
POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AS A SOCIAL ACTIVITY:  EXAMINING THE 
RELATIONSHIP OF FACEBOOK ENDORSEMENTS AND POLITICAL 

PARTICIPATION IN YOUNG VOTERS 
 
 

BY 
 
 

KATHERINE THEVENOW 
 

A Thesis Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of 
 

WAKE FOREST UNIVERSITY GRADUATE SCHOOL OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 
 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
 

for the Degree of 
 

MASTER OF ARTS 
 

Communication 
 

May, 2017 
 

Winston-Salem, North Carolina 
 
 

Approved By: 
 

Ananda Mitra, Ph.D., Advisor 
 

Steven Giles, Ph.D., Chair 
 

Leah McCoy, Ed.D. 



	   II	  

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES…………………………………….…III 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS……………………………………………...IV 

ABSTRACT…………………………………………………...……………V 

INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………VI 

CHAPTERS 

CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW…………..…………………1 

CHAPTER 2: METHOD………………..…………..………………11 

CHAPTER 3: RESULTS………………..…………..………………15 

CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION………………..………………………19 

REFERENCE LIST……………………………………………...…………26 

APPENDIX……………………………………………………...…………32 

CURRICULUM VITAE……………………………...……………………37 

 



	   III	  

 

 

LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES 

 

Table 1: Correlations Between Research Variables…………………….……………..18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   IV	  

 

 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 
 

HSM: Heuristic-Systematic Model  

 

SNS: Social Networking Site 

 

SPSS: Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

 

RQ: Research Question 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	   V	  

 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
 

Young adults ages 18 to 24 remain the group most likely to vote infrequently and 

be unregistered to vote (Lopez, Kirby, & Sagoff, 2005). This study aims to extend the 

literature and examine social endorsement cues’ influence on political participation in 

youth voters by applying the heuristic-systematic model of persuasion. The HSM of 

persuasion proposes that an individual takes the information that is most accessible and 

available and then applies that information before making a decision (Forehand, Smith, & 

Gastil, 2004). College students ages 18 to 24 completed an online questionnaire that 

asked about Facebook and political participation. The results showed that social 

endorsements on Facebook do predict political participation both online and offline. The 

results of studies such as this one strive to serve as valuable information for voting 

campaigns and initiatives to attract more voters to the polls.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The 2004 Presidential election saw a 54 percent voter turnout rate among young 

voters ages 18 to 24 years old (Lopez, Kirby, & Sagoff, 2005). This rate served as a great 

increase from the 2000 Presidential election, when young voters had the lowest turnout of 

any age group with a 42 percent turnout rate (Nieves, 2004). Despite the recent increase 

in voter turnout, only 22 percent of young voters report that they vote regularly, which 

causes the group to remain the most likely to be unregistered and vote infrequently 

(Lopez, et al., 2005). Previous research accounts for social norms as an explanation for 

political participation (Gerber, Green, & Larimer, 2008). One form of social norms, 

social endorsement cues, has garnered recent attention on its ability for behavioral 

prediction (Messing & Westwood, 2014). Social endorsement cues serve as heuristic cues 

that contain information that may inform an individual about whether to partake in a 

particular action or behavior (Bond, Fariss, Jones, Marlow, Settle, and Fowler, 2014). 

With political participation being a cornerstone of democracy, do social endorsement 

cues influence young adults to show up to the polls? 

Current research has determined that political behavior of members of our social 

network impact turnout decisions (Kenny, 1992). As a result, political campaign efforts 

have adopted social networking sites (SNS), specifically Facebook, as a method for target 

voters (Bond, et al., 2014). With this, a need is created to understand how social 

endorsement cues on social networking sites influence political participation. Therefore, 

the purpose of this study is to extend the literature and examine how social endorsement 
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cues, a form of social norms, influence political participation by applying the heuristic-

systematic model of persuasion. This model suggests that receivers of persuasive 

messages process information in two different ways: systematically and heuristically 

(Chaiken, 1980; Chen & Chaiken, 1999). Furthmore, the model tells us that an individual 

is most likely to make a decision in the most efficient way through the use of cognitive 

heuristics (Forehand, Smith, & Gastil, 2004). Through an examination of social 

endorsement cues on Facebook and political participation in the college demographic, the 

results of studies such as this one strive to serve as valuable information for voting 

campaigns and initiatives to attract more young voters to the polls.  
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CHAPTER ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter reviews the literature on sources with information pertaining to 

social norms, social endorsement cues, social media, Facebook, political participation, 

and the heuristic systematic model of persuasion. Connections are made among the 

sources for the current study. 

 

Social Norms and Political Participation      

 Social norms are rules that dictate behaviors that are considered acceptable or not 

in a group of people (Gerber, Green & Larimer, 2008). Social psychologists have 

produced a multitude of research that confirms the existence and thus the validity of 

social norms. Therefore, when people offer clear signals about what types of behaviors 

are considered appropriate, others notice these behaviors and subsequently internalize the 

behaviors as social norms (Scheff, 2000). Theoretical approaches to investigate social 

norms have led to the recognition of two types of social norms:  descriptive and 

injunctive. Descriptive norms refer to individuals’ perceptions of how others behave. 

