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of Social Media Social Capital and Gender Dynamics
Yingqi Pan a,b, Saifuddin Ahmed b, Mengxuan Cai c, and Ruolan Deng b

aDepartment of Communication, University of California, Santa Barbara, CA, USA; bWee Kim Wee School of 
Communication and Information, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore, Singapore; cCentre for Trusted 
Internet and Community, National University of Singapore, Singapore, Singapore

ABSTRACT
Social media capital, a distinct dimension of social capital that emerges from 
social connections and interactions on social media, plays a pivotal role in 
shaping how individuals engage within digital networks. While this emerging 
concept has gained increasing scholarly attention, further exploration is 
necessary to uncover these dynamics with gendered inequality in online 
political behaviors. This study, based on an online survey in the United States 
(N = 714), illuminates key insights. Firstly, consistent with prior research, it 
reaffirms the positive association between political social media use and 
online political participation, with social media social capital both driving 
these behaviors while also moderating the relationship between them. 
Additionally, and more importantly, gender differences are observed in 
how social media social capital influence participation, with a greater ampli
fying effect more pronounced for men than for women. By explicating and 
integrating social media social capital into the discourse on online political 
engagement and considering a gender lens, this study contributes to the 
conceptual and theoretical understanding of social capital and highlights its 
potential to shape or mitigate digital inequality through the lens of gender 
dynamics.

Research has identified social media’s role in fostering engagement in online political actions, such as 
information sharing and consumption (Lane et al., 2017), voting behaviors (Biswas et al., 2014), and 
activism and protests (Valenzuela, 2013). Despite the opportunities that social media provides, its 
equalization effects do not benefit all groups, particularly those who face limited access and under
representation, leading to the amplification of the digital divide (Literat & Brough, 2019). Specifically, 
gender is important in this regard because differences in social media use may cause disparities in their 
online political engagement, a cross-national concern acknowledged across studies (Ahmed, 2020; 
Ahmed & Madrid-Morales, 2021). Moreover, these disparities are not merely individual variations but 
reflect a pervasive social structure that shapes access to resources, patterns of participation, and 
broader power dynamics in the political domain (Pan et al., 2025). Against this backdrop, it is crucial 
to examine not only the existence of gender gaps but also whether and how gender may be implicated 
in the mechanisms of participation in the digital political sphere.

This study aims to contribute to the current scholarship by integrating social capital theory with 
analyses of digital inequality to examine gendered patterns in political social media use, social media 
social capital, and online political participation. This study firstly replicates the well-established 
relationship between social media use for political purposes and online political participation, 

CONTACT Yingqi Pan yingqipan@ucsb.edu Department of Communication, University of California, Santa Barbara, CA 
93106-4020, USA

MASS COMMUNICATION AND SOCIETY              
2026, VOL. 29, NO. 5, 925–943 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2026.2650668

© 2026 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the 
original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has been published allow the 
posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0009-0003-3029-8696
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6372-213X
http://orcid.org/0009-0004-5842-2764
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3232-0992
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15205436.2026.2650668&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-08-04


providing new empirical evidence to the debate on digital divides. Although prior research has shown 
that social media use for political purposes fosters online political participation, gender disparities in 
social media usage patterns and psychological factors suggest that these gaps may persist (Dahlke & 
Zhang, 2023). These form the fundamental assumption of our study.

Moreover, this study focuses on the specific role and mechanisms of social capital and the gendered 
differences within social media space. Social capital, defined as individuals’ embedded and accumu
lated resources through social networking and relationships (Coleman, 1988), is essential for shaping 
individuals’ behaviors (Lin, 2001). Within the importance of social media to connect individuals and 
fostering relationships, social media capital or social media social capital, a distinct aspect of social 
capital that extends into the online sphere and is based on social media interactions (Gil de Zúñiga 
et al., 2017; Saxton & Guo, 2014), is introduced as it has a unique capacity to connect individuals and 
foster latent or physically disconnected relationships. This study adopts “social media social capital” to 
keep the theoretical and methodological consistency.

While previous studies have predominantly examined how social media use fosters social capital, 
this study adds evidence of whether pre-existing social media social capital shapes political social 
media use. This investigation contributes to the understanding of how individuals leverage their 
existing resources from social media for political purposes, a dimension that has been underexplored 
yet is important for understanding social media use patterns. Furthermore, like other resources, access 
to and utilization of social capital are unevenly distributed across social groups, particularly among 
lower socioeconomic status individuals or marginalized groups (Li et al., 2005; McDonald & Day,  
2010). Building on this, gender is a key axis of stratification. Although previous studies have examined 
gender differences in social network sites use and the formation of bridging and bonding social capital 
(Liu et al., 2016; Saeed, 2023), research has yet to adequately investigate how gendered dynamics of 
social media use and social media social capital affect online political participation. By positioning 
gender at the core of this analysis, the present study provides a novel perspective on understanding 
digital inequalities within online political engagement.

In summary, this study utilizes an online survey conducted in the United States in January 2024 to 
replicate (a) the association between political social media use and online political participatory 
behaviors, (b) how social media social capital associates with political social media use and participa
tion, and answer (c) what are the gender differences in the relationships between these key variables. 
The conceptualization and application of social media social capital enriches the theoretical frame
work for understanding social capital within the digital landscape, providing new insights into 
individuals’ media usage and online political behaviors. Furthermore, since gender disparities exist 
in both social media and political participation patterns (D. Lilleker et al., 2021), incorporating social 
media social capital into the analytical framework allows for a deeper comprehension of gendered 
political inequalities, especially how such kinds of capital sources are unevenly distributed between 
and affect men and women.

Literature review

Political social media use and online political participation

Social networking tools have transcended borders between online and offline realms, integrating into 
the fabric of our everyday lives (Vanden Abeele et al., 2018). Generally, social media encompasses 
a wide range of platforms, such as social network sites, blogs and microblogs, video-sharing sites, 
content-sharing or messaging applications, and even virtual worlds, serving personal, professional, 
and social purposes (Aichner et al., 2021). Given this breadth, some scholars investigate social media as 
a group or holistic phenomenon rather than paying attention to a specific platform (Ronzhyn et al.,  
2023). Within this environment, individuals use social media for political purposes in multiple ways, 
such as information consumption, opinion expression, and even activism (Biswas et al., 2014). The 
two most prevalent forms are consumptive and expressive use. Consumptive use, as a less interactive 
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form of social media use for political information, consists of activities like reading news and 
comments (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012, 2013). For example, more than half of U.S. adults report at 
least sometimes consuming news via social media, a proportion that has continued to rise in recent 
years (Pew Research Center, 2024). At the same time, expressive social media use, such as posting, 
commenting, or sharing, which emphasizes interactive behaviors, is also another important part of 
political social media use (Wang et al., 2024). Integrating both types of use can capture the full 
spectrum of how social media use can facilitate political participation (Lee et al., 2017).

Moreover, this study adopts the conceptualization and measurement of online political participa
tion as behaviors that involve active engagement in the political process through digital means (Ruess 
et al., 2023). In this study, we distinguish the two by defining political social media use as engagement 
with political information on social platforms, both consumptively and expressively, whereas online 
political participation refers to behaviors such as donating, signing petitions, or joining groups. 
A meta-analysis has identified a positive association between digital media use and civic and political 
engagement (Boulianne, 2020). Moreover, empirical studies on the effects of social media use for 
political purposes on online political participation have revealed various aspects. For instance, both 
informational and consumptive use enhance online political participation (Adegbola & Gearhart,  
2019), encouraging users to express their viewpoints online (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012). Additionally, 
usage for expressions, such as creating posts and comments, could predict online engagement (Gil de 
Zúñiga et al., 2013). Cross-national studies have further implied that using social media is positively 
related to participation within different countries (Adegbola & Gearhart, 2019; Xenos et al., 2014).

Therefore, building on existing findings, this study treats this positive relationship as a replication 
check that establishes a baseline for subsequent analyses:

H1: Political social media use is positively associated with online political participation.

