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Chapter 1  

 

Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction 

There is a common lament that young people are not very interested in politics. They do 

not vote, they are not concerned with their elected officials, and they forgo involvement in 

political matters. In essence, they are disengaged from the political process. “Politics” has 

become a dirty word and it refers to boring, hypocritical politicians that only seem to care about 

one thing: getting a vote every four or five years (Coleman & Rowe, 2005). But at the same 

time, youth are active online and internet-based activities are a frequent part of their lives. They 

represent the most regular and savvy users of the internet. They are computer literate, they know 

how to find information online, and they use the internet to make friendships and sustain 

networks. Therefore, organizations that want to promote civic or political knowledge and 

engagement and encourage political participation in a variety of arenas should ensure that they 

have a successful online presence. The organization’s website should, at a minimum, have a 

better chance of reaching this age group, and at most may be able to assist in reversing the 

problem of political disengagement.  

These claims are made in a changing environment. Democratic citizenship is evolving 

in conjunction with political communication, due to tremendous social, political, and economic 

factors. Academic literature across an array of disciplines has attempted to pinpoint these 

changes, theorizing how such changes are (either positively or negatively) influencing 

democracy. Because the perspective of this dissertation advances from an understanding of 

political communication within a democratic context, it addresses both the theoretical 

environment of democratic citizenship as well as that of political communication.  

Blumler and Gurevitch (1995, 2000) define a “system perspective” to understanding 

political communication. First proposed in the 1970s, they see the ideal political communication 

system containing three elements: political institutions, media institutions, and citizen audiences. 

Interaction between these three actors is both horizontal – between political and media 

institutions – and vertical, where political and media institutions provide information to and get 

information from citizens.   

Such a model must be continuously adapted, due to what Blumler and Gurevitch call 

internal and external “sources of instability.”  External forces include rapid advances in 
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information and communication technology and updated laws aimed at the media and political 

elites. Internal forces include mutual adaptation between political elites and the media as well as 

changes in the relationship between political elites and the media and their audiences. This 

dissertation focuses on both of these forces. It examines the external force of changing 

communication technologies and specifically political (youth) organizations’ adaptation to the 

internet in the form of civic-political websites, which aim to provide information and promote 

participation. It also focuses on both mentioned internal forces, that of mutual adaptation and 

elite-citizen relations, particularly the elite response to the political positioning of youth.  

Traditionally speaking, political elites wage a constant battle with media gatekeepers. 

Politicians struggle to make their messages appear in the most flattering ways on television and 

in newspapers. Media organizations defend their practices (for example, in the UK by giving 

equal coverage to all major candidates during election campaigns) and fight back against what 

they see as spin produced by scheming politicians. However, with the adaptation of online 

communication tools, a new dynamic in this relationship has emerged: Mass media still exist, of 

course, but political elites now have the option of creating an unmediated, global online 

presence where citizens can receive these messages without intervention from media 

organizations. 

The term mutual adaptation implies a struggle between two equivalent actors. As noted, 

online communication (an external force) has somewhat altered this internal dynamic. But the 

growing use of online communication technologies has also influenced the other internal source 

of instability: relations between political actors and citizens. As this dissertation will explore, 

some (Blumler, 2001; Brants, 1998) have argued that this relationship is changing. If political 

elites are now operating within a different dynamic in balancing their intended messages with 

mass media gatekeepers, at the same time they are experiencing a growing need to address the 

concerns and demands of citizens. The internet – which initially promised unrestricted 

dispersion of information and strategic communication – is providing the means for citizens to 

speak back. Because of the interactivity made possible online, political elites are adapting to 

pressure to take into account citizen’s voices on important issues. 

Thus mutual adaptation as an internal source of instability, though it still exists between 

political elites and media institutions, is also becoming a more relevant term to describe the 

relationship between political elites and citizens. As is the focus of this dissertation, civic-

political youth organizations are using participatory websites to reach out to young people, 

providing them with information but also encouraging their feedback and participation. Though 

on the surface it may appear innovative, this progression still often takes place within traditional 
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boundaries. To explain this perceptive, it is important to bring in the concept of democratic 

citizenship, that is, membership in or attachment to a political community.  

With such rapid transformation and perceived transparency in decision-making 

processes, it seems that these elites have successfully adapted to an evolving political 

communication system. But adaptation goes beyond a more interactive, top-down dialogue 

where elites control the setting and citizens act within permitted styles of debate. There is 

evidence for more radical change. Citizens are increasingly demanding – and in some cases, 

being granted – dialogue with elites. But they are also morphing into new kinds of institutional 

actors, who create individual forms of pressure and also form their own, bottom-up 

organizations capable of acting on an institutional level. This dissertation will focus on both 

organizations construed as encouraging conventional citizenship and also others that operate 

within a model of non-conventional citizenship. 

In sum, the internet as an external force of instability has contributed to a shift in the 

focus of mutual adaptation, where political elites to some degree control their own mediated 

presence, and a greater role for the citizen, who is also capable of creating her own online space. 

Thus the previously vertical, top-down interaction between political elites and citizens is 

incorporating a more equal, horizontal element. I am interested in exploring the contemporary 

challenge for political elites situated in this environment, where the evolution of communication 

technology collides with an evolving citizenry. 

At the same time that political communication is experiencing an evolution, so is the 

citizen. In order to simultaneously understand these shifts one must begin with an appreciation 

for contemporary changes in democratic theory. Like literature focusing on political 

communication, democratic theorists see technology playing an important role in how citizens 

operate in today’s world. There are some (e.g., Delli Carpini, 2000) that declare individuals – 

and particularly young people – to be disengaged and indifferent citizens. Such studies maintain 

the concept of apathetic youth; they point to dwindling voter turnout and falling party 

membership and declare a crisis. The solution is to find ways to reconnect youth to traditional 

political participation. They want youth to watch the news, participate in electoral campaigns, 

and vote.  

Others reject these claims of apathy. Young people may be cynical – bored, irritated, 

even angry with politicians – but most certainly not apathetic. This group argues that young 

people are dynamic and empowered. They are turning against party politics and not voting, but 

they are looking for and demonstrating other ways to get their voices heard. These non-

traditional political activities relate to emerging theoretical ideas about what constitutes 
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citizenship and political engagement (Coleman, 2004b) and include things like signing a petition 

or attending a demonstration (White, Bruce, & Ritchie, 2000). But I see both perspectives (of 

apathetic and the just-mentioned dynamic youth) operating within a model of conventional 

citizenship. Although they differ in who is considered responsible for youth indifference and 

how to define legitimate forms of participation, for both the end goal is to reconnect youth with 

traditional institutions and allow those institutions to regain their legitimacy. But a thriving 

culture of alternative organizations, often not seen as an equal alternative in this arena of 

literature, points to a need to acknowledge a non-conventional citizenship, which sees political 

institutions and citizens in a much different light, outside of traditional activity and geared 

towards different aims.  

With these considerations at the fore, this project aims to analyze one particular scenario 

of modern-day political communication: that is, communication directed from political elites to 

citizens. Given the above-detailed political climate I examine the theoretical perspective of 

organizations towards citizenship as well as the types of communication used with their chosen 

audience. In essence, I look at the mode of online political communication (distinguished as 

either strategic or reflexive in character) employed in both conventional and non-conventional 

organizations (detailed next). Empirically, this dissertation focuses on the aims and strategies of 

youth organizations as well as an examination of the online content of corresponding websites. 

At the same time, these tensions are situated against young people’s own understanding of 

citizenship, through an exploratory analysis of a survey that taps youth attitudes and behaviors 

towards online use and civic and political participation. It is appropriate to briefly define a 

number of terms that are key to the development of this research project.  

 

1.2 Key terms 

 As described, there are two concepts that operate as a theoretical backdrop to this 

dissertation. The first is democratic citizenship. Citizenship can be understood as the role of 

each individual member of a democratic society. Keeping in mind the current evolution in 

thought, I distinguish between conventional and non-conventional citizenship and use such a 

distinction to classify the organizations that are the focus of this research. Conventional 

citizenship encourages a mainstream, more traditionally accepted means to admirable 

citizenship, where political engagement entails casting a vote, joining a political party, or 

wearing a campaign button. Non-conventional citizenship also promotes participation but 

encourages methods outside the scope of traditional arenas. It focuses on life-political issues that 

young people are particularly concerned with, like the environment or animal rights. Perhaps 
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most importantly, though, non-conventional citizenship encourages a citizenship that does not 

explicitly relate back to institutional politics, and recognizes action against government actors 

but also corporations. 

Political communication is the second key theoretical concept, and is examined here 

primarily in terms of communication from political elites (in this case, youth organizations) to 

citizens, within the context of participatory websites. I distinguish between strategic and 

reflexive communication. Political actors are strategic because they aim to achieve a particular 

outcome. Such intentional communication can be seen from a youth organization in attempting 

to raise the number of visits their website gets, encourage young people to participate in a 

particular campaign, and so on. Strategic communication can therefore be defined as goal-

oriented communication, necessarily following from a supply model of communication (sender 

to receiver) and is often persuasive in its approach. At the same time, political actors must be 

aware of the changing environment in order to effectively communicate with their target 

audience. In order to deal with difficulties or adjustments they must reflexively examine their 

goals. Reflexive communication is defined as responsive and interactive, utilized in order to deal 

with difficulties or adjustments in strategies and motivations.  

 A further term of interest is youth. Young people, defined as a developmentally distinct 

age group, often find themselves differentiated from citizens as a whole. As noted earlier in 

terms of political communication, this distinction takes both positive and negative directions, 

with some seeing young people as disengaged and apathetic, while others argue for shifts in 

reputable citizenship practices and praise youth for innovative forms of expression. At the same 

time, youth demonstrate a great affinity for online communication. Within this climate, both 

academics and political elites have made great effort in understanding how best to reach them 

online. The most obvious indicator of youth is age and usually ranges anywhere from 12 to 30 

years. I do not make such a specification in this dissertation, rather gearing the inquiry around 

definitions provided by youth organizations. 

Youth organization is the term used to describe a wide variety of groups that address 

young people, encompassing social movements, government initiatives, and campaign 

associations. Due to their civic-political nature they operate under a certain premise of 

citizenship and exist to provide certain types of information, often in the hope that this 

information will lead to specific forms of engagement or participation. In essence, they want 

youth to respond in particular ways. This dissertation distinguishes youth organizations as 

promoting either a conventional or non-conventional view of citizenship, as seen through their 

online presence. 
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 Finally, civic-political websites encompass the form of mediated communication 

examined in this dissertation. Countless ways to communicate are now available online and 

have only multiplied in recent years. Civic-political websites are seen as an online structure of 

communication: An organization’s website represents its official online face to the world, and 

though it may choose to incorporate other strategies, the website remains a steadfast entry point 

for official information about the organization. Further, it allows for wide provision of 

information but also maintains a global connection with citizens, networks, friends and foes, and 

the possibility (or risk) of interaction with its audience. Because of the focus on communication 

strategies, a fixed point of entry – as represented by an organization’s website – is a good 

starting point for disseminating the message to the intended audience. 

 

The UK as a research focus 

 The United Kingdom is the contextual reference point in this research. It provides an 

interesting country case as it has a rich heritage of theoretical work on citizenship as well as a 

focus in recent years in coming to terms with a “crisis” of citizenship, particularly among youth 

(e.g., Henn, Weinstein, & Wring, 2002). This has resulted in a multitude of academic and press 

attention to this issue, a recent introduction of citizenship education into school curricula, and 

numerous government-sponsored initiatives as well as a thriving alternative sphere where 

single-issue campaigns and pressure groups grow in number and influence. The UK is also a 

technologically advanced society with high internet penetration rates, and scholars and 

practitioners in this context have demonstrated interest in reviving relations between 

government and the people, for example with an enthusiasm for applying e-democracy to this 

challenge (Coleman & Gøtze, 2002). Literature referenced in this dissertation comes primarily 

from British but also United States sources, though occasionally insights from continental 

European research are also drawn upon. The presence of US-based literature is worth 

acknowledging but not problematic: Although by no means identical, both contexts have been 

noted as representing a North Atlantic or liberal model of media systems (Hallin & Mancini, 

2004). Both countries work within advanced systems of political communication and are 

currently experiencing similar developments in economic, social, and technical arenas.  

 

1.3 Research questions 

Situated within the broad theoretical arenas of democratic citizenship and political 

communication, I hope to form a better understanding of web producer views and compare and 

contrast this with online content. I also draw on survey data to explore youth civic-political 
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attitudes and behaviors in order to better understand the age cohort youth organizations are keen 

to reach. The primary research question guiding this study is:  

 

How are websites addressing youth (dis)interest in politics and how does that fit the nature of 

young people’s conception and "living" of democratic citizenship?  

 

Beyond the primary research question, I address several secondary queries (see Chapter 

4 for more detail). These questions focus on three separate political contexts to gather data from 

a number of relevant perspectives. They vary from the traditional setting of an election 

campaign, to a look at a broad scope of organizations in a non-electoral time period, and finally 

to an examination of political consumerism, a rising form of alternative participation that 

equates certain forms of consumption behavior with citizenship practices. Election campaigns 

are known for heightened political activity, and much of what constitutes political participation 

is in part fueled by what transpires during election campaigns. The inquiry began in the context 

of the Internet and Elections Project1 to examine UK-based websites focused on young people 

during the 2004 European Parliament election campaign. It continued by examining content in a 

non-electoral time period, incorporating semi-structured interviews with web producers to 

understand the motivations behind the content. User data were necessary to understand how 

youth view citizenship and how they use the internet. An online survey conducted via the 

CIVICWEB project made this exploratory element possible.2 Therefore, online content is 

examined in both electoral and non-electoral time periods, web producers are interviewed in 

order to capture their views towards citizenship and communication, and youth are surveyed to 

gain insight into their perspectives as young citizens. At its conclusion, this dissertation provides 

theoretical and practical insights as to how youth-focused organizations are using websites to 

address today’s young citizen.  

 

Structure of the dissertation 

The dissertation consists of eight chapters, with the Introduction constituting Chapter 1. 

Chapter 2 provides a detailed theoretical background of the key concepts at stake, examines how 

                                                
1 The Internet and Elections project aimed at a comparative analysis of worldwide internet use for 
campaign purposes (Jankowski, Kluver, Foot, & Schneider, 2007). See 
http://oase.uci.kun.nl/~jankow/elections/ for more detail. 
2 CIVICWEB is a European-wide project that focuses on the production and the nature and characteristics 
of civic and political websites and the uses and interpretations of these sites by young people. See 
http://www.childrenyouthandmediacentre.co.uk/ for more detail. 



Youth, Citizenship and Online Political Communication 
 

 14 

politics and citizenship are being redefined, and introduces the concept of political 

consumerism. As noted, many see new technologies, particularly the internet, playing an 

important role in this evolution. Chapter 3 examines theoretical notions surrounding democracy 

and new media, reviews empirical literature, and discusses why the internet is the medium of 

choice in this research project. As will be shown, it is theoretically possible to argue that the 

internet can be used to support or promote traditional democracy and citizenship, but can 

especially thrive when embracing new forms due to certain characteristics inherent in its 

structure. Here, a theoretical model is introduced and related specifically to online 

communication.  

Chapter 4 begins by introducing all research questions and detailing the methodology, 

including qualitative and quantitative content analysis of websites, semi-structured interviews, 

and the online CIVICWEB survey of young internet users. Next begins a series of three results 

chapters that provide the opportunity for empirical comparison. The first (Chapter 5) focuses on 

an analysis of information and engagement features of websites in the UK during the 2004 

European Parliament election campaign and looks at the online structure of youth address and 

approved participation. It also provides initial results from the user survey. Chapter 6 uses 

producer, content and user data and moves outside of electoral politics by focusing on online 

initiatives that engage young people in a non-electoral context. Chapter 7 brings together a 

similar methodological mix and presents a case study of political consumerism. The final 

chapter, Chapter 8, discusses the research project’s conclusions and implications. 
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Chapter 2  

 

Democratic Citizenship and Political Communication 
 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Defined broadly as a fluid system where power and control lies with the people via 

elections, from its conception democracy has formed deep roots that today shape Western 

society. Athenian democracy was one of the first of such systems and its ideals are the basis for 

our notions of democratic rule and current governmental systems. Democracy is a term that may 

conjure up notions of elections, democratic representation, and an educated and empowered 

citizenship. Or it may relate more to free speech and individual liberties, with its norms sparking 

debate about what is expected or permissible in society. Despite but also because of these 

discrepancies, the concept of democracy is changing, and we are repeatedly faced with a 

reexamination of the traditional democratic values that surround our way of life, especially in a 

globalized world. This evolution points to a reconsideration of how we see democracy working. 

Do we want to create citizens who happily participate in existing political institutions, or do we 

encourage them to challenge the government and those in power? Do we think government 

should take the responsibility for problematic issues in society, or do we think that individual 

citizens can work towards change without bureaucratic support?  

With questions like these, this chapter begins with a brief overview of how democratic 

theory has recently progressed. This is important in setting the stage for better understanding the 

evolution of democratic citizenship and political communication. The chapter addresses these 

issues and concludes by introducing a model that incorporates characteristics of conventional 

and non-conventional citizenship and strategic and reflexive modes of communication. 

 

2.2 Evolving democracy 

 With the aim of providing a simple overview of a complex and enduring research field, 

democratic theory can be seen to evolve from pluralist to participatory and finally to deliberative 

democracy. This division is relevant as each theory builds on the last in terms of what entails 

citizen participation as well as the role of communication.  

The pluralist model of democracy is also referred to as an elite-level competition, and 

“relies on an engaged and active citizenry that, fragmented into individuals, groups and parties 
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(political and otherwise), formulates and aggressively pursues private interests within a 

framework of collective legislative bargaining” (Barber, 1984, p. 143). Although engagement is 

important, within this tradition citizens generally are not afforded too much decision-making 

power or influence. Theorists often see the role of citizen participation as minimal, with 

communication inside a functioning democracy limited to a linear exchange from the state or 

political elites to citizens. Schumpeter (1943), who viewed democracy as a method rather than 

an ideal to strive for, perceived the emphasis on participation in classic democratic theory to be 

based on “empirically unrealistic foundations” and rather saw the vital feature as the struggle for 

the vote by aspiring representatives. Simply, democracy needs intelligent decision-makers, and 

citizens elect representatives who they believe will embody their interests. Schumpeter (1943) 

defined the democratic method as “that institutional arrangement for arriving at political 

decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle 

for the people’s vote” (p. 269). In this view citizen participation does not hold a central role in 

democracy, and participation primarily entails voting for leaders. 

Others agree that this modest quantity of participation is adequate, if not necessary, for 

the proper functioning of democracy. Dahl (1956) demonstrated this view in his “polyarchy” 

model and sees participation as potentially cluttering the system; in fact, mass citizen 

participation could even lead to totalitarianism (Sartori, 1962). Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and 

MacPhee (1954) asserted, “certain requirements commonly assumed for the successful operation 

of democracy are not met by the behaviour of the ‘average citizen’” (p. 307). Thus, “limited 

participation and apathy have a positive function for the whole system by cushioning the shock 

of disagreement, adjustment, and change” (Pateman, 1970, p. 7).  

Pluralist democracy places at its core the struggle between elites and the circulation of 

elites; it discourages extensive citizen participation, reserving the citizen’s role primarily for the 

voting booth. Mentioning Schumpeter and Dahl, Norris (2003a) noted that pluralist democracy 

is “preserved primarily through the elite-level competition and bargaining among the 

representatives of diverse interest groups, agencies, voluntary organizations, NGOs, and 

political parties representing all major sectors of society” (p. 4). Pluralist democracy does not 

facilitate the production of deliberation of the part of citizens, with a focus on private interests 

rather than the public good (Barber, 1984). Next, participatory democracy demonstrates the 

growing importance of citizen participation and communication with the state. 

As mentioned, some argue that high levels of citizen participation may result in 

unrealistic expectations and may actually disturb the stability of the democratic system. 

However, participatory democracy theorists emphasize that citizen participation, and with it, an 
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acknowledgment of the importance of citizens communicating with the state, is a necessary and 

vital part of a healthy democratic system. 

 In her participatory theory of democracy, Pateman (1970) placed the concept of 

participation as central to her analysis. Drawing from arguments inherent in the works of Mill 

and Cole, she saw participatory democracy as “built round the central assertion that individuals 

and their institutions cannot be considered in isolation from one another.” The will of the 

people, at least the majority of the people, should be reflected in public affairs. Further, 

participation itself allows for the stability of the system, “through the educative impact of the 

participatory process” (pp. 42-43). Participation allows the democratic system to become self-

sustaining, because participation leads to the increased ability to participate and thus allows a 

more active control over one’s identity and position as a citizen, resulting in a positive 

psychological effect on citizens. Further, it legitimizes political processes and decision-making. 

Participatory democracy, through stressing the importance of citizen participation, 

promotes more active forms of citizenship. At the same time, there is a strong normative ideal of 

what constitutes good participation: Only specific actions are considered politically sound, such 

as voting, and should be prefaced within an understanding of how the political system operates. 

Thus, the citizen’s role is encouraged yet is kept within a rather strict sense of what can be 

considered proper in a democracy.  

With a modern twist on participatory democracy, Barber (1984) saw strong democracy 

as being grounded in action, “something that is done by, not to, citizens.” He highlighted the 

important of participation and stressed the need to create a “public capable of reasonable public 

deliberation and decision” (p. 117). In this model, Barber perceived citizens as able to make 

independent and worthwhile choices, at the same time highlighting the importance of conflict in 

such processes. Citizens must continuously talk to each other in order to create the political 

environment necessary for a strong democracy. Some take these notions further and argue for a 

more deliberative form of democracy.  

Theorists of deliberative democracy call discussion among citizens “deliberation,” 

which includes rational critical participation without restrains, respect for other opinions, and an 

ability to demonstrate that self-interest is compatible with the common good (Dryzek, 2000; 

Habermas, 1989). Deliberative theorists argue that in order for more individuals to participate 

adequately in democracy, the normative conceptions of democracy must be open to revision, 

and such revision takes place through open channels of dialogue. Here, democracy also requires 

elite decision-making, but attaches great importance to deliberation on the part of citizens. As in 

participatory democracy, to properly function democracy needs a politically engaged public, but 
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citizens also should have more opportunities to become directly involved in the decision-making 

process.  

Previously, theorists like Schumpeter (1943) argued that an apathetic majority is 

acceptable, even necessary for democracy to function. Within deliberative democracy, 

participation is essential and thus greatly expands the communicative role of citizens. It 

demands a new form of reflexivity from political elites. Those in positions of power have the 

ability – and, increasingly, the obligation – to hear and reflect on the voices of citizens.  

 

2.3 The role of citizenship 

Though fundamental differences exist in how democracy is defined, theorists generally 

hold the idea that membership in a democracy corresponds to citizenship, or the state of being a 

citizen. Citizenship can be defined as membership in or an attachment to a political community 

that carries with it both rights and responsibilities. As noted, citizens are sometimes seen as 

playing a minimal role in democracy, as individuals that hold rights and can claim justice for 

wrongdoing. I next discuss a traditional definition of what constitutes the state of being a citizen, 

including citizenship rights and responsibilities, before turning to more contemporary views. 

Citizenship has not always been open to all people in democracies. Historically, many 

groups have been denied full status as citizens.1 Theoretically, though, the concept of citizenship 

guarantees a number of rights (Marshall, 1950) as well as obligations, thus highlighting the idea 

of reciprocity. As a citizen, it is vital to both contribute to, but also benefit from, one’s country 

(Oldfield, 1990).  

 

Rights of citizenship 

A classic explanation of citizenship rights by Marshall (1950) encompassed civil, 

political and social elements: 

 

The civil element is composed of the rights necessary for individual freedom – 
liberty of the person, freedom of speech, thought and faith, the right to own 
property and to conclude valid contracts, and the right to justice…By the 
political element I mean the right to participate in the exercise of political 
power, as a member of a body invested with political authority or as an elector 
of the members of such a body…By the social element I mean the whole range 
from the right to a modicum of economic welfare and security to the right to 

                                                
1 Though rights increased with time, exclusion did not disappear but sometimes just became subtler. 
These groups, including women and ethnic minorities, were not allowed to vote and were not expected or 
encouraged to participate in public affairs (Mill, 1880; Schudson, 1998). 
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share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being 
according to the standards prevailing in the society (pp. 10-11). 

  

 In this view, civil rights are relevant to the personal freedom of the individual, and those 

concerning her or his legal or individual conduct, such as the right to peaceful protest. The 

political element primarily refers to a citizen’s right to vote,2 but also to run for office and 

become an elected representative. Social rights mean that every citizen is entitled to a minimum 

standard of living in society. If the individual maintenance of this standard is not possible, then 

citizens are eligible for welfare and other social services. Marshall saw citizenship as a 

guarantee that all people are treated as full and equal members of society. Using Britain as a 

starting point, he perceived these rights emerging in succession: Civil rights appeared in the 

eighteenth century followed by political rights in the nineteenth century, and social rights gained 

prominence in the twentieth century. 

Some view citizenship more according to entitlements and do not mention obligations, 

and refer to it as “passive” or “private” citizenship (Kymlicka & Norman, 1994). Such a 

definition is relevant because some citizens, such as those in Britain and the United States, see 

themselves primarily as beneficiaries of these rights, rather than holders of certain 

responsibilities (Conover, Crewe, & Searing, 1991; King & Waldron, 1988).  

 

Responsibilities of citizenship 

Along with citizenship rights comes adherence to a variety of responsibilities. These 

include obeying laws, paying taxes or serving in the military, though here the focus is on 

knowledge and behavior related to political engagement and participation. Although strict 

adherence to these obligations is often not legally enforced, citizens may often find themselves 

facing disapproval in a cultural or societal sense (i.e., from friends and society at large); this 

often performs as “a more powerful incentive to act responsibly than punishment by an 

impersonal state” (Kymlicka & Norman, 1994, p. 363). Institutions like families, schools, and 

governments additionally perform an important function in the promotion and cultural 

enforcement of certain types of responsibilities.  

 In order to be well-informed, contributing members of a democratic society, citizens are 

expected to acquire certain types of knowledge. Some refer to this ability to understand the 

political as civic competence, “an understanding of how government functions, and the 

                                                
2 Citizens also have the right not to vote, at least in most democracies excluding those that have 
compulsory voting (e.g., Australia and Belgium). Voting is sometimes made compulsory perhaps due to 
the rationale that required participation will lead citizens to participate more fully in other areas.  
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acquisition of behaviors that allow citizens to participate in government and permit individuals 

to meet, discuss, and collaborate to promote their interests within a framework of democratic 

principles” (Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin, & Silbereisen, 2002, p. 124). 

Although there is no agreement on the “proper” extent of participation, theorists do find some 

level of political knowledge necessary. For example, although Schumpeter (1943) did not see 

the citizen as holding a central role in democracy, she was expected to vote and engage in 

rational political discussion. Mill (1880) was less strict in his conceptualization of knowledge 

but agreed that it is necessary for participation. Others observed knowledge as important in 

facilitating continuing participation: “Political knowledge and interest in public affairs are 

critical preconditions for more active forms of involvement. If you don’t know the rules of the 

game and the players and don’t care about the outcome, you’re unlikely to try playing yourself” 

(Putnam, 2000, p. 35). By increasing one’s knowledge of political matters and participating 

(e.g., in one’s community), a citizen will increase her understanding and ability to participate 

and will want to participate more. Putnam’s “active forms of involvement” include improving 

one’s level of knowledge and interest and are often seen in relation to civic and political 

engagement.   

Engagement and participation are interrelated but also distinct responsibilities of 

citizenship. Engagement can be seen as a kind of involvement in or enthusiasm towards a 

certain entity or objective. Participation is often manifested in a behavioral form (e.g., voting, 

communicating, or protesting) and may result from a state of engagement. Thus, engagement is 

a necessary but not sufficient condition for civic or political participation. Both engagement and 

participation refer to an active form of commitment to the democratic process, usually 

encompassing political matters such as involvement with political parties or running for public 

office and voting. There are certain normative assumptions that surround many of these 

activities. Civic participation, in contrast to political participation, usually encompasses a 

broader, less political range of activities such as involvement in civic organizations, 

volunteering or becoming involved in one’s community. For example, some have found that 

most citizens who participate in volunteer work do not consider their actions to be political 

(Keeter, Zukin, Andolina, & Jenkins, 2002). 

 Another study lumped civic and political engagement together and saw their combined 

influence as a way of building social capital:3 “Whereas physical capital refers to physical 

                                                
3 Putnam distinguishes between bridging and bonding social capital: Bonding social capital looks inwards 
and reinforces homogenous identities, such as in church groups or country clubs, and bridging looks 
outwards and include diverse individuals, such as youth service groups, or mass organization of citizens 
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objects and human capital refers to properties of individuals, social capital refers to connections 

among individuals—social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise 

from them” (Putnam, 2000, p. 19). Types of engagement and participation vary across 

democratic contexts. For example, US citizens, more than their European counterparts, have a 

tradition of joining groups or helping with political campaigns (Kaase & Marsh, 1979). 

Tocqueville’s classic “Democracy in America” found a strong ability to form civic associations 

to be a defining form of American democracy. Institutional actors play an important role in 

teaching citizenship and encourage, in various ways, a capacity for participation. The role of 

these actors is discussed next.  

 

2.4 Institutional actors’ communicative role in democratic society 

 Institutional actors strive in various ways to enhance the knowledge, attitudes and 

behavior of citizens within democratic society. As this section shows, the evolving 

communicative role of these actors helps to distinguish a conventional view of citizenship from 

a non-conventional view, as well as setting the stage for understanding strategic and reflexive 

communication strategies within these contexts.  

 Socialization is important for a citizen to develop an understanding of her role within 

democratic society. This socialization must take place within various spheres of her life in order 

to develop the skills necessary for participation (Pateman, 1970). There are various official 

bodies that teach, encourage and facilitate citizenship. Key institutions include the government 

and, in the case of young people, its role in the education system. Political actors such as 

political parties, interest groups and social movements also contribute to establishing and 

nurturing these ideas, and the media provide a means for communication for other actors as well 

as relaying its own agenda. 

 Blumler and Gurevitch (1995) stressed that interaction between these institutions is 

crucial to understand the nature of political communication and has been the starting point for a 

great deal of academic study. At the same time these institutions are seeing a shift in influence 

due to growing cynicism and lack of trust on the part of citizens. For example, in focusing on 

the US case, Patterson (2002) pointed to institutional changes in the electoral system, political 

parties, the news media (a fondness for negative coverage), and the conduct (the staged nature 

and ever-increasing length) of election campaigns as reasons for such a decline in civic and 

                                                                                                                                          
to protest various war efforts. Whatever the outcome, engagement is seen to have a positive effect on 
democracy. 
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political participation. Opinions vary as to how much influence these changes within institutions 

have had on evolving citizenship practices.   

 

Government 

Democratic governments are responsible for official recognition of the citizen, known 

as the concept of citizen-as-legal-status, or full membership in a political community (Kymlicka 

& Norman, 1994). The government mandates responsibilities such as paying taxes or serving in 

the military and works as a service provider, such as in the arenas of health benefits, and safety. 

As government plays a central role in carrying out the functions of democratic society, it is 

widely argued that it is in its best interest to communicate a transparent understanding of its 

policies and function (Norris, 2003a). Such transparency should in effect lead to a greater 

legitimacy of government in the eyes of citizens. 

Due to a perceived increase in political apathy particularly among youth, recent theory 

has focused on government’s task in recapturing public interest in democracy. Governments are 

seeing a growing lack of trust from their citizens, and with this, a swell in political cynicism. In 

recent years, governments have attempted to combat this backlash from citizens in a number of 

ways, for example by demonstrating transparency (Shenk, 1997). One way this is accomplished 

is by providing more online services (e.g., e-government), where citizens can access relevant 

information online and find and utilize government facilities on both a national and local level 

(Norris, 2003b). Particularly in the UK, government-sponsored institutions increasingly receive 

funding to reach members of the public by creating innovative sources to involve citizens more 

in the democratic process. These efforts aim to demonstrate a reflexive way of communicating 

with citizens: both on- and offline, governments attempt to be more open to citizen input 

(Coleman, 2004a). Such strategies have been particularly aimed at young people, and this is 

exemplified in later chapters.  

 The UK government also oversees the implementation of citizenship education in the 

school system. Schools teach students the workings of democratic society and how to participate 

in public discourse, and children “must learn not just to behave in accordance with authority but 

to think critically about authority if they are to live up to the democratic ideal of sharing political 

sovereignty as citizens” (Gutmann, 1987, p. 51). The educational system has long been 

connected with the conceptualization of citizenship (Marshall, 1950), but in the UK, citizenship 

education has just recently been implemented as a tool that builds on young people’s knowledge 

and understanding the importance of, and their relevance in, the civic and political process. In 

September 2002, a national school curriculum began in British secondary schools (ages 11 to 
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16).4  Specifically, the program focuses on social and moral responsibility, community 

involvement, and political literacy, and emphasizes that the desired outcome should lead to 

active and responsible participation (Kerr, 2000). Until now, a traditional system of teaching 

citizenship was not present in England, but a growing concern with young people’s lack of 

interest in civic and political matters contributed to this renewed interest (Kerr, 2003). 

Because of its relatively new role in the British school system, the long-term effect of 

citizenship education is unclear. However, research has shown that formal education can make a 

difference. Keeter, et al. (2002) said, “Young people…respond to school-based initiatives, at 

least in the short run, as well as to other invitations to involvement” (p. 6). Formal education 

systems sometimes also work with other institutional actors to legitimize civic lessons.  

 

Political actors 

Within modern democracy, various political institutions exist to influence the 

government, either formally through representation, or more informally, through interest-based 

groups. The reason for the concern of political parties and interest groups over who votes for 

whom is clear: Who gets what, when, how (Lasswell, 1936) is determined by which groups are 

placed in power. In a number of democratic contexts including the UK, affiliation with a 

political party is necessary in order to run for office. Political parties usually vary in ideology 

and present distinct views on certain issues and topics of concern. Members of political parties 

control power for the public through representation and mobilize and recruit like-minded 

citizens. Because of this, political parties are quite concerned with linking to citizens in order to 

get their vote. In the process, parties (theoretically, anyway) provide political knowledge for 

citizens in helping them make an informed electoral choice. At the same time, political parties 

are seeing a vast decline in membership. Clarke and Steward (1998) found that according to 

citizens, the importance of political parties has declined over the past 40 years in Canada, the 

UK and the US. Schudson (1998) argued that political parties “are weaker than ever. They 

command strong party loyalties from fewer and fewer people, and they mobilize fewer people in 

active political campaigns” (p. 274). Political parties react to growing disinterest and cynicism 

from citizens, and try to compensate in numerous ways. Technology plays a key role in how 

politicians try to reach out to their constituents online and appear more genuine and in-touch 

with the concerns of the people. Some parties form youth branches that focus on the issues most 

important to this age group.  

                                                
4 The citizenship curriculum is compulsory in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland. It is not required in 
Scotland but most schools participate on a voluntary basis. 
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Political organizations such as interest groups and social movements appeal to citizens 

for similar reasons, though goals are often more focused on a particular issue. Some of these 

organizations are tied to political parties in achieving votes for a certain piece of legislation. 

Such groups including social movements play a key role in encourage participation, though 

sometimes within the realm of non-conventional citizenship, as will be shown later.  

 

Media 

The mass media are known as the watchdog of government, and contribute to informing 

citizens, determining what stories are chosen for publication or broadcast, and are regarded as a 

platform for discussion. The mass media are important to acknowledge because they capture a 

great deal of attention from citizens, whether for education or entertainment. The media do 

provide a source of political knowledge for citizens, but sometimes the government also 

compels this information. For example, public broadcasting has obligations in certain countries 

(Jakubowicz, 2003). Others view the media as undermining democracy. Corner and Pels (2003) 

contrasted their more positive view of the media with what they claim is a much better known 

“disabling” perspective: “[Media] perform their subversive function through such routes as the 

substitution of entertainment for knowledge, the closing off of true diversity, the pursuit of an 

agenda determined primarily by market factors and their susceptibility to control by government 

and corporate agencies” (p. 4). At the same time and particularly in the US context, media are 

decreasing in coverage of policy issues. This is partly because such a focus requires expensive 

production methods, but is also due to the fact that the media are increasingly viewing audiences 

as consumers, who prefer to be entertained, rather than citizens, who wish to be informed about 

civic and political matters (Bennett & Entman, 2001).  

 Media malaise theory argues that negativity in the media is responsible for citizens’ 

declining trust in political institutions and growing political cynicism. Mass media use has been 

linked to negative influences on the civic life of individuals, such as the “mean world” effect 

(Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1980). Media have been accused of promoting a 

portrayal of “horserace” elections fraught with negative campaigning. Though many do blame 

the media for a decline in democracy, others have argued that the media can be favorable to the 

maintenance of political citizenship. Research has shown that exposure to political media 

content encourages civic engagement as well as political competence (Newton, 1999; Norris, 

2003c). Brants (1998) developed an “infotainment scale” and found that although television 

programs did incorporate entertainment elements into informative programming, such a trend 

did not lead to a loss of traditional standards. Buckingham (2000) looked at the role the news 
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media play in informing and encouraging young people to participate as citizens. Others have 

argued that aspects of citizenship were even present in fan communities of programs like Big 

Brother and Pop Idol (van Zoonen, 2004). 

Just as other political institutions have changed, the media have evolved from the 

concept of mass (i.e., designed to reach many, anonymous, and standardized) into more of a 

focus on individualized taste (McQuail, 2005, chap. 2) and have facilitated more interactive 

forms of address with audiences. Media such as television, newspapers, and online forums are 

also used in classrooms, in political campaigns, and by the government.  

Although their function is diverse, through communication practices these actors often 

influence the knowledge, attitudes and behavior of citizens. However, changes in these 

institutions and disagreements as to the potential effect on individuals mirrors changes in how 

citizens, particularly youth, are enacting their role. Perhaps these institutions tend to focus on 

more traditional citizenship norms, overvaluing a conception that is less relevant in today’s 

world. Further, perhaps questioning the media’s authority as well as other established political 

institutions is good for democracy. As young people are a major focus in this thesis, I now 

introduce the role of youth within a democratic context. 

 

2.5 The role of youth and conventional citizenship 

Young people are often distinguished from other individuals in various ways, and are 

frequently a focus in the literature on changing democracy and political communication. Some 

conceptualize youth as apathetic and removed from the democratic process, while others see 

them developing new ways of expressing their citizenship. Recent scholarly work has argued 

that young people characterize and experience citizenship in a way that does not fit with the 

conventional explanations such as traditional views of rights and responsibilities (Coleman & 

Rowe, 2005). In this section, I examine both of these claims, beginning with an explanation of 

the youth concept, continuing with the view of politically disengaged youth, and reviewing 

research that highlights changing citizenship practices. 

 

The youth concept and young people’s role as citizens  

 For the past 50 years, young people have been seen to make up a separate, 

“problematic” category of individuals, of “non-adults,” and have commanded a great amount of 

research in better understanding this group. At the same time, “very little work has been done to 

clarify the theoretical basis of this categorisation based on age” (Wyn & White, 1997, p. 8). 
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Wyn and White see the concept of transition as crucial to conceptualizing youth and argue for a 

dual understanding of the idea:  

 

In a seeming contradiction, the concept of transition, which has the imagery of 
process, fluidity, and change, has been harnessed to a static, categorical notion 
of youth…[the concept] offers instead a perspective on youth as a steady 
progression through identifiable and predictable stages…stages are assumed to 
be commonly experienced by a majority of young people – a mainstream (p. 
95).  

 

These authors pointed to the general assumption that although the process of a young 

person transitioning from school to work is seen as fixed for all youth in a particular society, it is 

actually tied to conditions like economic circumstances and professional opportunities. 

 It is important to acknowledge this habit of homogenous grouping, but such an 

elaboration is beyond the scope of this research project. The focus of theoretical relevance here 

is young people’s relationship to citizenship, and in particular, political institutions. Jones 

(1998) argued that rather than focusing on young people’s intrinsic characteristics, youth should 

be understood as an age-related process. She saw this understanding based on how youth engage 

with institutions in society (such as those mentioned in the previous section), and claimed that 

youth’s relationship to these institutions is specific to their age demographic. Thus youth are not 

inherently different from other members of the population, but they do engage with institutions 

in particular ways.  

 

Evidence for politically disengaged youth 

 

 Do you do politics? 
 More than 75% of young people have taken part in some form of civic 
activity outside of school hours, 
 Only 37% of ‘young’ people voted at the 2005 election, 
 Young people are least likely to be registered to vote.5 

 

This message scrolled across the Do Politics website, an initiative formed by the UK’s 

Electoral Commission. The project, one example of a government-funded initiative, aims to 

encourage youth electoral participation. Its welcome message demonstrates the discrepancy 

between how young people show their interest as citizens and what many organizations are 

trying to encourage.  

                                                
5 Retrieved on June 17, 2005, from http://www.dopolitics.co.uk/ 
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Young people are currently exhibiting little interest in conventional politics, and much 

empirical evidence points towards this disengagement. British young people are becoming 

progressively more disconnected from governmental and party politics (Wring, Henn, & 

Weinstein, 1999). In comparison to older Americans or young Americans from past generations, 

youth are now less interested in and knowledgeable about politics or public affairs, less likely to 

register to vote or vote, and less likely to become involved in policy matters (Delli Carpini, 

2000). Some have argued that young people are the most politically disengaged citizens, 

contributing to apathy and even alienation (Jowell & Park, 1998; Parry, Moyser, & Day, 1992). 

This can be seen in relation to traditional forms of political engagement, such as voting: Only 

half of those under 30 (of those eligible to vote) surveyed in the 15-nation European Social 

Survey in 2002 had voted in the past twelve months; in contrast, 75% had voted among middle-

aged and older groups (Norris, 2003d). In the US context, Niemi and Junn (1998) found that 

young people are waning in their ability to discuss varying elements of government, such as 

understanding the process of how Supreme Court judges are appointed.  

Some see the health of a representative democracy as resting on the extent and nature of 

citizen engagement (Almond & Verba, 1963; Pattie, Seyd, & Whiteley, 2003). Disengagement 

is grounds for apprehension, particularly within the youth cohort: “…young people are at the 

point in their lives where they are most motivated to construct identities, to forge new social 

groupings, and to negotiate alternatives to given cultural meanings” (Livingstone, 2002, p. 4). 

Young people stand at a critical point in developing their civic and political skills, which are 

predictive of their future behavior. Miller and Shanks (1996) argued:  

 

By the time people are in their thirties, many political inclinations have taken 
root and do not change much later on. Voting is one of these inclinations, at 
least for most. Although people often vote with greater frequency as they age, 
the inclination to vote—and typically, the first actual vote—occurs within the 
first decade or so of eligibility (p. 58). 

  

These scholars have established a solemn outlook for young people as citizens. Not only 

are youth not engaged in political matters, but their lack of engagement could also affect their 

long-term behavior as adults. One explanation is that of generational change, cited by Putnam as 

“the slow, steady, and ineluctable replacement of the long civic generation by their less involved 

children and grandchildren” (Putnam, 2000, p. 283). Essentially, he observed the disengagement 
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among youth as permanent.6 Not all theorists agree that the issue of generational change is as 

legitimate or serious as Putnam claims. For example, Phelps (2004) described the perceived 

apathy that young people show as “life-cycle related ‘start-up’ problems in relation to 

politics…[young people] are more likely to abstain from participation in the political and 

electoral process than their older counterparts” (p. 238). Therefore, problems with youth 

disengagement will disappear as time passes and youth turn into more responsible, involved 

adults. 

Coleman (2008) sees these types of citizens as “managed” citizens; in a similar vein, 

Bennett (2008) calls them “dutiful citizens.” Managed citizens need socialization to learn the 

skills to properly function in a democracy, and their perceived apathy must be managed in order 

to create good citizens. Likewise, the dutiful citizen is obliged to participate in preexisting 

democratic processes, such as voting, and is informed about current events and is heard through 

traditional participation outlets, such as political parties or civil society organizations. 

Studies within this outlook have sought to identify the grounds for political 

disengagement among young people; they have seen changes in the democratic system, such as 

the institutional changes outlined earlier, as contributing to a “dumbing down” of important 

information necessary for citizens to participate to the best of their ability. But rather than 

focusing on declining activity in the conventional realm, others perceive the way forward as 

embracing new forms of citizenship expression and the potential they may hold in understanding 

citizenship in a modern world.  

