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Political sophistication as a
mediator in the relation between
media consumption and citizen
participation. Evidence from the
O-S-R-0-R model

Abstract

Active and effective citizen political participation is one of the
main manifestations of the existence of a healthy and well
consolidated democracy. It has been found that media
consumption is a significant predictor for the development of
this civic participation. The Communication Mediation Model
(O-S-R-0O-R) set out an indirect effect that exposure to media
messages have on citizen participation, by means of the
development of orientations subsequent to consumption and
reasoning of the message. Political sophistication is among
these orientations promoted by the media, understood as the
general level of knowledge on the political system (factual) or
the (electoral) campaign acquired by the citizens under media
exposure. With the objective of determining its mediating effect
on the increase of citizen participation, an analytical survey was
conducted in the state of Nuevo Leon, Mexico, right after the
2015 gubernatorial elections. Findings reflect a mediating role
played by factual political sophistication in explaining offline
political and civic participation. However, electoral political
sophistication worked better to achieve an indirect effect on
online political participation.
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1. Introduction

In scientific literature, it is common for authors to point out that citizen
participation in public life and affairs is a key indicator to know the
countries’ democratic quality and health (Delli Carpini, 2004; Putnam,
2000). In fact, having a society that is made up of participative
individuals is necessary to achieve a truly democratic development
thereof. However, this participation manifests in many varied forms
(Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009). The fact is that, along the traditional
manifestations of offline participation in the political and civic field, the
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Internet has opened up an option for new types of expression of online citizen involvement
with the system (Kim, Russo, & Amnad, 2017). Online political participation has expanded
with the arrival of new electoral campaigns 2.0, but also thanks to the new modalities for
political management on the part of officials and for control on the part of the media and
public opinion.

From the perspective of studies on political communication, it has been possible to
confirm the relation between media consumption, in its different manifestations and
contents, in the development of said citizen participation (Bakker & de Vreese, 2011; Diaz &
Muiiz, 2017; Huerta & Garcia, 2008; Scherman, Arriagada, & Valenzuela, 2012; Shah et al.,
2007). However, this communicative effect is not direct, but rather it requires the presence
of intermediate factors that mediate in the generation of citizen participation. This is the
hypothesis put forth from the perspective of the Communication Mediation Model, proposed
in the area of political communication by McLeod, Scheufele and Moy (1999), on the basis of
the framework worked in psychology by Markus and Zajonc (1985, cited in Cho et al., 2009).
The authors consider a multivariate model where communicative variables (such as
attention or exposure) and other variables of politological nature (such as political
sophistication) are involved, resulting in the generation of citizen behavior.

This proposal, put to the test in several studies, has resulted into the current Campaign
Communication Mediation Model (O-S-R-0-R), put forth by Shah et al. (2007) to explain the
effects of political communication in citizen behavior, both in its civic and its political
dimensions. From this model, it is assumed that citizens show certain previous orientations
(O,), such as political interest, which guide exposure to communicative stimuli (S), such as
news, electoral debates or the use of social networks, just to cite a few examples. The
information received generates reasoning (R,) at the interpersonal or intrapersonal levels,
which result in subsequent orientations (O,), such as the level of political knowledge or
political sophistication. This set of variables has an impact, by means of an indirect effect,
on the development of a behavior (R,), manifested in more or less political and/or civic
participation by the citizens.

Several studies have confirmed this relation at the international level (e.g. Gil de
Zuniga, Bachmann, Hsu, & Brundidge, 2013; Jung, Kim, & Gil de Zaniga, 2011; Lee, Shah, &
McLeod, 2013; Reichert & Print, 2017) as well as in the Latin-American context (e.g. Muniz &
Corduneanu, 2014; Valenzuela, 2013). Although the model has been put to the test in the
Mexican context, it has only been possible to prove the mediating effect of interpersonal and
interactive political conversation on the development of citizen participation. Therefore, it
is only fitting to wonder whether political knowledge-or political sophistication, just as the
construct is approached in the present article — equally plays this mediating role.

For this purpose, the present article works with data from a post-electoral analytical
survey conducted in the Mexican state of Nuevo Ledn in 2015 after the gubernatorial
campaign. In particular, the study aims to determine whether the attention paid to political
contents on traditional media, as well as the follow-up of the campaign through web pages
and social networks, influenced the levels of citizen participation. With the objective of
proving this relation, mediating models were used that allowed analyzing the role played by
the mediating variables, in this case political sophistication, to enable the indirect effect of
media consumption in its above-mentioned different manifestations on citizen
participation, both in terms of offline and online political participation, and offline civic
participation.
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2. Literature
2.1. Media and citizen participation

It is common for authors to claim that a more solid and healthier democracy can only be
attained on the basis of the necessary support of an active and participative citizenship (e.g.
Bakker & de Vreese, 2011; Putnam, 2000; Shah, Cho, Eveland, & Kwak, 2005). In fact, it has
been pointed out that citizen participation, manifested in a political or civic form, is an
inherent element of the citizens’ democratic engagement (Delli Carpini, 2004). To the extent
that the citizen considers an issue to be relevant or perceives it as affecting their personal
development, this involvement in the political system, and their subsequent participation,
will tend to increase. This is something that is also expected to happen with respect to
citizen civic participation, in the sense they consider that the issues they get involved with
are intrinsically important or have significant consequences in their own lives (Hollander,
2007). Though it is true that this involvement can occur at any moment, there is no doubt
that citizen involvement tends to increase during electoral processes, when both political
and media activity increases and therefore, informative offer about political issues becomes
more ever-present.