While injunctive norms refer to individuals’ perceptions of what behaviors are approved 

or disapproved of (Reno, Cialdini, & Kallgren, 1993), social norms have the capacity to 

influence the political decisions we make. In other words, descriptive norms work to 

provide information about what behavior is already done while injunctive norms 

designate what should be done (Reno, et al., 1993). When considering these social norms, 

an example of an injunctive norm would be a hotel that has a sign that asks the guest 

reuse their towels to help with environmental resources. The sign offers the suggestion of 

how the individual should behave. Thus the descriptive norm would be what an 
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individual thinks that others typically do, which in this case, would be a sign that asks the 

guest to join their fellow guests in an effort to save the environment by reusing their 

towels (Gonzalez, Aronson, & Costanzo, 1988). As a result of both norms encouraging 

norm-consistent behavior, studies have demonstrated that descriptive norms work better 

to influence behavior, regardless of its social desirability (Cialdini, Demaine, Sagarin, 

Barrett, Rhoads, & Winters, 2006). The implications of the results show injunctive norms 

having the opposite effect when included in persuasive appeals. Hence, there is a better 

likelihood for an individual to adhere to the descriptive norm of joining the other guests 

and reusing the towels than to the injunctive norm, which simply requested that the guest 

to reuse their towels (Goldenstein, Cialdini, & Griskevicius, 2008).The established 

research on the influence of descriptive and injunctive norms has provided valuable 

evidence for behavior predictions in individuals. As a result of research showing that 

individuals are more likely to adhere to descriptive norms, we can use this research as a 

framework to understand behavior in other contexts.     

 The influence of social norms in the political context has not been prominent in 

recent studies (Gerber & Rogers, 2009). The research available on the effects of social 

norms in the context of political participation has progressed little beyond the 1950s 

(Gerber, Green, & Larimer, 2008). However, the research stemming from the first half of 

the 20th century determined that in the development of political behavior in a young 

individual, social norms serve as an important function. An early study established that 

college women from a conservative background who attended Bennington College were 

influenced by the liberal political norms they were exposed to at the college. 

Additionally, the effects of the exposure to these liberal norms lasted, as they were found 
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to be present more than 20 years later in the women (Newcomb, 1943). More research is 

needed to examine the effects of social norms and thus social endorsements in relation to 

political participation. This study seeks to find if exposure to descriptive norms is a 

predictor of political participation, as consistent with previous social norm research in 

other contexts.         

 Political participation is referred to as any voluntary activity that involves, 

influences, or affects public policy (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). This means that 

political participation can appear in a multitude of ways. These forms include donating to 

a campaign, convincing an individual to partake in political activities, or persuading an 

individual to vote (Kenski and Stroud, 2006). Thus political participation serves as the 

mechanism that allows an individual to take part in policy decisions that may affect them 

(Best & Krueger, 2005). 

H1: A positive correlation exists between exposure to descriptive norms and 

political participation among college students.  

Social Media and Social Endorsement Cues 

Recently, campaigns have adopted social media as a method for targeting voters 

(Bond, Fariss, Jones, Marlow, Settle, & Fowler, 2014). According to the Pew Research 

Center, online adults between the ages of 18 and 29 account for the highest number of 

Facebook users with 82% using Facebook (Pew Research Center, The Demographics of 

Social Media Users, 2015). With Facebook housing 1.59 billion active users a month in 

2015, the social networking site has a tremendous amount of online adults checking their 

Facebook at least once a month (Facebook Newsroom, 2016). The large amount of data 

produced about users from social networking sites, campaigns now have the ability to 
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target certain messages to the individual whom the message will serve the most effective 

(Cohen, 2013; Thiessen, 2012). Political campaigns have noticed the possibilities social 

networking sites offer and thus have become extremely active on social networking sites 

by creating social media accounts (Bond, et al., 2012). Research that surrounds “Get Out 

The Vote” campaigns has determined that campaigns that include social endorsement 

cues produce more effective messages than messages that are simply informative about 

an election (Bond, et al., 2014). Research from the same study also concluded that 

individuals who were exposed to a social endorsement cue were more likely to seek 

information about an election as compared to the individuals who were not exposed to a 

social endorsement cue (Bond, et al., 2014). Social endorsement cues are heuristics cues, 

or information shortcuts, that house information that may inform an individual about 

whether to partake in a particular action or behavior. Thus, social endorsement cues serve 

as a form of social norms (Bond, et al., 2014).  Research has developed that demonstrates 

the importance of social endorsement cues in behavioral predictions (Messing & 

Westwood, 2014; Salganik, Dodds & Watts, 2006).       

 Research has demonstrated that social endorsement cues impact news sources that 

an individual selects and the type of song an individual chooses to download (Messing & 

Westwood, 2014; Salganik, et al., 2006). If research demonstrates that social norms serve 

as an explanation for voting behaviors of young adults and social endorsement cues 

impact an individual’s decision making, then social endorsement cues may contain the 

potential to impact political participation of young adults. 