 

Rethinking citizenship? 

The above shows evidence that young people are retreating from normative 

conceptualizations of citizenship, and this retreat is sometimes seen as a crisis of democracy. 

Scholars that have rather viewed these changes in the political system in a more optimistic light 

(e.g., Henn, et al., 2002) see these as beneficial for citizenship, and at the same time call for a 

necessary reexamination of what constitutes citizenship (Coleman & Rowe, 2005). Perhaps 

instead of voicing concern about this apparent change in democratic values, it is better to stop 

defining citizenship solely according to old standards. However, as this section will show, 

research embracing this viewpoint often still operates within a conventional context, with the 

ultimate goal of reconnecting young people with institutions. 

                                                
6 Putnam’s work on waning social capital in American society cites generational change as the major 
factor in the decline of civic engagement and social capital. Other factors include pressures of time and 
money, suburbanization, commuting and sprawl, and the effect of electronic entertainment. 
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It has been well documented that particularly young people have a different way of 

looking at political matters (Henn, et al., 2002), For example, a large telephone survey 

conducted in the US showed that young people aged 15-25 are less interested and active in 

consideration of public affairs and in electoral participation, but perform very well in their 

reported involvement in community and volunteer-related activities (Keeter, et al., 2002).  

When research makes room for new conceptualizations of citizenship, it has shown that 

young people are, in fact, involved. White, et al. (2000) discovered that some young people do 

not understand the political system and are turned off by politicians, but are concerned about a 

wide range of issues, and sometimes exhibit this concern by signing petitions or attending 

demonstrations. Often, such activities are not recognized as traditionally political or are not 

endorsed as acceptable forms of political engagement. O'Toole, Marsh, and Jones (2003) found 

that young people are far from apathetic and are in fact very expressive about how they see 

political issues as playing a role in their lives, particularly in perceptions that are not in line with 

mainstream politics.  

Along with this need to redefine citizenship comes a call to accountability to those in 

power. Often seen as the cause of the problem, the blame needs to be shifted away from (young) 

citizens. One study (Coleman & Rowe, 2005) described the alteration in the following way:  

 

It is not young people who are disengaged from politics but contemporary 
political democracy that has become disconnected from young people. 
Specifically, governments and the political media have adopted a narrow, 
inflexible and parsimonious notion of democracy which assumes that most 
citizens – particularly new and pre-voters – have nothing much to say for 
themselves. Lacking the techniques of listening, hearing and learning, 
governments find themselves increasingly talking to themselves, listened to by 
diminishing numbers of citizens. In a world of interactive communication, 
politics continues to take the form of an unstoppable monologue (p. 2).  

 

Research has indeed shown that young people, far from apathetic, simply feel that the 

people in power are not listening to them (O'Toole, et al., 2003). It has been recommended that 

political elites reexamine their methods of communicating with citizens, since many are critical 

of the style in which politicians communicate. Coleman (2008) called for recognition of this 

“autonomous” citizenship, a view that rejects young people as dependent on a system of 

socialization in order to create their own agenda within democracy. The concept of youth is 

viewed as a reflexive project, where youth create “narratives of emergence, socialization, and 

engagement” (Coleman, 2008, p. 191). Likewise, Bennett (2008) saw this model representing 

“actualizing citizens,” where each citizen finds meaning in individual purpose rather than 
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government structure, and focuses on issues like consumerism rather than voting to perform an 

active role in democracy. 

Recognition of these types of citizenship provides an important basis for understanding 

current citizenship practices. But both of the above-described citizenship models exist in the 

hopes of reestablishing government ties with youth. Because of this, related strategies often 

remain within a context of conventionality, promoting behaviors that will eventually lead to the 

creation of government-friendly citizens. Despite institutional attempts to redefine their 

communication strategy in response to these calls, a protection of normative concepts remains, 

leaving the essence of citizenship unaltered. The next section explores the foundations of a non-

conventional view of citizenship, beginning with an overview of global trends that have 

contributed to this new way of practicing citizenship. 

 

2.6 Non-conventional citizenship 

In recent years a number of theorists have identified changes with great consequences 

for society that can also be placed within the context of evolving citizenship. The globalizing 

forces of modernization have been seen to encapsulate worldwide processes and are theorized 

by a number of scholars (e.g., Beck, 2000; Castells, 2004; Giddens, 1991).  

 

Trends in a second modernity 

 Several trends are particularly important to acknowledge in understanding the current 

evolution in democratic thought. Beck (1999) detailed a number of interlinked processes that 

have resulting in a shift to what he terms a second modernity. The real challenge, according to 

Beck, is that society must respond simultaneously to each of these processes. Here, I focus on 

three that are most relevant for the current research: globalization, the emergence of a risk 

society (e.g., ecological crisis, crash of global financial markets), and issues of legitimacy, 

particularly in relation to political actors. 

Globalization is the transformation of a large variety of economic, political, industrial, 

and cultural forces from a local, regional or national focus to a global context. It has come of 

age in a time where single issues are growing in importance, and its strength has been in 

demonstrating the interconnectedness of issues. For example, climate change has roots in 

economics as well as in more personal, individualized spheres. Along with a more 

individualistic view of what citizenship entails comes an acknowledgement of global issues.  

For some, globalization also means that democracy in a national context is less relevant: 

It becomes less about political parties and voting and traditional political knowledge and more 
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about action on a global scale. This notion of global citizenship “suggests the emergence of a 

global political order no longer occupied just by states, international organisations and NGOs, 

but by growing numbers of global citizens who are making their presence felt by corporations 

and trade regimes” (Bennett, 2003b, p.145). In another sense, globalization represents the 

increasing ability to interact with those around the world, which on a practical level is primarily 

due to the increase in communication technologies. 

Globalization has also resulted in the rise of global economic powers and 

communication systems. Because they are not as often regulated by the nation state and more 

global in their manufacturing and distribution, they are less bound by laws that previously 

monitored their conduct. Thus, “citizenship is no longer primarily realized in a relation with the 

state, or in a single ‘public sphere’, but in a variety of private, corporate and quasi-public 

practices from working to shopping” (Rose, 1999, p. 166).  

 Risk, according to Beck (1992) has become something both hidden and implicit in today’s 

society. Risk can be seen in relation to activities previously considered safe, such as the quality 

of tap water in developed countries. Because of increased risk, citizens fear that government can 

no longer control or regulate such issues and instead turn to new arenas for political knowledge 

and action (Inglehart, 1997). This includes taking personal responsibility instead of trusting 

professional political actors to act; such a shift is also seen in the growing influence of 

grassroots organizations (Beck, 1992). Therefore, political activity will increasingly take place 

outside of traditional political institutions. These alternative spheres of information and 

education will continue to challenge existing political institutions, thus creating an arena in 

which citizens can reflexively determine their role in democratic society and at the same time, 

demand an increasing level of responsiveness from governments and political elites. The 

conventional approach to citizenship as detailed earlier also calls for institutional reflexivity, but 

the difference here is that the pressure is external: Citizens do not feel the need to work within 

the system to exert pressure to change it from the bottom up. 

 In Beck’s work, legitimacy is also key: In order to play a leadership role on behalf of 

citizens, institutions must be seen as legitimate. Due to globalization, political institutions have 

seen their legitimacy shrink (Castells, 1997) while those in civil society or issue campaigns gain, 

but still operate in an historical context where legitimacy was typically granted to 

institutionalized political action.  

 

Non-conventional citizenship 
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Within the environment described above, “elite-challenging forms of participation are 

becoming more widespread” (Inglehart, 1997, p. 236). Bennett (1998) contended that  “uncivic” 

culture is “a society characterized by the rise of networks, issue associations, and lifestyle 

coalitions” (p. 745). At the same time, citizenship is evolving, and new conceptualizations focus 

on “new” and “single issue” politics. Giddens (1991) looked to “lifestyle” politics: When local 

and global issues collide, lifestyle choices become increasingly important as individuals find 

themselves faced with more and more options that can be deemed political. There is evidence of 

such a transformation in the British context. Alderman (1999) saw the UK as having “become 

two nations politically: on the one hand, that of two parties which continue to monopolize power 

at the parliamentary and governmental level and, on the other, that of the single issue groups and 

protest movements, whose membership has long since outstripped the active grassroots support 

the parties can call upon” (p. 128). 

Bennett (2003b) described this evolution as “a more typical but less theorised citizen 

experience in the late modern period" (p. 138). These conceptions see citizens taking matters 

into their own hands, rather than waiting for official government bodies to take action for them. 

Political consumerism has entered the realm of citizenship, as some have argued that individuals 

are consuming goods as citizens instead of as consumers and have pointed to the political nature 

of certain products (Roddick, 2001; Scammell, 2000; Stolle, Hooge, & Micheletti, 2005; Ward, 

in press-a). Political consumerism is a relevant example of these society-wide changes and the 

next section provides an in-depth look at this trend.  

Non-conventional citizenship, which is a result of global changes in today’s society, 

represents a fundamental difference in perception of the political world from the conventional 

variety. It challenges relevant knowledge and political engagement and participation. It 

represents a rejection of traditional responsibilities, a move away from institutions and an 

embracing of alternative elites, and is thus often the result of bottom-up initiatives. Key to its 

definition is a radical reassessment of institutional actors and how these citizens view and 

communicate with them. Non-conventional citizenship includes participation in critical events 

or issue campaigns, and often relates more to personal issues than traditionally thought to relate 

to citizenship. It is not limited to one’s nation state, and often can be acted out on a global level. 

To sum up, Figure 2.1 provides a breakdown of essential characteristics of conventional and 

non-conventional citizenship. 
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Figure 2.1. Comparing Characteristics of Conventional and Non-conventional Citizenship. 

 

Conventional citizenship attempts to connect citizens back to government, and 

citizenship is primarily viewed in relation to political institutions. In this setting youth 
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political matters. As noted, there are two areas of literature that promote a conventional view of 
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matters, while the second rejects apathy as an argument, recognizes political acts in new places 
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both arguments democratic institutions are seen as necessary, with the “problem” being either 

citizens’ lack of engagement or communication on the part of elites.  

 But a truly non-conventional take on these matters is also acknowledged in the 

literature. A non-conventional citizenship perspective sees it no longer necessary to connect 

back to institutions, at least in the traditional sense. This take on citizenship critiques 

conventional strategies and a focus on traditional forms of participation (in Figure 2.1, 

“managed/dutiful citizens,” as described by Coleman, 2008 and Bennett, 2008), but also turns 

away from simulated non-conventional strategies (in Figure 2.1, “autonomous/actualized 

citizens”) that in the end seem to work to facilitate these same forms of participation. Further, 

non-conventional citizenship sees a blurring between one’s identity as a citizen and other 

identities previously relegated to individualistic, lifestyle and consumer realms. The 

(autonomous/actualized) conventional view recognizes these changes, but the non-conventional 

view takes a step further and grants a full legitimacy to non-conventional citizenship. This 

theoretical separation is key in this dissertation, and will proceed as a two-part division between 

conventional and non-conventional citizenship. Next, I take a closer look at political 

consumerism as a prime example of what can fall in the domain of non-conventional citizenship. 

 

2.7 Political consumerism 

Theorists have suggested that consumers can be seen as “the primary agents of 

democracy in the world today” in analyzing “how citizens, and particularly young people, 

attempt to balance promotion of their personal identity and lifestyle thorough consumer choice 

with their commitment to global ethical issues” (Micheletti, Follesdal, & Stolle, 2004, p. xiii, 

citing Beck, 2000; Miller, 1995; & Nava, 1991). In such a climate, political consumerism can be 

defined as “consumer choice of producers and products with the goal of changing objectionable 

institutional or market practices” (Micheletti, et al., 2004, p. xv).  

 

The historical and contemporary basis for political consumerism 

Political consumerism represents a blurring of the citizen and consumer aspects of 

people’s lives. The idea of combining these aspects is not new: Individuals have in the past 

turned to the realm of consumerism to voice discontent with a political life that they were 

excluded from (Granovetter, 1985; Swedberg, 1997). For example, in the early 1920s, Mahatma 

Gandhi urged the people of India to stay away from British educational and legal institutions, to 

refuse employment by the government, but also to boycott British products. Gandhi’s concept of 

non-cooperation meant that instead of violently protesting against what many perceived as 
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British injustice, he instead encouraged Indians to find other ways to make their voices heard, 

like refusing to purchase British goods. Numerous other historical examples of political 

consumerism also exist.7 These examples of consumer protest still happen today, but the nature 

of political consumerism has changed and now often finds its aim in making a statement where 

national governments cannot or will not take action.  

The current environment of political consumerism is driven by a number of factors, 

such as parallel changes in the corporate world. The business corporation, that is, an artificial 

entity with legal rights and duties, is generally and primarily concerned with profit, and with 

that, how its image or brand is publicly portrayed. Youth also play an important role in this 

process: “Indeed, today youth itself is a consumable item, in that the superficial trappings of 

youth are now part of the consumer market…” (Wyn & White, 1997, p. 87). Corporations are 

primarily responsible to their shareholders while, on the other hand, democratic governments are 

responsible to their citizens. It may therefore seem counterintuitive to claim that consumer 

behavior is increasingly being tied to knowledge, attitudes and behavior found within the realm 

of citizenship. However, this link can be demonstrated for example through the rise in socially 

conscious business practices. Corporate social responsibility is a term that has existed since the 

1950s and since that time has undergone complex definitional change (Carroll, 1999). Simply 

put, corporate social responsibility is how a corporation operates within a business model to 

produce a positive influence within society. Some say this trend is a reaction to changing 

consumer behavior, as consumers are increasingly using their spending power to assert their 

values as citizens in a democratic society (Roddick, 2001).  

Although corporations have, for many years, in some way acknowledged a 

responsibility to society, civic and political organizations have grown increasingly concerned 

about addressing their practices. This trend leads back to globalization and risk. Corporations 

have always wielded some level of power within their own countries or governments, but 

Scammell (2000) noted the role globalization plays in accepting corporate power: “…by 

drawing attention to their capacity to escape state regulation, they inadvertently highlight their 

own responsibility for good or ill…in the process, they politicize consumption” (p. 353). Beck 

(2000) argued that corporations have the ability to engage in what he terms sub-politics: 

                                                
7 Political consumerism as a form of activism is seen in a variety of instances over time. Stolle et al. 
(2005) provide an extensive summary, including the White Label campaign in the early 1990s that 
appealed to American women to buy sweatshop free cotton underwear for themselves and their children; 
the 1960s saw the United Farm Workers use consumer boycotts to pressure farmers and landowners in 
California; and the use of political consumerism by African-Americans in boycotting for the civil rights 
movement, such as the Montgomery Bus Boycott. 
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Globalization allows them to gain against governments because of access to global labor 

markets and other resulting economic advantages. Because of increasing corporate power, the 

citizen becomes aware that traditional political behavior within the nation state will not 

adequately influence the pressing issues of sweatshops, environmental destruction, and other 

problems inherent in a global marketplace.  

On an individual level, Scammell (2000) has referred to those engaged in political 

consumerism as citizen-consumers: “A model of citizenship, with some of the classical 

republican dimensions of civic duty, public-spiritedness, and self-education is an increasingly 

apt description of consumer behavior” (p. 352). She argued that consumers – if they are socially 

conscious and think of themselves as citizens when making purchasing decisions – are no longer 

only active within a model of consumerism. So a citizen-consumer is also a smart shopper. She 

is aware of the brands that she wears and what they stand for, and she exercises her spending 

power in a socially responsible way. Consequently, as corporations continue to leave behind the 

regulation of the nation state, the citizen-consumer will increasingly become an important 

counterbalance. 

Empirical research has found that political consumers are resourceful, highly educated 

and affluent, and has demonstrated corresponding high rates of political interest and 

participation. Others focusing on a student sample showed that lack of trust in political 

institutions is commonly found among those interested in political consumerism. However, 

these individuals also displayed more trust in fellow citizens and have high rates of political 

self-efficacy (Stolle, et al., 2005). 

 

Typologizing political consumerism 

Political consumerism represents a shift in focus from the government to the market. 

This results in a change in the balance of power between producer and consumer, but also 

between the citizen and the government. Scammell (2000) said, “Citizenship is not dead, but 

found in new places…the site of citizens’ political involvement is moving from the production 

side of the economy to the consumption side” (p. 351). She argued that realms traditionally 

considered to be the property of the consumer are now becoming infused with more citizen 

characteristics (see also Dahlgren, 2003); she cited environmental groups, consumer watchdogs 

and action groups as prime examples of this shift.  

 Given its rich history, the study of political consumerism has resulted in a variety of 

definitions. Some regard political consumerism as incorporating both individual and collective 

acts (Micheletti, et al., 2004) while others distinguish between political and non-political 



Democratic Citizenship and Online Political Communication 

 37 

consumption, arguing that contemporary political consumerism goes beyond boycott action in 

that it is more of a routine pattern of behavior that also includes “buycotting,” or deliberately 

choosing certain products (Andersen & Tobiasen, 2004). Due to the numerous ways of viewing 

this concept, a typology (see also Ward, in press-a) that draws on current theoretical and 

empirical work is necessary to develop a further empirical understanding of what it represents.  

A socially conscious consumer (SCC) can be defined as “a consumer who takes into 

account the public consequences of his or her private consumption or who attempts to use his or 

her purchasing power to bring about social change” (Webster, 1975, p. 188). She makes an 

effort to purchase products that are fair trade, made from recycled products, or are not tested on 

animals. This consumer feels empowered by her purchasing decisions, perhaps because she 

views her consumption as political and the act of a “cool citizen,” one who enjoys “the choice 

and pleasures of consumer society but [does] not want to support the bully over the little guy” 

(Scammell, 2000, p. 353). Perhaps certain brands are a large part of her daily life so she needs to 

be more involved in the product’s image because it is a part of her own identity. She sees the 

simple action of purchasing a particular product – and thus purchasing what that good stands for 

– as a political act.  

The SCC mainly restricts the exercise of political consumerism to her wallet. But does 

such consumption really relate to citizenship? Bennett (2003a) said that even for those citizens 

who are not interested or even actively avoid politics, “their fashion statements and product 

choices may matter in social image terms” (p. 6). But is the SCC truly acting as an aware, 

informed citizen simply by purchasing products that are marketed as socially conscious? Or is 

she merely satisfying an internal, “feel good” mechanism set off by opportunities intended to do 

just that?  

 Distinguishing the motivation behind purchasing products can be difficult, and has been 

tackled recently in the literature. For example, Keum, Devananthan, Deshpande, Nelson, and 

Shah (2004) differentiated between socially conscious consumption and status-oriented 

consumption. Socially conscious consumption, as defined above, was operationalized with green 

consumption and cause-related consumption. Status-oriented consumption was defined as 

focusing on individual needs and thus having less concern for others, and was operationalized 

by querying fashion, luxury travel, and gourmet food purchases. But what about a luxury travel 

package that is advertised as environmentally friendly, such as eco-tourism? Given that our 

society is so infused with (particularly corporate) messages about socially conscious 

consumption, it can be difficult to distinguish the internal motivations for purchasing. As the 

trend of socially conscious consumption grows so does its relevance to the evolving political 
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world. If civic-political organizations are also using such a strategy, then it is also likely that 

they will attempt to tie such purchasing behavior to more political behaviors, such as protesting.  

The critical citizen consumer (CCC) acts as a SCC when purchasing products marketed, 

for example, as fair trade or biological. But she goes beyond consumption behavior and 

embraces a more political identity, taking her spending habits one step further by participating in 

any number of organizations that are active in holding governments and corporations 

accountable to their claims. Where the SCC educates herself primarily to inform purchasing, 

CCCs use information to act and become involved. Therefore as a CCC, she monitors corporate 

action and joins likeminded others intent on keeping global giants in check. As Bennett (2003a) 

notes, the younger generation that is abandoning traditional politics is forming a global citizen 

movement, intent on holding various organizations accountable or spreading a relevant message.  

CCCs are active in forming networks and associations around political consumerism 

issues from the bottom up, and participating in non-conventional organizations and also 

sometimes more conventional organizations that embrace issue campaigns. Often such 

initiatives encourage individual behaviour change but also target corporate practices.  

 

Political consumerism’s relation to citizenship 

 The above typology has broad theoretical applications that go beyond the empirical 

scope of this dissertation. The focus here is on the civic-political online arena, rather than a 

corporate climate, and this is the arena that I have chosen as the starting point to explore 

political consumerism. Given its earlier theorized relationship to citizenship and its relevance in 

the current political climate, it seems feasible that youth organizations may find a way to 

embrace young people as SCCs, or CCCs, or both. The empirical research in Chapter 7 

examines how civic-political youth organizations are addressing this issue, and how such 

organizations view political consumerism in relation to citizenship. I plan to explore whether 

such a focus is possible in a non-conventional setting, but also in a conventional sense, where 

conventional organizations use interest in political consumerism to show young people the 

importance of participation in traditional politics. Empirical evidence is of course necessary to 

demonstrate these claims. As Stolle, et al. (2005) point out,  

 

…the claim that political consumerism has become part of the political 
participation repertoire of western populations requires systematic evidence that 
an individual’s choice of purchases can be rightfully seen as a politically 
motivated and consistent form of behavior, and one that can be measured and 
studied in a reliable manner (p. 249).  
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2.8 Summary 

 Starting with a brief sketch of democracy, I provided an introduction into both 

traditional and more modern conceptualizations of democracy and citizenship. For some, being 

a citizen entails certain rights and responsibilities. Citizens are entitled to privileges in civic, 

political and social arenas, but are also compelled to acquire specific types and levels of 

appropriate knowledge as well as participate in civic and political activities. Various institutions 

contribute to the formation of citizens, including the government, a range of political 

institutions, and the media. Young people in particular are both seen as apathetic but also as 

rejecting these traditional notions of citizenship; they have at the same time been lamented and 

praised for their changing attitudes and behaviors.  

 With this in mind, I presented a rethinking of the concept of citizenship, citing a number 

of theorists that have proposed new reflections of citizenship. Finally, I provided a theoretical 

model that aims to comprehend this current research. The model is composed of four main 

elements: conventional versus non-conventional citizenship, and strategic versus reflexive 

modes of communication. The next chapter discusses the role that online communication plays 

in current conceptualizations of citizenship, and will return to the theoretical model to examine 

online content.   
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Chapter 3  

 

Political Communication Online 
 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Despite the positive potential that the internet holds for increasing engagement, 

especially among young people, the question remains as to how these new, online forms of 

practicing citizenship either counteract or replace the decrease in traditional means of 

participation. The aim here is to explore how youth organizations are using websites to 

contribute to the acceptance of non-conventional citizenship, or if they instead use their online 

presence to promote traditional notions.  

 While centered around the previously described theoretical understandings of 

citizenship, the current chapter focuses on the notion of online political communication, 

highlighting literature that examines the role of the internet in changing how both citizens and 

political elites communicate with each other in an online environment. The field of internet 

politics, though widely representing a positive stance on possible changes for democracy, must 

also be understood within an environment of exclusion, where those with greater access to 

technology are the primary beneficiaries of such developments (Norris, 2001). 

This space for inquiry is strengthened by an increasing use of communication 

technologies in political arenas. I explore both theoretical and empirical research that examines 

the communicative role of the internet and how online space is used for civic and political 

purposes. I put this research within the context of strategic and reflexive communication, and 

end by adapting the theoretical model in terms of online political communication.  

 

3.2 Democracy online 

 Democracy online, or e-democracy, refers to the use of communication technologies to 

broaden political participation between both political elites and citizens and among citizens. 

Hacker and van Dijk (2000) call this digital democracy: “A collection of attempts to practise 

democracy without the limits of time, space, and other physical conditions, 

using…technology…as an addition, not a replacement, for traditional…political practices” (p. 

1). 
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How researchers define and conceptualize democracy online is complex, with a number 

of scholars having worked to typologize theoretical divisions. Hacker and van Dijk (2000), for 

example, claimed that theorists seek to apply a combination of direct and representative 

democracy to information and communication technologies, or ICTs. In direct democracy, 

citizens play an important participatory role. Since many western societies have seen a steady 

decrease in party-political democratic participation by citizens, some have embraced the notion 

that the internet may help to increase participation and involvement in relevant arenas. Citizens 

can, for example, more easily communicate with those in power via email and online forums.  

 Many have acknowledged the potential of these communication features and have 

applied them to democratic theory. In their comprehensive look at the literature on democracy 

and technology, Harrison and Falvey (2001) stated that the underlying principle in a great 

majority of relevant investigations is that they “…seek to understand how some qualities that we 

associate with democracy can be preserved, promoted, extended, or in some way improved 

through some of the many forms of communication behavior that take place through diverse 

forms of communication media” (p. 2). These authors have connected the concepts of 

democracy and communication, and see a main issue in such research being that some would 

like to work with the existing political system and expand it online, and others have viewed the 

internet as having the potential to facilitate new forms of democracy.  

Dahlberg (2001) noted three arenas where literature falls in this field. He identified the 

liberal individualist model – an outlook that promotes individual interests – as the most 

common, followed by the communitarian model, which is centered around the idea that 

democracy is based on shared values that form community, and deliberative democracy model, 

which insists on more “democratic interaction,” and thinks of individuals as “public-oriented 

citizens;” further, it “sees dialogue as helping participants move towards understanding and 

agreement despite their differences” (p. 167). The online potential for deliberative democracy 

has been widely covered in the literature. To take part in such deliberation, citizens first need 

access to and understanding of relevant information, and technology could help to progress this 

knowledge (Rucinski, 1991). Others have pointed out the importance of acknowledging that 

technology does not inherently facilitate deliberative engagement (Coleman and Gøtze, 2002).  

As noted in Chapter 2, citizen participation plays a central role in each of these 

perspectives. Whether or not the internet can increase rates of political participation has been an 

issue of debate for a number of years (Barber, 1997; Browning, 1996). At the same time, others 

are critical about the quality of online participation. For example, online talk within forums is 

now commonplace and some have praised these venues as an online “civic commons” (Blumler 
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& Coleman, 2001; Klein, 1999) while others call such virtual places “echo chambers” (Sunstein, 

2001) as they are often filled with like-minded individuals simply reinforcing preexisting beliefs 

and opinions. After examining a number of Dutch discussion websites, Brants (2002) found that 

“the Internet is seen as an instrument for education, opinion forming and aiding and legitimizing 

decision making, and the limited and elitist level of participation are problematic both for the 

legitimacy and the well functioning of the system” (p. 186). Others argue that there are notable 

differences between signing an online petition and participating regularly in a forum, or taking 

that online participation offline to join a protest or a movement (Bimber, 2000).  

 

The internet: features and possibilities 

With a wide range of democratic potential attributed to the internet, scholars see the role 

of communication as central to these theoretical views. It is important to form an understanding 

of what differentiates the internet from other media and what makes it a new technology worth 

exploring. Chadwick (2006), taking a technical and comparative view, defined the internet as 

“…a network of networks of one-to-one, one-to-many, many-to-many, and many-to-one local, 

national, and global information and communication technologies with relatively open standards 

and protocols and comparatively low barriers to entry” (p. 7).  

 Online communication allows a possible interaction between the sender and receiver, 

provides an inexpensive means of supplying large quantities of information, and offers 

communicative forms for the message that both political elites and citizens wish to send. 

Further, the possibility of constant feedback online allows for a continual shift of information 

between interested parties. Older media forms were generally restricted to one-to-one (e.g., the 

telephone) and one-to-many (e.g., the television) forms of communication. However the internet 

allows for many-to-many communication where information is produced and received by a 

multitude of political actors. 

 As websites are the empirical focus of this dissertation, it is necessary to point out how 

this particular online construction has been theorized in a democratic context. As noted in 

Chapter 1, websites are seen as an online structure of communication. This dissertation looks 

specifically on the websites of youth organizations: This online structure (Schneider & Foot, 

2002) provides an official window to the world. The focus here is on participatory websites, a 

term that implies their function extends beyond an official “about us” space and attempts to 

engage interested parties in a variety of ways. I envisage online structure as a way of 

communicating a particular stance on citizenship. Therefore a website can be visualized as a 
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space for communicating relevant aims of the producer but also as a direct link to the user, 

providing a means for citizens to respond in various ways they see fit. 

 

Political actors and online communication 

Political organizations are providing information online to citizens on a wide basis. 

From political parties to government sponsored citizenship schemes, from engaging the general 

population to focusing on specific groups such as young people, political elites are exploiting 

the internet in many ways. And citizens are using these resources: During the 2004 election 

campaign in the US, 37% of the voting-age population went online to look for political news 

and information. They used email to talk about candidates and debate issues, and also 

participated by donating to candidate campaigns or volunteering.1 In the UK, information 

seeking is increasing across the board, from reading online newspapers to seeking humorous 

content. The internet is becoming the most prominent source for informal learning. However, 

civic use of the internet remains relatively low, with few citizens contacting elected officials or 

searching for information about them. According to the Oxford Internet Survey, only one-tenth 

of internet users signed online petitions, which was the most popular civic activity engaged in 

by respondents. However, one-third of respondents reported interacting with government online, 

though this interaction is much lower than reported in other European countries and in North 

America (Dutton & Helsper, 2007).2 

Empirical research has connected types of political communication with online 

technologies. Some say that communication technologies may help to address perceived 

disengagement from democracy. These arguments take two directions. One view sees online 

communication as facilitating traditional forms of political engagement, and the other sees their 

contribution as more relevant to addressing new forms of citizenship. Although some have 

found that politics online simply mirrors politics offline (Margolis & Resnick, 2000), many hold 

a positive view of the internet for its potential role in democracy.  

 

3.3 Reconnecting to government: conventional politics online 

The current section focuses on literature that looks at how the internet can reach citizens 

in order to draw them back to traditional politics (e.g., Lusoli, Ward, & Gibson, 2006). The 

claim follows that online technology may be able to capture the interest of particularly youth, 
                                                
1 For more detail, see the Internet and Campaign 2004 report from The Pew Internet & American Life 
Project, located at http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/150/report_display.asp  
2 This data and analysis is drawn from the Oxford Internet Institute survey “The Internet in Britain in 
2007, retrieved from http://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/microsites/oxis/  



Political Communication Online 

 45 

who are already active online and knowledgeable about high tech communication (Ward, 

Gibson, & Lusoli, 2003). This online interest will then transfer to increased rates of traditional 

participation. A great deal of research has examined the content of such political websites, both 

in general (Gibson, Ward, & Nixon, 2003; van Selm, Jankowski, & Tsaliki, 2001; Ward & 

Gibson, 2003) and focused on youth (Bennett & Xenos, 2005; Macintosh, Robson, Smith, & 

Whyte, 2002; Montgomery, Gottlieg-Robles, & Larson, 2004; Ward, 2005). 

In terms of conventional politics, one logical arena in which to examine web content is 

during election campaigns. Foot and Schneider (2002) identified several developments within 

this context, including new forms of collaboration between competing political actors and 

parties, novel and improved methods of extensive citizen mobilization, and shifts in types of 

campaign practices.  

There is a growing number of studies that have observed and reported on the types of 

political information and action opportunities offered on the internet, particularly in Western 

countries with a widespread online presence. European research into political websites has 

looked at how political parties are adapting new ICTs in examining party competition and 

campaigning online, internal party democracy, and the role of parties within democracies 

(Gibson, et al., 2003). Some analyzed Dutch political party websites and the concept of digital 

democracy (van Selm, et al., 2001; Voerman, 2000; Voerman & Boogers, 2002) while others 

examined candidate websites in recent Finnish election campaigns and showed that some 

candidates (mainly incumbents, female, and the relatively young) did use the web to provide 

traditional campaign material but rarely utilized interactive features (Carlson & Djupsund, 

2001), though more recent research on the Finnish case demonstrated that young voters see 

candidate websites as a valuable resource (Carlson & Strandberg, 2007). With survey research 

and content analysis of political party websites, research in Britain looked at how politicians use 

the internet (Gibson & Ward, 1998) and also reported on the inconsistent, mainly leaflet-like 

candidate websites during the 2001 general election campaign (Ward & Gibson, 2003).  

In the electoral context of the US, studies found a variety of features provided on 

political websites, such as interactivity, links to other political sites, and opportunities for 

political participation, both on and offline (Foot & Schneider, 2002; Klinenberg & Perrin, 2000; 

Schneider & Foot, 2002; Schneider & Larsen, 2000).  Other research concluded that political 

sites consist of little more than online versions of offline material. For example, Kamarck (1999) 

analyzed political websites from the 1998 senatorial and gubernatorial races. Her study showed 

that most sites are composed of “brochure-ware,” or political pamphlets providing issue stances 

as well as candidate histories. Schneider and Larsen (2000) also found a prevalence of this 
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material in their analysis of websites for the eight major candidates in the 2000 US presidential 

election. 

Much of this research has in fact concluded that providing more political information 

online does not increase civic or political engagement. If political parties and other political 

actors are simply placing previously offline information on their websites, then they are doing 

nothing more than technologically enhancing old methods of communicating with the public. 

Further, they are not taking advantage of the unique opportunities the internet provides them to 

interact with citizens. The research above shows that some websites are rather static, simply 

providing information previously available offline. However, as Chadwick (2006) pointed out:  

 

The problem with such perspectives now is that they largely based their 
analyses on the relatively static and top-down styles of websites that 
characterized politicians’ approaches in the mid-1990s…it seems clear that a 
new form of online campaigning based upon more interactive forms of 
communication, particularly blogs, creates a different sort of environment – 
ones which appears to have lowered levels of apathy and increased citizen 
participation (pp. 25-26). 

 

One of the first examples of successful online mobilization was Howard Dean’s 

campaign for the 2004 US presidential nomination for the Democrat party. Dean supporters 

rallied on a grassroots level, encouraging donations and support for the candidate. Although 

Dean failed to win the nomination, the campaign took an unknown Governor from Vermont to a 

prominent position in the race, demonstrating that online citizen mobilization is very possible 

and rather powerful (Trippi, 2004). Grassroots citizen mobilization continues to play an 

important role in election campaigns, for example in Barack Obama’s campaign for the 

Democratic primary in 2008 (Ambinder, 2008). 

 More recent examples of online campaigning from other countries also demonstrate a 

shift towards political elites embracing online possibilities for communication. Lusoli (2005) 

summarized general themes uncovered by a number of researchers during the 2004 European 

Parliament election campaign. Online, political parties and candidates were the most active, with 

some seeing an online presence as a necessity for successful campaigning. Adamic and Glance 

(2005) examined the activity of political bloggers during the 2004 US election campaign, and 

demonstrated a dynamic growth of citizen voices in campaigns online. Foot, Schneider and 

Dougherty (2007) analyzed the 2004 Congressional elections in the US where online 

information seeking from citizens has doubled since the 2000 election season. They find even as 



Political Communication Online 

 47 

citizens go online, mobilization opportunities are still limited in comparison to information 

provision and opportunities to get involved in the campaign.  

 

Youth-oriented websites 

Research has also studied the content of youth-focused websites. An emerging youth 

civic culture has been identified in countless numbers of websites that work to promote and 

make possible different forms of youth civic and political engagement. In their comprehensive 

look at youth civic organizations, Montgomery, et al. (2004) discovered that such websites, 

often based on offline organizations but occasionally entirely digital, encouraged young people 

to vote, volunteer, become socially active, and be aware of racism and tolerance, to name a few. 

Through examining about 400 websites in the US, they found the following to be the most 

common goals of websites geared towards youth civic development: 

 

• Promoting knowledge about a particular issue or set of issues; 
• Promoting youth voice or empowerment of youth as members of 

society; 
• Promoting the skills necessary for youth to promote and engender 

change; 
• Promoting civic attachment, social trust, or community building; 
• Promoting team building or leadership skills (p. 17). 

 

Similar research has taken place in a European setting. E-initiatives that seek to make 

contact with the young segment of the population have been investigated in Scotland, describing 

a system of e-democracy designed especially for young people of pre-voting age (Macintosh, et 

al., 2002). Such initiatives allowed youth the opportunity to discuss significant issues online. 

Debating and voting, which resulted in enthusiastic responses from the young participants, also 

took place on the web (Smith, Macintosh, & Whyte, 2003). Conversely, an analysis of youth 

parliament websites in the UK – like the Scottish Youth Parliament and The Children and 

Young People’s Assembly of Wales – demonstrated that while they provided comprehensive 

coverage of political issues relevant to youth, there was actually very limited online interaction 

available (Gerodimos, 2005).  

With websites geared specifically towards youth, research shows a division between the 

content found on traditional political sites and websites geared towards more general 

engagement. In their study of youth engagement sites and election campaign sites active in the 

2002 US election campaigns, Bennett and Xenos (2005) showed that the former provided 

political content and supplied interactive content in “youth” language, and political candidates 
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did not show such initiative online as often as youth-focused organizations. Xenos and Bennett 

(2007) later compared their 2002 analysis with youth-focused websites active during the 2004 

US election campaigns. They found that the number of sites available has grown and there was 

an increase in both the amount of political information as well as issue discussion. There was 

also a more densely networked environment, though youth engagement sites have developed at 

a quicker rate than campaign and candidate sites. Also during the 2004 US election campaign, 

Foot, Schneider, and Dougherty (2005) discovered that in a general (non youth-focused) sample 

of websites, only 8% targeted youth; however, this rose dramatically when focusing on political 

party websites. Twenty-seven percent of these contained a direct appeal to youth, although they 

did not provide an explicit youth website.  

 These examples, as in the discussion surrounding conventional citizenship in the 

previous chapter, demonstrate both a more traditional approach to electoral politics in particular 

but also a bridge between traditional political institutions and grassroots organizations. These 

combined initiatives show an evolving understanding of citizen interest and mobilization. 

However, they still work to bring citizens back to conventional politics, whether it is through 

involvement in a political campaign or more civic endeavors. In sum, conventional 

organizations see institutions as essentially good, and the essence of these structures is 

replicated online. The “problem” then, remains finding ways to get youth engaged.  

 

3.4 New possibilities: non-conventional politics online 

If from a theoretical viewpoint democratic society is evolving and is, for example, 

becoming more individualistic and tied to lifestyle, and online technology allows for more 

interactive, global forms of communication that can facilitate information sharing and 

networking of these shifting democratic views, then it also seems relevant to address how 

technology can be used to support non-conventional citizenship. It has been argued that less 

traditional political organizations (social movements, for example) with a looser structure thrive 

on the many-to-many variety of communication that is found online (Bennett, 2003c). 

Theoretically, the notion of citizenship is coming under scrutiny. Researchers are increasingly 

finding that citizens, in particular young people, are interested in and are pursuing engagement 

with political issues outside of traditional institutions. 

As noted, sometimes these strategies involve traditional political elites but also other, 

more bottom-up organizations and networks play a role in this evolution. As noted in Chapter 2, 

some argue that expanding the definition of what is political will provide legitimacy to new 

forms of engagement and participation that previously existed outside traditional boundaries 
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(Dahlgren, 2003). This is happening in the online world where citizenship is expressed in 

alternative ways. Citizens are able to network on a global scale, use new media to then interact 

offline, or simply share relevant information with a like-minded, worldwide community. Youth 

are apt at forming online networks around current issues (Smith, Kearns, & Fine, 2005). Content 

creation takes place when individuals are able to produce their own blogs, vlogs (video blogs), 

and podcasts. Issue-based campaigns focused on current events, for example in coordinating 

rescue efforts during Hurricane Katrina in 2005 (Glaser, 2005). 

Coleman and Rowe (2005) focused on young people’s practice of sampling and 

remixing content and argued that this helps create new and individual meaning to media texts. 

Bennett (2003a, p. 3) claimed that “activist networks…can sustain long term political initiatives 

even in the absence of the strong central coordination and the organizational resource that seem 

to be required for success in more conventional advocacy politics.” Further, it is possible that 

those engaging in these forms of online citizenship with a focus on globalization, for example, 

see no need to participate in traditional politics. “Many of the participants…do not appear to see 

a contradiction between their national political apathy (not voting in elections) and their 

transnational engagement” (Chadwick, 2006, p. 30).  

Interest groups and social movements can sometimes be considered as more bottom-up 

examples of e-democracy, though some are also close in philosophy and funding to their 

institutionalized counterparts. Dahlberg (2001) pointed to online initiatives like Democracy 

Network (democracynet.org) and Politics.com as examples of projects that attempt to “provide 

individuals with both the information necessary to make the best choices for themselves on all 

available political options and the means of registering these choices” (p. 161). 

Bennett (2003a) explored the concept of global citizenship and studied online activist 

networks in relation to Nike and Microsoft in which he identified the presence of permanent 

campaigns, networked (rather than centrally organized) organizations that use the internet’s 

organizational structure to thrive, and showed how such online initiatives can cross over into the 

traditional media. Smith and Smith (2000) analyzed the role of the internet during the WTO 

protests in Seattle and look at how global networks of activism thrive through online 

communication. Kahn and Kellner (2004) said, “the global internet…is creating the base and the 

basis for an unparalleled worldwide anti-war/pro-peace and social justice movement during a 

time of terrorism, war, and intense political struggle” (p. 88). 

Chapter 2 introduced the concept of political consumerism and based on past literature 

presented a citizen-consumer typology of the socially conscious consumer (SCC) and the critical 

citizen consumer (CCC). Such a concept is also relevant online. The SCC can use the internet to 
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seek information about the products she purchases and can also purchase these products online. 

As a CCC, she can also actively monitor corporate action and join likeminded others intent on 

keeping global giants in check, or use the internet to follow aims such as organizing and 

participating in global protest designed to endorse a rejection of the corporate world, or even 

engage in hacktivism or culture jamming.  

 

3.5 Conceptualizing communication online 

Ideal-typically, the media regulate the messages sent from politicians to citizens. In 

doing this, the media hold both a gate-keeping and a filtering role, sorting and editing which 

information the public will receive about election campaigns as well as which politicians are 

involved in the process. Politicians, organizations and individuals have always been able to 

evade traditional media sources to some extent by providing their own literature to the public 

through such methods as distributing literature and holding meetings. Advances in technology, 

such as the internet, provide a restructuring of the political system so that political actors can 

now supply an original, unmediated message. With its combination of textual, auditory and 

visual components, the internet provides an increased opportunity to present civic and political 

material to citizens. It is also possible for citizens to communicate on a wide scale with each 

other and in grassroots networks, thus bypassing political elites. 

 Mediated communication (in this case, between political elites and citizens) 

encompasses both strategic and reflexive varieties. These can be manifest in a variety of ways 

online. Before turning to each of these, background on the concept of interactivity is necessary. 

Every new technology has come with high hopes of democratic promise and this is also true of 

the internet. The internet can be viewed as a channel of interactive communication, particularly 

in providing a vital connection between citizens and government (Norris, 2003a).  

Interactivity is a dynamic and evolving concept. The concept of interactive 

communication initially meant to describe face-to-face communication (Rafaeli, 1988) but has 

evolved as communication technologies have become more complex in their possibilities for 

interaction.3 Downes and McMillan (2000) concluded that interactivity should be viewed in 

terms of power shifts and continuously evolving definitions. They saw interactive 

communication as at a minimum, two-way, and as having a flexible outlook on the concept of 

time, such as when messages are received. Finally, they saw it as communication that 

“transcends geography and creates a virtual place” (p. 161; Kenney, Gorelik, & Mwangi, 1999).  

                                                
3 It should be noted that Rafaeli and others do acknowledge feedback mechanisms in “old” media like 
letters to the editor as early forms of mediated interactive communication. 
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 Bordewijk and van Kaam (1986) created a four-part typology of information traffic 

(reproduced in McQuail, 2005, p. 147, see Figure 3.1). The typology shows how each element is 

related in terms of central versus individual control of information and also central versus 

individual control of time and choice of subject. The arrows in the figure demonstrate a shift in 

information traffic from allocution to conversational and consultative patterns. As noted by 

McQuail (2005), “this implies a broad shift of balance of communicative power from sender to 

receiver, although this may be counterbalanced by the growth of registration and a further 

development of the reach and appeal of mass media” (p. 147).  

