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Abstract

Digital social networks have attracted the attention of a growing number of
specialists. The use of digital tools such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube to
express socio-political demands or to perform protest actions has become a central
issue for social science today. However, few studies analyse the factors behind this
phenomenon using explanatory models based on analytical sociology and rational
action. In this article, we take steps in this direction and study the socio-political
use of social networks based on a methodological individualism model. Through
an analysis of structural equations, we analyse how the individual and social factors
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involved in the use of the social networks to ‘do’ politics relate to one another. We
conclude that attitudes towards the political possibilities of the Internet constitute
an essential factor for this kind of political action.

Keywords
Analytical sociology, digital political participation, digital social networks, social
mechanisms

Introduction

The use of digital social networks has become a phenomenon that has
attracted the attention of specialists in many different academic fields.
Experts in political participation, for instance, have shown interest in the
effects of the use of tools such as Facebook and Twitter on election cam-
paigns (Vonderschmitt, 2012) or in social revolts across the world (Bennett
and Segerberg, 2011). The role of this kind of tool in the so-called ‘Arab
Spring’, in the collective action processes of the indignados in Spain and in
the latest election campaigns in the United States, are examples of the emer-
gence and importance of this kind of activism.

There are several research programmes engaged in the study of the rela-
tionship between politics and the Internet, in general, and of digital social
networks and political participation, in particular. A large part of this
research, within the field of political science, weighs the effect of Internet
on the political structure of democratic systems. This approach, which is
essential in studies on the Internet and politics, has produced significant
contributions in this field of research (Chadwick and Howard, 2009; Gibson
et al., 2005; Lusoli et al., 2006; Margolis and Resnick, 2000). Moreover,
from a theoretical point of view, the school of the code (Chadwick, 2006)
has discussed the relationship between the original characteristics of the
Internet — open and horizontal —, and the type of political action citizens
undertake through this medium (Lessing, 2006; Winner, 1986).

The framework of reference for this article is analytical sociology
(Boudon, 1998; Coleman, 1986; Elster, 2007; Goldthorpe, 2000; Hedstrom
and Swedberg, 1998) and, more specifically, an analysis of the social phe-
nomena where actions are explained with reference to social mechanisms
based on the attitudes, dispositions and beliefs of individuals (Hedstrom,
20006). It is a novel approach in that the studies in the field had previously
given priority mainly to probabilistic or descriptive-theoretical explana-
tions. However, except for relevant exceptions as, for example, Gonzalez-
Bailon (2009), there are not enough studies about digital political
participation using as a framework the analytical sociology. This is also
applicable to the study of the political use of digital social networks. This
article moves forward in this direction.
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We focus on three types of political behaviour that are basic and repre-
sentative of the repertoire of practices typical of digital social networks:
sharing texts, photographs and videos with political content. Our general
hypothesis is that this type of political use of the digital social networks can
be explained based on the attitudes of people towards the political possibili-
ties offered by this medium. These attitudes are related to two factors.! Both
of them are based on the existing literature on society, politics and the
Internet and are used in this work to describe the mechanism behind our
general hypothesis.

The first of these factors analyses to what extent beliefs regarding ease of
use of the Internet, as well as the subjective advantages assigned to this tool
(first factor), favour the development of positive attitudes towards the polit-
ical use of the Internet. The second one suggests that the very technical
characteristics of the medium are also a factor to be taken into account (sec-
ond factor). That is, the greater a citizen’s Internet skills, the more favour-
able their attitude towards the socio-political possibilities of the Internet is
likely to be, and the more prepared they will be to make a political use of
them. Finally, we introduce in the model a set of control variables (level of
education, age, sex and status) to analyse the relationship between individ-
ual resources and our theoretical model.

Based on these factors we have built a model that aims to predict the
political use of digital social networks. At the core of this model are the
socio-political attitudes towards the Internet, showing the link between atti-
tudes and action (political use of social networks), as well as between atti-
tudes and the factors mentioned.

