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CHAPTER 5 
 
 

BEYOND THE ONLINE/OFFLINE DIVIDE: HOW YOUTH’S ONLINE 
AND OFFLINE CIVIC ACTIVITIES CONVERGE 

 
 

A slightly longer journal version of this chapter was published in Tijdschrift voor 
Communicatiewetenschap, 2009, 37(3), 215-37. Liesbet van Zoonen is second author 
in the journal version 
 
Introduction 
Many studies have asked whether and how civic ‘online participation’ might rein-
vigorate democracy. Yet the focus on online participation, as a notion conceptually 
separated from ‘offline participation’, is in a way peculiar: the ‘internet does not 
function on its own’, as Haythornthwaite and Wellman (2002, p. 7; in Calenda & 
Mosca, 2007, p. 33) note, ‘it is embedded in the real life things that people do.’ 
 While previous studies have indicated that people’s offline and online civic 
activities indeed correlate (e.g., Calenda & Meijer, 2009), how their activities interact 
more precisely remains a question (Hirzalla, 2007). This chapter aims to provide 
new answers to this question by investigating whether and how offline and online 
civic activities converge in ‘participation modes’. A participation mode includes ac-
tivities that are jointly conducted as they share qualities and/or complement each 
other. 
 This investigation is based on survey data about the participation of Dutch 
youth (aged 15 to 25 years; N=808). The question as to how offline and online ac-
tivities converge is relevant to all age groups, but it can be considered as most rele-
vant to youth. Youth use the internet more than older people, and they have less 
access to traditional activities offline; for these and other reasons, much of current 
literature has asked whether the web provides new avenues for civic participation 
among youth in particular (e.g., Dahlgren, 2007; Loader, 2007). 
 In the following, I will first provide a brief overview of extant research about 
the internet’s civic potential, especially in youth’s life. In the next section, I discuss 
why four participation modes may be distinguished: Politics, Activism, Consump-
tion and Sharing. After subsequently detailing my study’s goals and method, I in-
vestigate whether offline and online activities converge in these modes, whether 
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these modes correlate, and the extent to which my respondents participated in 
these modes. In the final section, I discuss my study’s implications and limitations. 
 
Online participation 
The term ‘civic participation’, as defined here, refers to a wide range of electoral ac-
tivities (e.g., voting and being a member of a political party) and non-electoral ac-
tivities (e.g., joining a demonstration and signing a petition) among the citizenry. 
Widely considered an essential attribute of democratic citizenship, civic participa-
tion is often conceptualized on the basis of ‘public sphere’ (Habermas, 1962/1989) 
and ‘social capital’ (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000) theory. On an 
operational level, the public sphere primarily refers to participation in the form of 
interpersonal discussion about social and political issues. Social capital theory is 
mainly about participation in cooperative networks of individuals and institutions, 
such as doing voluntary work and joining associations. Such activities, it is as-
serted, can positively cohere with other civic activities (such as voting) and have a 
reciprocal relationship with ‘democratic attitudes’ (like political interest) (cf. 
Chadwick, 2006). 
 The internet’s role in the public sphere and social capital among youth (and 
other age groups) is mostly investigated in five main strands of research: (1) theo-
retical (speculative or prescriptive) studies about the internet’s qualities and poten-
tials; (2) qualitative, web-based case studies of content online; (3) qualitative, inter-
view-based case studies of website production processes; (4) qualitative, interview-
based studies of how youth use and understand ICTs; and (5) survey-based studies 
about relationships between internet use on the one hand, and attitudes and offline 
behaviors among internet users on the other. 