Social media social capital and its mechanisms

Generally, social capital is defined as the resources embedded in and accumulated from an individual’s 
social networks, which can be utilized for collective behaviors (Lin, 2001, 2008). There are various 
theoretical and conceptual arguments about the function of social capital. Firstly, Bourdieu’s (1986) 
theory integrates elements of conflict theory into his conceptualization of social capital, defining it as 
the accumulation of resources from networks of institutionalized or personal relationships character
ized by reciprocity. From his perspective, social capital emphasizes power dynamics, indicating that its 
distribution can influence social class distinctions (Bourdieu, 1984). Secondly, Coleman (1988) posits 
that social capital, referring to the resources accumulated through individuals’ social networks, ties, 
and relationships, plays a crucial role in facilitating individuals’ rational actions. This approach resides 
in the structural functionalism of relations among people and views social capital as a mode of social 
structure that enables individuals to act within a structured context. Additionally, Putnam (2000) 
distinguishes between two forms of social capital: bonding and bridging. Bonding social capital refers 
to the connections and relationships within a homogenous group where members share similar 
backgrounds, characteristics, and interests, while bridging social capital links dissimilar others 
together through loose ties. These interpretations underscore the importance of social capital to 
facilitate individual and community activities and reproduce benefits (Lin, 2001).

Our study builds on these theoretical frameworks by recognizing social capital as individual 
resources and it can promote rational actions. Notably, when transitioning social capital from offline 
to online environments, it is evident that social capital evolves and finds a new context in social media, 
where individuals can interact beyond physical boundaries (Cao et al., 2015). Different from tradi
tional social capital, which primarily develops from in-person and interpersonal interactions (Gil de 
Zúñiga et al., 2017), social media creates a new sphere for social capital formation. Firstly, social media 
enhances and intensifies offline connections into digital spaces (Skoric et al., 2016). Secondly, social 
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media facilitates relationships among large size of individuals across geographical locations at minimal 
cost (Pasek et al., 2009). Additionally, social media enables the articulation of maintenance of weak-tie 
relationships, further expanding social capital beyond immediate, close-knit circles (Gil de Zúñiga & 
Valenzuela, 2011). Therefore, social capital in social media settings is distinct from its offline counter
part in its ability to connect individuals both online and offline while also fostering latent and 
physically disconnected relationships.

Given these developments, scholars have increasingly focused on more social media capital or 
social media social capital, a new form of capital emerging from digital interactions (Carmichael et al.,  
2015). The current conceptualizations of social media social capital are highly contextually based. For 
instance, Gil de Zúñiga et al. (2017) introduced social capital in social media spaces as a novel 
conceptual and empirical construct, arguing its influence on individuals’ political behaviors. Some 
scholars define social media capital in organizational management as the resources that organizations 
or individuals acquire through their social media activities (Saxton & Guo, 2014, 2020). In the 
journalism context, social media capital refers to the resources that news organizations derive from 
audience engagement and interactions on social media platforms (Shin & Ognyanova, 2022). Drawing 
from these conceptualizations, this study defines social media social capital as the embedded resources 
from social media and emphasizes its influence on both the social networks themselves and on public 
engagement.

Prior studies have primarily identified that social media use enhances social capital (e.g., Gil de 
Zúñiga et al., 2012). Platforms like Facebook enable users to sustain and strengthen both online and 
offline social connections and facilitate social interactions, thereby contributing to increasing social 
capital (Ellison et al., 2007). More specifically, a systematic literature review has found that using 
online social tools could foster an individual’s bonding social capital (Williams, 2019), while another 
review has demonstrated a positive association between social networking sites use and bridging social 
capital (Ahmad et al., 2023). While studies have confirmed the positive effects of social media use in 
fostering social capital (Duradoni et al., 2022), the interplay whereby social media social capital, once 
accumulated, might affect individuals’ social media use remains underexplored. Although research in 
the context of workplace dynamics has explored the complex relationships between intraorganiza
tional social media use and social capital, highlighting that greater social capital, reflected as social 
interaction ties, can facilitate work-related social media use (Sun & Shang, 2014), this research 
specifically examines how accumulated social media social capital relates to political social media use.

This oversight presents an important gap in a possible dynamic process where social media social 
capital is not only a product but also a contributing factor to the development of online social 
networks, as a prior study has suggested a potential reciprocity between social network features and 
social support or capital (Xu et al., 2021). Building on these insights, this study proposes a hypothesis:

H2: Social media social capital is positively associated with political social media use.

Additionally, social capital is widely used to explain political behaviors, with its relevance extending 
into the online realm (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012). Social ties and interactions potentially influence how 
individuals use online tools for political engagement (Ferrucci et al., 2020). In particular, social media 
facilitates networks of connections and interactions that effectively mobilize users to get involved in 
online political activities (Koc-Michalska & Lilleker, 2017). Empirical evidence supports this relation
ship, demonstrating that social capital derived from online social networking platforms positively 
correlates with online political engagement (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017). Additionally, research on 
Chinese social media contexts has also highlighted that online social capital fosters political discussion 
and expression (Wen & Wei, 2018). Given the consistency of these findings, we also take this as 
a replication hypothesis and it becomes evident that social media social capital and participation are 
positively associated.

H3: Social media social capital is positively associated with online political participation.
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Moving forward, based on prior research and our hypothesis, we seek to explore the nuanced role of 
social media social capital within this dynamic. Rather than focusing on the mediator role of social 
capital between media use and civic participation as in previous studies (Choi & Shin, 2017), our focus 
shifts toward its interactive effects, specifically, how pre-existing levels of social media social capital 
associate with social media use and participation. Social media use for news consumption has been 
shown to be positively associated with both social capital and political participation (Gil de Zúñiga 
et al., 2012). Moreover, individuals possessing well-developed networks are better equipped to utilize 
social media tools for accessing political information (Hwang & Kim, 2015; Shirazi, 2013). Research 
has further confirmed that different levels of informal socializing within social capital can strengthen 
or weaken the effects of social media on engagement (Choi & Shin, 2017). Given these insights, we aim 
to further examine social media social capital’s role specifically in political contexts, and thereby, we 
raise a research question.

RQ1: How does social media social capital moderate the association between political social 
media use and online political participation?

Reducing or amplifying gender inequality?

Despite the relationships between political social media use, social media social capital, and online 
political participation being well established, studies continue to explore how such online social tools 
could exacerbate digital divides. Especially, research has still found the existence of gender disparities 
in online political engagement (Maximova & Lukyanova, 2020). However, the exploration of how 
gender differences in the political usage of social media might affect online political engagement is still 
confronted with some limitations. Firstly, some research takes gender as a controlling factor when 
examining social media use and online political behavior, while relatively insufficient studies include 
gender as a primary aspect of the research framework (Ahmed & Madrid-Morales, 2021). Secondly, 
although previous studies have identified gender differences in online political participation and social 
media use, respectively (Bode, 2017), more evidence is needed to investigate the dynamics of how 
gender intersects with political social media use to influence participatory behaviors.

In traditional political participation, the interplay between gender and various media channels, such 
as radio, newspapers, and television, has been shown to influence disparities in political knowledge and 
even participation levels (Nisbet, 2008). As digital platforms gain prominence, exploring gender differ
ences within social media and online participation becomes significant. For instance, research conducted 
in India has revealed that social media usage correlates with widening gendered differences in online 
political participation compared with television and radio (Ahmed, 2020). Moreover, this phenomenon 
is not confined to a single country. A cross-national study in three Sub-Saharan African nations has 
demonstrated that while news consumption on social media promotes participation, it still amplifies 
gender-based participatory inequality (Ahmed & Madrid-Morales, 2021). Notably, a study has found 
that although there was still a gender gap in critical digital engagement and support for protest, the 
mobilization effects of digital media use were still substantial for women in China (Wagner et al., 2021).

