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Abstract
This study empirically examines the media participation hypothesis advanced by 
Bucy, analyzing the influence of traditional and participatory media use across six US 
presidential elections. Multivariate analyses of American National Elections Study data 
demonstrate that as participatory media become more prevalent and utilized in an 
electoral system, corresponding and statistically significant increases in political system 
efficacy—the perception of governmental responsiveness—can be observed among the 
heaviest users of participatory media. Enhanced engagement with interactive media in 
combination with traditional media also translates into more positive assessments of 
democratic processes than use of traditional media alone. At the same time, increased 
engagement with participatory media shows a weak and negative association with political 
trust. Findings for the study uphold the basic tenets of the hypothesis, suggesting the 
framework provides a useful lens for understanding the tightening relationship between 
citizenship, use of communication technology, and democratic processes.
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Despite their tendency to amplify troublesome trends, including media fragmentation, 
political polarization, and, in the most recent election cycle, the dissemination of ram-
pant insults, wild accusations, and fake news, digital communication technologies and 
the interactivity they afford retain the capacity to foster a perception of the public sphere 
as an open, accessible, and ultimately responsive space. This perception seems to be 
cultivated by the ability of interactive media users to find and create content, “talk back” 
to other users, support campaigns and causes, spout opinions, and partake in various 
forms of political action, all with relative ease (Dahlgren, 2009). Notwithstanding 
broader arguments about whether such forms of media participation constitute a thick or 
thin form of citizenship, interactive platforms and formats facilitate the democratic 
promise of ongoing engagement in public affairs, encapsulated by the elementary idea 
that in order to feel like citizens, people must first be able to act like citizens (Bucy and 
Gregson, 2001).

When this shift to mediatized forms of involvement began to occur en masse, Bucy 
(2005) predicted that increased use of participatory media for political purposes would, 
over time, return a sense of agency to citizens and engender a perception of symbolic 
empowerment that psychological proximity to the political process affords. As political 
campaigns become increasingly conducted through social media and other digital com-
munication platforms, and candidates and office holders feel increasingly comfortable 
speaking directly to constituents through their social media accounts, the distinction 
between offline and online participation is rapidly fading. Indeed, media participation 
through networked architectures affords citizens with continuous opportunities for civic 
engagement that traditional media has historically resisted.

Considerable debate exists about the nature of these network effects (see Boulianne, 
2009; Hindman, 2009; Margolis and Resnick, 2000). The argument here is that rather 
than focusing on system-level outcomes, such as policy changes, the relative influence of 
parties in electoral politics, or shifts in governmental expenditures, mediated forms of 
involvement have the potential to foster perceptions of responsiveness at the individual 
level, which should produce positive assessments of the public sphere. Operationally, 
this sense of responsiveness can be measured in terms of outcomes like system efficacy 
and political trust—and tracked in public opinion surveys. Formalized as a longitudinal 
prediction, the media participation hypothesis specifically holds that

as political involvement becomes increasingly reliant on new media formats and technologies, 
intensive use of interactive public affairs media will produce a heightened sense of system 
satisfaction and political efficacy, a trend that should manifest itself longitudinally as mass 
media become more interactive in nature. (Bucy, 2005: 110)

Departing from conventional notions of political activity, which privilege in-person 
assembly and downplay the participatory opportunities inherent in communication 
technology—a view consistent with hierarchical models of civic life where media use 
is considered the most common but least significant mode of political activity (e.g. 
Milbrath, 1965)—media participation recognizes a larger, over-time benefit from inter-
stitial involvement in public affairs that technology affords. By providing a “space for 
citizens to debate politics and express their support for, or discontent with, policies or a 
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particular office holder without requiring any material response from the political sys-
tem” (Bucy and Gregson, 2001: 377–378) media participation offers the perception of 
access and the possibility of peer recognition.

The idea that increased engagement with interactive media will have positive effects 
on political attitudes and perceptions has found considerable support in recent years (see, 
for example, Boulianne, 2009; Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2009; Xenos and Moy, 2007). But 
with a few notable exceptions from true panel designs around election cycles (e.g. 
Dimitrova et al., 2014; Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2014; Shah et al., 2005), most studies exam-
ining this proposition have been conducted with cross-sectional data from single points 
in time. Missing from this mounting body of evidence is an analysis that empirically 
assesses the effects of media participation from the inception of interactive formats in 
politics to the contemporary moment. Until recently, not enough time or data had amassed 
to perform a meaningful over-time analysis of the media participation hypothesis. Now, 
two decades into the idea of an “electronic republic” (Grossman, 1995), the data exist to 
observe long-term trends in the electorate.

The study reported here empirically tests the media participation hypothesis in the 
context of six presidential elections. To map over-time relationships, we model American 
National Election Studies (ANES) data across a 20-year timespan and perform regres-
sion analysis on election data from 1992 to 2012. For our measure of participatory media 
engagement, we construct a blended media use variable that combines different forms of 
political news consumption and compare it against conventional news use (newspapers 
and television) over a two-decade timeframe. As expected, engagement with participa-
tory media for political news and information increases significantly over time and paral-
lels the rise of new media formats. Next, we test our blended media use variable in 
models predicting relationships with political system efficacy and trust in government 
over time. Findings suggest that engagement with participatory media has consistent, 
positive effects on perceptions of political system efficacy but a weak, negative influence 
on political trust that varies by year. Although these results do not eliminate all alterna-
tive explanations for the relationships observed, they are strongly suggestive of the pre-
dicted patterns and highlight the need for further confirmatory research.

