perceived quality of
democracy (Figure 5), the relationship with social media was positive at low levels of affective
polarization, but negative at high levels of affective polarization. H3b was only partially
supported because the social media and political satisfaction relationship was relatively
unchanged at low levels of affective polarization rather than positive as proposed by H3b.
The overall findings showed there were differences on the moderating roles of country-
level issue and affective polarization on the relationship between social media use and the
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Figure 5. Cross-level interaction of affective polarization and social media on perceived quality of
democracy.

four democratic outcomes measured in this study (RQ4). Notably, affective polarization had
more of a significant contingent role than issue polarization. Implications are discussed next.

Discussion

The relationship between social media and citizens’ participation in politics has been
extensively examined by researchers, but not all studies have supported the notion that
social media use leads to greater democratic engagement. There have also been mixed
findings on the influence of social media on citizens’ satisfaction with democracy. This
study seeks to bring more clarity to the literature by focusing on the contingent roles of issue
and affective polarization. Our findings point to affective polarization as an important
moderator that elucidates “cross-national patterns” of the role of social media in democratic
outcomes (Boulianne, 2020).

Consistent with the general findings of previous meta-analyses (e.g., Boulianne,
2019; Skoric et al., 2016), using social media for political information was positively
related to political participation and voting. To this we add the further finding that
it was also negatively related to political satisfaction and perceived quality of
democracy. These findings can be understood from the perspective of the network
media logic, which emphasizes the role of social connections among political actors
and like-minded citizens. Through these connections, users can not only receive
information about politics but also calls to action, such as politicians encouraging
their followers via tweets to vote for them in upcoming elections. As to the negative
relationship, it is possible that there is disproportionate dissemination of negative
and uncivil political content and discourse on social media platforms that does not
conform with democratic norms (Ceron & Memoli, 2015). Such negative content can
be amplified further in countries with higher affective polarization as partisan
tensions and hostilities at the society level are reflected in the social media space
(Urman, 2019). Conversely, when affective polarization is low there could be more
heterogeneous and less negative political content, such that the social media use



POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 15

relationship does not change for political satisfaction and even becomes positive for
perceived quality of democracy. Thus, in countries with relatively low affective
polarization, such as Germany, Japan, New Zealand, and Taiwan, social media use
for political information is conducive to promoting citizens’ positive attitudes
toward the overall quality of democracy in their countries. Conversely, in countries
with high affective polarization, such as the United States and Thailand, the social
media space can be used to express and share intolerance toward other social groups
and civil society (Rossini, 2022) and to endorse non-democratic behaviors (Somer
et al., 2021). This may lead to negative attitudes toward the political system and
democracy, which could have longer-term implications for democratic erosion and
backsliding (Placek, 2023).

At the same time, we found that affective polarization further amplified the positive
relationship between social media use and democratic engagement, which is consistent with
the “benevolent consequences” or “blessing in disguise” argument by Harteveld and
Wagner (2022) that higher affective polarization can be desirable to increase citizen
engagement in politics. Indeed, the distinct two-way dynamics of country-level affective
polarization uncovered in this study brings to mind the theoretical tensions explicated two
decades ago between participatory and deliberative democracy as the same “passion” and
“enthusiasm” that citizens may hold for political participation can also harm their social
relationships (Mutz, 2006). That is, the same emotional underpinnings that motivate
participation may also undermine interpersonal trust and thus lead to a breakdown in
social cohesion and lower perceived quality of democracy.

Another important finding is that the contingent roles of issue and affective polarization
were different, even though they were highly correlated among the 27 countries (r =.68).
This validates previous arguments that “differentiation matters” when examining the
dynamics of different types of political polarization and social media (Kubin & von
Sikorski, 2021). Compared to affective polarization, the dynamics of social media use on
satisfaction with democracy were not influenced by issue polarization, possibly because
divides on issue or policy are less salient in the social media space than are divides based on
social groups. Issue polarization amplified the relationship between social media use and
voting, although the magnitude was greater at lower levels of issue polarization. A possible
explanation is that elections are generally more competitive when there is a greater diversity
of parties and candidates representing different policy and issue positions, and it is reason-
able to assume that social media plays a lesser role in citizens’ motivations to vote when the
overall political environment is already very competitive.