 

Figure 3.1. A Typology of Information Traffic (Bordewijk & van Kaam, 1986, reproduced in 
McQuail, 2005, p. 147). 
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 Each element of Bordewijk and van Kaam’s (1986) typology can be linked to 

interactivity. Allocution provides a minimum of interactive engagement, and is placed within the 

context of a single broadcaster; this can also take place online, as with computerized election 

campaigns (van Dijk, 2000). Consultation takes place when a user searches for information 

already provided by a central source (e.g., information placed on a website), and feedback is 

again minimal, other than the opportunity to record patterns of access. Registration records 

access patterns (e.g., when “cookies” are enabled on an internet browser) and conversation takes 

place when individuals interact with each other, using technology that impersonates face-to-face 

interaction. Both registration and conversation also include electronic polls, referenda, and 

electronic debates between citizens (van Dijk, 2000). 

 As pointed out by Cover (2006), these definitions allude to interactivity as a feature 

inherent within technology rather than an innate form of communication. In what they term as 

two broad approaches to studying interactivity (i.e., the “interpersonal-type communication” and 

the “mediated environment” approaches), Kim and Sawhney (2002) argued that these “…are 



Youth, Citizenship and Online Political Communication 

 52 

centered on the technical capacity of interactive media – capacity to simulate interpersonal-type 

communication and maximize the ‘breadth and depth’ of sensory experience” (p. 220).   

 More recently and most relevant here, Xenos and Foot (2008) distinguished between 

transactional and coproductive interactivity. Their theoretical argument took place within the 

context of websites involved in online political (electoral) campaigns, though this distinction is 

quite relevant for both types of communication focused on here. Transactional interactivity is 

accomplished through “carefully managed forms of exchange… a preference for features that 

return strategic goods for the campaign while involving a relatively small investment of 

resources” (p. 63). Coproductive interactivity embraces “the notion of interactivity as user-

control…by clicking, typing, accessing, and surfing a site the user provides input that generates 

noticeable changes in output” (pp. 64-65). Xenos and Foot argued that coproductive interactivity 

is favored by young internet users. At the same time, web producers are the least likely to adopt 

this type of interactivity, as it gives more power and control to the user. Stromer-Galley (2000) 

showed that political campaign managers are not particularly interested in adding this type of 

interaction to their websites, due to the risk and problems it might create.  

 

Strategic online communication  

This dissertation makes a theoretical distinction between strategic and reflexive 

communication. Strategic online communication is primarily made up of one-way online 

communication. One-way communication is generally based on the notion of sender to receiver. 

It utilizes a broadcast model and does not request or receive feedback from audience members 

or users. Organizational websites operate as an official, online face for interested viewers and, 

on the surface, generally focus on information provision, though often in a variety of innovative 

ways. These strategies are often tied to the manner in which individuals use websites, which 

differs considerably from offline methods. Sudweeks and Simoff (1999) explained this notion of 

browsing or surfing to exemplify the distinction:  

 

In contrast to the traditional linear search along shelves of book in a library, the 
Internet user follows a weblike nonlinear search in which most ‘pages’ 
emphasize eye-catching designs and attention-grabbing movement rather than a 
sequential and logical presentation of information (p. 32).  

 

Strategically, web producers use these methods to get the attention of young people, 

often in an effort to provide information, which can be seen as one-way communication with 

their audiences. For example, elites that provide the text of a political speech (or the video of 
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that speech) on their websites can be considered one-way communication. Bennett (2008) notes 

that conventional, “dutiful” citizens most often participate in organizations that employ one-way 

modes of communication. Earlier examples of conventional politics online showed that strategic 

communication is often at the heart of online initiatives. Such strategic communication can also 

be seen in linking practices. 

Linking practices allow organizations a uniquely online way to provide information 

from both internal and external sources. “The link is the first significant new form of 

punctuation to emerge in centuries, but it is only a hint of things to come. Hypertext, in fact, 

suggests a whole new grammar of possibilities” (Johnson, 1997, p. 111). As a strategic form of 

communication, linking to other content on their website or to similar organizations 

demonstrates an affiliation to a particular ideology.  

 Strategic communication can also be demonstrated through interactivity, particularly in 

relation to Xenos and Foot’s (2008) transactional interactivity. This may include features that 

allow organizations to gather information from visitors, such as email addresses or demographic 

particulars.  

 

Reflexive online communication  

 Reflexive communication requires an influence between those involved in the 

communicative exchange. Online, this means that the web producer is not providing all 

information and instead allows also users to provide feedback. Reflexive communication can be 

one-way, for example by providing information on the website as requested by users in a 

previous interactive exchange. Primarily, though, reflexive communication takes place through 

allowing coproductive interactivity, like enabling comments on news stories or blog postings 

online, or allowing users to rate features or leave feedback in other ways. It includes 

opportunities to influence the content of the site, whether this is through direct interaction with 

web producers or through allowing a communicative environment that fosters the growth of a 

citizen-driven network. Examples may range from an on-site blog with comments enabled to 

creating a collaborative website in Wiki format, where users have the same level of content 

control as producers. Interactivity can also allow users to comment on the democratic norms 

inherent in the site, for example whether a producer allows viewpoints contrary to the stated 

mission of the website. As youth are the focus in this research, I now turn to a look at their role 

particularly in relation to the internet. 

 

3.6 Youth and online communication 
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Young people are often seen as the most “wired” of all age cohorts and are online and 

active more than their older counterparts. In addition, internet access in Europe is on the rise, 

predominantly with younger users (Lee, 2008; Norris, 2003b). Young, highly educated and 

high-income people are more likely to be present online (Hubregtse, 2005). As noted in Chapter 

2, at least in relation to conventional political engagement, youth are also the most (party) 

politically disengaged group of citizens (Youniss, et al., 2002). The younger generation is a key 

group to focus on when examining websites’ roles as online opportunity structures. Whatever 

the activity, be it information seeking or engagement, certain skills are necessary on the part of 

the user in order to participate in online democracy.  

 

Prerequisites of internet use 

 A key prerequisite of internet use is internet literacy. Some see a clear precursor to 

examining the internet’s civic potential as first ensuring that the target group can effectively use 

the technology. Livingstone, Bober, and Helsper (2005b) situate internet literacy according to 

the following elements:  

 

Access. Internet literacy is required to access both hardware and online contents 
and services, and to regulate the conditions of access. 
 
Understanding. Internet literacy is crucial for effective, discerning, and critical 
evaluation of information and opportunities online. 
 
Creation. Internet literacy permits the user to become an active producer as well 
as a receiver of content, enabling interactivity and participation online (p. 6). 

 

 The issue of access, often problematic in countries with wider discrepancies in internet 

penetration, is called the digital divide. The digital divide refers to the notion that technology, 

like wealth and power, is not equally distributed among or within society. Worldwide, there is 

overwhelming evidence that societies with higher economic development also have great 

internet penetration (Norris, 2001). Therefore it is difficult to speak of the internet as having the 

potential to bring in all – let alone previously excluded – individuals to democracy. Current 

research has shown this divide to be shrinking, for example, in the US context, especially in 

relation to race and gender.4 Similar discrepancies are present in the UK, where at the same time 

almost all households and schools have internet access. However, these assertions are based on 

                                                
4 See, for example, the Pew Internet & American Life Project report released January 25, 2005, entitled 
“Internet Evolution.” Retrieved from http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/148/report_display.asp  
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general access rather than specific use, since access does not guarantee that citizens are 

participating online in civic or political ways. This idea has been termed the democratic divide, 

referring to the divisions between those able to use the internet for enhancing their political 

participation and influence (Mossberger, Tolbert, Stansbury, McNeal, & Dotterweich, 2003, p. 

9). Buckingham (2007) concluded that there is a new digital divide between what youth do in 

school and what they do in their free time. He argued that young people need to develop both 

critical and creative forms of digital literacy. 

 

Young citizens online 

Youth nowadays have grown up with the internet, and have developed ways of 

communicating, networking, and learning that were not available to older generations. These 

groups are widely known by names that reflect this upbringing: “dotnets” are those born 

between 1977 and 1987, who grew up with the technology coming of age. Generation X (1965-

1976), on the other hand, was slightly older and therefore did not receive this same level of 

technological socialization. The most recent classification is Generation Z, referring to those 

who have lived their entire lives in an environment of digital technology. 

Distinctions exist in how youth utilize online resources. Based on the responses of 

young people (of those who use the internet at least weekly), Livingstone, Bober, and Helsper 

(2005a) classified three sets of young users: “interactors,” the civic-minded, and the disengaged. 

Interactors were those most likely to interact with websites, as in contributing to a message 

board, filling out a form, or participating in an online vote. They were also more likely to create 

their own websites. The civic-minded were not as likely to interact or make their own websites, 

but they did enjoy visiting a variety of civic sites, such as those related to human rights or 

charity issues. The disengaged were the least likely to participate in any of the above activities. 

How do citizens and particularly youth use these websites? Scholars have shown that 

youth do engage with public affairs, although outside of traditional institutions (Coleman & 

Rowe, 2005). They are, for example, apt at seeking online information (Rainie, Cornfield, & 

Horrigan, 2005) and forming online networks around current issues (Smith, et al., 2005). Youth-

focused research has also looked at online consumer culture and potential harms made possible 

by the internet (Becker & Schmidt, 2004; Caplan, 2003; Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 2000). 

Livingstone and Bober (2004) explained that education and learning represent “approved” uses 

of the internet, but after consulting with children and young people, it was shown that they were 

much more enthusiastic about using the internet as a communication medium. They argued that 

through this communication aspect youth can “explore, experiment and so gain a wider range of 
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internet-based skills, confidence and expertise that may carry over into traditionally defined 

‘educational’ uses” (p. 414). 

 When youth were queried specifically about their curiosity in perusing political content, 

other results emerged: Seventy percent of 18-25 year olds in the US viewed the internet as a 

practical resource in searching for political and issue information (Delli Carpini, 2000). 

Research in Britain showed similar results. Using focus groups and surveys of young people 

conducted for the UK Children Go Online project, Livingstone, et al. (2005b) found that 58% of 

12-19 year olds have visited civic-minded websites (e.g., sites concerning human rights, gay 

rights or children’s rights, environmental issues, those focused on improving conditions at 

school, or charitable organizations). Most of these young people simply “checked out” the site 

(64%); others sent an email (18%) voted or signed a petition (12%) or joined a chatroom (5%). 

However, these results show that young people are often using such websites as more of an 

information source than as an opportunity to become engaged. Of those that have never visited 

such websites, the great majority stated it was because they are not interested in such issues. 

At the same time, Coleman and Rowe (2005) revealed that young people preferred to 

interact with youth-created content, and are not impressed with websites that are information-

heavy. Youth participated by demonstrating, signing online petitions, or boycotting, rather than 

conversing with political parties or other traditional institutions, even through online venues. 

This investigation also found that style is an important element in attracting young audiences, 

though youth are more drawn to what a site stands for or how it empowers them to take action 

rather than its design. 

Political engagement, electoral and otherwise, rests as much on the capacity and 

willingness of citizens to participate as on their actual engagement (Verba, Schlozman, & 

Brady, 1995). Subsequently, using the internet for civic or political activities is probably the 

most helpful for young people who are already engaged, at least according to traditional 

definitions of engagement. Following this position, it is a complex task to reach those who do 

not already hold an interest in political matters: “The ability of new technologies to increase the 

motivation to act appears to be the least well-theorized and understood aspect of the potential for 

increasing civic engagement” (Delli Carpini, 2000, p. 8). Given young people’s extensive use of 

the internet, such opportunities are important to study for their role in encouraging responsible 

citizenship.  

With online forms of communication, youth discover innovative ways of gathering 

information, interacting with others, and producing their own content, referred to by some as 
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“power creators” (Lenhart, Fallows, & Horrigan, 2004). Young people are often at the core of 

rising alternative forms of engagement and participation and are involved in activities such as 

culture-jamming, virtual communities, online protest and blogging. At the same time, though 

young people are interested in political issues, they often cannot match their enthusiasm with 

thorough knowledge of the issues, which has a negative influence on participation (Sloam, 

2007). 

 

3.7 Theoretical model 

Chapter 2 provided an understanding of conventional and non-conventional citizenship 

perspectives. Taking these insights into account, here I present a theoretical model (see Figure 

3.2) that refers to four types of online communication, particularly in reference to those 

provided on civic-political youth websites. It sees strategic and reflexive communication (a 

practical aim) as utilized in particular ways based on the type of citizenship endorsed by the 

organization (a theoretical aim). 

Strategic communication is goal-oriented and generally persuasive in its aims. It is often 

top-down, from political elites to citizens, and rarely or superficially seeks feedback from its 

intended receiver(s). Traditionally, democratic institutions communicate strategically with 

citizens like through political speech, where a representative delivers a monologue to citizens 

during an election campaign. Strategic communication can be mediated by new technologies, 

such as on an information-rich website that provides a source of political knowledge for visitors. 

Strategic communication on a conventional website (Type 1 in the model) provides political 

knowledge in line with this view of citizenship and aims to promote conventional activities and 

obligations. Strategically, this organization uses its website to supply citizens with information 

and opportunities for interaction in ways that coincide with its theoretical view, for example by 

providing a webpage explaining how Parliament works with the aim to help youth better 

understand how laws are made. Strategic communication on a non-conventional website (Type 

2) draws on a more individualistic, lifestyle-oriented view of citizenship, defined by a concern 

about global issues and the direct link between the identity of a citizen and her politics. The 

personal is political, and users are educated about globalization, consumer politics and other 

non-traditional political matters. Such a website may provide an array of information about a 

specific issue campaign, with little mention of traditional politics. Rather than highlighting a 

responsibility to participate in democracy in a traditional way, it instead uses strategic 

communication to demonstrate to youth the importance of less conventional activities. 
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In contrast, reflexive communication can be defined as a continuous, goal-modifying 

process. Reflexivity is the ability of actors within a system to learn and apply their knowledge to 

overcome problems as they arise. Bottom-up communication takes place between citizens and a 

responsive political elite. Reflexive communication can produce knowledge and understanding 

through exchanges with others; those involved in the communicative exchange influence each 

other, so one person is not providing all information or steering the direction of communication.  

 

Figure 3.2. Four Varieties of Online Political Communication. 
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The conventional organization that incorporates reflexive communication (Type 3) uses 

its website to (openly) evaluate its strategic aims and better understand young people. It 

encompasses communication that in essence operates to allow political actors to better 

understand the political environment and possibly change their aims to be more in sync with 

their intended audience. This may be reflected in coproductive interactivity when 

communicating with its target audience. The organization may choose to ask for feedback from 

young people about their views towards conventional politics, to learn how to better draw in 

young citizens, and better understand their particular view of citizenship. Youth views are then 

displayed as an integral part of the website. Reflexive communication on a non-conventional 

website (Type 4) aims to gather and incorporate feedback from citizens to learn and adapt their 
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perspective, and recognizes the need to continuously reexamine campaign goals and ensure that 

the audience is responding positively to online initiatives. There is an emphasis on allowing 

visitors a say in order to achieve the goals of the organization.  

 

3.8 Summary 

This chapter has provided a discussion into the theoretical issues surrounding 

citizenship and its specific application online, incorporating elements of theory, practice and 

use. It looked at research examining how political elites and young people are adapting to online 

spaces. It compared those operating in conventional realms versus those in non-conventional 

arenas, and presented a view of political communication online in relation to strategic and 

reflexive varieties. It presented a theoretical model inherent in this research project, showing 

how it can be applied to online communication. This model provides a means to first identify 

youth organizations as fitting a theoretically conventional or non-conventional citizenship focus. 

Then, based on such a dimension, it becomes possible to examine the methods that such 

organizations pursue in communicating both strategically and reflexively online. 
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Chapter 4  

 

Research Design 
 

4.1 Introduction to the research design 

 

 This chapter introduces the research design used in this dissertation. It presents the 

research questions and provides a summary of the planned research, relating it back to the 

theoretical model in Chapter 3. The remainder of the chapter details each chosen methodology. 

 

Summary of planned empirical research 

Jones (1999) argued, “the ‘classic’ model of communication (sender-message-receiver) 

is not only a tempting one with which to build analyses of the Internet, it can be a valuable first 

step” (p. 13). This dissertation brings together three main areas of interest: The perspectives of 

youth organizations (the sender), the content of their websites (the message), and the reported 

attitudes and behaviors of young people (the receiver). Empirically each of these is examined in 

the coming chapters. Website content is studied through a mix of quantitative and qualitative 

content analysis, focusing on participatory websites of youth organizations.1 The perspective of 

youth organizations is examined through semi-structured interviews with web producers. 

Finally, youth perspectives are analyzed through an online user survey, which aims to gain 

insight into the target group of these youth organizations.  

Generally, research involving the internet focuses on online information sources, how 

this information is retrieved and processed, or the possibilities for interactive communication 

online. The current dissertation research explores how both one-way and interactive content is 

presented via the web. Analyzing such website content is a good way to understand both 

strategic and reflexive communication. By nature websites are subject to fluid change. Content 

can be updated continuously to reflect the importance of certain events or messages, therefore 

providing a means to study both types. Interviewing the producers of this content provides 

further insight into communicative practices. 

 

                                                
1 In the course of this research social networking sites have become very popular, with both individuals 
and increasingly with organizations. This was also reflected in the interviews conducted; however the 
focus here remains on the content of the organization’s own URL. This may be seen as a weakness but at 
the same time helps to narrow the focus of the research. 
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Empirical application of the theoretical model  

The theoretical model details two types of organizations, those that represent 

conventional and non-conventional citizenship, and two forms of online communication, 

strategic and reflexive. In this dissertation the model is applied – with several methodological 

approaches – by examining three separate political contexts in order to understand the 

phenomena under study. The first (seen in Chapter 5) is that of an election campaign, where 

websites examined are considered to hold a conventional focus on citizenship. The second 

(Chapter 6) encompasses a broader political scope: Organizations are initially classified as 

conventional or non-conventional based on a preliminary examination of their mission and the 

theoretical positioning apparent on their websites. A third arena (Chapter 7) is that of political 

consumerism, and this analysis examines if and how this approach is pursued on civic-political 

youth organizations. The methodological progression inherent in Chapters 5, 6, and 7, which is 

now detailed in the remainder of the current chapter, is visualized below (see Figure 4.1). It 

specifies the citizenship focus (of youth organizations) in each chapter, how websites were 

chosen for analysis, and the relevant empirical data analysis. 

 

Figure 4.1. Methodological Progression. 
 EP election 
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(Chapter 5) 

A broader political 
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qualitative website 
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 Political communication in a democracy exists in many forms. As argued, 

communication between political elites and citizens – the primary area of focus in this research 

project – is both strategic and reflexive. Each empirical chapter examines and unpacks the 

strategic and reflexive communication styles of the chosen youth organizations, comparing and 

contrasting their reported methods (with interviews) and the content of their websites (via 

content analysis). These views will also be evaluated against the reported views of young 

people, their target audience. Details of each part of this analysis are provided in the following 

sections. 

   

Research questions 

The research questions guiding this study look at citizenship in a democratic context as 

well as how communication is being played out online, in terms of content as well as producer 

and user views. The primary research question is: How are websites addressing youth 

(dis)interest in politics and how does that fit the nature of young people’s conception and 

"living" of democratic citizenship?  Several secondary questions2 will be considered in 

answering the primary research question. The first of these, dealt with in Chapter 5, concentrates 

on a traditional political event and examines the online content of conventional youth 

organizations within this context: 

 

During an election campaign, how are party and otherwise politically motivated websites 

addressing young people, and how do these sites compare in the information they provide and 

the engagement opportunities they offer for users?  

 

The next question allows a comparison between the communicative approaches of 

conventional and non-conventional youth organizations, and is the focus of Chapter 6: 

 

In a broad political context, how do web producers’ views of citizenship translate to online 

communication strategies on their youth civic-political websites?  

 

Inherent in this discussion is the perspective of young people, as their attitudes and 

behaviors inform the online communication strategies of youth organizations. Therefore a third 

                                                
2 Each empirical chapter also contains a number of sub research questions within each area of inquiry. 
However, in order to avoid confusion, here I highlight only the primary questions. 
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question, of which relevant elements are addressed in Chapters 5 and 6 focuses on the 

perceptions of youth: 

 

How do young people view their role as citizens, and how do they use the internet to gather 

information, articulate views on issues with a political nature and/or participate politically? 

 

 Finally, the issue of political consumerism presents a case study approach to 

understanding how non-conventional and possibly also conventional organizations are utilizing 

such a focus on their websites. This issue, exemplified in the final research question and 

addressed in Chapter 7, encompasses elements of youth perceptions as well as online 

communication from the perspective of youth organizations:  

 

How do youth practice political consumerism, and how does this compare to youth 

organizations’ perceptions of this notion as well as the reality of their online content?  

 

The secondary research questions address three specific elements. First, they examine 

each aspect of the sender-message-receiver model; second, they look at various periods of 

political activity that reflect an evolving citizenship theory (election campaigns, a look outside 

the realm of electoral politics in a broader political context, and a particular focus on exploring 

the blending of citizenship and consumerism); and third, they highlight a variety of 

methodologies, from quantitative to qualitative website analysis along with semi-structured 

interviews and an online user survey. In the remaining sections of this chapter, I explain the 

rational behind the methodological progression, and provide a detailed account of each method 

used. 

 

4.2 General methodological progression 

 This empirical study utilizes a number of qualitative and quantitative methods (Bauer & 

Gaskell 2000; Gerodimos & Ward, 2007) but also deals with a number of data sources. The 

process known as triangulation is a useful concept to reference in order to understand this 

procedure. Triangulation “entails using more than one method or source of data in the study of 

social phenomena” (Bryman, 2001, p. 274). More specifically, Schrøder, Drotner, Kline, & 

Murray (2003) pointed out that “Triangulation proper, in which primary data sets are being 

collected using both qualitative and quantitative methods, should be distinguished from research 

designs that use one method as an auxiliary strategy for gathering information to be fed into the 
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research material of the other” (p. 356). Schrøder, et al. cite Jensen (2002, p. 272) as referring to 

this as facilitation rather than triangulation, a more precise term to relate to the empirical 

structure of this dissertation project.  

At the same time, though, triangulation may be applied here in a different way. 

Generally it has been seen as a way to utilize different methods in examining one phenomenon. 

The current dissertation research instead triangulates around a theoretical concept, as 

exemplified in the theoretical model. For example, a more traditional application of 

triangulation might examine the use of the internet during the EP election campaign, and utilize 

quantitative content analysis of websites and qualitative interviews with producers in relation to 

this specific period of study in order to enrich understanding of this event. The research here 

takes a different approach to triangulation and gathers data, both quantitative and qualitative, 

from various time periods in order to draw broad conclusions about the current state of 

citizenship and online communication. Lunt and Livingstone (1996) argued that “different 

contexts of data collection do not invalidate each other but rather they illustrate the truism that 

different contexts generate different kinds of data with different meanings” (p. 14). Either way, 

the best solution according to Schrøder, et al. (2003) is “…probably not to make too strong 

claims for our triangulated findings either way…Therefore, when we get different findings from 

different methods, the challenge is to understand why” (p. 359).  

 

Issues of website selection, youth focus, reliability and validity 

A number of methodological issues arose throughout the research process. Two issues 

were particularly relevant to website selection. The first related primarily to the fluid nature of 

online content. As noted in the introduction in Chapter 1, the focus is on youth organization 

websites in the UK. However, websites are sometimes difficult to choose by country because of 

their global nature. For some of the electoral campaign-based websites, this was not such a vital 

issue since those represented (e.g., political parties) had a clear, national stake in the elections or 

at least a focus on UK participation in those elections. As the research focus broadened, website 

choice became more difficult. I was hesitant to exclude organizations that had a stronger stake 

outside of the UK, since often they also contained UK-specific elements. One example arose 

with an issue-based organization called peta2, the youth version of People for the Ethical 

Treatment of Animals. The primary site is US-based, but within the website they maintain an 
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explicit UK section3 (as well as one in the German language) that utilizes outreach methods 

particular to a British audience. Because of this section it was included in the analysis. With this 

example in mind, the guiding rationale – particularly for organizations with an international 

focus – is that they were included if they maintained at least a partial UK focus, in order to 

locate a similar cultural and language base for content.  

 A second issue that arose was the logic of youth. This related to both a clear definition 

of what age range young people actually consist of as well as the broader question of how 

youth-focused an organization must be to be included. The age range varied considerably when 

conducting the first phase of research during the EP election campaign, where youth were 

defined as anywhere between the ages of 18 and 30. Chosen websites generally identified a 

target group within this age range, as professing a specific age range is one of the clearest ways 

in which an organization can clarify its youth focus. The issue of voting age was more important 

for election-based research, but as I moved to a broader focus this became less relevant. Some 

sites focused on youth under 18, and others focused exclusively on university students. Still 

others did not explicitly profess a youth focus at all but did so implicitly through features that 

cater to a younger age cohort (e.g., establishing a presence on social networking sites, or 

addressing a topic that has been shown to be popular with young people, like the environment). 

With such variation, a strict criterion was not deemed appropriate. 

 Third, the research dealt with issues of reliability and validity, particularly in relation to 

combining qualitative and quantitative methods. For example, qualitative research has been 

criticized for a lack of reliability. This is mainly due to the fact that qualitative research is 

inherently subjective; however, reliability is expressed in the standard of analysis, interpretation, 

and conduct of the research project. By transcribing interviews, for example, the researcher is 

able to provide a clear indication of the data that were used in subsequent analysis. Further 

comparison also builds on the strength of combining the two methods: 

 

Qualitative research has greater ecological validity, because informants can put 
items on the agenda, researchers can probe, the data are strongly contextualized, 
etc. Quantitative research, conversely, has greater reliability, because its more 
formalized procedures of data collection and analysis increase the likelihood of 
obtaining consistent data and consistent codings; and its findings have greater 
generalizability, because of the larger samples and the sometimes random 
techniques used to recruit them (Schrøder, et al., 2003, p. 349). 

 

                                                
3 http://www.peta2.com/index.aspx; the UK site is linked from the homepage and located at: 
http://www.peta2.com/uk/ 
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 Validity can be difficult to acquire especially when dealing with latent concepts. 

Therefore by embedding a project in relevant literature, a researcher can make an assertion of 

validity. Another issue of validity is generalizability. In qualitative research statistical 

significance cannot be obtained, but by reaching a threshold of emerging patterns (i.e., 

conducting interviews until the obtained perspectives begin to repeat themselves) one can speak 

of theoretical saturation and conclude that the data results are justified. The issues noted here 

play an important role throughout the reporting of findings, and will be mentioned when 

appropriate. I now turn to a description of the empirical work conducted for this dissertation.  

 

4.3 Website selection and analysis: EP election campaign 

Election campaigns are known for increased political activity, particularly in the media, 

and addressing citizen’s participation within in this context is one way to view conventional 

citizenship. To understand what was available online in the context of the 2004 EP election 

campaign, I conducted a content analysis of information and engagement features. The first 

provides a more persuasive approach to communicating with citizens; the latter encourages the 

citizen to virtually talk back. Therefore this approach fits into theoretical model in that it 

addresses conventional citizenship but also looks for both types of political communication 

present on the chosen websites. 

 

Website selection 

Website selection is a challenging endeavor, especially in a continuously changing 

online environment. Some have defined and analyzed an entire online population (Dunleavy, 

Margetts, Bastow, Callaghan, & Yared, 2002), but most research must delineate stricter criteria 

as to which websites to include. 

 The first analysis took place during the 2004 EP election campaign and focused on 

websites in the UK, within the context of the Internet and Elections project.4 I chose two types 

of organizations that addressed young people during this election campaign: youth sections of 

political parties and youth-oriented organizations. Bennett and Xenos (2005) provided a related 

comparison in what they termed the “Electoral Web Sphere,” which includes campaign websites 

produced by candidates, and the “Youth Engagement Web Sphere,” which is defined as “non-

campaign political engagement and voting sites explicitly targeted at younger age groups” (p. 4). 

                                                
4 The Internet and National Elections project took a global perspective in examining how the internet sees 
political practice online. The research team consisted of 30 researchers from 22 countries. For a detailed 
summary of the project, see Jankowski, et al. (2007). 
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Youth branches of political parties exist in order to attract young, politically active or curious 

citizens and to encourage political engagement in a particular ideological direction; youth 

organizations appeal to young people for comparable but often less overtly party-political 

reasons.  

I identified two types of organizations that addressed young people during the election 

campaign: political party youth branches and youth organizations.5 As the focus here was on an 

electoral time period all organizations were classified as conventional in their approach to 

citizenship. 

Using a two-step approach, websites in the UK were identified in the months leading up 

to the EP election campaign. Initially I chose websites that explicitly cater to youth. As a further 

prerequisite for inclusion, websites had to have a realistic potential to contain information about 

the 2004 EP election campaign, and this was determined with a preliminary examination of their 

content and focus. For example, a website could explicitly mention the election with a 

countdown to vote, reference particular candidates, or more implicitly demonstrate a general 

interest in electoral politics, like through a clear commitment to democratic (conventional) 

citizenship as declared in a mission statement. 

I used two separate sources to compile the website list used in this research (Norris, 

2003b): “Governments on the WWW”6 and “Political Science Resources.”7 Governments on the 

WWW provides an online, comprehensive list of political party websites in Britain. I searched 

each party site in order to determine if a youth section was present. From this directory, I 

included political party youth branches with an online presence. These findings were then 

crosschecked with Political Science Resources. I located youth organization websites using the 

United Nation’s listing of youth and student coordinating bodies in the UK.8 Additionally, in 

late-April 2004, I utilized two search engines. The first was Google, set to search for websites in 

English and specifically in the UK. The second was Yahoo, where “UK only” sites were 

                                                
5 This focus represents the first slight modification from the Internet and Elections Project in relation to 
the identification scheme. The project, which surveyed a broad range of websites within each participating 
country, aimed to identity site producers in a range of areas. Website identification of a more general 
selection of UK websites in the same time period revealed an almost complete absence of participation 
from a number of sources, including Business and Political Professional organizations (Lusoli & Ward, 
2004). Further, website selection resulted in no relevant youth-focused websites classified as Citizen, 
Press, Religious, or Labour Union. Therefore, I chose to combine Candidate and Party sites into one 
category termed “political party youth branches,” and Educational, Non-Governmental and Portal 
websites were referred to as “youth organizations.” 
6 Retrieved from http://www.gksoft.com/govt/  
7 Retrieved from http://www.psr.keele.ac.uk/parties.htm 
8 Retrieved from http://esa.un.org/socdev/unyin/country5.asp 
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selected. I did these searches with the aim of ensuring that all relevant sites were identified 

within the two specific producer definitions.  

The identification of youth websites took place in the six months before the election 

campaign. I browsed the chosen sites several times throughout this time period in order to 

monitor the degree of activity. Any other relevant organizations were added that had obtained a 

web presence that matched the above criteria. The initial search took place in February 2004 

using the above-mentioned sources and was repeated in late-April 2004 in order to ascertain the 

accurateness of the list. Website identification was completed on May 7, 2004. In total, I 

selected 30 UK-based youth sites for analysis. Of these, 12 belonged to youth branches of 

political parties and 18 to youth organizations. The websites were coded two weeks before the 

EP elections using a frame employed by all Internet and Elections Project researchers, which is 

elaborated on next. A list of all relevant websites is found in Appendix A, Table 1. 

 

Website analysis: feature analysis 

 New communication technologies provide an online structure for citizens, or a 

“structure of political opportunity” (Eisinger, 1973, p. 11). Online structure is defined as “an 

electronic space, comprised of various html pages, features, links and texts, within which an 

individual is given an opportunity to act” (Schneider & Foot, 2002, p. 5). Offline or more 

traditional structures for political action include, for example, offices where campaign workers 

promote an electoral campaign, or town halls where candidates gather public supporters to rally 

support. Online structures, like political websites, now combine the availability of both online 

(e-mail contact or links to other political sites) and offline (opportunities to distribute campaign 

materials) action. Through their online presence they can encourage political interest by 

providing opportunities to find information, though this information is usually consistent with 

both citizens’ specific political interests and their partisan preferences (Mutz & Martin, 2001; 

Sunstein, 2001).  

 Content analysis is a well-established method in the social sciences (Krippendorff, 

1980). It can be approached quantitatively, as “a research technique for the objective, systematic 

and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952, p. 18), 

as well as qualitatively, which produces more in-depth, rich results. Content analysis is also seen 

to encompass a broader range of investigative possibilities, and in this case is viewed as “any 

technique for making inferences by objectively and systematically identifying specified 

characteristics of a message” (Holsti, 1969, p. 14). Consequently, content analysis is conducted 

both in an inductive manner as well as a more deductive one.  



Youth, Citizenship and Online Political Communication 

 70 

 Content analysis of websites is relatively new and has rapidly grown in popularity 

(McMillan, 2000; Weare & Lin, 2000). It has been approached in a variety of ways, though the 

scope of such analysis has sometimes been limited in its interpretive ability. Analyses that 

utilize online political content need to adapt to aspects of contemporary political 

communication, including changes in content, space, time and reach (Gerodimos & Ward, 

2007). Quantitative-based measures have been used in a variety of studies to examine online 

content. For example, among other identified variables and categories, Gibson and Ward (2000) 

also performed a word count of various sections. While examining youth political websites in 

the US, Bennett and Xenos (2005) used a coding scheme that focused on 16 different political 

issues as well as technical and substantive features. 

 The first method utilized in this project and also used in the Internet and Elections 

project is termed web feature analysis and “consists of examining the features of websites as 

inscriptions of political actions on the part of site producers, enabling or constraining political 

actions by site visitors” (Jankowski et al., 2007, p. 4). This method represents a comprehensive 

look at the content of websites and is applied to the 30 websites chosen for analysis in Chapter 

5.9 All coders involved in the project were required to successfully code five training sites and 

ten archived English-language sites in order to measure inter-rater reliability. The average score 

for agreement over all coding categories was 86.9% (Dougherty & Foot, 2007). 

 I examined the chosen websites for their provision of both information and engagement 

features. Information features consist of election content, biographical information, candidate 

endorsements, issue positions and comparisons, speeches, election-related calendars, and 

information about the electoral or voting process. The presence of such features allows the 

visitor to gather relevant information about the election campaign as well as broaden her general 

political knowledge. Engagement features let the website user interact with the producer or other 

visitors and provide participation opportunities for activities and actions both online and offline. 

The following engagement features were coded: the ability to contact the producer or receive an 

e-mail newsletter; to become a member of the organization; to engage in previously offline 

activities, such as donating to the party or organization or registering to vote; to contribute to a 

forum space; to write a public support statement for a candidate, party or other relevant 

                                                
9 Qualitative analysis is also used in Chapter 5 and will be discussed in depth later in this chapter. 
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organization; to send links and e-paraphernalia to others; to distribute materials offline, and to 

volunteer. A full list of items coded in the feature analysis is found in Appendix B.10 

 Website coding took place in a two week period before the elections, and focused on the 

availability of the earlier described information and engagement features on each selected 

website. These features were seen as contributing to “provision of election-related information, 

opportunity for discussion and debate, and opportunity for undertaking election-related political 

action” (Jankowski, et al., 2007, p. 7). I also used a qualitative approach to explore mode of 

address towards youth as well as types of encouraged participation, either online or offline. The 

results of the first empirical study are detailed in Chapter 5.11  

 

4.4 Semi-structured interviews 

Leaving behind the analysis of websites active during the 2004 EP election campaign, 

data gathered from semi-structured interviews provided insight into the producers’ viewpoints as 

well as contributed to a better understanding of website content. Analysis of these interviews 

aided analysis in both Chapter 6, which examines websites within a broad political scope, and in 

Chapter 7, which focuses on the notion of political consumerism. The interviews explored 

producer views of citizenship (conventional and non-conventional) as well as their views 

towards online communication. This analysis is contrasted with (qualitative) content analysis of 

the websites, which assisted in identifying disparities between perceptions and the actual 

content. This approach is useful in an exploratory study as it leaves room for potential 

discrepancies between perceptions and use. Further, in the results chapters, the use of multiple 

quotes from interviewees (Creswell, 2007) as well as text from the websites demonstrates the 

viewpoints of conventional and non-conventional organizations. 

 

Review of methods 

Qualitative interviews contribute to descriptions and interpretations of the arena under 

study: “Participants have more or less opportunity to answer questions in their own terms” 

(May, 1993, p. 92). The choice of interview method usually depends on the research question 

itself, or on the qualitative approach, which informs the overall research design. This inquiry 

was primarily carried out through semi-structured interviews and focused on individuals that 

                                                
10 Several information features coded by the Internet and Elections Project were not incorporated into my 
analysis. These included the presence of images (which were anyway ubiquitous on the chosen websites), 
and terms of use and privacy policy statements. 
11 Elements of this research are also addressed in recent publications (see Lusoli & Ward, 2005; Ward, 
2005; Ward, 2007). 
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could be seen as experts in both their organizations and the website. This interview strategy is 

supported: “The best research on elites has utilized a combination of methodological approaches 

to deepen the research findings” (Hertz & Imber, 1995, p. ix). Further, qualitative research is 

helpful when the aim of research is to extensively explore experiences, practices, and attitudes 

of a group in order to establish meaning. This corresponds to the primary interest in talking to 

these individuals. 

Elite interviewing, as it is known in political science, concerns both the target group and 

the research technique that is used. “Elite interviewing can be used whenever it is appropriate to 

treat a respondent as an expert about the topic in hand” (Leech, 2002, p. 663). In the current 

dissertation, interviewees were seen as strong representatives of both organizational philosophy 

as well as knowledgeable about website content, and were thus considered elites. The research 

technique most commonly used in elite interviewing is the semi-structured interview.  

Semi-structured interviews, a form of qualitative interviewing, allow for a more 

complex and in-depth portrayal of the issues at hand (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & 

Alexander, 1990). Semi-structured interviews can highlight a number of explicit themes but may 

also derive much of its form from open-ended questions. Open-ended questions allow for 

increased complexity and depth in responses, and allow for a critical comparison between 

individual attitudes and beliefs. More specifically,  

 

Open-ended questions…are most often employed when the researcher cannot 
anticipate the various ways in which people are likely to respond to a question. 
They are used to stimulate free thought, solicit suggestions, provoke people’s 
memories, and clarify positions. Further, they give respondents a chance to vent 
frustrations and state strong opinions. They are indispensable for exploratory 
studies in which the researcher’s main purpose in to find the most salient 
aspects of a topic… (Dillman, 1978, p. 87).  
 

In essence, “the main advantage of such interviews is to offer purposive topical 

steering” (Flick, 1998, p. 106). This method is appropriate given the fluid nature of citizenship 

combined with the fast-moving changes in the online world of political communication; 

speaking directly to representatives of these organizations provides an inside look at the 

rationale behind the website content and contributes to the aim of revealing possible 

inconsistencies between views and content.  

The interviews conducted in this research project had two primary objectives. The first 

was to gather information to better understand the interviewee’s position as well as the features 

and content of the website. In this way, the method may be seen to encompass the arena of 
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information interviews. The second objective was to better understand the theoretical views of 

interviewees and how they connect with the more practical level of website content. Therefore, 

through analysis each interviewee can be seen as corresponding to a particular position in 

relation to citizenship and communication. Jensen (2002) called these respondent interviews: 

Here, the respondent is conceived as a representative of one or more social and cultural 

categories. The assumption is that these categories are inscribed in, and can be recovered from, 

the respondent's discourses with reference to the media, in this case, websites.  

 Use of communication technologies in semi-structured interviewing has led to new 

opportunities and greater ease in reaching and communicating with target individuals. When 

done with elites, access to the internet is most likely not a problem, and online interviewing 

offers a cheap alternative to the costs of telephone or face to face interviewing. When utilizing 

instant messaging software, online interviewing can be seen as an extension of email 

interviewing but differs in that this type of interview is conducted in real time, where the 

interviewer enters a message and the interviewee responds. Further, a transcript is automatically 

generated. In the recent past, online interviewing usually took the form of email interviews or 

via chatting. Due to advances in internet telephony software, I conducted interviews over Skype 

or Skypeout,12 which mirrored the experience of telephone interviewing. Approximately eight 

interviewees had an existing Skype account and the rest provided a contact telephone number. 

 

Selection of interviewees 

 The selection of interviewees included decisions regarding the number of interviewees 

and the choice of organizations to focus on. First, rather than seeking a representative sample of 

organizations, “purposeful” sampling strategies are more relevant for qualitative interviewing. 

The goal was to find individuals who are experts in the necessary area, and who are willing to be 

interviewed (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 119). Second, when using a theoretical sampling 

approach as in the current research, scholars agree that between 20 and 30 interviews across a 

range of comparative possibilities is sufficient (Douglas, 1985) though conducting up to 50 or 

60 interviews is also possible (Creswell, 2007, p. 67). This facilitates the saturation of a 

theoretical classification.  

In selecting interviewees, I drew from a broad range of civic-political websites with a 

focus on youth in the UK. The selection procedure consisted of the following: I began by 

reviewing websites chosen for the 2004 EP election campaign website analysis. If they were still 

                                                
12 Skype is a peer-to-peer internet telephony network. Skypeout is a service that allows for landline calls 
from the internet. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skype for more information. 
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active and also had contact information available, I contacted each organization by email and 

requested an interview with a relevant individual. This way, the organization was able to choose 

who they felt would be the most appropriate, expert individual based on the email request (the 

full text of this request is available in Appendix C). A positive response meant the interviews 

were scheduled right away; no response resulted in a reminder email being sent one week later. 

At this point, interviews were either scheduled or declined. A small minority again ignored the 

request and was not contacted further. 

For those that responded positively and completed an interview, at the conclusion I 

asked them to name other key individuals at relevant organizations who might be willing to talk 

to me. This process is known as snowball sampling and has been criticized for its lack of 

representativeness (Arber, 2001), but this issue was partially remedied by the fact that I 

contacted both those more intricately connected with government politics (conventional 

organizations) as well as those more distanced (non-conventional organizations). As noted, by 

definition the organizations chosen for analysis during the EP election campaign were 

considered conventional; however, names and links to more non-conventional websites were 

sometimes presented online in either positive or negative ways. Thus perusing links to other 

organizations on the websites expanded the pool of potential interviewees. This relates to, at 

minimum, a loose association between organizations, but also represents potential paths users 

may take in visiting the websites: “The links that join those various destinations are links of 

association, not randomness….a Web surfer clicks on a link because she’s interested” (Johnson, 

1997, p. 109). With this strategy, individuals recommended to me followed different trajectories 

and therefore provided a wide range of theoretical outlooks, and also resulted in an ongoing pool 

of contacts in case a new area of theoretical interest arose. 

I began querying potential interview contacts on June 10, 2007, and finalized the 

process on September 6, 2007. In total, I contacted 44 organizations and received 26 positive 

responses, although five contacts did not follow through after initially agreeing to an interview. 

Six contacts denied the interview request and the remainder (12) did not respond. A list of all 21 

interview contacts (12 classified as conventional and nine as non-conventional), including 

interviewee function and initial theoretical classification is found in Appendix A, Table 2. 

 

Creation of the interview guide 

Semi-structured interviews make use of an interview guide that includes a checklist of 

relevant topics. In comparison to a predefined questionnaire, an interview guide aims to address 

all major topics, though the order in which the topics are brought up is not firmly set. Further, 
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such a format allows for appropriate question restructuring as well as follow-up questions, 

allowing the interviewer to expand on appropriate topics. 

The interview guide consisted of several major topic categories: queries regarding the 

interviewee’s position and responsibilities, views on youth, objectives of the website, views 

regarding democracy and citizenship, and future directions for the website. Each of these topics 

included various components and questions.13 I approached each of these topics with open-

ended questions, giving interviewees the opportunity to answer as fully as possible due to their 

individual circumstances. Interviewee time availability differed and sometimes certain topics 

were chosen over others due to time constraints. This decision was made based on the 

classification and general themes of the organization under query. 

 

Interview analysis 

Twenty-one in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with website 

producers. In-depth interviews lasted between 20 minutes and one hour and 30 minutes, with an 

average time of 44 minutes. Each was recorded; this is common practice in semi-structured 

interviewing. For example, Deakin and Parry (2000) based their research about the Treasury on 

30 interviews with senior officials and were able to record almost all their interviews: “The 

inhibiting effect was minimal and the advantage of generating a text agreed between subject and 

interviewers was very substantial” (p. 12). Based on the recording, interviews were transcribed 

and the text was sent to the interviewee for approval.  

