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CHAPTER 6 
 
 

REFLECTIONS ON THE MOBILIZATION/ 
NORMALIZATION CONTROVERSY: INVESTIGATING CASE- AND  

MOMENT-SPECIFIC POLITICAL INTERNET USE 
 
 

At the time of writing, the journal version of this chapter had received a request for 
minor revisions from The Information Society. Liesbet van Zoonen and Jan de Rid-
der are second and third authors in the journal version. 
 
Introduction 
Two opposite streams of conclusions can be identified in the academic literature 
about political internet use. On the one hand, there are conclusions that internet 
use can mobilize political participation. These conclusions are often achieved in 
theoretical and web-based studies that focus on the qualities of and manifestations 
on the internet that supposedly exhibit the web’s political potential. On the other 
hand, there are conclusions that political internet applications are mainly used by 
engaged and active citizens, which tends to normalize political participation. These 
conclusions are mostly achieved in survey-based studies (cf. Chadwick, 2006). 
 The goal of this chapter is to offer some reflections on the discrepancies be-
tween these mobilization and normalization theses. I join scholars who have re-
cently been calling for a more specific understanding of the ‘dependent variable’ – 
political internet use – in order to evaluate the normalization consensus in survey-
based studies (cf. Gibson, Lusoli & Ward, 2005). I argue that normalization conclu-
sions are normally based on assessments of general internet use patterns, while 
mobilization claims are often built on internet use in specific cases at specific mo-
ments. Empirical evaluation of case- and moment-specific mobilization claims 
logically requires case- and moment-specific inquiries. 
 Using a case- and moment-specific survey (N=819), I investigate the use of 
two vote advice applications (VAAs; VoteMatch and VoteCompass) during the 
Dutch 2006 parliamentary elections. VAAs are increasingly popular in democracies 
worldwide, especially in the Netherlands (Walgrave, Van Aelst & Nuytemans, 
2008a), and especially among a group that is often considered ‘apathetic’ about 
electoral politics: youth (Boogers, 2006). With structural equation modeling, I as-
sess whether age differences in VAA use are related to differences in political 
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interest and knowledge, and explore whether age forms a condition under which 
political interest and knowledge are related to VAA use. Based on these analyses, I 
will determine whether VAA use challenges the normalization consensus. 
 As VAAs are quite new phenomena, I will first portray the rise of VAAs in 
more detail. I will subsequently review the literature about mobilization and nor-
malization, and discuss why potential cases and moments of mobilization remain 
unheeded in mainstream survey-based research. I will then discuss the results of 
my analyses, and the implications thereof in terms of mobilization and normaliza-
tion. 
 
VAAs 
In multi-party democracies like the Netherlands, election time confronts voters 
with a choice for one of many political parties. The Dutch 2006 parliamentary elec-
tions witnessed seventeen parties competing for 150 parliament seats. The Dutch 
Institute for Political Participation (IPP), therefore, developed an online vote aid 
aimed at comparing the programs of different parties on a number of policy issues. 
This VoteMatch (StemWijzer) invites internet users to answer thirty questions about 
their policy preferences, and then identifies the party that is closest to these prefer-
ences. VoteMatch went online in 1998 and, since then, it appears to be one of the 
most influential websites at election time. Over three and a half million unique 
internet users consulted it during the Dutch elections of 2006 – a lot in a country 
with twelve million voters (TNO, 2009). 
 IPP has develop a number of other VAAs in the last few years as well, but 
VoteMatch was and remains its most popular and lauded product. It was given the 
Dutch Machiavelli Award for being the most important innovation in political 
communication. The Machiavelli Committee praised VoteMatch for ‘an eminent 
and possibly enduring contribution to the public dissemination of information about 
elections’ and ‘showing the significance of the internet for political participation’ 
(Stichting Machiavelli, 2003; translation by author). 
 Critics argue, however, that the questions and answers of VoteMatch do not 
do justice to the nuances of party positions, especially of those in the centre of the 
political spectrum. This complaint seemed to hold in 2006, since consulting Vote-
Match resulted conspicuously more often in an advice for an extreme right or an 
extreme left wing party (Kies2006, 2006). It was also suggested that there were ne-
gotiations between parties and IPP about which policy items to include in Vote-
Match and how to phrase these items. Some campaign teams appeared to succeed 
in banning items politically damaging to their own party and getting items damag-
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ing to their opponents on the list. As a result, VoteMatch has been accused of being 
easily manipulated, which is ever more worrying because of its alleged influence 
on voting behaviour (cf. Arendsen, 2003; Van Praag, 2007).  
 Aside from its contested representation of party standpoints, it has been ar-
gued that VoteMatch assumes a too simplistic model of political sense-making. 
Therefore, in 2006, a group of dissatisfied political scientists launched a competing 
VAA, called VoteCompass (KiesKompas). VoteCompass asks its users to indicate 
their policy preferences, to rank party leaders on competence and reliability, and to 
assess the performance of the incumbent cabinet. Based on these three sources of 
information, VoteCompass locates its users in a political space with some parties 
closer to the users’ location than other parties. In total, it attracted more than three 
million unique visitors during the Dutch 2006 elections (TNO, 2009). 
 Later, the VoteMatch and VoteCompass initiators devised additional VAAs 
for elections in other countries as well. IPP developed VAAs for different Euro-
pean elections, and it is engaged in setting up instruments for elections in countries 
as diverse as France and Georgia. VoteCompass launched much-used VAAs for 
American, Belgian, Israeli and Portuguese elections (VoteCompass, 2009). Inspired 
and advised by the initiators of VoteMatch and VoteCompass, other institutions in 
other countries also devised VAAs, such as the Wahl-O-Mat in Germany, DoeDe-
StemTest in Belgium (Flanders), and Politarena and SmartVote in Switzerland. More 
VAAs were recently introduced in Austria (Wahlkabine), UK (WhodoIvotefor) and 
USA (Project VoteSmart; OnTheIssues). 
 