To test our model and our hypothesis, we proceed as follows. First, in
section ‘Theoretical framework’, we present the theoretical framework for
this study. Then, in section ‘Definition of the hypothesis, factors and con-
struction of model’, we outline the hypothesis, the factors and present the
variables used in our model, as well as the way they have been constructed.
Section ‘Method and empirical results’ includes the statistical analyses that
allow us to corroborate our model. Finally, in section ‘Conclusion’, we
introduce some considerations and conclusions.

Theoretical framework

The most influential approach in the study on the relationship between poli-
tics and the Internet analyses to what extent the use of digital tools affects
political structures and processes, and influences the nature and the charac-
teristics of the political system (Chadwick, 2006; Chadwick and Howard,
2009). Thus, the political development of the Internet is mostly interpreted
as an emerging political process, and focuses on the analysis of the way this
process influences the nature and characteristics of the political system.
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This approach has led to different interpretations about how the Internet
affects political structure and organizations. Ward and Gibson (2009) clas-
sify the effects into three categories: normalization, equalization and disin-
termediation. According to the theory of normalization, the socio-political
relationships existing offline are being transferred to the online political
sphere, and therefore, there is not an innovative effect of the Internet on
politics (Margolis and Resnick, 2000). Studies appealing to the thesis of
equalization, on the other hand, have shown that the Internet does have an
effect, albeit modest, on the relationships among political organizations and
the relationships between these organizations and the citizens themselves
(Bimber, 2001). From this point of view, the Internet would favour a politi-
cally more plural scenario, by allowing weaker political organizations to
reach audiences which, although still far smaller than those reached by
more powerful political organizations, would be difficult to reach without
the existence of the medium (Bennett, 2003). Finally, the disintermediation
thesis suggests that the Internet makes it possible to revitalize citizens disaf-
fected with politics (Wring and Horrocks, 2001). Thus, the Internet is
becoming a tool through which citizens can relate with each other, as well
as managing and transmitting information and knowledge without the medi-
ation of the institutions characteristic of the traditional public space such as
mass media, civil organizations, political parties, trade unions and so on
(Wring and Horrocks, 2001).

The general approach regarding the relationship between politics and
the Internet mentioned above is also predominant in the study on the use of
digital social networks for political participation. Thus, different authors
have focused on the effect of specific digital networks, such as Twitter and
Facebook, on election campaigns in different countries in the world
(Ausserhofer and Maireder, 2013; Dylko et al., 2012; Larsson and Moe,
2012; Williams and Gulati, 2013), political revolts and collective action
processes (Bennett and Segerberg, 2011; Pilny and Shumate, 2012; Van
Laer and Van Aelst, 2010). These studies, to a greater or lesser extent, are
aimed at measuring the effect of different practices carried out through
digital social networks regarding the relationship among citizens or
between citizens and their representatives. In brief, they try to measure the
effect of the political use of digital social networks on political structure
and behaviour.

In accordance with this interpretation, the definitions of the subject of
study have emphasized the effect of digital political participation, leaving
to one side the mechanisms generated by this use of the Internet. Thus,
Macintosh (2006) defines digital political participation as ‘the use of infor-
mation and communication technologies to broaden and deepen political
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participation by enabling citizens to connect with one another and with
their elected representatives’ (p. 123). Along these same lines, digital
democracy has been defined as the union between, on the one hand, the
democratic structure of a political community and the exercise of its
government functions and, on the other, the use of Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs), mainly the Internet (Dahlberg, 2001;
Van Dijk, 2000).

In previous research (De Marco et al., 2014; Robles et al., 2013), our
aim was to analyse digital political participation not as a means to explain
the political changes produced in the context of the Information and
Knowledge Society, but as a subject of study in itself. Thus, we focused on
digital political practices to understand what factors help us understand it
and explain it. In this article, we apply this approach to a specific case of
digital political participation: the political use of digital social networks.
With this research strategy, we strive to move away from the traditional
approach of the study of this socio-political phenomenon, which we under-
stand as marked by the metaphor of impact (Levy, 1997). That is, the idea
that technological change affects socio-political structures by modifying
them and generating new ones.