Creswell (2007) pointed out that identifying an approach to qualitative inquiry 

“enhances the rigor and sophistication of the research design” (p. 45). After transcription, all 

interviews were, as common in qualitative research, subject to an analysis based to some extent 

in grounded theory. Such analysis should be “grounded” in data from the research environment, 

and resulting theoretical explanations are produced in the responses of participants in the study, 

rather than from a pre-existing theoretical perspective (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). Where I differ from the traditional application of grounded theory is that first, I 

pre-identify (i.e., before data gathering and analysis) a theoretical model and classify 

organizations as either promoting conventional or non-conventional citizenship, and second, I 

examine online communication based on strategic and reflexive aims. These initial theoretical 

identifications do not, however, change the questions or thrust of the interviews or content 

analysis and was open to challenge based on the responses received. A grounded theory 

                                                
13 See Appendix C for a complete version of all core areas and potential follow-up questions, including 
the email text initially sent out to potential interviewees. 
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approach particularly informed the basis for qualitative website analysis, which explored 

emerging categories from the interview analysis (see Section 4.4). 

Within such a tradition, Mayring (2000) introduced a method of analysis for such 

qualitative, semi-structured interviews. Transcripts were read in their entirety, and from this 

initial impression were coded for emerging categories. Theoretically speaking, this process 

involved a focus on disparities between the original classification of the organization (either 

conventional or non-conventional) as well as emerging methods of communication. I extracted 

relevant assertions or statements from these categories, summarized them and provided relevant 

explanations. The next step entailed sorting the condensed transcripts into relevant dimensions 

and, through a process of re-reading and continuous modification (Mayring terms this “feedback 

loops), I chose issues to focus on based on reoccurring patterns of response, theoretical 

relevance, or noteworthy variations. Throughout the empirical chapters quotes are used to 

illustrate these occurrences and are also included in order to provide examples of the more 

general communicative themes at the heart of this research. Immediately after each interview, I 

summarized preliminary thoughts, placed data into initial themes and thought about how these 

themes fit into the theoretical model. I also evaluated the interview process for topic 

comprehension and possible exclusions or new areas of inclusion for future interviews. 

Throughout this period the websites were consulted in a more systematic way, drawing 

from interview findings as detailed in the next section. Such a “zigzag” process is common in 

grounded theory analysis (Creswell, 2007) and is further specified in the description of 

qualitative website analysis. 

 

4.5 Qualitative website analysis 

After an interview with the web producer was confirmed, relevant websites were then 

consulted for an initial analysis in order to build knowledge about the content and better inform 

the interview process. Qualitative website analysis is utilized to varying degrees in all three 

empirical chapters. Though it follows an overall strategy throughout the three arenas of analysis, 

it is applied in various ways to the context inherent in each empirical chapter. In Chapter 5, it 

expands on the feature analysis of websites, and in Chapters 6 and 7 it focuses on emerging 

categories of interest from the interview analysis. 

 

Review of methods 

Qualitative research is useful when research aims to look more deeply at elements like 

experiences, practices, and attitudes of a group, and is done primarily to establish meaning. 
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Montgomery, et al. (2004) performed a qualitative look at several youth issues and projects in 

the US, and as in the current dissertation, qualitative analysis was complemented with in-depth 

interviews with relevant organizations. A variety of studies have attempted to make their 

findings more comprehensive by examining website content but also interviewing key personnel 

to generate a more definite understanding of the intended message. After conducting a content 

analysis of British politics sites, Ward, et al. (2003) conducted interviews with key personnel. 

Jackson (2004) compared a content analysis of British political party e-newsletters to interviews 

with the e-campaigners of the five parties in order to better comprehend their political marketing 

strategy. Singer and Gonzalez-Verez (2003) monitored online newspaper content and contacted 

website editors in an effort to better grasp the meaning of political content. 

 As with interview analysis, qualitative analysis of websites followed a hybrid grounded 

theory approach. Strauss and Corbin (1990) described a process that starts with open coding, or 

coding the data for main information categories. Then axial coding emerges in order to create 

categories around a core area of interest in order to better understand what causes, strategies, 

and consequences resulted from this phenomenon. At this point, researchers generally interrelate 

these categories and form a visual model (Creswell, 2007). As noted earlier, this research project 

differs slightly from the traditional grounded theory method. As a theoretical model was already 

in place, two core areas of interest were developed before data collection (i.e., citizenship and 

communication dimensions). However a form of axial coding was used to determine the 

relevant causes, strategies, and consequences related to web producer’s viewpoints. Website 

content was then analyzed for these instances and results specified applications particular to the 

web content itself.14 

 In Chapter 5, qualitative website analysis is utilized to more closely examine electoral 

content but also youth address. No interview data were available in this context so the frame of 

reference stems from feature analysis results of selected websites. I focused on two primary 

areas of analysis: mode of address and structure of participation. In order to better understand 

mode of address I explored online content to examine how youth in particular are communicated 

to and how youth cultural elements are incorporated to raise appeal. As for the general structure 

of participation endorsed on the websites, I looked for supported types of participation as well as 

how the organization uses its website to encourage offline participation. The presence of 

interactivity is explored in both analytical foci by examining forums or blogs and the stated use 

of user feedback.  

                                                
14 No appendix is provided for the qualitative content analysis due to its exploratory nature.  
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 The analysis in Chapter 6 and 7 was inspired by the topics included in the interview 

guide, interview analysis, and was loosely structured by the theoretical elements inherent in the 

initial model. As the last section demonstrated, semi-structured interviews were meant to first, 

comprehend how each interviewee perceived the online presence of her or his organization; 

second, to explore concepts and expectations of youth, and how they saw fit to address this 

target group; and third, to probe for a deeper understanding of the interviewee’s views towards 

democratic citizenship. Keeping these findings in mind and being aware of possible 

inconsistencies and necessary clarifications, qualitative analysis followed a broad scope, though 

the main areas of interest can be classified according to elements that encompass strategic and 

reflexive communication. Broadly speaking, these relate to website content and interactivity. 

This analysis aims to provide an in-depth understanding of how selected websites address key 

issues, and helps clarify positions expressed during interviews with web producers.   

 Though actual findings are presented in the Chapter 6, areas of interest within content 

include but are not limited to the ways in which relevant issues are defined and the variety of 

perspectives presented, the voice of the website, or rather, how much users versus producers 

contribute; the ways in which youth in particular are addressed (is there a specific “youth” 

language used?), how the website incorporates different cultural elements to appeal to users (i.e., 

celebrity endorsements, the website/organization’s “brand”), types of participation that are 

implicitly or explicitly addressed and encouraged; and how the website ties online information 

and engagement opportunities to offline participation. Areas of interest within interactivity are 

features such as forums or blogs (and the level of their use); but also ways in which feedback is 

(perceived to be) received and used; systems that are set up in order to filter feedback or 

contributions (e.g., moderation); use of open systems of production (e.g., open-source software, 

creative commons licenses) and evidence of an expansion beyond a more tightly controlled 

website into social networking sites (e.g., MySpace or Facebook profiles). Using these areas as a 

starting point, typologies were developed from the data rather than being predefined:  

 

Typologies are distinct, discrete classifications of information that help to give 
order to a confusing, continuous mass of heterogeneous information. In some 
way, this continuum of information has been divided into discrete regions 
where points within each such region bear qualitative similarities to each other, 
whereas points in different regions bear qualitative differences to each other. 
The construction of meaningful typologies, therefore, is the foundation of 
scientific inquiry (Sudweeks & Simof, 1999, p. 37). 
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This analysis was meant to complement the interview and quantitative content analysis 

process, in terms of understanding organizational perspectives on citizenship in terms of website 

content. It was also used to better structure the responses of interviewees. For example, if an 

interviewee was explaining thoughts on moderation, and the organization also maintained a 

Facebook profile, I could ask the interviewee to expand on her/his logic regarding control of the 

website and the reasons for this expansion into more interactive territory. In Chapter 7, I 

examine more specific elements in relation to the notion of political consumerism, drawing 

particularly from the theorized notions of the socially conscious consumer and the critical 

citizen consumer, and what interviewees reveal about such distinctions.  

 

4.6 User survey 

Understanding the audience – in this case, young people in the UK – is an important 

step in assessing the effectiveness of youth organizations’ aims and strategies. By additionally 

drawing on user data, this dissertation is able to gather evidence on all three aspects of 

relevance: sender, message, and receiver. 

 

Review of methods 

A variety of researchers have recognized the need to compare online content with user 

perceptions and uses of websites. The survey utilized here is contrasted with both content and 

the perceptions of the web producers. While analysis of website content is a useful starting 

point, some see the only reliable way to judge their actual impact is through a better 

understanding of their users (Gerodimos & Ward, 2007). For example, Norris (2003b) matched 

up the content of party websites with survey data from the users of those websites. Gerodimos 

(2005) conducted an in-depth content analysis of UK youth-engagement websites and then 

compared results to the outcome of student focus groups.  

Web-based surveys “offer significant advantages in terms of reach, speed, and 

economy” (Mann & Stewart, 2000, p. 71). Respondents see an identical survey in appearance as 

long as browsers are compatible, and ease of completion is facilitated through the use of a 

computer interface. Data collection and management is also consistent and smoothes the process 

of analysis. Web surveys are often used to reach individuals with internet experience and also 

youth in particular (Beebe, Mika, Harrison, Anderson, & Fulkerson, 1997), presenting a fitting 

choice given the focus of this dissertation. Surveys conducted via the internet also have a 

number of shortcomings, particularly in relation to sampling issues. It has been argued that 
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online surveys are best used when focusing on non-probability samples, given the difficulty of 

obtaining a random sample of participants online (van Selm & Jankowski, 2006). 

 

CIVICWEB user survey 

The survey was conducted via a European-wide project called CIVICWEB, a project 

that focuses on the production and the nature and characteristics of civic and political websites 

and the uses and interpretations of these sites by young people. The survey targeted young 

people in each country participating in the project, including Sweden, the Netherlands, Hungary, 

Spain, Slovenia and Turkey as well as the United Kingdom. The current research focuses on the 

survey conducted in the UK, which yielded a total of 1,215 respondents.  

MTV UK agreed to place the survey banner on its website. The link to the survey URL 

was active on MTV UK’s competitions page15 for three weeks (October 7 to October 28, 2007). 

MTV requested that the banner was not placed on any other website in the UK. The survey link 

was also announced to a number of young people in the context of both university lecturers and 

a number of groups for underprivileged youth. Potential respondents were offered the chance to 

win an iPod in exchange for their (one-time) participation.  

A number of questions were included on the CIVICWEB survey in relation to political 

consumerism. These questions were formulated through consultation with a number of sources, 

including 2000 DDB Life Style Study, CSR/MORI, and CIRCLE research funded by Pew 

Charity Trusts.16 Questions were either taken directly from these surveys or were adapted to the 

specific needs and format of the CIVICWEB survey. A list of questions contributed to the 

political consumerism dimension as well as relevant variables used in the analysis is found in 

Appendix D.  

It is necessary to acknowledge the shortcomings of such a survey. The issue of primary 

importance is that the survey did not utilize a random sample of participants. Due to the self-

selective nature of respondents, it is statistically impossible to make accurate predictions about 

the political nature of young people in the UK. This methodological weakness has not gone 

unnoticed, however, and I have refrained from formulating hypotheses, instead presenting 

analysis, findings and conclusions in an exploratory manner. 

 

                                                
15 See http://www.mtv.co.uk/channel/mtvuk/competitions. There was not room for the survey on the 
MTV homepage, which is primarily reserved for commercial content.  
16 For more information, see Keum et al., 2004, which utilized the 2000 DDB Life Style Study; see 
http://www.csreurope.org/whatwedo/consumerattitudes_page408.aspx for CSR/MORI; and Andolina, 
Keeter, Zukin, and Jenkins (2003) for information on the CIRCLE research project. 
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Survey analysis 

The aim of the survey was to form an understanding about young people’s internet use, 

the level of expertise and the functions of their internet use, their awareness of and interest in a 

variety of websites including civic-political sites. It also queried respondents on a wide variety 

of online and offline political participation and attitudes towards citizenship, as well as levels of 

social trust and general demographics. Each empirical chapter draws on relevant results from 

this survey data. 

Chapter 5 takes a primarily descriptive approach and reports on demographics and 

general interest use, as well as online and offline participation rates of respondents. Chapter 6 

explores attitudes towards civic participation and political efficacy, and provides a closer look at 

young people’s interest in a wide variety of websites. The potential influence of these online 

interests on participation, both online and offline, is explored through regression analysis. The 

primary focus of Chapter 7 is on political consumerism, and a variety of statistical methods are 

employed to better understand how young people see this issue and how it relates to other forms 

of more established participation. Each empirical chapter provides detailed descriptions of 

utilized statistical analyses. The next chapter begins a series of results chapters that build on 

each other both theoretically and methodologically.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Youth, Citizenship and Online Political Communication 

 82 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Youth Websites During an Election Campaign 

 83 

Chapter 5  

 

Youth Websites During an Election Campaign 
 

5.1 Introduction and contextual factors 

 

This chapter focuses on an analysis of websites in the UK during the 2004 European 

Parliament (EP) election campaign. The analysis looks particularly at how websites address 

young people through online structures for political action (Schneider & Foot, 2002), in relation 

to information and engagement features present on these websites. It also examines the youth 

focus of these sites, in terms of the mode of address and types of encouraged participation, and 

brings in the youth perspective based on initial survey analysis.  

 In terms of the theoretical model explicated earlier, I assume a focus on organizations 

operating within conventional citizenship due to the electoral context of the current online 

observations. As all of the websites chosen were in a position to encourage either information 

about or participation in the campaign, as argued this can be considered as a more conventional 

take on citizen behavior. However, all relevant content is subject to analysis, not just campaign-

focused content. This is appropriate as sites examined here were not simply online for this 

election. It is possible that political websites exist within this context in order to promote non-

electoral (or non-traditional) goals, and the selection procedure remained open to include such 

discrepancies. 

 The issue of communication is centered on what each website offers in terms of content. 

Here, I combined my theoretical approach with the feature analysis proposed by the Internet and 

Elections project, detailed in the previous chapter. I examined the websites for a variety of 

information and engagement features, looking closely at electoral content, youth address and 

structure of participation explicated on these sites, and concluded how these features are related 

to both strategic and reflexive communication. This strategy guided the data collection and its 

effectiveness is reassessed at the end of the chapter.  

The current chapter reports on results from the CIVICWEB survey with the aim to 

establish a cursory understanding of current youth attitudes and behaviors. The research 

question addressing this issue is:  
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Research question 5.1: How do young people use the internet and what are their reported 

political participation rates, both online and offline?  

 

A second research question examines the content of websites meant to attract young 

people:  

 

Research question 5.2: During an election campaign, how are party and otherwise politically 

motivated websites addressing young people, and how do these sites compare in the information 

they provide and the engagement opportunities they offer for users? 

 

The 2004 European Parliament elections 

The 2004 EP elections were, at least on paper, a highly symbolic event. In May 2004, 

the European Union was enlarged to include ten new member states. Because of this almost 350 

million Europeans were eligible to vote in 25 countries, and in June 2004 they selected 732 

Members of the European Parliament (MEPs).1 However, overall voter turnout has consistently 

decreased since the first EP elections, from 63 percent in 1979 to 48 percent in 2004,2 the lowest 

turnout in the election’s history. It is probably not surprising to learn that these “second-order” 

elections are known for a lack of public and media interest (often referred to as the EU’s 

democratic deficit), and historically involve minimal campaigning, at least in comparison to 

local and national elections. Because they are organized at a national rather than a European 

level, and often deal with domestic rather than European issues, it is difficult to see their role as 

fully integrated in a European sense (Franklin, 2001). But a different picture emerges when 

individual countries are considered. For example, in the UK, turnout rose to a record-breaking 

38.9% during the 2004 elections, up from 24% in the 1999 elections, though this higher-than-

normal turnout may have been the result of local elections and EP elections occurring 

simultaneously, and is still below the EU average. Because of this, it is important to note that 

some websites examined here may have been additionally or exclusively focused on the local 

election. However this is not seen as problematic, as the goal is to see how websites directed 

their content during a period of electoral campaign activity in a general sense. 

 

                                                
1 Since that time and as of the completion of this dissertation, the EU now includes an additional two 
member states (Bulgaria and Romania), bringing the total of eligible voters to 496 million and the number 
of MEPs to 736. 
2 EP elections are held every five years; in the UK, the next election will take place on June 11, 2009. 
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Methodological review  

Though the specifics of the methodology were elaborated in the previous chapter, here a 

summary is in order. Between February and April 2004, I selected a total of 30 UK-based youth 

sites for analysis. This selection was based on whether the websites had the realistic potential to 

contain election-related material.3 The aim was to define the electoral Web sphere, or “a 

dynamic array of Web materials created by political actors who participate in the electoral 

process” (Jankowski, Foot, Kluver & Schneider, 2005, p. 168). Of those chosen, 12 belonged to 

youth branches of political parties and 18 to youth organizations (see Appendix A for details).  

 The websites were coded two weeks before the EP elections, using the Internet and 

Elections Project feature analysis elaborated on in Chapter 4. After an initial familiarization with 

the content, websites were coded for a variety of information and engagement features. 

Information features, which aim to provide visitors with campaign-related knowledge, consisted 

of election content, biographical information, candidate endorsements, issue positions and 

comparisons, speeches, election-related calendars, and information about the electoral or voting 

process. 

 Engagement features focused on more interactive elements, particularly between 

political elites and citizens, and also enabled online and offline political actions. These features 

included the ability to contact the producer or receive an e-mail newsletter; to become a member 

of the organization; to engage in previously offline activities, such as donating to the party or 

organization or registering to vote; to contribute to a forum space; to write a public support 

statement for a candidate, party or other relevant organization; to send links and e-paraphernalia 

to others; to distribute materials offline, and to volunteer. A complete list and description of 

information and engagement features is found in Appendix B.  

 In addition to the feature analysis and also detailed in Chapter 4, qualitative website 

analysis was also utilized to more closely examine electoral content but also youth address, 

including mode of address and structure of participation. Before turning to the results of these 

analyses, I first focus on a descriptive analysis of the user survey, providing relevant 

percentages for internet use and political participation of young people in the UK.  

 

5.2 Young citizens and their internet use 

                                                
3 Along with the Internet and Elections Project, websites were included even if they did not contain 
election-related material at the time of identification. “The rationale for this was that such websites could 
be significant in structuring online action – or the lack thereof – within an electoral web sphere” 
(Dougherty & Foot, 2007: 18). 
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The online survey was conducted via the European-wide CIVICWEB project. Results 

reported in this dissertation are from the survey conducted in the United Kingdom (N = 1,215). 

Here, I looked at the demographics of the respondents, generally reported internet use, and 

respondent’s reported political participation online and offline. A focus here is on traditional 

participation, and traditional politics can be seen as “party politics, interest in government and 

voting” (Livingstone, et al., 2005a, p. 288). 

 

Demographics and internet use 

The reported mean age of survey respondents was 21.84.4 Females made up 64.4% of 

all respondents; 20.6% belong to a minority ethnic group; 79.3% were born in the UK. In 

comparison to the latest UK census data (collected in April 2001), the sample here is skewed: 

CIVIVWEB survey respondents are over representative of females in comparison to the general 

population. Further, respondents here are much more ethnically diverse than census data reports 

(although generally, women outnumber men across a variety of ethnic backgrounds).5  

 Respondents demonstrated regular internet use. With the average age of first use at 

14.49, 84.8% of young people reported accessing it most “at home.” Internet use was quite 

prevalent: 55.5% used the internet seven days a week on average and 84% were online between 

five and seven days per week. When going online, 49.2% of the respondents reported using the 

internet for either “1-2 hours” or “2-3 hours” on average. These findings are comparable with 

recent research on internet use by children and young people. The UK Children Go Online 

project (Livingstone & Bober, 2005) reported slightly lower percentages (i.e., 75% of 

participants had internet at home as opposed to 84.8% in the current survey; 41% were daily 

internet users, in comparison to 55.5% in the current survey)6 though this is in line with 

increasing rates of internet penetration in the UK (Dutton & Helsper, 2007). Along with this, 

94.1% of CIVICWEB survey respondents reported they were “free” or “completely free” to use 

the internet as they like (without supervision). Conversely, Livingstone and Bober (2005) found 

that parents generally attempt to manage their offspring’s internet use, though this research 

reported on a younger cohort of respondents (and also spoke with parents). 

                                                
4 The CIVICWEB project set a target age group from 15-25; 67.9% of respondents fell into this age range. 
5 As reported on http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=299, “87% of the population of England 
and 96% of the population of Wales gave their ethnic origin as White British. The proportion of minority 
ethnic groups in England rose from 6% to 9% - partly as a result of the addition of Mixed ethnic groups to 
the 2001 Census form.” 
6 It should also be noted that the CIVICWEB survey was accessible from the MTV UK website and not 
available offline; this feasibly could result in a more tech-savvy, higher access group completing the 
survey. 
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Respondents also demonstrated great familiarity and confidence in using the internet 

(see Table 5.1). Almost all respondents felt “quite confident” or “completely confident” in 

gathering data online (87.7%), which demonstrates a high level of comfort in browsing 

websites. Learning skills within a specific program also revealed almost three quarters (74.1%) 

of “quite” or “completely” confident users, showing that these young people are comfortable 

learning in a digital environment. Respondents were somewhat less confident in reporting a 

good understanding of technical terminology (62.7%) and were slightly less confident when it 

came to troubleshooting internet problems (59.8%). Slightly over half (57.3%) reported 

confidence in turning to an online discussion group for help.  

 

Table 5.1. Reported Confidence in Using the Internet. 
 % of those “quite 

confident” or 
“completely 
confident” 

Mean Std. Dev. 

 
Understanding terms related 
to Internet hardware and 
software. 

 

 
62.7 

 

 
3.66 

 
1.08 

Troubleshooting Internet 
problems. 
 

59.8 
 

3.55 1.07 

Gathering data online. 
 
 

87.7 
 

4.39 .87 

Learning skills within a 
specific Internet program. 

 

74.1 
 

3.97 .97 

Turning to an online 
discussion group for help. 

 

57.3 
 

3.63 1.20 

Note: The reported percentages represent those who reported being “quite confident” or 
“completely confident” in answering the question: “How confident do you feel when using the 
Internet in regard to…?” All items were measured on a 5-point scale. 

 

These results show that young people are savvy, regular users of the internet, 

particularly in everyday activities like gathering data (e.g., browsing websites) or acquiring new 

skills demanded in an online game or task. These numbers fall when turning to the more 

technical side of internet use, though well over half of respondents still profess proficiency in 

these areas. 
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Online and offline participation rates 

Despite a competence for internet use, youth enthusiasm fell when it came to activity in 

a variety of political realms, either online or offline. For example, in terms of online political 

participation, respondents overwhelmingly reported having rarely or never done a number of 

actions in the last 12 months (see Table 5.2). For example, almost all internet users had 

“seldom” or “never” forwarded an email about social or political problems (84%), participated 

in online discussion platforms about social or political problems (81.7%), sent an email to a 

political or government official (87.1%), or worked on a website/page where it is possible to 

state an opinion on social and political problems (85.2%). Here, confidence in internet use does 

not translate into participating online as citizens in the manner queried in the survey.  

 

Table 5.2. Reported Online Political Participation Rates. 
 % of those 

answering 
“seldom” or 

“never” 

Mean Std. Dev. 

 
Forwarded an email about 
social or political problems. 

 

 
84.0 

 

 
1.53 

 
.90 

Signed a petition on the 
internet. 

58.3 2.16 1.11 

Participated in online 
discussion platforms about 
social or political problems. 

 

81.7 
 
 

1.58 
 

.96 
 
 

Sent an email to a political or 
government official. 
 
 

87.1 1.43 .87 

Worked on a website/page 
where it is possible to state an 
opinion on social and political 
problems. 

85.2 
 
 

1.48 .93 

Note: The reported percentages represent those who responded with “Seldom” or “Never” when 
asked, “In the last 12 months, have you…?” All items were measured on a 5-point scale.  
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Table 5.3. Reported Offline Political Participation Rates. 
 % of those 

answering 
“seldom” or 

“never” 

Mean Std. Dev. 

Donated money/contributed 
to a political party or 
charitable organization. 

60.3 2.18 1.3 

Called or sent a letter to a 
political or a government 
official. 

 

92.0 
 
 

1.27 
 

.67 

Wore or displayed a 
campaign badge/sticker. 
 
 

74.6 1.76 
 

1.2 
 

Worked for a political party. 95.6 1.15 .57 

Gave out leaflets about a 
social or political issue. 

89.9 1.34 .86 

Visited a public meeting or 
attended a local event. 
 

75.2 
 

1.74 1.1 

Spoke at a Student Council. 81.1 
 

1.58 1.1 

Worked for a voluntary or 
charitable organization. 

75.2 1.76 1.2 

Organized/participated in a 
demonstration, strike, or 
protest. 
 

91.9 1.26 .68 

Boycotted a product due to 
disagreement with the social 
or political values of the 
company that produces it.  
 

81.4 
 

1.60 1.1 

Talk to friends, families and 
colleagues about social 
problems or political issues. 
 

30.7 2.98 1.14 

Note: The reported percentages represent those who responded with “Seldom” or “Never” when 
asked, “In the last 12 months, have you…?” All items were measured on a 5-point scale.  
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The only exception was in terms of those that had signed a petition on the internet: 

30.4% did report having “sometimes” participated in this activity.7 Signing a petition online 

does not require a great deal of time and effort, as some of the other items possibly do (e.g., 

participating in an online discussion). It may also demonstrate a cautious optimism for those 

concerned about youth citizenship that more than a quarter of these respondents do occasionally 

participate in such an activity. At the same time, the question posed was vague and could have 

been interpreted in relation to a host of issues (i.e., non-political) that are commonly addressed 

via online petitions. Analysis in Chapter 6 will draw on a scale of these five online participation 

items (alpha=.82, M=1.63, SD=.73).  

Queries about offline political participation followed a similar pattern to those of 

reported online participation (in both traditional and more non-traditional realms of interest). A 

high percentage of respondents reported having seldom or never participated in a number of 

activities associated with traditional political participation in the past year (see Table 5.3). 

Almost all respondents had “seldom” or “never” contacted political or government 

officials by phone or letter (92%), and 95.6% had never worked for a political party, neatly 

mirroring the number of respondents who were not members of a political party (96.6%, not 

reported in the table). Hardly any respondents have had direct contact (or have attempted to 

make direct contact) with those in positions of political power. What about other, less 

conventional issues that respondents may feel passionate about? Still 89.9% had seldom or 

never given out leaflets about a social or political issue, 91.9% had seldom or never organized or 

participated in a demonstration, strike, or protest, and 74.6% responded similarly to wearing or 

displaying a campaign badge or sticker. When it comes to donations, though, this pattern of low 

participation shifted (21% reported doing this “sometimes,” 12.7% “often,” and 5.9% “very 

often”). The question regarding donations does however combine contributions to political 

parties and charitable organizations into one query, perhaps demonstrating that young people are 

(also or instead) active in a more civic realm, outside of traditional politics.  

But when turning to this more civic realm, survey results showed that 81.1% of 

respondents had seldom or never spoken at a Student Council, 75.2% had seldom or never 

visited a public meeting or attended a local event, and more than three-quarters (75.2%) had 

seldom or never worked for a voluntary or charitable organization. Even in the realm of 

consumer boycotts respondents reported little activity, with 81.4% reporting having seldom or 

never boycotted a product due to disagreement with the social or political values of the company 

                                                
7 Percentages for all five answer categories were not included in the tables for reasons of space and 
clarity. 
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that produces it. Respondents did report a more balanced involvement in political talk: 39.4% 

reported “sometimes” talking with friends, family and colleagues about social problems or 

political issues (29.9% do this “often” or “very often”). Analysis in Chapter 6 will draw on a 

scale of these 11 offline participation items (alpha=.81, M=1.69, SD=.64).8  

Reported results from the CIVICWEB survey demonstrate that respondents are 

confident and frequent internet users, though what they do online is not reflected in political 

interest. There is minimal political participation reported among young people, both online and 

offline. Even less overly political activities still attract less than a quarter of respondents on a 

regular basis, from attending local events to boycotting products or protesting. However, 

glimmers of participation can be seen in volunteering for an organization (13.6% of respondents 

do this “sometimes”) and in talking about social or political issues with family and friends. Such 

an exploratory analysis, though conducted on a non-random sample of respondents, 

demonstrates a general understanding of the extent to which young people (do not) participate 

within a traditional political context, as well in terms of more civic endeavors. This situation 

poses a challenge to youth organizations that wish to address those entrenched in a culture of 

non-participation. Given the wide array of offline political participation measures reported on 

here, I look more closely at these variables in Chapters 6 and 7 to more clearly distinguish 

different types of participation. 

 

5.3 Information and engagement features 

The following results section reports on the use of information and engagement features 

on analyzed websites. Despite the challenges of reaching youth in this traditional context, 

websites did supply an array of features to examine, and a number of the websites created 

content related to the election. First, I provide a description of the websites, and then look at 

general features categorized as information or engagement-related before turning to those 

websites that contain electorally-specific content. This analysis examines differences between 

political party websites and those of youth organizations. 

 

Website descriptions  

                                                
8 A number of other queries explicitly related to electoral participation are of interest here, though they are 
not reported in the table and are not included in the scale of offline participation used in Chapter 6. 
Almost one-third (30.5%) voted in the last election, but 24.5% did not vote (an additional 45% were not 
eligible). The survey did not distinguish the explicit terms of ineligibility (e.g., age restrictions, or not 
being registered to vote). 
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Youth websites active during the EP election campaign provided a broad range of 

offerings, from high-tech, high quality websites to more sparsely designed or rarely maintained 

initiatives. Websites of political party youth branches differed in their autonomy from the parent 

organization – sometimes links led directly back to the main party site – but were clearly created 

to attract a younger cohort of party supporters. The Conservative party’s youth branch9 

described itself as follows:  

 

Conservative Future was formed in 1998 when the Young Conservatives, 
Conservative Students and Conservative Graduates were merged into one united 
organisation to incorporate all members of the Party aged under 30. It is an 
integral part of Conservative Party, recognised as the official organisation for 
young people. 

 

The Labour Party’s youth site, Young Labour, focused on an age range from 15-27 and 

like the Liberal Democrat Youth and Students, had a members only section in additional to 

extensive youth and party-related information. Generally the political party sites made an effort 

to take issues relevant to party politics and relate these explicitly to youth. One example on the 

Liberal Democrat Youth and Students site was a news article about a girl who was ruled as too 

young to stand for office as a Member of the European Parliament (MEP).  

 Others differed in what kind of youth they wanted to attract. The Federation of Student 

Nationalists (the Scottish National Party’s youth branch) encouraged participation from students 

under the age of 26: Those under 26 but not enrolled in a higher education program were invited 

to join an affiliated organization called Young Scots for Independence. The Young Greens were 

less particular: They invited all those under 27 and all students to join. 

 Youth organizations, though more broadly focused, did their part in acknowledging the 

election campaign. The British Youth Council, an organization for young people under 26, had 

several youth-related campaigns including “Get the Vote Out.” HeadsUp, a government-

sponsored organization that connects Parliament with young people, scheduled a forum on 

Europe in the weeks leading up to the campaign between May 3 and May 14, 2004. The forum 

was designed for those under 18 to learn about Parliament and talk to politicians. Upon entering 

Massive Youth, an organization of working students backed by the GMB Trade Union, a visitor 

was greeted with a thumping bass line and an invitation to participate in a number of polls that 

queried getting the voting age reduced and whether visitors had voted in the general election. 

Through text from mission statements, youth-oriented content, and general impressions of 

                                                
9 All corresponding URLs are listed in Appendix A, Table 1. 
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functionality, each website in the selection communicated an allegiance to certain aims and 

values.  

 

Information features 

 

Table 5.4. Number of Websites Containing Information Features During the 2004 EP Election 
Campaign.  
 Political party websites 

(n=12) 
Youth organization websites 
(n=18) 

Election content 7 4 

Biography/history/about us 12 18 

Endorsements 7 - 

Issue positions 10 - 

Speeches 5 - 

Calendar /List of events 3 - 

Comparison of issue positions 2 - 

Info-electoral campaign process 4 - 

Info-voting process 4 5 

Note: The reported number represents the total number of websites that contained each feature. 
There was a total of 18 youth organization websites and 12 political party youth branch 
websites. 

 

Information features (see Table 5.4) provided explicit information about the 

organization to ensure visitors understood the aims and goals of the organization, but also served 

the purpose of highlighting real-world events that demonstrated what kind of activities the 

organizations found important to emphasize. Further, some of these features were explicitly 

campaign related (e.g., they provided election content or candidate information) while others 

contained campaign information as well as a more general focus (e.g., issue positions or listings 

of current events). Of the 12 total political party sites, seven provided specific election content. 
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This provision was less frequent on youth organizations sites (four out of the total 18 had this 

type of content). Since political parties had a direct stake in the election, this was to be expected. 

The overall result however was somewhat surprising: Only a third of websites chosen for their 

realistic potential to contain EP election campaign material actually did so. These 11 explicitly 

campaign-related websites are looked at in more detail later in the chapter. 

Other websites, though not specifically featuring EP election information, did focus on 

Europe in other ways. Two UK youth organizations included in the analysis dealt with Europe 

directly, including the Euro-skeptic Youth for a Free Europe and the pro-European Young 

European Movement. Although both hold clear positions regarding Britain’s role in Europe, 

neither encouraged youth participation or provided information about the election campaign.  

All seven youth political party websites that contained election-related material 

provided information about the candidates running for their party, except for the Young Greens 

and the Young Socialists. This feature often linked to the candidates’ non-MEP homepages 

(discussed later) and sometimes also provided candidate photos.  

Issue positions, or statements of viewpoints the organization holds about relevant issues, 

appeared as text related to party manifestos for the election campaign. Ten of the political party 

sites listed issue positions, though none of the youth organizations presented this feature. An 

example was found on the website of the Young Communist League. They had a “What we 

stand for” link on the homepage, which directed visitors to a bulleted list of beliefs. The section 

also highlighted the democratic and revolutionary nature of the organization and its autonomy 

from the Communist Party. It also seemed much more focused on issues such as better wages 

for young people, anti-war, and pro-cannabis positions. To provide a richer evaluation for young 

people in helping them better understand relevant political issues, sites could list a comparison 

of issue positions with other political parties or organizations. However, only two political party 

websites provided this feature, and did this through highlighting issues of importance to young 

people. 

It is of interest to examine what youth-focused websites are attempting to accomplish 

from a conventional view of citizenship. For example, one normative assumption inherent on 

these websites is that they should get young people to vote. Such a goal may be realized by 

examining whether or not these sites encourage voting behavior or provide voter registration or 

information. That said, both youth organizations and political party sites did fairly little to 

inform visitors about the basics of the campaigning process. Only four of the political party sites 

provided details about the electoral campaign process, though this is not an established function 

of political parties. More unexpected was the fact that more general, often education-focused 
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youth organizations neglected this aspect. Information about the voting process (sometimes for 

the EP elections, sometimes for local elections), such as how to register to vote and where and 

when to vote, turned up on both types of websites: Four political parties and five youth 

organization websites supplied this information. Interestingly, two of the five youth organization 

websites with such information did not mention the current election. This may signify a 

deliberate lack of concern regarding the EP elections or, more probably, those in charge of the 

website simply did not update more general content to timely events. 

Endorsements, defined here as support for a candidate for the European Parliament, 

were present on seven political party sites. There were a number of candidate mentions: Several 

parties endorsed young candidates from their organizations and in doing so, also promoted 

certain events where these candidates would be present and available for questions. This high 

number of party sites is partly explained by a campaign regulation in the UK: Incumbent MEPs 

were not allowed to use their current title or their official websites for the purpose of 

campaigning for reelection. Therefore it was up to party websites to promote their candidates 

online. 

Generally, information features were found more often on political party youth websites 

than on those related to youth organizations. Since a number of these features can be seen to 

encompass campaign specific realms, and political parties are traditionally more involved in the 

election, this result is not surprising.  

 

Engagement features  

Engagement features (see Table 5.5) are characteristics that offer website visitors an 

opportunity to actively participate in the campaign or the organization as a whole, and these 

opportunities are usually available online and offline. The defining characteristic of these 

features is their (potentially) interactive nature, which facilitates communication with the 

political party or youth organization or even with other users by encouraging contact or by 

aiding the distribution of material, an example of transactional interactivity. As with information 

features, a number of engagement features had the potential to be campaign specific (e.g., 

writing public support statements for a candidate, running a campaign-related forum) though 

many encompassed general engagement opportunities in line with organizational aims (e.g., 

becoming a member or sending links to friends).  

A relative large number of websites provided the option to join or become a member 

(eight youth organizations and eight party sites). On the Young Labour site, visitors were 

encouraged to pursue membership after being presented with an appeal to shared values with the 
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party itself as well as with other young people. The site also encouraged visitors to get involved 

in other, more explicitly electoral ways, like by helping the Labour party campaign and assisting 

in choosing candidates. 

 

Table 5.5. Number of Websites Containing Engagement Features During the 2004 EP Election 
Campaign. 
 Political party websites 

(n=12) 
Youth organization websites 
(n=18) 

Contact producer 12 17 

Join/become a member  8 8 

Register to vote 4 3 

Get e-mail from site 6 5 

Donate 9 3 

Contribute to forum space 3 4 

Offline dist. of material 4 1 

Send links 2 2 

Public support statement - - 

E-paraphernalia 2 1 

Volunteer 4 5 

Note: The reported number represents the total number of websites that contained each feature. 
There was a total of 18 youth organization websites and 12 political party youth branch 
websites. 
 

Voter registration was a feature that allowed explicit means for the user to register to 

vote. In the context of this coding scheme, this differed from voter information, which focused 

on offering information about the voting process rather than enabling registration. Voter 

registration is crucial especially in the UK where voters need to register 30 days in advance of 
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the election. Voter registration was made available by only a few websites (three youth 

organizations and four political party sites, all with campaign-related content), although it was 

technically possible for any website to provide access to voter registration forms. 

Providing a forum is one way for organizations to make use of the internet’s interactive 

qualities; visitors could contribute to a communication space on four youth organization sites 

and three party sites. The Institute for Citizenship website ran a number of political discussion 

forums, some of which specifically dealt with the issue of European citizenship. Polls, though 

requiring less of a contribution from visitors, form another type of communication space, and 

allow individuals to voice their opinion about election issues. Throughout the campaign, on its 

homepage the Scottish Youth Parliament website made use of a “Euro voting” poll. Visitors 

were asked, “Will you be voting in the European Election in June?” and could choose between 

three alternatives: “Elections…NO WAY!;” “I would but I’m under 18;” and “Yeah, I’ll be 

voting.”  

Websites can also promote both online and offline distribution of campaign-related as 

well as other relevant material. Online, this is possible by enabling visitors to send campaign-

related links or providing downloads of other online materials supporting the campaign. The 

chance to send links to friends or others was present on four websites. Only one youth 

organization and two youth branches of political parties provided e-paraphernalia (e.g., 

downloads of web banners, desktop wallpaper, or screensavers that promoted the electoral 

campaign, party, organization, or voting in general) on their sites. The Young European 

Movement announced on its homepage “Send your friends an e-card” and showed a sample of a 

postcard-shaped greeting that read “Euro Yes!” One more click and the visitor could preview six 

card options, some animated, and send the card to a chosen recipient. Sites encouraging offline 

distribution of materials (e.g., printable documents containing electoral campaign or election 

literature for distribution offline) were also not common; this strategy was present on only one 

youth organization and four political party sites. 

Volunteer opportunities appeared on five of the youth organization sites and four party 

sites. This feature was often utilized by encouraging site visitors to submit a form with contact 

information or by promoting specific issue campaign volunteering. For example, The British 

Youth Council provided a list of current campaigns linked on the homepage, including topics 

such as getting the vote out or lowering the voting age to 16, and were often sponsored 

cooperatively with other, similar organizations.  

In general, engagement features were offered more often than information features, 

suggesting that websites are providing opportunities to participate more than they promote 
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informational content. This was not the case on more general EP election websites analyzed 

through the Internet and Elections project: Though information features were common on these 

websites, opportunities for political action or discussion were not seen as often (Jankowski, et 

al., 2005). This contrast presents an interesting opportunity for further comparison between 

youth and non youth-focused websites. It could mean that youth-focused organizations 

recognize the importance of engaging internet-savvy youth (rather than just providing them with 

information), though such an inquiry goes beyond the scope of this dissertation.  

Summarizing the feature analysis, the information feature most often available on both 

types of sites was biographical content about the organization. Conversely, the most notable 

difference was in the presentation of issue positions, which was entirely absent from youth 

organizations and present on almost three-quarters of political party sites. Variations in 

engagement feature provision were less prominent, though contacting the producer was almost 

always possible, and the largest difference was in the request for donations, which was used 

more often by youth branches of political parties.  

 

5.4 Electoral focus and youth specifics 

 Drawing on the results of the feature analysis, I use these insights and turn to an 

exploratory qualitative analysis that provides a more in-depth look at three aspects of the 

websites: electoral focus, mode of address towards youth, and structure of participation.  

   

An electoral focus: get out the vote 

Political party sites provided election content more often than youth organization sites. 

Political party websites that contained election-related content were Young Labour, 

Conservative Future, Liberal Democrat Youth and Students, the Federation of Student 

Nationalists, Social Democrat and Labour Party (SDLP) Youth, Young Greens, and the Young 

Socialists. Youth organizations with such content included the British Youth Council, the 

Scottish Youth Parliament, HeadsUp, and The Site. This section provides a more in-depth look 

at these websites and examines a number of campaign specific features.  

Differences in campaign focus were noted earlier between political parties and youth 

organizations: Political parties, particularly if running candidates, have a clear stake in the 

outcome of the election, while youth organizations take a more neutral stance in terms of who to 

vote for. Conservative Future offered one example of overt election promotion. When accessing 

the home page, a pop-up sticky note appeared, dimming the rest of the content. It reminded 

visitors to vote, encouraged their participation, and urged them to continue into the site. Overt 
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promotion also included specific endorsement for the party’s candidates. As noted earlier, with 

the exception of the Young Greens and the Young Socialists, all UK youth party websites 

provided information about the candidates running for their party. The Liberal Democrat Youth 

and Students website linked back to the main Liberal Democrats site, which provided a Euro 

candidate list on its homepage. SDLP youth listed Martin Morgan as the candidate, and a 

corresponding article included a reminder to vote on June 10. In contrast, the youth 

organizations did not run candidates and did not encourage voting in a particular direction, and 

instead focused on the more neutral message of the importance of voting.  

This brings up an important similarity between the two types of websites. As a general 

rule all election-related websites framed the act of voting as a matter of good citizenship rather 

than one of political necessity to their organization. Even if political party sites were clearly 

aiming to recruit new members and promote their ideology, they often encouraged voting in 

general, but not always voting for them. A number of examples demonstrate how voting is 

considered a more general, civic value than a “vote for us” message. For example, Conservative 

Future included a homepage link to a “How do I…vote in elections?” section. The content 

provided is neutral, and included links to the Electoral Commission for more specific 

information about the voting process and how to register. This neutrality could in part be 

explained by the nature of second order elections, as observed by Blumler (1983). 

Even those that were promoting candidates often stopped short of sending a partisan 

message to vote: Under the news section on the SNP Students website, an article reported on 

meeting with the European candidate Alyn Smith. In passing, the article encouraged 

voting/getting out the vote, but presented no links or further information. The Young Greens 

showed a slight exception: They included a banner asking visitors to “Vote Green” but with no 

other explicit information about how to follow this partisan calling. Young Labour states, “Our 

aims: To get young people involved, persuade them to vote and join Labour and to help them 

bring about a better society built on Labour’s values” makes clear their bias towards Labour 

policies but still maintained a neutral voting message (not “vote Labour”) even though a vote for 

Labour is implied.  

