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While the political communication and participation activities of young adults are changing,
this is often not adequately captured by research due to a too narrow conceptualization of
the phenomenon. Our approach conceptualizes political communication as activities
comprising the reception of political content, interpersonal communication regarding
political issues and political participation. We incorporated both analog and digital
media, as well as different forms of political participation, to reflect the complex reality
of political communication activities of young adults in the digital age. On the basis of a
sample from 2013, we investigated the patterns of political communication of young adults
(ages 18-33 years). This age group represents the first generation to have grown up under
the ubiquitous influence of the internet and other modern information technologies. In
addition, we examined factors influencing the formation of different political communication
patterns of this generation. Results of cluster analyses demonstrated that young adults
should not be seen as a homogeneous group. Rather, we found six communication types.
Interestingly, no online-only type of political communication was revealed, By applying
multinomial logistic regression analysis, we were able to demonstrate that socio-
demographic variables, individual resources and cognitive involvement in politics
influence the likelihood of belonging to more active political communication types. The
present study investigated various information and communication opportunities of young
adults, and is rare in terms of the richness of data provided. Our conceptual innovative
approach enables a better understanding of young adults’ complex political
communication patterns. Moreover, our approach encourages follow-up research, as
our results provide a valuable starting point for intergenerational comparisons regarding
changes in political engagement among young adults in Germany, as well as for cross-
country analysis regarding different generations of young adults.

Keywords: political communication, political participation, digital media, youth, young adults, multinomial logistic
regression analysis, typology of political communication, digital natives

INTRODUCTION

The political communication of adolescents and young adults has long been viewed critically
(Mengti et al., 2015; Pontes, Henn and Griffiths 2019, 3-4). Only climate change and the Fridays
for Future Movement, which began in 2019, appear to have increased political engagement among
youth. Prior to this, adolescents were generally considered to be politically
disinterested—especially in comparison to earlier generations (Bessant 2021, 153; Spori, Oross
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and Susanszky 2020, 5). This view was supported by the
declining voter turnout and the low membership rate of
young people in political organizations such as political
parties. At the same time, social media sites such as
Facebook are also used by young people for political
information and communication activities, and online-based
forms of participation such as posting opinions on social media
have been highly popular for a long time (Yamamoto, Kushin,
and Dalisay, 2015, p. 881). For many years, young people have
been faced with almost endless opportunities “to engage and
express themselves and to participate politically” (Andersen
et al., 2020, p. 2). This development has led some authors to
believe that traditional forms of political communication and
participation are gradually being replaced by online-based
forms. However, empirical studies providing a general
overview of political participation and communication
activities are lacking. While the political communication and
participation activities of young adults are changing, this is often
not adequately captured by research due to a too narrow
conceptualization of the phenomenon, which may have
painted an incomplete picture of young adults’ political
engagement in the past. This is especially true with regard to
communicative forms of political action, which have become
very important for young adults’ political activities due to the
rise of social media (Vromen and Michael., 2015). Empirical
studies providing a general overview of political participation
and communication activities of young adults online and offline
are lacking. Moreover, we do not have substantial empirical
information on the complex political communication patterns
of the first cohorts to have grown up in the era of ubiquitous
technology, including computers and the Internet, and we do
not know the reasons why these young people communicated as
they did almost a decade ago. The above remarks emphasize the
close connection between political communication and political
participation. In addition to the reception of political content
and interpersonal communication on political issues, it is
necessary to take into account political participation, as the
behavioral component of a modern understanding of political
communication (Andersen et al., 2020, p. 155 McLeod,
Scheufele, and Moy, 1999; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady,
1995). Owing to the Internet, and especially online social
networks such as Facebook and Instagram, it is now possible
to influence collectively binding decisions through
communicative actions. Indeed, for many years, the Internet
has played a particularly important role for political protest
movements (Kneuer and Richter, 2016). The boundaries
between acts of political communication and political
participation seem to be increasingly dissolving, and
reception, discussion, and participation often take place
simultaneously (Bennett and Segerberg, 2013). Accordingly,
all aspects of political engagement should be considered
together. Political communication is therefore understood to
include the following sub-activities: 1) reception of political
content, 2) interpersonal communication about political issues,
and 3) concrete political participation actions (Emmer, Vowe,
and Wolling, 2011). This definition of the phenomenon of
political communication simultaneously considers the above-
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mentioned dissolving boundaries between acts of political
communication and political participation while also
providing a comprehensive concept of political communication.