Mobilization and normalization 
The potential of VAAs to promote consumption of political information (about 
elections) fundamentally depends on the background of VAA users. Are VAAs 
popular among everyone, or are they mainly used by politically engaged and in-
formed people? This question feeds into a broader controversy in the literature 
about the web’s political potential, with some scholars (‘cyber-optimists’) asserting 
that internet applications offer ways to mobilize political participation, and others 
(‘cyber-pessimists’) stressing that online participation normalizes existing patterns 
in offline participation (Chadwick, 2006). In this section, I will illustrate both posi-
tions, especially in regard to VAAs. 
 Mobilization theories are about how the internet can facilitate activities with a 
political purpose, or how the internet forms a ‘political playground’ where people 
can exercise civic skills and obtain the knowledge deemed important for political 
participation (e.g., Kann, Berry, Gant & Zager, 2007). Such claims, most often 
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speculative by nature or based on case studies of ‘pro-democratic’ practice online, 
regard four more specific types of internet use. 
 The first one is ‘digital activism’, referring to antagonistic forms of interaction 
between citizens and political or economic power holders. In a book by Dahlberg 
and Siapera (2007), for example, different ideas are discussed about how blogging 
and hacktivism can ‘radicalize’ democratic practice in terms of transparency and 
legitimacy (see also: McCaughey & Ayers, 2003). Second, there are studies that dis-
cern democratic conduct in discussions on web forums and network sites, with 
some scholars questioning whether a newer and, perhaps, better version of Ha-
bermas’ (1962/1989) notion of a ‘public sphere’ is realized online (Dahlgren, 2005). 
A third research strand focuses on how people might exploit the informative or 
educational potential of websites with content deemed political or civic by nature. 
This research often aims to demonstrates the ‘richness’ of information available 
online to the general public, and how the web offers new freedoms to NGOs, gov-
ernments or individual political entrepreneurs to spread their message (Montgom-
ery, Gottlieb-Robles & Larson, 2004). A fourth branch of mobilization-oriented 
claims revolves around the notion of ‘e-democracy’, which refers to an interactive 
online environment where citizens can inform themselves about and correspond 
with political representatives (Chadwick, 2006). 
 Such studies often yield general claims about the web’s political potential 
based on specific manifestations online. The specificness of these manifestations 
has two possible dimensions. First, space: mobilization claims tend to build on 
manifestations online on specific places on the internet, that is, on specific internet 
applications. These claims are, in this sense, ‘case-specific’: they do not extract mo-
bilization evidence from the internet as a whole, but from what happens at particu-
lar internet places. Online political content, discussions, self-presentations and 
other forms of communication that supposedly exhibit the web’s political potential 
are all manifested on particular sites, varying from the sites of the Minnesota E-
democracy Project and the British newspaper The Guardian to Facebook and the 
sites of the reality shows Wife Swap and Celebrity Big Brother (Dahlberg, 2001a; 
Graham, 2009). Other studies have an additional interest in what happens on spe-
cific internet applications within a particular period of time, the second possible 
dimension of mobilization claims. These studies are, in this sense, ‘case- and mo-
ment-specific’. The moment-specific focus of these studies is generally derived 
from some extraordinary event, which thus forms the context in which political 
forms of internet use take place. For example, Van Zoonen et al. (2007) demon-
strated how political discussion took place on the Dr. Phil forum site after George 
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Bush and John Kerry were interviewed on the Dr. Phil Show when they were run-
ning for president in the American 2004 elections; Albrecht, Lübcke and Hartig-
Perschke (2007) studied how political weblogs offered new freedoms and voiced 
original concerns during the German 2005 Bundestag elections; Montgomery et al. 
(2004) studied how some sites offered youth information and communication tools 
to inform themselves after 9/11; Van Zoonen, Hirzalla and Müller (2009) discussed 
how political polemics filled YouTube after Dutch MP Geert Wilders released his 
anti-Islam movie called Fitna. 
 The significance of VAAs, studied under the rubric of e-democracy, is also 
case- and moment-specific: they are obviously specific websites (such as Vote-
Match and VoteCompass), and they are used within a specific period of time (dur-
ing elections). These applications are claimed to be crucial supplements to an e-
democratic ‘pre-voting’ sphere where citizens are able to gather information and 
form their opinion about political parties (Kies & Kriesi, 2004). According to Fivaz 
and Schwarz (2007, pp. 12-15), VAAs contribute to three fundamental pillars of 
democracy. First, transparency, because VAAs might urge parties to ‘reveal their 
issue positions’ instead of promoting ‘vague valence positions’. Second, account-
ability, because VAAs may link ‘pre- with post-voting spheres and thus establish 
an “accountability cycle” in which pre-election pledges are systematically moni-
tored in the legislative field.’ Third, participation, because VAAs allegedly activate 
people with low political interest.  
 The latter alleged ‘activating’ capacity of VAAs is often recognized as an ad-
vantage that is anchored in the ‘cheapness’ of online participation. Online partici-
pation, it is said, does not require a lot of finance, a licence, or a ‘formal’ member-
ship of an organization; it can be done at preferred places and times; and, interac-
tive applications such as VAAs reduce time and energy consuming efforts that are 
necessary to process complex information. Walgrave et al. (2008a, pp. 53-54), for 
example, maintain that ‘VAAs take voters by hand and guide them through a 
complicated political landscape; (...) A VAA may dramatically reduce the informa-
tion costs for voters who want to base their vote on a comparative assessment of 
the competing parties’ policy preferences.’ 
 In normalization claims, however, it is asserted that the internet’s political po-
tential is primarily exploited by those people who are already active and engaged. 
In this reading, political internet applications have no positive ‘net effect’ on the 
number of people who participate (Chadwick, 2006), as the same inequalities in 
material, social and political ‘resources’ (education level, interest, knowledge, trust, 
efficacy, social networks, finances, et cetera) that underlie disparities in offline par-
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ticipation between socio-demographic groups induce a similar divide in online 
participation, or a ‘digital divide’– a term closely related to and sometimes inter-
changeably used with the term normalization (Norris, 2001). The problem that 
normalization theory posits thus regards what citizens generally can and aspire to 
do (mostly investigated with surveys), while mobilization theory often focuses on 
the possibilities of and manifestations on the internet (mostly investigated with 
qualitative methods, particularly content analysis) that supposedly exhibit the 
web’s political potential. Mobilization and normalization claims, therefore, cannot 
be regarded as perfectly antithetical; rather, they generally have different theoreti-
cal focal points, and they generally rely on empirical evidence that is collected with 
different methods. 
 In fact, according to Van Dijk (2006), the digital divide literature concerns the 
problematization of four aspects of the very internet ‘access’ that is taken as a merit 
in mobilization studies. First, there is normalization literature about ‘motivation 
access’, which means that someone wants a computer with an internet connection. 
Objections of ‘want-nots’ can be grounded in lack of time, lack of money, ‘comput-
er phobia’, or a belief that the internet is not useful (Lenhart, Horrigan, Rainie, Al-
len, Boyce & Madden, 2003). Second, ‘material access’ refers to having a computer 
with internet access, which can be obstructed by financial or technological poverty 
(Norris, 2001; Van Dijk, 2005). A third branch of research focuses on ‘skills access’, 
which concerns the ability (‘digital skills’) to understand how computer hardware, 
software and the internet works, and how the internet can be used for participation 
or self-improvement (Di Gennaro & Dutton, 2006; Krueger, 2002). Lastly, ‘usage 
access’ regards how the internet is used. Research indicates that internet use varies 
between different groups, with ‘a usage gap between people (…) using internet 
applications for information, communication, work, business, or education and 
people of low social position, income, and education using simpler applications for 
information, communication, shopping, and entertainment’ (Van Dijk, 2005; in Van 
Dijk, 2006, p. 230).  
 Inequalities in such forms of access reflect digital divides on two levels. The 
first level concerns a digital divide between countries. The debate about this di-
vide, also known as the ‘global divide’, has focused on differences between coun-
tries’ telecommunications infrastructure, information transmission capacity, and 
aggregate number of computers with an internet connection. Research has demon-
strated how OECD countries are far ahead of other countries in these respects due 
to economic factors (e.g., workforce proportion in the service sector), policy factors 
(e.g., competition level in telecommunication markets) and human capital factors 
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(e.g., English-language proficiency) (cf. Chadwick, 2006; Norris, 2001). The second 
level, which is of more interest to my study, concerns access differences between 
(groups of) individuals within more specific locales, mostly a particular developed 
country. Research about these access differences has yielded conclusions about two 
aspects of internet use: intensity of internet use and forms of internet use. 
 First, research about internet use intensity has demonstrated how differences 
in motivational, material and skills access reflect three socio-demographic gaps in 
Western societies: a ‘socio-economic gap’, with people with relatively low educa-
tion or income using the internet less than people with relatively high education or 
income; a ‘gender gap’, with women using the internet less than men; and, an ‘age 
gap’, with older people using the internet less than youth (Di Gennaro & Dutton, 
2006; Quintelier & Vissers, 2008). Various factors have been suggested to underlie 
these differences. For instance, people with low income generally have less oppor-
tunity to buy a PC; people with high education generally have more opportunity 
to understand ICTs; compared to women, men seem to have had more opportuni-
ty and encouragement to boost their digital skills; and, social and entertaining in-
ternet applications seem to be especially relevant in youth’s everyday life. Due to 
such factors, there are still differences in internet use intensity among socio-
demographic groups, but research also indicates that these differences are gradual-
ly diminishing (e.g., Chadwick, 2006; Quintelier & Vissers, 2008). 
 Second, research about internet use forms focuses on how access differences 
cause or sustain a ‘democratic divide’: a division between those who are and who 
are not able and willing to use the internet for political purposes in particular 
(Mossberger, Tolbert, Stansbury, McNeal & Dotterweich, 2003; Norris, 2001). For 
instance, people with more education and political interest use the internet gener-
ally more often for political goals than people with less education and political in-
terest (Van Dijk, 2006). Such trends have led many researchers to surmise the in-
ternet as ‘a bolster for the status quo’ (Gibson et al., 2005, p. 563). There are excep-
tions (Di Gennaro & Dutton, 2006; Krueger, 2002), but survey-based studies gener-
ally suggest that online political participation is mostly a product of political and 
social resourcefulness, or a reflection of offline political participation (cf. Bonfadelli, 
2002; Norris, 2001, 2003b; Oates, Owen & Gibson, 2006; Van Dijk, 2005, 2006). 
 Hence, in regard to differences in forms of internet use, and in regard to dif-
ferences in internet use intensity as well, it is important to stress that digital divides 
are fundamentally induced by differences in resources between (groups of) people. 
The role of these resources is crucial, because socio-demographics alone cannot ex-
plain differences in internet use. Where there are socio-demographic differences in 
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internet use, then it is because – due to ‘mediation’ – of material, political or social 
resources. As Selwyn, Gorard and Furlong (2005, p. 20) say, ‘it is not being an (…) 
adult or a women per se which makes you an internet user or non-user, but the 
opportunities, needs, motivations, material circumstances and lived experiences of 
being an (…) adult or a woman.’ 
 