Thus, it has been possible to observe how during elections there is a tendency for
citizen participation to increase; moreover, there is greater contact between citizens and
candidates, either in a direct or indirect manner through the media coverage. In fact, there
is evidence that the activation of the political communication process to announce campaign
activities redounds to the increase of participation (Shah et al., 2007). On occasion, this
participation has been linked in the literature more with the expressions of citizen’s
behavior developed within the electoral process, mainly the vote. However, it should be
remembered that outside these periods it is also possible to manifest citizen’s political
participation and, in addition, not only can the most conventional activities give shape to
this citizen’s behavior. On the contrary, it is necessary to consider the entire wide range of
activities with which citizens can become involved within the political and social system
(Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995).

In this sense, previous studies have marked a clear difference between the political
participation and the civic participation that citizens can get involved with (Bakker & de
Vreese, 2011; Shah et al., 2007). However, both concepts are slippery, due to the fact that,
although there is a clear difference between them both, it is true that they can manifest in
the same people with different degrees of intensity (Valenzuela et al., 2009). Despite this
relation, both forms of participation represent actions of clearly different natures within the
system. In this sense, political participation entails a behavior whose objective is to
influence the government’s or the legislators’ actions (Gil de Zuniga, Jung, & Valenzuela,
2012; Verba et al., 1995), as well as the politicians’ election and the implementation of public
policies (Delli Carpini, 2004). On the other hand, civic participation involves actions or
behaviors that seek to solve the community’s problems (Zhang, Johnson, Seltzer, & Bichard,
2010), by means of non-electoral and non-governmental actions, such as volunteering or
participation in neighbors’ movements and associations, just to cite a couple of examples.

The influence exerted by the Internet, as well as the different social media and
platforms that make it up, has resulted in new forms of participation, both in the social and
the political fields (Jung et al., 2011; Woolley, Limperos, & Oliver, 2010; Zhang et al., 2010). As
Bakker and de Vreese (2011) point out, the concept of participation cannot be understood as
an expression that remains static, but rather as one that shows different dimensions that
tend to change over time. And, no doubt, the onset of the Internet has entailed a change in
this manifestation of participation. Specifically, it has opened the door to what is called
online participation, as opposed to the traditional one that takes place in the offline field (Gil
de Zuniga et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2017). A good example of the possibilities that the new
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media have for citizen participation and engagement is social networks, whose use in
politics and during electoral campaigns is increasing steadily, providing the ideal space for
candidates and citizens to mutually interact and get involved (Woolley et al., 2010).

And the fact is that along with the ease that the Internet provides to search for
information, which also reflects a certain degree of participation to some extent, social
media also provide an opportunity to exchange points of view, helping to disseminate the
opinions and creations that the citizens contribute (Caceres, Brindle, & Ruiz, 2015; Hargittai
& Walejko, 2008). That is something that can help the development of a political activism.
No wonder authors such as Casero-Ripollés (2017) point out that the creation of contents
through web 2.0 is a central and defining element of a new form of political activism, since
this platform is used by different segments of the citizenry to transmit their proposals and
get involved with the system. This participation is characterized, in addition, by being less
expensive than the traditional offline manifestations of political participation (Caceres et al.,
2015). A simple click or a movement of the mouse can result in an expression of low-risk
activism or participation, which is beginning to be known as slacktivism o clicktivism
(Casero-Ripollés, 2017).

The relation between media consumption and the other communication
manifestations, such as conversation, and the development of this citizen participation has
been widely reviewed from the perspective of studies on political communication (Bakker &
de Vreese, 2011; Caceres et al., 2015; Casero-Ripollés, 2017; Huerta & Garcia, 2008; Kim, Hsu,
& Gil de Zuniga, 2013; Kim et al., 2017; Muniz & Corduneanu, 2014; Scherman et al., 2012;
Shah et al., 2007). This is due to the fact that the media do not only provide the citizens with
information on the community’s affairs, but they also tell them how to participate in them
(McLeod et al., 1999; Rojas, 2006). The media may even provide, as it happens on the social
media, ways to exercise this participation by performing online participation activities. In
this sense, authors such as Hargittai and Walejko (2008) highlight how greater access and
frequency on the new media usually results in greater citizen commitment in activities on
the online field. Therefore, it is possible to observe a close relationship between traditional
or new media consumption and citizen’s political and/or civic participation (Bakker & de
Vreese, 2011; Kim et al., 2017).