Media participation

As a prediction premised on a time horizon, the media participation hypothesis owes its 
lineage to the knowledge gap hypothesis (Tichenor et al., 1970), which posited uneven 
rates of information gain over time based on socioeconomic status (SES). In the case of 
media participation, political system efficacy—a responsive outlook on democracy—
replaces information gain and differential forms of media use replace SES as a criterion 
measure. If the knowledge gap hypothesis presented itself as a “fundamental explanation 
for the apparent failure of mass publicity to inform the public at large” (Tichenor et al., 
1970: 161), the media participation hypothesis is offered as an explanation for the appar-
ent failure of interactive media, the Internet in particular, to radically transform politics 
into an idyllic virtual public sphere (see Hindman, 2009; Margolis and Resnick, 2000). 
Rather, with the increasing integration of interactive communication technology into the 
conduct of electoral politics, citizens come to feel the system is more accessible and open 
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to involvement; that perception then presumably improves citizen satisfaction with politi-
cal openness and evaluations of system functioning—a relationship that can be subjected 
to empirical analysis.

The hypothesis, which also draws inspiration from McLuhan (1964), is consistent with a 
media ecology or environmental view of the now encompassing and highly interconnected 
nature of the networked media environment (see Holbert, 2004; Newhagen and Levy, 1998). 
The rise of interactive media formats in the early 1990s, including online forums, talk radio, 
and televised townhall meetings that promoted a sense of dialog, arguably opened a political 
system that, dominated by negative advertising in the decade prior, had largely relegated 
citizens to a passive role in the electoral process (Buchanan, 1991; Jamieson, 1992). The 
onset of political interactivity brought unique opportunities for both horizontal and vertical 
communication between citizens and candidates, reducing the perceived distance between 
voters and elites—a trend that continues today through social media platforms and overtures 
campaigns make to voters during elections to provide a semblance of enhanced dialog and 
responsiveness (see Stromer-Galley, 2014; Sundar and Bellur, 2011).1

Taking technology seriously entails designating a role for mediated involvement that 
goes beyond simply providing a communication platform for conventional politics, a 
place that traditional media have long occupied (Graber and Dunaway, 2015). Questions 
about fomenting dissent, transforming politics, or provoking revolution aside, the role 
that interactive media play in cultivating a sense of affective involvement and expressive 
engagement cannot be discounted (see Papacharissi, 2015). Indeed, in an era of social 
media, flattened communication hierarchies, and always-on networked devices, the per-
ceived distance between political actors and citizens has never been smaller. Through 
increasingly transparent, immersive, and portable interfaces, technology reduces the 
psychological distance between media users and important events (Newhagen, 2012; Xie 
and Newhagen, 2014), a dynamic that assumes added salience in heavily mediated con-
texts like major breaking news stories and heated election campaigns.

Besides reduced distance, the cumulative effects of time need to be explicitly con-
sidered in technology studies (see Lee and Whitley, 2002), in the present case to dem-
onstrate the subtle but important sociotechnical changes on citizens’ perceptions of and 
engagement with the political process over multiple election cycles. Just as once-sep-
arate industries, namely, broadcasting, computing, and telecommunications, have con-
verged into overlapping market sectors (Negroponte, 1995), so have media, politics, 
and citizenship become more coincident and structurally inseparable in recent decades 
(Iyengar, 2015). These trends are illustrated by the Venn diagrams in Figure 1.

The significance of this overlapping trajectory is twofold. First, political convergence 
brings citizens and elites into closer proximity. Elites can now hear more frequently and 
easily from constituents (or monitor the opinion environment), if they care to listen, and 
citizens can engage in more democratically consequential actions with fewer barriers to 
participation than was previously the case (see Bimber, 2003; Coleman and Blumler, 
2009). Second, as the media system becomes increasingly intertwined with the political 
system, media participation provides citizens with far more opportunities to perform 
their role as citizens than traditional configurations have allowed, providing the ongoing, 
interstitial involvement in politics that participatory democracy requires (Bucy and 
Gregson, 2001).2
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The present study provides the first empirical examination of the hypothesis by docu-
menting the association of participatory media use with political outcomes over time. 
The results shed new light on the considerable social shift towards interactive communi-
cation that has taken place over the past 20 years but has yet to be examined from a per-
ceptual standpoint, particularly for its temporal contours. Although the ANES data we 
rely on for evidence are cross-sectional in nature, a function of the availability of pub-
licly accessible datasets that measure many variables across time, they have the advan-
tage of national representativeness, question consistency, in-person data collection, and 
coincidence with presidential elections.3

When considering the civic and psychological rewards that may result from inten-
sive interactive media use, such as peer recognition and a sense of enhanced voice 

Figure 1. Illustration of the increasingly overlapping nature of media, citizenship, and politics.
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(Bucy and Gregson, 2001), the media participation perspective suggests that positive 
spillover effects will occur. Namely, the sense of enhanced involvement and recognized 
civic agency that media participation engenders should produce improved perceptions 
of the political environment’s responsiveness, particularly among interactive media 
users. As more forms of participatory media become integral with news coverage of 
elections, and campaigns themselves provide increasing (though carefully managed) 
opportunities for political interactivity (Stromer-Galley, 2014), this sense of political 
system efficacy should show a positive relationship with interactive media use in public 
opinion measures.

