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The Internet has become a central aspect of politics on a global scale. As online political 

participation correlates with offline political participation (Bakker and de Vreese, 2011; Banaji, 

2013: 464), spheres of engagement increasingly merge with one another. However, these two 

types of participation have been discussed as separate too often, and causal relations between 

the Internet and political engagement have hardly been researched (Boulianne, 2015: 536; 

Willems, 2019: 1192). This dissertation builds on New Materialisms and a ‘politics of things’ 

perspective to make the theoretical case for the unification of various participatory practices. 

It engages with the question of causality by undertaking an experiment rooted in the 

materiality of online spaces. A sample of 183 emerging adults took part in this experiment. 

Results show that distinguishing between different types of participation is indeed no longer 

productive. Moreover, findings highlight the causal relationship between social media spaces 

and willingness to engage in certain political activities. Based on this, the case for a unification 

of the online and offline spheres of participation and the materiality of the Internet is 

supported. These findings highlight questions about the ways in which political practices are 

influenced by design decisions.  
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INTRODUCTION 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Media studies, communications and political science scholars have actively researched the 

interaction of the political and the Internet. Studies on online spaces and politics are abundant, 

focussing on campaigning in the digital age (e.g. Bright et al., 2018; Cogburn & Espinoza-

Vasquez, 2011; Conway et al., 2015; Enli & Simonsen, 2018; Evans et al., 2014; Graham et al., 

2016; Kreiss & McGregor, 2018; Vergeer, 2013), or fake news (e.g. Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; 

Bovet & Makse, 2019; Lazer et al., 2018; Levi, 2017), and filter bubbles (e.g. Flaxman et al., 2016; 

Groshek & Koc-Michalska, 2017; Kanai & McGrane, 2020; Pariser, 2012). One strand of this 

research hones in on political participation in a digitally networked context. This literature 

review presents new perspectives on this type of research. In doing this, it draws on novel 

combinations of theories of political participation, New Materialisms and the ‘politics of 

things’, while situating itself within contemporary emperical works. As such, it distances itself 

from the common juxtaposition of digital and offline participation (e.g. Vissers and Stolle, 

2014). New Materialisms serve as the ontological and theoretical base. This combination of 

theories allows for a more holistic theoretical foundation for the investigation of political 

participation. 

Empirical Context: Interface Design and Participation 

In recent years a vast amount of empirical work on online political participation has also been 

undertaken. A majority of this research focuses on the choices made by citizens and social 

media users 
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because of this varying basis of theories, and the variety of ways in which theorists build on 

Deleuze, Foucault, Descartes and Spinoza, that one might choose to speak of New 

Materialisms (plural) rather than a singular new materialism (Coole and Frost, 2010: 4). 

New Materialisms accept an idea of unity over duality. This is not to say this idea was 

‘invented’ in this theory, as a variety of indigenous traditions (Gosden et al., 2006: 2) have 

displayed this understanding for a long time. For instance, West-African Anlo-Ewe traditions 

have provided far more unified conceptions of experience for centuries (Geurts and Adikah, 

2006: 38). New Materialism refers to itself as ‘novel’ because it has a ‘Western’ focus and, for 

instance, builds on the claims in Spinoza’s 1677 Ethics. As such New Materialisms forgo 

versions of this knowledge which exist elsewhere.  
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Alongside human agency, often presupposed in the social sciences, New Materialisms 

describe materials as agentic too (Fox and Alldred, 2016: 25). Here one can recognize the ways 

in which New Materialisms reflect assumptions made in Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and 

Science and Technology Studies (STS), where non-human actors are agentic too (Bennett and 

Joyce, 2009: 5; Latour
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the introduction of the New Materialist natureculture concept by Donna Haraway (Casemajor, 

2015: 5–6). Natureculture, unifies the human, cultural, and the natural as inseparable elements 

of reality (Malone and Ovenden, 2016: 1). Adapting this concept to a digitally mediated 

context, in Digital Materialism one can speak of medianatures, which ground media in 

material, cultural and physical practices (Parikka, 2012: 97). Such an understanding of digital 

media sees online media as increasingly material, without necessarily being tangible 