However, there still persists some controversy about the effects that this relation may
entail for citizens. With respect to the effects on media consumption behavior, Putnam (1995)
points out that the media, especially television, exert a noxious effect on the citizens since it
subtracts them from greater engagement in political or civic activities. The author adds that
this could result in the increase of distrust and the weakening of their political and civic
activities. Against this pessimistic stance, one that is to a certain extent in common with the
postulates presented from the theories of media malaise, other researchers point out
instead that the studies confirm a positive relation between content consumption and
participation (McLeod et al., 1999). It may even be assumed, as Bakker and de Vreese (2011)
argue, that most of the effects generated by media consumption on citizen participation are
positive by nature, and they contribute to improving citizen engagement.

In fact, the relation between media consumption, from a broad perspective, and the
development of citizen participation, both at the political and the civic levels, has been
widely studied and confirmed in the last few years (Bakker & de Vreese, 2011; Caceres et al.,
2015, Hargittai & Walejko, 2008; Kim et al., 2017; Shah et al., 2005, 2007). For example, in
their work, Bachmann and Gil de Zuniga (2013) detected how consumption, both of news
contents and of Internet news platforms, contributed to increase the levels of online and
offline civic participation and political participation among the participants in the study.
Kim et al., (2013), revealed similar results in this case confirming the positive incidence of
media consumption on the development of civic participation. These significant relations
have also been detected in the Mexican context, and the studies conducted have arrived at
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the conclusion that participation increased among those who consumed the most political
contents from the media thus developing a regular habit of political conversation (Diaz &
Muniz, 2017; Huerta & Garcla, 2008; Muniz & Maldonado, 2011).

2.2. The Communication Mediation Model(O-S-R-O-R)

Scholars have tried to explain the explicative relation of the communication variables in the
development of citizen participation from the perspective of different theoretical models.
Among the models proposed, the one made by McLeod et al. (1999) stands out; in their
pioneering work, these authors outline a model to explain communicative mediation in the
increase of citizen participation. In their study, the authors refer that the influence of
communicative variables in participation is strong, but this influence occurs through an
indirect effect that requires the mediation of other variables subsequent to the exposure to
media contents. Though this model arouses in the field of political communication, their
sources are to be sought in social psychology, from the O-S-O-R framework proposed by
Markus and Zajonc (1985, cited in Cho et al., 2009) to explain the process of the influence of
the acquisition of information on the cognitive responses generated by individuals.

This proposal was followed by McLeod et al. (1999), and later retaken by Sotirovic and
McLeod (2004), who set out the so-called Communication Mediation Model or O-S-O-R
Model, which hypothesizes that the impact of the communicative variables, both the mass
and the interpersonal ones, on citizen participation occurs thanks to the mediation of
subsequent orientations -in this case the discussion, political knowledge and/or political
efficacy — that develop after the exposure to or consumption of communicative stimuli.
Later studies that have used the said model have modified the original statement to turn the
political dialog, in its different variants, into a new mediating bridge between media
consumption and political behavior (Cho et al., 2009; Jung et al., 2011; Shah et al., 2005, 2007;
Rojas, 2000).

Among these later works is the one of Shah et al. (2005), which incorporates issue
reflection as an element that is subsequent not simultaneous to media content
consumption. They called the new model as Citizen Communication Mediation Model,
assuming that the expressions of conversation, both the interpersonal and the interactive or
online interaction through the exchange of civic messages on the Internet, are the true
bridge that explains the impact of media message consumption on citizen participation, in
its different expressions. In this sense, the model considers conversation as a subsequent
orientation, but one that has a different nature from that of the rest of the orientations,
represented by political knowledge and political efficacy.

However, the most current model results from the reinterpretation made by Shah et al.
(2007), broadening the Campaign Communication Mediation Model by incorporating
Reasoning as an independent variable between media consumption and subsequent
orientations. This way, the model is constituted as an O-S-R-O-R process, which involves
taking four steps for the impact on behavior to occur. From this model, it is assumed that
the individual’s initial orientations (O,) channel communicative consumption, determining
what and when it is consumed. Structural, cultural, cognitive, and motivational
characteristics of audience, as for instance the political interest, will guide the way in which
individuals obtain information on politics (McLeod et al., 1999; Shah et al., 2007). Media
messages consumed by the subjects are the stimulus (S) thanks to which information is
obtained within the political process, such as political attention, exposure to commercials or
the use of social networks.

On the other hand, consumption of these stimuli has the capacity to make an impact on
the generation of subsequent orientations (O,), but that is something that will be achieved
thanks to a Reasoning process (R,), which may involve both an intrapersonal or intimate
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reflection process, and a interpersonal political discussion, both in online and/or offline
fields (Bakker & de Vreese, 2011; Jung et al., 2011). To Shah et al. (2007), the heart of the
communicative mediation process is at this point, since it is here that the message is
understood and the basis that will produce the subsequent effect are developed. But, not
only reasoning has the capacity to mediate between media consumption (S) and citizen
participation (R,). But also secondary orientations (0,) generated by this exposure to
information and reasoning resulting from its consumption may become bridges to explain
citizen engagement.