This study builds on these insights to examine political social media use’s role in amplifying or 
reducing gender disparities in online political participation. The question is particularly relevant in the 
United States, where the participatory differences have been a widely studied topic. Although previous 
research has suggested that the equalization effects of social media use appear substantial in the United 
States (D. Lilleker et al., 2021), there were still notably different patterns of participation between men 
and women, which contributed to the emergence of a greater gender gap (Bode, 2017; Lutz & 
Hoffmann, 2021). Therefore, we ask:

RQ2: Does political social media use increase or decrease gender gaps in online political 
participation?
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Social media social capital and gender inequality

Notably, existing research has identified some mechanisms of gendered participation within social 
media environments. For example, women may experience higher incivility and hostility online, 
which discourages them from engaging in political discourse (Kenski et al., 2020). They are also 
disproportionately influenced by mansplaining, a phenomenon on social media platforms where 
a man explains something to a woman in a patronizing way, further undermining their voice and 
reinforcing gender inequalities (Koc-Michalska et al., 2021). These findings underscore that women 
face barriers to accessing online political discourse and activities. This study, particularly, emphasizes 
the role of resources such as social media social capital, which may buffer against such disadvantages. 
At the same time, disparities in such sources risk enlarging rather than reducing gender gaps in online 
political participation.

Like other resources, social capital is not evenly distributed across social groups, leading to different 
patterns of access and utilization. For example, low socioeconomic status (SES) individuals tend to 
draw social capital from informal relations, while advantaged individuals often possess social capital 
from formal social networks and civic engagement (Li et al., 2005). This nature is also evident in 
gendered social networks, where men generally have greater access to social capital compared to 
women (McDonald & Day, 2010). In civic engagement, men and women may tend to cultivate 
different types of social connections and social capital, which subsequently influence their political 
participation in different ways (Lowndes, 2004). Specifically, research has found that women are more 
integrated into female-majority social networks and involved in community-based or informal social 
interactions, while men often invest their social capital in formal and male-dominant political and 
business areas (Miyata et al., 2008; Norris & Inglehart, 2006). Notably, a recent study proposing 
a theoretical model of political behaviors based on gender-identity networks has suggested that 
increased social capital for women enhances their ability to engage in collective actions (Prillaman,  
2023).

The rise of the internet and social media has introduced new opportunities for women and other 
marginalized groups to expand their social networks and develop social capital (Saeed, 2023). 
However, a meta-analysis has suggested that gender differences in offline social networks may 
extend to social networking sites use, with men leveraging social media tools usage more for 
bridging social capital (Liu et al., 2016). Additionally, a study of journalistic networks on Twitter 
has found that male journalists with higher professional reputation and social capital were more 
likely to use social media to gain their visibility and peer recognition, while female journalists did 
not benefit in the same way (Maares et al., 2021). Combined with literature on social media social 
capital’s importance for social media use and participation, while these studies yield important 
gendered patterns in access to and use of social capital on social media, evidence on whether gender 
fundamentally shapes how these resources jointly mitigate or amplify gaps in online political 
engagement is limited.

Recognizing that social capital plays a crucial role in both reflecting and potentially mitigating 
gender imbalance, particularly serving as a kind of resource for women’s political inclusion 
(Prillaman, 2023), this study aims to investigate how social media social capital might explain 
gender disparities in online spaces. This inquiry could enhance scholarly comprehension of 
social media social capital conceptualization or theory within topics of digital politics and 
inequality.

RQ3: Does gender moderate the effect of social media social capital on the relationship between 
political use and political participation?

Figure 1 illustrates the proposed research framework of this study.
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Method

An online survey was conducted within the United States during January 2024 and Qualtrics adminis
tered the recruitment by its online panel system, with age and gender quotas established. While this 
approach has certain limitations, quota sampling is used in online panel research to approximate 
representativeness when random sampling is not feasible (Vehovar et al., 2017).1 The study received 
approval from the Institutional Review Board of Nanyang Technological University (IRB-2024–177). 
Before proceeding with the survey, the consent form and screening questions were displayed, confirming 
that the respondents were adults from the United States. After cleaning for the missing data, the sample 
includes 714 U.S. adults, with 55.7% men and a mean age of 46.84 years (SD = 16.72).2

Measures

Online political participation
Regarding the dependent variable of online political participation, five questions were asked about the 
frequency of their participation in activities including posting, participating in demonstrations, making 
donations, signing petitions, and joining groups using a five-point Likert-type scale (from 1 = never to 
5 = always) (M = 1.46; SD = .62, Cronbach’s α = .85) (Ahmed et al., 2023).

Political social media use
For political social media use, respondents were asked about the frequency of both engaging with 
political information on social media, including expressive activities (e.g., posting, commenting, sharing, 
and liking) and consumptive activities (e.g., reading news, reading profiles or timelines, and searching) 
using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = never to 7 = more than once a day) (Ahmed et al., 2021; Leiner et al.,  
2018). This variable was derived by averaging these seven items (M = 3.41; SD = 1.62, α = .91).

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the study.

1Regression assumptions were assessed. Q–Q plots of residuals suggested approximate normality with minor tail deviations; with 
a sample of over 700, OLS regression is robust to such departures. Variance inflation factors ranged from 1.0 to 2.0, indicating no 
problematic multicollinearity. The Breusch–Pagan test indicated heteroskedasticity (p < .001); therefore, all reported models use 
heteroskedasticity-robust (HC1) standard errors.

2The breakdown of the demographic characteristics of the sample, as well as comparisons with population data, is provided in the 
Appendix A, Table A4.
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Gender
Gender was originally measured with three response options: 1 = Male, 2 = Female, and 3 = Other 
(please specify). However, after cleaning the data, no respondents selected “other,” and only male and 
female responses were retained in the analysis. Therefore, gender was treated as a dummy variable in 
the subsequent analysis. Gender codes for men were 0 and women were 1 (55.7% men).

Social media social capital
For social media social capital, four items assessed respondents’ agreement with the statements about 
using social media to promote discussions about addressing community issues, find individuals to 
solve their community problems, cultivate community values, and facilitate connections among 
community members using a five-point Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree; 
M = 2.23; SD = 1.19, α = .95), based on Gil de Zúñiga et al. (2017) measurement of social media social 
capital.

Control variables
Additionally, some demographic and motivational variables were included: age (M = 46.84; SD =  
16.72), education level (1 = no formal education to 8 = doctoral degree; Median = some college, M =  
5.52; SD = 1.11), race (63.5% White, 16.7% African American, 12.4% Hispanics, 6% Asian, 0.7% Native 
American, 0.8% others), monthly household income (1 = less than $1,000 to 10 = more than $20,000; 
Median = $5,000–$6,999, M = 5.27; SD = 3.30), marital status (33.8% single, 50.4% married/domestic 
partnership, 11% divorced, 3.9% widowed, 1% separated), political interest (1 = not at all to 5 =  
extremely; M = 3.55; SD = .98), and political ideology (1 = extremely liberal to 5 = extremely conserva
tive; M = 2.98; SD = 1.39).

Analytic strategy

Before testing hypotheses, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to assess potential common 
method variance. Then, a series of ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models with HC1 robust 
SEs was conducted. Models 1–3 tested main effects (H1–H3), and Models 4–6 examined interactions 
(RQ1–RQ3) with simple slopes analyses, plots, standardized coefficients with 95% confidence inter
vals, and effect-size metrics.

Results

Since this study relies on self-reported measures, we conducted Harman’s single-factor test before 
testing hypotheses to assess potential common method variance, which is variance attributable to the 
measurement method rather than the constructs themselves and can bias relationships among vari
ables (Podsakoff et al., 2003). An unrotated factor analysis of all measurement items showed that the 
total variance extracted by one factor was 45.70%, below the 50% threshold, suggesting common 
method bias is not a major concern.

To test H1, H2, and H3, a set of OLS regression models was employed. Table 1 Model 1 reported 
a positive association between political social media use and online political participation (b = .20, SE  
= .01, p < .001), which supported H1. Notably, gender was significantly associated with online political 
participation behaviors, with women having less participation compared to reference group men (b =  
−.09, SE = .04, p = .01). Taking political social media use as the dependent variable, the results from 
Table 1 Model 2 found a positive association between social media social capital and political social 
media use (b = .58, SE = .05, p < .001), indicating that individuals with higher social media social 
capital were more likely to use social media for political purposes, supporting H2. Moreover, Table 1 
Model 3 showed that social media social capital was also positively associated with online political 
participation (b = .21, SE = .02, p < .001). H3 was supported.
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For RQ1 (Model 4 of Table 2), a statistically significant interaction was observed between political social 
media use and social media social capital in predicting political participation (b = .05, SE = .01, p < .001). 
This implied that the positive association between political social media use and online political participa
tion is stronger among individuals with higher social media social capital. As shown in Figure 2 and 
confirmed by simple slope analysis, the positive relationship between political social media use and online 
political participation becomes steeper as social media social capital increases (−1 SD: b = .10, SE = .02, 
p < .001; M: b = .16, SE = .01, p < .001; +1 SD: b = .22, SE = .02, p < .001). Social media social capital amplifies 
the positive effect of social media use on online political participation. In terms of effect size, the interaction 
explained an additional 2.5% of variance (ΔR2 = 2.5%, f2 = .047; β = .16, 95% CI [.08, .24]).