We aimed to identify overarching patterns of political
communication of young adults in Germany and to explain
them. This was possible due to a representative survey among
young adults which we conducted in 2013. The survey covered
various forms of political communication activities as well as
hypothetical explanatory factors. At the time of the survey, the
participants were aged between 18 and 33 years. This sample
allows us to investigate the political communication patterns of
young adults from the generation of the so-called digital natives
(Prensky 2001), whilst trying to bridge the artificial division into
digital and analog political communication. We focused on one
country—Germany—in order to avoid possible contextual
effects. The first research question was as follows: Which
patterns of political communication are prevalent among
young adults in Germany and what significance do online-
based political communication activities have for young adults
in Germany compared to traditional forms of political
communication (RQ1)? In order to better understand the
communication behavior of young adults from the generation
of digital natives, we developed hypothetical explanatory factors,
which we tested empirically. This led to the second research-
guiding question: Which factors influence the formation of
different political communication patterns among young
adults in Germany (RQ2)?

Next, we describe the political engagement of young adults,
outline the current state of research regarding the usage of
different media, and present the Civic Voluntarism Model
(CVM) of Verba et al. (1995) as a solid basis for our own
model. We then describe the dataset and the
operationalization, as well as our methodological approach.
Subsequently, we present the empirical results, before finally
concluding with answers to the posed research questions and
suggesting future research paths.

POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT OF YOUNG
ADULTS—PATTERNS AND
EXPLANATIONS

For many vyears, a significant decline in young adults’
participation in formal politics (Henn and Foard 2014,
361-62), as well as with regard to the consumption of
television news, daily newspapers, news magazines and weekly
newspapers has been observed (Yamamoto et al., 2015). Young
people prefer digital media, such as social media or Netflix
(Matrix 2014). It has been noted for some time that young
people deploy fundamentally different forms of information
seeking about politics and of becoming politically active.
Younger adults make intense use of digital media to express
themselves (Jones, 2020, p. 543), but also to obtain political
information and to organize themselves politically (Bond,
Marin, Dolch, Bedenlier, and Zawacki-Richter, 2018, p. 4;
Campos et al., 2018, p. 503; Figeac et al., 2020, p. 667). For
the United States, it has already been shown that Facebook is the
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most important source of political information for a younger age
cohort (Mitchell etal., 2015, p. 8). Moreover, in recent years, there
has been a marked increase in the area of interpersonal political
communication via online media such as Facebook—albeit with a
low overall level (Andersen et al., 2020, p. 11). It should be
mentioned that political messages have a particular effect on an
individual when they are received by a friend, as one experiences
every day on social networks. Online social networks also have
the character of entertainment media and therefore represent a
lower-threshold information opportunity than party newspapers
or party websites, and might thus also attract politically
disinterested citizens (Quinlan, Gummer, Rofimann, and Wolf,
2017, p. 2). In addition, digital media can meet the widespread
need for less formalized, time-limited participation opportunities
(Schlozman, Verba, and Brady, 2010, p. 498).

Previous studies have found that young adults participate
primarily in low-threshold forms of online participation, e.g.,
by linking to online social networks or participating in online
petitions. One observation seems to be that on the Internet,
preference is given to those forms of communication for political
purposes that are easy to learn and uncomplicated to use
(Vromen and Michael., 2015, 84). Online activism is also
criticized with regard to its alleged individualistic nature, “as
those involved select issues on the basis of reputational benefits,
rather than collective rewards” (Dennis 2019, 124). Nevertheless,
empirical findings suggest that the expansion of the information
repertoire through the Internet not only leads to an
intensification of political communication activities among
those who were already active, but also to the activation of
new recipient groups, especially among younger users (Gil de
Zuiiga et al., 2009; Campbell and Kwak, 2010; Emmer et al,,
2011). All in all, there is good reason to state that the evidence
regarding a mobilizing effect of the Internet on political
communication is still mixed. However, the question arises
why some vyoung people make use of the additional
opportunities for political participation offered by the Internet,
while others remain apathetic or rely on traditional forms of
political influence such as voting and party work.