 First, in regard to the theoretical studies about the qualities of the internet (in 
terms of interactivity, access, and usability), most academics are optimistic about 
the internet’s potential to promote civic participation. The literature discusses the 
possibilities of the internet to cultivate social contact, mobilize political opinion, so-
cialize and educate people, facilitate self-presentation, and enhance the contact be-
tween citizens and their political representatives through ‘e-democracy’ projects. 
These potentials may be realized among youth in particular, because they general-
ly use the internet more than older people (Chadwick, 2006; Dahlberg & Siapera, 
2007; Dahlgren, 2007; Loader, 2007). 
 Second, in case studies of content online, scholars often attempt to illustrate 
how the internet is or can be used for civic participation. While not based on sys-
tematic analysis of who uses the internet, one part of this research does focus on 
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the civic characteristics of youth websites specifically (e.g., Montgomery, Gottlieb-
Robles & Larson, 2004; CivicWeb, 2009a). Another part focuses on websites not 
specifically aimed at youth, but produces general claims about the potential civic-
ness of the internet. Especially the self-presentations and discussions on web fo-
rums, it is argued, resemble an online public sphere. As a space where political de-
bate takes place, where knowledge is disseminated, where identity is negotiated, 
and where government is consulted, the internet is often considered a bonus for 
‘deliberative democracy’. These studies focus on a wide range of internet applica-
tions, varying from official political and journalistic discussion sites to the fan fo-
rums of Big Brother, Dr. Phil and Wife Swap (e.g., Graham, 2009; Van Zoonen et 
al., 2007). 
 Third, case studies of production processes reflect on considerations among 
producers of (youth) websites that may affect their eventual product online. These 
studies, which are remarkably small in number compared to the amount of studies 
in the other four strands of research discussed here (Olsson, 2008), have yielded 
case-specific reflections about, among other things, how sites’ effectiveness is af-
fected by discrepancies between ‘encoded’ and ‘decoded’ meanings; how content 
online depends on producers’ resources in terms of finances and personnel; and 
how the goals of websites are intertwined with the broader institutional goals of 
the organization ‘behind the site’ (e.g., Hirzalla, 2008; Livingstone, 2007; Olsson, 
2008). 
 Fourth, qualitative studies about how youth use and understand ICTs reflect 
on the processes underlying youth’s potential civic internet use in everyday life. 
These studies offer a wide variety of conclusions about such processes. Studies 
about youth in general often conclude that the internet may be considered, in cer-
tain contexts, as a civic resource by youth, but most studies also conclude that most 
young people exploit this resource only partially. There are also studies that focus 
on the more specific group of youth who are already active in civic life. These stu-
dies generally attempt to make clear how the internet can be a valuable civic tool 
for this group in particular (e.g., Bakardjieva, 2005, 2010; CivicWeb, 2009b; Hart-
mann, Carpentier & Cammaerts, 2007). 
 Fifth, survey-based studies often generate rather pessimistic conclusions 
about the internet’s civic potential. The so-called ‘time-replacement thesis’, for in-
stance, asserts that use of the internet among youth and others displaces offline ac-
tivities that can cultivate social bonds and political participation (Putnam, 2000). 
Other studies acknowledge that the internet has a potential to promote civic partic-
ipation, but often also conclude that this potential has yet to be realized. Research 
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indicates, for example, that youth (especially less educated youth) tend to use the 
internet for entertainment purposes, and less for activities that can be qualified as 
exercises in citizenship, such as discussing civic issues in web forums (e.g., Civic-
Web, 2008b; Livingstone, Bober & Helsper, 2004). Further, the ‘normalization the-
sis’ states that youth and others who are civicly active online are often also civicly 
active offline, and that these people mainly belong to a higher socioeconomic mi-
lieu. Related, different studies have indicated that online and offline activities are 
induced by the same ‘resources’, such as education level and political interest (Ci-
vicWeb, 2008b; Livingstone, Couldry & Markham, 2007; Margolis & Resnick, 2000; 
but see: Di Gennaro & Dutton, 2006; Hirzalla, Van Zoonen & De Ridder, 2008). In 
this ‘digital divide’ reading, those who are least civicly active offline, will mostly 
remain so online (Van Dijk, 2002). 
 Thus, there are clear differences in the literature regarding theoretical orienta-
tion, methodology, and conclusions about the web’s civic potential. However, 
much of the literature has in common that it takes the internet as an analytical focal 
point. Forms of ‘online participation’ are used as distinct constructs that are con-
ceptually separated from forms of ‘offline participation’. Theoretical and qualita-
tive studies (the first four research branches) are partly about online participation 
as such. Survey-based studies (the fifth research strand) are mostly about online 
participation in relation to offline participation (and a set of participation indica-
tors); as such, online participation is typically analyzed as one variable or set of va-
riables distinguished from offline participation as another variable or set of va-
riables.  
 It is admittedly tempting to distinguish between online and offline participa-
tion: online activities are obviously done at a place (on the internet) where one 
does not conduct offline activities, and the form of online activities differs from the 
form of offline activities. One of the main ways in which the form of online activi-
ties differs from that of offline activities, it is argued, is that the former activities are 
more ‘accessible’. The web assertedly offers action opportunities that require less 
investments and adjustments than activities offline. Forwarding an e-mail against 
racism, for instance, does not cost as much time and energy as joining a demon-
stration against racism. Especially youth might benefit from opportunities online. 
They are, after all, the most avid internet users, and they in particular might lack 
the resources (ranging from financial resources to feelings of efficacy) needed to 
participate in more demanding activities offline (Calenda & Meijer, 2009; 
Dahlgren, 2007; Kann, Berry, Grant & Zager, 2007). 
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 An alternative approach, which can be considered as a specific variant within 
the normalization thesis discussed above, considers the internet not as a ‘cheap’ 
sphere in and of itself, but rather as an extension of offline civic activities. ‘Rather 
than distinct online and offline spheres, people are using whatever means are ap-
propriate and available at the moment to participate (…). People already partici-
pating offline will use the internet to augment and extend their participation’, in 
the words of Wellman, Quan Haase, Witte and Hampton (2001, p. 450). While ac-
knowledging that activities online are often cheaper than activities offline, this ap-
proach thus focuses more on what people can and want to do with the internet in 
relation to offline activities. 
 Previous studies have indicated that activities online among youth and others 
can indeed be related to activities offline (e.g., Calenda & Mosca, 2007; Madden & 
Rainie, 2003; Quintelier & Vissers, 2008; Weber, Loumakis & Bergman, 2003; 
Wellman et al., 2001). However, how civic participation might be more specifically 
organized in combinations (‘modes’) of offline and online activities remains a ques-
tion (Hirzalla, 2007). In the next section, I discuss the theoretical model that I will 
use to investigate this question.  
 