Important to note, however, is that an enhanced feeling of responsiveness does not 
guarantee a rosy assessment of politics and governance—the rancor of campaigns, 
uncivil tenor of partisan discourse, and continually contested news coverage of politics 
can affect citizen attitudes in a negative direction (Cappella and Jamieson, 1997; Moy 
and Hussain, 2011), even if the political system is regarded as more accessible. While 
actively “engaging in the democratic process can enhance feelings of political trust and 
efficacy” (Moy and Hussain, 2011: 221), the increasing volume of political negativity 
rising with political blogs, social media, talk radio, and cable news analysis programs 
(Sobieraj and Berry, 2011; see also Mutz and Reeves, 2005) could just as easily have a 
negative impact on political trust. Thus, we would expect to see differences in political 
evaluations vary in accordance with citizens’ media repertoires—the extent to which 
they are utilizing a combination of interactive and traditional media or either form of 
media on its own.

Measurement issues

Traditionally, the influence of different forms of print and broadcast media have been 
considered independently and compared for their influence on political knowledge, 
interests, and attitudes (Chaffee et al., 1994; Drew and Weaver, 2006). More recently, 
media analyses have downplayed the importance of distribution channel and distin-
guished between “hard news” use and softer content genres (see McCombs et al., 2011). 
And rightfully so. With the integration of traditional media channels into an expanding 
array of platforms, online destinations, and mobile devices, cross-platform and comple-
mentary media use often results in media saturation—where traditional and digital media 
are aggregated—rather than displacement, where one medium is substituted for another 
(Newell et al., 2008). In situations of media saturation, we would expect to see comple-
mentary use of both legacy and new media formats, where not just the quantity but the 
participatory quality of media use intensifies.4

As individuals move to converged media environments where platform distinctions 
become more fluid (Deuze, 2011; Moore, 2010) and where a multiscreen culture now 
prevails, an interactivity affordances perspective (see Bucy and Affe, 2006; Stromer-
Galley, 2014; Sundar and Bellur, 2011) better fits the commonalities between distribu-
tion channels than conventional categorizations. We therefore amend the amorphous and 
sometimes unproductive categorization scheme of “traditional” versus “new” media. 
Instead of identifying political news consumption based solely on delivery platform (e.g. 
newspaper, television, radio, and online), media formats are conceptually defined and 
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operationalized on the basis of their potential for audience participation, that is, their 
capacity for reciprocal communication and involvement (see Dylko and McCluskey, 
2012; Sundar and Bellur, 2011). Citizens have been participating with media in some 
manner for centuries (see Hamilton, 2003), yet interactive communication technologies 
and formats have only recently evolved to the extent where certain user-generated media 
now require audience interaction for viability and content (Bruns, 2009).

Differentiating media for their participatory qualities provides a more useful point of 
demarcation between communication channels than conventional distinctions, account-
ing for the unique experience of networked media use. Within this framework, certain 
types of media from within the typical conceptualization of broadcasting and cable, such 
as call-in television programs or political talk radio, are grouped with more interactive 
media available online (Bucy and Gregson, 2001). On the other hand, less participatory 
media, such as television news and newspapers, are considered noninteractive for the 
purposes of this analysis because the opportunities for the audience to engage beyond 
simple reception is structurally constrained and generally asynchronous. Likewise, these 
formats reduce the possibility for users to see that other citizens are simultaneously 
involved in political discussion and content generation, severely restricting or constrain-
ing horizontal communication between members of the media audience.

Thus, the concept of media participation provides an integrative framework consist-
ent with an interactivity affordances approach that can extend understandings of media 
use that transcends delivery platforms and recognizes new hybrid forms of political 
engagement that are simultaneously both mass and interpersonal (Chadwick, 2013). This 
framework also moves beyond the general finding of Internet use as a predictor of citizen 
engagement in politics without consideration of engagement with multiple media for-
mats and combined media use (Drew and Weaver, 2006; Groshek, 2011). Assessing the 
consequences of hybrid forms of political media engagement should offer more robust 
appraisals of democratic life.

Quality of networked media involvement

In any mediated interaction, observable behaviors that take place—and which sub-
sequently influence subjective evaluations—are motivated both by the characteristics of 
individual users and the features of the technology that make a given set of actions pos-
sible (Sundar and Bellur, 2011). In networked environments, there are at least three cat-
egories of attributes that bear on participatory media influence: relevant content, 
interactive features, and information accessibility (see Bucy and Affe, 2006). During 
election campaigns, demand for politically relevant content increases and major media 
organizations dedicate special resources to political coverage, offering a rich array of 
multimedia offerings and news features. At the same time, campaigns utilize digital com-
munication technologies to target and mobilize voters, raise money, and respond to oppo-
nents but operate for the most part with a “decidedly undemocratic view of controlled 
interactivity” (Stromer-Galley, 2014).

Given the consistent finding in the political socialization literature that engaging in 
civic activity is positively related to an improved political outlook, we expect that par-
ticipatory media use will have a positive effect on citizen attitudes and perceptions at the 
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system level, as predicted by the hypothesis. Not everything that happens online or over 
the airwaves is civically virtuous, however. Indeed, because of their frequently narrow-
cast quality, interactive media (including online news sites and talk radio) can act as a 
hothouse of partisan rancor and minority party discontent, fomenting distrust and casting 
suspicion on the motives and policies of the current administration or incumbent nomi-
nee. We would therefore expect political trust to be affected differently by participatory 
media use than broader perceptions about system efficacy.

Based on the foregoing theoretical justification and observations about the shifting 
media landscape, we take as our starting point the research expectation that, since the 
introduction of interactive media into the political landscape in the early 1990s, the use 
of participatory media formats by citizens will increase with each passing election cycle.