To explore this question, we draw on the most widely used
model for explaining political actions, the Civic Voluntarism
Model (CVM) of Verba et al. (1995). The CVM provides different
explanatory approaches and thus the potential to connect
different communication patterns with various explanatory
factors. These authors deal with the question of why some
individuals do not participate politically, and propose the
following answers: “because they can’t, because they don’t
want to, or because nobody asked” (Verba et al.,, 1995, p. 271).
“They can’t” refers to a lack of resources, e.g., cognitive skills;
“they don’t want to” implies a lack of motivation, e.g., a lack of
political interest or a lack of faith in one’s own ability to shape
policy; and “nobody asked” refers to a lack of integration in social
networks which potentially have a mobilizing effect. Verba et al.
(1995) begin by recognizing that political participation is a
demanding and challenging activity that requires -certain
intellectual abilities. Thus, in order to understand and
participate in a political issue, it is first of all necessary for a
person to be able to determine his or her interests, position and
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concerns. A person primarily learns communicative, cognitive
and organizational skills, also known as civic skills, in the various
educational institutions (Verba et al., 1995, p. 271). Such skills are
all the more important the more demanding the participation
action is.

In addition to resources, the model contains a second block of
explanatory factors for political participation: “Willingness” is
assumed to be of crucial importance for political participation.
There are various incentives and cognitive preconditions that
drive people to get involved in politics. A central motive that
promotes political participation is a person’s general political
interest. Furthermore, the individual’s assessment of his or her
own ability to exert influence is seen as a decisive determinant of
political participation actions. People with a higher level of
political self-confidence (internal efficiency) will participate
more strongly in politics than those with lower self-confidence
(Brady, Verba and Schlozman 1995; Mannarini et al., 2008, 98;
Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995). Moreover, one should
consider explanatory factors of social psychology. In particular,
dissatisfaction with the current representatives of the political
system can be a strong incentive to work towards change (van
Stekelenburg and Klandermans, 2013). Against the background
of politically engaged young adults in Germany coming
traditionally from the political left, we expect that a leftist
attitude will increase individual political communication
activities. Yet, the digital sphere is nowadays suspected to be
dominated by right-wing activists (Krdmer et al., 2021, 241).
Several years ago, by contrast, online media was used much more
actively by the political left than by the political right. Anti-
globalization protests against the World Bank and other
institutions of modern capitalism were prevalent among the
youth (Kneuer and Richter 2016; Penney and Dadas 2014; van
Gelder and Ruth., 2011; Vegh 2003). Moreover, climate change
activism was dominated by left-wing activists who were highly
active online (Knudsen., 2012). Thus, we assume that a leftist
attitude will also increase online-based forms of political
communication in our sample. Whether or not this has
changed over time would be an interesting follow-up question
and could be investigated by comparing our results with more
recent research data.

The third block of explanatory factors in the CVM
encompasses the observation that political participation has a
strong social component (Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti, 1993).
Relationships with other people who are politically active are a
strong incentive to become politically active as well. In addition,
stronger social networking increases the likelihood that a person
will become aware of certain problems or opportunities for
participation. Friends, acquaintances and family members
function as recruitment networks in this sense. It can be
argued that resources and motives relevant to participation
can also be developed through social participation in
associations (Lowndes 2004, 45; Putnam 1995, 667). As
content on social media “is accompanied by different social
cues”, e.g., “a comment by the friend who recommended it”
(Andersen et al., 2020, p. 101), we need to consider the fact that
interpersonal relationships are increasingly taking place in virtual
space. It can therefore be assumed that social contacts on the
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Internet have a similar effect on political participation to personal
contacts.