Participation modes 
Extant research about participation modes has focused on offline activities. Verba 
and Nie (1972) were pioneers in this research, and inspired others to theorize and 
evaluate which participation modes can or should be distinguished. Initially, these 
studies were limited to offline electoral politics, but in the course of time offline 
non-electoral activities were also assessed as possible components of participation 
modes. My approach below is to derive a number of general participation modes 
from this research, and to subsequently discuss how online activities might con-
verge with offline activities within these modes. 
 First of all, activities can form a mode when they share qualities or comple-
ment each other. Similarities and complementarities between activities can be gen-
erally identified on the basis of Pippa Norris’ (2003a) ‘typology of political action’. 
In a large study about youth’s participation compared to that of older people, Nor-
ris used this typology to categorize activities along two dimensions: ‘repertoire’ 
and ‘agency’.  
 The repertoire dimension differentiates between ‘citizen-oriented’ and ‘cause-
oriented’ activities. Citizen-oriented activities are aimed at realizing goals via for-
mal political processes, such as voting and working for a political party. ‘Those le-
gal activities by private citizens (…) directly aimed at influencing the selection of 
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governmental personnel and/or the actions they take’, in the words of Verba, Nie 
and Kim (1978, p. 46). Cause-oriented activities may also influence formal political 
processes, but they are not conducted in ballot-boxes or political parties. They of-
ten take the form of individual or collective initiatives aimed at promoting specific 
local or global issues, such as joining a demonstration against the Iraq war or doing 
volunteer work at recycling cooperatives.  
 However useful, the distinction between citizen-oriented and cause-oriented 
activities is not watertight, as Norris (2003a, p. 4) acknowledges: ‘Political parties 
can organize mass demonstrations, and elected representatives can be contacted by 
constituents about specific policy. (…) Nevertheless compared with citizen-
oriented actions, the distinctive aspect of cause-oriented repertoires is that these 
are most commonly used to pursue specific issues and policy concerns.’ 
 Agency, Norris’ second dimension, concerns the form in which people partic-
ipate. On the one hand, organizations like political parties and trade unions have a 
‘traditional’ agency form: they work with official rules and a ‘vertical’ hierarchical 
structure. People join such organizations via ‘formal’ membership. On the other 
hand, ‘new social movements’ are organized in de-centralized and ‘horizontal’ 
ways. Formal membership is not required to join these movements: people are 
‘member’ outside an institutional framework by conducting activities (cf. Cherrier, 
2007). 
 Agency can also be regarded, in part, a determinant of the costs of participa-
tion in terms of adjustment, cooperation, time, energy and money (cf. Claggett & 
Pollock III, 2006; Verba, Schlozman & Brady, 1995). Participation in traditional or-
ganizations is ‘expensive’, because participants need to invest energy and time to 
work with others, adjust to others’ agendas, and, in some instances, pay financial 
contributions. Conversely, activities that do not require a formal membership are 
cheaper: ‘easy entrance, easy exit’ (Norris, 2003a, p. 7) is the credo for participants 
in new social movements, and these participants have no strict or formal obliga-
tions towards each other. 
 Repertoire, agency and costs are general criteria that can be used to identify 
participation modes.33 Together, these criteria distinguish between participation 
modes as they group activities that are comparable to each other. Moreover, extant 
research indicates that these are some of the main criteria that can be indeed used 
effectively to gain an understand of how people participate. Yet extant research has 
also yielded different conclusions about which participation modes and sub-
modes can or should be differentiated (Bäck, Teorell, & Westholm, 2004; Claggett 
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& Pollock III, 2006; Fernández & García, 2008; Haste & Hogan, 2003; Jankowski & 
Strate, 1995; Pattie, Seyd & Whitely, 2003).  
 However, based on Norris’ (2003a) repertoire criterion, a distinction can be 
made between a participation mode with citizen-oriented activities (which I call 
here: Politics) and a participation mode with cause-oriented forms of social activ-
ism (Activism) (Reekens, Quintelier & Billiet, 2009). As discussed, the main differ-
ence between activities within Politics and Activism is that the latter mode typical-
ly revolves around specific issues, and Politics around broader, more diffuse ideo-
logical orientations of political parties.  
 However, the literature provides additional explanations for why citizens’ 
participation may take different directions depending on the repertoire criterion. 
Lack of participation in Politics among youth might be related to, among other 
things, misunderstanding among politicians of youth’s interests and communica-
tion styles, and distrust among youth in politicians (Coleman & Row, 2005; Delli 
Carpini, 2000; Mindich, 2005; Zukin, Keeter, Andolina, Jenkins & Delli Carpini, 
2006). Broader arguments focus on structural changes in culture. In advanced 
Western democracies, cultural habits and values seem to have shifted from mate-
rialism to post-materialism, from idealization of political authority to public scruti-
ny thereof, and from collectivism to individualism. Citizens (particularly new gen-
erations) who have adopted these new cultural habits and values appear to be 
more inclined to cause-oriented action, while those who have not (particularly old-
er generations) appear to mainly embrace more traditional forms of electoral par-
ticipation (cf. Dalton, 2007; Inglehart, 1997; Norris, 2003a). 
 Agency can vary within Politics and Activism. People can participate in both 
modes through direct membership (e.g., party activism and volunteering respec-
tively) and without membership (e.g., voting and joining a demonstration respec-
tively). Consequently, the costs of activities within these modes also vary; as said, 
participation costs are partly determined by the agency form in which people par-
ticipate. It is important to note, however, that these cost differences are relative. 
Participation without membership costs less than participation via membership, 
but the former participation form is generally not ‘free-of-charge’. Returning to the 
examples above, voting and joining a demonstration are done without member-
ship, but they still cost ‘adjustment’: if one wishes to participate in such activities, 
s/he still needs to go, for instance, to a specific place at a specific time. If such ad-
justment costs are near to absent, then two additional extra-institutional variants 
might be distinguished within the cause-oriented repertoire. 
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 First, ‘political consumerism’ (Consumption) can be identified as an activity in 
its own right, especially among youth (Ward, 2008). Consumption is the ‘consumer 
choice of producers and products based on a variety of ethical and political consid-
erations. Political consumers choose particular producers or products because they 
want to change objectionable institutional or market practices’ (Micheletti, Folles-
dal & Stolle, 2003, p. xiv). Consumption is regarded as the prototype of ‘lifestyle’ 
participation in which ‘citizen-consumers’ express their ideals, as suggested above, 
with consumptive actions, such as buying fair trade products.  
 Consumption does not require adjustment to rules, places, times, or prefe-
rences of other participants (‘cooperation’ costs; cf. Verba et al., 1978), and it re-
quires a relatively low investment from an ‘inner reservoir’ of energy and ideas. 
People generally do it individually on their own time during an activity that is em-
bedded in everyday life: shopping. Further, people use their wallet to ‘buycott’. 
While participants may want to make a statement towards other people by the 
products they consume, the very act of Consumption itself is a matter of buying. 
These characteristics make Consumption a specific mode, different from Politics 
and other activities within the cause-oriented repertoire that do require adjust-
ment, or physical and mental investments higher than buying certain products 
deemed ethically preferable.34  
 Second, some studies indicate that discussing civic issues with friends, family 
and colleagues forms a separate participation mode (Sharing) (Claggett & Pollock 
III, 2006). Sharing is cheaper than other forms of communication, such as contact-
ing politicians (Booth & Richard, 1996; Parry, Moyser & Day, 1992). The latter 
communication form is a citizen-oriented activity that requires more energy and 
preparation time. Sharing can also be considered cheaper than Politics more gener-
ally and Activism, because people generally ‘do’ Sharing whenever it suits them 
without adjustment to fixed times and formal procedures. Discussing civic issues 
can be done, for instance, during dinner at home, or during breaks at school or 
work; that is, at places where people do everyday life things, and when they feel 
able and ready to discuss issues with their loved-ones or acquaintances.  
 Yet Sharing can be considered more expensive than Consumption. As said, 
the latter is conducted ‘with the wallet’, while expression of opinion requires an 
investment from an inner reservoir of ideas. Sharing requires, more specifically, a 
certain ability and willingness to exchange an opinion verbally vis-à-vis others. Al-
though Consumption is based on an awareness of the ‘politics behind products’ 
(Micheletti et al., 2003), people can participate in Consumption without verbally 
expressing their opinion. It is also therefore that the level of potential ‘conflict’ (i.e., 
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whether or not active counter-participants are involved; cf. Verba & Nie, 1972) is 
typically lower in Consumption. 
 