(Casemajor, 
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access to technology, and the circulation of analogue activism are far from separate (Willems, 

2019: 1193). In Kenya, too, politics and movements for change have been found to be 

dependent on a combination of digital platforms, offline conditions, and the people using these 

systems (Nyabola, 2018: 77). Technologies and infrastructures shape and manifest the political 

in South Africa too (Schnitzler, 2013: 673). Willems’ description of unity, and contention of the 

false dichotomy between digital and analogue participation resembles the New Materialist 
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To conduct such an experiment some of the concepts outlined in this review have to be 

operationalized. One of the base assumptions of the experiment developed in this dissertation 

is the New Materialist assumption of monism. While the experiment focusses on the 

manipulation of online design to study effects on participatory practices it does not assume 

this participation is solely online or solely traditional. Rather, in a form of monism, it unifies 

these types of participation, which are all always materially mediated, through the ‘politics of 

things’, where even the intangible online space is imbedded in objects (Willems, 2019: 1204). 

Building on this base, the experimental design assumes two central elements. Namely, a New 

Materialist understanding of power and a Digital Materialism based understanding of the 

materiality of online spaces. As outlined here, New Materialisms understand power as 
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METHOD AND METHODOLOGY 

New Materialisms present us with a broad theoretical basis for the investigation of the 

intersection of online and offline participation, putting forward a strong focus on the ‘in-

material’ constraints and opportunities for engagement created in online spaces. This specific 

project employs an online, or web-based, experiment to this purpose. Ontologically and 

epistemologically this methodology has been justified from a New Materialist perspective, but 

it also has methodological benefits. Substantively, the investigation of political participation 

benefits from experimental research as engagement is a directional action (Boulianne, 2015: 

534; Gerber et al., 2008: 39; Harder and Krosnick, 2008: 532). Experimental research is 

concerned with this type of causality: “compared to other social science methods, experiments 

offer the strongest test of causal relationships” (Neuman, 2004: 228).  

Moreover, online experiments have some specific advantages. First, web-based experiments 

have a wide range of practical assets not found in traditional experiments such as “speed, low 

cost, external validity, experimenting around the clock, a high degree of automation of the 

experiment (low maintenance, limited experimenter effects), and a wider sample” (Reips, 

2002: 244). Crucially this type of experiment also specifically fits an investigation into online 

practices itself. Web-based experiments enable large scale investigations of collectives and 

society, exploring “the Web not only as an object of sociological interest in itself but as a tool 

for doing social science” (Salganik and Watts, 2009: 461). Moreover, web-based experiments, 

while posing issues related to circumstances of participation and administration, benefit from 

some of the advantages of field experiments (Gross, 2017: 561). Participants can take part in 

relatively natural settings, for instance at home, as a result unconventional participants are 

more easily included (van Steenbergen and Bocanegra, 2016: 1715).  

Sampling 

These participants, in this case, are emerging adults in the Netherlands, Ireland and the United 

Kingdom (UK). Previous work found that while Ireland and the UK are distinctly different 

countries, participatory practices amongst the young in these two places are nearly identical 

in this “Anglo-Celtic cluster” (Sloam, 2016: 352). This is why respondents from these countries 

are aggregated into one cluster in analysis. Samples of people aged 18-27 are taken from these 
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populations. This age range captures inhabitants of both regions conventionally known as 

‘emerging adults’ (Subrahmanyam et al., 2008: 422). This age group is a fascinating research 

case as emerging adults are seen as both more and less engaged (Snell, 2010: 259). Moreover, 

as emerging adults determine the future of democracies their engagement is a crucial research 

subject (Farthing, 2010; Henn and Foard, 2012). During this phase of life participatory practices 

are developed and learnt (Neundorf et al., 2013: 93). Additionally, as ‘in-material’ participation 

is unconventional, and the young increasingly engage in non
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media, an effective way to access hard to reach populations and collect responses (Bhutta, 

2012: 59). In many ways the sampling design mirrors the research focus presented here, 

embedded in multiple online materials respondents were able to interact with the research 

content, while the experimental content interacted with them in turn. 