A blind spot 
It remains unclear, however, whether VAA use in particular is also ‘digitally di-
vided’. Empirical studies of VAAs remain very limited in number, mostly theoreti-
cal by nature, and preliminary in scope (e.g., Fivaz & Schwarz, 2007; Jeitziner, 2004; 
Van Dijk, 2006; Walgrave et al., 2008a, 2008b). The absence of explanatory analyses 
of VAA use might be explained by the fact that VAAs only recently became popu-
lar instruments. Yet as VAAs grow in prevalence, it becomes ever more important 
to assess their significance in regard to mobilization and normalization.  
 In addition, some studies indicate that young people in particular are avid 
users of e-democratic applications (Gibson et al., 2005; Tolbert, Mossberger & 
McNeal, 2002), in particular VAAs (Fivaz & Schwarz, 2007). These findings might 
be expected in light of the fact that youth are the internet users par excellence, and 
because deficiencies in material, motivational and skills access seem to persist least 
among youth (e.g., Polat, 2005). In fact, youth’s extensive experience with internet 
use has formed a major building block in a sub-industry of academic research 
about online mobilization and normalization issues among youth as a distinct 
group (Hirzalla & Van Zoonen, 2009). Dutch youth in particular are among the 
world’s most active internet users. At present, 99% of Dutch young people use the 
internet more than 10 hours per week on average (STIR, 2009), which can be con-
sidered a (crude) indication that Dutch youth do have motivation, material and 
skills access to the internet. 
 VAAs’ popularity among youth is, however, for a more fundamental reason 
remarkable. Abundant research indicates that youth in Western democracies have 
substantially less interest in and knowledge about electoral politics than older 
people (e.g., Delli Carpini, 2000); congruently, most of them do not use the internet 
most often for consuming or discussing electoral politics, but for entertainment 
and social networking (CivicWeb, 2008b; Livingstone & Bober, 2005). These largely 
intertwined trends online and offline appear to be caused at least partly by a ‘life-
cycle’ effect: compared to older people, younger people have fewer competences 
and reasons to participate in electoral politics. Youth (especially teenagers) are, for 
instance, still developing skills to comprehend and form an opinion about complex 
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social matters, and they often do not have the same concerns and goals (in the field 
of housing, children, taxes, income, healthcare, et cetera) as older people (Quintel-
ier, 2007). Due to such reasons, youth’s consumption of political information about 
electoral politics is normally low; therefore, one could expect that youth use VAAs 
also less than older people.  
 Hence, as youth seem to be the main VAA users and generally have less po-
litical interest and other resources at their disposal than older people, VAAs ap-
pear to challenge, however tentatively, the ‘pendulum of academic opinion’ that 
political internet use normalizes the offline political participation of those who are 
already engaged and informed (Gibson et al., 2005, p. 564). Yet extant research 
hardly provides any empirical indication that VAA use among youth is not more 
fundamentally determined by political interest and other political resources. As 
mentioned, empirical assessments of VAA use and e-democratic applications more 
generally are scarce. Available statistics are mostly descriptive by nature, showing 
direct correlations between age and VAA use without controlling for possible in-
terventions by political resources. Solid empirical proof that substantiates or rejects 
mobilization claims regarding e-democratic applications such as VAAs is missing. 
As Jensen (2006, p. 39) says, ‘so far, the identity of online activists [in e-democracy 
projects] remains an open question. (...) Are the participants new actors on the po-
litical scene who used to be marginalised in the “physical world” due to the lack of 
adequate resources or are they rather the usual “gladiators” who have found yet 
another battle of politics in which to engage?’ 
 A broader methodological issue here is that standard survey questions in 
mainstream empirical studies about political internet use tend to measure general 
patterns in internet use. There are exceptions (e.g., Jensen, 2006; Lupia & Philpot, 
2005), but survey questions most often ask respondents to indicate the intensity of 
their political internet use – such as visiting websites or sending e-mails to a politi-
cian – in general or in a long period of time (‘in the last 12 months’), mostly on a 5- 
or 7-points-scale. Yet, as discussed above, some mobilization claims, like the ones 
about VAAs, concern online manifestations in specific cases (e.g., the VoteMatch 
and VoteCompass websites) at specific moments (e.g., during a particular election). 
Standard survey questions are neither suited nor designed to capture patterns of 
internet use in specific cases or internet use in specific cases at specific moments 
that could support mobilization claims. 
 For instance, if one were asked the general question as to ‘how often do you 
visit websites about politics’, one could answer ‘only sometimes’ (e.g., a ‘3’ on a 7 
points-scale); but if the same person were asked the specific question as to ‘how of-
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ten have you visited [website X] during [a particular event]’, s/he could answer 
‘never’ or ‘very often’. Thus, the former question is intrinsically unable to elicit re-
sponses about the specific behaviour measured by the latter. For visiting websites 
about politics is not equivalent to visiting [website X] during [a particular event]; 
just as, say, eating fruit is not equivalent to eating apples, and even less equivalent 
to eating apples in the summer. Evidently, measurement of general patterns in 
internet use is valid and informative by its own right. Yet compared to the more 
specific questions, general survey questions measure crude forms of online partici-
pation (such as visiting websites about politics), and not the what and the when of 
online participation more specifically addressed in some pro-mobilization studies.  
 Scholars have incrementally acknowledged that the specifics of internet use 
are neglected. Shah, Kwak and Holbert (2001) were some of the first to propagate 
specification in the form of decomposing internet use into more specific patterns, 
such as ‘social recreation’ and ‘information exchange’. Later on, Lupia and Philpot 
(2005) went further and advocated specification on the level of websites, rendering 
the type of specification of Shah et al. (2001) a mere generalization of website-
specific use. Lupia and Philpot (2005, p. 1138) contended that ‘looking inside the 
net’ more precisely is imperative to locate the political potential of the internet; ‘for 
if the web is going to affect people’s political interest, it is going to be because a 
particular site catches their attention and induces them to think about some as-
pect of politics in ways that they had not before.’  
 I add that looking at the moment of internet use is also important to generate 
more specific conclusions about the use of momentary internet applications, such 
as VAAs. Such investigations can evaluate whether those people who are involved 
in the case- and moment-specific manifestations on which some pro-mobilization 
studies are based are as resource-rich as the people who, according to pro-
normalization studies, are overrepresented in general online participation patterns. 
If so, then the normalization thesis gains further support in regard to the specific 
showcases celebrated in pro-mobilization studies. If not, then the mobilization the-
sis gains support in regard to the specific showcases it celebrates. 
 