As these mediated behaviors become increasingly consequential, serving to publicize, 
organize, fund—and even fuel—campaigns, their perceived value should become more 
apparent, and their complementarity to established modes of offline participation more 
obvious. Indeed, beyond any quantitative increase in the availability of information or 
access to political elites through new communication configurations, participatory media 
qualitatively change the ways citizens engage with news, express or share political opin-
ions, and take civic and political actions. To test the hypothesis, we compare the impact 
of traditional, participatory, and combined forms of news use on political system efficacy 
and trust in government, individual measures that capture global assessments of political 
functioning as well as belief or faith in political institutions.5 Specifically, we predict that

H1. Across elections, engagement with participatory media will be more positively 
associated with political system efficacy (H1a) and trust in government (H1b) than 
use of traditional media alone.

Of course, a considerable amount of research has highlighted the importance of tradi-
tional forms of media use, demographic characteristics, and partisan factors as important 
explanatory predictors of political attitudes and behaviors (Chaffee et al., 1994; Drew 
and Weaver, 2006; Iyengar, 2015; McCombs et al., 2011). To make a convincing case for 
media participation, the hypothesis should hold up even under a daunting set of controls. 
Not only should the relationships persist after other explanations are accounted for, they 
should show directional effects over time. It is therefore predicted that

H2. Over time, engagement with participatory media will be positively associated 
with political system efficacy (H2a) but show a negative association with trust in 
government (H2b).

Method

To test these hypotheses, we analyzed ANES data for the years 1992 (n = 2485), 1996 
(n = 1714), 2000 (n = 1807), 2004 (n = 1212), 2008 (n = 2322), and 2012 (n = 5914) for a 
total sample size of 15,454 respondents. Collected over a two-decade period, these sam-
ples allow for a reasonable test of hypotheses posed since the data track the introduction 
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of interactive media into presidential campaigning and reflect a steady upward trend in 
use and prominence (Pew Research Center, 2010). By taking as our starting point an 
election year (1992) that predates the widespread diffusion of the World Wide Web, a 
critical baseline of political efficacy and trust before widespread participatory media use 
in political campaigns can be established.

Survey respondents for the ANES were US citizens 18 years or older on or before the 
corresponding Election Day for each year. Over the years, data collection techniques 
have varied slightly but respondents are selected using a multistage area probability sam-
pling technique that has come to also include online-based data collection. Using the 
common standard applied by the American Association for Public Opinion Research 
(AAPOR), the response rates for the years in question were as follows: 74.0% in 1992, 
59.8% in 1996, 60.5% in 2000, 66.1% in 2004, 63.7% in 2008, and 38.0% in 2012.

Dependent variables

Over the years, ANES has developed some widely used baseline indices of citizen atti-
tudes. For the purposes of this study, two key dependent variables—political system 
efficacy and governmental trust—are based on the ANES multidimensional indexes, 
which are calculated to a uniform 0–100 scale to form even, cross-time comparisons. 
Details on these constructs follow.

Political system efficacy. A measure of perceived system responsiveness,6 political system 
efficacy combines two questions from the ANES Guide to Public Opinion and Electoral 
Behavior: “Do government officials care what people like you think?” and “Do people 
like you have any say in what the government does?” The scale mean across all years 
was 43.92 (standard deviation [SD] = 36.41). Over time, the mean trend in system effi-
cacy fluctuated, and declined substantially. Starting in 1992, the mean was 51.57 
(SD = 40.27). It then dropped to 38.30 (SD = 37.53) in 1996 but rose again in 2000 to 
48.16 (SD = 40.37), before declining slightly to 47.56 (SD = 39.82) in 2004. It dropped 
again in 2008, to 37.97 (SD = 37.83), and rose slightly to 39.99 (SD = 25.89) in 2012.

Trust in government. Our second dependent variable is trust in government. The items 
composing the trust measure entail agreement with a series of four statements measured 
at the ordinal and nominal level: (1) trust in the federal government to do the right thing, 
(2) the federal government is run by few interests or for the benefit of all, (3) perceived 
amount of wasted tax money, and (4) whether government officials are thought of as 
crooked. On the 100-point ANES scale, trust had a substantially lower mean value than 
political system efficacy across all years analyzed (M = 28.86, SD = 22.11). Though low, 
trust levels were observed to increase from 1992 to 2004, then dropped somewhat pre-
cipitously in 2008 and 2012. During the 1992 election, trust in government averaged 
28.48 (SD = 20.89) and increased in 1996 to 31.55 (SD = 21.6). Trust again rose in 2000 
to 35.98 (SD = 22.69), peaking with an incremental increase in 2004 to 36.84 (SD = 22.14), 
before dropping dramatically in 2008, to 26.34 (SD = 23.71). Trust in government reached 
its lowest point, 22.35 (SD = 19.17), in the last year of our analysis, 2012.
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Table 1. Independent variable construction—ranking and frequency of participatory and 
traditional media use for political news and information across all samples.

Category ranking Media mix Number of users

1 1 traditional medium used 3037 (23.0%)
2 2 traditional media used 2018 (15.2%)
3 1 participatory medium used 494 (3.7%)
4 1 participatory + 1 traditional media used 2336 (17.6%)
5 1 participatory + 2 traditional media used 2736 (20.7%)
6 2 participatory media used 141 (1.1%)
7 2 participatory + 1 traditional media used 923 (7.0%)
8 2 participatory + 2 traditional media used 1548 (11.7%)

Independent variables

The key independent variables in this study include media use measures capturing 
engagement with different media platforms and exposure to political news and informa-
tion. Our participatory media use measure consisted of the only two items to be asked 
consistently across all election years considered: listening to political talk radio shows 
and accessing political information online. Reading newspapers and watching television 
news comprised our traditional media use measures. In constructing these variables, 
binary (yes or no) exposure conditions were added together to create indices of participa-
tory and traditional media use.