For RQ2, results from Table 2 Model 5 shown that the interaction between political social media 
use and gender was not statistically significant in predicting online political participation (b = −.04, SE  
= .03, p = .169). This means that the positive effect of political social media use on participation did not 
differ significantly between men and women in this sample.

Table 1. Regression models testing the associations among political social media use, social media social capital, and online political 
participation.

Model 1 
Online political participation

Model 2 
Political social media use

Model 3 
Online political participation

(Intercept) .63 (.14)*** 1.45 (.37)*** .73 (.15)***
Political social media use .20 (.01)***
Social media social capital .58 (.05)*** .21 (.02)***
Gender (1 = Women)d −.09 (.04)* .05 (.09) −.10 (.04)*
Age −.01 (.00)*** −.01 (.00)*** −.01 (.00)***
Marital status(1 = Others)d −.03 (.04) −.03 (.10) −.00 (.04)
Race: African Americand .09 (.07) .57 (.15)*** .16 (.07)**
Race: Othersd −.13 (.06)* −.07 (.14) −.14 (.06)*
Education .07 (.02)*** −.04 (.05)*** .05 (.02)**
Income .00 (.01) −.01 (.01) −.00 (.01)
Political interest .05 (.02)** .41 (.05)*** .11 (.02)***
Political ideology −.01 (.01) −.01 (.02) −.02 (.01)
R2 (%) 41.6 36.1 34.6

Note: Entries are unstandardized OLS coefficients with heteroskedasticity-robust (HC1) standard errors in parentheses; d means 
dummy variable; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Table 2. Regression models of social media capital predicting social media use and online political participation.

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

(Intercept) 1.28 (.12)*** 1.30 (.13)*** 1.25 (.12)***
Political social media use .16 (.01)*** .18 (.02)*** 14 (.02)***
Social media social capital .10 (.03)*** .12 (.02)*** .18 (.03)***
Gender (1 = Women)d −.09 (.03)** −.10 (.04)** −.05 (.04)
Age −.00 (.00)*** −.00 (.00)** −.00 (.00)**
Marital status (1 = Others)d .01 (.10) −.01 (.04) .01 (.04)
Race: African Americand .03 (.15)*** .06 (.07) .03 (.07)
Race: Othersd −.12 (.02) −.13 (.06)* −.11 (.05)*
Education .05 (.05) .06 (.02)*** .05 (.02)**
Income −.00 (.02) −.00 (.01) −.00 (.00)
Political interest .03 (.05)*** .04 (.02)* .04 (.02)*
Political ideology −.01 (.02) −.02 (.01) −.01 (.01)
Social media social capital*Political social media use .05 (.01)*** .07 (.02)***
Political social media use*Gender −.04 (.03) .03 (.03)
Social media social capital*Gender −.13 (.03) ***
Social media social capital*Political social media use*Gender −.04 (.02).
R2 (%) 46.9 44.6 48.8
ΔR2 (interaction) (%) 2.5 .50
Cohen’s f2 .047 .009

Note: Entries are unstandardized OLS coefficients with heteroskedasticity-robust (HC1) standard errors in parentheses; d means dummy 
variable;. p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. Standardized β for interaction term in Model 4 was .16, 95% CI [.08, .24]. For Model 6, 
the standardized β was −.14, 95% CI [−.28, .00].
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Lastly, we conducted a three-way moderated moderation analysis to explore RQ3. A non- 
significant three-way interaction among political social media use, social media social capital, and 
gender in predicting online political participation was discovered (B = −.04, SE = .02, p = .054) (Model 
6 in Table 2). Simple slopes analyses indicated that political social media use was positively associated 
with online political participation at all levels of social capital for both men and women (men: low 
capital, −1 SD: B = .05, SE = .02, p = .010; high capital, +1 SD: B = .23, SE = .03, p < .001; women: low 
capital, −1 SD: B = .13, SE = .03, p < .001; high capital, +1 SD: B = .20, SE = .02, p < .001), indicating no 
statistically significant gender differences in this moderation pattern.

Unexpectedly, a two-way interaction between social media social capital and gender was observed 
in Model 6 (b = −.13, SE = .03, p < .001), suggesting that the positive effect of social media social capital 
on participation was weaker for women than for men.

Discussion

This study examines the way that social media use for political purposes affects gendered 
differences regarding online political participation, considering the underlying mechanism driven 
by social media social capital. Firstly, our findings underscore social media’s beneficial effects in 
promoting online political engagement (H1). Prior research has identified the profound effect of 
digital media use, including consumption of news, interpersonal communications, and spending 
time online, on civic engagement. This phenomenon is not exclusive to American politics; it is 
a global trend (Boulianne, 2020).

Secondly, our investigation of social media social capital identified a positive association with 
political social media use (H2). Whereas previous studies have primarily focused on how using social 
media increases social media social capital (Skoric et al., 2016), our findings underscore that social 
media social capital can promote political social media use. Moreover, the results present a potentially 

Figure 2. Two-way interactions between political social media use and social media social capital in predicting online political 
participation. Note. Predicted values are plotted with 95% robust confidence intervals.
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intriguing reciprocity of this relationship. Indeed, the pre-existing social media social capital can be 
positively correlated with the rising usage of social media for political expression and information 
consumption. One possible explanation is that with accumulated resources like information, influ
ence, and support (McDonald & Mair, 2010), individuals with more social media social capital may 
feel higher levels of connectedness and engagement with their online social communities (Steinfield 
et al., 2013), which can motivate more consistent or increased social media use.

Thirdly, in our study, social media social capital and online political participation were found to be 
positively associated (H3). This finding not only reinforces the established knowledge of social capital’s 
positive impact on traditional political participation (La Due Lake & Huckfeldt, 1998) but also under
scores extending social capital’s mechanisms from offline to online. Social capital, characterized by social 
trust and norms of reciprocity, can encourage political discussions and interactions online (Putnam,  
2000), propelling active involvement in online political activism (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012). Moreover, 
our result also complements existing research primarily about the significance of social media social 
capital, by emphasizing that it represents an evolving and increasingly important resource that indivi
duals leverage to foster engagement within digital spaces (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017).

Furthermore, the results demonstrated a moderator role played by social media social capital 
between political social media use and participation (RQ1), providing new evidence that pre- 
existing social media social capital enhances the impacts of social media use on online engagement 
(Choi & Shin, 2017). It can be understood through the lens that as the number of digital citizens 
continues to grow, individuals are turning to internet tools for building and maintaining their social 
relationships (Lin et al., 2014) and getting more spaces for information exchange and the expression of 
ideas (Chung et al., 2016). Individuals with higher social media social capital may receive more 
political information from their social networks, enhancing their political knowledge and facilitating 
participation online (Valenzuela et al., 2009). Within this context, social media social capital is the 
catalyzing force behind using social media to promote political participation. All these findings are 
consistent with social capital theory’s expectations (Coleman, 1988; Lin, 2001), in which social capital 
facilitates proactive political decision-making.

The novel contribution of the present study lies in introducing a gendered perspective to these 
relationships. Although current studies have highlighted that certain underrepresented groups, such as 
those with lower education levels, lower income, minority racial groups, and women, still experience 
a continuation of inequalities within the social media space (Literat & Brough, 2019), we did not find 
evidence of gender disparities in political social media use for online political participation in this 
sample (RQ2). One possible explanation is that social media’s extensive reach and egalitarian effects in 
the United States (D. Lilleker et al., 2021) could potentially offer relatively equal access and opportu
nities for online political engagement to women. This aligns with the concept of digital inclusion in the 
United States, which emphasizes the accessibility of digital tools across different groups to ensure 
equal engagement (Sanders & Scanlon, 2021). Similar results have been found in other contexts, such 
as in Singapore, where news consumption on social media promotes online participation for both 
women and men (Wen et al., 2013).