Research goals 
Using a case- and moment-specific inquiry, I will investigate whether the consen-
sus in survey-based studies that political internet use has normalizing features can 
be nuanced with a moment of mobilization among youth in the case of the two 
Dutch VAAs discussed above: VoteMatch and VoteCompass. I will not investigate 
whether VAA use has mobilizing effects (on other forms of online and offline par-
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ticipation, or on civic attitudes), but whether its use has mobilizing features; that is, 
whether VAAs are used by ‘resource-poor’ groups (cf. Jensen, 2006).43 I do so by 
assessing one hypothesis and two research questions. First, I will assess whether 
younger people indeed use VAAs more than older people, as is generally observed 
in previous studies (e.g., Boogers, 2006). 
 H: Younger people use VAAs more than older people. 
I will subsequently investigate whether age differences in VAA use are ‘mediated’ 
by political resources, that is, the extent to which differences in age cohere with dif-
ferences in political resources, which, on their turn, lead to VAA use differences. 
As discussed, political resources are crucial, as socio-demographics alone cannot 
theoretically explain differences in internet use. Yet existing studies often merely 
show how differences in VAA use are organized along socio-demographics lines, 
which is a more particular aspect of the empirical ‘poverty’ of e-democracy and 
digital divide research in general (cf. Barzilai-Nahon, 2006; Van Dijk, 2006). 
 In my study, I focus on the role of political interest and knowledge, because 
these resources can be considered as particularly relevant in regard to VAA use. 
After all, the political potential of VAAs is primarily conceptualized in terms of 
their ability to inform the uninformed and engage citizens with a ‘minimum 
amount of political interest’ (Fivaz & Schwarz, 2007, p. 15).44 Thus, I ask: 
 RQ1: Are age differences in VAA use mediated by political interest and knowledge? 
As mentioned, I am particularly interested in youth’s VAA use; it is shown that 
youth are generally neither interested in nor informed about electoral politics, but 
it has also been observed that VAAs are especially popular among youth. VAAs, 
therefore, can be considered as ‘suspicious’ of having the potential to mobilize this 
normally unmobilized group. I will investigate whether this potential is indeed re-
alized among young people, and whether this is the case among this group specifi-
cally. This amounts to assessing age as a statistical factor (‘moderator’) that influ-
ences the role of political interest and knowledge in VAA use among young and 
older people. 

RQ2: Does age moderate the role of political interest and knowledge in VAA use? 
 
Method 
 
Model 
Figure 6.1 below depicts the relationships in the hypothesis and research questions. 
I included two additional socio-demographics in the analyses: gender and educa-
tion level. Age is of my primary concern, while gender and education level serve as 
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X1: Age 

Y: VAA use 

M1: Political interest 

M2: Political knowledge 

X2: Gender 

X3: Education level 

controls for the associations of age (H, RQ1) and as additional input for the com-
parison of the role of political interest and knowledge between age groups (RQ2). 
In total, the model thus includes six variables: age (X1), gender (X2) and education 
level (X3) are the indicators; political interest (M1) and knowledge (M2) are mod-
elled as mediators; and VAA use (Y) is the dependent variable.  
 The model’s parsimoniousness reflects my research goals. If my aim had 
been to explain VAA use in full, or to investigate gaps in material, motivational or 
skills access as well, I would have needed a more comprehensive model.45 Further, 
note that political interest and knowledge are linked; the former resource underlies 
the activities (particularly news consumption) that produce political knowledge 
(cf. Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Eveland, Hayes, Shah & Kwak, 2005).  
 We can generally expect that youth, women and the less educated have less 
political interest and knowledge than older people, men and more educated; and, 
that the latter consequently use the internet more often for political purposes (e.g., 
Bonfadelli, 2002; Delli Carpini, 2000; Sanbonmatsu, 2003). Yet for the reasons dis-
cussed above, it is unclear what we can expect for VAA use in particular.  
 