2.3. Political sophistication as subsequent orientation

Since the Communication Mediation Model was put forth, several studies have confirmed the
different relations between the variables assumed within the process. In some cases, these
works have focused on the indirect effect caused by reasoning in its different manifestations
(Cho et al., 1999; Muniz & Corduneanu, 2014; Shah et al., 2007). Other studies have evaluated
the mediating effect caused by the feeling of political efficacy, inasmuch as it is a subsequent
orientation resulting from consumption and reasoning of the information obtained. That is
Chan’s (2016) case study, which has detected a mediating effect of political efficacy between
consumption of Facebook and political participation. On the other hand, other authors have
also worked with a model that includes political knowledge as a subsequent orientation. For
example, McLeod’s et al. (1999) study and more recently Jung’s et al. (2011) or Reichert’s and
Print’s (2017) can be reviewed. All of them prove the mediating effect caused by political
knowledge, along with political efficacy in their models, on citizen participation.

Many of the studies performed from the O-S-R-0O-R model have focused on the impact
of attention or consumption of news content or other traditional political contents, such as
electoral spots. However, the model opens to any other type of message that can stimulate
the acquisition of information. In correspondence with the new reality in the election
campaigns and political life, digital media have brought about a wide range of new forms of
information transmission (Towner, 2012, Groshek & Al-Rawi, 2013; Woolley et al., 2010). The
platforms and media that have developed from the Internet provide different ways for
citizens to get involved with politics (Fernandes, Giurcanu, Bowers, & Neely, 2010), creating
opportunities for the citizens’ civic and political engagement to increase (Gil de Zuniga et al.,
2012; Hargittai & Walejko, 2008). That happens thanks to the fact that these media provide
their users with information that allows them to engage in debates where points of view are
exchanged. A fact that can result in that the users have better information about the affairs
so that they can undertake a more profound understanding thereof, and improve their
political knowledge as well (Blom, Carpenter, Bowe, & Lange, 2014).

Therefore, it is easy to observe how political knowledge is a key variable for obtaining
involved and engaged publics. Several studies have revealed how participation tends to
increase the greater the knowledge on the political system (Buendia & Somuano, 2003;
Huerta & Garcia, 2008; Norris, 2000). That is, greater knowledge leads to greater civic
engagement, which, along with an increase in public trust in political affairs, produces a
virtuous circle that improves the way democracy works (Avery, 2009). This relationship,
which has been usually studied in the offline field, is also observed in the digital field. Thus,
it has been revealed that the higher the educational level of these citizens, the greater the
creation of political contents on the Internet on the part of the citizens, which is an
indicator of activism by these users (Casero-Ripollés, 2017).

The concept of political knowledge is closely linked with that of political sophistication,
so much so that it is even common for it to be presented as interchangeable in the scientific
literature (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Rhee & Cappella, 1997). In this sense, it has been
indicated that a sophisticated citizen is the one that is engaged intellectually, cognitively and
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emotionally with public affairs (de Vreese, Boomgaarden, & Semetko, 2011; Mufiiz, 2012).
That is, this is a citizen with greater political awareness, which results in greater interest in
getting information about the events that happen in the public sphere, as well as in their
capacity to maintain and express well-formed objective ideas about what is happening in
that system (Schuck, Boomgaarden, & de Vreese, 2013). This wide variety of attitudes and
behaviors that the sophisticated citizen develops has caused many authors to consider
political sophistication as a multidimensional construct, one that includes both political
knowledge and political interest (de Vreese et al., 2011; Muiiiz, 2012; Schuck et al., 2013).

Sophisticated citizens, therefore, have more complex, profound and organized
cognitive structures or political schemes (Dassonneville, 2012; Miller, 2011), which are used
to process the information they receive about specific affairs, assess political actors and
identify and articulate their interests to commit and participate in politics in a more
profitable manner (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Muniz, 2012). Factual political
sophistication, therefore, is a representation of political knowledge that the citizen holds
and that is represented in the notions or factual ideas they have and can express about the
political system, about how it is structured, about how it works or about what the rules of
the game on which the system is based are, as well as about who the main leading actors are
within it and what they do and propose (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996).

However, political knowledge is not confined to this factual field has been mentioned,
but rather political knowledge can also be that which is acquired during electoral processes.
Campaigns are, no doubt, one of the main scenarios where politicians and citizens interact
about the main political issues (Stevens, 2005), which cause them to be spaces that
contribute to the activation of sympathizers and voters, as well as to the education and
change of the citizens’ ideas (Claassen, 2011). The reception the citizen makes of the
information concerning election campaigns can result in learning the proposals offered and
the stance held by the candidates and/or parties about them. Greater knowledge of these
aspects determines the voter’s electoral political sophistication, which shapes the level of
campaign awareness the citizen will have in relation with what is going on during the
election process (Claassen, 2011; Schuck et al., 2013).