Table 5.1: Key differences between typical characteristics of modes 
 
 Politics Activism Consumption Sharing 
Repertoire: Citizen-oriented Cause-oriented Cause-oriented Cause-oriented 
Agency: Free or mem-

bership 
Free or mem-
bership 

Free Free 

Adjustment 
costs: 

Mostly fixed 
times, places, 
rules, or prefe-
rences of other 
people  

Mostly fixed 
times, places, 
rules, or prefe-
rences of other 
people 

Generally no or 
only little  
adjustment 

Generally no or 
only little  
adjustment  

Reservoir 
costs: 

Own ideas / 
energy, some-
times a financial 
contribution 

Own ideas / 
energy, some-
times a financial 
contribution 

Wallet Own ideas and 
energy 

 
Table 5.1 above sums up the key differences between the participation modes in 
terms of repertoire, agency and costs. There are more specific sub-modes distin-
guished in the literature (especially within the Politics and Activism modes; cf. 
Claggett & Pollock III, 2006); therefore, the four modes distinguished above ought 
be regarded general ways in which people can participate. Repertoire forms the 
key difference between Politics on the one hand, and the three other modes on the 
other. Within the cause-oriented repertoire, adjustment costs form the main differ-
ence between Activism on the one hand, and Consumption and Sharing on the 
other. And, reservoir costs form the main difference between Consumption and 
Sharing. 
 The subsequent question is whether and how online activities can be located 
in these four modes. As discussed earlier, some studies have indicated that online 
activities correlate with offline activities. How online activities converge with of-
fline activities more precisely might depend on the goals that can be realized with 
internet applications and what people actually do when they are online (cf. De 
Vreese, 2007; Quintelier & Vissers, 2008; Schönbach, De Waal & Lauf, 2005). 
 First, people can use the internet to inform themselves about the news and 
the agenda in a participation domain. Although the availability of online news and 
information does not necessarily ‘cause’ more offline participation among the gen-
eral public, it may support the participation of people who are already active (Po-
lat, 2005; Schiffers, Lusoli & Ward, 2009). Some studies have indicated that offline 
participation indeed correlates positively with looking up information on sites. Ca-
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lenda and Mosca (2007), for instance, found that information consumption online 
among youth is associated with the ‘political characteristics of users’, that is, 
whether and how students participate offline. The authors therefore concluded 
that, in this and other regards, the characteristics of offline participation are ‘repro-
duced online’ (cf. Calenda & Meijer, 2009; Wellman et al., 2001).  
 Further, some studies indicate that Sharing is a specific mode in that it in-
cludes youth’s offline and online activities aimed at expression of opinion (Civic-
Web, 2008b; cf. Calenda & Meijer, 2009; Gibson, Lusoli & Ward, 2005). Online, ex-
pression of opinion can be done in ‘standardized’ forms in which opinion is com-
municated in standard units (e.g., forwarding an e-mail, signing a petition) and in 
‘unstandardized’ forms in which opinion is freely constructed (e.g., discussing on a 
forum, writing a blog) (cf. Polat, 2005). Both of these forms of opinion expression 
have similarities with offline discussion in terms of repertoire (not directly aimed 
at influencing politicians via political parties), agency (conducted outside an insti-
tutionalized framework) and costs (e.g., done at preferred places and times). 
 Consequently, we may expect that participation in the Politics, Activism and 
Consumption modes converges with looking up information online about Politics, 
Activism and Consumption respectively, and that online forms of expression of 
opinion converges with offline discussion in the Sharing mode. Evidently, the in-
ternet can be used for many more actions other than looking up information or ex-
pressing opinion, such as buying products and downloading applications. How-
ever, in my study, which is discussed in the next section with more detail, I will fo-
cus on the online activities discussed above as these activities are considered as 
some of the major forms of online civic action. 
 