This research approach allows us to define ‘digital political participation’
as the repertory of political practices that includes the political use of digital
social networks, which makes digital technologies possible and which
depends on the attitudes and beliefs — individual and collective — regarding
the political opportunities of this medium and of the social, political, eco-
nomic and technological context of activists (Antino et al., 2013). This defi-
nition takes into account our interest in explaining the behaviour observed
rather than its effect on the political structure. In this regard, we emphasize
the role of beliefs and attitudes of citizens and of the political possibilities
offered by the Internet in the explanation of the political use of digital social
networks. In brief, we propose an interpretation that focuses on the actors,
their actions, their beliefs and on the possibilities offered by the technology.

Based on these premises, our article looks to analytical sociology in gen-
eral, and the DBO (Desires, Beliefs and Opportunities) theory in particular
(Davidson, 1980; Lewis, 1994). According to this theory, desires, beliefs and
opportunities are the primary theoretical terms on which the analysis of
action is based (Hedstrom, 2006). Opportunities are defined as the choice of
alternatives for action available to the agent. In the field of political partici-
pation, the Internet constitutes a new alternative for the public engagement
of citizens. However, this alternative depends to a great extent on the exist-
ence of a set of digital skills that are a prerequisite for the political use of the
Internet as well as of social networks. Therefore, the better an individual’s
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digital technological skills, the greater their opportunities to access to the
advantages of this technology (Van Dijk, 2005). An absence of digital tech-
nological skills reduces the range of digital political options of individuals.?

According to DBO, beliefs are propositions about the world that are con-
sidered to be correct. Our article puts forward the hypothesis that beliefs
regarding the political possibilities of the Internet constitute the key factor
for predicting this kind of behaviour. The more certain an individual is with
regard to the political possibilities of the Internet, as well as with regard to
its ease of use and the advantages it provides, the greater his or her disposi-
tion to act politically through this medium.

Based on this set of considerations, we take a mechanisms-based
approach to define a model that allows us to explain our subject of study. An
analytical explanation should provide intelligibility patterns (Elster, 2007).
From this point of view, the use of mechanisms requires that we explain a
specific phenomenon — in our case the sharing of political content through
digital social networks — based on a constellation of organizations and activ-
ities interrelated in such a way that they regularly generate the type of phe-
nomena we wish to explain (Hedstrom, 2006). This implies that a mechanism
should not only show what variables predict a specific behaviour but also
which relationships exist among them, and between said variables and the
behaviour to be explained.

In this article, we have built a model that aims to fulfil all the require-
ments of DBO and the mechanisms-based approach. This model has been
designed with of a set of four hypotheses based on the existing literature on
ICTs. The following section focuses on accounting for these hypotheses, the
model created to test them, and the criteria used for designing the factors
included in the model.

Definition of the hypothesis, factors and
construction of model

As pointed out above, we focus on three basic uses of this kind of network:
sharing comments, photographs or videos of a political nature. This is the
dependent variable of our model and it was built as a scale of 1 to 5, where
respondents could establish the frequency with which they shared political
information through social networks in the different formats. Based on this,
the basic hypothesis which supports the construction of the tested theoreti-
cal model is as follows:

HP. The use of digital social networks for sharing comments, photographs
and/or videos of a political nature is based on specific socio-political



498 Rationality and Society 27(4)

attitudes towards the Internet. In turn, these attitudes are based on two
factors, beliefs and technological skills, and the socio-demographic
variables.

Our model revolves around the independent variable ‘socio-political atti-
tudes towards technologies’ which assesses to what extent citizens share
positive attitudes regarding the possibilities offered by the Internet to
strengthen social ties, improve the political possibilities of citizens and offer
individual opportunities. This variable has been created for this article, and,
based on a scale of 1 to 5, measures the extent to which citizens are in agree-
ment or not with the following statements: ‘The Internet strengthens social
ties and gives citizens a sense of belonging to the community’ and ‘The
Internet can increase the ability to influence power’.

