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ABSTRACT

Thisstudy investigates the rel ationship between facebook user s political attitudes
and online political participation among youth. Participants were 100 active
facebook users comprising of 58 males and 42 females, with an age range of 16-
32 years. The study employed a correlation design. The facebook intensity scale
{FIS} (Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe, 2007) was used to measur e facebook usage
and political participation. The results revealed a significantly positive
relationship between face book usage and political participation among the
youth in Nigeria. However, facebook use rate did not significantly influence
political participation. It is therefore concluded that facebook usage affords
persons of different perspectives the ability to unite and engage in political
discourse.
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INTRODUCTION

Asthe 2011 general electionsin Nigeriadrew nearer, electorateswere bombarded with
al kindsof e-mails, onlinerequests, Press, TV, radio, posters, and billboard advertisements,
not forgetting a so, methodsdriven largely by interpersonal communication and such other
channelsof voter engagement which political marketersutilized to drum up support for
various candidates seeking e ectord officesfrom councillorshipto presdentid, al carrying
specific political messages or promoting a political party ideology. Servicessuch as
Facebook, Twitter, and Flicker introduced new questionsabout political participation,
Barrack Obamaspresidentid e ection campaigninthe UShaschangedtherulesof political
marketing and sincethen electoral campai gnshave been more about socia networking.

Facebook is an important point in the space of social media, having alarge
followership of young individuals, youth networksor groupsaswell asyouth appeal for
information gathering and dissemination. Young peopleseveryday palitical conversations,
asexpressionsof political citizenshipin social media, areminimally researched when
approached from anon-formal understanding of politicsand citizenship (Harrisand Wyn,
2009). One of the emergent placesfor young people having asay, especially among
peers, isthelnternet, andin particular, socia networking stesand youth oriented discusson
forums. Thereisalively debate withinyouth citizenship studiesabout thewaysthe Internet
ischanging young peopl€spoalitica outlooksand participatory behaviour, and awidespread
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agreement that conventiona politicshasnot sufficiently realised the potentia of thenetin
attracting youth (Harrisand Wyn, 2009). Nigeriawith apopulation put at over 150 million
with about 60 million activeyoung voters, near 43 million Internet usersand approaching
80 million mobileconnections, politica campaign managersaresuretotest their abilitiesin
finding new waysto get their political message out faster, easier, chegper and stronger. The
newsmediawasuseful not only for mobilizing votersbut dsoinintegrating all other facets
of campaigns, including raly organizing and delivering campaign communicationsto potentid
voterson aconsistent basis, at almost no cost to them.

New waysof communicating, using the social media, hasademocratic potential
that opensfor new formsof political participation and conversations. Research that triesto
makeaconnection between democracy, young citizensand Information and Communication
Technology islimited but growing (Olsson and Dahlgren, 2010). Attitudeisan important
concept that is often used to understand and predict people's reaction to an object or
change and how behaviour can beinfluenced (Fishbeinand Ajzen, 1975). Theattitude
construct continuesto be akey focusof theory and research in the socia and behavioural
sciences (Wood, 2000). Thurstone (1931) defines attitude as affect for or against a
psychological object; early theoristsused affect in the sensein whichwenow refer to as
attitude (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2000).

Currently, Facebook isthemost popular Social Networking Siteintheworld and
it hasa so achieved phenomenal popularity in Nigeria. Inrecent years, newsreportshave
frequently portrayed social mediasuch as Facebook and Twitter asplaying akey rolein
socia upheavalsand political protestsin countries such aslran and Egypt (Grossman,
2009 and Shane, 2011). In Iran use e-mail messagesto increase political participation of
youths have been found to be positive (Rahim, 2003), likewisein Kenya, use of e-mail
wasfound toraise political participation anong theyouth. The catchphrase Think' was
distributed through friendship networks on MySpace during the 2006 Belgian election to
stimulate discussion and thought around voting preference and to encouraging votesto
reconsider voting for afar right party (Quintelier and Vissers, 2008). Inthe USA, face
book usageand politica participation as sengitized by president Barrack Obamarecorded
ahigh successrate (Crow, 2008; Quintelier and Vissers, 2008; Walmsley, 2008) and in
Kenya(Makinen and Kuira, 2008). Still, some commentators have criticized thisnew
waveof techno-optimism, suggesting that socid mediaare neither anecessary nor sufficient
conditionfor transitionto political democracy (Gladwell, 2010; Morozov, 2011). Given
that, amore theoretically-driven approach is certainly needed, focusing on specific
technological accordance of socia mediaplatformsand analyzing their socio-political
implications. For example, social network siteslike Facebook are characterized by low
cost, high speed and precisetargeting of recipients, which areall featuresthat foster fast
dissemination of political information and efficient mobilization of citizens. Furthermore,
variousother featuresof Facebook facilitatethe provision of identifying reputableinformation
whicharedl important for reducing uncertainty when engaging inonlineinteractions, thereby
fostering the devel opment of normsof trust (Berger and Calabrese, 1975).
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Inrecent years, civic activistsin Nigeriahave sarted actively harnessing the Internet,
including socid medialikeFacebook, to promotevariouscausesranging from Environmentd
awarenessto Human Rightsadvocacy. Arguably, the above exampl es of cause-oriented
political actionsare asimportant to democracy today astraditional participation such as
voting during theelections (Norris, 2007). In Nigeria, onlineactivism can beviewed asa
form of proto-activism and itsimportance thus cannot be underestimated; for anumber of
young people, online participationisagateway to meaningful engagement inpolitica life.
Thedemographicfor the Internet haswidened and socia networking isno longer just for
young people (Walmd ey, 2008). In 2006 over 50% of American YouTubeand MySpace
userswere 35 yearsor older, and the proportion of 12 to 17 years old were declining
(Gueorguieva, 2008). Socia networking sitesdo not just represent ayoung demographic.