Interestingly, upon conducting post hoc regression and moderation analysis, we found a gender 
difference in how consumptive social media use impacts online political participation (see Appendix A, 
Table A1 and Figure A1). Specifically, men are far more likely than women to gain from the advantages of 
their consumption of social media (e.g., reading one’s own political news feed, browsing the timelines or 
profiles of friends, and using the search bar on social media) in their participation in online politics. The 
varying ways that men and women engage with political information on social media may account for 
gender differences in consumptive use. Research, for instance, has revealed that women are more 
engaged in interpersonal communication, while men are more involved in information-seeking and 
task-oriented activities (Jackson et al., 2001). Moreover, women may also be more inclined to use social 
media for social purposes (Ihm & Hsieh, 2015). However, not all studies supported such evidence, with 
findings suggesting that women are quite active in information-seeking as well (Chen et al., 2015). 
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Therefore, future exploration of the patterns of gender divides regarding political social media use is 
warranted.

Finally, we examined whether gender moderated the relationship between political social media use, 
social media social capital, and online political participation, with no statistically significant three-way 
interaction found (RQ3). However, a significant two-way interaction between social media social capital 
and gender in predicting online participation indicates that the positive effect of social media social 
capital on participation was stronger for men than for women. This suggests that men who are more 
well-connected and active online may be more inclined to transform social capital from social media into 
online political action. This phenomenon could be attributed to the relationships between networks 
categorized by elements like gender and other socioeconomic status and the way in which these networks 
are connected to social capital, where social capital flows differently inside and between their networks 
(Cook, 2014). For instance, research on traditional workplaces has found that women, despite gaining 
access to networks, do not always derive the same level of benefit from those networks as men do 
(Timberlake, 2005). Moreover, some structural barriers or gendered patterns may hinder women’s 
ability to leverage their social media connections as effectively for political participation as men 
(Loscocco et al., 2009). This pattern appears to extend to online political environments. Nonetheless, 
recognizing that women within online social groups gathering more resources and support (Barak et al.,  
2008) can afford more opportunities and access to online activities (Schuster, 2013) is crucial. Future 
studies need to further investigate the gendered patterns within these dynamics.

Theoretically, our study further extends the scholarly discussion of social capital from traditional 
fields to social media spaces and political activism, thus supplementing scholarly understanding of its 
explication and mechanisms in the digital space. Social capital within the social media sphere is not 
merely a digital extension of offline capital but an influential factor in political behaviors. The findings 
contribute to a deeper understanding of how digital interactions can translate into political action, 
whether through the forms of disseminating information or participating in protests and petitions. 
This aligns with and extends Putnam’s (2000) theory of rebuilding community networks into the 
digital domain.

Moreover, this study especially observes the dynamics between social media social capital 
and digital inequality. Access to gaining social capital varies based on individuals’ socio
economic disparities and their ability to access opportunities, information, and support, 
which in turn reinforces existing social inequalities (Cook, 2014). The differential amplifying 
effects of social media social capital for men and women have implications for the gender 
divide discourse. As a resource-based approach, this aligns with Harell’s (2009) argument that 
gendered distributions of social capital can shape distinct pathways to political participation. 
Unequal levels of social media social capital could result in unequal opportunities and 
motivations for political participation for different genders. In this sense, gendered patterns 
in social media social capital are not only descriptive differences but point to whose voices are 
more likely to be visible, heard, and mobilized in digital political spaces. This finding, on the 
one hand, underscores the importance of considering social media social capital when addres
sing gender divides in political engagement. On the other hand, it sheds light on future 
studies about how promoting social media capital might bridge resource-based disparities and 
enhance the mobilization of individuals’ online social capital for civic engagement.

Additionally, our study has important practical implications. It has been observed that women’s 
political empowerment could be facilitated by using social media and developing social capital. These 
digital platforms can provide women with a space where they may build both online and offline social 
connections, encouraging higher levels of political participation. This, somewhat, has been realized in 
our real-world communities (Lahiri-Dutt & Samanta, 2006), and our study expands on social media’s 
potential as an engagement tool.

Our study, however, is not without limitations. One shortfall is that we did not consider the 
comparisons between online and offline settings, especially how social media capital might 
influence offline political behaviors as previous research did (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017). 
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Second, the measure of online political participation does not fully distinguish between indivi
dually initiated actions and those coordinated through networks or organizations. Our survey 
captures self-reported individual behaviors but does not sufficiently identify whether respon
dents are acting as part of larger groups, campaigns, or movements. Although our inclusion of 
social media social capital is intended to approximate the role of individuals’ networks and 
resources in enabling their online participation, future work could further separate these 
dimensions to provide a clearer account of organized versus individual forms of political action. 
Third, while treating social media as an entity offers advantages in addressing broader commu
nication challenges, it is also important to recognize its multifaceted nature (Zhang et al., 2025). 
Future research should investigate platform differences and affordances, particularly in how they 
shape the development of social media social capital across genders. Relatedly, although we 
tested the dimensionality of our four-item social media social capital scale and found that 
a unidimensional structure was supported (see Appendix A, Tables A2 and A3), the lack of 
separation between bonding and bridging capital limits the ability to capture the multidimen
sionality in prior research.

As indicated in the method section, the online panel sample via Qualtrics enhances demographic 
representativeness but does not constitute a direct probability sample, which limits the generalizability 
of the findings to the broader population. Moreover, the mean score of political interest of this sample 
is a bit high, which might introduce some possible bias. This suggests that more respondents and 
additional investigations will be necessary to ensure representativeness. While the study focuses on 
a U.S. sample, we are intrigued by the potential generalization of such patterns across different 
contexts characterized by distinct social media environments and participatory forms. Future research 
could further investigate how cultural, institutional, and media-system differences shape the digital 
landscape in other contexts. Lastly, it is important to recognize that our findings cannot present 
a causal relationship. Existing studies have implied that social media use may increase capital, thus in 
turn explaining the increase in online participatory behavior in politics (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012). 
Therefore, whether social media use promotes this new form of capital or in the opposite direction 
remains an unsolved issue. Further study may deploy panel surveys to explore these intricate 
dynamics.

Author contributions

CRediT: Yingqi Pan: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Project adminis
tration, Validation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing; Saifuddin Ahmed: Conceptualization, 
Investigation, Resources, Supervision, Validation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing; Mengxuan 
Cai: Conceptualization, Data curation, Methodology, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing; Ruolan 
Deng: Conceptualization, Data curation, Methodology, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Data availability statement

The data supporting the findings of this study are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Disclosure of AI usage

The authors acknowledged the use of ChatGPT-4o (Open AI, May 2025 version, https://chat.openai.com/) to assist with 
grammar checking and language improvement. The AI tool was used to enhance clarity of the text. All content has been 
reviewed and verified by the authors to ensure accuracy and integrity. 

MASS COMMUNICATION AND SOCIETY 937

https://chat.openai.com/


Funding

The author(s) reported there is no funding associated with the work featured in this article.

ORCID

Yingqi Pan http://orcid.org/0009-0003-3029-8696
Saifuddin Ahmed http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6372-213X
Mengxuan Cai http://orcid.org/0009-0004-5842-2764
Ruolan Deng http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3232-0992

Notes on contributors

Yingqi Pan (MA, Nanyang Technological University) is currently a Ph.D. student in the Department of 
Communication, University of California, Santa Barbara, California, USA 93106. The research described in this manu
script was completed while she was affiliated with the Wee Kim Wee School of Communication and Information, 
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. Her research focuses on political communication, digital inequality, 
social media, and gender.

Saifuddin Ahmed (Ph.D. Communication, University of California-Davis) is an Associate Professor at the Wee Kim 
Wee School of Communication and Information, Nanyang Technological University. His research interests lie in new 
and emerging media, political communication, social media and politics, public opinion, and media representation of 
minorities.

Mengxuan Cai (PhD, Nanyang Technological University) is a Research Fellow at Centre for Trusted Internet and 
Community at National University of Singapore. Her broad interests lie in social media, political communication, 
gender, misinformation and AI.