As expected this trend towards neutral voting promotion, though rather diverse on party 

political sites, excelled on the youth organization websites, at least on the small number that did 

provide it. The British Youth Council’s (BYC) main contribution to the cause was supporting a 

prominent “Get Out the Vote” youth campaign, which provided information about voting and 

how to register. This was mainly due to their involvement in the Youth Voting Network, which 

brought together 30 youth democracy organizations aiming “to develop and promote action to 
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encourage young people’s participation in the democratic process, particularly voting.” The Site 

(information for young people) is a general “guide to life” for young adults aged 16-25. It 

provided information on a wide range of topics deemed relevant for youth (e.g., health, careers, 

legal), and campaign-wise, provided page entitled “Voting for Dummies,” explaining why and 

how to vote, linking to the Electoral Commission and provided all necessary information to get 

young people to the polls or submit a postal vote. The article began by asking the question, 

“Why vote?”: “Voting and elections are important parts of a working democracy. It's easy to 

think your vote won't count, but if nobody made the effort we wouldn't have an accountable 

government (one that answers to you, comrade, the people).” HeadsUp also professed a 

normative view on the virtues of voting and provided the most (potential) interaction with 

politicians and among young people themselves. The forum on Europe was scheduled for May 

3-14, and although the HeadsUp target audience is mainly under voting age (the forum is 

designed for school-aged youth under 18) it was meant to arouse interest during the election 

campaign. As noted, there were two additional youth organization websites that included 

information about the voting process in general but did not mention the current election (Youth 

Information, which also provided a comprehensive section on Europe, and YouthNet Northern 

Ireland, the voluntary youth network for Northern Ireland). 

Particularly through this focus on voting, political party youth branches and youth 

organizations active in the campaign demonstrate a number of ways to promote the EP election 

and encourage young visitors to get involved. Next, I provide a closer look at what makes these 

websites particularly attractive to young people, both in terms of mode of address and structure 

of participation.  

 

Mode of address 

Mode of address was found in specific youth language or more general referrals to 

youth culture. Using more casual language presumably assumed to be more familiar to youth 

was a common tactic. As noted earlier, a “Euro voting” poll on the Scottish Youth Parliament 

website demonstrated such language use in its answer options: “Elections…NO WAY!;” “I 

would but I’m under 18;” and “Yeah, I’ll be voting.” In general, such a poll would be 

appropriate on any citizenship-related site, but the use of all caps and informal language (e.g., 

“yeah,”), seem directed at a younger audience.  

But youth-specific elements were also present in a less overt way. The above poll gave 

three general options: yes, no, and under 18. The designers of the poll seemed to recognize that 

many of their visitors would be unable to participate in the election, not because they were not 
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inclined to vote but because they were unable to. Such references to youth-specific elements 

were present on all sites, down to the names of the organizations. The Site, in their “Voting for 

Dummies” section, announced with a flair: “So long as you know how to make a cross on a bit 

of paper, we'll hold your hand for the hard bit.” 

Conservative Future had a prominent section on “Your Future;” Young Labour appealed 

to shared values with other young people and also challenged visitors in the following way: 

“Don’t like it? Change it:”  

 

You probably feel passionately about certain issues. Have you ever thought of 
putting your beliefs into practice? These days it’s often said to be uncool to be 
involved in politics, but this website is about finding out more and getting 
involved. 
 

Young Labour continued by addressing issues that they saw as  

important to youth but then highlighted why participation in traditional politics was so 

important: 

 

What do you care about? The environment, standards in education, the health 
service, job prospects, or the time at which pubs close? Single-issue pressure 
groups have a role to play on certain issues but they can only go so far. They 
exist to fight a corner and you can choose which of them you get involved in. 
But on the big issues what really matters is who runs the country. 
 
That might sound old hat – and there are always cynics and doom-mongers who 
say politics is irrelevant or boring – but nothing could be further from the truth. 
Who runs the country affects you every day of your life. From education 
standards and problems with crime, to public spending or the price of a new car. 
 
Politics is too important to ignore or ridicule. And when you are 18 and you can 
vote - it’s important to exercise that right. So stop shouting if you disagree with 
the politicians you see on the telly, and get involved… 

 

 This provided a good example of both a casual approach to youth language and also 

touched on a number of things that have been deemed relevant to youth, including an 

assumption that politics is unfashionable or boring, a belief that youth are primarily concerned 

with issues and at the same time, do not see a need to participate in traditional politics, and a 

number of statements designed to convince youth of the importance of participation. This 

example provides a bridge to the next area of interest: the structure of participation that is 

encouraged on these websites.  
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Structure of participation 

All party and organization websites encouraged youth participation either implicitly or 

explicitly. In terms of the election campaign, as detailed earlier the importance of voting was 

made explicit on a number of websites. At the same time the need to focus on issues relevant to 

young people was clear. For example, the Liberal Democrats Youth and Students ran separate 

campaigns for youth-specific “Scrap Tuition Fees” and “Votes at 16.”  

As in the earlier example with Young Labour, however, political party websites often 

worked to connect this issue interest back to party politics. For example, the Young Greens 

described themselves and their goals in the following way:  

 

Young Greens is a new movement harnessing the energy and ideas of young 
people to change the direction of our society. Our vision is of a fair, democratic 
and sustainable future, where individual freedoms and contributions are 
protected and valued. We've realised that if we want to change the way our 
society works, we need to use our democratic system and put forward a positive 
alternative. It's not enough to campaign on single issues. 
 

 

Sometimes young people were also encouraged to email their MP, or generally seek 

relevant information online, and participate in campaigns or volunteer, which involved 

contacting and meeting people offline. Conversely, one organization that explicitly encouraged 

the online is HeadsUp, an online debating platform. This initiative is part of the Hansard 

Society, a charity that promotes “effective parliamentary democracy through education, 

information and opportunities for participation.” Funded by the Electoral Commission, each 

forum (conducted primarily via school classrooms, though students can also participate from 

their home computers) provides an in-depth introduction to the issue, key arguments, and lists 

relevant articles and websites. Debate preparation is taken seriously and young people are 

encouraged to construct arguments in deliberative ways. Forums are moderated by “The Heads,” 

avatars that control certain aspects of the debates (e.g., “Justice”) and specific instructions about 

proper conduct are made clear to participants before the debates begin. These examples 

demonstrate that on the websites analyzed here, the structure of participation goes beyond 

election campaign objectives and encompasses a sometimes-broader view of citizenship.  

 

5.5 Discussion 

Chapter 5 provides an initial analysis of data available during the 2004 EP election 

campaign. Results reported here are relatively descriptive in nature, and in terms of the 
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theoretical background advanced here election data do not allow a great deal of interpretative 

possibilities. The final section of this chapter holds several functions: It first summarizes the 

empirical research presented here, it relates the empirical research back to the theoretical model 

of this dissertation, and it provides a brief explanation of the theoretical and methodological 

progression to the next empirical chapter.  

 

Election campaigns and youth address  

This empirical study looks at the ways in which political websites (youth political party 

and organization websites) address young people during the 2004 EP election campaign. The 

current dissertation research attempts to understand how the concept of citizenship is addressed 

online, so it is relevant to start by looking at a traditional event, such as an election campaign, in 

order to document what is on offer.  

As the survey results demonstrate, youth organizations are facing the challenge of trying 

to reach a group that is not actively participating in (electoral) politics, either online or offline. 

However, young people often use the internet and are confident in their ability to look for 

information and learn new skills online, which may be a good reason for these organizations to 

make an effort to reach this age cohort via websites. Within the 30 websites analyzed, only 11 

provide explicit election information. This relatively low showing mirrored a lack of interest 

present on general UK-based EP election sites (Lusoli & Ward, 2004). Local elections were held 

simultaneously as well as the election of the London Mayor, and these races sometimes drew 

more interest from citizens and political elites. The European Cup also took place during the 

campaign, possibly distracting citizens from a more political focus on Europe and the second 

order election at hand. But such a minor campaign focus goes beyond other, external events 

(electoral or non-) that may have contributed to a lack of interest. It also shows that party and 

organizations seem to perceive this arena of youth disinterest, and further content analysis 

reveals other strategies to reach young people.  

Although particularly youth organizations seemingly did not find it important to focus 

on this election campaign, they still made an effort to address youth as citizens, by using youth-

friendly language, focusing on issues that they deemed important to young people, and building 

an online space to encourage the participation of their target group. Chapter 6 provides a further 

exploration of what youth are doing online and looks in more detail at whether web producers 

have chosen a focus that can be said to be linked to the reality of youth citizenship.  

 

Bringing back the theoretical model 
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Turning back to the theoretical model, two general conclusions can be drawn from this 

chapter. The first is found in what type of citizenship is inherent in the available content: Results 

here show a clear focus on conventional citizenship. The second relates to the use of particular 

internet features in facilitating either strategic or reflexive communication: Websites 

overwhelmingly chose to communicate strategically rather than reflexively, though scattered 

examples of reflexive communication do exist. Figure 5.1 provides a summary of the placement 

of these websites within the theoretical model. 

 

Figure 5.1. Communication Strategies of (Conventional) Websites During the EP Election 
Campaign. 

 
Conventional organizations 

Political party youth branches & youth organizations 
 

 
Non-conventional 

organizations 

Strategic communication (type 1): Strategic communication on 
conventional websites dominated. 
 

• Goal-oriented: increase voter turnout (only on political 
party sites); increase youth political involvement more 
generally (both) 

• Persuasive: information features often promote the 
party/organization’s point of view (e.g. “about us” 
sections) 

• One-way communication & transactional interactivity: 
most content does not encourage interactivity; young 
people are often encouraged to provide information to the 
party or organization 

• Top-down: content appears to be exclusively produced by 
the party/organization  

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Type 2: N/A 

Reflexive communication (type 3): Reflexive communication on 
conventional websites was thin. Certain features do hint at 
reflexivity. 
 

• Goal-modifying: no evidence 
• Responsive: youth language attempts to demonstrate an 

understanding of youth political culture 
• Coproductive interactivity: potentially present on 

websites with forums 
• Bottom-up: no evidence 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Type 4: N/A 
 

 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, websites included in the analysis were chosen 

for their potential to provide information and/or encourage participation in the election 

campaign. Theoretically, such a focus can be seen as fitting the realm of conventional 
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citizenship, and websites do match these criteria, demonstrating this view at least from a content 

standpoint. This is particularly true on the political party sites, given their electoral focus. 

At the same time, conventional citizenship does entail more than electoral participation, 

and some organizations here did indeed focus on participation outside the campaign. A lack of 

electoral focus could simply be a failure to update web content for current events, but it is also 

possible that politically motivated organizations are channeling their efforts elsewhere for 

specific reasons. Some organizations appear to see election campaigns as less important for 

citizenship, reflecting the idea that political engagement needs to be more of a permanent 

activity. 

The presence of certain features shows that engagement can occur in broader, more 

unconventional activities like volunteering. For example, on the youth organization websites, 

observations reveal that engagement is more often framed as general participation, rather than 

an explicit encouragement to participate in the election campaign. Additionally, joining a youth 

organization provides an invitation for young people to participate, but such a request did not 

necessarily relate to electoral participation. Such examples demonstrate that political websites 

also exist within this context in order to promote a broader perspective on citizenship beyond 

electoral politics. However, they do not meet the requirements of this dissertation’s definition of 

non-conventional citizenship, such as a primary focus on single-issue campaigns. This is also a 

result of the fact that the empirical focus in this chapter was on more conventional (i.e., 

electoral) aims. Figure 5.1 thus places all websites analyzed here under conventional citizenship, 

leaving an analysis of non-conventional organizations for later chapters. 

The view of communication in this dissertation focuses on strategic and reflexive 

strands. Particularly in reference to the feature analysis conducted here, I examined information 

and engagement features and also other content relevant to voting, youth, and participation. The 

websites primarily fit the notion of strategic communication (within organizations geared 

towards conventional citizenship). Strategic communication is readily observable both in terms 

of information features and also most engagement features. This conclusion is illustrated by 

looking at one of the most frequently coded features, “about us” sections or biographies about 

the organizations: Party or organizational biographies function as a clear way to provide visitors 

information about the goals and aims of the producer.  

Strategic – but also possibly reflexive – aims are also clear when going back to the very 

existence of the youth branch. Political parties have decided that youth should be addressed in a 

particular way, separate from adults, so the very existence of the party and its website points to 

an adaptation to this audience. This is also the case for youth organizations that hope to make 
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youth feel welcome and (virtually) surrounded by likeminded others. Some interesting 

discrepancies can however be highlighted between political party and youth organization 

websites.  

Strategic communication on the part of youth political parties is often aimed at a 

successful election outcome. Strategically speaking, the political party youth branch hopes to 

encourage its young members to vote. Therefore by providing information about candidates and 

encouraging them to vote in the election, through such information provision they hope to attain 

this goal by increasing voter turnout (for the party). At the same time, even with a clearly 

strategic goal to increase turnout, parties seemed to recognize that a normative level, they 

embrace the importance of voting in the greater context of democratic citizenship. Therefore 

they sometimes choose their language to be more neutral – rather than the few that say “vote for 

me” it was more often phrased as “voting allows you to have your say.” Strategic content 

therefore encourages support for the party but at the same time lets the young visitor know that 

voting for voting’s sake is an approved behavior.  

Youth organizations take a different strategic route, as their aim seems more focused 

around a general desire to see young people participate as citizens, and electoral participation is 

only one example of this engagement. On both types of websites, reflexivity for this clearly 

electoral aim was absent. For example, there was no content that explored the relative 

importance of electoral participation (such as voting) for general citizenship. No mater how it 

was delivered, the importance of voting was presenting in a strategic, conventional manner. 

Other features hint at a reflexive aim. For example, contact information may 

demonstrate possibilities for young people to shape the content and see their personal 

contributions manifest online, though specific references to this feedback were not observed. 

Drawing again on Xenos and Foot’s (2007) conceptualization of interactivity, transactional 

interactivity (here: strategic communication) is carefully managed and helps to strategically 

place organizations. Engagement features analyzed here seem to fit this definition much more 

than that of coproductive interactivity, which they say is favored by young users and allows for 

user-control. Websites that maintain forums may provide an example of coproductive 

interactivity, but such content was only examined on a surface level so such a conclusion is 

difficult to make based on this analysis. Results demonstrate that reflexive communication is 

lacking online. At the same time, by definition reflexive communication is difficult to grasp 

without gaining a deeper understanding of why certain content is chosen by producers, and will 

be expanded on more in later empirical work in this dissertation. 
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Given the theoretical background of this dissertation it is relevant to move forward by 

looking outside the context of election campaigns and at a non-electoral time period. It is also 

relevant to select websites from a wider political spectrum, which can be classified as 

conventional or non-conventional, based on an initial examination of their content and mission. 

This first empirical study did find differences between the two website categories, political party 

youth branches and youth organizations, though they were both classified as conventional. 

However, given the new scope of inquiry, I next focus on organizations that, at least explicitly, 

are linked to the current political system (those with a conventional view of citizenship) as well 

as those that are distanced or in opposition to the current political system (non-conventional). 

Details of this division are reviewed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 6  

 

Conventional and Non-conventional Organizations Online: A Broader 

Scope 
 

6.1 Introduction and contextual factors 

 

This chapter explores how youth organizations address young people online within a 

broad political scope. The analysis encompasses a wide variety of organizations with various 

aims, from electoral participation to issue campaign involvement. It also draws on survey data to 

build on previously reported low participation rates. It does so by examining the online interests 

youth have as well as their attitudes towards civic participation. 

 It is important to acknowledge that a division between conventional or non-conventional 

organizations is not necessarily explicitly apparent. However by focusing on external 

characteristics of organizations (e.g., funding sources, stated aims) on a practical level I 

characterize organizations as such. Given that the current chapter chooses a broad political 

scope in which to explore the aims and goals of youth organizations, such a division is helpful in 

uncovering similarities as well as distinctions between the two types, allowing for possible 

inconsistencies to arise throughout the analysis.   

The chapter utilizes survey, interview and website content analysis. Part one of the 

study focuses on results from the user survey. The overarching research question (as reported in 

Chapters 5 and 6) was presented in Chapter 4; here, the focus is exemplified in the following 

more specific research question: 

 

Research question 6.1: What are young people’s attitudes towards civic-political participation 

and how do these attitudes relate to their online interests?  

 

Turning to the organizations selected for analysis, the interview aim was to better 

understand how organizations complement their objectives with their website. The interviews 

sought to comprehend how each organization perceived online presence; to explore concepts 

and expectations of youth and how they communicate with this target group; and to probe for a 

deeper understanding of the interviewee’s views towards democratic citizenship and how these 
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views have influenced the website’s content, presentation, and future plans. The second research 

question mirrors one of the key secondary questions present in Chapter 4:  

 

Research question 6.2: In a broad political context, how do web producers’ views of citizenship 

translate to online communication strategies on their youth civic-political websites? 

 

Finally, part three of the chapter turns to website content to better understand the actual 

online practice of the chosen organization’s websites. Using a qualitative analysis of online 

content, the following research question is addressed:  

 

Research question 6.3: How do civic-political websites address youth online, and how does the 

context of these websites reflect the reported communication strategies of web producers? 

 

Methodological review 

In this chapter, results reported from the user survey look at young people’s attitudes 

towards civic-political participation as well as take a closer look at what young people are 

actually doing online. The aim of the interviews is to gain (theoretical and practical) information 

about the organization as well as the features and content of the website. Website analysis 

primarily covers areas of interest according to content and interactivity, as detailed in Chapter 4.  

 Preliminary content analysis began before the interview and helped make the interview 

process more fluid; specific aspects of the site such as features, campaigns, or emerging 

outlooks were then used to better structure the responses of interviewees. A more systematic 

content analysis took place after the interviews and was used to follow up any emphasis raised 

in the interview and highlight consistencies and inconstancies between producer views and 

content. 

 

Website typology 

As noted, the selection strategy in the current chapter represents a variation from 

website selection in the previous empirical chapter (Chapter 5), where I selected political party 

youth branches and youth organizations and classified them both as conventional organizations. 

In order to provide a broader theoretical approach, here I examine a wider array of UK-based 

youth organizations. The first group was made up of those more intricately connected with UK 

government politics and usually encouraged cooperation with government through official 
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channels. I term these conventional organizations, following the conventional citizenship 

dimension as detailed in the theoretical framework. The second group consisted of those 

professing more of a distance from governmental politics, such as those focused on issue 

campaigns or lifestyle politics, and that primarily (if at all) communicated with government 

through protest or outside pressure. I term these non-conventional organizations, following the 

non-conventional citizenship dimension in the theoretical framework. The following analysis 

will in part determine whether these categorizations fit. 

 Websites selected for analysis in this chapter were initially chosen starting with the 

selection used in Chapter 5. Two strategies were used. First, I contacted the political party/youth 

organizations previously analyzed to inquire about an interview and to ask for suggestions of 

other relevant organizations or interviewees. Second, in order to broaden the scope of analysis 

and include organizations excluded from previous analysis, I used the linking practices of these 

sites to search for more issue-based campaigns that would have by their very nature been 

previously excluded. For example, the information portal Youth Information, which is funded 

primarily by the Local Government Association and government departments, was included in 

the previous analysis. However, Youth Information provides links to scores of other 

organizations, many of which fit into the scope of more non-conventional politics. Therefore I 

was able to widen the scope of inquiry but at the same time, albeit loosely, remain within the 

context of the original website selection.  

Twelve organizations were classified as conventional. These were HeadsUp, Y Vote 

Mock Elections, and Citizen Calling (initiatives run by the Hansard Society); the United Nations 

Association of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UNA-UK), the coordinator of the United 

Nations Youth and Student Association of the UK (UNYSA), and the UNYSA Youth Council 

President; Youth Information, eXplore Parliament, which is part of the Parliamentary Education 

Unit; Young Scot, UK Youth Parliament, and two associated with political parties, including the 

Federation of Student Nationalists and the Young Greens. Nine organizations are classified as 

non-conventional, including single-issue organizations focusing on animal rights (peta2, 

Vegetarians International Voice for Animals – Viva!, and Animal Aid) and one that favors 

animal testing in the name of scientific research (Pro-test); Labour Behind the Label, 

Greenpeace UK, and the SPEAK Network. Two further interviewees classified as non-

conventional represented a coalition that held ties to a number of other large civil society 

organizations (The Corporate Responsibility CORE coalition), as well as an individual that has 

worked extensively on a number of relevant websites in terms of web development and ICT 
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consultancy and represented a more general overview of developments in the charity and not for 

profit sector (Sue Fidler Ltd).  

 

6.2 Youth attitudes and online interests 

This section addresses the intersection between young people’s attitudes towards 

citizenship and their internet use via further analysis of the CIVICWEB survey. Specifically, I 

am interested in exploring dimensions of participation and dimensions of use. Results here focus 

on self-reported attitudes towards civic or political participation, but also examine what young 

people are reportedly doing online, in terms of what type of websites they are interested in and 

visit the most often. The results in Chapter 5 demonstrated a lack of interest in conventional 

politics but at the same time, a very high rate of internet use and confidence in using it. As these 

findings show that the internet is a good place to locate a youth audience, it is worth first 

examining what they report doing online prior to an analysis of the youth-focused websites 

chosen for the current analysis.  

 This section presents an overview of UK youths’ attitudes towards civic and political 

participation followed by an exploratory factor analysis that uncovers the various areas of 

interest that youth express in different websites. It then looks at the influence of interest in 

clusters of websites in relation to participation, both online and offline.  

 

Attitudes towards civic participation and political efficacy  

 Respondents were asked how important a number of characteristics are to being a good 

citizen (see Table 6.1). More than three-quarters (77.1%) found it “quite important” or “very 

important” to always obey laws and regulations. Also highly ranked included those who felt it 

was important to support those who are worse of than themselves (71.4%), be informed about 

world events (76.3%), and 71.9% found it important to form their own opinions independently 

of others. 

However, when turning to more overly political activities, opinions began to change 

among respondents. Results here show that only a little over half of respondents found it 

important to vote in elections (57%; 27.3% were neutral when asked). As far as being active in 

politics, only one quarter (23.6%) reported this to be an important part of citizenship (28.7% 

found this to be “hardy” or “totally unimportant,” and almost half of respondents were neutral). 

Less than half (42.9%) found it important to be active in voluntary organizations (41.2% 

neutral). At the same time, Chapter 5 showed that the second highest form of participation 

among respondents was precisely this type of volunteering. Despite this unclear result, these 
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findings seem to demonstrate a noteworthy discrepancy in how respondents view good 

citizenship. Perhaps most interesting is the disconnection found between citizenship and 

political activity. Young people clearly do not pair more general, civic responsibilities with 

action in the political realm, including voting. Such results show that a higher percentage of 

respondents related to more non-conventional characteristics of citizenship. This will be 

examined later in more detail, but first, I turn to what young people report doing with their time 

online. 

 

Table 6.1. Reported Attitudes Towards Civic Participation. 
 % of those 

answering “quite 
important” or 
“very important” 

Mean Std. Dev. 

 
Support people who are worse 
of than themselves. 

 

 
71.4 
 

 
3.87 

 
1.10 

Vote in elections. 57.0 3.64 1.21 

Always obey laws and 
regulations. 
 
 

77.1 4.10 1.12 

Form their own opinion, 
independently of others. 
 

71.9 4.01 1.13 

Be active in voluntary 
organizations. 
 

42.9 3.34 1.02 

Be active in politics. 23.6 2.9 1.01 

Be informed about what is 
going on in the world. 
 

76.3 4.09 1.12 

Note: The reported percentages represent those who responded with “Quite important” or 
“Very important” in answer to the question “To be a good citizen, how important would you 
say it is for a person to…?” All items were measured on a 5-point scale.  
 

What youth do online 
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 The CIVICWEB survey aimed to better understand how respondents spend time online. 

This was queried by asking what websites young people are interested in across a wide range of 

topic choices. Respondents were asked to rate how interested they were in visiting websites 

about a variety of topics1 (27 total items). These questions aimed to gain an understanding of the 

general interests young people pursued while online. In order to determine whether there are 

clusters of websites favored by the same people, here I report on the results of an exploratory 

factor analysis on these questions. 

 For these survey questions, a Principle Component Factor Analysis with Varimax 

rotation confirmed a loading on four factors (eigenvalues 7.05, 3.15, 3.04, 2.10; explained 

variance 26.1, 11.7, 11.2, and 7.7 percent). These factors were termed Global issues; Political 

issues; Entertainment online; and General entertainment. Global issues included an interest in a 

wide range of topics, including websites about the environment, animals, religion, drugs, peace, 

health, human rights, ethnic minorities, racism/discrimination, gender issues, social inequalities, 

and arts/literature. Political issues related more to conventional political interests and included 

websites about political parties, government, elections, and news. Entertainment online covered 

interest in games/software, online gaming and computer hardware, and General entertainment 

pertained to an interest in websites focusing on music, movies, shopping, and fashion. 

The reported means demonstrated a higher interest in websites classified as 

entertainment as compared to global and political issues. These factors were used to construct 

scales of young people’s interests online. Interest in global issues formed a scale with 12 items 

(M=2.69, SD=.97, alpha=.93). Interest in political issues formed a scale with four items 

(M=2.34, SD=.98, alpha=.86). Interest in entertainment online formed a scale with three items 

(M=3.01, SD=1.12, alpha=.80). Interest in general entertainment formed a scale with four items 

(M=4.13, SD=.72, alpha=.63). These indices, including interests online, are used in the 

regression analysis described in the next section.  

It is interesting to examine how youth interest in various types of websites influences 

political participation, both online and offline. Such a query can be examined through regression 

analysis. The key dependent variables in the reported model (see Table 6.2) are online and 

offline participation, drawn from the scales first described in Chapter 5. Key independent 

variables include the four indices constructed from the interest in websites variables (detailed 

above) as well as attitudes towards civic participation (measured using the seven items reported 

                                                
1 Response categories for these questions ranged from “Not at all interesting” to “Very interesting.” 



A Broader Scope 

 115 

in Table 6.1 that form a reliable scale, alpha=.86, M=3.7, SD=.81). Control variables include 

age (mean = 21.84, SD=8.6), gender (64.4% female), and education in years (M=11, SD=4.7).  

 

Table. 6.2. Examining the Relationship Between Online Interest and Political Participation.  
 Online participation Offline participation 

 Beta SE Beta SE 
Controls 

Age 
Gender 
Education 

 
.019 
.009 

-.030 
 

  
.002 
.043 
.004 

 

 
-.131 
-.009 
.051 

 
*** 

 
.002 
.039 
.004 

Online interest in… 
     Global issues 
     Political issues  
     Entertainment online  
     General entertainment 
 

 
.155 
.099 
.053 

-.050 
 

 
*** 
** 

 
.025 
.024 
.018 
.028 

 
.186 
.070 

-.048 
-.047 

 
*** 
* 

 
.023 
.021 
.017 
.026 

Participation 
     Attitudes civic participation 

Online participation 
Offline participation 
 

 
.053 

- 
.539 

 
* 
 
*** 

 
.024 

- 
.033 

 
.036 
.538 

- 

 
 
*** 

 
.022 
.027 

- 

Note: Entries are standardized beta coefficients and standard errors.  
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.  

 

Table 6.2 demonstrates the relationship between the four constructed indices of online 

interest and online and offline political participation. Specifically it presents two models: one 

using online participation as the dependent variable and one aiming to predict offline 

participation. It shows a positive and significant relationship between two of the indices – global 

issues and political issues – in relation to online participation and offline participation. Interest 

expressed via the two entertainment indices is non-significant. Thus respondents that primarily 

use the web for entertainment are not as politically active as those with an interest in politically 

or globally oriented websites. 

The table also shows a significant relationship between online and offline participation, 

with each predicting the other. Attitudes towards civic participation significantly predicted 

online participation but not offline participation. Given the earlier discrepancies in attitudes 

between civic and more political facets, this may demonstrate that those more inclined towards 

traditional participation find political participation more relevant online. Finally, age was a 

significant predictor of offline participation. Interestingly this relationship is negative, where the 

younger an individual was the more likely they were to participate offline. Gender and education 

had no effect on political participation, either online or offline.  



Youth, Citizenship and Online Political Communication 

 116 

Drawing on these two models, it is possible to identify a number of influences on 

political participation. In essence, two types of young citizens emerge: online participants and 

offline participants. Age influences offline participants (they are more likely to be younger) but 

online participants have, surprisingly, more traditional attitudes towards civic participation. Both 

are distinguished by their online interest in political and global issues.  

 

6.3 The web producer view 

I begin the analysis by first providing a description of the websites in question, then turn 

to illustrating interviewee’s theoretical views towards youth as well as their objectives and 

describing how each of these relate to online presence. Next, I discuss issues of legitimacy and 

interactivity before turning to website content to substantiate these views. Both interview and 

web content analysis is conducted in the spirit of a grounded theory analysis. As noted in 

Chapter 4, the method introduced by Mayring (2000) provides a way of structuring interview 

results. These results are then used to shape the focus of the qualitative content analysis of 

accompanying websites. In the discussion I revisit the theoretical model, highlighting the 

comparative elements between conventional and non-conventional youth organizations and 

strategic and reflexive communication. 

 

Website descriptions  

Interviewees qualified as representatives of either conventional or non-conventional 

organizations, ranging from issue campaigns to those primarily connected with establishing 

youth ties to government institutions.2 Though all civic- or politically focused in nature, based 

on the conventional/non-conventional distinction they varied in their stated framework. Some 

primarily functioned as information providers and others identified as campaign organizations. 

Some, through mission statements, declared an outright affiliation with external democratic 

values and goals, while others held a more internal focus. For example, the UK Youth 

Parliament’s (UKYP) objectives are “advancement of education of children and young people in 

the principles and practice of parliamentary democracy and the promotion of good citizenship 

by the establishment of a youth parliament.” In contrast, a non-conventional organization, Viva! 

(Vegetarians International Voice for Animals) mainly aims to change people’s attitudes and 

behaviors about animal consumption: “the best way to stop the destruction and the cruelty is to 

stop eating animals now – go vegetarian, or better still, vegan.” They also differed in youth 

                                                
2 All corresponding URLs are listed in Appendix A, Table 2. 
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orientation. Some are wholly geared towards this age cohort while for others youth represented 

more of a secondary form of address. For example, SPEAK is “a network connecting together 

young adults and students to campaign and pray about issues of global injustice” whereas 

Labour Behind the Label (LBL), though they run various campaigns aimed at a younger 

audience, said their “aim is to have as broad based of an audience as possible.” 

 

Views and strategy towards youth 

Organizations expressed views towards young people and also reported a reflection of 

these views in their online strategies. Some organizations expressed a clear opinion about why 

youth should be targeted. The Youth Information interviewee said that as an organization, they 

realized that  “…young people were slipping through the net, there was this gap between 

childhood and adulthood where a lot of people were losing focus or losing their way.” Others 

were more reflective about youth focus:  

 

We’ve been thinking about why we have this youth site. We’d assumed youth 
are a different audience, but we are in the process of re-examining it. The 
conclusion we’ve come to is that it’s good to have a place dedicated to youth, 
where we can show them that it is something they can be involved in at that age 
(Animal Aid). 

 

As for an online focus, organizations saw youth as technologically savvy, and realized 

that if they wanted to reach this group, they needed to do it online: “Young people tend to be 

that much more technologically minded than an older generation might be; for them it is a very 

natural thing to go onto a website to find out more information about an organization” (UKYP).  

Underlying the age focus is the issue of how young people were viewed as citizens. 

Most took a position of apathy, either stating youth are apathetic or agreeing that young people 

are portrayed this way. However when it came to solving this apathy, differences emerged 

between organizations. Both conventional and non-conventional organizations, true to their 

classification, agreed that issue campaigns are a better way to reach youth (rather than through 

traditional political channels) but used this interest in different ways. This is because their goals 

as organizations differed in either wanting to connect back to traditional politics or simply 

wanting to raise awareness of (and action towards) an issue. 

 To illustrate, the conventional organizations that hoped to unite youth with official 

political channels recognized the disparity of interest between (perceived) youth indifference 

and their goals, but also highlighted the importance of fighting it. When asked explicitly about 
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what role they saw their websites playing in democracy, the Youth Information interviewee 

explained her philosophy while pointed me to webpage called Countering Political Apathy. 

They wanted young people to know their vote counts:  

 

…there is interest in topics so young people have been out protesting but 
actually they don’t transfer interest in that political issue to national government 
or even local government …we’ve given it a focus about getting young people 
to understand at the very highest level that their vote counts… 
 

The representative from Young Scot, a national youth information and citizenship 

charity, viewed apathy as stemming from dissatisfaction with party politics, and argued that 

most young people are interested in participating in issue-based campaigns. UNYSA told me, 

“People vote if they think it will have an impact on something that they care about like human 

rights. I think if political leaders don’t address those issues that people are passionate about, then 

a lot of young people and a lot of older people just don’t see the point in voting.” 

As for the non-conventional organizations, on the surface this view was the same but 

was enacted quite differently due to their stated aims. When comparing issue-based politics 

(their focus) to party politics, one non-conventional interviewee (Animal Aid) argued that most 

young people were much more interested in participating in issue-based campaigns:  

 

I think when people think of party politics they think they’re quite gray and 
boring, sort of something that old people do. If you go along to party politics 
meetings almost everyone there has gray hair, but with animal rights protests 
you’ll see lots of young people as well as old people, so yeah I think it’s more 
exiting, more radical, more fun. 

 

Viva! (“campaigning for animals, fighting for change”) agreed that youth do feel 

apathetic, but their goal was to rather let them know that young people do have the power to 

make a change.  

Beyond an explicit age focus, special efforts were made to appeal in various ways to a 

younger age group. The use of a particular youth style, though sometimes distinctive, was rarely 

mentioned. Rather, an affinity with youth was expressed through an interest in demonstrating 

that other young people were involved. The use of age-appropriate language came up when 

interviewees wondered aloud if their choice of text was either too complex or too 

condescending. Generally, however, youth focus was seen more of an issue related to content 

than style. For example, peta2, the youth branch of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, 

was launched at a punk music tour (according to the interviewee, punk artists are often 
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supportive of social issues like animal rights). It continues to maintain ideological links with 

bands that support the message.  

In essence, both conventional and non-conventional organizations saw young people as 

citizens who need socialization in order to learn to fully participate and emerge as wholly-

formed citizens. This is revealed in views towards apathy: Those connected to government 

(conventional organizations) cautiously acknowledged this but felt they can draw youth in by 

first enticing them with issues, then later showing them the importance of government. Non-

conventional organizations instead were free to dismiss the importance of any eventual 

enthusiasm for party politics. There was a desire to be seen to connect with youth of all ages, 

and organizations use these methods of socialization to encourage participation that continues 

throughout the life span.  

Such views aided in the construction of a more in-depth analysis of the structure and 

goals of the organization. Drawing from insights uncovered in this first phase of analysis, I now 

turn to a more general look at organizational objectives in order to understand why and how 

organizations communication to youth in the ways that they have chosen. 

 

Organizational objectives and strategy 

Interviewees expressed a number of convictions about the objectives of their 

organization, both theoretically and more practically in terms of their websites. When queried 

about their goals, interviewees expanded on a coherent explanation of their primary purposes. 

Though they varied in their aims, conventional organizations primarily worked to connect youth 

to the government or other political elites and non-conventional organizations mainly focused 

on connecting youth to their own organization, or by encouraging individual behavioral change, 

as was often the case for issue campaigns.  

At a basic level, all selected organizations used their websites as an information 

provision tool in order to educate young people, and providing relevant content to young people 

functioned as “putting the spoon slightly closer to their mouths” (UNA-UK). Organizations 

were generally very positive about the increased reach, amount of information provision 

possible, and ease of turning to online sources. The interviewee from Youth Information mused,  

 

Fortunately the computer element is something that has been embraced really 
by everybody, particularly young people are wanting to use computers as an 
access to information…So rather than taking away from youth work it has 
added another dimension to the resource network that youth work can have. 
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Also frequently noted was cost effectiveness, increased access to resources, and for 

member-based organizations, as a tool to attract new members and put them in touch with 

existing members: “We see the online facilitating the offline” (UNA-UK).  

Beyond an informative approach, organizations wanted to see young visitors engaging 

and participating in various goals and campaigns. A similarity among the organizations was this 

“inform then involve” approach. Basically they believed that if users digested the educative 

element of the organization, then young people would follow by getting more engaged or 

participating in political matters:  

 

…if you understand the issues and become passionate about them, then you will 
automatically understand the fact that playing your part in the democratic 
process can have a really big impact…the democratic engagement aspect flows 
from that (UNYSA). 
 

 One conventional organization that was particularly close to government, the UK Youth 

Parliament (UKYP), assumed that engagement was already taking place (they have “already 

established that”), and rather focused on a policy-related goal. According to the interviewee, the 

ultimate goal of UKYP was to stage a successful campaign and get the government to change 

policy around an issue important to young people. The UKYP interviewee distanced his 

organization from others that are not involved in direct engagement with Parliament, as he saw 

this type of involvement as facilitating real political power.  

In general, all organizations usually encouraged via education and engagement from 

their target audience. Some functioned as primarily information providers while others 

encouraged direct action. However, most strived for a balance between the two. The interviewee 

from peta2 agreed: “Basically everybody has his or her own part. Some people have strengths 

on particular issues and particular approaches and we want to make sure we are emphasizing 

those.” Young Scot noted:  

 

We’re not a campaigning organization we’re here to gather information and 
then step back and say you make up your own minds about this. We don’t tell 
people how to vote, I mean we don’t even necessarily, we don’t even tell people 
to vote we just get them the information that we hope will encourage them to 
vote. 
 

 

When asked to specifically refer to the website’s role in implementing their general 

engagement and participation goals, however, the tone shifted somewhat. Here, some 
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uncertainty emerged between encouraging participation online or offline. The interviewee at 

Greenpeace UK described this quantity versus quality debate as a double-edged sword. He 

praised the reach of the internet in mobilizing large groups of people to say, email political 

elites, but “it’s the personally written letters that have the biggest impact.” This view often 

varied based on how integral the internet was to the organization; those with adequate funding 

and access to offline resources could more easily rely on their websites for primarily 

information purposes; others were obliged to do what they could with online opportunities. 

To illustrate, organizations generally fell into one of two categories: The organization 

itself has been in existence for many years and the website was simply an adaptation to a more 

technological world, or they were relatively young and have always seen their web presence as 

integral: One would not exist without the other. Here, a distinction was found between the two 

types of organizations. Many of the conventional organizations could be described as well-

established offline. Some like Youth Information, “the information toolkit for young people,” 

were based on previously existing offline databases. These organizations mainly praised the 

internet for its speed and reach. Few of the conventional organizations had adapted entirely to an 

online structure, rather they used it more for reasons of convenience. Though this online/offline 

distinction was generally based on the availability of resources, one exception is HeadsUp, 

which operates exclusively on a digital platform in schools to provide “an online debating space 

for under 18s to share their views on political issues and events.”3 This illustrates that 

sometimes, despite having access to substantial funding, some organizations chose anyway to 

remain exclusively digital.  

Non-conventional organizations, for example Labour Behind the Label, saw their online 

face as important in another way. This campaign organization possessed a well-known name, 

strong ties to a global network, and a host of provocative URLs, but had only two members of 

staff. The interviewee described this approach as “constructive ambiguity.” Others also 

functioned extraordinarily well with a small number of committed volunteers. In this respect, a 

well maintained website can be viewed as a great equalizer: It only takes one knowledgeable 

individual to promote an organization in cyberspace. 

 Thus far a number of patterns have emerged. Though they share important functions, 

such as the importance of addressing young people, a positive view of the internet as a 

communication tool, and the promotion of a particular view of citizenship, conventional and 

non-conventional organizations demonstrate different views as well as practical ways of 

                                                
3 The Crick Report, the official report on Citizenship education, did mention the promise of implementing 
the curriculum through the use of communication technologies. 
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establishing these views online. Conventional organizations are generally better-established 

offline, possibly due to greater funding advantages. They want to create government-friendly 

citizens and pursue this aim with issue-based strategies. Non-conventional organizations are 

more often exclusively online in terms of youth outreach, but offline they provide ample 

opportunities often for issue-based protest and activism, with a more abstract goal of creating 

government-challenging citizens. An analysis of web content allows a better understanding of 

these differences, which is a matter for investigation in the next section. First, theoretical 

differences revealed point to the issue of legitimacy and how these organizations perceive 

themselves in a democratic society. Two noteworthy aspects arose: One relates to the legitimacy 

of information (or organizational philosophy) and the other to legitimacy of interaction (or 

online presence). 

 

Legitimacy of the organization 

There seemed to be a deeper issue underlying the motivations explicated above that 

pointed to interviewees’ views about the legitimacy of their organization. As noted in Chapter 2, 

Beck (1992) also found legitimacy key: In order to play a leadership role on behalf of citizens, 

institutions must be seen as legitimate. Beyond why they focused on youth or whether they held 

certain objectives, a common declaration – stated either implicitly or explicitly – was that if 

people have the “right” information (that is, whatever is being offered by the organization), they 

would make the right choice. This ideological confidence can be illustrated in conventional 

organizations with the issue of voting. It seemed to be the underlying reason why organizations 

can say it is acceptable if young people do not vote, because they were confident that they will 

vote. This followed various rationales, such as: “If they understand (Parliament), then they will 

get engaged.” Others agreed they would “not be unhappy” with protest against the very 

institutions they promote (i.e., a government-directed protest), as long as this is an “active 

choice” and done from “an educated position.” Some did take the hard line, though. UKYP 

plainly stated that it was “naïve” not to vote, and such a misguided decision could seemingly 

only result from a young person not being exposed to the right information. 

With non-conventional organizations, this was also the case, though their beliefs in what 

was “right” stemmed more from the particular aims of their organization rather than from a 

government-based legitimacy: “Certainly most of the population would agree with these issues 

if they knew about them so we want make sure we get word out as much as possible” (peta2). 

They, like conventional organizations, were rigid in their ideas about what was accurate, and 

this was more transparent with the non-conventional: “I think anybody who goes to our website 
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will quickly figure out which side they want to be on for these issues” (peta2). Perhaps this 

explicitness was a reaction to an opposition to, or struggle against, the existing governmental 

system. For conventional organizations, the issue of legitimacy also seemed to be tied with the 

perception of their own neutrality: “What we don’t have is the proactive need to push a message 

because we have no message to give. We have information about messages, but what we’re not 

actually making a message ourselves” (Youth Information). Conversely, many non-conventional 

organizations did not feel – or at least did not express – this sense of neutrality. 

In order to draw out this issue of legitimacy, organizations were asked about their stance 

on promoting what could be seen as radical activities (e.g., unlawful protest). When asked, 

conventional organizations encouraged law-abiding behavior, and Youth Information stressed: 

“…There is no reason that [young people] can’t be active within the law. Obviously we cannot 

promote actions that would be outside of the law.” However when pressed to confirm whether 

they would support protest or other forms of disassociation from the political system, most 

conventional organizations (here, UKYP) admitted that, in a majority of cases, action is better 

than no action:  

 

It’s not necessarily something which we would encourage. But again I don’t 
necessarily see it as a bad outcome because we are not trying to push people 
through a particular route…It’s just about getting people more engaged in the 
world around them. And if they take the information which we’ve given them 
and they go a more radical route, in a way that’s not necessarily a bad 
thing…it’s kind of for the health of democracy you’d rather people take an 
interest in what is going on than do nothing at all.  
 

In relation to online presence, interactivity emerged as an additional issue of interest. 

Interactivity opens up the content of a website to outsiders and can be seen as an issue of 

legitimacy as the website functions as an online face of the organization. Previously and almost 

exclusively confident in their message and outlets, here all interviewees spoke of a lack of 

interactivity on their websites and how they “should” be more interactive online. They wanted 

“…to get people coming to the website because there’s a community there which they can 

participate in…our current website doesn’t really meet people’s expectations, so the hope is to 

be able to change it in such a way that it can meet the expectations of the changing role of the 

internet” (UKYP).  

Others did worry that relinquishing content control could have negative effects. One 

example is that UNA-UK had plans to change to a website tool that local branches around the 

country can access and edit, but is under centralized control (currently it is not). Some non-
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conventional organizations had a different perspective: Often open-source platforms (e.g., 

Drupel) were used to create content and interviewees expressed a desire to contribute to the 

open source community. 

At the same time, for those that had already introduced some interactive elements on 

their sites, I queried about problems with controversial content. Web producers told me that they 

rarely had any problems with outside content. In fact, it seemed where pre-moderation (i.e., a 

moderator checks messages for inappropriate content before placing them on the website or 

forum) was in place, it had been deemed unnecessary (though still present). Only one exception 

presented itself, and this was with HeadsUp: 

 

So 30 young people are sitting in this classroom with computer access and then 
they all realize that their comments are going up, you know, with swear words, 
etc. So they were posting and it was kind of carrying on and getting worse and 
worse and we were trying to frantically get them all, deleting them all…But 
now, it’s a lot better managed because if there was any kind of thing like that I 
just wouldn’t put them up. 
 