Slightly different measures of baseline media use were created for hypothesis testing. 
First, the number and type of media use reported by respondents was combined into an 
8-point ordinal scale (M = 4.07, SD = 2.46). Respondents who reported using only one 
form of traditional media (either newspaper or television news) were assigned a value of 
1, those reporting both newspaper and television news exposure were assigned a value of 
2, and respondents who only reported use of either online news or talk radio for their 
campaign news were assigned a media use value of 3. Moving up the scale, respondents 
reporting use of one form of traditional media (either newspaper or television news), 
along with one form of participatory media (either talk radio or online news), were 
assigned a 4 on the media use scale. Reporting use of one participatory medium (either 
talk radio or online news) in conjunction with newspaper and television news merited a 
value of 5, whereas using both forms of participatory media and no traditional media 
garnered a value of 6. Heavier participatory media users, included those reporting both 
talk radio and online campaign information sources with at least one form of traditional 
media, were assigned a value of 7, while those heavy participatory media users who also 
reported both newspaper and television exposure were assigned a media use value of 8 
(see Table 1).

While our categories of media use provide an ordinal and not interval ranking, it pro-
gressively captures use of both participatory and traditional media engagement, and 
identifies those who combine or blend different forms of political news use in each elec-
tion year. Bivariate correlations show that our blended media use variable was weakly 
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associated with demographic factors, namely, being male (Pearson’s r = .11, p < .001) and 
having more education (r = .25, p < .001). Other characteristics, including age and 
Republican Party identification, were not statistically significant, whereas being a 
Democrat (r = −.03, p < .001) and more strongly partisan (r = −.02, p < .001) were signifi-
cantly but weakly correlated with increases in blended media use.

Admittedly, this scale does not take into account frequency of use, nor the exact nature 
of political media content consumed (a problem noted in the literature; see Bimber, 
2001), but it does reflect the variability of different modes of media engagement and 
extent to which participatory and traditional media use complement one another. Table 1 
showing the rankings and frequencies of our media use categories across all election 
years reveals that 38.2% of the sample consists of users of traditional media only—
respondents who either read newspapers, watched television news, or both, but did not 
combine their traditional media use with any other platform (categories 1 + 2). By con-
trast, just 4.8% of the sample consists of users of participatory media—talk radio, online 
sources, or both—for political news (categories 3 + 6). The remaining 57%, as described 
below, use varying combinations of participatory and traditional media. The low level of 
participatory only media use led to the conclusion that it was not realistic to analyze 
participatory media in isolation; therefore, blended use categories were utilized for 
hypothesis testing.

Analysis strategy

For Hypothesis 1, two separate factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA) models were run 
with election year and a collapsed, four-level version of our media use variable as the 
independent factors. The four media configurations tested in these models were as fol-
lows: traditional only (categories 1 + 2), participatory only (3 + 6), light blended media 
use (4 + 5), and heavy blended use (7 + 8). The “light blended” cate-gory—respondents 
who used talk radio or online news in combination with newspapers or television news—
consisted of 38.3% of the sample, whereas the “heavy blended” category—respondents 
who used both forms of participatory media and at least one form of traditional media—
consisted of 18.7% of the sample. Jointly, these four groups form a typology of differen-
tial media use for comparing how engagement with participatory media—alone and 
blended—can influence assessments of the political sphere.

For the second hypothesis, a pair of ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions were run 
using political system efficacy and trust as the dependent variables and our 8-level media 
use index as the primary independent variable. Fixed effects models were utilized to 
control for unobserved variances that differed across time. To contextualize media use 
amid other influences on political system efficacy and trust, a number of controls identi-
fied in previous research were included in these models (see Tolbert and McNeal, 2003; 
Xenos and Moy, 2007). Control variables included age (M = 47.11, SD = 3.37), gender 
(53.9% female), education (M = 2.78 [high school graduate or equivalent], SD = 0.93), 
political party identification (47.2% Democrat, 31.2% Republican), and voting (67.7% 
reported having voted in the last election). Strength of partisan identification, measured 
on a 4-point ordinal scale (M = 2.53, SD = 1.05), was also included as a control.
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This approach facilitated parsimonious analysis of the data across election years, 
including identification of other influences that may have contributed to changes in sys-
tem efficacy and political trust. In addition, to account for endogeneity between the 
dependent variables in our regression models, both system efficacy and political trust 
were included as controls in models in which they were not an outcome of interest 
(Iyengar and Vavreck, 2012).7 In addition, separate OLS regression models were run for 
each election year and independent variable to specifically examine relationships within 
individual election years.

Results

As a general expectation, we anticipated that engagement with participatory media for 
political news would increase over each election cycle from 1992 to 2012. Examining 
this expectation with ANOVA, blended media use showed a general and sustained 
increase over time, from an average of 2.77 (SD = 1.9) on our 8-level index in 1992 to 
3.15 (SD = 2.13) in 1996, further jumping to 3.69 (SD = 2.48) during the 2000 election. 
Blended media use continued to climb upward in 2004, rising to a mean score of 4.55 
(SD = 2.59) in 2004, then to 4.66 (SD = 2.46) in 2008 before plateauing in 2012 at 4.67 
(SD = 2.40). While our media use variable captures both traditional and participatory 
news use, the rising mean value clearly indicates that use of participatory media for 
political information has steadily increased over time; therefore, a foundational assump-
tion of the media participation hypothesis—that political involvement will become 
increasingly reliant on new media formats and technologies over time, as mass media 
become more interactive in nature—is confirmed.