Ruolan Deng (MA, University of Vienna) is a Ph.D. candidate from the Wee Kim Wee School of Communication and 
Information, Nanyang Technological University, 31 Nanyang Link, Singapore 637718. Her research lies in new media 
and social media, misinformation, public opinion, and political communication.

References

Adegbola, O., & Gearhart, S. (2019). Examining the relationship between media use and political engagement: 
A comparative study among the United States, Kenya, and Nigeria. International Journal of Communication, 13, 
1231–1251.

Ahmad, Z., Soroya, S. H., & Mahmood, K. (2023). Bridging social capital through the use of social networking sites: 
A systematic literature review. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 33(4), 473–489. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/10911359.2022.2064025  

Ahmed, S. (2020). Concurrent media news use and gender-based political participation inequality in a low-income 
democracy. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 32(4), 815–828. https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edaa001  

Ahmed, S., Chen, V. H. H., Jaidka, K., Hooi, R., & Chib, A. (2021). Social media use and anti-immigrant attitudes: 
Evidence from a survey and automated linguistic analysis of Facebook posts. Asian Journal of Communication, 31(4), 
276–298. https://doi.org/10.1080/01292986.2021.1929358  

Ahmed, S., & Madrid-Morales, D. (2021). Is it still a man’s world? Social media news use and gender inequality in online 
political engagement. Information Communication & Society, 24(3), 381–399. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X. 
2020.1851387  

Ahmed, S., Wang, Y., & Tully, M. (2023). Perils of political engagement? Examining the relationship between online 
political participation and perceived electoral integrity during 2020 US election. Journal of Information Technology & 
Politics, 21(4), 453–464. https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2023.2275255  

Aichner, T., Grünfelder, M., Maurer, O., & Jegeni, D. (2021). Twenty-five years of social media: A review of social media 
applications and definitions from 1994 to 2019. Cyberpsychology, Behavior and Social Networking, 24(4), 215–222.  
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2020.0134  

Barak, A., Boniel-Nissim, M., & Suler, J. (2008). Fostering empowerment in online support groups. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 24(5), 1867–1883. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2008.02.004  

Biswas, A., Ingle, N., & Roy, M. (2014). Influence of social media on voting behavior. Journal of Power, Politics & Governance, 
2(2), 127–155.

Bode, L. (2017). Closing the gap: Gender parity in political engagement on social media. Information Communication & Society, 
20(4), 587–603. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2016.1202302  

938 Y. PAN ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2022.2064025
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2022.2064025
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edaa001
https://doi.org/10.1080/01292986.2021.1929358
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1851387
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1851387
https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2023.2275255
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2020.0134
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2020.0134
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2008.02.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2016.1202302


Boulianne, S. (2020). Twenty years of digital media effects on civic and political participation. Communication Research, 
47(7), 947–966. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650218808186  

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Harvard University Press.
Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In John C. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and research of sociology of 

education (pp. 241–258). Greenwood.
Cao, X., Guo, X., Liu, H., & Gu, J. (2015). The role of social media in supporting knowledge integration: A social capital 

analysis. Information Systems Frontiers, 17(2), 351–362. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10796-013-9473-2  
Carmichael, D., Archibald, J., & Lund, G. (2015). Social capital theory in social media research. SSRN Electronic Journal.  

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2612872  
Chen, X., Sin, S.-C. J., Theng, Y.-L., & Lee, C. S. (2015). Why students share misinformation on social media: Motivation, 

gender, and study-level differences. Journal of Academic Librarianship, 41(5), 583–592. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
acalib.2015.07.003  

Choi, D.-H., & Shin, D.-H. (2017). A dialectic perspective on the interactive relationship between social media and civic 
participation: The moderating role of social capital. Information Communication & Society, 20(2), 151–166. https:// 
doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2016.1154586  

Chung, N., Nam, K., & Koo, C. (2016). Examining information sharing in social networking communities: Applying theories 
of social capital and attachment. Telematics and Informatics, 33(1), 77–91. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2015.05.005  

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. The American Journal of Sociology, 94(1), 95–120.  
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943  

Cook, K. S. (2014). Social capital and inequality: The significance of social connections. In J. D. McLeod, E. J. Lawler, & 
M. Schwalbe (Eds.), Handbook of the social psychology of inequality (pp. 207–227). Springer Netherlands.

Dahlke, R., & Zhang, Y. (2023). Surviving or thriving political defeat on social media: A temporal analysis of how 
electoral loss exacerbates the gender gap in political expression. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 29 
(1). https://doi.org/10.1093/jcmc/zmad051  

Duradoni, M., Meacci, S., Panerai, G., Salvatori, G., Guazzini, A., Yan, Z., & Yan, Z. (2022). Development and validation 
of the social media capital scale (SMC): A brand new measure for online social capital. Human Behavior and Emerging 
Technologies, 2022, 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/9903615  

Ellison, N. B., Steinfield, C., & Lampe, C. (2007). The benefits of Facebook “friends:” social capital and college students’ 
use of online social network sites. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 12(4), 1143–1168. https://doi.org/ 
10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00367.x  

Ferrucci, P., Hopp, T., & Vargo, C. J. (2020). Civic engagement, social capital, and ideological extremity: Exploring 
online political engagement and political expression on Facebook. New Media and Society, 22(6), 1095–1115. https:// 
doi.org/10.1177/1461444819873110  

Gil de Zúñiga, H., Bachmann, I., Hsu, S.-H., & Jennifer, B. (2013). Expressive versus consumptive blog use: Implications 
for interpersonal discussion and political participation. International Journal of Communication, 7, 1538–1559.

Gil de Zúñiga, H., Barnidge, M., & Scherman, A. (2017). Social media social capital, offline social capital, and citizenship: 
Exploring asymmetrical social capital effects. Political Communication, 34(1), 44–68. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
10584609.2016.1227000  

Gil de Zúñiga, H., Jung, N., & Valenzuela, S. (2012). Social media use for news and individuals’ social capital, civic 
engagement and political participation. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 17(3), 319–336. https://doi. 
org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2012.01574.x  

Gil de Zúñiga, H., & Valenzuela, S. (2011). The mediating path to a stronger citizenship: Online and offline networks, 
weak ties, and civic engagement. Communication Research, 38(3), 397–421. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0093650210384984  

Harell, A. (2009). Equal participation but separate paths?: Women’s social capital and turnout. Journal of Women, 
Politics and Policy, 30(1), 1–22. https://doi.org/10.1080/15544770802367770  

Hwang, H., & Kim, K. (2015). Social media as a tool for social movements: The effect of social media use and social 
capital on intention to participate in social movements. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 39(5), 478–488.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12221  

Ihm, J., & Hsieh, Y. P. (2015). The implications of information and communication technology use for the social 
well-being of older adults. Information Communication & Society, 18(10), 1123–1138. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
1369118X.2015.1019912  

Jackson, L. A., Ervin, K. S., Gardner, P. D., & Schmitt, N. (2001). Gender and the internet: Women communicating and 
men searching. Sex Roles, 44(5–6), 363–379. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010937901821  

Kenski, K., Coe, K., & Rains, S. A. (2020). Perceptions of uncivil discourse online: An examination of types and 
predictors. Communication Research, 47(6), 795–814. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650217699933  

Koc-Michalska, K., & Lilleker, D. (2017). Digital politics: Mobilization, engagement, and participation. Political 
Communication, 34(1), 1–5. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2016.1243178  

Koc-Michalska, K., Schiffrin, A., Lopez, A., Boulianne, S., & Bimber, B. (2021). From online political posting to 
mansplaining: The gender gap and social media in political discussion. Social Science Computer Review, 39(2), 
197–210. https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439319870259  

MASS COMMUNICATION AND SOCIETY 939

https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650218808186
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10796-013-9473-2
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2612872
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2612872
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2015.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2015.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2016.1154586
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2016.1154586
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2015.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcmc/zmad051
https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/9903615
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00367.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00367.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819873110
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819873110
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2016.1227000
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2016.1227000
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2012.01574.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2012.01574.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650210384984
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650210384984
https://doi.org/10.1080/15544770802367770
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12221
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12221
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2015.1019912
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2015.1019912
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010937901821
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650217699933
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2016.1243178
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439319870259