It is not difficult to assume that political sophistication, both the factual and the
electoral ones, will have an impact on the citizens’ decisions and behaviors (Dassonneville,
2012). And the fact is that it is expected that the more sophisticated people there are, the
more trained citizens the system will have. But, also more educated voters that will can
make rational decisions after considering reflexively the different proposals offered by the
candidacies. Thus, it has been possible to detect that those with greater electoral political
knowledge engage better socially and use the information they have been provided with
during election campaigns (Singh & Roy, 2014), there has been a tendency to a positive
correlation with conventional political participation entailed in the act of voting (Delli
Carpini & Keeter, 1996). But, in addition to this effect in rational decision-making, it has
been detected that political sophistication can also moderate the impact that the emotions
aroused during the campaign have on vote behavior and on the citizens’ political attitudes
(Miller, 2011).

From the evidence contributed by the empirical antecedents reviewed, different
hypotheses were put forth about the indirect effect of attention to political contents, as well
as the follow-up of web pages and social networks on politics, on citizen participation. In
this case, both offline and online political participation, and civic participation were
considered as dependent variables, while factual and electoral political sophistication were
used as mediating variables. The relations among all of them determined the formulation of
the following hypotheses:
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e Hu:Factual political sophistication mediates between attention to political contents
on traditional media and offline political participation.

e H2:Electoral political sophistication mediates between attention to political contents
on traditional media and offline political participation.

e Hs:Factual political sophistication mediates between follow-up of web pages on
politics and social networks and offline political participation.

e Hy:Electoral political sophistication mediates between follow-up of web pages on
politics and social networks and offline political participation.

e Hs:Factual political sophistication mediates between attention to political contents
on traditional media and online political participation.

o Ho:Electoral political sophistication mediates between attention to political contents
on traditional media and online political participation.

e H7:Factual political sophistication mediates between follow-up of web pages on
politics and social networks and online political participation.

e H8:Electoral political sophistication mediates between follow-up of web pages on
politics and social networks and online political participation.

e Ho:Factual political sophistication mediates between attention to political contents
on traditional media and civic participation.

e Hio:Electoral political sophistication mediates between attention to political
contents on traditional media and civic participation.

e Hir:Factual political sophistication mediates between follow-up of web pages on
politics and social networks and civic participation.

e Hi2:Electoral political sophistication mediates between follow-up of web pages on
politics and social networks and civic participation.

3. Method
3.1. Participants

In order to carry out this study, an analytical survey was conducted with a convenience
sample of social network users in the state of Nuevo Ledon, Mexico. In that sense, these users
were invited to participate in an online survey promoted through the Facebook social
network. The survey application was carried out in the months of June and July, 2015,
immediately after the end of the Nuevo Ledn gubernatorial elections, which were held on
June 7™ 2015. In this study, only participants over 18 years of age were used, people who had
been registered in the electoral roll in the state of Nuevo Ledn. The final sample consisted of
204 participants. 51.7% of participants were women (n = 152), with an age range from 18 to 67
years (M = 34.06, SD = 12.57). The participants indicated their income ranged from 6,000 to
30,000 pesos a month (52.7% as a whole) and most of them had undertaken professional
studies or had a bachelor’s degree (50.7%) or a postgraduate degree (38.8%), which indicates
a high educational level among the social network users surveyed. Finally, the responders
were asked to self-position ideologically as being on the left (o) or the right (10). As an
average, the sample was positioned slightly towards the center-right (M = 5.32, SD = 2.28) of
the ideological spectrum.

3.2. Measures

Attention to contents on politics on the traditional media. The degree of attention to the
different programs of the traditional media was evaluated, with a five-point Likert scale,
ranging between nothing (1) and much (5). Thus, the responders were asked how much
information about the Nuevo Ledn gubernatorial electoral campaign they had obtained, for
example, from news in the newspapers, on the radio or on TV programs about politics. The
reliability analysis conducted with the seven items used revealed an acceptable internal
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consistence (« = .76), which allowed to determine that there was unidimensionality among
the different activities indicated.

Follow-up of web pages and social networks. With the intention of knowing the level of
consumption of the social media during the election campaign, the responders were asked
how much they had followed the Internet pages or social networks on politics to obtain
information about the Nuevo Ledn gubernatorial elections. The scale constructed was made
up of the addition of 6 items, related with the consumption of Internet pages and the follow-
up of the different social networks, for example, Facebook, Twitter or YouTube. In all of the
cases its consumption was measured using the five-point Likert scale ranging from nothing
(1) and much (5), and it revealed an acceptable internal consistence of the scale constructed
(o0 = .62).

Factual political sophistication. To generate the indiex of factual political sophistication,
the reference taken was the proposal by other authors who recommend adding the
responders’ level of political interest and knowledge in this construct (e. g. de Vreese et al.,
2011; Muiiiz, 2012; Schuck et al., 2013). In this sense, the index created granted double the
weight to knowledge as opposed to interest. Regarding political interest, the level of interest
shown by the responders in local or municipal, state, national or federal and international
politics was measured using the five-point Likert scale ranging from nothing (1) and much
(5) (o = .74). As to factual political knowledge, six questions were asked about current
Mexican and state political reality, determining whether the responders knew the answers
(1) or not (o) to questions such as, for example, How long is the gubernatorial term in Nuevo
Leon? (o = .406).