Study 
Model fit. In the following, I investigate whether the model with the four participa-
tion modes discussed above fits actual offline and online participation patterns 
among Dutch youth. Thus, I analyze whether offline activities within Politics, Ac-
tivism and Consumption converge with online activities aimed at looking up in-
formation about Politics, Activism and Consumption respectively, and whether of-
fline and online activities aimed at expression of opinion converge within Sharing. 
 I will additionally discuss two issues that yield a more thorough understand-
ing of the model: whether and how the modes correlate, and my respondents’ par-
ticipation rates. 
 Mode correlations. Do the participation modes work independently from or in 
conjunction with each other? This question is relevant, because participation mod-
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es are about the fundamental organization of people’s general participation pat-
terns; they do not exclude the possibility that activities within different participa-
tion modes correlate. 
 It remains unclear, however, what we can expect in regard to correlations be-
tween the four modes distinguished above. Previous studies indicate that Politics 
and Activism may correlate positively (e.g., Reekens et al., 2009), but these studies 
focused on offline activities only. Other studies showed that offline and online ac-
tivities among youth correlate positively, but these studies did not distinguish be-
tween participation modes (e.g., Ward, 2008). Therefore, I will not formulate hypo-
theses about correlations between the modes distinguished here . 
 Participation rates. The results of previous studies about youth’s offline and 
online participation rates are not always congruent, but four conclusions in partic-
ular are gaining consensus: (1) youth participate more than older people in newer 
forms of non-electoral activities; (2) youth participate more in non-electoral activi-
ties than in electoral activities; (3) youth participate most in political consumerism; 
and (4) youth participate more online than older people (e.g., Di Gennaro & Dut-
ton, 2006; Norris, 2003a; Quintelier, 2007; Sherrod, 2009). 
 These conclusions concern most of the specific offline and online activities 
that I will investigate in this chapter (see next section for specification). However, 
my study is not based on a representative sample of Dutch youth. Furthermore, 
previous (survey-based) studies did not analyze youth’s online information con-
sumption with regard to specific participation modes. I will not, therefore, formu-
late hypotheses about what we might expect about my respondents’ participation 
rates. Nonetheless, the analysis of my respondents’ participation rates does pro-
vide a fuller picture of how offline and online activities might converge. That is, it 
indicates on which participation rates convergences are based.  
 
Method 
 
Analyses 
I assessed the fit of the hypothesized model and correlations between the modes 
with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in the statistical software programme 
AMOS. CFA is a form of structural equation modeling (SEM) used to identify la-
tent constructs (i.e., the four modes) and correlations between constructs in a set of 
measured items (i.e., activities).  
 Respondents were asked to indicate how often (on a five-points continuum 
scale, ranging from never to very often) they participated in twenty activities in the 
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twelve months preceding the survey moment. These twenty activities accord with 
the theoretical model discussed above. The participation of the respondents in 
these activities was analyzed as sixteen variables: 
-  Nine activities are offline, such as ‘working for a political party’ (Politics), 

‘doing voluntary work’ (Activism), ‘buying products that use recycled pack-
aging’ (Consumption), and ‘discussion with friends, family and colleagues 
about civic issues’ (Sharing). These activities were analyzed as nine va-
riables.35 

 -  Seven activities are aimed at looking up information online. Looking up in-
formation online by visiting sites about Politics and Activism was measured 
as two sets of three separate activities. Each set was analyzed as a scale varia-
ble. Looking up information online about Consumption was measured as 
one activity, and analyzed as one variable.36  

-  Four activities – discussion on a forum, working on an own site or webpage, 
signing an online petition, and forwarding an e-mail about civic issues – are 
aimed at expression of opinion online. These four activities were analyzed as 
four separate variables. 

Further, with SPSS, I determined the percentage of respondents who participated 
often and very often in one or more activities within each mode. I also determined 
the average score on each activity (i.e., the means per activity). 
 
Data 
The analyses were based on an online survey conducted in October and November 
2007 among Dutch youth (15 to 25 years old).37 Online surveys can be used effec-
tively to recruit respondents from a population that uses the internet intensively 
(Dillman, 2000; Mann & Stewart, 2000), such as Dutch youth. Most polls indicate 
that 97 percent or more of Dutch youth use the internet more than ten hours per 
week on average (e.g., STIR, 2009). Therefore, I can assume that my survey was not 
inherently hidden for a significant part of the research population.  
 Due to their advantages, online surveys are increasingly used in academic re-
search (cf. Walgrave, Van Aelst & Nuytemans, 2008a). Their disadvantage is, how-
ever, that they are not representative. Self-selection and a lack of information about 
non-response are related problems. Therefore, online surveys cannot be used to 
draw conclusions about population distributions. Indeed, drawing such conclu-
sions is not the goal of my study. Conclusions following from the model fit and 
mode correlation analyses are still meaningful even when based on a sample that 
is not representative. The participation rates are about my respondents; these rates 
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are, as discussed above, mainly analyzed to provide more insights into conver-
gences of offline and online activities. 
 However, I did attempt to promote diversity among my respondents by ge-
nerating responses to the online questionnaire in different ways. I approached 
young people via universities, secondary schools, youth centers and sport clubs, 
and requested them to fill in my survey and to forward an e-mail to their friends 
with the same request. Further, I advertized the survey on a wide range of youth 
sites: entertainment sites (e.g., Mtv.nl), sites with news and opinion (e.g., Spunk.nl), 
networking sites (e.g., Hyves.nl), and sites about politics (e.g., Jeugdkabinet.nl). In 
total, 1712 respondents filled in the survey. 904 of them did not belong to the target 
group or did not fill in the survey properly, leaving a total of 808 valid entries.  
 The average age of these 808 respondents was 19 years (SD=2.7), and about 
half of them is a woman or girl (52%). About 32% of them was doing a university 
or college study, 24% was following a lower- or middle-level vocational training, 
and 32% was attending higher level education on a secondary school.38 64% of the 
respondents had a paid job (full-time or part-time); 40% was living in a big city; 
and 72% lived with their parents. 96% used the internet 5 days or more per week, 
and 75% used the internet 2 hours or more per day. Measured on a five-points-
scale, there was some variation in the respondents’ social trust (M=3.62, SD=.83), 
political efficacy (M=2.96, SD=.80), and political interest (M=2.19, SD=.76).39 
 