Against the backdrop of the CVM, we assume, first, that those
young people who are equipped with more cognitive resources
(higher education) belong to a type that communicates politically
in an intense manner. The same is assumed for young adults who
have a deeper cognitive involvement in politics (political interest,
political self-efficacy and a leftist attitude) and an apathy towards
the government. In addition, involvement in (digital) networks
should have a positive effect on the political communication
behavior of young adults, which is why socially well-integrated
young adults should be more likely to belong to a politically active
type than young people who are less well integrated in this
respect. Finally, as political engagement is time-consuming for
young adults (Bakker and Vreese, 2011; Bode, 2017), we expect
young adults in employment to be less politically active than
those who have more leisure time.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

We sought to identify and explain overarching political
communication patterns of young adults on the basis of data
which we collected in 2013 and which we present in the form of
this article for the first time. Specifically, we designed an online
survey that was completed by participants who were registered
with the online access panel provider “respondi”. The field phase
of this study took place from August 22-31,2013. The sample was
drawn on the basis of the quota characteristics age, gender and
education. The quota characteristics are based on the German
population statistics for the age groups 18-29years and
15-35years. Young adults born between 1980 and 1994
constituted the target group for the survey. Thus, at the time
of the survey, they were aged between 18 and 33 years. After
completion of data cleaning, the final sample comprised 910
persons. The data can be regarded as approximately
representative of the German online population aged between
18 and 33 years, and are therefore suitable for deriving in-depth
statements on the political communication behavior of this
age group.

We distinguished between receptive, interpersonal and
participatory political communication, and differentiated these
three dimensions into offline and online activities in order to
cover different forms of the manifold possibilities to
communicate  politically and condense them into
communication types. A total of 13 scales were formed: six
scales for receptive political participation, four for
interpersonal political participation and three for action-
oriented political participation. These scales were used as type-
forming variables in a cluster analysis in order to identify patterns
of individual political communication and participation.
Receptive political communication was operationalized in two
steps: First, respondents were asked to indicate which daily
newspapers, weekly news magazines, and weekly newspapers
they usually read to obtain political information. No explicit
distinction was made between the print version, the website and
the apps of the newspapers or magazines. The following questions
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were then asked individually: Do you use 1) the print edition of
the newspaper/magazine, 2) the website of the newspaper/
magazine, or 3) the app of the newspaper/magazine? The
respondents were also asked to indicate which news programs
and political TV programs they watch to gather political
information.

With regard to interpersonal political communication, we
distinguished between different degrees of publicity:
expressions of political opinion in the private sphere and in
the public sphere. This distinction was based on the consideration
that people communicate politically in public in a different way
than in their private environment. For instance, people may not
wish to disclose their political views in public because they fear
negative consequences. Conversely, people who position
themselves publicly on a political issue are usually pursuing a
specific purpose—for example convincing others of their views or
mobilizing them to act. With regard to participatory political
communication characteristics, participants were asked about
activities that extend to institutionalized participation
offerings, such as voter participation and membership of
political organizations. Additionally, the survey also considered
non-institutionalized forms of participation. A distinction was
made between offline and online activities. Most of the
explanatory variables were operationalized using common
indicators (e.g., civic skills were operationalized by a young
person’s educational and vocational level).

A hierarchical cluster analysis with simple matching and city
block was used to identify patterns of political communication.
To determine the number of clusters, a screen diagram was
constructed, in which the number of clusters on the X-axis
and the fusion values of the clusters on the Y-axis were
plotted. Here, the highest fusion value was used to start with,
resulting in a decreasing curve. This is therefore referred to as an
inverse screen test. The number of clusters can be read off at the
point in the diagram where a bend in the curve appears for the
first time (“elbow criterion”). The “kink” is shown for six clusters.
It can therefore be assumed that the optimal number of clusters is
six. For a more precise characterization of the types, it is
recommended to perform a K-means cluster analysis based on
the results obtained so far. With the help of this procedure, the
results can be further refined, which allows a better interpretation
of the types. In contrast to the hierarchical cluster analysis, the
K-means cluster analysis is a partitioning procedure. Based on an
algorithm, the cases are assigned to the individual clusters in such
a way that the variance within the clusters is minimized. This
assumes that the number of clusters is known; therefore, the
procedure is usually performed after a hierarchical cluster
analysis (Filho et al, 2014; Hagenaars, 2006). The final
distribution of cases was as follows: Cluster 1 (n = 234 or 26
%) and Cluster 2 (n = 239 or 26 %) had a roughly equal share;
Cluster 3 was slightly smaller (n = 163 or 17 %). As will be shown
later on, these clusters are politically rather passive types. The
remaining 30 percent (n = 274) of respondents were distributed
among the three active types as follows: Cluster 4 with n =120 (13
%), Cluster 5 with n = 87 (10 %) and Cluster 6 with n = 67 (7 %).