La Due Lake, R., & Huckfeldt, R. (1998). Social capital, social networks, and political participation. Political Psychology, 
19(3), 567–584. https://doi.org/10.1111/0162-895X.00118  

Lahiri-Dutt, K., & Samanta, G. (2006). Constructing social capital: Self-help groups and rural women’s development in 
India. Geographical Research, 44(3), 285–295. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-5871.2006.00390.x  

Lane, D. S., Kim, D. H., Lee, S. S., Weeks, B. E., & Kwak, N. (2017). From online disagreement to offline action: How 
diverse motivations for using social media can increase political information sharing and catalyze offline political 
participation. Social Media + Society, 3(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305117716274  

Lee, N. Y., Kim, Y., & Sang, Y. (2017). How do journalists leverage Twitter? Expressive and consumptive use of Twitter. 
Social Science Journal, 54(2), 139–147. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2016.09.004  

Leiner, D. J., Kobilke, L., Rueß, C., & Brosius, H.-B. (2018). Functional domains of social media platforms: Structuring 
the uses of Facebook to better understand its gratifications. Computers in Human Behavior, 83, 194–203. https://doi. 
org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.01.042  

Li, Y., Pickles, A., & Savage, M. (2005). Social capital and social trust in Britain. European Sociological Review, 21(2), 
109–123. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jci007  

Lilleker, D., Koc-Michalska, K., & Bimber, B. (2021). Women learn while men talk?: Revisiting gender differences in 
political engagement in online environments. Information Communication & Society, 24(14), 2037–2053. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.1961005  

Lin, H., Fan, W., & Chau, P. Y. K. (2014). Determinants of users’ continuance of social networking sites: A self- 
regulation perspective. Information & Management, 51(5), 595–603. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.im.2014.03.010  

Lin, N. (2001). Social capital. Cambridge University Press.
Lin, N. (2008). A network theory of social capital. In D. Castiglione, J. van Deth, & G. Wolleb (Eds.), The handbook of 

social capital (pp. 50–69). Oxford University Press.
Literat, I., & Brough, M. (2019). From ethical to equitable social media technologies: Amplifying underrepresented youth voices 

in digital technology design. Journal of Media Ethics, 34(3), 132–145. https://doi.org/10.1080/23736992.2019.1638259  
Liu, D., Ainsworth, S. E., Baumeister, R. F., & Alexander, G. M. (2016). A meta-analysis of social networking online and 

social capital. Review of General Psychology, 20(4), 369–391. https://doi.org/10.1037/gpr0000091  
Loscocco, K., Monnat, S. M., Moore, G., & Lauber, K. B. (2009). Enterprising women: A comparison of women’s and 

men’s small business networks. Gender and Society, 23(3), 388–411. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243209336741  
Lowndes, V. (2004). Getting on or getting by? Women, social capital and political participation. British Journal of Politics 

and International Relations, 6(1), 45–64. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-856X.2004.00126.x  
Lutz, C., & Hoffmann, C. P. (2021). Inequalities in online political participation: The role of privacy concerns. In E. 

Hargittai (Ed.), Handbook of digital inequality (pp. 326–340). Edward Elgar Publishing.
Maares, P., Lind, F., & Greussing, E. (2021). Showing off your social capital: Homophily of professional reputation and gender 

in journalistic networks on Twitter. Digital Journalism, 9(4), 500–517. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2020.1835513  
Maximova, О. B., & Lukyanova, G. O. (2020). Gender differences online: Self-representation and involvement in 

political communication on Facebook. Heliyon, 6(12), e05613. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2020.e05613  
McDonald, S., & Day, J. C. (2010). Race, gender, and the invisible hand of social capital. Sociology Compass, 4(7), 

532–543. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2010.00298.x  
McDonald, S., & Mair, C. A. (2010). Social capital across the life course: Age and gendered patterns of network resources. 

Sociological Forum, 25(2), 335–359. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1573-7861.2010.01179.x  
Miyata, K., Ikeda, K., & Kobayashi, T. (2008). The internet, social capital, civic engagement, and gender in Japan. In 

N. Lin & B. Erickson (Eds.), Social capital: An international research program (pp. 206–233). Oxford University Press.
Nisbet, E. C. (2008). Media use, democratic citizenship, and communication gaps in a developing democracy. 

International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 20(4), 454–482. https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edn043  
Norris, P., & Inglehart, R. (2006). Gendering social capital: Bowling in women’s leagues? In B. O’Neill & E. Gidengil 

(Eds.), Gender and social capital (pp. 73–98). Routledge.
Pan, Y., Ahmed, S., & Cai, M. (2025). Traditional norms and political inequality: Assessing gender disparities in online 

political participation across 51 countries. Asian Journal of Communication, 35(1), 24–43. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
01292986.2024.2447584  

Pasek, J., More, E., & Romer, D. (2009). Realizing the social internet? Online social networking meets offline civic engagement. 
Journal of Information Technology & Politics, 6(3–4), 197–215. https://doi.org/10.1080/19331680902996403  

Pew Research Center. (2024, September 17). Social media and news fact sheet. https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/ 
fact-sheet/social-media-and-news-fact-sheet/ 

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Lee, J.-Y., & Podsakoff, N. P. (2003). Common method biases in behavioral research: 
A critical review of the literature and recommended remedies. Journal of Applied Psychology, 88(5), 879–903. https:// 
doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879  

Prillaman, S. A. (2023). Strength in numbers: How women’s groups close India’s political gender gap. American Journal 
of Political Science, 67(2), 390–410. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12651  

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. Simon and Schuster.
Ronzhyn, A., Cardenal, A. S., & Batlle Rubio, A. (2023). Defining affordances in social media research: A literature 

review. New Media and Society, 25(11), 3165–3188. https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448221135187  

940 Y. PAN ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1111/0162-895X.00118
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-5871.2006.00390.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305117716274
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2016.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.01.042
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.01.042
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jci007
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.1961005
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.1961005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.im.2014.03.010
https://doi.org/10.1080/23736992.2019.1638259
https://doi.org/10.1037/gpr0000091
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243209336741
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-856X.2004.00126.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2020.1835513
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2020.e05613
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2010.00298.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1573-7861.2010.01179.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edn043
https://doi.org/10.1080/01292986.2024.2447584
https://doi.org/10.1080/01292986.2024.2447584
https://doi.org/10.1080/19331680902996403
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/social-media-and-news-fact-sheet/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/social-media-and-news-fact-sheet/
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12651
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448221135187


Ruess, C., Hoffmann, C. P., Boulianne, S., & Heger, K. (2023). Online political participation: The evolution of a concept. 
Information Communication & Society, 26(8), 1495–1512. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.2013919  

Saeed, R. (2023). Twitter and development of social capital: A gender perspective. Telematics and Informatics Reports, 9, 
100037. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teler.2022.100037  

Sanders, C. K., & Scanlon, E. (2021). The digital divide is a human rights issue: Advancing social inclusion through social 
work advocacy. Journal of Human Rights and Social Work, 6(2), 130–143. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41134-020-00147-9  

Saxton, G. D., & Guo, C. (2014). Online stakeholder targeting and the acquisition of social media capital. International 
Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing, 19(4), 286–300. https://doi.org/10.1002/nvsm.1504  

Saxton, G. D., & Guo, C. (2020). Social media capital: Conceptualizing the nature, acquisition, and expenditure of social 
media-based organizational resources. International Journal of Accounting Information Systems, 36, 100443. https:// 
doi.org/10.1016/j.accinf.2019.100443  

Schuster, J. (2013). Invisible feminists? Social media and young women’s political participation. Political Science, 65(1), 
8–24. https://doi.org/10.1177/0032318713486474  

Shin, J., & Ognyanova, K. (2022). Social media metrics in the digital marketplace of attention: Does journalistic capital 
matter for social media capital? Digital Journalism, 10(4), 579–598. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2022.2031242  

Shirazi, F. (2013). Social media and the social movements in the Middle East and North Africa: A critical discourse 
analysis. Information Technology and People, 26(1), 28–49. https://doi.org/10.1108/09593841311307123  

Skoric, M. M., Zhu, Q., Goh, D., & Pang, N. (2016). Social media and citizen engagement: A meta-analytic review. New 
Media and Society, 18(9), 1817–1839. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815616221  

Steinfield, C., Nicole, E., Lampe, C., & Jessica, V. (2013). Online social network sites and the concept of social capital. In 
F. L. F. Lee, L. Leung, J. L. Qiu, & D. S. C. Chu (Eds.), Frontiers in new media research (pp. 115–131). Routledge.