Results 
 
Model fit. Figure 5.1 and table 5.2 below show the model results of the factor analy-
sis. Two activities proved to be too ambiguous to include in the model. First, work-
ing on an own web page was modeled as an activity within Sharing, but it also 
loads on Politics and Activism. Second, consuming information online about Con-
sumption loads on all modes. The model without these cross-loading items con-
tains fourteen participation variables within Politics (Cronbach’s α=.650), Activism 
(C’s α=.712), Consumption (C’s α=.854) and Sharing (C’s α=.708). 
 A model fits the data if the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) is equal to or bigger 
than .90 (for my model, it is .901); if the Parsimony Comparative Fit Index (PCFI) is 
equal to or bigger than .50 (my model: .609); and, if the Roots Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA) is less than .08 (my model: .078) (cf. Byrne, 2001). Hence, 
according to these fit indices, the model as a whole fits the data.  



 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Participation modes 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
e1-14 are the measurement errors. The factor variances are fixed at 1 to determine all factor loadings. Each R2 is reported in bold and italic fig-
ures above each item. The standardized regression weights are reported below the arrows from the modes to the activities. Chi2=426.190; 
Df=71; CFI=.901; PCFI=.609; RMSEA=.078; N=808. 
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Table 5.2: Significance of estimates 
 

  Mode Est. S.E. C.R. P M SD 
Corresponding with politician ← Pol. .392 .024 16.656 *** 1.22 .65 
Working for a political party ← Pol. .394 .023 17.493 *** 1.17 .63 
Visiting sites about politics ← Pol. .689 .035 19.499 *** 1.61 .58 

Doing voluntary work ← Act. .698 .043 16.146 *** 1.89 1.20 
Joining or organizing  

a demonstration ← Act. .386 .022 17.427 *** 1.24 .62 

Visiting a public event ← Act. .645 .039 16.357 *** 1.81 1.1 
Visiting sites about activism ← Act. .599 .036 16.685 *** 1.58 .56 

Buying products with  
recycled packaging ← Cons. .869 .033 26.523 *** 2.56 1.04 

Buying environment- 
friendly products ← Cons. .956 .036 26.811 *** 2.94 1.13 

Buying from companies that  
support charitable causes ← Cons. .745 .032 21.148 *** 2.67 .99 

Forwarding an e-mail ← Shar. .593 .031 19.359 *** 1.47 .87 
Signing an online petition ← Shar. .706 .037 18.919 *** 2.16 1.06 

Discussing on an online forum ← Shar. .597 .035 17.048 *** 1.65 .97 
Discussing offline ← Shar. .488 .035 13.952 *** 3.17 .95 

Est.=estimate; S.E.=standard error; C.R.=critical ratio; ***=p<.001.  
 
Moreover, the factor loadings (standardized regression weights; figure 5.1) in the 
model are generally high, varying from .52 (for ‘discussing offline’) to .85 (for ‘buy-
ing environment-friendly products’). Further, the explained variances (R2) are 
high. ‘Discussing offline’ has the lowest R2, but this item still explains 27% of the 
variance (see figure 5.1). Lastly, all of the regression weights are significant 
(p<.001) (see table 5.2).  
 Mode correlations. Figure 5.1 above shows that three modes correlate with 
each other. Politics has a strong correlation with Activism (.86) and Sharing (.77), 
and Activism has a strong correlation with Sharing (.77) (sig. p<.01). The correla-
tions between each activity separately yield the same picture.41 
 The correlations indicate that the modes can be undertaken in coherence: 
youth are not necessarily active in one mode at a time. Particularly youth active in 
Activism can also be active in Politics, and vice versa. Yet no combination of Poli-
tics, Activism and Sharing forms a fitting, singular higher-order construct (i.e., a 
‘second-order model’; Byrne, 2001).  
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 Consumption has no significant correlation with the other modes. Respon-
dents who participated in Consumption were particularly inactive in the Politics 
mode, and vice versa (.13; sig. p>.05). 
 Participation rates. The means per item per mode shown in table 5.2 above in-
dicate that activities online were not necessarily more popular than activities of-
fline, or vice versa. Table 5.2 also indicates that the participation rates are generally 
low. Measured on a five-points-scale, the mean of most activities is less than 2. Es-
pecially the activities within Politics have low means. The four activities with the 
highest means overall are all offline: the three activities within the Consumption 
mode (M=2.56, SD=1.04; M=2.67, SD=.99; M=2.94, SD=1.13) and ‘discussing of-
fline’ (M=3.17; SD=.95).  
 Table 5.3 below indicates that the participation rates per mode yield a similar 
picture. If we look at the percentages of the respondents who participated often or 
very often in at least half of the activities within a mode (see 2 activities row), then 
Consumption turns out to be the most popular mode (about 21%) and Politics the 
least popular mode (about 1%).  
 Further, about 97% of the respondents had not participated often or very of-
ten in any of the activities within the Politics mode; 83% of them had not partici-
pated often or very often in any of the activities within Activism; 61% of them had 
not participated often or very often in any of the activities within Sharing; and, 
59% of them had not participated often or very often in any of the activities within 
Consumption. 
 