In order to identify possible explanations for the type
affiliation, as the second objective of our study is to explain
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Reception of Political Content

Offline Online

Private

Audiovisual
Media

= (vocational) Higher-Track School Diploma (*+)
= University Education (+)
= Being Employed (-)

= Political Interest (1)

= Internal Efficacy (+)

FIGURE 1 | Research design.

Interpersonal Communication about Political Issues

Typology of Political Communication

Ressources Motifs

= Leftist Political Attitudes (+)
= Degree of Satisfaction with the Federal Government (=)

Political Participation Actions
Offline Online
Institutionalised .

Online

Noninstitutionalised

Networks

* Membership in an Organization (+)
= Contact with Neighbours (+)
= Social Media Usage (+)

the identified communication patterns of young adults,
multinomial logistic regression analyses were conducted. This
method requires a category to which the others should refer, and
it is recommended to choose a category that is clearly defined and
has a sufficiently large number of cases. To simplify the
interpretation of the results, all independent variables were
dichotomized. Figure 1 illustrates the described procedure
graphically.

As our sample derives from a cross-sectional study, the
criticism may be raised that it cannot be used to infer
causality because a temporal sequence cannot be established. It
is widely assumed that to investigate cause and effect, a
longitudinal or experimental study is necessary. However, both
methods are time and cost-intensive and are thus rarely used in
social science. In addition, this view has been challenged
(Wunsch, Russo and Mouchart 2010). Nevertheless, this aspect
should be taken into account while reading the results.

RESULTS

This section is structured based on the two main research
questions, starting with the results of the K-means cluster
analysis. Subsequently, we present the results of the
multinomial logistic regression analysis to investigate potential
explanatory factors for the type affiliation. The results are then
discussed according to the types that have already been labeled on
the basis of their main characteristics.

Table 1 shows the results of the K-means cluster analysis.
Characteristic for Cluster 1 is the extremely low voter turnout
compared to all other types. The young adults in this cluster have

an extremely limited repertoire of information channels.
Individuals belonging to this type consume political
information almost exclusively from private TV news
broadcasts, and do not use online media to search for political
information at all. Moreover, these individuals do not take part in
political discussions, either offline or online. The voter turnout in
this group is on a very low level, and other forms of offline
participation do not take place. Online, these individuals
occasionally participate politically in online social networks.
Cluster 1 is referred to as “Political Apathetics” due to the
extensive lack of political activity. Overall, the Political
Apathetics can be characterized as a type with low political
activity and low online affinity (Table 1).

Clusters 2 and 3 have a very similar profile, with the main
differences lying in the area of receptive political participation.
While the proportion of recipients of private news broadcasts is
particularly high in Cluster 2, members of Cluster 3 prefer
public service news broadcasts. Cluster 2 is therefore called
“Passive Entertainment-oriented” and Cluster 3 “Passive
Information-oriented”. The Passive Entertainment-oriented
mainly use TV news as a source of political information
offline, giving private news programs priority over public
news programs. Only a minority use regional daily
newspapers. Online media play no role in the search for
political information. Discussions about politics only take
place offline and only in a private context. Voter turnout is
high, but other forms of offline participation play no role. A
minority are politically active in online social networks. Overall,
the Passive Entertainment-oriented can be characterized as a
type with moderate political activity and low online affinity. The
passive entertainment-oriented individuals correspond to the

Frontiers in Communication | www.frontiersin.org

November 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 729519


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#articles

Datts et al.

TABLE 1 | K-means analysis.

Reception of Political Content

Print Nationwide Daily

Regional Daily

Tabloid

Weekly Newspaper

v Public News Broadcasters

Private News Broadcasters

Political News Broadcasters

Nationwide Daily

Regional Daily

Tabloid

Weekly Newspaper

v Public News Broadcasters
Private News Broadcasters
Political News Broadcasters
News App

Offline

Print
Online

Interpersonal Communication about Political Issues

Private Political Statement
Offline Public Political Statement

Private Political Statement
Online

Public Political Statement

Political Participation Actions

Voted in Federal State Election 2009
Intention to Vote in Federal State Election 2013
Membership of Political Organization

Signing a Petition

Political Activity

Signing a Petition

Political Activity

Political Social Media Usage

Institutionalized
Offline

Non-
institutionalized

Online

average of the sample in nearly all characteristics and can
therefore be characterized as mainstreamers (see Table 1).