Facebook and Social Endorsements      

 The social media platform Facebook is built around the merits of shared 
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information (Zhang & Kizilcec, 2014). As discussed above, in regards to social norms, 

when an individual makes a decision, they tend to look to the actions of the individuals 

that surround them to decide whether to make the same choice. With a social media site 

such as Facebook in existence, the availability of this information is constant. In 

particular, the information about the actions and decisions of people in an individual’s 

social network, such as close friends and family, is available instantaneously (Bond, et 

al., 2014). Facebook has created a unique platform for online discourse (Kushin and 

Kitchener, 2009). Furthermore, social media houses the ubiquitous feature of social 

endorsements. Individuals may make an endorsement on Facebook by creating a 

Facebook post supporting a certain topic with their own words or by sharing a post 

created by another individual that endorses a topic. Thus social endorsements cues serve 

as explicit assertions of social interest and relevance (Messing & Westwood, 2014).  

 Consequently when individuals make social endorsements they are choosing to do 

so in either a primary or secondary voice. The primary voice serves as the voice of the 

author while the secondary voice serves as the quoted source provided in the 

endorsement (White, 2012). For this study, I will be examining Facebook endorsement 

cues in the primary voice. Secondary voices tend to contain a source cue. A source cue 

occurs when an individual posts a social endorsement accompanied by an attribute from a 

source different than the author of the endorsement (Messing and Westwood, 2014). Thus 

by only examining the primary voice, the study will be able to explicitly focus on social 

endorsement cues without the influence of a source cue.  
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Heuristic-Systematic Model of Persuasion 

Existing research on social endorsement cues and behavioral prediction is 

predominately rooted in various models of persuasion (Forehand, Smith, & Gastil, 2004). 

The theoretical foundation that surrounds the research questions lies in the heuristic-

systematic model (HSM) of persuasion. The HSM of persuasion suggests that the 

receivers of persuasive messages process information in two fundamentally different 

ways: systematic and heuristic processing (Chaiken, 1980; Chen & Chaiken, 1999). 

Although the two forms of attitude judgment coexist in the HSM of persuasion they 

remain dissimilar processes (Littlejohn, 2009).   

Systematic processing is a methodological process. The method requires a large 

amount of thoughtful and careful thinking before an individual forms an opinion. The 

receiver thoroughly examines the persuasive message for quality and structure, which 

requires much greater attention and cognitive effort on behalf of the receiver (Forehand, 

et al., 2004). As a result, the most likely case for an individual to engage in systematic 

processing involves the extent to which the receiver wishes to reach an exact conclusion 

(Chaiken, Giner, Sorolla, & Chen, 1996). The motivation of a receiver to process 

systematically is dependent upon the receiver’s wish for judgmental accuracy, which if 

an individual does choose systematic processing then the formed attitude holds a basis 

from the careful examination of facts.  

Heuristic processing, a simpler form of decision making, takes place when an 

individual chooses to use generalizations as justifications for the determination of one’s 

attitude (Baumeister, 2007). These generalizations, which could be considered “rules of 

thumb,” are known as cognitive heuristics (Baumeister, 2007). An individual develops 
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these generalizations from prior experiences and observations, which causes them to 

become basic knowledge used in message evaluation (Smith, 1984).  

Processing systematically takes a great deal of effort to carefully consider the 

factual evidence in the message. We can generalize that individuals most likely have only 

a limited amount of time to consider the message. We can also generalize that individuals 

only have the ability to a certain point to carefully process a message. As a result, the 

HSM of persuasion proposes that attitudes are more often formed with heuristic 

processing (Baumeister, 2007).  

In previous research, the HSM of persuasion has been used as the theoretical 

foundation for research on public policies as well as an explanation in research on 

political attitudes (Mondak, 1993, 1994; Sniderman, Brody, & Tetlock, 1991). With 

consideration of past research, one could propose that cognitive heuristics allow for an 

individual without much political information to make a reasonable decision in terms of 

voting (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998; Popkin, 1991). However, researchers have largely 

contended this. Social psychology research demonstrates cognitive heuristics can lead to 

poor decisions as well (McGuire, 1969). In terms of political participation, if an 

individual has low political sophistication, cognitive heuristics can undermine the 

decision-making accuracy (Lau & Redlawsk, 2001). However, it is important to note that 

low-information voters statistically make different decisions than high-information voters 

(Bartels, 1996).  

Albeit, cognitive heuristic shortcuts may lead to a poor decision (McGuire, 1969) 

an individual is still most likely to choose heuristic processing when faced with making a 

political decision because of the efficiency of heuristic processing (Downs, 1957). As 
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previous research has determined social endorsement cues predict behavior, this leads us 

to the possibility that social endorsement cues on social networking sites are rooted in the 

perspective that an individual seeks to reduce information costs by delegating the task of 

information screening to others (Mondak, 1993).  

The HSM of persuasion provides a theoretical backbone for social endorsement 

cues and their impact on political participation because the model shows us that an 

individual makes a decision in the most efficient way with the use of cognitive heuristics. 