Design 

The weird ‘in-material’ materials of social media are given shape in the form of a series of 

societal images in this online experiment. Using the software Qualtrics, common for the design 

and distribution of web-based experiments (Paolacci et al., 2010: 415), a series of questions and 

images are presented to respondents. The ‘in-materiality’ of the Qualtrics software thus 

embeds the actions of respondents, like all mediated materials do (Parikka, 2012: 96). The web-

based experiment included both experimental and questionnaire elements, all of which can be 

found in Appendix A.  
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The final question concerned a manipulation check (Highhouse, 2009: 557), where respondents 

describe what they think was being researched.  

The experimental element embedded in the questionnaire took the shape of images depicting 

social issues. These issues were concerned with LGBT+ rights and environmental protection, 

issues often salient amongst the emerging adult population (Pickard, 2019: 383; Russell et al., 

2010). For both the experimental and the control conditions respondents were presented with 

two images (see also Appendix A). One depicting a pride flag and stating: “OUTLAW HATE 

CRIME AGAINST LGBT+ PEOPLE: CHANGE HATE CRIME LAWS. The home office should 

re-
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Finally, concerning the validity of the statistical analysis, the analysis of the data was pre-

registered with the OSF before the commencement of analysis on June 30th 2020. This reduces 

the chance of Type I error strongly, and holds analysis to high standards (Lindsay et al., 2016). 

The registration can be accessed from August 20th onwards on OSF (https://osf.io/2j9sv). The 

analysis and pre-registered analysis can be compared in this manner.    

Ethics 

The ethics of experimental and Internet-based research are very important. While web-based 

research provides access to new types of respondents (Reips, 2002: 244), it also inherently 

excludes other types of respondents (O’Connor and Madge, 2017: 242). This, as already related 

to the exploration of validity, begs that the population and sample here specifies the exclusion 

it naturally creates. Theoretically, as the weird materials of social media are concerned, this 

exclusion is justified. However, it is crucial to be cognisant of the people, predominantly older 

people and people with few financial resources (Buckingham, 2007: 50), excluded from this 

theorization of participatory practices. Moreover, the validity of consent becomes complicated 

when research takes place without a researcher present (Eynon et al., 2017). This is why here 

consent terms are split out over multiple questions. Finally, experiments essentially contain 

some deception, which creates ethical issues (Hertwig and Ortmann, 2008: 86). In this 

experiment, deception was contained to its absolute minimum, the goal of the questionnaire 

is explicitly stated at the start of the questionnaire, moreover, the experimental images are 

introduced through additional text which restates the research goal and emphasises the ways 

in which answers are used. Moreover, the experimental conditions are minimally different, 

the images are the same, only their contexts vary slightly.   

 !
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Evidently, this sample overrepresents white, highly educated women. In this sense it mirrors 

a university student sample, where these groups are also overrepresented (Hooghe et al., 2010: 

94). This type of skewed sample limits generalizability of the results (Leyva, 2017: 467) and 

this must be kept in mind when examining the results discussed here. However, due to the 

experimental element of this project some conclusions about patterns within human 

behaviours might still be generated (Meltzer et al., 2012: 252). Furthermore, as is visible in 

Figure 1, the location of the responses in this sample is diverse within both regions of interest. 

With this sample the hypotheses outlined in the theoretical framework are tested.  

 

Figure 1. Map of IP addresses in the sample data. 

To test these hypotheses responses 
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Figure 5. Multiple linear model of hypothetical eng
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with the image significantly correlates with activities engaged in. However, the experimental 

treatment still does not show a significant relation, while notably here the direction of its 

coefficient has changed to be positive.  

 

Table 4. Regression coefficients participation model 2: LGBT+ (P > 0.0001 ***, 0.001 **, 0.01 *). 