In accordance with our hypothesis, this independent variable is an excel-
lent predictor of the political use of the Internet, while depending to a great
extent on two factors and the socio-demographic variable ‘level of educa-
tion’. As stated previously, the first of these is defined by the individual
beliefs of citizens regarding the limitations and opportunities brought by
technologies. That is to say, to what extent they trust in the possibilities of
the medium and are prepared to start using it.

We based this factor on the Technological Acceptance Model (TAM).
This is one of the most widely used methodological individualism
approaches for analysing the motivations of a rational individual when it
comes to choosing a specific type of technology (Davis, 1986). The TAM
revolves around three main axes: perceived utility (PU) of technologies,
perceived ease of use (PEU) of technologies, and attitudes towards technol-
ogy. According to the theory, PU and PEU determine citizens’ attitudes,
constituting the ultimate cause of the choice of a particular tool (Davis,
1989). These two variables are closely related to one another, forming the
subjective factor of the TAM (Mathieson, 1991).

In our model, PU and PEU are positioned as antecedent variables of
‘socio-political attitudes towards technologies’ and, as predicted by the
TAM, we expect there to be a strong relationship of significance between
the latter and our attitudinal variable. We have built the PU and PEU varia-
bles of our model according to the literature (Venkatesh et al., 2003). We
have only modified the wording to include the word Internet instead of the
technologies studied by the authors of said work. Thus, this factor has the
following structure:

Factor 1. Individual beliefs towards technology.

Relation 1.1. Variables PEU and PU will be correlated.
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Relation 1.2. Variables PEU and PU will be positively related with
‘socio-political attitudes towards technologies’.

Our model includes, as a second factor, variables that analyse the role
played by individuals’ digital technological skills in the adoption of the polit-
ical use of social networks. From our point of view, the possession of the
type of knowledge and ability that we refer to as ‘digital technological skills’
provides the opportunity for engaging in the type of political activities that
we analyse in this article. Thus, the better and broader the digital technologi-
cal skills of individuals, the greater the digital political possibilities available
to them. This circumstance has been described by the literature (Van Dijk,
2005). Research works framed within the analysis of the digital divide have
shown the prominent role of digital skills in the political use of the Internet
(Norris, 2001; Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2009). According to some of
these studies, the lack of digital skills acts as a link between social inequali-
ties and digital inequalities. In our research, we take a positive version of
this thesis to state that the possession of these kinds of skills generates oppor-
tunities for taking advantage of the repertoire of digital political practices
available thanks to digital social networks. Our model aims to reflect this
circumstance, emphasizing the relationship between digital skills and politi-
cal use of social networks. Thus,

Factor 2. Digital Skills.

Relation 2.1. Digital skills will be positively related to the political use
of social networks.

However, digital skills do not only generate direct opportunities. They
also exert influence on ‘socio-political attitudes towards technologies’. That
is, the possession of this kind of skills implies a positive disposition towards
the political possibilities of this medium. The literature points out that pos-
session of this type of skills implies, first, a better knowledge of technology,
and, second, a greater degree of trust in it (Howard et al., 2001). Both cir-
cumstances justify the inclusion of the following factor:

Relation 2.2. Digital skills will be positively related to ‘socio-political
attitudes towards technologies’.

There is a wealth of literature regarding the variables that favour the
development of digital skills. Again, research regarding the digital divide
serves as a point of reference in this field. This research has analysed the
relationship between variables such as racial group, gender, age, status or
level of education and digital skills (Bonfadelli, 2002; Cooper and Weaver,
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2003; Hoffman et al., 2001). Younger citizens show a great proficiency in the
use of digital tools, broader patterns of Internet use and a high degree of trust
in this technology. However, the variable that has shown the greatest predic-
tive capacity is ‘level of education’ (Robles and Torres, 2012). Thus, level of
education and age have been identified as key factors for the development of
digital skills. Therefore, the variable ‘level of education’, understood as a
scale that goes from citizens without any formal education to those with
university studies, becomes a basic antecedent variable of digital skills.