An individual takes the information that is most available and accessible then applies the 

information to the necessary evaluation (Forehand, et al. 2004). The social networking 

site, Facebook, provides us with an ideal example for a platform that offers easily 

accessible information that is also available at all times. An individual can access 

Facebook at their discretion and access the information of anyone in their social network 

in a short amount of time with little effort. Thus when a contact in a social network 

chooses to share some type of political endorsement on Facebook, this serves as a social 

endorsement cue for the individual viewing the shared message. 

When making a political decision, one could posit that voters are expected to 

engage in both heuristic and systematic processing. Generally, an individual is exposed to 

a multitude of pro and con arguments that the individual must decipher, before making a 

political decision, which could call for systematic processing (Forehand, et al., 2004). 

However, if an individual has limited interest or time in deciphering this information, 

they are unlikely to choose to systematically process the information presented to them. 

The individual will instead form an opinion based on heuristic cues (Forehand, et al., 

2004). With voters between the ages of 18 and 24 being the most likely to be unregistered 
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and vote infrequently (Lopez, et al. 2005), this provides evidence to support that this 

voter group could neither have the time nor the inclination to become more informed on 

political issues or partake in political participation. Thus this voter group will rely on 

heuristic cues for what political participation they may take part in.    

The HSM model of persuasion demonstrates that an individual has the capacity to 

replace complete information with heuristic shortcuts. However, this model has limited 

research when applied to whether heuristics can facilitate participation, more specifically 

political participation, and the extent of participation (Lewkowicz, 2006). With the 

utilization of social endorsement cues on Facebook as heuristics, the HSM model of 

persuasion supports the question of whether social endorsement cues on Facebook 

facilitate political participation in college voters between the ages of 18 and 24. 

Social Endorsement Cues and Political Participation  

As social media is a newer form of technology, research remains limited on social 

endorsement cues on social networking sites and the impact of these cues on individuals. 

However, there is an established relationship between social endorsement cues and 

behavioral prediction (Bond, et al., 2014). Thus, there is a need for further research in 

terms of social endorsement cues and behavioral prediction. As mentioned above, 

research demonstrates that social norms account for an explanation of voting behaviors 

(Gerber, Green, & Larimer 2008).  

RQ1: Does exposure to political activities on Facebook predict online and offline 

political participation in young college voters between the ages of 18 to 24? 

According to Facebook, the social networking site has over a billion active 

monthly users (Facebook Newsroom, 2016). With the majority of those users being 
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between 18 and 29, an incredible number of young adults login to Facebook each month.  

The amount of users makes Facebook an ideal platform to investigate exposure of 

political participation in young adults. As Facebook allows a user to interact with other 

users politically, political campaigns now utilize Facebook as a means to further their 

platforms and promote the entirety of their campaign (Smith, 2009).  The social 

networking site allows their users to interact with these campaigns and other voters 

regardless of political affiliation. As Facebook users have access to a plethora of ways to 

participate politically on the social networking site, does this make a difference in the 

political participation of the user? 

Research has shown that only 22% of the voter group between the ages of 18 and 

24 report that they vote regularly. As a result, this group remains the most likely to be 

unregistered and vote infrequently (Lopez, et al., 2005). Therefore, this study takes a 

specific aim at voters between the ages of 18 and 24. As political participation being a 

cornerstone of democracy, social endorsements could serve as an explanation for political 

participation, or the lack thereof, of voters in this age group. 

RQ2: Does Facebook usage relate to political participation in young adults? 

RQ3: Does interest in political participation predict Facebook political activity? 
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODS 

 
Method         

This investigation collected data in an online questionnaire. The questionnaire 

was disseminated to a sample of undergraduate and graduate students between the ages of 

18 and 24 in April of 2017. Demographic questions regarding the participants’ age, 

school year, and whether the participant is an active Facebook user will begin the 

experiment in order to ensure the participant meets the criteria of a young college voter 

with a Facebook account.  

   
Participants 

Students from the ages of 18 to 24 years old were recruited from various college 

campuses in the United States. The students were recruited through a combination of 

snowball and convenience sampling in which a link to the online questionnaire was 

distributed on the Facebook page of Katie Thevenow. Total participants who completed 

the questionnaire included 76 students (32 men and 44 women). All participants reported 

being registered to vote and active members of Facebook. The ages of the sample ranged 

from 18 to 24 with a mean age of 21.78 years (SD = 1.92) (N=76).  The majority of 

participants, 55.3% (N=42), reported as being graduate students. While 13.2% (N=10) of 

participants reported being seniors, 7.9% (N=6) reported being juniors, 11.8% (N=9) 

reported being sophomores as well as 11.8% (N=9) reported being a freshman.  

 
Procedure 

Once the Institutional Review Board approved the study, data collection took 

place during April 2017. Participants were informed of this opportunity through a 
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Facebook status that was disseminated on the Facebook profile of Katie Thevenow. The 

Facebook status offered an invitation to take a survey if users were between the ages of 

18 to 24 years old and currently enrolled in an undergraduate or graduate program within 

the United States. After confirming consent, the participant began the online anonymous 

questionnaire on the online survey software Qualtrics. The survey took approximately 10 

minutes to complete and responses were entered into SPSS for data analysis. 