Hypothesis 1 predicted that, across election years, engagement with participatory 
media (including blended news use) would be more positively associated with political 
system efficacy and trust in government than use of traditional media alone. The first 
sub-hypothesis, H1a, examined the relationship between media use (parsed here as tradi-
tional only, participatory only, light blended, and heavy blended use) and political system 
efficacy over time. A factorial ANOVA between election year and media use revealed a 
statistically significant interaction, F(14, 9304) = 2.86, p = .001, partial ηp

2 = .004, 
observed power = .996. The estimated marginal means in Figure 2 illustrate the variation 
in political system efficacy over time. In addition, a statistically significant main effect 
of media use, F(3, 9304) = 29.90, p = .001, partial ηp

2 = .011, observed power = 1.00, was 
observed where those individuals with heavy blended media use showed the highest 
levels of political system efficacy across all years, even as that range fluctuated from 
election to election (peaking in 2000).

Hypothesis 1b likewise measured how trust in government varied over elections as 
differentiated by varying levels of media use. The interaction for election year and media 
use was not significant, and the relationships between blended media use and trust in 
government curvilinear. Political trust peaks between 2000 and 2004 then plunges in 
2008 and 2012. Neither the main effect for media use, F(3, 10,090) = 0.16, p = .925, par-
tial ηp

2 = .000, observed power = .079, nor the interaction between election year and 
media use, F(14, 10,090) = 1.40, p = .144, partial ηp

2 = .002, observed power = .832, was 
significant. Considered together, these findings fail to support the prediction that 
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engaging with more participatory forms of media would be associated with increased 
trust in government, although that pattern was evident from 1996 to 2000. The estimated 
marginal means plots in Figure 3 illustrate the relationship between media use and trust 
in government over time.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that engagement with participatory media will be positively 
associated with political system efficacy but show a negative association with trust in 
government. A pair of time fixed-effects linear OLS regression models were used to 
examine this hypothesis for political system efficacy and trust, while taking into account 
election-specific conditions that may have varied with each election cycle.

Political system efficacy was modeled to test H2a. Here, increased blended media use 
remained a statistically significant predictor, even while controlling for numerous social, 
political, demographic, and election-related factors. Specifically, engagement with par-
ticipatory media through our blended media use measure positively predicted political 
system efficacy, B = 0.892, SE = 0.189, p = .001. The hypothesis was thus supported. A 
number of control variables, including election year (1992, 2000, 2004, 2012), age, edu-
cation, party affiliation (identifying as a Republican), strength of partisanship, offline 
political participation, having voted, and trust in government were significant as well—
not a surprising result, given the large sample sizes. These relationships are summarized 
in Table 2.

In contrast with the findings for political system efficacy, the results for political trust 
did not completely support the expectations in Hypothesis 2b. There was only weak sup-
port for the prediction that engagement with participatory media would be negatively 
related to trust in government. Although a negative relationship was observed, the 

Figure 2. Estimated marginal means for political system efficacy by media use over time.
The “heavy blended” category is absent for 1992 since the Internet was not available to the general public 
at that time and no question was posed by ANES to citizens.
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Table 2. Fixed effects regression analyses for political system efficacy and trust in government.

Variables Political system efficacy Trust in government

B (SE) B (SE)

1992 17.67 (1.22)*** −6.32 (0.73)***
2000 7.36 (1.31)*** 3.17 (0.78)***
2004 3.89 (1.51)** 4.52 (0.90)***
2008 2.41 (1.51) −5.50 (0.90)***
2012 4.59 (1.37)*** −8.84 (0.81)***
Age −0.24 (0.12)* −0.12 (0.07)†

Gender (being male) −0.93 (0.76) 0.49 (0.45)
Education 7.15 (0.45)*** −0.58 (0.27)*
Democrat 2.03 (1.31) 2.99 (0.78)***
Republican 2.84 (1.35)* −0.15 (0.81)
Partisanship strength 0.96 (0.45)* 0.63 (0.27)*
Offline political participation 2.70 (0.38)*** −0.81 (0.23)***
Blended media use 0.89 (0.19)*** −0.02 (0.11)†

Voted in election 7.41 (1.10)*** −2.21 (0.66)***
Political system efficacy — 0.18 (0.01)***
Trust in government 0.5 (0.02)*** —  
Adjusted R2 0.17 0.15  
N 8151 8151  

Coefficients reported are unstandardized and were derived with fixed effects operators for time. The year 
1996 was dropped to avoid perfect collinearity in time. Blended media use ranges from (1) traditional media 
use only to (8) all forms of media used. † p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p ≤ .001.

Figure 3. Estimated marginal means for trust in government by media use over time.
The “heavy blended” category is absent for 1992 since the Internet was not available to the general public 
at that time and no question was posed by ANES to citizens.
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relationship approached statistical significance, B = −0.195, SE = 0.113, p = .083. As with 
the model for system efficacy, several controls were significantly associated with the 
dependent variable, including all election years, offline political participation, having 
voted, political system efficacy, education, identifying as a Democrat, and strength of 
partisanship (see Table 2).