Figure 6.1: Theoretical model 
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Structural equation modeling 
I analyzed the modeled relationships with structural equation modeling (SEM) in 
the statistical software package AMOS (7.0). SEM is used for analyses of latent va-
riables, but it is also used for assessment (‘path analysis’) of manifest variables only 
as this technique can disentangle meditational effects (‘indirect effects’) in a com-
plex of paths from indicators and mediators to dependent variables (cf. Hayes et 
al., 2008). 
 
Sample 
The modeled variables were measured with a survey (N=819) that was conducted 
during the Dutch elections of 22 November 2006. This data was acquired by the 
Dutch research agency Ruigrok/Netpanel, and it was limited to respondents who 
were eligible to vote on election day (i.e., people who were at least 18 years old), 
and who used the internet at home or elsewhere.46  
 I investigated age differences in VAA use (H) and the mediation of political 
interest and knowledge (RQ1) in the sample as a whole (‘model 1’), but I also di-
vided the sample into two age groups to generate more specific conclusions about 
age differences in VAA use (H), the mediation of the resources (RQ1), and to assess 
the moderating role of age (RQ2). The first age group includes respondents who 
were between 18 and 25 years old on election day; that is, those who were eligible 
to vote within the age group that is generally considered ‘youth’ (or ‘young 
people’) by researchers and policy makers (N=106; ‘model 2’) (IARD, 2001). The 
second age group consists of respondents who were 26 years old or older (N=713; 
‘model 3’).47 
 
Measures 
Age was measured in years (M=42, SD=13.2 for all; M=22, SD=2.1 for youth; 
M=45.1, SD=11.4 for older people) and gender as a binary variable (women=0, 
men=1; M=.49 for all sample groups). Education level was also measured as a bi-
nary variable, distinguishing between respondents who obtained a medium-level 
secondary education grade or lower (value 0), and those with a higher degree 
(value 1) (M=.44 for all; M=.52 for youth; M=.42 for older people). Political interest 
was measured on a five-points-scale by a set of three items about news consump-
tion and discussing politics with friends, family and colleagues that was validated 
in subsequent Dutch Parliamentary Election Studies (Nationaal Kiezersonderzoek; 
Dans Easy, 2009; C’s α=.82). Next, photos of four Dutch politicians were used to 
assess political knowledge, a measure also validated in the Dutch Parliamentary 
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Election Studies (C’s α=.83). By using lists of possible answers, respondents were 
asked to indicate the politicians’ name, party and position. Therewith, the value of 
political knowledge ranges from 0 to 12 correct answers. Lastly, VAA use was 
measured by asking the respondents whether they had consulted VoteMatch and 
VoteCompass during the elections (values=0, 1 or 2 VAAs used; M=1.0, SD=.8 for 
all; M=1.3, SD=.7 for youth; M=.9, SD=.8 for older people).  
 
H: Younger people use VAAs more than older people. 
I assessed the hypothesis on the basis of the direct effects from age on VAA use 
(X1Y in figure 6.1). This effect is independent of gender and education level; al-
though not drawn in figure 6.1, correlations between the exogenous variables 
were allowed in the model. 
 
RQ1: Are age differences in VAA use mediated by political interest and knowledge? 
As Preacher and Hayes (2008, p. 28) note, ‘the dual challenge (...) is to assess the 
presence and strength of the total indirect effect through the set of mediators, and 
to assess the presence and strength of the specific indirect effects through the indi-
vidual mediators.’ The total indirect effect is, in the model discussed above, the 
sum of the specific indirect effects of age on VAA use, that is, the specific indirect 
effects of age on VAA use via political interest (X1M1Y), via political knowl-
edge (X1M2Y), and via political interest and political knowledge 
(X1M1M2Y). These specific indirect effects are the products of the specific 
direct effects (unstandardized regression weights) on the paths from age to VAA 
use. I assessed the significance of the specific indirect effects with the Multivariate 
Delta Method as used in Sobel’s (1982) first-order approximation and extensions 
thereof based on 95% confidence intervals.48 A specific indirect effect is significant 
if the interval does not include zero.49 
 
RQ2: Does age moderate the role of political interest and knowledge in VAA use? 
I subsequently investigated the similarities and differences in the direct and indi-
rect paths between the sample group with youth (model 2) and the sample group 
with older people (model 3).50 By comparing these paths in respect of significance 
and direction, I determined whether age is a condition that influences (i.e., mod-
erates) the relations between the modeled indicators, mediators and VAA use (cf. 
Baron & Kenny, 1986). It is additionally possible to conduct a chi-square test to 
formally assess moderation. I do not use this test, however, because it is likely to 
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yield unreliable results if sample sizes differ substantially. My assessment of mod-
eration should therefore be considered explorative by nature. 
 
Results 
 
H: Younger people use VAAs more than older people. 
SEM is not conducted with individual data, but on the basis of correlations be-
tween variables. The correlations between the variables in the model (see table 6.1) 
for the whole group indicate, as expected, that younger people use VAAs more 
than older people (r=-.257, p<.01). Younger people also use VAAs significantly 
more than older people in the group with older people (r=-.201, p<.01), but not in 
the group with youth.  
 
Table 6.1: Bivariate correlations 
 
  

Sample 
group 

 
 

Age 

 
 

Gender 

Educa-
tion  
level 

 
Political  
interest 

Political 
know-
ledge 

 
 

VAA use 

Age 
All ages 

18-25 
>25 

1 
1 
1 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

Gender 
All ages 

18-25 
>25 

.150** 
.042 

.148** 

1 
1 
1 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

Education  
level 

All ages 
18-25 
>25 

-.134** 
.186 

-.107** 

.038 
-.205* 
.081* 

1 
1 
1 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

Political  
interest 

All ages 
18-25 
>25 

.094** 
.072 
.096* 

.198** 

.271** 

.187** 

.263** 
-.057 
.304** 

1 
1 
1 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

Political 
knowledge 

All ages 
18-25 
>25 

.088* 

.201* 
.046 

.142** 
.125 

.139** 

.288** 
.205* 
.309** 

.342** 
.127 

.369** 

1 
1 
1 

. 

. 

. 

VAA use 
All ages 

18-25 
>25 

-.257** 
-.090 

-.201** 

.003 
-.229* 
.048 

.133** 
-.076 
.141** 

.192** 
.117 

.212** 

.196** 
.050 

.237** 

1 
1 
1 

Table shows Pearson correlations. *=sig p<.05; **=sig p<.01. N(all ages)=819; N(18-
25)=106; N(>25)=713. 
 