Sun, Y., & Shang, R.-A. (2014). The interplay between users’ intraorganizational social media use and social capital. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 37, 334–341. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.03.048  

Timberlake, S. (2005). Social capital and gender in the workplace. Journal of Management Development, 24(1), 34–44.  
https://doi.org/10.1108/02621710510572335  

Valenzuela, S. (2013). Unpacking the use of social media for protest behavior: The roles of information, opinion 
expression, and activism. The American Behavioral Scientist (Beverly Hills), 57(7), 920–942. https://doi.org/10. 
1177/0002764213479375  

Valenzuela, S., Park, N., & Kee, K. F. (2009). Is there social capital in a social network site?: Facebook use and college 
students’ life satisfaction, trust, and participation. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 14(4), 875–901.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2009.01474.x  

Vanden Abeele, M., De Wolf, R., & Ling, R. (2018). Mobile media and social space: How anytime, anyplace connectivity 
structures everyday life. Media and Communication, 6(2), 5–14. https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v6i2.1399  

Vehovar, V., Toepoel, V., & Steinmetz, S. (2017). Non-probability sampling. In C. Wolf, D. Joye, T. W. Smith, & Y. Fu 
(Eds.), The SAGE handbook of survey methodology (pp. 329–345). SAGE Publications.

Wagner, K. M., Gainous, J., & Abbott, J. P. (2021). Gender differences in critical digital political engagement in China: 
The consequences for protest attitudes. Social Science Computer Review, 39(2), 211–225. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0894439319865907  

Wang, Y., Ahmed, S., & Bee, A. W. T. (2024). Selective avoidance as a cognitive response: Examining the political use of 
social media and surveillance anxiety in avoidance behaviours. Behaviour & Information Technology, 43(3), 590–604.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2023.2182609  

Wen, N., & Wei, R. (2018). Examining effects of informational use of social media platforms and social capital on civic 
engagement regarding genetically modified foods in China. International Journal of Communication, 12, 3729–3750.

Wen, N., Xiaoming, H., & George, C. (2013). Gender and political participation: News consumption, political efficacy 
and interpersonal communication. Asian Journal of Women’s Studies, 19(4), 124–149. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
12259276.2013.11666168  

Williams, J. R. (2019). The use of online social networking sites to nurture and cultivate bonding social capital: 
A systematic review of the literature from 1997 to 2018. New Media and Society, 21(11–12), 2710–2729. https://doi. 
org/10.1177/1461444819858749  

Xenos, M., Vromen, A., & Loader, B. D. (2014). The great equalizer? Patterns of social media use and youth political 
engagement in three advanced democracies. Information Communication & Society, 17(2), 151–167. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/1369118X.2013.871318  

Xu, S., Li, W., & Zhang, W. (2021). The dynamics of social capital: Examining the reciprocity between network features 
and social support. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 26(6), 362–383. https://doi.org/10.1093/jcmc/ 
zmab014  

Zhang, Y., Suk, J., Yang, D., Yue, Z., Wang, R., Dong, X., An, Z., & Joseph, K. (2025). Center-left and right-wing news, 
YouTube, and Twitter as key connectors in the social media system: A cross-media and cross-platform analysis of 
hyperlinks. Journal of Quantitative Description: Digital Media, 5. https://doi.org/10.51685/jqd.2025.007

MASS COMMUNICATION AND SOCIETY 941

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.2013919
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teler.2022.100037
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41134-020-00147-9
https://doi.org/10.1002/nvsm.1504
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.accinf.2019.100443
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.accinf.2019.100443
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032318713486474
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2022.2031242
https://doi.org/10.1108/09593841311307123
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815616221
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.03.048
https://doi.org/10.1108/02621710510572335
https://doi.org/10.1108/02621710510572335
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764213479375
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764213479375
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2009.01474.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2009.01474.x
https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v6i2.1399
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439319865907
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439319865907
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2023.2182609
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2023.2182609
https://doi.org/10.1080/12259276.2013.11666168
https://doi.org/10.1080/12259276.2013.11666168
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819858749
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819858749
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2013.871318
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2013.871318
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcmc/zmab014
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcmc/zmab014
https://doi.org/10.51685/jqd.2025.007


Appendix A

Table A1. Regression model of consumptive social media use in predicting online political 
participation.

Model 1 Model 2

(Constant) .75 (.16)*** .64 (.16)***
Gender (1 = Women)d −.10 (.04)* .08 (.10)
Consumptive social media use .11 (.01)*** .13 (.02)***
Age −.01 (.00)*** −.01 (.00)***
Marital Status(1 = Others)d −.02 (.04) −.02 (.04)
Race: African Americand .17 (.06)** .16 (.06)*
Race: Othersd −.16 (.06)** −.16 (.06)**
Education .07 (.02)*** .07 (.02)***
Income −.00 (.01) −.00 (.01)
Political interest .11 (.02)*** .11 (.02)***
Political ideology −.01 (.01) −.01 (.01)
Gender*consumptive social media use −.05 (.02)*
R2 (%) 29.9 30.3

Note: d means dummy variable; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Figure A1. Two-way interactions between consumptive social media use and gender in predicting online political participation.
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Table A2. Exploratory factor analysis of social media social capital items (N = 714).

Item Loading h2 u2

I frequently use social media to encourage conversations about solving community problems. .89 .79 .21
I frequently use social media to encourage conversations about solving community problems. .91 .82 .18
I frequently use social media to foster community values. .91 .84 .16
I frequently use social media to connect community members to each other. .90 .80 .20

Note. Extraction method = principal axis factoring; rotation = oblimin. All factor loadings ≥.89. One factor explained 81% of the 
variance.

Table A3. Confirmatory factor analysis fit indices for the social media social capital scale (N = 714).

Model χ2 (df) CFI TFI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR Factor correlation

One-factor (all items) 31.57 (2)*** .999 .997 .14 [.10, .19] .01 –
Two-factor (Bridging = items 1, 2; Bonding = items 3, 4) 2.56 (1) 1.000 1.000 .05 [.00, .12] .003 .97***

Note. Estimator = WLSMV. All standardized factor loadings exceeded .93. In the two-factor model, the correlation between bonding 
and bridging was .97 (p < .001). Internal consistency of the unidimensional four-item scale was excellent (Cronbach’s α = .95; 
McDonald’s ω = .95). *** p < .001.

Table A4. Demographics characteristics of the sample (N = 714).

Demographics Descriptive
Population by Characteristics (Source: Census 

Reporter 2020–2023)

Age M = 46.84; SD = 16.72 Median = 39
Gender Men = 55.7%, Women = 44.3% Approx. 50.5% women, 49.5% men
Race 63.5% White, 16.7% African American, 12.4% Hispanics, 

6% Asian, 0.7% Native American, 0.8% others
58.9% White, 18.6% Hispanic/Latino, 12.2% African 

American, 6% Asian, 1.1% Native American
Marital Status 33.8% single, 50.4% married/domestic partnership, 11% 

divorced, 3.9% widowed, 1% separated
50.2% married, 11% divorced, 27.6% never married

Education From 1 = no formal education to 8 = doctoral degree; M  
= 5.52; SD = 1.11; Median = some college

89.6% high school graduate or higher, 35.7% 
bachelor’s degree or higher

Monthly 
Household 
Income

From 1 = less than $1,000 to 10 = more than $20,000; M  
= 5.27; SD = 3.30; Median = $5,000–$6,999

Median annual household income = $6,230 (Median 
annual household income = $74,755)

Political Interest From 1 = not at all to 5 = extremely; M = 3.55; SD = .98 /
Political Ideology From 1 = extremely liberal to 5 = extremely conservative; 

M = 2.98; SD = 1.39
/
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