Politically engaged peopleand palitical participation areincreasing throughout the
community through the use of socia networking sites. Thereislittle or no social network
literaturein Africaand particularly in Nigeria; most of theliteraturereviewed werefrom
Western countries. Also, the degree of addiction and frequency of usage of Facebook as
asocia networking sitewasnot captured in most of theliterature. More so, the particul ar
typeof political discourseand participation werelackingintheliterature, hencetheneed
for expanded researchinthisparticular areaespecialy in the African and Nigerian setting.
A comprehensiveresearch question wasformulated to guidethisstudy. Thus, doesYouth
Participationin Socia Mediainfluence Current Political Attitudesin Nigeria. To proffer
answer to thetentative question, anull research hypothesisisformulated. Hence, Youth
Participation in Socia Mediadoesnot influence Current Political Attitudesin Nigeria

PARTICIPANTSAND PROCEDURE

The population researched in this study were 100 participantsthat were conveniently
selected in Josmetropolis, consisting of 58 malesand 42 female; with agerange of 16-32
years, al the participantswere secondary and tertiary school graduates, and wereres dent
inJosmetropolisat thetimeof thestudy. The Facebook intensity scale (FIS) isan 8-item
measurewith a5-point Likert response option where 1= strongly disagreeto 5=strongly
agree; developed by Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe (2007) in order to obtain a better
measure of Facebook usage than frequency or duration indices. Thismeasureincludes
two self-reported assessments of Facebook behaviour, designed to measurethe extent to
which the participant wasactively engaged in Facebook activities: thenumber of Facebook
"friends’ and theamount of time spent on Facebook on atypical day. Thismeasurealso
includesaseriesof Likert-scaleattitudinal questionsdesigned to tap the extent to which
the parti cipant wasemotionally connected to Facebook and the extent to which Facebook
wasintegrated into her daily activities. Tenitemsmeasuring political participation were
answered in section C of Facebook intensity scale. Itemswere measured on five-point
Likert scalewhere 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Moderately Agree, 3 = neither Agree nor
Disagree, 4 =Moderately Disagreeand 5 = Strongly Disagree. The Facebook Intensity
scoreiscomputed by cal culating the mean of al of theitemsinthescale, thescalehasa
reliability Cronbach'sapha=.83
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Theresearchersvisited several cyber cafésin Jos metropoliswhere peoplewho
had Facebook account and were active Internet usersin cyber cafeswithin Josmetropolis
wererecruited to participatein the study. The participantswere given questionnaires
containing the Facebook intensity scaleand the political participation scaleto complete; it
took anaverageof 10 minutesto complete each questionnaire. Onehundred questionnaires
wereadministered. After completion questionnaireswere collected, coded and analysed.
Thechoiceof statistics, level of significance chosen, and presentation of descriptiveand
inferential resultsare presented. Measures of dispersion whichincludethevarianceand
standard deviation, percentage and cross-tabul ation were obtained from thevalid number
sum of 100 participants. For theinferential statistics, acorrelation and Chi-squaretest
statistical testswere employed to computethefinal resultsfor hypothesestestinginthis
researchwork. Thelevd of significance (alphalevel) used inthe study wasp < 0.05, that
isaconfidenceinterva of 95% (5% chanceerror). Different dataare used to describethe

participantsinthisstudy.
RESULTSAND DISCUSSION

Thetable 1 indicatesthat 50% of the participants were between the ages 22-26 years.
Fifty-eight percent were malesand 42% were femal es; 56% werelow on Facebook use,
while44% were high Facebook users. Forty-seven percent of the participantshad alow
rate of political participation and 43% were high political participators. Table 2 above
indicatesthat 27% of maleswere high Facebook users compared to 17% of females,
while29% of maleswerefrequent political participators compared to 24% of females.