Finally, additional regression models were run for each year for each dependent vari-
able (see Table 3). Controlling again for a series of relevant variables, media participa-
tion persisted as a significant predictor of political system efficacy across all election 
years except 1992, and was significant and negative for trust only in 2008. In addition to 
the models presented, we carried out overall, year-by-year and cross-lagged correlations 
with both dependent variables and the 8-level blended media use measure. These proce-
dures all produced a weak but significant positive correlation between increased media 
use and efficacy, and a negligible coefficient with trust that was negative and nonsignifi-
cant in some instances. We also created an interaction term by multiplying year by the 
media use measure and performed the same correlational analyses. This process yielded 
nearly identical results. In sum, the outcome of these tests reinforce and validate the find-
ings observed in the above analyses.

Discussion

Studies of participatory media and political involvement that consider multiple elections 
over time are uniquely situated to reveal slowly evolving trends. Now that enough time 
has passed for interactive media to become entrenched in social and political life, schol-
ars of new media can increasingly embrace an approach to technology studies that builds 
in time as an central consideration, placing participatory media formats on a trajectory of 
historical developments in audience involvement, horizontal dialog, and user-generated 
contributions that began decades, not years, ago. With a longer horizon, trends not 
observable at a single point in time can come into clearer view. In this study, we have 
mapped fluctuations in citizen evaluations across changing political conditions to show 
the persistent associations that participatory media use have with perceptions of system 
responsiveness—a relationship that endures even amid a rigorous set of controls.

Our analysis documents that engagement with participatory media formats for politi-
cal information and dialog has increased in each presidential election cycle between 
1992 and 2012. Correspondingly, use of nonparticipatory, or traditional, media alone has 
declined over time. While this point has been made elsewhere with regard to general 

Table 3. Summary table of media participation effects on political system efficacy and trust in 
government.

1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012

Political system 
efficacy

−0.05 
(0.45)

1.32***
(0.47)

1.18***
(0.43)

1.43** 
(0.58)

1.29*** 
(0.49)

0.51** 
(0.26)

Trust in 
government

−0.20 
(0.24)

0.01 
(0.29)

−0.08 
(0.26)

−0.32 
(0.33)

−0.64**
 (0.32)

−0.14 
(0.19)

Standard deviations in parentheses.
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news consumption (see Pew Research Center, 2010), our study is one of the first to spe-
cifically track this trend in terms of political media uses. In addition, findings here high-
light the complementary nature of participatory and traditional media use, bolstering the 
case for media coexistence and saturation. Even as participatory media become highly 
integrated into the political ecology, they do not completely eclipse all other forms of 
conventional media use—at least by the measures employed here. Follow-up research 
should take a much closer look at the burst of social media reliance for political news 
over the past two election cycles and examine these questions in terms of the unique 
affordances of individual platforms.

With respect to the media participation hypothesis, we found support for several foun-
dational premises. First, engagement with both traditional and participatory media use 
across elections was shown to be more strongly related to political system efficacy than 
use of traditional media alone. Once interactive media achieved a toehold in presidential 
elections (c. 1996), use of traditional media only was associated with the lowest levels of 
political system efficacy (see Figure 2). These findings reinforce the idea that engage-
ment with participatory media improve perceptions of democratic processes—and, by 
extension, that mediated politics has a dynamic and open quality that interactive media 
facilitate. Yet, this relationship appears to be bounded by the prevailing conditions in any 
given election that also impact one’s sense of political system efficacy and trust. Thus, 
rather than augmenting political evaluations in a direct linear fashion over time (notably, 
trust markedly decreased in 2008 and 2012), involvement with participatory media 
seems to influence these assessments within the general tenor of an election cycle.

The marginally significant, negative relationship between blended media use and politi-
cal trust points to an important qualification. Namely, while media participation may have 
a salutary influence on perceptions of system level functioning (e.g. political efficacy), this 
same interactive engagement with political campaigns and political rhetoric can have a 
corrosive effect on personal attitudes (e.g. trust in government). Indeed, the participatory 
formats featured in this study—talk radio and the Internet for political news—are suscep-
tible to partisanship and can, at times, become overheated venues for political discourse 
(see Bennett and Iyengar, 2008; Harrison and Hirst, 2007).8 The nonsignificant (and nega-
tive) findings for trust may also signal that engagement with more interactive forms of 
media could lead to more selective information exposure and greater levels of skepticism 
and cynicism (see Tsfati and Cohen, 2013), a question for future research.

The fact that greater engagement with participatory media correlated with increased 
political system efficacy during a period in which overall perceptions of system respon-
siveness declined is telling. Compared to those with lower levels of participatory media 
use, citizens who engaged with more participatory media, notably in conjunction with 
traditional media, reported higher levels of political system efficacy. Although these ten-
dencies did not completely overcome general trends tied to each election, they are clearly 
indicative of a media-engrossed political experience. The findings for trust also offer an 
important clarification to the broader hypothesis—namely, with the fluctuating tenor of 
elections over time, participatory media use does not have a uniformly positive associa-
tion with political evaluations. Rather, the relationship is contingent on the outcome 
measured and year in question.

The findings reported here further show how multiple media use is a valuable measure 
for understanding linkages with system-level assessments. Indeed, the most potent factors 
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in this study were those that jointly considered participatory media use along with tradi-
tional media use. In what has now become a converged media environment of embedded 
online and offline activities, artificially isolating individuals’ media repertoires into sepa-
rate, discrete behaviors for analysis and comparison betrays actual practice (see Deuze, 
2011). Indeed, in a convergent communication context, treating different forms of media 
use as meaningfully distinct forecloses on an important opportunity to identify latent rela-
tionships that are identifiable by sorting media behaviors on the basis of their participatory 
qualities rather than delivery platform—a perspective that recognizes interactivity as a 
key affordance of digital communication technology (Bucy and Affe, 2006).