Another issue of interactivity, and possibly control, had to do the move to social 

networking sites. Though not a primary focus in this dissertation, a number of both types of 

organizations mentioned MySpace and Facebook profiles. But alongside praising their reach, an 

interviewee from UNA-UK (a conventional organization) also admitted: “I mean, getting onto 

these sites was actually just to establish our presence again. We were just very aware that if we 

didn’t do it, someone else would and we just wanted to make sure we had a UNA identity 

there.” Therefore it was important to utilize social networking both to protect their image (and 

as UNA-UK saw it, brand) and increase their reach. Others however simply saw social 

networking as another way to reach their target audience: “we have a Viva! MySpace as well so 

we’re trying to keep up with the trends…it’s obviously a very good networking tool that young 

people are using now.”  

Thus far, interview analysis has uncovered important findings related to theoretical 

views about young citizens, organizational objectives, and issues of legitimacy. But how does 

the actual content of these websites compare to the views expressed by interviewees? I now turn 

to results of the content analysis of these websites to better understand the online manifestation 

of these views.  

 

6.4 Aim and reality of websites 
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The aim of the qualitative analysis of the websites is twofold: to further illustrate the 

views uncovered in the analysis of interview data and to compare what web producers say they 

do with their online presence to what they actually do. This section draws on earlier conclusions 

and examines strategic and reflexive communication online by focusing on both one-way 

communication (informing young users but also encouraging them to engage or participate) and 

interactive elements on the websites.  

 

One-way communication online  

Each website used particular strategies to inform their target audience about their aims 

and goals. Practically, this translated into specificities of focus, including age restrictions. Web 

content confirmed interviewees’ reports and demonstrated that as an age group, young people 

were generally age development targets in a number of ways, though many professed a wide 

target age-range, like Young Scot (targeting 12-26 year-olds) and peta2, who primarily works 

with young people aged 13-21. One target focused on the under-18 age group, often via 

Citizenship education in the UK school system. Both conventional and non-conventional 

organizations were involved in Citizenship education, though the conventional organizations far 

outnumbered others. For example, Young Scot (also funded by Scottish executive directorates, 

the local government, the business community, public bodies, and voluntary sectors) 

demonstrated a strong school connection in high schools in Scotland, but also provided an 

“Education & Training” channel for young people looking for alternative paths to education. 

The United Nations Association of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UNA-UK), the “UK's 

leading independent policy authority on the UN and a UK-wide grassroots membership 

organization,” worked through the citizenship education curriculum via Model UN (MUN), and 

was also in the process of developing an online Citizenship resource, “including lesson plans 

covering all aspects of the UN and its work.” HeadsUp forums were primarily carried out in 

schools under teacher supervision and provided virtual, direct interaction with political elites 

and claimed to wield real political influence.  

A number of non-conventional organizations, particularly issue-based, crossed over into 

this seemingly more conventional realm by participating in citizenship education. Labour 

Behind the Label, a “campaign that supports garment workers’ efforts worldwide to improve 

their working conditions,” ran a campaign called “Fashioning and Ethical Industry” that aimed 

to raise awareness around those enrolled in fashion related courses. Viva! had established a 

network of speakers that went into schools around the country to discuss animal rights and 

vegetarianism. Inclusion of these organizations in Citizenship education makes sense 
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considering the curriculum requirement to inform students about political structures and process 

but also about politically significant current events (Coleman, 2008).  

Others focused on those over 18 and enrolled in universities. Animal Aid’s Ethical 

Student website “shows students how to thrive in university with their ethics intact.” UNA-UK 

also oversaw the United Nations Youth & Student Association (UNYSA), both active on 

university campuses. Still others attempted to reach a more heterogeneous and sometimes 

underprivileged section of the population.  

Informing young citizens about issues that are perceived as important to them was a 

mainstay on all websites. Though conventional web producers often claimed to be presenting a 

value free position, web content showed that this was not always the case. For example, the 

Young Scot interviewee made it clear that it was up to young people to decide how they felt 

about issues. This view is somewhat reflected in the content of the website, which was divided 

into an impressive number of issue-based sections for example on Law, Sport & Leisure, 

Money, and other general areas of interest. But when it came to the “Have your Say” channel, 

encouragement in a particular conventional direction was apparent:  

 

Are you fed up of people speaking for you? Well, now's the time to get clued up 
and find your voice. You can also discover what goes on in the world of 
Scottish politics and how you can make a difference. 

 

 Opportunities for action in this case are directed at the government; this was further 

illustrated with a number of corresponding links that provided more information about the 

political system. The Young Greens, also classified as a conventional organization, showed their 

focus with a stronger level of critique not seen on other conventional websites. On the “About 

Us” page: 

 

One of the most common questions we have encountered is “Why should I be 
political?” We have seen our government ignore massive protests and even 
mislead us, on war, schools, university fees and now nuclear power. When the 
government is so detached from the country and even the world, we cannot 
influence them with words and numbers. Our alternative is to use democracy 
and elect the future. 

 

One-way content was also used for purposes of expressing legitimacy of the 

organization. Both types of organizations provided links in order to demonstrate their affinity 

with certain other initiatives or issue positions. On the Pro-Test (“standing up for science”), 

website, links pointed to like-minded organizations that gave more in-depth reading material 
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about the issues (e.g., the Research Defence Society). Others opted to minimize external sites, 

rather supplying all or most relevant information through their own content. A good example of 

this was on the Y Vote Mock Elections site. They created a student area (“Welcome to your 

area of the Y-Vote Mock Election site”) where young people could read up on election 

information and study the “Election Jargon Buster.” The only external links available were 

given on a political party information page, for example on the site for England: “The major 

English political parties are listed on this page. To find out more about each party click the logo 

or party name to visit a page with details of their general policies and pledges.” 

An interesting illustration of legitimacy promotion via one-way content appeared on a 

number of non-conventional organizations. Particularly on sites that encouraged active 

campaigning a disclaimer sometimes appeared making it clear that the organization was in no 

way tied to “lawless” behavior. One example is found on the SPEAK Network website (“a 

network connecting the emerging generation to campaign and pray on issues of global justice): 

“Disclaimer: PLEASE NOTE: We are not in any way affiliated with the animal rights group in 

Oxford.” Because of another (i.e., animal rights) group’s similar name, the SPEAK Network and 

its more distanced connection from governmental politics may have led to misunderstandings 

about what the organization – though tied to a religious base – is actually promoting. (The 

interviewee confirmed this: “We discussed the confusion this might cause but they were definite 

about keeping their name”). Beyond information provision, the websites also contained 

interactive elements. 

 

Interactive communication online 

Interview results showed that interactivity, no matter what the stated purpose of the 

website, was seen as a positive development. As interviewees verbalized a similar distinction, 

following Xenos and Foot (2007), I began the analysis of website interactivity following two 

trajectories. The first is transactional interactivity, which is enacted by collecting personal 

information from users and also facilitating means for users to donate to the organization. 

Though Xenos and Foot focused on political party websites, this can also be applied in a broader 

context. The ability to contact the organization (and in the process, collect information about 

users) was present on all websites, mirroring the findings for this feature in Chapter 5. More 

common on non-conventional websites was the ability to join the organization, as they often rely 

on membership fees and donations for support. Viva!, for example, allowed potential members 

to join various supporter’s categories (e.g., Viva! Friend, Activist, Life Supporter) that varied in 

their financial obligations. 
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The second type of interactivity is coproductive, which allows users to comment and 

candidly interact with the producers or political elites on the site, (e.g., allowing youth to upload 

their own podcasts or comment on an embedded blog). As in Chapter 5, transactional 

interactivity was present on the websites much more often than coproductive interactivity, 

though as noted by the interviewees the latter was considered an area for future improvement.  

Organizations often included polls, where users could make a selection from a pre-

approved list of options, usually related to a contemporary topic but sometimes aimed to 

facilitate feedback on the website. Blogs and other obvious means of more elaborate 

coproduction were generally scarce. Where such interactivity did appear was only made clear 

though the interviews: Interviewees often claimed to be interacting with users via email and 

sometimes through more structured focus groups, and did claim to incorporate such feedback on 

the website, though it was not particularly apparent in the content. Where such coproduction 

was apparent, it often had more to do with the strategic aims of the organization, rather than an 

explicit effort to allow young people to change or comment on the mission of the organization. 

For example, the purpose of HeadsUp is to provide an online forum and discussion platform 

between young people and politicians, so online discussion (and with it, users’ contributions to 

this discussion) was at the heart of the operation. Interactivity was also facilitated not just 

between user and producer, but also was used in encouraging the user to spread the message of 

the organization. For example, the Animal Aid website offered a number of videos one of which 

was entitled “Don't Back the Cruelty - the dark side of horse racing.” After viewing, users could 

“Get Active” in a number of ways to support the issue, but could also “Send this page to a 

friend.” 

However, these two types of interactivity did not account for a principle issue that 

dominated interactivity on the selected websites: the issue of pre-moderation. Pre-moderation 

was described earlier by the HeadsUp interviewee and entails the organization checking for 

inappropriate content before placing it on the website. Specifically, if user-generated content is 

put up in real time, without delay or pre-moderation, it is clearly more transparent in its 

influence on content. The most obvious example from a technical standpoint is a website that 

utilizes a wiki format, where any registered user can alter the appearance of the website. In the 

selection considered here, this level of direct interactivity was rare, though more delayed forms 

(as described above) abounded.  

All interviewees agreed that the importance of the website will increase over time. But 

with issues such as interactivity, what does this say about producers’ willingness to consent to 

less control over the message? For most organizations, coproductive interactivity is still 
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hypothetical. If realized, what are the consequences for the philosophy of the organization? 

These questions, along with a concluding look at the results found in this chapter, are discussed 

in the next section. 

 

6.5 Discussion 

The final section of this chapter discusses findings from the user survey, interview 

analysis and content analysis of corresponding websites. Again addressing the theoretical model, 

it will also lay out the online communication strategies of these conventional and non-

conventional organizations. 

 

Figure 6.1: Theoretical and Practical Framework of UK Youth Organizations.  
 Theoretical focus 

Shaping government-
friendly versus 
government-
challenging citizens 
 

Online content 
A way to demonstrate 
legitimacy 

Young users 
Caught between 
these perspectives 

Conventional 
organizations 

Youth are an 
important target 
group, and their 
apathy shows a need 
for assistance in 
getting back to 
traditional politics. 

Need to be more 
interactive to let 
young people know 
their voice counts 
(legitimize 
democracy). 
 
 
 

A disconnection with 
conventional 
citizenship. 

Non-conventional 
organizations 

Youth are an 
important target 
group, are apathetic 
towards traditional 
politics and need to 
focus instead on 
campaigns that are 
important to them. 

Need to be more 
interactive to let 
young people know 
their voice counts 
(legitimize campaign 
goals within 
democracy). 
 

An attitudinal 
connection to non-
conventional 
citizenship but may 
not yet acknowledge 
its role in democracy. 

 

Meshing users, strategies and websites 

This chapter has examined what young people do online, what web producers say they 

do to attract young citizens, and the actual website content. Before turning to an explicit look at 

the theoretical model, the contrasts and similarities between conventional organizations and 

non-conventional organizations are placed in comparative categories (see Figure 6.1) and their 

perspectives are examined in relation to interview, and content, and user data.  
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Conventional and non-conventional organizations both see youth as an important group 

to focus on, but conventional organizations attempt to bring youth back to government though 

various forms of education and action while non-conventional organizations challenge this 

standard by rather focusing on particular issues. Both types of organizations find themselves 

operating within a climate of political change, where traditional approaches are losing 

legitimacy and non-conventional organizations are still working to gain it. Granted, both types 

express concern about maintaining their legitimacy. Conventional organizations convey this 

through the importance of maintaining their brand, focusing on being aware and responsive to 

those operating under their slogan. Online, these strategies aim to establish legitimacy in line 

with their theoretical aims: The “have your say” focus of conventional organizations works on a 

larger scale to legitimize democracy by demonstrating connections to government bodies and 

officials. Non-conventional organizations express more of an issue with legitimizing their 

campaign goals by highlighting the legality of their actions. They sometimes struggle with 

negative media representations but are confident that their approach will prosper. They also 

work to create a community of like-minded supporters to strengthen the possibilities for 

campaign success. 

The user survey shows that respondents were more likely to see the importance of non-

conventional characteristics of citizenship. They reject the importance of some conventional 

notions, like voting. Less than one-quarter find it important to be “active in politics,” and at the 

same time an interest in global issues is a significant predictor of both online and offline 

participation. Regression analysis concludes that attitudes towards civic participation 

significantly predict online participation but not offline participation. This points to the 

possibility that young people perceive offline participation as more outside the scope of 

citizenship, and provides a possible hint towards understanding the lack of political participation 

reported in Chapter 5. These results demonstrate the challenges and opportunities facing both 

types of organizations: Conventional organizations must attract youth who are clearly turned off 

from their brand of politics, but both organizations face a group of young people that, at least for 

those that have more positive attitudes towards civic participation, are keen on online forms of 

participation.  

 

Theoretical model and methodological progression 

In sum and turning back to the theoretical model, conventional organizations work to 

shape government-friendly citizens, while non-conventional organizations more indirectly 

encourage the construction of government-challenging citizens while emphasizing their own  
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Figure 6.2. Theoretical Positioning and Communication Strategies of Youth Organization 
Websites.  
 

Conventional organizations 
 

Non-conventional organizations 

Strategic communication on a conventional 
website (type 1):  
 

• Goal-oriented: socialize youth with 
specific language and through relevant 
issue campaigns to direct interest back 
to traditional politics 

• Persuasive: convince youth of their 
legitimacy within democratic society 

• One-way communication & 
transactional interactivity: most 
content does not encourage interactivity. 
Young people were often encouraged to 
provide information to the organization 

• Top-down: content is generally 
produced by the organization 

 
 

Strategic communication on a non-conventional 
website (type 2):  
 

• Goal-oriented: socialize youth and 
encourage engagement directed towards 
campaign goals  

• Persuasive: we have the right information 
and perspective on the issue 

• One-way communication & transactional 
interactivity: most content does not 
encourage interactivity. Young people are 
often urged to become members and/or 
donate to the organization 

• Top-down: content is generally produced by 
the organization  

 
 

Reflexive communication on a conventional 
website (type 3): 
 

• Goal-modifying: directed at own 
activities with the goal of maintaining 
funding. Critical of non-conventional 
approaches 

• Responsive: youth language attempts to 
demonstrate an understanding of youth 
political culture 

• Coproductive interactivity: see the 
need to increase coproductive 
interactivity to demonstrate reflexivity, 
but generally have not implemented it to 
a level they consider satisfactory. 

• Bottom-up: little evidence without pre-
moderation. Interview data reveals 
youth feedback but not made evident on 
the website 

 
 

Reflexive communication on a non-conventional 
website (type 4):  
 

• Goal-modifying: directed at audiences and 
members. Critical of conventional 
approaches 

• Responsive: youth language attempts to 
demonstrate an understanding of youth 
political culture 

• Coproductive interactivity: see the need to 
increase coproductive interactivity to 
demonstrate reflexivity, but generally have 
not implemented it to a level they consider 
satisfactory 

• Bottom-up: little evidence without pre-
moderation. Interview data reveals youth 
feedback but not made evident on the 
website 

 
 

 

campaign goals. In terms of facilitating either strategic or reflexive communication, 

organizations use their websites ultimately to exercise strategic goals, with conventional 

organizations using issue campaigns – among other strategies – to direct interest back to  
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traditional politics. On the other hand, non-conventional organizations tend to rely more 

exclusively on online resources to reach campaign goals and build a supporter base. Reflexive 

communication by conventional organizations aims to demonstrate to youth that their voice 

counts but more often, seems directed inwards and hints at an understanding of the importance 

of maintaining funding. Non-conventional organizations also tend to direct their reflexivity 

inwards, and at the same time maintain an end goal of staging successful campaigns, which 

clearly requires a reflexive understanding of their supporters. Figure 6.2 provides a summary of 

the placement of these websites within the theoretical model. 

With the current political climate of changing notions of citizenship and new uses of 

communication technologies, the analysis conducted here reveals theoretical underpinnings of 

youth organizational websites and gains insight into what kind of citizens each type of 

organization is trying to shape. Particularly in reference to youth, the socialization element is in 

place for both types of organizations. Young people are seen as technologically savvy, but still 

needing guidance in issues of citizenship. This philosophy extends across the board, and shows 

an urgency to reach youth while they are still open-minded: “Get ‘em while they’re young.” 

Even though one interviewee (UNA-UK) claimed, “We’re not promoting a black and white 

view of the world,” clear values are being taught. This is best exemplified in a distinction 

between shaping government friendly citizens versus shaping government-challenging citizens. 

Conventional organizations are most interested in educating young people about the current 

system and encouraging their participation within it; non-conventional organizations, expressing 

discontentment with this system, support engagement with more independently formed 

campaigns. Either way, the doctrine requires conforming to a certain mindset of shared values – 

“ours,” not “theirs.” 

In terms of online communication, strategically youth organizations operate by 

attracting their target audience (and making their content interesting for this audience) and 

building numbers and participation through online or online-to-offline campaigns. The 

theoretical distinction between conventional and non-conventional organizations holds true 

when it comes to strategic aims. For example, conventional organizations agree that they 

provide issue-based information and engagement opportunities on their websites in order to grab 

attention with a hope to ultimately grow interest in more traditionally arenas. The combination 

of emphasis here was shown when I asked the Young Greens interviewee what their ultimate 

goal (via the website) was: “Get young people involved in politics and environmental and social 

justice issues.” The non-conventional websites, particularly those that are single-issue based, did 

see the connection between involvement in the issue and citizenship, but their ultimate aim was 
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not to establish ties to institutional politics. Rather, the single issue itself was often seen as the 

most important goal. 

The more abstract strategy of citizen building is what leads to a necessary reflexivity 

online. Reflexive communication became apparent particularly in two arenas: when talking 

about either their own activities or their audience’s activities. Conventional organizations, with a 

focus on their own activities, remain grounded in traditional citizenship partly because they 

depend on government funding to continue. Rightly so, they do not see a reevaluation of 

theoretical mission to be necessary or beneficial – unless it leads to a new manner of building 

government-friendly citizens. Non-conventional organizations on the other hand tend to focus 

any reflexive action on their audiences or supporters, as financially they depend on individual 

citizens who share their ideological values. An additional form of reflexivity – focused on 

rival’s activities – emerges when organizations were asked to comment on their particular aims. 

This also varies between types, with conventional organizations often criticizing the non-

conventional by pointing to the fact that citizenship only counts when it includes government. 

Similarly, non-conventional organizations criticize rival organizations for differing strategic 

aims but also comment on the fact that conventional organizations get it wrong with their aim to 

send youth back to traditional politics.  

 Allowing interactive content on the website shows that organizations are open to the 

perspectives of their audience in shaping their aims. However given the lack of this interactivity, 

a struggle is illuminated between how they think they should appear and how reflexive they are 

willing to be. Further, when organizations mention interactivity they seem to be focusing more 

on strategic aims (i.e., how it can contribute to prescribed goals) than being ultimately 

concerned with audience input. This observation points towards the difficulty of separating 

reflexive aims from strategic ones, at least in relation to youth organizations in this context.  

 Results here have shown that youth organizations recognize an evolving democratic 

society and even conventional organizations are sometimes addressing young citizens with issue 

or lifestyle concerns. At the same time, they see online technology allowing for more 

interactive, global forms of communication. Because of this, it also seems relevant to address 

more explicitly how the internet can be used to support more non-traditional notions of 

citizenship. In the final empirical chapter of this dissertation, I focus on such a notion: the issue 

of political consumerism. 

 

 

 



Youth, Citizenship and Online Political Communication 

 134 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Political Consumerism Online 

 135 

Chapter 7  

 

Political Consumerism Online 
 

7.1 Introduction and contextual factors 

 In Chapter 2, conventional citizenship was distinguished from its non-conventional 

counterpart on the basis of a number of contemporary changes in society. For example, 

globalization has accelerated the reach and speed of communication, but has also greatly 

impacted the ways we consume and how we think about consumption. Globalization allows 

corporations to engage in what Beck (2000) refers to as sub-politics: They have access to global 

labor markets and are no longer (fully) restricted by laws put forth by national governments. 

Because of this loss of control by the state, citizens may feel a responsibility to purchase as 

citizens and are increasingly concerned with issues that previously encompassed consumer 

realms. Along with this, individualism is increasingly shaping the way citizens perceive 

themselves: “The self is seen as a reflexive project, for which the individual is responsible” 

(Giddens, 1991, p. 75). A citizen becomes aware that her personal choices including what she 

consumes are in fact a reflection of her political self. In such a climate of change, political 

consumerism is a noteworthy development, defined as “consumer choice of producers and 

products with the goal of changing objectionable institutional or market practices” (Micheletti, 

et al., 2004, p. xiv). It is based on both political and ethical considerations. Within this context, 

political consumerism can be seen as non-conventional, but as past chapters have shown 

conventional organizations are also turning to non-conventional means to address young 

citizens, albeit to bring them back to conventional citizenship. 

 If citizenship is evolving to embrace more individualistic and lifestyle-related concerns, it 

seems possible that communication via online technology may be relevant in understanding 

non-conventional citizenship practices. Chapter 2 presented a two-part typology relevant to 

political consumerism: addressing citizens as socially conscious consumers (SCCs) or as critical 

citizen consumers (CCCs). The SCC primarily exercises political consumerism through her 

wallet, by purchasing products that are advertised as socially conscious. She also educates 

herself, with information provided by concerned organizations. SCCs operate in a primarily 

solitary fashion, to satisfy a personal desire to meet a moral standard of citizenship. A CCC, on 

the other hand, participates in but goes beyond consumption behavior and embraces a more 

political identity, participating in organizations that are active in holding corporations (or 
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governments) responsible accountable for their claims of social responsibility. She uses 

information to act and become involved, joining others intent on keeping global giants in check. 

With this general understanding of how political communication is evolving, this chapter aims 

to uncover the participatory preferences of young citizens as well as communicative strategies of 

youth organizations, specifically in relation to political consumerism. 

This chapter1 follows a similar methodological arrangement as was noted in Chapter 6, 

presenting survey results as well as interview data and qualitative content analysis of websites. 

Here the focus is on the issue of political consumerism. Other variations from the previous 

chapter are briefly mentioned here for the sake of clarification. First, though, the overarching 

research question guiding this chapter is:  

 

To what extent do youth practice political consumerism, and how does this compare to youth 

organizations’ perceptions of this notion as well as the reality of their online content?  

 

A number of more specific, secondary research questions can also be drawn out in 

relation to each method. The user survey focus is exemplified in the following research 

question: 

 

Research question 7.1: Who are political consumers, and how does political consumerism relate 

to more traditional forms of political participation?  

 

 Further analysis of the user survey assesses this query. I also examine how this 

consumerism can be conceptualized in relationship to more traditional forms of participation. 

Chapter 5 provided details as to young people’s engagement in various forms of political 

participation, both online and offline. This chapter will build on these variables and integrate 

political consumerism, via exploratory factor analysis to uncover any relevant distinctions 

between forms of participation and political consumerism. It will also provide a definition of the 

chief independent variable in the regression analysis. Second, it is relevant to look at the role 

that political consumerism plays in young people’s political participation. These relationships 

will be explored with regression analysis. In the next part of this chapter, I look at the 

perceptions of seven UK-based youth organizations, selected from the population examined in 

Chapter 6. I focus on semi-structured interviews in order to better understand respondents’ 

                                                
1 Empirical elements of this chapter have been published elsewhere (Ward, in press-b) 
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perceptions of political consumerism and how they communicate these beliefs online. The 

research question guiding this part of the study is: 

 

Research question 7.2: How do youth organizations view the concept of political consumerism, 

and how do they see their online presence contributing to this perspective?  

 

Part three of the study examines the actual substance of these civic-political websites to 

see how political consumerism is addressed online, particularly in relation to socially conscious 

consumers (SCCs). This query utilizes a qualitative, exploratory analysis of online content, thus 

addressing the following research question:  

 

Research question 7.3: How does website content provide further understanding of the notion of 

socially conscious consumers? 

 

The qualitative analysis of websites aims to provide an in-depth understanding of how 

these websites address SCCs and how they tie it to broader aspects of online and offline political 

participation. Such an analysis will provide deeper insight into the perspectives of producers as 

well as a comparison to the actual practices of young people. 

 

Sampled interview data and websites 

Of 21 youth organization websites in the UK initially selected for broader analysis in 

Chapter 6, data from seven of these interviews and websites were used in the current analysis 

(see Table 7.1). The selection was made on the basis of two criteria: First, when asked, 

interviewees identified political consumerism as relevant in some way to the aims of the 

organization. Second, the website content analysis revealed online content that addresses 

political consumerism. 

Recall that political consumerism is made up of both SCCs and CCCs, with SCCs 

representing the less critical strain and primary consisting of consumption behavior. As I have 

theorized a somewhat step-wise process between SCCs and CCCs, when making this selection I 

assume that websites must promote consumption (the type of consumption SCCs engage in) to 

be included here. The choice will be evaluated later in the final chapter of the dissertation. 
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The following organizations2 matched both of these criteria. Three are explicitly related 

to animal rights and have the corresponding objective of vegetarian/vegan lifestyle promotion 

(peta2 UK, Animal Aid and Vegetarians International Voice for Animals or Viva!) and one 

focuses on fair trade/labor issues (Labour Behind the Label). These, as before, are classified as 

non-conventional organizations. Two more are government-funded youth portal sites with a 

wide variety of youth-relevant information and links (Young Scot and Youth Information), and 

one is the youth branch of the Green Party (Young Greens of England and Wales): These are 

classified as conventional organizations. 

 

Table 7.1. Organizations/Websites Selected for Political Consumerism Analysis. 
Name of website
  

Role of interviewee Primary aim Conventional/ 
Non-conventional 
citizenship 

Animal Aid  Campaign 
officer/web editor  
 

Single issue campaign 
(animal rights)  

Non-conventional 

peta2 
 

College Campaign 
Coordinator 
 

Single issue campaign 
(animal rights) 

Non-conventional 

Viva! (Vegetarians 
International Voice 
for Animals)  
 

Campaigns Manager  Single issue campaign 
(animal rights) 

Non-conventional 

Labour Behind the 
Label 

Campaign 
Coordinator 

Single issue campaign 
(fair labor) 

Non-conventional 

Young Scot  Communications 
Manager 
 

Information provision 
(govt. funded)  

Conventional 

Youth Information Web coordinator Information provision 
(govt. funded) 
 

Conventional 

Young Greens of 
England and Wales 

Website coordinator  
 

Mix, govt. role and 
environment 

Conventional 

 

Organizations represented here ranged from issue campaigns to those primarily 

concerned with establishing youth ties to government institutions. The information portals as 

well as the youth branch of the Green Party are (at least somewhat) financially and ideologically 

linked to government politics more than the others, which can be described as campaign groups 

that encourage lifestyle change or direct action. In order to promote an understanding of how 

political consumerism is viewed online, the (interview and content) analysis explores 

                                                
2 All corresponding URLs are listed in Appendix A, Table 2. 
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differences between those more connected to the government (conventional) and those that 

focus on single-issue campaigns (non-conventional), and how youth fit into the overall aims.  

 

7.2 Conceptualizing political consumerism 

 

Determining constructs of political participation 

An exploratory factor analysis was used in order to conceptualize political consumerism 

and also define the dependent variables used in later analysis. On a five-point scale ranging from 

never to always, survey respondents were asked to rate how often they participated in a variety 

of political activities,3 including questions that explicitly tapped political consumerism.4 A 

factor analysis (Principle Component Analysis with Varimax rotation) revealed four 

distinguishable factors. These included a measure of offline political participation, online 

participation, offline civic participation, and socially conscious consumption, termed as such 

because it contains only items related to purchasing behavior (the survey question querying 

boycotting behavior as political participation did not adequately load on any factor).  

The four factors (eigenvalues 3.02, 2.90, 2.67 and 2.40, explained variance 17.76, 17.06, 

15.71, and 14.14 percent) were used to form scales. Offline political participation (M=1.25, 

SD=.56, alpha=.81) was measured using four items.5 These included questions on a five-point 

scale ranging from never to always: In the last 12 months, have you…(1) called or sent a letter 

to a politician or a government official; (2) organized/participated in a demonstration, strike or 

protest; (3) worked for a political party; and (4) given out leaflets about a social or political 

issue. Online participation (M=1.63, SD=.73, alpha=.82) was measured using five items. These 

included questions on a five-point scale ranging from never to always: In the last 12 months, 

have you…(1) forwarded an email about social or political problems; (2) signed a petition on the 

internet; (3) participated in online discussion platforms about social or political problems; (4) 

                                                
3 One survey question originally designed to measure political participation was left out due to its 
ambiguous wording. The question asked, “In the last 12 months, have you donated money/contributed to a 
political party or charitable organization?” leaving the response unclear as to which (notably civic or 
political) target this contribution was aimed at. This issue was mentioned in Chapter 5. 
4 These questions included three that queried ethical purchasing behavior (i.e., “buycotting”) and one that 
asked about boycotting for social or political reasons. The logic here was to see whether buycotting and 
boycotting are indeed elements of political consumerism (as argued in past research, see Stolle et al., 
2005) as well as whether they are distinct from other forms of political participation.  
5 A fifth item (“In the last 12 months, have you sent an email to a political or government official?”) 
produced a double loading on offline political participation and online political participation. I chose to 
include this item only in the online factor for two reasons: 1) offline political participation already 
includes a similar question about calling or sending letters to politicians; and 2) the loading was higher for 
online participation (.653 versus .545). 



Youth, Citizenship and Online Political Communication 

 140 

sent an email to a political or a government official; and (5) worked on a website/page, on which 

you state your opinion on social and political problems. Offline civic participation (M=1.71, 

SD=.88, alpha=.78) was measured using four items: In the last 12 months, have you…(1) 

worked for a voluntary or charitable organization; (2) visited a public meeting or attending an 

event in your local area; (3) worn or displayed a campaign badge/sticker; and (4) spoken at a 

Student Council.  

According to this exploratory analysis, online and offline participation emerged as 

different constructs of political action. Additionally, offline political participation and offline 

civic participation represented different facets of political participation. Socially conscious 

consumption was a separate construct from other forms of political participation. It is difficult to 

speculate whether it is a predictor of more traditional political participation or simply a 

distinctive form of participation in its own right, though later analysis will attempt to shed light 

on this issue.  

As the key independent variable (M=3.36, SD=.97, alpha=.85) for the forthcoming 

regression analysis, socially conscious consumption consisted of three items measured on a five-

point scale: (1) I try to buy products that use recycled packaging; (2) I try to buy products that 

don’t harm animals or the environment; and (3) I try to buy from companies that support 

charitable causes. As noted, boycotting behavior did not load with SCC, suggesting that 

purchasing behavior is indeed distinctive from avoiding certain products based on social or 

political reasons.  

 

Conceptualizing socially conscious consumption 

Regression analysis helps to better understand how socially conscious consumption (as 

the primary independent variable) fits with online participation as well as offline political 

participation and offline civic participation. Also included as independent variables are social 

trust, measured using three items (alpha=.72, M=3.10 , SD=.89), and attitudes towards civic 

participation, measured using seven items (alpha=.86, M=3.70, SD=.81). These variables are 

included in the analysis based on their relevance to past research. For example Stolle, et al. 

(2005) found that individuals rated high in political consumerism demonstrated less trust in 

political institutions (though no measure of institutional trust was included in this survey), more 

trust in fellow citizens and had high rates of political self-efficacy. 

It is first interesting to examine descriptive aspects of SCCs. In order to do this, the 

socially conscious consumption scale was divided at the mean (3.36) and respondents were 

classified as “low” (44.1%) or “high” (55.9%) SCCs. Therefore over half of the survey 
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respondents report being fairly well involved in purchasing socially conscious products. A t-test 

was used to test for significant differences between each level (see Table 7.2). There was a 

significant difference between gender, age, and reported levels of confidence using the internet. 

Females were more likely to score high in socially conscious consumption than males. This 

gender difference has been established elsewhere, both in international research and findings 

particular to Sweden (e.g., Petersson, Hermansson, Micheletti, Teorell, & Westholm, 1998; 

Stolle & Hooghe, 2003; Ferrer-Fons, 2004). High SCCs were on average slightly older 

(M=22.47) than low SCCs (M=21.22), though this difference is minimal. Those high in SCC 

also report higher levels of confidence in using the internet for a number of tasks (first reported 

on in Chapter 5).  

 

Table 7.2. Who are Socially Conscious Consumers? 
 Low in SCC High in SCC 
Gender 
     Male 
     Female 
 
Total percentage of respondents 
 

 
51.2% 
40.2% 

 
44.1% 

 
** 
** 

 
48.8% 
59.8% 

 
55.9% 

 
** 
** 

 
Age 

21.22 ** 22.47 ** 

Education 10.89  11.35  
Economic independence 3.20  3.27  
Social trust 3.03  3.08  
Attitudes civic participation 3.54  3.85  
Confidence using internet 3.74 * 3.96 * 
How interested are you in politics?  
 

2.42  2.90  

In the last 12 months, have you… 
 
…boycotted a product because 
you disagreed with the social or 
political values of the company 
that produces it? 

 
 
 

1.34 

 
 
 
** 

 
 
 

1.85 
 

 
 
 
** 
 

…visited websites of corporations 
to learn more about their social 
responsibility? 

1.47 ** 1.74 ** 

…visited websites that pressure 
corporations to be more socially 
responsible? 

1.35 ** 1.65 ** 

Note: Gender differences were calculated with the chi-square phi and Cramer’s V as test statistics. For 
each additional variable, a t-test compared the means of those labeled as low/high in SCC. For 
simplicity, I report only the mean scores of indexed variables. 
*p<.01, **p<.001. 
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Turning to elements more specific to political consumerism, there was a significant 

difference between those low and high in socially conscious consumption when it came to 

frequency of boycotting. Boycotting as a form of political participation is on the increase 

(Inglehart 1997, Norris 2002) as is “buycotting” (purchasing specific products for social or 

political reasons), which conceptually matches the definition of socially conscious consumption 

found here. Although boycotting was a less commonly utilized form of participation as reported 

in this survey, high scoring SCCs reported boycotting for social or political reasons more often 

than low scoring SCCs. The same is true for searching out (online) information about 

corporations and social responsibility: High SCCs were more likely to visit corporate websites 

to read about their ethical policies as well as visit websites more critical towards corporate 

policy.  

 

Table 7.3. Examining the Relationship Between SCC and Political Participation.  
 Online 

participation 
Offline political 

participation 
Offline civic 
participation 

 Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE 
Controls 

Age 
Gender 
Education 
Economic 
independence 

 
.004 
.012 

-.002 
-.053 

 

  
.003 
.041 
.004 
.018 

 
.014 

-
.046 

-
.004 

-
.020 

 

  
.002 
.030 
.003 
.013 

 
-.108 
.025 
.033 
.089 

 

 
** 
 
 
** 

 
.003 
.050 
.005 
.022 

 

Confidence using internet 
Social trust 
Attitudes civic 
participation 

.132 

.072 

.105 

*** 
* 
*** 

.025 

.022 

.026 

-.077 
-.004 
-.116 

** 
 
*** 

.018 

.016 

.019 

.043 

.035 

.064 

 
 
* 

.031 

.027 

.032 
 

Participation 
Online participation 
Offline political 
participation 
Offline civic 
participation 

 
- 

.461 
 

.176 

 
 
*** 
 
*** 

 
- 

.044 
 

.029 

 
.420 

- 
 

.432 

 
*** 
 
 
*** 

 
.024 

- 
 

.019 

 
.175 
.472 

 
- 

 
*** 
*** 
 

 
.044 
.055 

 
- 
 

Socially conscious 
consumption 

.121 *** .021 -
.021 

 .016 .103 *** .027 
 

Note: Entries are standardized beta coefficients and standard errors.  
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.  

 

Confidence using the internet was measured using five items (alpha=.83, M=3.84, 

SD=.81). Control variables comprise age (mean=21.84, SD=8.6), gender (64.4% female), a 

measure of economic independence (two items, alpha=.85, M=3.24, SD=1.3), and education in 
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years (M=11, SD=4.7). Table 7.3 shows the relationship between socially conscious 

consumption and three forms of participation (online, offline political, and offline civic), and 

demonstrates a positive and significant relationship between socially conscious consumption 

and online participation as well as offline civic participation. However, this relationship 

disappears with offline political participation. 

Turning to other independent variables in the model, reported confidence in using the 

internet was positively and significantly related to online participation and offline political 

participation, but not offline civic participation. Social trust had only a significant relationship 

with online participation. Attitudes towards civic participation were significantly related to all 

forms of political participation, though this relationship was positive for online participation and 

offline civic participation and negative for offline political participation. 

As for the control variables, age and economic independence were negatively and 

significantly related to offline civic participation (i.e., younger respondents were more likely to 

engage offline in civic participation, and those reporting more economic independence were 

more likely to participate in offline civic participation, due to reverse coding). Other variables 

including gender, education and economic independence were non-significant for all models.  

Survey results demonstrate that respondents are partaking in socially conscious 

consumption (55.9% of all respondents scored high in this measure). Factor analysis shows SCC 

as distinct from more traditional types of political participation. Regression analysis confirms 

that SCC has a positive influence on both online and offline civic participation, but it does not, 

however, significantly influence offline political participation. 

Based on evidence presented here it is difficult to further speculate on the role of SCCs 

and CCCs. The exploratory nature of the CIVICWEB survey can however be complemented by 

turning to interview results and qualitative analysis of websites, which will help to illuminate 

how organizations demonstrate an understanding of political consumerism and if and how they 

register such a distinction between SCCs and CCCs, as well as possible attempts to merge the 

two.  

 

7.3 The web producer view 

Though all organizations acknowledge youth disinterest in traditional politics, as shown 

in Chapter 6 they have embraced different ideas about citizenship, including an issue focus. 

User survey results distinguished SCCs from a more critical strain (CCCs) who boycott and 

more often seek information about political consumerism. The next section focuses on how 

organizations address SCCs according to interview results with web producers. It attempts to 
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understand whether organizations see this more individual behavior change (SCC) as a stepping-

stone to other forms of activism or simply a path to more traditional citizenship practices (both 

potentially within the realm of CCCs). It also leaves room for the possibility to refine this 

typology of political consumerism in terms of organizational perspectives.  

  

Socially conscious consumption as a lifestyle choice 

Qualitative analysis followed a similar path as in Chapter 6. All of the organizations 

represented here seemed keen to promote the idea of socially conscious consumption as a 

lifestyle choice. As specified earlier and in Chapter 2, the SCC limits her exercise of social 

consciousness to her purchasing behavior. This can arguably been seen as more of a lifestyle 

choice than something that encompasses the realm of citizenship, and at first glance, some of the 

single-issue campaigns do seem to be more about lifestyle. For example, in the case of animal 

rights groups, they promoted diet – a lifestyle choice – but the reasons given are personal 

betterment as well as more politically driven motives. The Viva! interviewee described the 

organization as promoting “a meat and dairy free diet…the four best reasons for giving up dairy 

are the environment, animals, helping people in developing worlds and also improving people’s 

health as well.” 

According to interviewees, the encouragement of socially conscious consumption is 

addressed on youth organization websites through different methods of information provision. 

All organizations in the sample provided issue information related to consumption choices. 

However, differences emerged between the conventional information portals (Young Scot and 

Youth Information) and the other organizations. The Young Scot interviewee made it clear that 

their role was information provision in a neutral sense:  

 

I think our job is to say here’s the facts around it, it’s not to say do this or do 
this…if you buy this product and you know the food miles that are connected to 
it, it makes young people aware of it, so they can make up their own mind. 
 

This role matched with the neutral stance often expressed by conventional organizations 

in Chapter 6: They viewed their general mission as avoiding the encouragement of any 

particular outcome. Conversely, non-conventional issue-based organizations often articulated an 

explicit goal of actually changing individual behavior through information provision (e.g., 

becoming vegetarian or vegan by being a more active consumer). Issue-based organizations 

facilitated this change by encouraging consumption in pre-approved ways. Particularly those 

geared towards animal rights additionally offered their own products in an online store 
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(including Viva!, Animal Aid and peta2), or endorsed certain companies (usually via 

testimonials and links) for their socially conscious products (e.g., Young Greens, Viva!’s 

“Veggie-Friendly Businesses”).  

The SCC is primarily addressed as an individual. She is provided with information 

and/or encouraged to support such commitments by autonomously purchasing products and 

making relevant lifestyle changes. When organizations present information about the facts of 

production or even offer their own socially conscious goods, they help to build this type of 

consumer. Offering their own products or endorsing others encourages consumption behavior 

and supports a personal sense of satisfaction from the SCC.  

What also occurs is a shift to more collective action. Though not universal – for 

example, the Young Greens interviewee agreed that he was happy if people do make lifestyle 

changes, whether or not they are interested in running for office or campaigning. All others 

excluding the conventional information portals also encouraged their aptly educated supporters 

to take a more critical step in their role as political consumers.  

 

Critical citizen consumers: Purchasing and protesting 

Organizations did communicate a step-wise process to a more critical level of 

participation stemming from socially conscious consumption. For example, the Animal Aid 

interviewee noted:  

 

They say that going vegetarian will save the lives of 2,000 animals in your 
lifetime, so we see that as the single most effective thing you can do. Above all 
that would be what we want people to do. But then a lot of people once they 
have made that step themselves, want to go a bit further and start doing 
campaigning and things like this. 
 

This points to the issue of identifying whether the political consumer is interested in 

facilitating change on a more political level, which is a motivation encouraged from a number of 

organizations in the sample, particularly those with a more single-issue basis.  

The CCC acts in a socially conscious manner when purchasing products marketed, for 

example, as fair trade. She researches claims of social responsibility to ensure that her 

purchasing power is being used not just to support products that are advertised with such 

campaigns, but rather is used to reward brands and corporations that are meeting the 

requirements they claim to hold. Along with this information seeking and consumption 

behavior, she embraces what could be seen as a more political identity by getting involved in 
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direct action, whether it is via government channels or directly pressuring corporations for 

change. peta2’s interviewee articulated this position well:  

 

[Those who sign up for the street team] are taking the next step. Rather than just 
removing themselves from the process – which would be like going vegetarian 
or not supporting companies that test on animals –they go a step further and 
want to actually inform other people about what’s going on in these industries. 
 

Some websites, particularly the information portals, functioned as primarily information 

providers while others utilized a more “inform then involve” approach that ultimately 

encourages direct action. At the same time, however, there was the recognition that taking this 

next step may not be for everyone. Organizations promoting the CCC identity actively 

monitored corporate action and encouraged interested youth to join likeminded others intent on 

keeping global giants in check.  

Campaigns and protests against either government or corporate targets (e.g., Viva! 

recently targeted supermarket chain Tesco) were organized through the website. This was often 

done via networks formed by the organization. An example was peta2’s activist network, where 

according to the interviewee,  

 

…over 200,000 students are actively going out and doing the missions that we 
propose on the website. They go after specific companies that we may be 
targeting to get them to change their policies. 

 

Corporate versus government focus  

The previous section showed first, an emphasis on rhetoric directed at individuals and 

lifestyle or behavioral change (SCCs), and second, encouragement of more critical, often 

collective action (CCCs). But according to these interviewees, where is this action directed and 

where is it most effective? Here, differences emerged between conventional organizations and 

those with more non-conventional, issue-based aims.  

 Non-conventional organizations generally directed pressure at corporations rather than 

government, but interestingly were also more likely to acknowledge both strategies as 

theoretically important to their overall goals, for example by using corporations as a lever for 

legislation. The Viva! spokesperson stressed the power of consumers to “affect the policy of 

both government and big business,” and the Labour Behind the Label interviewee agreed, but 

also made clear his position:  
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The target largely speaking is the big brands who sell clothes to consumers here 
in the UK and who have the power in the global supply chains…We’re a more 
pragmatic campaign in the sense that we would like to see government 
legislating but we think it will not be achieved in the near future…And so [our 
global movements] are the things that link us in a way that governments don’t. 
So in terms of that background aim for our campaign, corporations are a much 
more obvious target. 