 

Measures 

         Political Participation: In order to measure levels of political participation, seven 

statements were used to assess political activity of the participant. The measures asked 

the participant to indicate the number of times they had politically participated in each 

measure in the past year. The measures were assessed using scores ranging from 0 to 

10+. Measures included watching a 2016 election debate online or on TV, signing a 

petition in paper or on line, volunteering or working with a political organization, writing 

an article to an online news source regarding a political issue, and volunteering with a 

nonprofit interested in bettering the government. The political participation measures 

were an adapted version of the 12-measure political participation scale from Rosenstone 

and Hansen’s (1993). Measures were edited to seven statements to increase relevancy of 

the measures (  = .72, M = 1.11, SD = .91). 

        Political Participation Interest: Participants were asked to indicate their 

representative response to a series of five statements to account for the level of political 

participation interest. The Likert-type scale asked participants to rate their interest from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) to the statements from a political interest scale 
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created by Verba et al. (1995). The statements included: “I am interested in political 

issues,” “Everyone should be involved in working with community organizations and 

local government on issues that affect the community,” “I think it is important to get 

involved in improving my community,” “Being actively involved in national, state, and 

local issues is my responsibility,” and “I can learn a lot from people with backgrounds 

and experiences that are different from mine” (  = .93, M = 5.13, SD = .92).   

       Descriptive and Injunctive Norms: In order to measure descriptive and injunctive 

norms, the respondents were asked to choose the level of agreement or disagreement with 

eight statements regarding political participation. The measures were on a Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The first four descriptive 

statements are derived from a social norm scale created by Thompson, Haziris, and 

Alekos (1994). The statements included: “My friends vote in primary or general 

elections,” “I have discussions about politics with my friends,” and “I encourage my 

friends to be politically active.” The four injunctive measures are derived from a social 

norm scale created by Glynn et al. (2009). The statements included: “As a college student 

I am expected to vote in elections,” “My friends expect me to vote in elections,” “My 

friends consider voting an important behaviors,” and “My friends expect me to engage in 

political discussions” (  = .92, M = 4.74, SD = 1.18).                  

     Facebook Intensity: The Facebook intensity scale, created by Ellison, et al (2007), 

uses self-reported assessments of Facebook behavior, activities, and Likert-scale 

attitudinal questions to determine the extent of Facebook usage for each participant. The 

scale contains six individual items. These items included: “Facebook is part of my 

everyday activity,” “I am proud to tell people I’m on Facebook,” “Facebook has become 
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part of my daily routine,” “I feel out of touch when I haven’t checked Facebook for a 

while,” “I feel I am part of the Facebook community,” and “I would be sorry if Facebook 

shutdown.” Response categories ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (

 = .92, M = 4.51, SD = 1.22). 

     Facebook Political Activity: In order to account for the level of political activeness 

on Facebook, the scale derived from Vitak, Zube, Smock, Carr, Ellison, and Lampe 

(2009) was used for participants to respond to the question “In the past month, please 

indicate how many times you have done the following on Facebook”. Responses to the 

statements required the participant to select a value from 0 to 10+.  The items included 

posting a status or wall comment about politics, posting a photo about politics, posting a 

photo of myself or others at a political event,  and discussing political information either 

in a Facebook message or on a Facebook status (  = .88, M = 1.65, SD = 2.04). 

       Facebook Political Activity Exposure: A scale also derived from Vitak et al. 

(2009), was used to assess the exposure participants have to political activity on, thus 

political social endorsements, on Facebook within the past month. Participants were 

asked to select a value from 0 to 10+ in response to the question “In the past month, how 

many of following have you seen on your Newsfeed?” The eight Facebook activities 

included seeing a status update, comment, link, or photo about politics. Facebook 

activities also included seeing others join or leave a group about politics, liking a political 

page, or someone planning to attend a political event (  = .94, M = 5.13, SD = 2.02). 
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CHAPTER THREE: RESULTS 

Preliminary Results 

 In order to test for any potential sex differences a series of independent samples t-

tests were conducted that compared mean scores of male and female participants for the 

variables political participation (PP), political participation interest (PPI), descriptive 

norms (DN), injunctive norms (IN), Facebook intensity (FI), Facebook political activity 

(FA), and Facebook political activity exposure (FAE). In all cases there were found to be 

no significant differences based on participant sex and therefore will not be considered a 

confounding variable. 

 Additionally, a series of bivariate correlations were computed between the 

variables in the study (see Table 1, Page 18). Importantly, there were significant positive 

correlations between variables that assessed descriptive norms and political participation. 

Also, there was a significant positive correlation between Facebook intensity and 

Facebook political activity. 

Hypothesis 1: The first hypothesis posed that a positive correlation exists 

between descriptive norms and political participation among college students. Political 

participation included both online and offline activities. This hypothesis was tested using 

a one-tailed bivariate correlation. Based on the bivariate correlation, there is a significant 

positive correlation between descriptive norms and political participation (r = .65, p = < 

.001). This suggests that a positive relationship exists between exposure to descriptive 

norms and political participation of college voters.       