The Passive Information-oriented use offline, mainly public
news broadcasts to obtain political information. Their rejection of
tabloid media, especially private news broadcasts, is striking. Just as
with the Passive Entertainment-oriented, only a minority use
regional daily newspapers. Online, a small proportion of the
Passive Information-oriented obtain information about politics
from the websites of news magazines. Discussions about politics
only take place offline and only in a private context. Voter turnout
is high, but other forms of offline participation do not play a role.
Online, a minority are politically active in social networks. Overall,
the Passive Information-oriented can be characterized as a type
with medium political activity and medium online affinity.

The members of Cluster 4 are characterized in particular by a high
willingness to participate in petitions and intensive use of online social
platforms for political purposes. These both represent low-threshold
forms of (online) participation, which is why Cluster 4, in reference to
Fiiting (2011), is called “Comfortable Moderns”. The characterization
of this type as “comfortable” is related to the nature of its political
participation. Although a quarter of the Comfortable Moderns claim
to be active in a political organization, most participation activities

Political Communication of Young Adults

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4 Cluster 5 Cluster 6 Total
n=234 n =239 n =163 n =120 n=287 n==67 n=910
0.05 0.11 0.09 0.11 0.71 0.12 0.15
0.06 0.23 0.20 0.19 0.14 0.22 0.17
0.10 0.18 0.06 0.06 0.35 0.10 0.13
0.04 0.06 0.04 0.06 0.71 0.13 0.12
0.10 0.47 0.49 0.49 0.72 0.40 0.40
0.48 1,000.00 0.00 0.41 0.77 0.42 0.54
0.03 0.14 0.11 0.18 0.70 0.16 0.17
0.038 0.08 0.16 0.23 0.78 0.28 0.18
0.01 0.12 0.06 0.14 0.13 0.16 0.09
0.07 0.17 0.14 0.1 0.38 0.10 0.15
0.05 0.09 0.22 0.35 0.78 0.40 0.23
0.02 0.05 0.12 0.11 0.35 0.19 0.10
0.05 0.12 0.01 0.03 0.53 0.08 0.10
0.02 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.39 0.06 0.06
0.06 0.18 0.14 0.23 0.77 0.18 0.20
0.15 0.46 0.42 0.52 0.93 0.85 0.45
0.04 0.03 0.03 0.01 0.37 0.70 0.1
0.07 0.07 0.06 0.11 0.62 0.54 0.16
0.07 0.14 0.09 0.33 0.70 0.76 0.24
0.09 0.81 0.91 0.74 0.79 0.69 0.62
0.23 0.96 0.98 0.93 0.94 0.96 0.77
0.08 0.09 0.10 0.26 0.33 0.55 0.17
0.04 0.10 0.07 0.85 0.38 0.72 0.25
0.06 0.05 0.07 0.17 0.40 0.84 0.16
0.04 0.03 0.04 0.92 0.28 0.58 0.22
0.03 0.03 0.038 0.09 0.35 0.67 0.11
0.20 0.29 0.20 0.58 0.77 0.81 0.37

tend to be low-threshold and occasional. By far the most common
form of participation - apart from voter participation - is participation
in (online) petitions. In online social networks too, the Comfortable
Moderns are more active than the average person. Offline, the
Comfortable Moderns inform themselves about politics almost
exclusively through public and private news broadcasts. A minority
also use the websites of national daily newspapers and news magazines
as a source of political information. A small proportion also use news
apps. Discussions about politics usually take place offline and in a
private setting. A small proportion also express themselves publicly,
but only online. Voter turnout is high, and the Comfortable Moderns
also participate very intensively in petitions offline. A minority are
active in political organizations. Online participation in petitions is
also a top priority. The Comfortable Moderns are also politically active
in online social networks. Overall, the Comfortable Moderns can be
characterized as a type with medium political activity and a high
online affinity (Table 1).