 

Those with a focus on socially conscious consumption saw the internet as helpful in 

both supplying large quantities of information as well as providing links to approved vendors. In 

a similar vein, organizations that advocated action reserved for CCCs praised the internet for 

enabling them to create global networks with the aim of monitoring corporate action. Online 

participation was also seen as an easier, less time-consuming method of participation. Viva! had 

“a one-click campaign so people can literally just put their name to it and press send and it will 

send an email and it takes 20 seconds,” and peta2 used the internet to launch strong protests 

against corporations if their pleas are ignored: 

 

Unfortunately what we found is that a lot of these companies disregard 
[letters]…we gradually step it up and pull out the costumes, organize the 
demonstrations, get the activists to send them emails…We would love to finish 
these things even before they get onto the website and have all these companies 
change their policies just because it is more humane, but often we’ve found that 
they won’t really listen until they hear the voices of thousands of students who 
are no longer going to be buying their products. 
 

A different approach emerged within conventional organizations. The Young Greens, 

the only conventional organization that addressed CCCs, tended to focus more of their pressure 

on government, and said: “As we're affiliated with a political party, we're trying to bring about 

change through either lobbying politicians, or getting elected ourselves…we don’t think change 

will really happen unless the right people are in power.” The interviewee claimed a government 

route is more legitimate, even in an environment of globalization. But even more interesting was 

the lack of a target on the information portal sites. Though they encouraged socially conscious 

consumption and did provide links to more critical actors, they stopped short of explicitly 

endorsing protest towards any entity themselves. 

These distinctions in the nature of participatory focus demonstrated a promotion of 

different engagement structures: Individuals were provided with opportunities that showed them 

how to either one, participate in issue-based activism like the environment or animal rights and 
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in doing so, target corporations, or two, participate through government channels or more 

broadly in traditional political institutions.  

This section has shown how civic/political youth organizations in the UK address 

political consumerism in relation to both SCCs and CCCs: SCCs are addressed via relevant 

information provision and CCCs are given methods to seek information about corporate social 

responsibility and opportunities for engagement. I now turn to website analysis in an effort to 

better understand the content of the sites in terms of political consumerism. This analysis 

focuses primarily on understanding how organizations use web content to address SCCs: This 

focus is relevant since consumption behavior is arguably quite distinct from other methods of 

engagement (that fall within the realm of CCCs), and exploration of how such consumption is 

presented on civic-political websites is particularly valuable to pursue in furthering an 

understanding of political consumerism. 

 

7.4 Aim and reality of websites 

In order to examine how website content complements producer perceptions, qualitative 

analysis of the sample of seven relevant websites draws on the content of these sites as well as 

just-reported interview findings. I am particularly interested in exploring possible distinctions 

among SCCs in order to better understand each mode of address and how it is communicated 

and tied back to citizenship.  

 

Addressing the socially conscious consumer 

In focusing on the notion of socially conscious consumption, qualitative analysis 

revealed that the seven websites generally choose one or a combination of three approaches: 

One, they explicitly endorse companies for their socially conscious products; two, they 

encourage the purchase of their own socially conscious products; and three, they provide 

indirect appeals to a socially conscious lifestyle.  

 The website strategy described first, explicit endorsement of socially responsible 

companies, refers to organizations that endorse certain products or companies that meet a 

standard acceptable to the goals of that organization as far as individual behavior change is 

concerned. The Young Greens, a group for young members of the Green Party in England and 

Wales, provided “Ethical Consumption Links” on their website, consisting of a list of where to 

buy fair trade and/or organic food (e.g., Farm-A-Round Organics) as well as clothes and 

accessories (e.g., Wiggly Wigglers Composting). The page in question listed external links with 

a brief description of the company, and a textual explanation explained the relevant philosophy 
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(e.g., “UK’s only alternative consumer organization”) The Young Greens were the only 

conventional organization to take this approach, which may relate to their political views which 

tie partisan politics to their issue of importance, thus justifying such a focus. 

A similar approach was seen on the Labour Behind the Label website, a campaign 

organization that supports garment worker’s rights around the world. One of LBL’s related 

websites included Clean up Fashion, which offered information for the “active consumer.” They 

listed a number of well-known shops and supplied information about compliance with worker’s 

rights. LBL differed slightly from other issue campaigns in their approach. Visitors were not 

overtly directed to a particular company, but clearly saw which companies were adhering to 

socially responsible practices and which were not. 

Viva! had a similar section entitled “Veggie-Friendly Businesses” like vegetarian and 

vegan products and services as well as a request for acceptable businesses to email them in order 

to be included on the links page. Other “special offers” included holidays, restaurants and other 

food and drink, clothing and footwear, home and lifestyle, and online shopping. As will be 

explicated in the next section, Viva! also offered its own merchandise to SCCs.  

Second, organizations that encourage purchasing to support the organization and a 

socially conscious lifestyle again gave explicit information as to where SCCs should shop, but 

rather than only pointing to external companies that are related in philosophy they also provided 

their own shops with products that presumably received their highest endorsement. It is 

important to stress that all organizations maintaining online shops (i.e., all animal rights groups) 

also promoted external goods of various types. However, given the presence of their own goods, 

the mode of address found in this category is interesting as it more clearly ties purchasing 

behavior with a precise moral imperative: that of the organization itself. Viva!’s online shop 

greeted visitors with the message: “Buying merchandise from Viva! helps towards our 

campaigns to save farmed animals. We sell t-shirts with veggie messages, a large selection of 

dairy-free chocolate, an excellent range of books, gifts and campaign materials.” Specifically for 

youth they offered armbands that read “Proud to be Veggie” stamped with the Viva! logo, as 

well as t-shirts with a similar message, claiming “All of our shirts are fair-trade.” 

Animal Aid ran a variety of websites, two of which are explicitly geared towards young 

people, and all of which link to their online shop. On the Youth for Animals site, a “Get Active” 

link provided information on the term “Cruelty Free” and “Fashion,” and linked to “Animal 

Aid’s Online Shop for vegetarian shoes, cosmetics and other household products.” If a visitor 

chose to enter the online shop, she was greeted with the assurance that “No product has been 

tested on animals, or contains any animal ingredients, so all items are suitable for vegetarians 
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and vegans.” Interestingly, no mention was made about the manufacturing process of the 

clothing that is also for sale. Animal Aid’s university-geared Ethical Student website gave 

information on acceptable food, booze, and fashion, and also provided external endorsements of 

“Veggie/Vegan pubs” and “Ethical Threads.” Furthermore and similar to their primarily US 

target audience, peta2’s UK pages contained UK-specific endorsed companies under headings 

like “Beauty With Conscious” (cosmetic, hair and skin products) and “Compassion is the 

Fashion; there’s really no excuse to choose cruelty over compassion.” As with the others, peta2 

also promoted an online shop called “peta2’s Cafepress.com Store,” although as with Animal 

Aid they did not specify how the clothing on offer was manufactured. They did however make it 

clear that visitors should be wary of outside claims, thus solidifying their own authenticity: 

“Remember to beware of companies' statements on packaging or Web sites about not testing 

their products on animals. Sure, the statements sound good, but they can hide the fact that a 

company is buying ingredients which are tested on animals.”  

The third category, indirect appeals to a socially conscious lifestyle, presented an in-

between classification that does not quite mesh with earlier SCC definitions. This category is 

defined by appeals to a socially conscious lifestyle, but without explicit mention of specific 

products or brand names. Rather than endorsing purchasing behavior, it refers to a general 

philosophy of ethical living that may inadvertently lead to ethical consumer behavior, or, in the 

case of conventional organizations, back to conventional citizenship. The conventional 

information portals, the only two organizations to not address CCCs, used this strategy. 

Due to popular demand from its young visitors (as claimed by the interviewee), the 

Scottish youth information portal Young Scot created an Environmental Channel. Under the 

heading “Make a Difference” visitors are encouraged to “Buy products and food with less 

packaging – it takes a lot of energy to make, and ends up as waste that then takes even more 

energy to destroy;” and “Choose food and things made locally – more transportation means 

more pollution.” Youth were given general pointers about what to strive for in ethical 

purchasing, but were not directed to a specific company or an explicit type of packaging. The 

other information portal, Youth Information, followed a less suggestive though similar 

approach. As their main goal was to provide quality information on a wide variety of subjects, 

they served as the starting point for youth interested in relevant issues such as “Organic Food 

Production” and “Fair Trade and Child Labour.” They also stopped short of suggesting 

purchasing behavior, but provided links (but did not explicitly encourage participation) to civic 

organizations like TearFund, which ran a “Youth Ethical Lifestyle Campaign” that encouraged 

youth activism directed at clothing companies.  
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Table 7.4. Political Consumerism Focus Based on Interview and Content Data. 
 Socially 

conscious 
consumers 

Critical citizen 
consumers 

Corporate or 
government 

focus? 

Addressing 
political 

consumers 
via website 

content 
 

Animal Aid (non-
conventional) 
 

Yes Yes Primarily 
corporate  

Own shop + 
outside 

endorsements 
peta2 UK (non-
conventional) 
 

Yes Yes  Primarily 
corporate 

Own shop + 
outside 

endorsements 
Viva! (non-
conventional) 
 

Yes Yes Primarily 
corporate 

Own shop + 
outside 

endorsements 
Labour Behind 
the Label (non-
conventional) 
 

Yes Yes Primarily 
corporate 

Outside 
endorsements 

Young Scot 
(conventional) 
 

Yes No - Indirect 

Youth 
Information 
(conventional) 
 

Yes No - Indirect 

Young Greens 
(conventional) 
 

Yes Yes 
 

Government Outside 
endorsements 

 

Website content analysis showed that in addressing the SCC, organizations here fit into 

at least one of the above-described categories. Table 7.4 demonstrates where – based on both 

interview and content data – each organization falls in relation to promoting actions within the 

realm of socially conscious consumption or more critical consumption, the target of where the 

bulk of their action is based (if applicable), and how SCCs are primarily addressed via website 

content. This table also serves as a guide for the discussion in the next section. 

 

7.5 Discussion 

What follows is a discussion that highlights the three empirical elements advanced in 

the chapter. It also incorporates the theoretical model in order to discuss how citizenship and 

communication strategies factor into a political consumerism focus. 

 

Summary of empirical research  
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The general area of inquiry addressed in this chapter is how youth practice political 

consumerism as well as how youth organizations address this phenomenon via their websites. 

Survey results, though exploratory, demonstrate that unlike past research has claimed (Stolle, et 

al., 2005), respondents do differentiate between boycotting and buycotting and, with an 

enthusiasm for ethical spending, are quite active as SCCs (55.9% of all respondents scored high 

in socially conscious consumption). A step-wise approach from mainly individual behavior as 

SCCs to the more often collective nature of CCCs reflects what youth also see as relevant: In the 

user survey, for example, boycotting did not load with more consumption-related queries. Since 

boycotting arguably represents a departure from consumption behavior into a more political 

realm, organizations that provide routes for both SCCs and CCCs may have found a path that 

young users have been shown to take. A factor analysis additionally reveals that SCC is distinct 

from other types of more traditional, offline political participation. In order to better understand 

SCC’s relationship with political participation, and thus how youth view citizenship, regression 

analysis shows that SCC does have a significant positive influence on both online and offline 

civic participation, though it does not significantly influence offline political participation. 

Two elements from the user survey can help to better understand interview results. First, 

survey respondents do differentiate between individualistic, consumer-related behavior and 

more traditional strains of participation (including boycotting). Although there may be an 

element of social desirability in answering questions about trying to buy certain types of 

products, those scoring high in SCC are also more likely to visit websites about corporate social 

responsibility, pointing to a more political behavioral element. Thus SCCs tend to more often 

participate in critical consumption and activism, providing an example of Inglehart’s (1997) 

elite-challenging forms of participation. Youth organizations seem to recognize the SCC as 

someone who is best reached with an appeal to lifestyle changes. And for those interested in 

taking the next step, CCCs are encouraged to protest against both corporate and government 

targets. Second, those scoring high in SCC are more likely to be active in both online and offline 

participation in comparison to those scoring low. Perhaps youth organizations have recognized 

this higher likelihood for civic or political participation.  

In order to explore how the notion of political consumerism is addressed online, 

interviews demonstrate how civic-political youth organizations in the UK view this merging of 

citizen and consumer. Organizations examined here use a variety of ways to address political 

consumerism, particularly towards SCCs and CCCs. They address young visitors as SCCs by 

providing information on the issues and also by endorsing products including their own. They 

also see youth as CCCs, supplying ways for them to seek information about corporate social 
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responsibility or pointing to opportunities for engagement in citizen-consumer related issues, 

either through a government or corporate-focused approach. One conventional organization (the 

Young Greens) turns to government for solutions to political consumer-related issues. 

Interestingly, the non-conventional organizations see the relevance of this approach but have 

also in a sense given up on government’s ability to regulate global corporations. Micheletti and 

Follesdal (2007) say “…political consumerism may seem to threaten the legitimacy base of 

parliamentary politics because its participants refuse to place all responsibility for social and 

environmental justice in the hands of government” (p. 172). The government is often seen as the 

logical target of political action (Dalton, Scarrow, & Cain, 2004), so some may find a corporate 

strategy to be outside the realm of traditional politics.  

But what about the information portals Young Scot and Youth Information? They seem 

to take a different approach from the other organizations. They skip a critical view towards 

governments or corporations but still encourage a socially conscious lifestyle. As they do not 

directly provide a target for protest, it is interesting to keep in mind that their funding does come 

at least partially from the government. Such distinctions may be better comprehended by turning 

back to the primary aims of the organizations (noted earlier in Table 7.1). Since their general 

role is information provision, stopping short of endorsements demonstrates a consistency with 

their mission of neutrality. Campaign organizations and the political party, the Young Greens, 

have more explicit issue-based goals tied to their existence.  

 

Bringing back the theoretical model 

Turning once again to the theoretical model, when considering political consumerism a 

number of findings emerge. In sum, non-conventional organizations provide information and 

consumption opportunities for SCCs and engagement opportunities for CCCs, generally 

directing activism towards corporate targets. Conventional organizations demonstrate a split 

similar to the division in Chapter 5: the youth organizations provide indirect encouragement of 

SCCs, and the political party youth branch (the Young Greens) promotes critical consumption 

and protest directed at government targets. In terms of strategic or reflexive communication, 

both conventional and non-conventional websites lean heavily towards strategic aims, though 

inclusion of political consumerism elements may demonstrate an awareness of different youth 

participation styles.  

Figure 7.1 provides a summary of the placement of the categories of websites within the 

theoretical model. Socially conscious consumption can be seen in relation to both conventional 

and non-conventional citizenship. In terms of conventional citizenship, it is a step towards  
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Figure 7.1. Theoretical Positioning and Communication Strategies of Youth Organization 
Websites in Relation to Political Consumerism. 

 
Conventional organizations 

 

 
Non-conventional organizations 

Strategic communication on a conventional 
website (type 1):  
 

• Goal-oriented: political consumerism is 
a stepping-stone to getting youth 
involved in traditional arenas 

• Persuasive: addressing SCCs is fairly 
neutral but seems tied to a message of 
conventional citizenship 

• One-way communication & 
transactional interactivity: SCC 
content is not interactive 

• Top-down: content is exclusively 
produced by the organization  

Strategic communication on a non-
conventional website (type 2):  
 

• Goal-oriented: political 
consumerism encourages lifestyle 
changes and promotes campaign 
goals 

• Persuasive: buy our products to 
demonstrate solidarity  

• One-way communication & 
transactional interactivity: SCC 
content shows transactional 
interactivity in online shops; CCC 
content encourages participation in 
campaigns online and offline 

• Top-down: content is exclusively 
produced by the organization  

 
 

Reflexive communication on a conventional 
website (type 3): 
 

• Goal-modifying: inclusion of this 
content again directed at own activities 
with the goal of maintaining funding 

• Responsive: embracing an issue 
deemed important to youth 

• Coproductive interactivity: not clearly 
established in relation to political 
consumerism  

• Bottom-up: interview data reveals that 
some content is the result of youth 
feedback, but not made evident on the 
website 

 

Reflexive communication on a non-
conventional website (type 4):  
 

• Goal-modifying: provides a means 
to get involved via political 
consumerism (e.g., online shops)  

• Responsive: interview data reveals 
that organizations are aware of 
different styles of participation on 
the part of young people  

• Coproductive interactivity: not 
clearly established in relation to 
political consumerism  

• Bottom-up: not a part of this 
content 

 
 

 

political participation, or a channel of political influence. Results from the user survey showed 

that socially conscious consumption does influence participation, at least in terms of online and 

offline civic forms. Though not as clear, this may also be the case when looking at interview and 

content analysis results from the conventional organizations: These organizations do not 

promote consumption (as SCCs) but generally encourage young people to be aware of what they 
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consume in a more critical way. From a content standpoint, by neglecting to provide a focus for 

protest, they remain ambiguous. The exception is the Young Greens: The fact that their web 

content is geared towards both SCCs and CCCs as well as government focus for protest may 

relate to their unique positioning (in this sample) as an issue-based political party.  

The element of communication is also key. All sampled youth organizations examined 

here use political consumerism as a strategy to connect with young people. Strategically, issue 

campaigns often resort to a persuasive communication style (such as messages of “buy me!” for 

SCCs). Information portals (in this case, Young Scot and Youth Information) are more tied to 

the government, and as in other chapters, maintain that their content is neutral. The information 

portals seem to recognize political consumerism as an area of interest but see it more as a means 

to traditional citizenship than an end goal. Interview results show that these organizations say 

they aim to provide information that helps young citizens make up their own minds, as opposed 

to the goal of the campaigns to change individual behavior. But content is fairly one-way, 

though it could be argued that providing the opportunity for online purchases is a form of 

transactional interactivity. However, there is no sign of coproductive interactivity. It seems more 

likely that these government-oriented conventional organizations address youth in such a way as 

a strategy to direct young people’s democratic participation. However, such indirect appeals 

towards a socially conscious lifestyle focus on providing information to young people to 

implicitly facilitate awareness of ethical consumption. Without taking the step to endorse 

particular products or encourage consumption (as other SCC-focused organizations do), these 

organizations seem to recognize the necessity of forging more of an understanding of why such a 

lifestyle is desirable. Further, these indirect appeals tend towards an educational focus, with 

wise consumption choices occurring later (as opposed to in an online shop) and on the citizen’s 

own terms. The information portals that embrace this strategy seem to see young people’s 

citizenship inexorably linked to knowledge of such a process. Consumption itself is minimized 

and information is seen as key in the realm of political consumption. 

For those classified as non-conventional, inclusion of such content is clearly strategic, 

but it is more a way of reaching campaign goals and also embracing a new citizenship, one that 

explicitly sees consumerism as part of a new political realm. All non-conventional organizations 

(and the Young Greens) explicitly endorse certain products that meet a standard acceptable to 

the organization. At the same time, this strategy takes some critical assessment away from the 

young visitor: The message is that there is an implicit standard that the organization subscribes 

to, and that is why they explicitly endorse certain companies. Purchasing is put forth as a 

method of participation: By supporting companies endorsed by these organizations, the young 
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citizen is meeting a requirement within the realm of civic behavior simply by buying ethical 

products. The animal rights organizations also go beyond endorsements by encouraging 

consumption of their own products. In endorsing other products as well as their own, they see 

purchasing behavior as unavoidably tied not only to youth citizenship but also to the goals of the 

organization. If a young person wants to show solidarity with the mission, then she should 

purchase certain items in order to maintain a clear ideological stand.  

When it comes to reflexive communication, the non-conventional organizations see 

government losing its power and they act to better society in another way. Participation directed 

away from the state also represents a sense of pragmatism on the part of campaigns. Here, the 

Young Greens show an interesting approach. Ideologically they find themselves more on the 

fringes of party politics, but still want to hold a legitimate place in party politics. Therefore they 

provide a combination of government-directed activism and also pursue their visitors as SCCs. 

This is interesting as the Young Greens are a political party, and see this addressing their visitors 

as SCCs as a way of connecting them to traditional participation. How this ties in with other 

arenas of empirical research discussed in earlier chapters will be expanded in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 8  

 

Conclusion 
8.1 Introduction 

 

 The final chapter of this dissertation aims to summarize insights gathered in the 

proceeding empirical chapters and establishes conclusions about democratic citizenship and 

political communication within this context. It begins by revisiting the research questions and 

discussing findings. On the basis of the research findings it next critiques the theoretical model, 

taking into account combined insights from a theoretical and methodological perspective. The 

final section of this chapter turns to youth organizations and policy makers and examines two 

matters of importance: the divide between conventional and non-conventional organizations and 

the evolution of the web. It discusses how these may influence the future online environment 

particularly in relation to youth organizations.  

 

8.2 Research questions and findings 

This dissertation began with the overarching question: How are websites addressing 

youth (dis)interest in politics and how does that fit the nature of young people’s conception and 

"living" of democratic citizenship? In order to answer this question empirically, three methods 

were utilized: a user survey, content analysis of websites, and interviews with web producers. 

Before providing a concluding response to the main research question, I first address the 

research questions specific to each empirical chapter. 

Chapter 5 focuses on website content in an electoral context. It asks the questions: 

During an election campaign, how are party and otherwise politically motivated websites 

addressing young people, and how do these sites compare in the information they provide and 

the engagement opportunities they offer for users? And how do young people use the internet 

and what are their reported political participation rates, both online and offline? Results from 

two types of conventional (political party youth branch and youth organization) websites active 

during the 2004 EP election campaign for the European Parliament in 2004 illustrate that 

relatively few (11 out of 30) focused on the election campaign itself, demonstrating a preference 

for promoting general forms of engagement as a more permanent activity. Websites do reveal 

youth-friendly language, issues that relate to youth and encouragement of participation. 

Biographical content (“about us”) is the most common information feature on both types of 
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websites, and the largest variation is in the presentation of issue positions (present on a majority 

of political party sites). As for engagement features contacting the producer is almost always 

possible. Information features and most engagement features fit the definition of strategic 

communication, which is goal-oriented and often persuasive in its approach. Political party 

youth branches encourage young members to vote with information about candidates and with 

more ideological statements about voting, thus placing the importance of voting in terms of 

citizenship. Youth organizations provide similar content but aim to get young people 

participating more generally as citizens. 

The user perspective also plays a role in Chapters 5. Analysis reveals that survey 

respondents are frequent, confident internet users, setting a positive tone for youth organizations 

hoping to reach them online. However, this does not reflect in online or offline political 

participation, with two slight offline exceptions in volunteering for an organization and more so 

in talking about social or political issues with family and friends.  

Chapter 6 provides an expanded focus, away from specific elections, and asks three 

questions. The first two entail: In a broad political context, how do web producers’ views of 

citizenship translate to online communication strategies on their youth civic-political websites? 

And how do civic-political websites address youth online, and how does the context of these 

websites reflect the reported communication strategies of web producers? Results show that 

both conventional and non-conventional organizations see the importance of using websites to 

counter youth political apathy and promote their various aspirations. As in Chapter 5, youth 

organizations use their websites primarily for strategic communication: Conventional 

organizations borrow from non-conventional strategies by using issue campaigns to direct 

interest back to traditional politics. Due to access to generally smaller financial means, non-

conventional organizations rely more often on online resources to reach campaign goals. 

Reflexive communication – goal-modifying and responsive – by conventional organizations 

appears to be directed inwards and highlights the importance of maintaining funding. The non-

conventional find it more important to maintain a reflexive understanding of their supporters. 

Both types of organizations work to establish a legitimacy in line with their theoretical aims: 

The conventional do so by demonstrating connections to government channels, and the non-

conventional express the need to legitimize their campaign goals by highlighting the legality of 

their actions and their growing supporter base.  

The third research question in Chapter 6 queries: What are young people’s attitudes 

towards civic-political participation and how do these attitudes relate to their online interests? 

Results illustrate that online, entertainment is the biggest draw for youth and though fewer in 
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number, political and global information seekers are also more likely to participate politically 

both online and offline. Analysis also shows that attitudes towards civic participation 

significantly predict online participation but not offline participation. These results provide 

indications of how young people perceive the political and point to overall low rates of 

participation, reflecting the challenges and opportunities facing youth organizations in 

encouraging both online and offline participation. 

Chapter 7 focuses on political consumerism: How do youth practice political 

consumerism, and how does this compare to youth organizations’ perceptions of this notion as 

well as the reality of their online content? And also asks: How does website content provide 

further understanding of the notion of socially conscious consumers? The chapter uncovers a 

sample of seven websites that use political consumerism as a tool to reach young people, 

addressing users as both SCCs and CCCs. Adding to Chapter 6 findings, conventional 

organizations that utilize consumerism again demonstrate its use as a strategy to regain control 

over youth’s democratic participation, using it as a stepping-stone to getting youth involved in 

traditional arenas. Conversely, non-conventional organizations may not engage with 

government, but do turn to pressure directed at corporations (i.e., outside the realm of more 

traditional political participation), providing another example of how non-conventional 

organizations operate in the political sphere.  

The chapter builds on the previous survey analysis and queries the nature and 

prevalence of political consumerism and its relationship to political participation (Who are 

political consumers, and how does political consumerism relate to more traditional forms of 

political participation?). Results from the user survey show that young people, though 

demonstrating low political participation, are active as socially conscious consumers (SCCs, or 

those that primarily utilize consumption behavior) and also, though not as often, as critical 

citizen consumers (CCCs, an identity more steeped in acts of participation). Results also 

demonstrate that political consumerism is distinct from traditional civic and political offline 

participation. Further, although a positive, significant relationship is found between socially 

conscious consumption and online participation as well as offline civic participation, this 

relationship disappears with offline political participation. This shows that socially conscious 

consumption does in fact influence political participation, and supports the argument that it is a 

distinctive path to citizenship worthy of further study. However, the fact that it is not tied to 

offline political participation points to a possible move away from traditional democratic 

participation.  
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Finally, I return to the primary research question of this dissertation: How are websites 

addressing youth (dis)interest in politics and how does that fit the nature of young people’s 

conception and "living" of democratic citizenship? In sum, results demonstrate that youth 

organizations are aware of young people’s shifting political selves, but struggle to match this 

understanding with their aims and goals. Through their online presence, both conventional and 

non-conventional organizations provide content that solidifies a variety of engagement 

structures from electoral content to issue-specific information about political consumerism. 

However, conventional organizations use this insight to tie interest back to traditional political 

spheres (thus creating government-friendly citizens), while non-conventional see youth interest 

in particular issues as key in itself, and more indirectly encourage the building of government-

challenging citizens while keeping a focus on campaign goals. The horizontal link of the 

findings in each chapter illustrates differences in how conventional and non-conventional 

organizations use the web, but also shows distinctions in communication style, both of which 

are detailed next.  

 

8.3 Theoretical lessons 

This section focuses on the theoretical contribution of this dissertation and ends with 

suggestions for new research questions. The current research has examined the assertion that the 

ways political elites communicate to citizens is influenced by their view of citizenship. At the 

same time, simultaneous changes in the political communication system have left scholars 

divided as to the nature of this influence. Blumler and Gurevitch’s (1995, 2000) system 

perspective contains three elements: political institutions, media institutions, and citizen 

audiences. This must be continuously adapted due to internal (mutual adaptation between 

political elites and media, and between political elites and citizens) and external (changes in 

communication technology) sources of instability. The adaptation of online communication 

tools has demonstrated a new dynamic between political elites and media – elites now can create 

an unmediated presence online – but also between political elites and citizens, where the internet 

allows citizens to participate on a much more equal level with elites.  

With a focus on how youth organizations communicate to young people via their 

websites, Figure 8.1 provides a reminder for the theoretical model developed in Chapters 2 and 

3. Specifically, the model provides a means theoretically to identify organizations as either 

conventional or non-conventional in their citizenship focus and based on such a dimension, 

search for ways in which the organizations utilize strategic and reflexive communication online. 
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Figure 8.1. Review: Four Varieties of Online Political Communication. 
 Conventional citizenship 

 
Non-conventional citizenship 

Strategic communication 
• Online content is 

goal- oriented and 
persuasive  

• One-way & 
transactional 
interactivity 

• Top-down 
 

 
 
Type 1: Strategic communication 
on a conventional website 
 
 
 

 
 
Type 2: Strategic communication 
on a non-conventional website 

Reflexive communication 
• Online content 

reflects a desire to be 
seen as goal- 
modifying and 
responsive  

• Coproductive 
interactivity  

• Bottom-up 
 

 
 
Type 3: Reflexive communication 
on a conventional website 

 
 
Type 4: Reflexive communication 
on a non-conventional website 
 

 

Democratic citizenship: key findings 

Despite the potentially problematic nature of including a wide variety of organizations 

in each classification, results do show distinctions between citizenship views and online address. 

As noted earlier, conventional organizations see connecting youth to government as a primary 

goal, by providing online information about the political process or opportunities to engage with 

political elites, with both aiming to improve relations between youth and politicians. Whether it 

is an electoral focus, a more general focus on education and participation, or the introduction of 

issues like political consumerism, through their online communication they aim to reestablish 

government ties with youth. Non-conventional organizations are less interested in such a 

connection to institutional politics, and are keener to form social movements of (young) citizens 

that rally around particular issues and challenge institutional methods of dealing with these 

problems. They also view solitary behavior change (towards a particular issue, for example, 

becoming vegetarian in support of animal rights) as a successful outcome. These organizations 

have adopted a motto of self-change: Rather than waiting for institutions to improve, they have 

taken matters into their own hands, and act with specific, ideologically driven goals in mind. 

Exceptions do exist, and most notable is the Young Greens. They are a political party but even 

in name have an issue focus. They are happy with lifestyle changes on the part of their  
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website content provides a critical eye towards the government. Such an approach is unusual for 

a conventional organization, and perhaps points to an example of a future meshing of 

conventional and non-conventional identities.   

Differences in citizenship perspective are also illustrated when looking at political 

consumerism. On conventional websites, the underlying assumption is that established forms of 

participation are necessary for good citizenship. However, from a non-conventional view of 

citizenship, socially conscious consumption can be seen as participation in and of itself (Stolle, 

et al., 2005). This view is supported by the fact that all of the non-conventional organizations in 

the selection primarily focus their external protest at corporate targets, leaving government 

(mostly) out of the equation. Both types of citizenship may encompass the same types of 

behaviors: writing letters, speaking to friends, protesting for a cause. But conventional 

citizenship has meant action via the state, not the corporation. The old goal was legislative 

change, but new goals incorporate corporate policy change, though both are based on citizen 

pressure. 

 On a broader level, what kind of democracy is being promoted in this context? Three 

general types of democracy were distinguished in Chapter 2, varying in their views towards the 

communicative role of citizens. These types include pluralist, participatory and deliberative 

democracy. Pluralist theorists often see the role of citizen participation as minimal, with 

communication generally taking place from political elites to citizens, and the citizen’s primary 

role is voting. Participatory theorists attach a greater importance to citizen participation and their 

ability to communicate with the state, arguing that “good” participation is vital in a healthy 

democracy. Deliberative theorists argue that rational, critical debate is necessary, and must 

include the possibility to revise normative concepts of democracy. Therefore political elites 

must hold a strong reflexive role and provide citizens with ample opportunity to participate in 

numerous ways. The current research demonstrates that more youth organizations show a 

preference for participatory democracy yet lean towards deliberative democracy as an ideal. 

Such conclusions can also be seen when turning to results of online political communication. 

 

Political communication: key findings 

This dissertation began by distinguishing political communication as either strategic or 

reflexive. The internet provides an opportunity for unmediated, strategic communication, but at 

the same time allows citizens to speak back, prompting the possibility for reflexive 

communication. Results here show clear examples of online strategic communication, but 

reflexive communication is harder to identify.  
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For example, reflexive communication is more difficult to pinpoint with a focus on 

content (as in Chapter 5), and later chapters incorporate interview data to improve on this 

analysis. In Chapter 6, reflexive communication among all organizations became apparent when 

reflecting on the activities of their respective audiences (more so with non-conventional) and 

their own activities (with conventional). The reflexivity of conventional organizations is geared 

towards receiving approval from existing power structures more than from young people 

themselves, but also seeks to regain legitimacy from youth that have fallen out of favor with 

traditional political expression. Reflexive communication on the part of non-conventional 

organizations aims more at the ultimate approval of their members: They recognize the value in 

maintaining a pure ideological stance, though they are often stringent in their positioning on a 

focal issue (e.g., animal rights). 

But these results are also sometimes difficult to interpret for a different reason, 

providing two issues of critique. One, there is a difference between reflexive communication 

present on websites (the content) versus what producers say (the philosophy). Along with this 

inconsistency, strategic and reflexive communication are not distinct elements of an online 

communication strategy, but rather are intertwined. Reflexive communication is responsive and 

interactive, and used to handle difficulties or adjustments in strategies and motivations. Online, 

interactive communication can be reflexive if it is used to compel (and incorporate) feedback 

from citizens. For example, Young Scot created its Environmental Channel due to feedback 

from users, but the user-inspired nature of this content is not made clear on the site. As 

illustrated, where this reflexivity emerges is in the interviews with producers who report being 

open to youth input. But this is not often demonstrated for online visitors. Simply, there is a gap 

between reported organizational reflexivity and reflexive communication online. 

It could be that where present, the addition of reflexive content (or the claim that youth 

input is used to create that content) is just a strategy to appear more legitimate. This conclusion 

was first put forth in Chapter 6, when examining legitimacy of information (or organizational 

philosophy) and in contrast to legitimacy of interaction (or online presence). Such a conclusion 

demonstrates the level of internal and external pressure that youth organizations face in 

maintaining institutional reflexivity. It also points to the idea that reflexivity then determines 

strategic action. Therefore, instead of distinct communication types, a mix of strategic-reflexive 

communication is revealed, allowing organizations to monitor their strategies and choices based 

on the current political environment, and leaves them subject “… to chronic revision in the light 

of new information” (Giddens, 1991, p. 20). Particularly in the continuously changing 

environment of youth citizenship, this argument is persuasive. 
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What emerges is that although differences exist between the strategic and reflexive aims 

of conventional and non-conventional organizations, these aims are difficult to differentiate. 

Rather than operating in separate contexts, these two types of communication work in tandem, 

and political communicators can be seen as “strategic reflexive agents” (Stanyer, 2007) 

simultaneously using both types to meet their goals: “The process of reflexivity is seen as 

allowing the effective achievement of a particular goal in a fast-changing socio-political 

environment” (p. 4). With an analysis of Jessop’s work, Hay (2002) points out that the “strategic 

environment itself is strategically selective – in other words, it favours certain strategies over 

others as means to realise a given set of intentions or preferences” (p. 129). Political actors must 

determine which strategies are appropriate in any given situation, and this is established with the 

way they utilize reflexive communication. Political actors must be aware of the changing 

communicative environment so they must reflexively examine their strategies and motivations, 

which constitutes a continuous process of modification where political actors “modify, revise or 

reject their chosen means to realise their intentions” (Hay, 2002, pp. 131-132). Hay places such 

theorizing in the broader context of structure and agency and sees this as one of the greatest 

challenges currently facing political analysis. Take an interviewee confirming her view of young 

people as apathetic towards party politics. She points to web content that works to entice young 

visitors back to traditional participation via issue campaigns. Until now, such web content 

providing one-way information about an issue was classified as strategic communication. 

However, when allowing the analysis to include institutional reflexivity rather than separating it 

from content, reflexively this interviewee is demonstrating an understanding of youth 

citizenship, but at the same time is using this reflexive view to bring young people back to 

traditional politics, a strategic aim.  

Theoretically, a new method of analysis emerges, one that takes into account 

organizational philosophies of strategic-reflexive communication. But practically speaking, 

youth organizations must find a way to demonstrate such reflexivity through online content. 

Based on results here, organizations generally have not yet reached this goal. To illustrate, I turn 

once again to a conceptualization of online interactivity. Borrowing Xenos and Foot’s (2008) 

terms, transactional interactivity was previously attributed to strategic communication and 

coproductive interactivity to reflexive communication. Xenos and Foot (2008) point out a clear 

preference for one over the other: “Keeping in mind the strategic imperative of campaign 

organizations, it is thus unsurprising that forms of interactivity other than those that serve a clear 

transactional purpose are less attractive” (p. 63). Youth organizations develop a website in order 

to reach strategic goals; such a strategy is traditional in using media to reach audiences. Xenos 
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and Foot (2008) also provide a rationale for avoidance of more reflexive forms: “At the same 

time, campaign organizations also have strategic imperatives to resist these forms of 

coproductive interactivity, on the very same grounds that they shift power, and control, away 

from the campaign itself” (p. 65). Simultaneously, online users and particularly youth are 

increasingly demanding the ability to interact with producers (see e.g., Sundar, Kalyanaraman, 

& Brown, 2003; Warnick, Xenos, Endres, & Gastil, 2005) and organizations must respond to 

this demand. 

 

Figure 8.2. Summary of Theoretical Findings and Refined Research Questions.  
 
Strategic-reflexive communication of conventional and non-conventional organizations 

• Goal-oriented in that communication is directed towards the mission and aims of the 
organization; goal-modifying in that both are willing to borrow strategies from the 
other type of organization in order to reach these goals (true more with conventional 
organizations than non-conventional) 

 
• Persuasive in that they generally use content to provide information in line with their 

ideology; responsive in that they claim to react to youth and allow their views to 
shape online content, though this is rarely verifiable through analysis of web content 

 
• Transactional interactivity contributes to gaining information, loyalty and 

sometimes funding from young people, and is quite common; coproductive 
interactivity contributes to allowing young people to feel that their voices and 
opinions will help shape these organizations; this content is rare 

 
 
Re Refined research questions 

• As strategic-reflexive actors, how do conventional and non-conventional 
organizations perceive the other’s approach, and how does this comparison impact 
their own decision-making processes? (entails a more explicit comparison from an 
organizational viewpoint) 

 
• How are the notions of direct and delayed interactivity manifest on websites, and how 

does such content contribute to goal modification? (based on content) 
 

• How do young people use civic-political websites, and what types of interactivity do 
they require in order to feel that their voices are being heard? (based on user data) 

 
 

At least in the empirical data analyzed here, these definitions miss an important facet of 

interactivity often present on websites: the notion of pre-moderation (when a moderator checks 

messages for inappropriate content before placing them on the website or forum). Such a 

strategy is especially relevant in a youth-driven context, where web producers may be more  
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concerned about young people being exposed to on the one hand, unseemly content, but on the 

other, conflicting messages about the organization.  

As was introduced in the discussion in Chapter 6, the terms delayed interactivity and 

direct interactivity help to further clarify this issue and present one direction for future research. 

Delayed interactivity encourages visitors to contact the producer and contribute content or make 

suggestions that would change the content of the site: Such two-way exchanges may modify the 

content or structure of the site, but implementation is entirely left to the discretion of the web 

producer. On the other hand, direct interactivity allows users to comment and candidly interact 

with the producers or political elites on the site, in real time (e.g., as mentioned in Chapter 6, 

this could mean allowing youth to upload their own podcasts or comment on an embedded 

blog).  

Taking these insights into account, Figure 8.2 provides a summary of the theoretical 

findings of this dissertation research. In particular, it presents conclusions based on strategic-

reflexive communication within conventional and non-conventional organizations. Further, 

based on these findings, it offers recommendations for refined research questions. 

 

8.4 Methodological lessons 

This dissertation utilized a number of methods, attempting an analysis built on the 

classic communication model of sender-message-receiver. These elements included the 

perspectives of youth organizations (the sender), website content (the message) and reported 

characteristics of young people (the receiver). The research project also drew on data from two 

large-scale research projects, the Internet and Elections project and the CIVICWEB project. 

Participation in both of these initiatives provided a great deal of inspiration but also to some 

degree constrained the methods of data collection. This section will qualify these issues and end 

with recommendations for improved methodological approaches. 

 The dissertation aimed at methodological congruence where all parts of the research – 

the theoretical grounding, research questions, and research methods – “are all connected and 

interrelated so that the study appears as a cohesive whole rather than as fragmented, isolated 

parts” (Creswell, 2007, p. 42, citing Morse & Richards, 2002). This strategy proved rather 

successful in comparing and contrasting interview data and content analysis of websites. 

However, the user survey, although focused on the same national context as the organizations 

and their websites, proved more challenging to incorporate into concluding insights. 

The Internet and Elections project offered a means to analyze website features within an 

electoral campaign context and structured the data collection in Chapter 5. Within the broad 
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theoretical aims of this dissertation such a focus was limiting, but did help to provide an 

important understanding of the electoral perspective. The most notable constraint was likely the 

focus on the 2004 EP election campaign. Future research interested in electoral content might 

focus on a national election, possibly revealing more online activity on the part of these 

organizations. 

The survey used a non-random sample of participants. The CIVICWEB survey was 

conducted online (via the MTV UK website) and though this strategy yielded a high number of 

respondents, little can be concluded about the target population as respondents were self-

selective in nature. On a demographic level this resulted in an overrepresentation of females and 

ethnic minorities in comparison to UK census reports. It is possible that respondents were 

overwhelmingly non-political because they were regulars on MTV’s website, thus already 

demonstrating their preference for online entertainment rather than civic or political action. This 

is speculation, but reflects on the larger need to acknowledge that survey results should be 

regarded in the same manner as they were reported: as exploratory. The data delivered a good 

first look at young people in the UK and without it this dissertation would have been less 

complete. But future studies should utilize a random sample of participants to more accurately 

report on the civic-political nature of young people in the UK, in order to provide more 

inferentially sound results. 

 Beyond sampling concerns, the survey did not make available an in-depth portrait of 

what young people actually do online. Although the survey did supply a wide variety of 

information about online practices of youth as well as their attitudes and behaviors towards civic 

participation, it neglected to probe how young people use these sites. Livingstone et al. (2005a) 

were able to comment on different levels of engagement with online content, but this was not 

possible given the structure of the CIVICWEB survey. Future research, perhaps also 

qualitatively based, could more deeply explore actual practices online, in order to assemble 

more accurate insights for academics as well as youth organizations. Finally, given the broad 

scope of the survey, queries related to political consumerism were minimal. The three survey 

questions that probed socially conscious consumption were focused on purchasing behavior and 

responses may have contained an element of social desirability. Future research can justify 

devoting an entire survey to studying such behavior, and may include qualitative explorations of 

youth perceptions of political consumerism. 

 The use of semi-structured interviews provided an in-depth look at interviewees’ 

theoretical views of the organization and youth and their thoughts on website content. Upon 

reflection, as is often done in grounded theory, it would have been helpful to have made use of 
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participant verification by holding follow-up interviews. As noted earlier, it would be wise to 

explicitly pursue differences between organizations in opposition to each other, which would 

help to clarify findings and make more sense of content. Such follow-up interviews, though not 

possible here due to time constraints, could provide a more detailed query into areas of specific 

concern, for example political consumerism. Due to the general nature of the interview focus 

interviewees were only briefly asked to elaborate on their thoughts regarding the relevance and 

role of political consumerism. Future research could employ an interview guide that exclusively 

focuses on this issue.  

 In terms of website analysis, the small number of relevant sites for political 

consumerism may point to a current lack of saliency for youth organizations. This may be a 

result of the strict criteria used to judge their inclusion, though time will tell if political 

consumerism is a trend that will grow in importance. Future studies, particularly those operating 

from such a focus, could examine either content or interview data, rather than relying on 

relevant data from both for inclusion. Finally, youth as a population continues to increase in its 

diversity. This dissertation has not addressed differences in youth engagement by gender, 

ethnicity, social class, sexual orientation, or religious belief, to name a few. If we argue for an 

increasing diversity in how citizenship is perceived and how individuals act within a democracy, 

then viewing youth as a homogenous entity is mistaken, especially when certain forms of digital 

participation still exclude some, such as minority youth with less access to technology.  

 In general, the nature of data collected in this project is descriptive and exploratory. 

However the available data and methods, though not necessarily ideal, form a coherent look at 

the nature of youth citizenship and online political communication, and provide good 

introductory indications for understanding youth citizenship online. Limitations are partly due to 

project restraints but also the exploratory nature of the topic itself. To make future explorations 

more robust, the following methodological approaches are recommended:  

 

• Interviews with web producers should more explicitly seek out contrasts between 

conventional and non-conventional organizations. The interview process should leave 

space and time for follow-up interviews, allowing for clarifications between 

organizational viewpoints and web content.  