 Furthermore, another correlation was conducted to examine relationship between 

descriptive norms and political participation specifically on Facebook. Based on a one-
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tailed bivariate correlation, there is a significant positive correlation between descriptive 

norms and political participation on Facebook (r = .56, p < .001). Thus a positive 

relationship exists between exposure to descriptive norms and political participation on 

Facebook. Political participation on Facebook includes posting a status update that 

mentions politics, discussing political information in message or status, and posting a 

photo of something relating to politics.  

 Research Question 1: The first research question investigated whether exposure 

to political activities on Facebook predicts political participation on Facebook.  This 

research question was tested using a two-tailed bivariate correlation. The bivariate 

correlation revealed that exposure to political activities has a positive relationship with 

political participation on Facebook (r = .53, p < .001). Exposure to Facebook political 

activity included if someone is exposed to images, comments or statuses on Facebook 

about politics.         

 Another two-tailed bivariate correlation was conducted in order to find out 

whether exposure to political activities on Facebook has a positive relationship with 

online and offline political participation outside of Facebook. The other forms of political 

participation include watching a debate on TV or the Internet, signing a petition online or 

on paper, volunteering for political organizations, belonging to a nonprofit that is 

interested in better government, and writing a political article to an online news source. 

The results from the two-tailed bivariate correlation revealed that a positive relationship 

exists between exposure to endorsements on Facebook and forms of political 

participation outside of Facebook (r = .54, p < .001).  
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Research Question 2: The second research question sought to determine if 

Facebook usage relates to political participation in young adults. A two-tailed bivariate 

correlation was conducted between Facebook usage and Facebook political activity. The 

results showed a significant positive correlation between Facebook usage and Facebook 

political activity (r = .46, p < .001). This suggests that Facebook usage has a positive 

relationship with the number of times the participant has been politically active on 

Facebook.  

 Another two-tailed bivariate correlation was tested to see if Facebook usage has a 

relationship with other forms of political participation outside of Facebook. Based on the 

correlation, Facebook usage does relate to other forms of political participation outside of 

Facebook (r = .38, p < .001). This suggests that a positive relationship exists between 

Facebook usage and other forms of offline and online political participation such as 

watching a debate or signing a petition.  

Research Question 3: The final research question sought to understand if interest 

in political participation predicts Facebook political activity. In order to investigate 

whether participants with an interest in politics have a relationship with participating 

politically on Facebook a two-tailed bivariate correlation was conducted. Results from 

the two-tailed bivariate correlation showed that political participation interest does have a 

significant relationship with Facebook political activity (r = .40, p < .001). This suggests 

that a positive relationship exists between interest in political participation and political 

activity on Facebook. 
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Table 1.  Correlations Between Research Variables 

Variable    V1  V2 V3  V4  V5 V6 V7 

V1: Political Participation     

V2: Political Participation Interest .44**    

V3: Descriptive Norms  .65** .70**  

V4: Injunctive Norms   .55** .70** .82**  

V5: Facebook Intensity  .34** .37** .43** .29**  

V6: Facebook Political Activity .79** .39** .56** .46**  .32**  

V7: Facebook Political   .54** .44** .48** .39**  .21      .53** 
       Activity Exposure  
 

Note: ** p< .001 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DISCUSSION 

 The goal of this research was to examine the influence of social endorsements on 

political participation in young voters as well as to see if Facebook serves as a way to 

politically engage young adults. Accordingly, I investigated the influence that descriptive 

norms have on political participation among college students. First, I proposed that a 

positive correlation exists between descriptive norms and political participation among 

college students (H1). From my research, I found that a significant positive correlation 

exists between descriptive norms and political participation. I then investigated whether 

exposure to political activities on Facebook predicts online and offline political 

participation in college voters between the ages of 18 and 24 (RQ1). I found that 

exposure to political activities on Facebook does have a positive relationship political 

participation both online and offline. Following this, I wanted to know if Facebook usage 

related to political participation in young adults (RQ2). From my investigation, I found 

that a positive relationship does exist between Facebook usage and political participation 

both on Facebook and outside of Facebook. Finally, I investigated whether having an 

interest in political participation predicts Facebook political activity. The results from this 

investigation found that participants with an interest in politics have a positive 

relationship with participating politically on Facebook.  

Major Findings 

 Established research has determined that political behavior of members of our 

social network impact turnout decisions (Kenny, 1992). This has resulted in political 

campaign efforts adopting social networking sites as a method for targeting voters (Bond, 

et al., 2014). This study sought to examine the relationship between social endorsement 
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cues on the social networking site Facebook and political participation in young voters 

between the ages of 18 and 24.  In order to examine the effects of social norms, and thus 

social endorsements, a bivariate correlation determined a positive relationship exists 

between exposure to descriptive norms and political participation among college 

students. For this relationship, the descriptive norms were those in relation to friends and 

political participation. This relationship suggests that an individual engaged in political 

discussions or activities with friends is positively related to political participation outside 

of Facebook. As the amount of political discussions or activities with friends increases, 

the number of times the individual makes a decision to participate politically increases. 

Specifically in this study, political participation outside of Facebook included watching a 

debate on Television or the Internet, signing a petition online or on paper, volunteering 

for a political organization, volunteering for a nonprofit involved with bettering the 

government, and writing a political article to an online source. The findings support 

research that descriptive norms do serve as behavioral predictions. As this research is in 

the political context, this new insight provides evidence that the effects of social norms 

on political participation needs to be further investigated because the evidence serves to 

further support behavioral predictions.       