Furthermore, the other factor in our model identified the beliefs ‘PU’
and ‘PEU’ as antecedent variables of digital skills. From our point of view,
the belief that the Internet is an easy-to-use technology (PEU), as well as
the belief that this technology is useful for their goals (PU), will favour the
disposition of individuals to use it, as well as their inclination to develop
digital technological skills. However, there are no empirical studies that
support this thesis, and therefore, its verification would imply a significant
breakthrough in this field:

Relation 2.3. Variables PEU and PU, level of education of individuals
and age will be positively related to digital skills.

The variable ‘digital skills’ has been designed for this study as a hierar-
chical scale. This scale includes a broad range of uses of the Internet classi-
fied according to their degree of difficulty. Thus, at one end of the scale, we
find basic uses such as opening an Internet browser, and at the other end,
certain uses — for instance, designing in Java — which imply very advanced
handling of digital tools. The scale was made taking as reference points cur-
rent studies and debates regarding the measurement of digital skills
(Hargittai, 2010; Van Dijk, 2006). For the final version, the scale was tested
first with a sample of students from the Universidad Complutense de
Madrid. Then, we studied the metric qualities of the tool (by means of an
exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis), and selected the items show-
ing the best results. Finally, the scale was applied to a survey of a repre-
sentative sample of Spanish population and its validity was analysed in the
population under study.

Therefore, the model we have designed (see Figure 1) has a core based
on individual beliefs regarding the ease of use of the Internet and the utility
of this technology (PU and PEU) and on the political attitudes towards tech-
nologies. The latter variable is the central axis of the model. Political atti-
tudes towards technologies are influenced by digital technological skills
which, in this article, we use to refer to the mechanism that generates the
material opportunities of individuals for engaging in this kind of digital
political practice. Finally, level of education, age, sex and status are shown
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as cross-cutting variables that favours the possession of digital technologi-
cal skills, political attitudes towards technologies and beliefs regarding their
ease of use and their utility.

Digital
skills
Perceived ease
of use Sociopolitical
] attitudes Political uses of
towards Social Networks
technologies
Perceived
utility

Figure |. Analytical model.

Method and empirical results

Data and sample

In order to meet our goals, we used data from a survey, representative of the
Spanish population, made in the context of the research grant CSO 2009-
13424. The interviews were performed according to the computer-assisted
telephone interviewing (CATI) method and the response rate was 31.7%. In
total, 1526 individuals were interviewed. The 1526 interviews were strati-
fied by the intersection habitat/Autonomous Community and distributed
proportionally to the total of the region. Sex and age quotas were applied to
the ultimate unit (person interviewed). Based on the criteria of simple ran-
dom sampling, for a level of confidence of 95.5% (as usually adopted) and
in the most unfavourable hypothesis of maximum indeterminacy (p=q=>50),
the margin of error in the data referred to the total sample is +2.6.

Measures

Political participation through digital social networks. To measure this variable,
we used a self-developed scale (for a psychometric analysis, see Antino
et al., 2013) of three items, showing high reliability (estimated through
Omega index=.92). An example of item is ‘[ used to share videos with polit-
ical contents in my social networks’ (scale of answer: 1=no, 7=every day).
The mean for this scale was M=4.87, and the standard deviation (SD)=4.01.
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Perceived ease of use. To measure this variable, we were inspired by the scale
developed by Davis (1989) and we introduced four items, showing high reli-
ability (estimated through Cronbach’s Alpha index=.74). An example of item
is, ‘To learn to surf on the Internet is easy’ (scale of answer: 1=totally disa-
gree, 5=totally agree). The mean for this scale was M=16.49 and SD=3.29.

Perceived utility. To measure this variable, we were inspired by the scale
developed by Davis (1989), and we introduced six items, showing high reli-
ability (estimated through Cronbach’s Alpha index=.85). An example of
item is, ‘I consider that the Internet improves my range of opportunities of
consumption’ (scale of answer: 1=totally disagree, S=totally agree). The
mean for this scale was M=22.04, and SD=6.58.

Digital skills. To measure this variable, we used a self-developed scale (De
Marco et al., 2013) of 14 items, showing high reliability (estimated through
Cronbach’s Alpha index=.79). An example of an item is ‘I’m able to bound
the search of information to a specific sentence’ (scale of answer yes or no).
The mean for this scale was M=8.87 and SD=2.78.