The SEM models, which fit according to the indices used (all models: χ2=.000, 
CFI=1.000, NFI=1.000, NCP=.000; cf. Byrne, 200151), yield similar results (see re-
sults in table 6.2). On the one hand, younger people use VAAs more than older 
people in the models with all ages (B=-.018, SE=.002, p<.001) and older respon-
dents (B=-.016, SE=.003, p<.001). On the other hand, younger people do not use 
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VAAs significantly more than older people in the sample group with young 
people. 
 
Table 6.2: Direct, indirect and total effects 
 
 Direct effects Indirect effects Total effects 
 Model 1 

all ages 
Model 2 

18-25 
Model 3 

>25 
Model 1 
all ages 

Model 2 
18-25 

Model 3 
>25 

Model 1 
all ages 

Model 2 
18-25 

Model 3 
>25 

Age on  
VAA use 

-.01751*** 
(.002) 

-.02796 
(.035) 

-.01605*** 
(.003) 

.00217 .00820 .00201 -.01533 -.01976 -.01404 

Age on  
pol interest 

.00194** 
(.001) 

.00518 
(.011) 

.00231** 
(.001) 

n/a n/a n/a .00194 .00518 .00231 

Age on pol 
knowledge 

.00318* 
(.001) 

.02839 
(.023) 

.00145 
(.002) 

.00103 .00086 .00134 .00421 .02926 .00279 

Gender on 
VAA use 

-.01656 
(.055) 

-.48185** 
(.150) 

.04097 
(.058) 

.07617 .11042 .06826 .05961 -.37144 .10922 

Gender on 
pol interest 

.08460*** 
(.016) 

.12877** 
(.044) 

.07258*** 
(.018) 

n/a n/a n/a .08460 .12877 .07258 

Gender on 
pol know-
ledge 

.06894* 
(.033) 

.14397 
(.097) 

.06260 
(.035) 

.04483 .02148 .04197 .11377 .16545 .10458 

Education 
on VAA 
use 

.00789 
(.057) 

-.17873 
(.152) 

.01579 
(.062) 

.15269 .05108 .17006 .16059 -.12765 .18585 

Education 
on pol in-
terest 

.13363*** 
(.016) 

.02053 
(.046) 

.15242*** 
(.018) 

n/a n/a n/a .13363 .02053 .15242 

Education 
on pol 
knowledge 

.22975*** 
(.034) 

.22435* 
(.097) 

.22240*** 
(.036) 

.07081 .00342 .08815 .30057 .22778 .31055 

Pol interest 
on pol 
knowledge 

.52993*** 
(.069) 

.16681 
(.205) 

.57830*** 
(.073) 

n/a n/a n/a .52993 .16681 .57830 

Pol interest 
on VAA 
use 

.54009*** 
(.118) 

.64388 
(.315) 

.51700*** 
(.123) 

.14197 .02773 .16994 .68206 .67161 .68694 

Pol know-
ledge on 
VAA use 

.26790*** 
(.058) 

.16625 
(.149) 

.29385*** 
(.063) 

n/a n/a n/a .26790 .16625 .29385 

Table shows unstandardized regression weights. N(all ages)=819; N(18-25)=106; 
N(>25)=713. SEs for the direct effects are reported between parentheses. *sig p<.05; **sig 
p<.01; ***sig p<.001. Total effect = direct effects + indirect effect; minor differences in table 
are possible due to rounding. Explained variances for all: R2(political interest)=.12; 
R2(political knowledge)=.17; R2(VAA use)=.14. For young: R2(political interest)=.08; 
R2(political knowledge)=.11; R2(VAA use)=.11. For old: R2(political interest)=.13; 
R2(political knowledge)=.18; R2(VAA use)=.13.  
 
RQ1: Are age differences in VAA use mediated by political interest and knowledge? 
Based on table 6.2, it is possible to determine whether the specific indirect effects of 
age on VAA use are significant. In the group with all ages, only the indirect effect 
via political knowledge is significant (.00085; CI: .00022, .00149). In the sample 
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group with youth, none of the specific indirect effects are significant. In the sample 
group with older people, the indirect effects via political interest (.00119; CI: .00004, 
.00235) and via political interest and knowledge (.00039; CI: .00001, .00078) are sig-
nificant. Thus, significant indirect effects of age only occur in the sample groups 
with all respondents and older people (see overview in table 6.3). 
 
Table 6.3: Indirect effects of age on VAA use 
 
  

Via political interest 
X1M1Y 

Via political  
knowledge 
X1M2Y 

Via pol interest  
and knowledge 

X1M1M2Y 

Total  
indirect 
effect 

 Product 95% CI Product 95% CI Product 95% CI Product 
All ages .00105 -.00010 

.00211 
.00085 .00022 

.00149* 
.00028 -.00005 

.00060 
.00218 

18-25 .00334 -.01151 
.01758 

.00472 -.00646 
.01581 

.00014 -.00059 
.00088 

.00811 

>25 .00119 .00004 
.00235* 

.00043 -.00074 
.00159 

.00039 
 

.00001 
.00078* 

.00201 

*Sig in 95% CI. Total indirect effect equals the sum of the specific indirect effects; minor dif-
ferences are possible due to rounding. 
 
RQ2: Does age moderate the role of political interest and knowledge in VAA use? 
Above, I touched upon the fact that there are path differences between the sample 
groups with youth and older people. I will now explore these differences in more 
detail. Looking at all the paths to and from the mediators, it is possible to identify 
differences in regard to the significance of direct effects, the direction of direct ef-
fects, and the significance of indirect effects. 
 Significance of direct effects. Table 6.2 above shows that there are eight signifi-
cant direct effects among older people, and only three among young people. Also, 
the location of significance differs among the sample groups. In the older group, 
there are significant effects of age on VAA use (B=-.016, SE=.003, p<.001) and polit-
ical interest (B=.002, SE=.001, p<.01), of education on political interest (B=.152, 
SE=.018, p<.001), of political interest on political knowledge (B=.578, SE=.073, 
p<.001), and of political interest and knowledge on VAA use (B=.517, SE=.123, 
p<.001; B=.294, SE=.063, p<.001), but these effects are not significant in the younger 
group. Conversely, in the younger group, there is a significant effect of gender on 
VAA use (B=-.482, SE=.150, p<.01), but this effect is not significant among the older 
people. Particularly interesting is that political interest and knowledge have signif-
icant direct effects on VAA use among older people, but not in the sample group 
with youth. This indicates that the political resources are of less importance in re-
gard to VAA use among the young. 
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 Direction of direct effects. Table 6.2 also shows that the direction of some specif-
ic direct effects differs between the sample groups. Gender and education have 
negative direct effects on VAA use in the younger group (gender: B=-.482, SE=.150, 
p<.01; education: B=-.179, SE=.152, p>.05) and positive direct effects in the older 
group (gender: B=.041, SE=.058, p>.05; education: B=.016, SE=.062, p>.05).  
 Significance of indirect effects. Table 6.4 below shows that the indirect effects of 
gender and education are only significant in the sample group with older people. 
All the indirect effects of gender and education on VAA use are significant in the 
sample group with older people, and none of these indirect effects are significant 
in the sample group with youth. As discussed above, the indirect effects of age on 
VAA use are also only significant in the sample group with older people. 
 In these respects, there are clear differences in the direct and indirect effects 
between the sample groups with youth and older people. I therefore conclude that 
age appears to moderate the role of political interest and knowledge in the use of 
VAAs. 
 