• Website content analysis should proceed with more specific theoretical guidelines in 

mind, particularly pertaining to interactive online content. 

• In order to better understand the young user perspective, more in-depth, possibly 

qualitative data analysis should seek to uncover young people’s actions on specific 



Conclusion 

 169 

civic-political websites of interest. Research should also work to determine the 

strategic-reflexive communication on the part of citizens, and better understand their 

role in demanding responsiveness from elites.  

• Projects that hope to combine one or more of these methods should specify a higher 

level of congruence between methods, possibly returning to a more traditional 

application of methodological triangulation. 

 

8.5 Issues for future consideration 

 This dissertation research is applicable in both a theoretical and a practical setting. 

Theoretically, it provides an approach to studying political communication systems particularly 

in relation to youth citizenship. On a more practical level, the research is also relevant to policy 

makers who are interested in gaining insight into addressing young people and their changing 

political environment. It also encourages youth organizations to examine their perspectives on 

citizenship when looking to form or update an online presence.  

 

The conventional/non-conventional divide 

Results have shown that conventional organizations point to the importance of 

connecting to traditional institutions, as they see this is where true political power lies. Bennett 

and Entman (2001) call this arena the policy sphere, where “ideas and feelings explicitly 

connect with – are communicated to, from, or about – government officials, parties, or 

candidates for office who may decide the outcomes of issues and conflicts facing society” (p. 4). 

According to conventional organizations, citizens turning away from this sphere are a serious 

problem, as is addressing citizens solely in relation to single-issue campaigns: Such a strategy 

would only weaken the policy sphere. Non-conventional organizations operate with the belief 

that the policy sphere is already deteriorating. If it continues to see less activity on the part of 

citizens, it will no longer be representative of their wishes and will not fulfill its democratic role. 

To non-conventional organizations, this is not a crisis, since they envisage possibilities for 

influencing political power in other ways. Blumler and Gurevitch (2000) see such a non-

conventional tactic as highly problematic: “Their increasing visibility and clout are potentially 

disintegrative, because the raison d’être of such bodies is to promote particular values, interests 

and demands with little regard for their relations to other values and claims or to the availability 

of resources in the public purse” (p. 165). At the same time research has shown that this is 

precisely what young people tend to see political parties and the government doing: acting 

outside their best interests. Perhaps a bridge between conventional and non-conventional 
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organizations is warranted. While advocating a civic commons in cyberspace, Bennett (2008) 

warns that current trends point to a continued disconnection from conventional politics, 

particularly on the part of young people. Bennett supports the continuation of conventional 

organizations borrowing strategies from the non-conventional realm. But what about the 

feasibility of connecting non-conventional organizations with institutional politics? Such a 

solution would necessitate a bridging of communication on the part of conventional and non-

conventional organizations. Reflexively, both would need to open up their ideological viewpoint 

and see the merit in following a new approach. Based on results here, this is rather unlikely. 

Since conventional organizations are often at a financial advantage, this would require monetary 

support of the work of non-conventional organizations and also the more abstract granting of 

institutional legitimacy. Coleman (2008) suggests: “One might conclude that a more 

constructive role for [the government] would be to provide resources for grassroots activists to 

use without political interference” (p. 200). 

In considering such options, questions raised in Chapter 1 are relevant on a more 

theoretical level. Do we want to create citizens who participate in existing political institutions, 

or do we encourage them to challenge the government and those in power? Do we think 

government should take the responsibility for problematic issues in society, or do we think that 

individual citizens can work towards change without bureaucratic support? Here I raise an 

additional question: Does not democracy need both perspectives to remain a healthy and vital 

system? Despite their differences, both conventional and non-conventional organizations seem 

to provide valuable spaces for young people to explore outlets for citizenship. Online, both can 

pursue similar forms of strategic-reflexive communication in order to better reach their desired 

audience, yet continue to contribute their relevant aims of challenging or supporting the current 

democratic system. This chapter ends by highlighting the evolution of the internet and how 

changes in this realm can also assist youth organizations, both conventional and non-

conventional, in their goals to reach young people. 

 

The evolution of the web  

The web is a potential tool of revival for democracy, and deliberative democracy in 

particular, given its interactive capabilities. Online technologies continue to expand and become 

more interactive, and users are able to leave the confines of more regulated online spaces and 

take charge of generating new places of interaction. One evolution that is particularly relevant is 

the rise of Web 2.0 and advances in social networking. Since this project began, organizational 

websites remain a fundamental structure for online information, but some organizations 
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additionally maintain external blogs, wikis, and the perhaps now required Facebook, MySpace 

and YouTube profiles. This move is universal, as both conventional and non-conventional 

organizations that want to be active on the web must evolve to where their users are. What that 

means is that if an organization does not establish an “official” Facebook group, then someone 

else – with either friendly or hostile intentions – might do it for them. Beyond interpersonal 

communication, users of social networking sites form around political issues and challenge 

institutionalized assumptions. This can be seen for example in the realm of electoral politics: 

The Facebook group “One million strong for Stephen Colbert” reached its goal in just nine days, 

with over a million citizens declaring their affiliation with a comic figure – who will be running 

as a Republican and a Democrat in South Carolina because he would “like to lose twice” – 

rather than support a “legitimate” candidate.1 Embracing social networking sites may be a result 

of organizations wishing to maintain a brand image, but it also shows willingness to let youth 

hold more power, particularly when it comes to critiquing strategies but also ideological goals of 

youth organizations. 

Results from the current research demonstrate that youth organizations have an almost 

universal wish to become more interactive. So why has it not yet been implemented? It was 

generally not for a lack of resources, especially considering the free options now available. 

Again appears the issue of control. Interactivity can be seen more as a struggle for authenticity, 

a struggle for intellectual property and a struggle for control over a text. In other words, 

interactivity “…has resulted in new tensions in the author-text-audience relationship, 

predominantly by blurring the distinction between author and audience” (Cover, 2006, p. 140). 

Downes and McMillan (2000) also find control to be critical to interactivity: The shift of control 

can be troubling to political elites and professionals who are used to holding power. Allowing 

direct interactivity – almost a necessity on sites like Facebook – means less ability to manage 

the message, as those that are active in posting messages on these sites are connecting 

themselves to the organization’s ideological message and thus their reputation. In an open, 

online space, people can come together and bandwagon with great ideas, but if this happens 

organizations have to worry about brand management, moderation, and audience management. 

Though many organizations have found successful ways to communicate online, one in 

particular provides a good example of balancing these online communication issues and 

reaching young people. Greenpeace UK has been in existence since 1971 and has had a website 

since the mid 1990s. Content-wise, Greenpeace UK does not appear to have a youth target, and 

                                                
1 See “Million back comic for president,” BBC News, October 29, 2007. Available at: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/7068040.stm.  
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the interviewee confirmed this: Most of their supporters are in their 30s and 40s. In order to 

attract young people, they put up a MySpace page and on that page have tailored content for this 

age group. They also have a non-profit page on Facebook, with conference and climate camp 

announcements, and a moderately active (and interactive) dialogue on “The Wall.” Greenpeace 

UK has adopted an interesting formula: Rather than struggle with presentation or catchy URL 

names, they did without creating a website designed for youth and instead used their well-

known name to jump directly into social networking sites. This perhaps represents a best of both 

worlds scenario: It requires a loss of control but not on the official website, and it allows 

Greenpeace UK to receive widespread feedback from the youth they would hope to attract. 

Further, though, Greenpeace does not address socially conscious consumers online but does 

strongly advocate for resistance against corporate targets. At the same time, they sometimes 

combine corporate and government pressure in creating a successful campaign: “…it’s almost 

targeting corporations in themselves but also using them as lever for legislation as well.”  

 For youth organizations, online presence has become a necessity. But an information-

based website is sometimes just not enough, particularly with young people who want to know – 

and see – that their voices are heard. Youth organizations recognize and articulate this, but in 

order to fully adapt to this changing environment – particularly for those connected to existing 

government structures – they will have to embrace a diminished sense of control in exchange for 

interactivity. Their current ambivalence towards interactivity may be tied to such issues, or 

perhaps it is only a matter of keeping up with shifting technology: Future research may reveal an 

increase in reflexive communication online.  

This dissertation has addressed the issues of democratic citizenship and political 

communication in the current political climate. Youth organizations, from political party youth 

branches to information portals to animal rights groups, acknowledge that they want to provide 

skills that allow youth to be more actualized as citizens, whether it is via participating in 

traditional realms or pursing more issue-based aims. Within this climate of evolving democracy, 

it is important to continue pursuing a better understanding of how organizations address young 

people online and how such communication may influence conceptualizations of citizenship.  
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Appendix A. Websites. 
 
Table 1. Websites Selected for Analysis During the 2004 EP Election Campaign. 
Name  URL (operable in May/June 2004) Political 

party youth 
branch 

Youth 
organization 

Young Labour 
 

http://www.younglabour.org X  

Conservative 
Future 

http://www.conservativefuture.com/ 
 
 

X  

Liberal Democrat 
Youth & Students 

http://www.ldys.org.uk/web/ 
 
 

X  

Federation of 
Student Nationalists 

http://www.snpstudents.org 
 
 

X  

Plaid Cymru Youth 
Students 

http://www.geocities.com/plaidifanc/ 
 
 

X  

SDLP Youth 
 

http://www.sdlp.ie/party/youth.shtm X  

Ogra Sinn Féin 
 

http://www.geocities.com/sinnfeinonline/ogra.htm
l 

X  

Workers Party 
(youth) 

http://www.workers-party.org/wphome.htm 
 
 

X  

Young Greens 
 

http://www.younggreens.org.uk/  X  

Young Socialists 
 

http://www.socialistparty.org.uk/CampaignsYouth
.htm 

X  

Young Communist 
League 

http://www.ycl.org.uk/ 
 
 

X  

Scottish Young 
Conservatives 

http://www.syc.tories.org.uk/ 
 
 

X  

UK Youth 
Parliament 

http://www.ukyouthparliament.org.uk/index2.html 
 
 

 X 

Scottish Youth 
Parliament 

http://www.scottishyouthparliament.org.uk/ 
 
 

 X 

Student LifeNet 
 

http://www.studentlifenet.co.uk/  X 

British Youth 
Council 

http://www.byc.org.uk/ 
 
 

 X 

Commonwealth 
Youth Programme 

http://www.thecommonwealth.org/cyp/ 
 

 X 
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Name  URL (operable in May/June 2004) Political 

party youth 
branch 

Youth 
organization 

English Speaking 
Union 

http://www.esu.org/member/international.shtml 
 
 

 X 

National Union of 
Students 

http://www.nus.org.uk 
 
 

 X 

Youth Council for 
Northern Ireland 

http://www.youthcouncil-
ni.org.uk/website/index.htm 
 

 X 

National Youth 
Agency 

http://www.nya.org.uk  
 
 

 X 

Youth Information 
 

http://www.youthinformation.com/  X 

HeadsUp 
 

http://www.headsup.org.uk   X 

The Site 
 

http://www.thesite.org.uk/  X 

Youth for a Free 
Europe 

www.free-europe.org.uk/ 
 
 

 X 

Massive Youth 
 

http://www.massiveyouth.com/main.php  X 

YouthNet (NI) 
 

http://www.youthnetni.org.uk/  X 

Young European 
Movement 

http://www.yem.org.uk/home.php 
 
 

 X 

Communication 
and Youth 
Worker’s Union 

http://www.cywu.org.uk/index.shtml 
 
 
 

 X 

NI Students http://www.nistudents.org/ 
 

 X 
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Table 2. Interviewees/Organizations Selected for Semi-Structured Interviews and Qualitative 
Content Analysis. 
Name of website/ URL(s) of interest 
(coded in summer 2007) 

Role of interviewee Interview 
date 

Classification 

HeadsUp 
http://www.headsup.org.uk/  
 

Project Manager Oct. 5, 
2006 

Conventional 

Y Vote Mock Elections 
http://www.mockelections.co.uk/  
 

Director, Citizenship 
Education Programme 

Oct. 5, 
2006 

Conventional 

Citizen Calling 
http://www.citizencalling.com/  
 

Director, eDemocracy 
Programme 

Oct. 5, 
2006 

Conventional 

Youth Information 
http://www.youthinformation.com/  
 

Web coordinator June 14, 
2007 

Conventional 

Peta2 
http://www.peta2.com/UK/  
 

College Campaign 
Coordinator 

June 15, 
2007 

Non-conventional 

eXplore Parliament 
http://www.explore.parliament.uk/  
 

Education Outreach 
Manager 

June 20, 
2007 

Conventional 

Young Scot 
http://www.youngscot.org/  
 

Communications 
Manager 

June 28, 
2007 

Conventional 

UNA-UK  
http://www.una-uk.org/  
 

Communications 
Consultant 

July 2, 
2007 

Conventional 

UK Youth Parliament 
http://www.ukyouthparliament.org.uk/  
 

Central Services 
Coordinator 

July 6, 
2007 

Conventional 

The Corporate Responsibility (CORE) 
Coalition http://www.corporate-
responsibility.org/   
 

Coordinator July 10, 
2007 

Non-conventional 

UNYSA (UN Youth & Student 
Association) 
http://www.una.org.uk/youth/  
 

Campaigns & Education 
Officer 

July 12, 
2007 

Conventional 

Viva! 
http://www.viva.org.uk/  
 

Campaigns Manager July 17, 
2007 

Non-conventional 

Labour Behind the Label 
http://www.labourbehindthelabel.org/  
 

Campaign Coordinator July 18, 
2007 

Non-conventional 

Animal Aid 
http://www.animalaid.org.uk  
 

Campaign officer/web 
editor 

July 19, 
2007 

Non-conventional 

Pro-test  
http://www.pro-test.org.uk/  

Press Officer July 20, 
2007 

Non-conventional 
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Name of website/ URL(s) of interest 
(coded in summer 2007) 

Role of interviewee Interview 
date 

Classification 

Greenpeace UK 
http://www.greenpeace.org.uk/  
 

Web editor Aug. 2, 
2007 

Non-conventional 

Federation of Student Nationalists 
http://www.snpstudents.org/  
 

Director of Publicity Aug. 20, 
2007 

Conventional 

Sue Fidler, e-consultancy for charities 
http://www.suefidler.com/  
 

Founder Aug. 21, 
2007 

Non-conventional 

UNYSA (UN Youth & Student 
Association 
http://www.una.org.uk/youth/  
 

UNYSA Youth Council 
President 

Aug. 21, 
2007 

Conventional 

Young Greens of England & Wales 
http://younggreens.greenparty.org.uk/  
 

Website coordinator (IM 
interview) 

Aug. 22, 
2007 

Conventional 

SPEAK Network 
http://www.speak.org.uk/  
 

Support team Aug. 31, 
2007 

Non-conventional 
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Appendix B. Coding Template for Feature Analysis.  
 
Template Description:  
Captures information and engagement features present on websites 
 
Operational Instructions:  
Select the link to the website for coding, then code for features. Determine responses by 
examining the website for evidence of the feature. Accessing the feature itself may require 
clicking through more levels. If an item is present on a page produced by this site producer, use 
the “Yes" response option. 
 
Questions:   
1. Codeable  
Is this site codeable?  
Coders must be able to view the content of the site in order to code it. If the site is 
nonfunctional, choose "No, the site is nonfunctional," and move on to the next task.  

• Yes, the site is codeable.  
• No, the site is nonfunctional.  

 
2. Confirm site producer 
What is the correct site producer? 

• Political party youth branch 
• Youth organization 

 
3. Election content  
Does this site provide election-related content?  
If a visitor can find election-related content anywhere on or through this site, choose the "Yes" 
response and paste in the URL on which you find election-related content.   

• Yes.   
• No. There is no election-related content on this site.  

 
 
Information features (questions 4-15) 
 
4. Biography/History/About Us 
Does this site provide a biography, history, or "About Us" section?  
A biography, history or "About Us" should include biographical, historical, or organizational 
information about the political actor that is producing the site you are coding.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no biography, history or "About Us."  

 
5. Endorsements   
Does the site provide endorsements for a candidate or party in an upcoming election?  
An endorsement is an explicit statement that one political actor supports another. Coders should 
not have to interpret text to determine the presence of an endorsement.  

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer Paste in target URL.  
• No. There are no endorsements. 

 
6. Issue Positions 
Does the site provide a list of issues positions held by a political actor?  
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Issues positions are statements of opinions on political topics held by a political actor (e.g., 
candidate, party, NGO). This also includes a list of the editorial positions of news organizations, 
or the issue positions of an NGO.  

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no list of issue positions. 

 
7. Speeches  
Does the site provide speeches by a candidate or party representatives? Speeches can be found 
on a site in audio files, or as transcripts of speeches given by candidates or party representatives.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL. 
• No. There are no speeches. 

 
8. Calendar/List of Events  
Does this site provide a calendar or list with prospective election-related events? Look for a 
calendar or list of events related to the election.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There are no prospective election-related events listed.  

 
9. Comparison of Issue Positions  
Does the site provide comparison of issue positions of parties or candidates? Candidates and 
parties can provide a comparison of their own issue stances to those of their opponents. Look for 
clear mentions of the political actor's opponent(s), and discussion of the differences between 
issue positions. If a comparison is present, choose the "Yes" response and paste in the URL 
where the comparison is made.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no comparison.  

 
10. Information about Electoral Campaign Process 
Does the site provide information about the electoral campaign process in the country studied? 
Information about the electoral campaign process will include information about the electoral 
campaigning rules and and/or governmental regulations on electoral campaigning for which 
elections are being held.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no information about the electoral campaign process.  

 
11. Information about Voting Process  
Does the site provide information about the voting process in the country studied?  
Information about the voting process will include information about voter eligibility, or where 
and when to vote. If there is information on how to register to vote, code this item positively, 
and also code "Register to vote" item positively.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no information about the voting process.  

 
12. Images  
Are there images on the site? If there are images present on the site, choose "Yes" and paste in 
the URL where images can be seen. Images include photographs and graphics, including their 
use as logos. Code "Yes" if there is any component on the site that would be considered an 
image from a user's perspective.   

• Yes. Paste in target URL. 
• No. There are no images.  
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13. Audio or Video Files 
Does the site provide audio or video files?  
If any audio or video files related to the election are present on, or accessible from the site, 
choose the "Yes" response and paste in the URL where the audio or video file is located. If the 
audio or video file is embedded in the site, begins to play when the user visits the site, or 
requires no user action other than navigating to the site, choose the first "Yes" response and 
paste in the URL of the site's home page.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There are no audio or video files.  

 
14. Privacy Policy  
Does the site provide a privacy policy? A privacy policy for a Website will contain information 
for the user about how the site will protect a user's information that may be entered into the0 
site, such as an email address, or an IP address.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no privacy policy.  

 
15. Terms of Use  
Does the site provide a terms of use statement?  
The terms of use of the site will define the site producer's rights to display and take 
responsibility for the information displayed on the site. Terms of use will also define guidelines 
for appropriate use of the site.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no terms of use statement.  

 
 
 
Engagement features (questions 16-26) 
 
16. Contact Producer  
Does the site provide contact information for the site producer? Look for a "Contact" page on 
the site. If the site lists the site producer's email address, postal address, or telephone number, 
choose the "Yes" response and paste in the URL where the information is displayed.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no contact information for the site producer.  

 
17. Join/Become a Member   
Does the site provide opportunities for visitors to join, or become members of the organization? 
A site can enable a visitor to join a party, campaign, or organization.  
Features that enable volunteering but not specifically joining should not be coded positively for 
this item.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no opportunity to join or become a member.  

 
18. Register to Vote 
Does the site enable visitors to register to participate in the election? This feature may be a link 
to an outside site enabling voter registration, or may be a description of how to register to vote. 
If information about registration is present, choose the "Yes" response and paste in the URL 
where the registration information can be found.   
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• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. The site does not enable or encourage registration.  

 
19. Get Email from Site 
Does the site provide an opportunity for a visitor to sign up to receive email from the site 
producer? Campaigns, parties and organizations can offer an email newsletter service that 
enables a visitor to enter an email address and receive emails from the site producer. Paste in the 
URL where the visitor can enter an email address to receive emails from the site producer.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no sign-up for email.  

 
20. Donate  
Are donations encouraged or enabled on or through this site? Does the site encourage or enable 
a visitor to give money to a campaign, party or organization involved in an election? A visitor 
can use the site to donate if there is a direct or indirect request for donations, a postal listing to 
send payment offline, or online payment options. If donations are encouraged or enabled 
through the site, choose the "Yes" response and paste in the URL where the donation can be 
entered.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. Donations are not enabled or encouraged.  

 
21. Contribute to Forum/Communication Space  
Can visitors to the site participate in an online forum or other communication space? If the site 
offers access to message board, forum, chat, poll or other type of communication space in which 
the visitor's contribution is made visible on the site, choose the "Yes" response and paste in the 
URL where a visitor can participate.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. Visitors cannot contribute to a communication space.  

 
22. Offline Distribution of Election or Electoral Campaign Materials  
Does the site encourage offline distribution of electoral campaign or election materials? If the 
site provides printable documents containing electoral campaign or election literature for 
distribution offline, choose the "Yes" response and paste in the URL where these documents are 
found. Examples of election literature are voting guides, election schedules, brochures, bumper 
stickers, posters and flyers.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. Visitors are not encouraged to distribute materials offline.  

 
23. Send Links 
Is there a feature that specifically enables a site visitor to send a link from this site to a friend? 
Sites can provide a link forwarding service that a visitor can use to email a friend URLs from 
the site. These feature may appear as e-postcards, or may be labeled "send links." If a visitor to 
the site can send an URL to a friend through a feature on the site, choose the "Yes" response and 
paste in the URL.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. Visitors cannot send links from this site.  

 
24. Public Support Statement  
Is there a feature on the site that encourages or enables a site visitor to make a public statement 
supporting a political actor or issue? Political actors can encourage visitors to write public 
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statements in support of an electoral campaign, party, organization or issue. Statements of 
support may be letters to newspaper editors, endorsements, statements that will be publicly 
displayed on- or offline, or signing a petition that will be publicly displayed. If the site 
encourages or enables visitors to write statements of support, choose the "Yes" response and 
paste the URL.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no feature enabling visitors to make a public statement of support.  

 
25. E-Paraphernalia  
Does the site enable the user to engage in digital promotion of the electoral campaign, party, 
organization or voting in general? Sites can offer downloads of Web banners, desktop 
wallpaper, screensavers, html code, and RSS feeds that promote the electoral campaign, party, 
election-oriented organization or voting in general. If the site enables the user to engage in 
digital promotion of the electoral campaign, choose the  
"Yes" response, and paste in the URL where these digital promotional materials can be 
downloaded. An RSS feed should only be coded positively if it is offered as a feed for electoral 
campaign, party, election-oriented organization or voting information or promotion. An RSS 
feed that will feed the user non-electoral information, such as general news, weather, or non-
electoral blog entries, should not be coded positively.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. There is no political e-material for download.  

 
26. Volunteer 
Does the site encourage visitors to volunteer for the electoral campaign? Does the site encourage 
visitors to become involved in the electoral campaign in any way other than the six previous 
questions have indicated? Look for a section of the site labeled "Volunteer" or a form that a 
visitor can send to the site indicating electoral campaign activities in which the visitor might 
participate.   

• Yes, present on a page produced by this site producer. Paste in target URL.  
• No. Visitors are not encouraged to volunteer for the electoral campaign.  
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Appendix C. Semi-Structured Interview Guide. 
 
Interview guide – Semi-structured interviews in the UK 
Reaching Young People through New Media 
June - September 2007 
 
Structure: 
The interview guide contains the following elements: 
 
Every bold question serves as primary question within the topic (each topic can consist of 
multiple primary questions) and should be addressed at some point during the interview.  
 
Indented questions are secondary, follow-up questions within the same topic. These questions 
will help to guide the conversation according to the topic but are not mandatory to address, and 
other questions may arise as the interview progresses.  
 
Notes in italics serve to guider the interviewer and the later analysis. 
 
The interviews will be conducted via Skype/Skypeout and will last between 30 minutes and one 
hour. They will be digitally recorded. 
 
 
Data interview/respondent: 
Name interviewee:   
Function interviewee:    
Website under query:     
Date+ Time of the interview:    
Skype/Skypeout 
   
 
Topic 1: General introduction  
 
Step 1: text of email sent to interviewees upon interview request: 
My name is Janelle Ward, and I am a PhD candidate at the University of Amsterdam, and my 
dissertation research tries to better understand the aims of civic/political websites like (name of 
organization).  I'd like to gain insight into your views as a producer, for example, how you see 
the website's target audience, how you think it contributes to people's civic or political 
engagement and what this means for them as citizens. 
 
I would like to ask if you would be willing to participate in a telephone/Skype interview with me 
in the near future (i.e., within the next month or so). The interview will consist of questions 
about your role in organizing and maintaining the website, your strategies to attract visitors, any 
offline activities that go along with the goals of the website, and what role you see the website 
having in democracy. 
 
If you are interested in participating, will you please contact me at this email address 
(j.r.ward@uva.nl)? If instead someone else at your organization would also be willing to talk to 
me, will you please refer me to that person? 
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I appreciate your time and look forward to your response. 
Best, 
Janelle Ward, MA 
PhD student 
 
University of Amsterdam 
The Amsterdam School of Communications Research (ASCoR) 
Kloveniersburgwal 48 
1012 CX Amsterdam 
The Netherlands 
 
m. +31 (0)6 5230 2971 
f. +31 (0)20 525 3681 
j.r.ward@uva.nl 
 
Step 2: Brief introduction at start of interview: 
I’m Janelle Ward, and I’m a PhD student at the University of Amsterdam. The purpose of my 
research is to gain insight into how organizations like yours use websites to focus on civic or 
political aims, address (young people) online, and contribute to (young people’s) ideas of what it 
means to be a citizen. Before we start, is it OK with you if the interview is digitally recorded? 
Any other questions before we start?  
 
 
Topic 2: Background information of the interviewee/website organization (app. 5-10 
minutes) 
Introduction: First I would like to start with some general questions about your personal 
activities and responsibilities, as well as how the website is managed and who is responsible for 
the web site. 
 
How long have you worked for this organization and in your current position? 
What are your current activities and responsibilities? 
 
How long has the website been in existence? 
What where the motives and expectations in the beginning?  
Are these expectations still valid? 
 (Here: should mention how the website is different from older media forms) 
 
if not already addressed: 
Who is responsible for the web site?  

-Who makes the most important decisions concerning the content and design?  
-Who is responsible for keeping the web site up-to-date? 
-What about the moderation of forums/blogs? 

 
How important do you find the role of the website within the general objectives of this 
organization?  

-How is the website integrated with other activities/campaigns/networks etc.? 
 
If not explicit from the website: 
Sometimes websites such as yours work to get their target audience involved in similar 
matters offline. Do you have any similar goals? 
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 -What types of activities would you like to see (young people) involved in offline? 
 
 
Topic 3: Target audience/ particular objectives/aims of the website (app. 5-10 minutes) 
Introduction: Now I’d like to discuss more in detail the general objectives/aims of the website, 
mainly in relation to the target audience. 
 
Let’s begin by talking about your target audience. What specific audience does your web 
site focus on? 
 -What is your concept of youth? (Age/profession/gender/ethnicity/etc.) 
 -Why focus on young people? (if this is the case) 

-What considerations were involved in the choice to focus on this audience?  
-Do you do things differently on the website because of this youth target? 

 
What do you know about the actual users of your website? 
 -Have you received feedback about your site from the users? 
 
Some research has shown that people sometimes view youth as apathetic. Do you agree? 
Did this have anything to do with why you chose a youth focus?  

-How do you view your audience/users?  
 
How do you make your website known to your target audience?  

-Do you have a strategy to get young people aware and/or involved? 
 
Let’s continue by discussing the primary objectives of the website. This is often a 
combination of information and education, or engagement and participation. What do you 
see the website as providing for its users? 

1) Education - do you see the website as a tool for information provision? 
  -Do you try to educate young people about certain issues? 

2) Engagement 
  -Does the website encourage young people to get engaged in particular issues? 

-Is it an opportunity to communicate and interact with others?  
3) Participation 

  -Do you try to get young people to participate in specific activities, like 
organizing or collective action? 
 
Along with this, do you get young people that have contributed to, comment on, or 
otherwise affect the content on your website? (young people as producers) 
 
What is the ultimate goal of the website? 

-What is a good outcome? When are you happy with what the website has 
accomplished? (positioning as to notions of democracy/citizenship) 
 -When are you not happy with the outcome (give examples)? 
 
 
Topic 4: Website Objectives: Notions of Democracy (app. 5-10 minutes) 
Introduction: Now let’s talk about democracy and citizenship. I would like to start by learning 
more about your organization’s thoughts on democracy. Often, one of the main objectives of  
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these kinds of websites is to strengthen the democratic process (i.e., through stimulating debate, 
something mentioned previously by the interviewee).  
Generally, what role do you see your organization having in democracy? 

-How do you see the objectives of your website fitting with this? 
-Along with this concept of democracy, is there anything you can think of that your 

visitors could do that you wouldn’t approve of? (e.g.,, not voting, protesting, etc.)  
 
Now I’d like to specifically discuss the concept of E-democracy. Websites that try to get 
people involved on a civic or political level are often trying to find new ways to use ICTs to 
encourage and increase participation, or (something mentioned previously by the 
interviewee).  
Generally, what role do you see your website having in democracy? 

-Can you elaborate on this specifically in terms of what you’d like to see (young 
people/visitors) take away from using the website? 

-How does this differ from other, similar websites, for example? 
-Do you think website users feel that those in power hear their voices? (if applicable)  

 
 
Topic 5: Website Objectives: Notions of Citizenship (app. 5-10 minutes) 
Introduction: I’d also like to talk about the concept of citizenship. People have different ideas 
about what it means to be a citizen in a democratic society.  
Websites that try to get youth involved on politically are also often promoting good citizenship. 
This could be through education (i.e., showing people how democracy works, or showing them 
political debate) or teaching them how to protest, or (something mentioned previously by the 
interviewee).  
What type of citizenship do you see your website trying to promote? 
 
There’s a relatively new idea that I’m interested in that talks about the notion of the citizen-
consumer. Basically this is a socially conscious person that thinks about how their purchasing 
decisions may affect a greater good – therefore some people say they are buying within a model 
of citizenship rather than one of consumerism (fair trade, etc). What is your organization’s 
position on this type of behavior? (mention relevant information on website) 
 -Do you see a difference between those that make personal lifestyle changes and those 
that get involved in a more traditional political way with these issues? 
 -Do you see a difference between government protest and corporate protest? Is one 
more effective than the other? 
 
 
Topic 6: Expectations for the future (app. 5 minutes)  
 
Introduction: Before the end of this interview, I am also interested in hearing about your 
expectations regarding the role of the website in the near future.   
 
What are your expectations regarding the future of the website? 

-Any planned changes/additions? 
-Do you expect the importance of the website to increase or decrease?  

 
 
Topic 7: Closure 
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Is there anything else you wanted to discuss that I haven’t covered today? Do you have any 
suggestions or comments? Can I contact you again with any follow up questions? 
 
Do you know any other individuals with similar websites that might be interested in talking to 
me? 
 
I will send the text of this interview after the transcription is completed. I will keep you 
informed if I choose to public any of the material gathered today. I will also send you an 
executive summary of my dissertation once it’s published next year, as well as a URL when it’s 
made available online. 
 
The interview is now concluded. I would like to thank you for agreeing to meet me and provide 
me with valuable information for my research project.  
 
End interview guide 
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Appendix D. CIVICWEB survey questions. 
 
Gender          Male = 0 (n = 349); Female = 1 (n = 632)  
 
Age                    Continuous, range 9–68 years  
 
Education of respondent            Continuous, range 0–25 years 
 
Economic independence How much parents contribute to standard of living; 

most things owned were bought by parents/relatives
  

 
Social trust Most people can be trusted/you can’t be too careful, 

most would try to take advantage, most try to be 
helpful/are looking out for themselves 

 
Attitudes civic participation To be a good citizen, how important would you say it is 

for a person to…support those worse off, vote in 
elections, be active in voluntary organizations, etc. 

 
Offline participation In the last 12 months, have 

you…organized/participated in a demonstration, strike 
or protest, worked for a political party, spoken at a 
Student Council, etc. 

 
Awareness of/interest in websites (1) How interesting are websites and blogs about the 

following subjects to you? (Music, sports, political 
parties, online shopping, environment, human rights, 
arts/literature, etc.  

 
Awareness of/interest in websites (2)  In the last 12 months, have you visited websites  

of…government, youth centers, women’s rights, the 
European Union, minority rights, etc. 
 

Internet self efficacy  How confident do you feel when using the  
Internet in regard to: troubleshooting, gathering data, 
turning to online discussion for help, etc. 
 

Online participation In the last 12 months, have you…signed a petition on 
the Internet, sent an email to a political or government 
official, etc.  

 
Political consumerism I try to buy products that use recycled packaging; that 

don’t harm animals and the environment; I try to buy 
from companies that support charitable causes 
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Nederlandse Samenvatting 
Volgens de heersende opvatting zijn jongeren niet erg politiek begaan – ze stemmen niet 

en het wel en wee van de gekozen kandidaten laat ze koud. Jongeren zijn echter wel actief 

online; internetactiviteiten vormen een onlosmakelijk deel van hun dagelijks leven. Een sterke 

aanwezigheid online zou dan ook van vitaal belang zijn voor organisaties die burgerlijke en 

politieke betrokkenheid willen bevorderen. Websites zijn niet alleen een middel om deze 

leeftijdsgroep gemakkelijker te bereiken maar zouden in het gunstigste geval zelfs een oplossing 

kunnen bieden voor het probleem van politieke desinteresse. Dit zijn slechts enkele voorbeelden 

van stellingen die luiden in een klimaat van verandering. Vanwege verschillende sociale, 

politieke en economische factoren loopt de ontwikkeling van democratisch burgerschap parallel 

aan die van politieke communicatie. In dit proefschrift worden de ontwikkelingen in 

communicatietechnologie bestudeerd, evenals de toenadering van jongerenorganisaties tot 

internet. Onderzocht wordt hoe jongerenorganisaties websites lanceren als middel om informatie 

te verstrekken en participatie te bevorderen, en zo inspelen op de politieke houding van 

jongeren.  

Internet biedt burgers een middel om hun stem te laten horen. De online ontstane 

interactiviteit legt een bepaalde druk op politieke elites om in belangrijke zaken rekening te 

houden met de mening van de burger. Burgers ontwikkelen zich ook tot een nieuw type 

institutionele actoren; ze oefenen individuele druk uit en bottom-up organisaties, opgericht voor 

en door burgers, tellen mee op institutioneel niveau. In dit proefschrift staan 

jongerenorganisaties centraal. Er wordt gekeken naar zowel jongerenorganisaties die 

conventioneel burgerschap bevorderen, met als einddoel het betrekken van jongeren bij 

traditionele instellingen waardoor de legitimiteit van deze instellingen versterkt wordt, als naar 

jongerenorganisaties die zich richten op niet-conventioneel burgerschap, met een geheel andere 

kijk op politieke instellingen en de rol van de burger. Ze zijn veelal gericht zijn op één enkel 

maatschappelijk probleem en gaan verder dan traditionele activiteiten door ideologische 

overtuigingen te verweven in hun levensstijl. Een sprekend voorbeeld van niet-conventioneel 

burgerschap is politiek consumptiegedrag. 

Ik ben kortom geïnteresseerd in de uitdagingen waarmee politieke elites geconfronteerd 

worden in dit moderne tijdperk, waarin geavanceerde communicatietechnologie hand in hand 

gaat met de opkomst van nieuwe vormen van burgerschap. Ik bestudeer verschillende 

organisaties en hun theorieën ten aanzien van burgerschap, evenals de manier waarop zij met 

hun doelgroep communiceren. Daarbij kijk ik in wezen naar de politieke communicatiestijlen op 
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internet gebruikt door zowel conventionele als niet-conventionele organisaties. De 

communicatiestijl is zowel strategisch (doelgerichte communicatie met een veelal betogende 

ondertoon) als reflexief (responsieve en interactieve communicatie bedoeld om ingewikkelde 

zaken of veranderende strategieën en doelstellingen te verhelderen). In dit proefschrift worden 

de doelstellingen en strategieën van jongerenorganisaties empirisch onderzocht (via interviews) 

en wordt tegelijkertijd de online content van de websites van die organisaties bestudeerd. De 

verhouding van dit spanningsveld tot de jongerenvisie op burgerschap wordt uitgebreid 

geanalyseerd aan de hand van een enquête onder jongeren over de instelling en het gedrag ten 

opzichte van het gebruik van internet en participatie.  

Het proefschrift wordt geopend met de overkoepelende vraagstelling: Hoe gaan 

websites om met de politeke (des)interesse van jongeren en in hoeverre komt dit overeen met het 

beeld en de beleving van democratisch burgerschap van jongeren zelf? In het eerste empirische 

hoofdstuk (Hoofdstuk 5) staat website content centraal in een electorale context. Uit het 

onderzoeken van twee soorten conventionele websites (jongerenafdelingen van politieke partijen 

en jongerenorganisaties) die actief waren tijdens de verkiezingscampagne in 2004 voor het 

Europese Parlement blijkt dat een relatief klein aantal (11 van de 30) zich puur richt op de 

verkiezingscampagne. Ze promoten eerder politiek engagement in het algemeen en als een 

permanente houding. De websites snijden in begrijpelijke taal onderwerpen aan die jongeren 

interesseren en die participatie bevorderen. De grootste overeenkomst tussen beide soorten 

websites is de biografische informatie (“Over ons”), terwijl ze het meest verschillen in de 

manier waarop zij hun standpunten presenteren (zoals de meeste politieke partijen doen op hun 

sites). Het is bijna altijd mogelijk voor geïnteresseerden om contact op te nemen met de 

organisatie van de website. Het “Doe mee”-gedeelte van de website voldoet meestal aan de 

definitie van strategische communicatie. Jeugdafdelingen van politieke partijen moedigen jonge 

leden aan te gaan stemmen door extra informatie te bieden over de kandidaten en via een meer 

ideologische benadering van het stemmen. Zij benadrukken het belang van stemmen in het 

kader van democratisch burgerschap. Jongerenorganisaties bieden een vergelijkbare content 

maar zij streven eerder naar jongerenparticipatie als burgers in het algemeen. In hoofdstuk 5 

komt ook het gebruikersperspectief aan de orde. Uit analyses blijkt dat de respondenten veelal 

frequente en vertrouwde internetgebruikers zijn, wat hoopgevend is voor jongerenorganisaties 

die hun publiek online proberen te bereiken. Het verhoogde internetgebruik vertaalt zich echter 

niet direct naar een verhoogde mate van politieke participatie, online noch offline, twee offline 

uitzonderingen daar gelaten: het verrichten van vrijwilligerswerk voor een organisatie en vooral 

ook het praten over politieke of maatschappelijke onderwerpen met vrienden en familie.  
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Hoofdstuk 6, het tweede empirische hoofdstuk, biedt een algemeen overzicht, niet 

gerelateerd aan specifieke verkiezingen. Uit de resultaten blijkt dat zowel conventionele als niet-

conventionele organisaties hun websites als een belangrijk middel zien om politieke apathie 

onder jongeren te tackelen en om uiteenlopende doelstellingen onder de aandacht te brengen. 

Net als in hoofdstuk 5 gebruiken jongerenorganisaties hun websites voornamelijk voor 

strategische communicatie: conventionele organisaties nemen niet-conventionele strategieën 

over en starten campagnes over actuele problemen om de interesse voor traditionele politiek te 

vergroten. Vanwege de verminderde toegang tot financiële ondersteuning zijn niet-

conventionele organisaties vaker aangewezen op internet om campagnedoelen te 

verwezenlijken. De reflexieve communicatiestijl van conventionele organisaties lijkt naar 

binnen gericht en benadrukt het belang van financiering. Niet-conventionele organisaties 

hechten meer belang aan een reflexieve verstandhouding met hun achterban. Beide soorten 

organisaties proberen – overeenkomstig hun theoretische doelstellingen – aan legitimeit te 

winnen; de conventionele organisaties door het benadrukken van hun banden met 

overheidskanalen, en de niet-conventionele door het beklemtonen van de rechtsgeldigheid van 

hun acties en de groeiende steun daarvoor onder de bevolking. In hoofdstuk 6 wijzen de 

resultaten van de gebruikersenquête erop dat wat internet betreft, entertainment de grootste 

trekpleister is onder jongeren. Een kleiner aantal internetgebruikers op zoek naar politieke en 

internationele informatiebronnen is ook meer geneigd tot politieke participatie, zowel online als 

offline. Uit de resultaten blijkt ook dat de houding ten opzichte van burgerparticipatie in grote 

mate de online (maar niet de offline) participatie voorspelt. Deze resultaten geven een indicatie 

van hoe jongeren politiek beleven. Ze wijzen over het algemeen op een lage mate van 

participatie en weerspiegelen in die zin de uitdagingen maar ook de mogelijkheden voor 

jeugdorganisaties die online en offline participatie willen bevorderen. 

Hoofdstuk 7, het laatste empirische hoofdstuk, gaat over politiek consumptiegedrag: 

bewuste consumptiekeuzes als middel om ideologische overtuigingen te ondersteunen. Ter 

illustratie worden zeven websites onderzocht die jongeren proberen te bereiken via politiek 

consumptiegedrag. Voortbouwend op hoofdstuk 6 wordt aangetoond dat wanneer conventionele 

organisaties politiek consumptiegedrag inzetten als middel, zij dit doen om de democratische 

participatie van jongeren te beïnvloeden en hen te betrekken bij traditionele participatievormen. 

Niet-conventionele organisaties daarentegen richten zich niet op de overheid maar oefenen druk 

uit op ondernemingen (buiten het domein van de meer traditionele politieke participatie) – een 

ander voorbeeld van hoe niet-conventionele organisaties zich gedragen op het gebied van 

politiek. Het hoofdstuk bouwt voort op de uitkomst van de enquête en onderzoekt de aard en de 
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invloed van het politieke consumptiegedrag en de relatie tussen politiek consumptiegedrag en 

politieke participatie. Resultaten van de gebruikersenquête tonen aan dat jongeren, ondanks hun 

verminderde politieke participatie, zich gedragen als sociaal bewuste consumenten (met als 

voornaamste middel het consumptiegedrag) en ook, hoewel in mindere mate, als kritische 

burger-consumenten (een identiteit die eerder gebaseerd is op participatiegedrag). Uit de 

resultaten blijkt ook dat politiek consumentengedrag verschilt van traditionele offline 

burgerlijke en politieke participatie. En: hoewel er een positief, significant verband wordt 

geconstateerd tussen sociaal bewust consumptiegedrag enerzijds en zowel online participatie als 

offline burgerlijke participatie anderzijds, kan dit niet gezegd worden van offline politieke 

participatie. Dit toont aan dat sociaal bewust consumptiegedrag inderdaad van invloed is op de 

politieke participatie, en pleit voor verder onderzoek van deze alternatieve weg naar 

burgerschap. Het feit dat er geen verband is met offline politieke participatie zou kunnen wijzen 

op een mogelijke verschuiving van traditionele democratische participatievormen naar minder 

traditionele.  

Om terug te komen op de oorspronkelijke onderzoeksvraag van dit proefschrift: uit de 

resultaten blijkt dat jongerenorganisaties zich bewust zijn van de verschuiving in politieke 

identiteit van jongeren maar er moeite mee hebben hun doelstellingen daarop af te stemmen. 

Zowel conventionele als niet-conventionele organisaties bevorderen via het internet 

verschillende vormen van engagement. Het aanbod varieert van verkiezingsgerelateerde content 

tot probleemspecifieke informatie over politiek consumptiegedrag. Conventionele organisaties 

gebruiken dit inzicht echter om interesse te wekken voor traditionele politieke zaken (en creëren 

zo overheidsvriendelijke burgers), terwijl niet-conventionele organisaties de aandacht van 

jongeren voor bepaalde zaken als doel op zich zien, en indirect bijdragen aan de vorming van 

overheidskritische burgers – met als eerste prioriteit nog altijd hun campagnedoelstellingen. Het 

horizontale verband tussen de bevindingen in ieder hoofdstuk is de omschrijving van verschillen 

in internetgebruik van conventionele en niet-conventionele organisaties, en van de kenmerkende 

communicatiestijlen. 
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