Level of education. This variable is based on the scale developed by CIS (Cen-
tro de Investigaciones Sociologicas) that consisted of one item. Specifically,
the participants were asked to identify their level of education within these
eight categories according to the Spanish educational system: unable to read,
no studies, primary studies incomplete, primary studies complete, secondary
studies first level, secondary studies second level, professional specialization,
and university degree. The mean for this item was M=5.99 and SD=1.22.

Socio-political attitudes towards technologies. To measure this variable, we
used the self-developed scale created specifically for this study, consisting
of two items (items were significantly related to each other, r=.41, p<.01;
estimated through Cronbach’s Alpha index=.79). The two items were ‘The
Internet strengthens social ties and gives citizens a sense of belonging to the
community’ and ‘The Internet can increase the ability to influence power’
(scale of answer: 1=totally disagree, 5=totally agree). The mean for this
scale was M=6.91, and SD=2.30.

Status. Status is a five-category variable that assesses the socio-economic
position of the subject. Categories were calculated combining information
from incomes, labour situation and family structure according to the CIS
standardized cut values. The mean for this item was M=3.60, and SD=1.18.

Descriptive statistics for age and sex (as well as for all the other measures)
are presented in Table 1.
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Table I. Descriptive statistics.

Min Max M SD

Socio-political attitudes towards 2 10.00 6.9161 2.30
technologies

Digital skills 0.00 14.00 8.8787 2.78
Age 16 74 44.96 15.28
Education level | 8 5.99 1.22
Perceived ease 4.00 20.00 16.4992 3.29
Political uses of social networks 3.00 21.00 4.8757 4.01
Sex 0 | 0.50 0.50
Incomes 1.00 5.00 3.6080 1.18
Perceived utility 6.00 30.00 22.0389 6.58

SD: standard deviation.

Data analysis

To test our different hypothesis, we ran a path analysis. We decided to apply this
analysis technique instead of more traditional techniques such as hierarchical
regression models for two reasons. First, our goal was to validate a complex
theory as a whole, specifying directional patterns of relations. The literature on
these phenomena has few empirical contributions that validate such complex
models using this type of methodology. Second, this type of analysis offers an
estimate of the fit of the empirical model for all the data, which allows us to
estimate the model as a whole. It should be noted that, given the complexity of
the model and considering the research design,® we have not focused on local
relationships (with possible mediation patterns between variables) among dif-
ferent phenomena but rather on a vision of the model as a whole.

To run the analysis, we used Amos Software, version 18. Model adequacy
was assessed through comparison of goodness-of-fit indices. Criteria to
evaluate the fit of the models included (a) the adjusted goodness of fit index
(AGFI), (b) the comparative fit index (CFI), (c) the Tucker—Lewis index
(TLI), (d) the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and
(e) the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). The following cri-
teria were used to evaluate the goodness of fit: AGFI, TLI and CFI should
be close to or greater than 0.90 (Hu and Bentler, 1998), and the RMSEA
value should be 0.08 or lower (Browne and Cudeck, 1993).

Results

As shown in Table 2, the implementation of the model shows that our
data had a good fit with the theoretical model (AGFI=0.942, TLI=0.887,
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CFI=0.901, RMSEA=0.061, SRMR=0.063). The only fit index that
resulted below the acceptance criteria was TLI, which is coherent with the
complexity of the tested model. These results offer empirical support for the
existence of a concatenation of relations among the different variables
included in the model.

Table 2. Fit indices for the path analysis.

Model Chi-  df Chi/df AGFI TLI CFI RMSEA SRMS
square
Model | 41839 9 4.649 0972 0921 0975 0.049 0.029

Alternative Model | 40935 6 6.822 0960 0.874 0973 0062 0.028
Alternative Model 2 59.743 6 9.957 0.989 0.823 0949 0077 0.037

AGFI: adjusted goodness of fit index; TLI: Tucker—Lewis index; CFl: comparative fit index;
RMSEA: root mean square error of approximation; SRMS: standardized root mean squared
residual.