Cluster 5 has a particularly extensive and intensively used
repertoire of information, so this type is referred to as “News
Junkies”. The News Junkies have a very broad information
repertoire. Offline, in addition to public and private news
broadcasts and political TV magazines, these individuals also
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TABLE 2 | Multinomial logistic regression analysis.

Passive

entertainment-
oriented (PE)

Passive
information-
oriented (PI)

Comfortable
moderns (CM)

Political Communication of Young Adults

News junkies (NJ)

Organized
extroverts (OE)

B p OR B
Socio-demographic characteristics
Sex (female) -036 + 070 -0.81
Age (<27 years) -085 “* 043 -1.55
Migration Background -0.98 ™ 0.38 -143
Resources
(vocational) Higher-Track School Diploma 0.38 1.46  0.46
University Education 0.85 * 2.33 1.62
Being Employed 0.34 140 048
Motives
Political Interest 1.10  3.00 1.09
Leftist Political Attitudes 0.24 127 027
Degree of Satisfaction with the Federal Government 124 ™ 345 1.31
Internal Efficacy 0.71 * 2.03 0.45
Networks
Membership in an Organization 0.46 * 1568 043
Contact with Neighbors 0.61 183 0.49
Social Media Usage 0.03 1.03 -0.37
Nagelkerke's R? 0.45
McFadden’s R? 0.17

Note. Reference Category: Political Apathetics. + p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, *p < 0.01,

use national daily newspapers and news magazines as sources of
political information. Online, the News Junkies inform
themselves about politics primarily on the websites of national
daily newspapers and news magazines, and news apps are also
used intensively. Offline, the News Junkies mainly talk about
politics in private circles, but rarely express themselves
publicly. Online, on the other hand, they often take part in
both private and public discussions. Voter turnout is high, and
a minority are also active in political organizations. A small
proportion participate offline in petitions and other non-
institutionalized forms of participation. Online, the News
Junkies are politically active primarily in online social
networks. A minority participate in online petitions and
other non-institutionalized forms of participation. Overall,
the News Junkies can be characterized as a type with high
political activity and a high affinity for online participation.

In contrast, Cluster 6 focuses more on interpersonal and
participatory political communication. Once again in
reference to Fiiting (2011), this type is referred to as
“Organized Extroverts”, since institutionalized political
participation is particularly pronounced here. Organized
Extroverts inform themselves about politics offline mainly
through public and private news broadcasts; a minority also
use regional daily newspapers. Online, they primarily use
Internet sites of news magazines as sources of political
information, and to a lesser extent Internet sites of national
daily newspapers. Organized Extroverts participate very
intensively in political discussions, regardless of whether
they take place in public or private, online or offline. In
addition to a high voter turnout, Organized Extroverts are
also characterized by a high proportion of membership of
political organizations. They also participate intensively in

p OR B p OR B p OR B p OR
= 044 062 * 054 -055 + 058 -1.07 * 034
021 -1.00 ** 037 -063 * 053 -045 0.64
= 024 -1.24 = 029 -077 + 047 -169 * 0.9
158 130 =~ 367 085 * 234 115 = 314
= 508 147 * 322 081 + 225 026 1.29
+ 162 012 113 070 * 201 008 1.08
» 298 142 % 415 310 ** 2220 268 ** 1450
131 089 = 245 045 156 123 ** 340
= 370 081 * 225 155 ** 472 104 * 284
156 0.82 * 227 079 * 220 146 430
+ 154 036 143 047 160  0.10 1.11
= 163 051 * 166 084 =~ 231 084 * 231
069 0.36 143 090 * 245 071 * 204

***p < 0.001. Values with at least a statistical significance level of 0.05 are marked in bold.

petitions and other non-institutionalized forms of offline
participation. Online, Organized Extroverts are politically
active primarily in online social networks, but they also
participate in large numbers in online petitions and other
non-institutionalized forms of participation. Overall, the
Organized Extroverts can be characterized as a type with
high political activity and a high online affinity.