Altogether, this study found meaningful support for the media participation hypothesis 
and extended the framework as one that gains traction with widespread Internet adoption 
and political application of interactive media. This pattern of influence could be observed 
even while taking into account the plateauing of participatory media use over the last few 
election cycles. As research advances, examining the correlates of media participation in 
a more mature and precisely defined networked environment becomes a compelling prop-
osition. Towards this end, future research should consider a broader range of interactive 
formats and applications, as well as different user communities segmented by demograph-
ics or other important differences, to further test the hypothesis’ contingent conditions 
while integrating a wider array of political phenomena as outcome measures. It remains 
to be determined, with more precise media use measures, further consideration of political 
orientations, and even qualitative responses, how media participation trends relate to other 
critical considerations such as political cynicism and voting.

The present analysis was limited by the cross-sectional nature of the survey data 
examined and standardized questions that were available. While national in scope, and 
drawn from random probability samples, the data paint a broad and imprecise picture of 
the hypothesis overall. A more detailed set of relationships can be investigated with 
media use questions that specify platforms used, the type of news and information con-
sumed, the quality and nature of networked interaction, and duration of media activities 
performed. In this analysis, the use of the Internet for political information could have 
encompassed anything from campaign or government websites, to Google News or other 
portal pages, to personal—or partisan—blogs, to the websites of mainstream news 
organizations. With no way of controlling for different online sources, our measure of 
participatory media use was quite blunt. Future studies should, as Bimber (2001) sug-
gests, supplement nationally standardized data collections with custom surveys to 
explore Internet use in much greater detail. Indeed, to show causality, panel designs or 
survey-experiments should be fielded so that changes in outcomes can be directly attrib-
uted to different forms of media use and engagement. Moreover, the analysis reported 
here can only speak to the US context. Subsequent studies should investigate the hypoth-
esis’ applicability to other political systems and national settings, comparing highly 
“mediatized” democracies (Strömbäck and Esser, 2009) to political systems with much 
tighter party control.

Based on the over-time analyses reported here, we now have some evidence that 
political consequences of participatory media use are contingent on parallel use of tradi-
tional media, perhaps as an informational foundation or reference point for engaged citi-
zenship. Although they are under threat economically, vilified by partisan activists, and 
tainted by purveyors of “fake news,” traditional media still form the “iron core” of hard 
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news (Jones, 2009). As computers and other media technologies become increasingly 
television-like and television experiences become increasingly computer-like, the dis-
tinctions between participatory and nonparticipatory media formats will continue to 
diminish. Movement through the broader information ecology is increasingly becoming 
a lifestyle of continuous media sampling and engagement rather than a series of discrete 
activities that can be cleanly separated for analysis. With the proliferation of participa-
tory media in politics, there is an opportunity using the framework introduced here to 
better understand the tightening relationship between citizenship, communication tech-
nology, and democracy. More precise measures with data and study designs capable of 
testing causal relationships in a more controlled fashion should yield a much richer set of 
insights into the evolving nature of citizenship and political perception.
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Notes

1. Interestingly, Stromer-Galley (2014) in her over-time analysis of online campaigns qualifies 
the type of involvement that most presidential campaign websites offer as a type of “con-
trolled interactivity,” where the ability to talk to, let alone talk back, to the campaign or can-
didate is highly constrained.

2. By affording mass involvement in political life, media participation also serves the socially 
valuable purpose of bringing closer to reality the classical goal of full citizen participation 
without over-extending already burdened political institutions (Bucy and Gregson, 2001).

3. Cross-sectional studies are useful for estimating the prevalence of population characteris-
tics and establishing association between two or more variables at a single point in time but 
cannot establish causal linkages in a longitudinal fashion (Levy and Lemeshow, 2008). We 
recognize this as a limitation of the analysis yet maintain that the data are suitable for show-
ing relationships between key variables and demonstrating the general plausibility of the 
hypothesis.

4. Declines in legacy or incumbent media use tend to be slow, Newell et al. (2008: 137) note, 
“leading to a population that can be characterized as adopting new media quickly, and dis-
adopting incumbent media slowly, if at all.”

5. The inclusion of political trust extends beyond the media participation hypothesis’ original 
formulation. Nevertheless, we felt it important to consider more than one outcome of interest 
in this empirical examination of the concept to demonstrate the framework’s robustness.

6. All scale items and data can be retrieved from the American National Election Studies 
(ANES) Guide to Public Opinion and Electoral Behavior, available online at: http://www.
electionstudies.org/nesguide/gd-index.htm

7. While it is possible to explore other measures and interaction terms in identifying such mod-
els, this is one of the first empirical inquiries into media participation as an overarching frame-
work, so we began by looking at broad impacts and direct implications over time. Extensive 
multilevel models were analyzed during pretesting, including many models with interaction 
terms (e.g. participatory media use was interacted with political system efficacy). In some 
cases, output indicated that other, intermediate outcomes were significantly impacted, but 
there were no models that added considerable explanatory power to the key variables of inter-
est reported in this study.

http://www.electionstudies.org/nesguide/gd-index.htm
http://www.electionstudies.org/nesguide/gd-index.htm
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8. This of course does not include mainstream news sites of legacy media but “digitally native” 
blogs, information sources, and social media platforms that are prone to hyper-partisan-
ship and amateur opinion journalism, where “everyone can weigh in on everything” (see 
Goodykoontz, 2016; Sobieraj and Berry, 2011).
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