Electoral political sophistication. Regarding the level of political sophistication shown by
the responders in the electoral field, the same proposal used for the previous index was
followed, but in this case approaching interest in the electoral campaign and knowledge
about electoral issues. Thus, the interest showed by responders in the Nuevo Ledn
gubernatorial elections was measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from not
interested (1) to very interested (5). In addition, the level of electoral political knowledge
showed by the participants was measured, using a set of five questions by which the
responders were asked to indicate which candidate to the governor’s office had set a certain
electoral proposal. The answers were coded as correct (1) or incorrect (o), with the same
criteria followed for factual political knowledge (o = .31).

Offline conventional political participation. To generate the index concerning the
political participation undertaken by the responders in the offline field, a scale was
constructed from the addition of four items that measured actions that usually reflect
conventional or traditional political activities. In this sense, the question was to what extent
they had worked or collaborated with the electoral political campaign, working for a
candidate or political party in the election campaign, attending political party meetings or
whether they had made requests or paid visits to politicians, governors or public officials.
The internal consistency of the scale was evaluated (o = .75), obtaining a good reliability for
the indicator constructed.

Online conventional political participation. Along with the traditional expression of
political participation developed in the offline field, the purpose was equally to try to
measure the level in which the participants had gotten involved with politics in the online
field, more specifically through the election candidates’ social networks. To this end, a scale
made up of nine items was used to measure the level in which the participants had engaged
in activities, for example, such as lending their support and encouragement to the
candidate, asking the candidate direct questions or clicking on like or favorite on any
message by the candidate on their social networks. The reliability analysis made using the
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scale constructed revealed a high level of internal consistency (o« = .91), and an acceptable
reliability was obtained for the scale constructed, which reflects its unidimensionality.

Civic participation. Finally, the participants were asked to what extent they had
undertaken any of the following activities in the civic field: working in some community
project, working in the support of some cause or social group, performing some sort of
voluntary work, trying to solve the neighborhood, community or city problems, attending
neighbors meetings and/or meetings of some social club or group. They were all measured
using Likert scales ranging from nothing (1) to much (5), and a good internal consistency of
the scale constructed was detected (o = .78).

4. Results

As a step prior to conducting the measurement analyses considered in the study, the
existence of relations between the different variables considered in the study was reviewed
(see Table 1). The analysis allowed determining the existence of statistically significant
correlations among all the variables. In addition, no case presented a problem of
collinearity, since no correlations greater than r = .9o were found. In this sense, the
strongest association detected was the one between the two measurements of political
sophistication, (291) = .54, p < .001, which indicates that participants with greater factual
political sophistication also showed greater electoral political sophistication, a result within
the expected logic. As to the descriptive values, it is possible to observe that in general
terms, the participants showed greater levels of civic participation than political
participation, both online and offline. Moreover, the level of consumption of political web
pages and social networks and attention to political contents on traditional media to follow
the election campaign were, in general terms, moderate, and no differences were detected
between both behaviors, #(287) = 1.796, p = .074, d = o.11. Finally, the levels of both types of
political sophistication were high, since they were both positioned above the theoretical
mean, however, factual political sophistication was higher than the electoral one, #(292) =
7.108, p < .001, d = 0.40.

Table 1. Descriptive and bivariate correlations of the variables used

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Offline political participation 2.02 (1.08) - .AB*** Af*** AGxx* 3FFrx pQFH*k F7rx*
Online political participation 2.08 (0.98) - 34FER Z2FEx Z6FF* 16**F  A4TFF*
Civic participation 3.37 (1.35) - AZFRR 26%FF 21%F* 36FF*
Factual political sophistication 1.38 (0.22) - B4FEE Q7Hkx Jgrak
Electoral political sophistication 1.29 (0.23) - 16**  35***
Attention to political contents 2.83(0.79) - .33F*

Follow-up of web pages and social 275 (0.63) -
networks

Note: N = 294. All the variables were measured with scales from nothing (1) to much (5), except for the ones
concerning political sophistication that were measured using scales from 0.50 (minimal) to 1.75 (maximal). ***p <
.001; **p<.01
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In correspondence with the hypotheses of the study, the different mediation analyses
to confirm them were carry out, using political attention and the follow-up of web pages on
politics on the Internet and the social networks as independent variables, and the measures
of online and offline political participation and civic participation as dependent variables
and, finally, the indices of factual and electoral political sophistication as mediating
variables. This type of analysis allows determining how much and how a predicting variable
impacts the criterion variable, as well as whether the mediating variables set out work in the
attainment of this effect (Igartua & Rodriguez de Dios, 2016). To carry out this analysis, the
macro PROCESS for SPSS created by Hayes (2013) was used. This method allows calculating
the direct effects (of the predicting variables on the criterion variable, controlling the
mediating one), indirect effects (of the predicting variables on the criterion variable, by
means of the mediating one) and total effects (the sum total of all the other effects) in the
model proposed. Specifically, model 4 was used with a hootstrapping of 10.000 samples to
determine the indirect effects of the variables described above.