When examining the third version of this model where the focus is on the participatory 

activities regarding the environmental cause, the overall negative loading of the condition 

coefficient in the largest model is explained. This model, too, met the assumptions to run linear 

regression, as explored in the plots in Figure 7. When exploring the results of this analysis, the 

variables of interest of which are given in Table 5, a slightly different picture emerges than 

discussed with relation to the LGBT+ cause. The difference in these models suggest, as was not 

hypothesized prior to this study, that various participatory practices might vary based on the 

type of cause they concern.  

 

Figure 7. Linear model 3 (environment) residuals scatterplots. 

The coefficients of this model show the negative loading of the experimental condition, though 

this loading is still not significant. Moreover, gender, in a substantively logical sense, seems 

less of a significant explanatory variable here. 
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Table 6. Regression coefficients binary logistic models (P > 0.01 *, 0.05 .). 

Similarly, the experimental condition is associated with a (1-(exp(-0.132)*100%) = 12.37% 

decrease in odds of signing an online petition on the environmental cause, controlling for the 

other variables. 

Finally, for both causes, there is also a significant effect of the experimental treatment on the 
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participatory practices in this sample. All these findings speak to different aspects of New 

Materialisms as will be outlined in the discussion below.  

 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

The results of this online experimental operationalization of a New Materialist framework 

produced a set of emperical results that are worth discussing for their theoretical implications. 

This will not only provide explanations for the acceptance and rejection of the hypotheses 

outlined above, but will also engage with the broader question: How can New Materialist 

theoretical work be applied in an ‘in-material’, digital participatory space? This discussion is 

permitted by the quality and generalizability of this web experiment (Germine et al., 2012: 

855). Simultaneously, it is worth to keep in mind the underrepresented populations here, due 

to the inaccessibility of the Internet and the skew of distribution and inclusion in the sample 

(Hooghe et al., 2010: 94; O’Connor and Madge, 2017: 242). All the theoretical statements made 

here realistically only speak for a privileged population. It is imperative that further research, 

less impacted by spatial and time constraints, should make further efforts to investigate 

different and diverse populations.  

First, as was shown in the correlation in Figure 2, this online experiment provides relatively 

strong grounds to substantiate hypothesis 2. Essentially, a strong association between 

participating online and offline was found. This result mirrors a lot of previous work on online 

political participation where such strong correlations were also found amongst young people 

(Bakker and de Vreese, 2011: 465; Banaji, 2013: 57). As patterns of emerging adult participation 

generally differ between the Netherlands and the Anglo-Celtic block (UK and Ireland) 

(Kitanova, 2019: 12–13; Sloam, 2016: 532) comparison of this result in the two regions provides 

more insight. 
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Figure 8. Correlation between digital and traditional participation split by region. 

Noteworthy in these two different correlations, as illustrated in Figure 8, is that while the 

correlation between these two ‘types’ of participation is significant in both regions, the 

correlation is stronger in the Netherlands than in the Anglo-Celtic block. Moreover, the 

scatterplots illustrate that in both locations most participants engaged in a few activities of 

both types, whereas fewer participation engaged in a lot of participatory activities in general. 
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participation. This seems to contradict previous findings from field experiments where 

embedded sociality, such as might exist in social media ‘in-materials’, increased participation 

(e.g. Bond et al., 2012; Hale et al., 2014; Margetts et al., 2011). Moreover, in the case of 

environmentalism, the findings that displaying social information increases willingness to 

sign petitions (Margetts et al., 2011:



 38. 

limit people with disabilities’ opportunities to participate (Bastien et al., 2020: 221). However, 

as tentatively explored here, it will be worthwhile to further investigate what specific ‘in-

material’ elements of social media interfaces foster engagement in different types of political 

behaviour.  

Essentially, in the discussion of this final hypothesis it has become clear what merit an 

understanding of the social media space as a material space has had. Conceptualizing such a 

space as agentic in a New Materialist (Coole and Frost, 2010: 9) manner facilitates new 

discoveries. It has become evident that this digital of interface has political effects, not just 
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epistemology diverging from the social constructionist perspective of
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Appendix	A:	Questionnaire	(English)	
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Experiment	condition	
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