 Social endorsement cues are heuristics cues that house information that may 

inform an individual about whether to partake in a particular action or behavior (Bond, et 

al., 2014). Research on social endorsement cues predominately roots in various models of 

persuasion (Forehand, Smith, & Gastil, 2004). As previous research has determined 

social endorsement cues predict behavior, this leads us to believe that social endorsement 

cues on social networking sites are rooted in the perspective that an individual seeks to 
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reduce information costs by delegating the task of information screening to others 

(Mondak, 1993). In other words, an individual is more likely to choose the information 

that is most available and accessible and then apply that information to their decision-

making. With Facebook constantly offering easily available and accessible information 

then the SNS possess the potential to influence the decision making of young adults. 

Therefore, my first research question investigated whether exposure to political activity 

on Facebook relates to political participation in young college voters between the ages of 

18 and 24. From my bivariate correlation, I found that exposure to political activities on 

Facebook does predict political participation on Facebook. This means that a positive 

relationship exists between Facebook users who are exposed to a Facebook status or 

comment about politics and that same user participating politically on Facebook. In order 

to further investigate this research question, another bivariate correlation found that 

exposure to political endorsements on Facebook also leads to more political participation 

outside of Facebook. If we take these findings into consideration, then exposure to 

political social endorsements on Facebook predicts political participation both offline and 

online in young adults. Also, the results show that support is offered for the usage of the 

HSM of persuasion as a theoretical foundation for understanding social endorsements and 

their relationship with political participation.  

Research shows that only 22 percent of young voters report that they vote 

regularly, which causes the group to be the most likely to be unregistered and vote 

infrequently (Lopez, et al., 2005). However, 82% of adults between the ages of 18 to 29 

report using Facebook at least once a month (Pew Research Center, The Demographics of 

Social Media Users, 2015). With Facebook containing 1.59 billion active monthly users, 
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this means a tremendous amount of online adults check their Facebook monthly 

(Facebook Newsroom, 2016). Political campaigns have noticed this and have become 

extremely active on social networking sites (Bond, et al., 2012). Therefore, my second 

research question investigated whether Facebook usage relates to political participation in 

young adults. I utilized two-tailed bivariate correlations in order to investigate this 

question. The first bivariate correlation found that Facebook usage has a positive 

relationship with participation in political activities on Facebook. The second bivariate 

correlation found that Facebook usage predicts other forms of political participation 

outside of Facebook.  

In order to further investigate whether Facebook serves as a medium for political 

engagement, my final research question examined whether interest in political 

participation predicts Facebook political participation. From my bivariate correlation, I 

found that participants with an interest in politics have a positive relationship with 

participating politically on Facebook. These results support that social endorsements on 

Facebook have the capacity to influence political participation in young adults. Facebook 

has the potential to serve as a political platform that encourages and allows for political 

discussion whether on a public Facebook status or in a private Facebook message.  

 
Implications and Further Research 

 The results from this study make important contributions to the examination of 

social endorsements on Facebook and their influence on political participation in young 

voters. The study shows that when an individual is exposed to political participation on 

Facebook the individual is more likely to participate politically both online and offline. 

Insights from this research can be used as a contribution for further research on the 
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relationship between political participation, social endorsements, and social networking 

sites. This study offers research that serves as valuable information for political 

campaigns and voting initiatives as the research allows politically motivated initiatives to 

utilize social endorsements on social media in efforts to attract young voters to the polls. 

By examining the influence of social endorsements on political participation a need is 

developed to further research this area. Further research in this area could help identify 

and offer an explanation for why voters between the ages of 18 and 24 vote the most 

infrequently and are the most likely to be unregistered to vote.    

 This study holds a theoretical foundation in the HSM of persuasion. Many studies 

on social endorsements and behavior predictions are rooted in various models of 

persuasion (Forehand, et al., 2004). However research remains limited when the HSM of 

persuasion has been applied to whether heuristics can facilitate, and to what extent, 

participation (Lewkowicz, 2006). The supported results from this study offer further 

development and support for the HSM of persuasion. Evidence from this study shows 

that individuals take information that is easily and readily available on Facebook and use 

that information to influence their decision on whether or not to politically participate. 

These insights open a need for further research into the HSM of persuasion as a 

theoretical foundation for social endorsements and participation.  

 
Limitations 

 This study is limited in its generalizability by the sample. The sample is self-

selected out of a specific population purposefully for this study. A sample from a larger 

amount of college students between the ages of 18 and 24 was desired but because of 

time and budget constraints was not a feasible option. Further research could examine a 
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larger sample not confined to this subgroup and compare to the results. Statistically, the 

sample size of this study did not allow other statistical testing.    

 Another limitation to this study is the timing. The study followed a major 

presidential election, which generally means levels of political engagement are higher. 

Therefore, the levels of political participation reported in this study are likely to be higher 

than if reported during a time frame between elections. Future research should conduct a 

study during a time outside of an election season. This research would add a dimension 

compared to research done closely following an election. As the data in this study is 

cross-sectional, future research could also benefit from a longitudinal study to account for 

timeframe differences.          