Alternative Model 1 included a reverse relation between socio-political
attitudes towards technologies and digital skills (reverse causation) and a
direct relationship between education and the political use of social network
(which was finally removed from the Alternative Model 1 the definitive
model because it resulted no significant). Similarly, the use of networks can
change attitudes; chances are, they are reciprocally related. Alternative Model
2 was run without the digital skills, which would not include the concept of
‘opportunities’ that recommends DBO theory.

In the following subsections we will briefly describe the empirical evi-
dence for each factor.

As predicted in relation 1.1, we find a covariance relationship between
the PEU and PU variables. As predicted in relation 1.2, we find a positive
and significant relationship between the PEU and PU variables and the
‘socio-political attitudes towards technologies’.

As predicted in relation 2.1, we find a significant and positive relation-
ship between digital skills and the political use of social networks. Similarly,
we find a significant and positive relationship between digital skills and
‘socio-political attitudes towards technologies’, as predicted in relation 2.2.
In line with relation 2.3, we find a significant and positive relationship
between the PEU and PU variables and digital skills.

In sum, all the designed relations within the model were significant, as
shown in Table 3.

In short, our model helps us to explain the behaviour observed, as well as
the constellation of relations that are established between beliefs, attitudes
and possibilities, and between all of these and our dependent variable.
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Empirical results

The results of analysis give empirical support to the hypotheses put forward
for the construction of our model. Thus, we have established that the behav-
iour observed — sharing texts, photos and videos with a political content
through social networks — greatly depends on the attitudes of activists
regarding the political possibilities and potential of the Internet. We now
know that this type of attitude is a basic antecedent variable of this kind of
behaviour.

We also observe how these attitudes are the central axis of our model,
and relate to a set of factors that make up the constellation activities defined
in our analysis. The beliefs of activists regarding the utility of the Internet,
as well as its ease of use, function as antecedent variables of the political
action we are analysing. In this regard, beliefs, attitudes and action are con-
figured in the basic mechanism of our model.

This basic mechanism depends on the opportunities enjoyed by citizens
to make the most of the services and tools offered by the Internet. Digital
skills thus become the gateway to sharing political information through
social networks because, without them, it is not possible to carry out this
kind of activity. However, this type of skill does not only exert influence on
action. The development of digital skills improves the attitudes of citizens
towards the political possibilities of the Internet. This way, these skills gen-
erate favourable dispositions, both for action and for the possibilities of the
medium.

According to our model, having digital skills depends both on individual
beliefs and on individual resources. Younger citizens and citizens with a
higher level of education are more likely than citizens with lower levels of
education to have the necessary digital technological skills for digital politi-
cal participation. Likewise, these citizens believe, to a greater extent, that
the Internet is easy to use and that it is a useful tool for the type of activities
they carry out. What is more, our model also allows us to observe that high
levels of formal education favour these types of beliefs, and that these gen-
erate positive attitudes towards the political possibilities of the Internet.

In sum, our model provides, in empirical terms, evidence of the existence
of an explanatory mechanism of three political practices carried out through
digital social networks: sharing texts, photographs and videos of a political
nature. This mechanism revolves around the generation of trust (positive
attitudes) regarding the possibilities offered by the Internet to improve the
socio-political relations of citizens. The possession of this kind of political
trust in the medium depends on the beliefs held by individuals regarding the
use of the Internet, as well as specific individual resources such as level of
education and age. Finally, there are specific prerequisites for this kind of
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digital political participation. Digital technological skills become opportu-
nities for action, as well as new stimulae for generating positive attitudes
regarding the possibilities of this kind of political activity. In sum, we pro-
pose an explanatory mechanism in which beliefs, activities, attitudes,
opportunities and action combine and interact together.

Conclusion

As shown above, research on politics and the Internet tends to weigh the
probabilistic approaches for the study of the effect of digital participation on
the political structure of democratic or non-democratic countries. In this
article, we put forward an empirical analysis based on analytical sociology
of the political use of digital social networks. That is to say, our aim is to
explain the mechanisms that make it possible to predict this type of behav-
iour, and not so much its effect on the political structure. For this purpose,
we have taken analytical sociology as a reference point, specifically the
theory of DBO and of social mechanisms. This implies a certain change in
the study of these phenomena, and a step forward in our understanding of
them, given that, thanks to our empirical work, we have been able to estab-
lish an explanatory model of this type of digital political participation.