Table 5.3: Participation in number of activities per mode 
 

 
Politics Activism Consumption Sharing 

% % agg % % agg % % agg % % agg 
4 activities * * ** ** * * .5 .5 
3 activities ** ** .9 .9 8.2 8.2 3.3 3.8 
2 activities .8 .8 5.1 6 12.9 21.1 7.2 11 
1 activity 2.5 3.3 11.2 17.2 20.0 41.1 28.1 39.1 
No activity 96.7 100 82.8 100 58.9 100 60.9 100 

*Only 3 activities modeled within this mode. **No respondents. 
The participation rates are provided in percentages (%) and aggregated percentages (% 
agg). Example for Politics column, 1 activity row: about 2.5% of the respondents partici-
pated often or very often in 1 activity within Politics; about 3.3% of the respondents parti-
cipated often or very often in at least 1 activity within Politics. 
 
Discussion 
Model fit. The results about the model fit indicate that offline activities within Poli-
tics and Activism converge with online activities aimed at looking up information 
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about these modes, and that offline and online forms of expression of opinion con-
verge within a Sharing mode. Consumption could only be validated as an offline 
mode, because looking up information via sites about Consumption cross-loaded 
on multiple modes.  
 These results are congruent with the findings of some previous studies that 
indicated that youth’s offline and online participation correlate (e.g., Calenda & 
Mosca, 2007). This suggests that online participation, as a theoretical construct, is 
too ‘narrow’ when considered as an action repertoire isolated from offline activi-
ties; the same goes, mutatis mutandis, for offline participation. Further, my results 
add to previous findings more specific insights into how youth’s offline and online 
activities correlate. These insights suggest that online participation is a too ‘broad’ 
construct when it lumps together online activities that have different functions and 
forms; again, the same goes, mutatis mutandis, for offline participation.  
 Hence, while understanding how or why youth (or other groups) use the in-
ternet is surely a relevant academic goal in and of itself, my results suggest that to 
pursue this goal more comprehensively and precisely it must be taken into account 
that online activities, at least the ones analyzed here, can be part of a broader action 
repertoire that includes civic activities offline as well, and that online and offline 
activities can supplement each other per mode. 
 Research about participation modes is indeed aimed at, among other things, 
generating a more precise understanding of how people participate (Claggett & 
Pollock III, 2006). This research thus envelops further reflection on a fundamental 
question: what is civic participation? My results confirm the conclusion of previous 
research that youth’s participation patterns are relatively dependent of mode (e.g., 
Haste & Hogan, 2006), and add to this conclusion that youth’s participation is con-
currently, in the ways discussed above, relatively independent of place (offline ver-
sus online).  
 However, particularly survey-based analyses of civic participation among 
youth have generally not conceptualized civic participation as a synthesis of offline 
and online activities per mode. Therefore, this chapter’s added value is maximized 
when it instigates new research that aims to challenge or expand on the findings 
presented here (see below for suggestions), and thus further evaluate how youth 
may (or may not) conduct online activities and offline activities – not in juxtaposi-
tion, but in mode-wise synthesis. 
 Mode correlations. The results about the mode correlations, however, indicate 
that Politics, Activism and Sharing correlate. This means that my respondents were 
not necessarily active in one mode at a time, but that some of them participated in 
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these modes simultaneously. The offline Consumption mode is separated more 
clearly from the other modes: those who participated in Consumption most often 
did not participate in the other modes, and vice versa.  
 These finding are partly congruent with the results of extant research: al-
though previous studies did not, as discussed, analyze how the four modes distin-
guished here may correlate, they did indicate that offline participation in Politics 
and Activism may correlate positively (Reekens et al., 2009). Based on my results, I 
add that this correlation holds when online activities are merged with offline activ-
ities in these modes, and that online and offline activities in the Sharing mode also 
correlate positively with Politics and Activism. 
 After contesting the distinction between offline and online participation, 
however, the correlations between Politics, Activism and Sharing might raise the 
question as to whether it is not equally contra-productive to distinguish between 
these modes. Theoretically, I maintain that the distinction between these modes is 
potent in consideration of the differences between activities in terms of repertoire, 
agency and costs. Empirically, the only model that could be validated was the hy-
pothesized model (after omission of two cross-loading items), and no mode com-
bination forms a second-order model (Byrne, 2001).  
 Participation rates. The results about the participation rates suggest that a rela-
tively small group of respondents participated in Politics, Activism and/or Sharing 
(11% or less was active or very active in either one of these modes), and that a rela-
tively large group participated in Consumption (21% was active or very active in 
this mode). My respondents were least active in Politics. Although these results are 
not representative for Dutch youth, they accord with the findings of previous stu-
dies. More specifically, both my results per activity (see means; table 5.2) and per 
mode (see percentages; table 5.3) are congruent with other studies’ conclusion that 
youth appear to be least active in Politics, and more active in, what Norris (2003a) 
termed, ‘cause-oriented’ repertoires (cf. Haste & Hogan, 2006; Loader, 2007). 
 The results also indicate that the online activities were not necessarily more 
popular than the offline activities within the different modes, and that the four 
overall most popular activities were offline (offline discussion, and the three offline 
activities within the Consumption mode). These results do not necessarily contra-
dict conclusions of extant research; some studies concluded that youth generally 
(i.e., undivided in socio-demographic strata) participate slightly more online than 
offline (e.g., Di Gennaro & Dutton, 2006), while other studies arrived at the oppo-
site conclusion (e.g., Smith, Schlozman, Verba & Brady, 2009).  
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 Lastly, considering the participation rates in light of the model fit yields ten-
tative support for the ‘normalization’ thesis. That is, that and how the modeled on-
line and offline activities converge in modes, and that online activities are not nec-
essarily more popular than offline activities in these modes, suggests that the in-
ternet is not a special place where youth are more inclined to participate than they 
are offline; that online participation is more or less a reflection of offline participa-
tion; and, that ‘people will not change their political participation just because new 
opportunities have been created [on the internet]’ (Calenda & Meijer, 2009, p. 882). 
These participation patterns are especially established in the Sharing mode: this 
mode contains four online forms of opinion expression that converge with discus-
sion offline, while the latter activity is more popular than the online activities. 
 Limitations. Although this study has hopefully provided useful insights into 
youth’s civic participation, it has also limitations that raise a number of questions 
for future research. 
 First, it is important to note that my results do not reject the main counterpart 
of the normalization thesis, namely, the thesis that participation online ‘causes’ 
participation offline. More specifically, they do not reject the premise of the latter 
thesis that online participation, due to its relative cheapness, can equip youth with 
the skills and knowledge needed for participation offline (Kann et al., 2007). Fur-
thermore, although the model fit and the participation rates are tentatively suppor-
tive of the normalization thesis, I did not investigate the premise of this thesis that 
offline and online civic activities are generally induced by the same resources, such 
as education level and political interest (Van Dijk, 2002). Moreover, my analyses 
focused on youth’s general participation patterns online in relation to their general 
participation patterns offline, that is, how often they participated in the year pre-
ceding the survey moment. Yet it is perhaps in more specific ways – on specific 
moments, at specific sites, for specific reasons – that the internet facilitates new and 
creative forms of civic participation that are especially appealing to youth (Cole-
man & Row, 2005). These more specific ways of internet use cannot be investigated 
accurately by surveys that measure general participation patterns (Hirzalla et al., 
2008).  
 Second, due to data restrictions, I did not empirically investigate the role of 
the criteria – repertoire, agency and costs – used to distinguish between Politics, 
Activism, Consumption and Sharing. For instance, I did not analyze whether par-
ticipation in Sharing and Consumption is indeed based on perceptions that these 
modes are relatively ‘cheap’ in terms of adjustment costs. The consequence is that 
manifest participation patterns were largely confirmed as hypothesized, while the 
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presented theoretical model about why we may distinguish between the participa-
tion modes remained speculative.  
 Third, my goal in this chapter was not to analyze each form of participation 
possible in relation to each participation sub-mode possible, but to explore how a 
set of much-discussed online civic activities relate to a general structure of partici-
pation modes. Further, the number of activities analyzed in this chapter is relative-
ly large; other studies have often analyzed less complex models with only five or 
six (offline) activities in the Politics and Activism modes (e.g., Fernández & García, 
2008; Reekens et al., 2009).42 However, activities that proved to be related ambi-
guously to other activities in previous studies, like boycotting (Ward, 2008), were 
intentionally left out of the analyses here. Further, my measurements of online ac-
tivities do not cover less instrumental ways of internet use that might be important 
for youth’s civic participation, such as playing online games or viewing satires on 
YouTube topically relevant to socio-political causes. Youth might also consume in-
formation about participation via offline channels that are not specifically aimed at 
informing about participation, such as ads in supermarkets and lifestyle maga-
zines. This might explain why consuming information online via sites about Con-
sumption did not fit the model hypothesized here. 
 Lastly, since my analyses are based on a sample with youth, my findings re-
fer to this group only (and, as mentioned, the results about the participation rates 
refer to my respondents only). While the question as to how offline and online ac-
tivities converge is relevant to all age groups, it is likely that circumstances among 
older people differ to such an extent that the conclusions drawn above do not ap-
ply to older people. For instance, older people generally use the internet much less 
(for civic participation and other activities) than younger people; older people are 
likely to have had more education; and, older people generally have more formal 
access to traditional offline activities (CivicWeb, 2007; Quintelier, 2007). Whether 
and how these and other differences between youth and older people translate into 
conclusions other than the ones arrived at here are also questions for future stu-
dies.  
 