Figure 1. Impact of media consumption on offline political participation
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First of all, the effect of attention to political contents on traditional media during the
election campaign was calculated regarding offline political participation (see Figure 1). The
results showed that there was a statistically significant indirect effect, through both factual
political sophistication, B = .10, SE = .03, 95% CI [.05, .15], and electoral political
sophistication, B = .02, SE = .01, 95% CI [.003, .053]", therefore confirming hypotheses 1 and 2
that was put forth. However, the contrast of both effect allowed determining that the one
produced by the factual one was greater. Therefore, it may be concluded that the effect of
attention to contents can be explained mainly by the development of factual political
sophistication (p = .27, p < .001), which in turn causes offline political participation to
increase (p = .35, p < .001).

Figure 2. Impact of media consumption on online political participation
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On the other hand, it is also possible to observe a statistically significant effect of
consumption of web pages and social networks on politics during the election campaign on
offline political participation (see Figure 1). However, in this case only an indirect effect was
detected through factual political sophistication, B = .12, SE = .03, 95% CI [.08, .17], but not
through electoral political sophistication. So, only hypothesis 3 is confirmed, but not
hypothesis 4 as put forth. That is why it may be concluded that consumption of political
contents on webs and social networks caused electoral political sophistication to increase (p
= .30, p < .001), which in turn resulted in an increase of offline political participation (g8 = .32,
p < .001).

As to the effect of political attention on online political participation (see Figure 2), the
results show that there occurred a statistically significant indirect effect through political
sophistication, both in the factual, B = .04, SE = .02, 95% CI |.01, .09], and the electoral ones,
B = .04, SE = .02, 95% CI [.009, .08], thus confirming hypotheses 5 and 6 as they were
formulated. The contrast of both effects calculated allowed determining that the mediating
role of factual political sophistication was greater, so it may be concluded that attention to
political contents on traditional media caused factual political sophistication to increase to a
larger extent (3 = .25, p < .001), which in turn generated an increase in the respondents’
online political participation (g = .17, p = .010).

With respect to the effect of digital consumption of politics during the electoral
campaign, it was also possible to detect a statistically significant indirect effect on online
political participation. In this sense, the data reflect that electoral political sophistication
worked as a mediating variable, B = .07, SE = .02, 95% CI |.03, .12], between consumption of
webs and social networks on politics (B = .35, p < .001) and the increase of online political
participation (g = .19, p = .002), thus confirming hypothesis 8. However, no mediating effect
was detected in factual political sophistication, which is contrary to hypothesis 7 as put forth
(see Figure 2).

Lastly, the effects on the development of civic participation of consumption in both
types of media were analyzed (see Figure 3). As to the impact of attention to politics on
traditional media on civic participation, it was possible to confirm a statistically significant
indirect effect caused through factual political sophistication, B = .11, SE = .03, 95% CI [.06,
.17], but not through the electoral one. Therefore, it was only possible to confirm hypothesis
0, but not hypothesis 10. This way, it should be pointed out that the effect of political
attention in the increase of the responders’ civic involvement was explained through the
development of factual political sophistication (g = .27, p < .001), which in turn causes civic
participation to increase (p = .39, p < .001).

As to the impact on citizen involvement caused by follow-up of web pages and social
networks on politics to obtain information about the election campaign, it was also possible
to detect a statistically significant mediating effect on civic participation (see Figure 3). In
this case, the results allowed determining that factual political sophistication was the
variable that worked as mediator, B = .14, SE = .03, 95% CI |.09, .20], just as it was put forth in
hypothesis 11, but it was not like that with the electoral one which was expected regarding
hypothesis 12. It may be concluded, therefore, that follow-up of the campaign through
digital media caused factual political sophistication to increase (g = .39, p < .001), which in
turn generated an increase in the respondents’ level of civic participation (g = .35, p < .001).
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Figure 3. Impact of media consumption on civic participation
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5. Discussion and conclusions

The main aim of this study was to determine to what extent it is possible to test whether
attention paid to political contents on traditional media and the follow-up of web pages and
social networks during an election campaign, in this case one concerning the Mexican state
of Nuevo Ledn gubernatorial elections in 2015, have an impact on the levels of citizen
participation. Following the general view set out by Bakker and de Vreese (2011), and
considering the results obtained in the study, it may be concluded that media consumption
in its different manifestations has positive effects on citizen involvement, both at the
political and the civic levels. In this sense, the study did not reveal any negative effects of the
different expressions of media consumption, an idea that is closer to the proposals made
from approaches such as political mobilization than from theories of media malaise. The

268

ISSN 2386-7876 — © 2017 Communication & Society 30(3), 255-274



Muiliz, C.; Téllez, N. M. & Saldicrna, A. R.
Political sophistication as a mediator in the relation between media consumption and citizen participation.
Evidenee from the O-S-R-O-R model

findings made by previous studies can be confirmed, for instance the one by Bachmann and
Gil de Zuniga (2013), in the sense that both news contents on traditional media and on
Internet platforms contribute to citizen commitment.