Table 6.4: Indirect effects of gender and education level on VAA use 
 
  

 
Via political  

interest 

X2/3M1Y 

Via political  
knowledge 

X2/3M2Y 

Via political int., 
knowledge 

X2/3M1M2Y 

Total  
indirect 
effect 

  Product 95% CI Product 95% CI Product 95% CI Product 
18-
25 

Gender .08291 -.01406  
.17989 

.02392 -.02868  
.07628 

.00357 -.00734  
.01448 

.11040 

 Educa-
tion  

.01322 -.04620  
.07264 

.03715 -.03560  
.10989 

.00057 -.00245  
.00359 

.05094 

>25 Gender .03752 .01225  
.06280* 

.01831 .04474  
.08596* 

.01233 .00384  
.02082* 

.06825 

 Educa-
tion  

.07880 .03778  
.11982* 

.06535 .03093  
.09977* 

.02590 .01192  
.03988* 

.17005 

*Sig in 95% CI. Total indirect effect equals the sum of the specific indirect effects; minor dif-
ferences are possible due to rounding. 
 
Discussion 
Based on the analyses, I confirm the hypothesis that younger people use VAAs more 
than older people. Age difference are, however, only significant in the whole sam-
ple and the sample group with older people. In regard to the first research question, I 
found that political interest and knowledge have significant indirect effects on 
VAA use in the sample groups with all respondents and older people. In regard to 
the second research question, I discussed three differences between the samples with 
youth and older people. First, most indirect effects are significant among older 



REFLECTIONS ON THE MOBILIZATION/NORMALIZATION CONTROVERSY 
 

130 
 

people, but not among youth. Second, political interest and knowledge are both 
significantly associated with VAA use in the older group, but not among youth. 
Third, women and less educated use VAAs less than men and more educated in 
the older group, but vice versa in the younger group.  
 Some of the findings are predictable and others are not predictable in view of 
what previous studies found. Predictable is that I found that younger people, 
women and less educated generally have less political interest and knowledge 
than older people, men and more educated (cf. Bonfadelli, 2002; Delli Carpini, 
2000; Sanbonmatsu, 2003). Unpredictable is that I found that VAAs are not neces-
sarily predominantly used by the resource-rich, because other studies have indi-
cated that e-democracy applications are mainly used by resource-rich men (cf. Fi-
vaz & Schwarz, 2007; Oates et al., 2006; Solop, 2001; Tolbert et al., 2002). I found 
that the use of the same VAAs generally fits the mobilization thesis among youth, 
and the normalization thesis among older people. VAAs seem to mobilize young 
women in particular, because young women use VAAs significantly more than 
young men, although the former have significantly less political interest than the 
latter. At this point, however, I must emphasize again that this result confirms the 
mobilization thesis only in regard to the use of political internet applications; this 
chapter is not about potential effects of VAA use on other forms of political partici-
pation or politically favorable attitudes. 
 Further, none of the findings about youth’s VAA use directly oppose the 
emerging consensus in survey-based studies that political (or, more broadly, civic) 
internet use in general is determined by people’s material, social and political re-
sourcefulness. It rather suggests that internet use is also influenced by the moments 
and peculiarities of the ways in which political issues are addressed in specific web 
applications such as VAAs.  
 As general internet use has received the lion’s share of scholarly attention up 
till now, it is not even a cliché of Lupia and Philpot (2005, p. 1124) to note that ‘the 
internet is not a monolith with which people interact as a whole. Instead, individu-
als interact with specific websites.’ Lupia and Philpot’s (2005) contribution was 
aimed at discussing the importance of website-specific research, but, as argued, 
time is also of the essence; that is, it is equally important to zoom in on the moment 
of internet use to achieve more specific conclusions about moment-specific internet 
use, such as VAA use. These specifications can be regarded forms of contextualiza-
tion, that is, investigating internet use in relation to the ‘what’ (which applications) 
and the ‘when’ (which moments).  
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 New and more detailed knowledge about political (or civic) internet use can 
be discovered in such contexts. I propose that this knowledge will be especially 
helpful to generate a more nuanced understanding of political internet use, and the 
conditions under which mobilization and normalization can occur. Again, there is 
no reason to suppose that mobilization and normalization claims necessarily con-
tradict each other. In my study, I split internet use into two age groups, confined it 
in both time (November 2006) and space (two specific sites), and found data that 
support mobilization and normalization claims.  
 The literature in general is also rife with both mobilization and normalization 
claims, which begs for a profound reflection on why this is the case. One reason, I 
suggest, is that the evidence that supports the two kinds of claims is detected by 
different kinds of academic ‘radars’. Specific manifestations online tend to catch 
the attention of the ‘optimists’, while general patterns in internet use often worry 
the ‘sceptics’. Related, optimistic accounts often rely on data collected with qualita-
tive methods (interviews, focus groups, content analysis), while pessimistic ac-
counts often rely on survey-based methods. Some, like Chadwick (2006), have ad-
vocated bridging the detections of both radars; I argue that there is at least one 
solid bridge to walk: the one between general internet use and specific internet use. 
This can be done, as shown in this chapter, with contextual surveys that investigate 
the profile of those who use the showcases celebrated in mobilization theory. 
 How VoteMatch and VoteCompass attracted the attention of youth more 
precisely, however, ought be studied in future research. My analyses were not 
aimed at explaining VAA use in full, which shows in the rather low explained 
variances of VAA use in the models (14% for all; 11% for youth; 13% for older peo-
ple). At this point, I suggest that an obvious factor that is likely to contribute to 
VAAs’ popularity among youth is that youth are generally more experienced with 
internet use than older people (Di Gennaro & Dutton, 2006; Polat, 2005). Further, 
we can speculate that VAAs’ ‘cheapness’ of use attracted the attention of the young 
resource-poor (Walgrave et al., 2008a): doing a VAA takes about five to ten min-
utes to answer about thirty multiple choice questions. Such cheap formats are 
bound to increase users’ perceptions of the effectiveness and efficiency of internet 
applications, as acknowledged in ‘usability studies’ (Lupia & Philpot, 2005). 
Cheapness of use might also explain why the use of the Dutch VAAs is different 
from the use of more complex e-democracy applications, such as the Minnesota E-
democracy project, where citizens are expected to participate in more ‘open’ de-
bates – without multiple choice questions (Dahlberg, 2001a). One of the first e-
democracy applications ever set up, the Minnesota project received much praise 
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for its contribution to democracy. Yet, in contrast with my conclusions about the 
Dutch VAAs, Jensen (2006) shows that the Minnesota project ‘mobilized the mobi-
lized’. Perhaps, then, a VAA-like format is particularly helpful to policy makers 
and web producers who aspire to utilize the internet to engage and inform (young) 
unengaged and uninformed citizens. 
 There are also factors that are not directly or solely related to the internet. For 
example, the issue addressed by VoteMatch and VoteCompass – the Dutch 2006 
elections – was extremely salient in the Dutch media (cf. Kleinnijenhuis, 2007). 
And, although youth might generally not be too interested in electoral politics, 
many might still consider elections in particular the climax in democracy and poli-
tics (Aalberts, 2006). Contextualizing internet use in terms of moments and cases 
thus also points to the need of understanding how political events (like elections) 
can count as momentums in citizens’ experience of politics, and how these 
momentums can translate into momentums in political internet use (like VAA 
use).  
 The moment of internet use is, then, not only methodologically relevant 
when particular internet applications are used on moments (such as VAAs). It is 
also theoretically relevant when considering electoral politics as something hetero-
geneous. People might distinguish between ‘politics as usual’ and ‘special politics’, 
the latter being salient, important or shocking events that might spark political 
internet use in unexpected parts of society. Aalberts (ibid.) showed that qualitative 
research can be helpful to achieve a more precise understanding of such processes, 
and to illuminate ‘the precise mechanisms explaining the appropriation and di-
vision of the [internet]’ (Van Dijk, 2006, p. 234). 
 To conclude, although my results support the mobilization thesis for youth, I 
must emphasize that over-enthusiasm lies in wait. My study hopefully provides 
some fresh food for thought in regard to the mobilization/normalization debate, 
but its limitations also raise a number of new questions that may be addressed in 
future studies in order to further evaluate the findings presented here. 
 First, I did not aim to make inferences about how VAAs are used in the 
Dutch population at large. Although the number of internet users and the intensity 
of internet use has grown rapidly, especially among Dutch youth (STIR, 2009), 
access gaps still exist (Van Dijk, 2006) and must be taken into account to make 
more general judgments about VAAs’ role in democratic society. Second, I have 
focused on the political resources that are most relevant in relation to VAA use – 
political interest and political knowledge – but other resources (such as social trust) 
might be equally or more relevant in regard to other internet applications. Third, 
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the low costs of VAA use appeal to more normative questions about what VAA 
use fundamentally means for democracy and political participation, especially if 
cheapness of use is a necessary condition of VAAs’ popularity or political partici-
pation in general among the resource-poor (MiraMedia, 2005; Qrius, 2005). Is the 
use of VAAs or other cheap internet applications just another manifestation of ‘thin 
citizenship’ (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996), or is it a substantial form of political 
participation? A fourth, related issue concerns the effects of the use of low cost in-
ternet applications in particular on civic attitudes or other forms of online and of-
fline participation. Based on cross-sectional survey data, my analyses were, as said, 
aimed at investigating whether VAAs are used among resource-poor youth. Mobi-
lizing effects of VAA use, however, can be properly investigated on the basis of 
longitudinal survey data, with which it is possible to distinguish between cova-
riance and causation, and yield rigorous conclusions about causality directions. 
While a few studies found effects of general patterns in political internet use on of-
fline political participation (e.g., Tolbert & McNeil, 2003), the normalizing and mo-
bilizing effects of VAAs or other cheap internet applications remain unclear. 
 