Theresult showstheat therewasas gnificant positiverel ationship between Facebook
use and political participation (table 3). Thisimpliesthat the use of social medialike
Facebook, thelikelihood of participationin political discussion by participants. Results
from table 4 indicatethat the more peoplethat participate of Facebook the morefrequent
thepoalitica participationwasnot atigticaly significant. Theoutcomeof hypothesisindicates
that there wasasignificant rel ationship between Facebook use and political participation.
This agrees with previous research into the political utility of social network sites
(Gueorguieva, 2008) by demondtrating that Facebook isalegitimatelocationfor discusson
of political issues,

Also, thefindings provide some support for Brundidge's (2006) conclusion that
individua susethecontrol thelnternet affordsto seek out like-minded partnersfor political
discussion but to comparably avoid non-like-minded partnerswhenthey areinadvertently
exposed to them. Theresult of the present study could be argued based on thefact that
moreand more people have accessto the Internet and social networking sitesand assuch
haveplatformtoair their politica viewsmosily from thecomfort of their homesor privacy.
Furthermore, the average Nigerian hasbecome more politically conscious and usesany
medium availableto participate and expresspalitical view. Thefinding from hypothesis
twowasnot significant. Thiscontradictsthefindings of Shah, Kwak and Holbert (2001)
which demonstrated that high number of information exchange over the Internet fosters
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civicengagement and life contentment inyounger generations, whilesocial recreationon
the Internet is negatively correlated with trust and life contentment. The outcome of
hypothesistwo could be argued on the fact that the study did not encompassalarger
number of participants, also, alarge number of socid networking siteslike Facebook surf
thesiteequaly for networkingin other socia issuesother thanfor political reasons, asthe
Steadso encourage businessand relationship networking.

Table 1: Frequenciesand percentage of participants demography

Frequency Percentage
Agerange(years)
1621 K2 K2
22-26 50 50
27-32 18 18
Gender
Male 58 58
Femae Vv Vv
Religion
Christianity
I[dam 2 2
Facebook use
Low 5% 5%
High 4 4
Political participation
Low 47 47
High 53 43

Source: Survey, 2012

Table2: Socia mediauseand political participation acrossgender

Gender Facebook use % Political participation %

Low High Low High
Male 3 27 2 2
Femde 5 17 18 24

Source: Survey, 2012

Table3: Corrdation matrix
Political Participation

Facebook use  Pearson Correlation 0177
Sig. (1-tailed) 0.039
N 100

Table4: Chi-square Statistic

Political participation Total
Low High
Facebook use Low 5 3 5%
High 2 2 44
Total 47 53 100
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CONCLUSION

Thestudy examined social mediaand youth political participation. Using Facebook asa
window to analyse the discourse trends of Facebook usage and discussions, findings of
the study indicated that there was asignificant rel ationship between Facebook useand
political participation; and thenumber of frequent Facebook usedid not sgnificant increase
thenumber of political participation by participants. Theresultsof thisstudy aresignificant
inthat they demonstrate the capability of social networksto afford personsof different
perspectivestheability to uniteand engagein political debate or discuss. Furthermore, the
study demonstratesthat people are seeking beyond recreational useof thesesocial media
and are harnessing the capabilities of thesetechnol ogiesto engagein political discussion
and expresstheir views about issuesthey careabout. Although online political discussion
wasaround well beforethe advent of socia network sites, the richnessand popul arity of
thesetechnol ogies, along with the decreasing cost of Internet access, may be bringing
larger populationsand new participantsinto theforay of online politica discussion.

Future study should seek to expand upon the results suggested in this study that
the uniquestructure of socia network sitesmay serveto hel p bring together individua sof
diverseand opposing opinionsinto acommon online discussion space. Thealternative
possihility, that Facebook may serve to perpetuate isolation, must also be explored.
Interviews should be conducted with political discusson participantsto examinethe courses
travelled by discussion participantsthat led them to enter aparticular Facebook group
discussion so asto explorewhat motivates and facilitates exposureto disagreeing parties
inonlinediscuss on spaces. The presenceof identifying attributeswithin Facebook online
political discourseisanissuethat isin need of further investigation. Future studiesshould
explorein-depth theroleof socia network siteidentity within onlinepolitical discussion,
and onlinediscusson broadly. Future research could al so survey or interview Facebook
userswho utilize group discuss on to see how accessto profileinformation may, or may
not, influence participationin political group discourseor participation.
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