 Another limitation to this study is the measure of self-report. Measures of self-

report allow for a participant to either over and under report. Future research could 

consider a different method aside from self-report. 

 
Conclusion 

          Overall, the results suggest that social endorsements on Facebook do predict 

political participation in young voters between the ages of 18 and 24. Evidence shows 

that social endorsements predict political participation both on Facebook and outside of 

Facebook. This means that the more exposure an individual has to political endorsements 

on Facebook the more likely that person is to participate politically.  These findings have 

the potential to provide insight into ways to attract young voters to the polls. This is 

valuable information for any initiative that has the goal of increasing political 

participation in young adults. These findings also offer possible insight into 

understanding why young adults are so inconsistent in their political participation. 
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Further research into social networking sites and their relationship with political 

participation offer the potential in understanding how to keep young adults motivated to 

politically participate.  
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APPENDIX 

Q1 Please select your sex 
m Male  
m Female 
 
Q2 Please select your age 
m 18  
m 19  
m 20  
m 21  
m 22  
m 23  
m 24  
 
Q3 Please select your year in school 
m Freshman  
m Sophomore  
m Junior  
m Senior  
m Graduate Student  
 
Q4 Are you registered to vote? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Q5 Are you a member of Facebook? 
m Yes 
m No  
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Q6 On average, approximately how many hours per day do you spend on Facebook? 
m 1  
m 2  
m 3  
m 4  
m 5  
m 6+ 
 
Q7 For the following statements, please indicate your representative response: 

  

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Somewhat 

Disagree 

Neither 
Agree 
Nor 

Disagree 

Somewhat 
Agree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Facebook is 
part of my 
everyday 
activity 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I am proud to 
tell people 

I'm on 
Facebook 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Facebook has 
become part 
of my daily 

routine 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I feel out of 
touch when I 

haven't 
checked 

Facebook for 
a while 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I feel I am 
part of the 
Facebook 

community 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I would be 
sorry if 

Facebook 
shutdown 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  
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Q8 In the past month, please indicate (from 0 to 10+) approximately how many times you 
have... 
______ Posted a wall comment about politics 
______ Posted a status update that mentions politics 
______ Posted a photo that has something to do with politics 
______ Posted a photo of myself or others at a political event 
______ Discussed political information in a Facebook message 
______ Discussed political information on a Facebook status 
 
Q9 In the past month, please indicate (from 0 to 10+) approximately how much of the 
following you have seen on your Facebook Newsfeed 
______ A status update that mentions politics 
______ Others joining or leaving a group about politics 
______ Someone "liking" a page of a political candidate or group 
______ Someone posting a photo that has something to do with politics 
______ A photo of someone at a political event 
______ A comment on a status update about politics 
______ A link about politics 
______ Someone planning to attend a political event 
 
Q10 In the past year, please indicate approximately the number of times you have... 
 
______ Watched a 2016 election debate on TV 
______ Watched a 2016 election debate (clips or in its entirety) on the Internet 
______ Signed a paper petition 
______ Signed an online petition 
______ Volunteered or worked for a political organization 
______ Belonged to a nonprofit group that is interested in better government 
______ Wrote an article to an online news source regarding a political issue 
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Q11 For the following statements, please indicate your representative response: 
 Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 
Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

I am 
interested in 

political 
issues 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Everyone 
should be 

involved in 
working with 
community 

organizations 
and local 

government 
on issues that 

affect the 
community 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I think it is 
important to 
get involved 
in improving 

my 
community 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Being 
actively 

involved in 
national, 
state, and 

local issues 
is my 

responsibility 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I can learn a 
lot from 

people with 
backgrounds 

and 
experiences 

that are 
different 

from mine 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  
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Q12 For the following statements, please indicate your representative response: 
 Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 
Neither 

agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

My friends vote 
in primary or 

general elections 
m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I have 
discussions about 
politics with my 

friends 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I have 
discussions about 
politics with my 

friends on 
Facebook 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I encourage my 
friends to be 

politically active 
m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

As a college 
student I am 

expected to vote 
in elections 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

My friends 
expect me to vote 

in elections 
m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

My friends 
consider voting 

an important 
behavior 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

My friends 
expect me to 

engage in 
political 

discussions 

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  



	   37	  

	  
Katherine	  Thevenow	  
Curriculum	  Vitae	  	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

EDUCATION	  
Wake	  Forest	  University,	  Winston-‐Salem,	  NC	  
Master	  of	  Arts	  in	  Communication,	  May	  2017	  
	  
Butler	  University,	  Indianapolis,	  IN	  
Bachelor	  of	  Science	  in	  Public	  Relations	  &	  Advertising:	  Strategic	  Communication,	  May	  2015,	  
Bachelor	  of	  Arts	  in	  Digital	  Media	  Production,	  May	  2015	  
	  
	  
	  
RESEARCH	  EXPERIENCE	  
Team	  Researcher,	  Public	  Communication	  Campaign,	  Butler	  University,	  Spring	  2015	  
Research	  Advisor:	  Dr.	  Rose	  Campbell	  
	  
	  
	  

	  