Based on this perspective, our work provides several relevant theoretical
conclusions. First, we now know that attitudes are a fundamental factor for
predicting this type of behaviour. However, the types of attitudes identified
for our study do not coincide with those used in the studies in the field.
Generally speaking, studies attempting to establish a relationship between
attitudes and digital political participation define the former in the classical
way. That is to say, they use as a reference point general political attitudes
such as interest in politics or citizenship norms (Borge and Cardenal, 2011).
This article suggests that classical political attitudes are a fundamental
factor for predicting this type of behaviour. However, we also observe
that, given that digital political participation is mediated by ICTs, we should
propose a variation in the type of attitudes used. For this reason, we used
attitudes towards the political possibilities of the Internet. This proposal,
according to the empirical results obtained, has been corroborated. This
leads us to think that digital political participation depends on general
political attitudes but also, fundamentally, on specific attitudes towards
the medium. This is a key element, given that it allows us to establish a
significant difference between digital political participation and its offline
counterpart.

We consider that this finding is relevant because the empirical study of
digital political participation had never been focused, specifically, on beliefs
of citizens towards the Internet. Thanks to this article, we know that these
specific types of beliefs are a very good predictor of this kind of behaviour.
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So, our recommendation is that the socio-political attitudes towards Internet
should be introduced in the future in the empirical studies of digital political
participation. Finally, our study supports an emergent field of research inter-
ested in expectations, beliefs and attitudes towards technologies and the role
played by all of them in the individual actions in the context of digital
society.

Our work implies a further theoretical contribution in this field. Our
study supports the finding of TAM theory regarding the importance of basic
attitudes to predict the use of technologies. Ease of use of the Internet and
the PU of this medium are basic antecedent variables for this type of atti-
tude. This is a relevant contribution to this field of study that allows us to
gain a better understanding of the sequence of beliefs, attitudes and action
behind the observed behaviour and establishes a specific sequence which, to
date, had not been mentioned in the literature.

Another basic theoretical element that becomes clear thanks to our model
is the importance of digital technological skills. As established in studies on
the digital divide and the democratic digital divide, this kind of skill serves
as a chain of transmission of social inequalities to the digital world (Torres
et al., 2013). However, in our study, skills are understood as opportunities
for action, not only because they allow individuals to improve their possi-
bilities for action but also because they improve their attitudes towards the
political possibilities of the medium. This is a basic variable given that it
generates direct opportunities, mediated for political participation via the
Internet.

It is our view that our analytic model makes it possible to move forward
in our understanding of this socio-political phenomenon which has become
so important in recent years. This progress takes place, as we have discussed
in this article, in two dimensions: empirical and theoretical.
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Notes

1. We understand the term ‘factor’ in a lax way. That is, simply as a set of vari-
ables. We are not suggesting that there is, as the technical use of the term would
imply, an underlying relationship between the different variables that make up
each factor.

2. From our point of view, the ‘net’ opportunities of individuals to engage in
political action through the Internet would be related with the technology itself.
However, according to several authors, the political opportunities offered by
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the Internet vary quickly as a result of the process of technological innovation
and individuals’ creativity. For this reason, it is difficult to include these kinds
of opportunities in an analytical model. However, ‘net’ opportunities require
a prerequisite that affects the use of the tools: digital skills. This is the reason
why we introduced this factor as a limiting or encouraging factor of the oppor-
tunities of individuals in this context.

3. According to recent recommendations in the literature (Stone-Romero and
Rosopa, 2008), the hypothesis test implied by the study of mediation relation
requires an experimental design. A design of this kind, if the research goal is to
extend the results to a population as is the case here, is not feasible.

4. We would like to thank one of the blind reviewers of this article for the recom-
mendation to test this alternative model.
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