Notes 
                                                           
33  See Claggett & Pollock III (2006) for other criteria of which some are reflections or speci-

fications of repertoire, agency and costs. 
34  Buycotting (i.e., buying products) is different from boycotting (i.e., not buying prod-

ucts) (Ward, 2008). Therefore, boycotting does not belong to the mode of Consumption 
as defined here. 
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35  Voting is not taken into account as an offline activity, because a large part of the re-

search population was not 18 years of age or older (and thus not eligible to vote) on the 
survey moment or during the last Dutch elections preceding the survey moment in No-
vember 2006. 

36  Looking up information online about Politics was measured with three questions about 
one’s use of sites of or about political parties, the government and the European Union 
(Cronbach’s α=.731). Looking up information online about Activism was measured 
with three questions about one’s use of sites about social movements (women’s rights, 
environment, and ethnic minorities) (Cronbach’s α=.862). Looking up information on-
line about Consumption was measured with one question about one’s use of sites about 
socially or politically responsible products. 

37   This survey was a part of CivicWeb, an EU-funded research project (2006-2009; project 
number 028357) about the internet’s role in youth’s citizenship in Europe and Turkey. 
See: http://www.civicweb.eu (15 August 2009). 

38  Lower- or middle-level vocational training is called LBO (Lagere Beroeps Opleiding) 
and MBO (Middelbare Beroeps Opleiding) in the Netherlands. Higher level education 
on a secondary school is called HAVO (Hoger Algemeen Voortgezet Onderwijs) and 
VWO (Voorbereidend Wetenschappelijk Onderwijs). 

39   Political interest, political efficacy and social trust were each measured as a scale va-
riable composed of three standard questions of the European Social Survey (ESS, 
2002). 

41  The bivariate correlations between each separate activity are not reported due to space 
limitations. Please contact the author for an overview of these correlations. 

42  It is for this reason, and because consumptive and online activities have been rarely 
considered as components of participation modes in previous studies about youth’s civ-
ic participation, that I cannot further review my model results as a whole. 

 