However, despite the fact that both types of media show positive effects, attention to
political contents on the media is observed as the predicting variable that generates the
most indirect effects on all the types of participation, both the political and the civic ones,
just as it can be observed in the summary table (see Table 2). Although the effect of following
web pages and social networks on politics on the Internet during the election campaign was
also positive, it was possible to observe greater weakness as to its influence on certain levels
of participation. Though it is true that, following authors such as Dassonneville (2012) or
Hargittai & Walejko (2008), frequent access to this kind of media contents may result in
greater citizen engagement in online activities, it seems that the influence of content
consumption on traditional media continues to be stronger in the development of a deeper
citizen participation, above all in the offline field.

Table 2. Summary of the confirmation of the hypotheses

It is conformed It is not confirmed
H1: APC — FPS — OFPP X
H2: APC — EPS — OFPP X
H3: PWRS — FPS — OFPP X
H4: PWRS — EPS — OFPP X
H5: APC — FPS — ONPP X
H6: APC — EPS — ONPP X
H7: PWRS — FPS — ONPP X
H8: PWRS — EPS — ONPP X
H9: APC — FPS — CP X
H10: APC — EPS — CP X
H11: PWRS — FPS — CP X
H12: WPSN — EPS — CP X

Note: APC = Attention to political contents in traditional media, WPSN = Follow-up of web pages on politics and
social networks on politics, FPS = Factual political sophistication, EPS = Electoral political sophistication, OFPP
= Offline political participation, ONPP = Online political participation, CP = Civic participation

In addition to studying this relation, the work also considered the particular objective
of analyzing the role played by the different mediating variables thereof, in particular
factual and electoral political sophistication, within the process of impact that media
consumption has on citizen engagement in its different manifestations, in the case of this
article, offline and online political participation, and offline civic participation. Taking this
objective as reference, the following is a detailed revision of each of the hypotheses set out
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in the paper to determine whether they are confirmed or not, and discuss their
implications.

As to the hypotheses relating offline political participation (1 to 4), all of them are
confirmed except for the fourth. In this sense, factual political sophistication is observed as
a good tool to mediate between traditional and new media consumption and the increase of
more traditional or conventional political participation. In turn, electoral political
sophistication only manages to generate an indirect effect between the consumption of
political contents on traditional media and this offline participation. However, this
knowledge about the affairs and issues approached in the campaign generated through the
new or digital media does not manifest as a good mediator to cause the citizens’ offline
political participation to increase. This type of learning, therefore, does not seem to
generate political activism in the traditional field, but perhaps it can develop it in the digital
field where the new online electoral campaigns are carried out, along the lines set out by
authors such as Singh and Roy (2014) or Casero-Ripollés (2017).

And that is precisely what can be observed when analyzing the impact of media
consumption on the development of online political participation, specifically trough the
social networks. The results of the study allow confirming the majority of the hypotheses
put forth (5 to 8), except for the one that assumes that factual political sophistication
generates an indirect effect between the follow-up of contents on digital media and online
political participation. Therefore, the development of electoral political knowledge,
regardless of the medium used to obtain this information, is presented as the best generator
of an indirect effect on that participation on the social networks (H6 and HS8). That is,
political activism within the social networks seems to be reinforced in those individuals who
have greater knowledge about the candidates’ campaign proposals, irrespective of whether
they obtained this information on traditional media or the Internet. A result that is similar
to that found by other authors, such as Blom et al. (2014) or Singh and Roy, 2014, who claim
that those citizens with greater electoral political knowledge, engage better and use
electoral information in their decision-making.

Finally, and regarding the hypotheses put forth about the development of civic
participation, the analyses show ambivalent results. Thus, electoral political sophistication
does not seem to generate any mediating process between media consumption and civic or
social participation. The results of the study allow concluding that publics with greater
factual political sophistication, that is, with a higher level of political interest as well as with
higher levels of general or factual political knowledge, tend to develop this type of social
activities to a greater extent. So, it is concluded that media consumption, regardless of the
format used, promotes social activism, thanks to the formation of greater knowledge about
the inner workings of the system and the rules that govern it. In general terms, it may be
concluded that factual political sophistication offers better results within the explicative
model of citizen participation than electoral political sophistication.

The results obtained highlight how sophisticated publics in the field of factual political
affairs have greater political awareness, which will increase their probability of developing
activities in the traditional political and civic fields. A conclusion that other authors have
also arrived at (Jung et al., 2011; McLeod et al., 1999; Reichert & Print, 2017), about the
mediating effect produced by political knowledge on citizen participation. In turn, political
sophistication in the electoral field seems to encourage the citizens to develop greater
participation in the spaces generated by the Internet in the new election campaigns. That
leads to consider future research about whether this greater online political activism, which
results from the campaign awareness held by the citizens has the capacity to permeate the
real field or not. That is, whether these publics that are more participative in the digital field
transfer their activism into the real field also, in keeping with the gateway hypothesis put

270

ISSN 2386-7876 — © 2017 Communication & Society 30(3), 255-274



Muiliz, C.; Téllez, N. M. & Saldicrna, A. R.
Political sophistication as a mediator in the relation between media consumption and citizen participation.
Evidenee from the O-S-R-O-R model

forth by authors such as Kim et al. (2017), or whether they are rather two differentiated
manifestations of political activism.
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