Taken together, the findings suggest that certain countries, especially those that score
highly in affective polarization (e.g., Argentina, Brazil, Malaysia, Thailand, and the United
States), could be more prone to democratic erosion than others from citizens’ use of social
media. Comparatively, this might be less of a concern in countries with high issue polariza-
tion but low affective polarization, such as Taiwan, Serbia, and the Netherlands, given that
the findings suggest that affective polarization rather than issue polarization at the country
level is more intertwined with the negative aspects of the social media space that reduce
satisfaction with democracy.
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Limitations and Future Studies

Several limitations of the study and avenues for further exploration should be noted.
Foremost is that the polarization findings are bounded by our conceptual underpinnings
of the concept. Polarization, and especially affective polarization, has been measured in
diverse ways in the literature (Druckman & Levendusky, 2019). For example, the
concept in this study emphasizes intergroup relations among partisan publics rather
than perceived differences in political parties, and the findings should be interpreted
with this in mind. Scholars examining the antecedents and consequences of political
polarization are advised to present up front their definition(s) of polarization, given this
study’s finding that different forms of political polarization influence democratic out-
comes in different ways. Moreover, this study positions political polarization as
a contextual country-level variable in finding that it shaped the relationship between
social media use and democratic outcomes. There is a body of political communication
scholarship that has focused primarily on how individuals’ use of social media can
influence their levels of perceived political polarization (see the review by Kubin & von
Sikorski, 2021), although a recent study has also theorized and shown that perceived
political polarization leads to greater social media use (Nordbrandt, 2021). For greater
clarity on the dynamic relationships of social media and political polarization at
different levels of analysis, future cross-national studies can adopt longitudinal designs
to consider individual differences in social media use and perceived polarization on
democratic outcomes as well as the direction of causation within a larger polarization
context at the country level.

Another point related to the measure of social media use is that this study focuses only on
informational uses of social media, when expressive uses are also prominent on social media
and have been shown to engender democratic outcomes (Boulianne, 2019). The extent to
which political polarization amplifies or suppresses expression on social media is another
potential avenue of exploration. Future research can also consider the polarization
dynamics of different social media platforms as each have their own specific affordances
for political expression, such as the relatively public news feed in Facebook (Settle, 2018)
and the more private and closed spaces of messaging apps such as WhatsApp (Kligler-
Vilenchik et al., 2020), which may influence democratic outcomes in different ways. This is
especially relevant to our measure of using social media to search for information about
politics and political events, which could take different forms depending on the platform.
Moreover, as this study was based on secondary data it was not possible to parse out the
specific informational uses of social media for political information; for example, whether
the information came from a professional media outlet or a friend. This is something that
future cross-national comparisons can seek to address.

Our findings also do not speak to the normative aspects of polarization and the
prevailing assumption among scholars and commentators that polarization is “bad” for
democracy, because the social media platforms that induce intergroup tensions and
antagonism are also often the same platforms on which marginalized groups can make
their voices heard and mobilize to “assert their right to political and economic equality”
(Kreiss & McGregor, 2023, p. 12). As pointed out by some critics, the normative ideals of
consensus and social cohesion in a deliberative democracy by and large ignore the role
of power (e.g., Mouffe, 1999). In fact, for some of the “flawed” democracies in our
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sample, high levels of political polarization and its associated outcomes could actually be
necessary to prevent further democratic erosion, such as by the removal of populist
political leaders who pose an exponentially larger threat to the democratic system in
their countries.

Despite these limitations, this study is one of the first to elucidate how different types of
political polarization interact with social media use for political information to influence
individuals’ democratic engagement and satisfaction with democracy. Contrary to what is
implied by the literature, these dynamics and their potential to engender positive and
negative democratic outcomes are not limited to the United States and Europe, where
much of the polarization literature resides, but are also at play in other democracies around
the world.
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