Notes 
                                                 
43  Only a few studies have investigated possible effects of VAA use. These studies focused, 

more specifically, on VAAs’ effects on voting behavior, and they yielded mixed results. 
For instance, Fivaz and Schwarz (2007) found considerable influence of a VAA called 
SmartVote during the Swiss 2006 regional elections (with 74% of users reporting that the 
VAA influenced their vote), but Walgrave et al. (2008a) found that a Belgian VAA called 
DoeDeStemTest had only modest effects on voters’ decisions during the Belgian 2004 re-
gional elections (with 1% of users reporting that the VAA influenced their vote). 

44  For general discussions about the importance of political interest and the ‘know-
ledge gap’ in regard to internet use, see Bonfadelli (2002) and Mondak and Anderson 
(2004). 

45  As discussed above, material, motivational and skills gaps in internet access appear to 
be minimal among Dutch young people. 

46  Highly educated people were slightly overrepresented in the sample; yet I did not con-
duct correcting weighting procedures, because my research goals are not about making 
inferences in regard to the Dutch population. 

47  All samples meet the SEM requirement that the sample size must be at least 50 more 
than 8 times the number of variables in the model (in my case, N>98), or that there are 
at least 10 times more cases than variables (in my case, N>60) (Mitchell, 1993). Howev-
er, it should be noted that the size of and measurement variety of the age variable in the 
sample group with older people are larger than the size of and age variety in the sample 
with younger people (see specifics below). This increases the likelihood that I find 
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significant age related correlations and effects in the older group, and decreases the 
possibility that age related correlations and effects are significant in the younger group. 

48  Confidence interval: (point estimate)+/-(critial value)*(standard error). Point estimate is 
product of coefficients. Critical value for 95% confidence interval: 1.96. Formula for 
standard error for two-step-effect (XMY): (a2sb2+b2sa2).5. Formula for standard error 
for three-step-effect (XM1M2Y): (a2b2sc2+a2c2sb2+b2c2sa2).5. 

49  Some distinghuish between a significant indirect effect and a significant mediation effect. 
The former becomes the latter if the direct effect of the relevant indicator on the 
dependent variable is significant, and changes if mediators are entered into the model 
(cf. Preacher & Hayes 2004, 2008). For brevity’s sake, I will not distinghuish between 
both types of significance in the discussion of the results, and report mediation in terms 
of significance of indirect effects. 

50 I will look at all the paths to and from the mediators, including the paths that depart 
from gender and education level. For the calculation of the indirect effects of gender 
and education level, I will follow the same steps as stipulated above for the calculation 
for the indirect effects of age. 

51  The reporting of the chi-square statistic is ubiquitous, but it is considered unreliable if 
sample sizes are large. Therefore, I provide additional fit indices: the Comparative Fit 
Index (CFI; fit if >.90), the Normed Fit Index (NFI; fit if >.90), and the Non-Centrality 
Parameter (NCP; fit if low). 