To answer the question regarding the factors influencing
the type affiliation, a multinomial logistic regression analysis
was conducted (Table 2). Using statistical methods, we sought
to investigate to what extent the explanatory factors from our
model (socio-demographic characteristics, resources, motives
and networks) increase the probability that a person will
belong to one of the communication types. Political
Apathetics served as the reference category. With n = 234
cases, this is the second largest group within the sample. In
addition, Political Apathetics exhibit a particularly clearly
defined behavioral pattern because their political
communication activities are far below average in all areas.
For this reason, it can be assumed that significant differences
with respect to the various influencing factors are most likely
to be seen in the comparison between the Political Apathetics
and the other types. The regression models were initially
conducted separately for socio-demographic characteristics,
resources, motives and networks. Only those variables that
had a significant influence were considered in the model
presented below.

With regard to socio-demographic effects, we found that
women were approximately 66 % less likely to fall into the
category of organized extroverts, as the most politically active
type of communication (Exp (B) = 0.34, p < 0.01). Moreover,
men were more likely to belong to communication types other
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than the reference category of Political Apathetics. Besides
gender, age also exerted an influence, as a younger age had a
significant negative influence on membership of all types
compared to the Political Apathetics. The strongest negative
effect of age was observed with respect to the affiliation to the
Passive Information-oriented cluster. For example, a person
who is at least 27 years old was approximately 79% less likely
(Exp (B) =0.21, p < 0.00) to be a passive information-oriented
person than a person below the age of 27. Furthermore, young
adults with a migration background showed a lower
probability of belonging to a politically
communication type. In view of the findings that being a
woman and having a migration background showed
negative effects, it seems evident that certain social groups
that are affected by experiences of exclusion in many respects
tend to be passive in the political sphere.

In addition to socio-demographic characteristics, we also
tested the effects of individual resources. Young adults with at
least a (vocational) higher-track school diploma from the
German tripartite secondary school system were more than
twice as likely to belong to the Comfortable Moderns than
respondents with a lower level of education (Exp(B) = 3.67,
p < 0.01). Similar results emerged for the Organized
Extroverts (Exp(B) = 3.14, p < 0.00) as well as for
affiliation to the cluster News Junkies, albeit somewhat
weaker (Exp(B) = 2.34, p < 0.05). Active political
communication is apparently strongly related to certain
civic skills that can be acquired in the course of higher
school education. Thus, a further inequality factor is
revealed: The (formal) educational level of a young adult in
Germany influences his or her political communication
behavior. The influence of a university education on the
communication type is less clearly interpretable: Although
all types showed a higher rate of academics than the reference
category, there was no linear relationship between the
academic level and the level of activity, as was observed in
school education. Compared to the reference category,
academics were more likely to belong to the Passive
Entertainment-oriented cluster (Exp(B) = 2.33, p < 0.05),
the Passive Information-oriented cluster (Exp(B) = 1.62,
p < 0.00) and the Comfortable Moderns (Exp(B) = 1.17,
p < 0.01). However, the study did not reveal a significant
influence on the affiliation to the News Junkies and the
Organized Extroverts. This suggests that an academic
education does not necessarily lead to more political
activity. The same applies to being in employment: This
factor only showed a significant positive effect for News
Junkies (Exp(B) = 2.01, p < 0.05), and had no statistical
significance for any of the other types.

The third block of explanatory factors is composed of
individual motives and psychological predispositions. First,
political interest showed a high and positive correlation with
the affiliation to a politically active type. All types exhibited a
significant positive regression coefficient, i.e., they had a higher
proportion of politically interested respondents than the
reference category. The odds ratio increases almost linearly
as we move to the right in the table (Table 2). Politically more

active
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active types thus exhibit a higher level of political interest.
Besides the political interest, we found that leftist political
attitudes exerted a significant positive influence on falling into
the clusters Comfortable Moderns (Exp(B) = 2.45, p < 0.05)
and Organized Extroverts (Exp(B) = 1.23, p < 0.00). Yet, the
political orientation had no statistically significant influence
on the affiliation to the other types. Another psychological
predisposition in our model is the degree of satisfaction with
the Federal government. This factor indeed increased the
probability of belonging to all types. Satisfaction had the
strongest effect on belonging to the News Junkies cluster
(Exp(B) = 1.55, p < 0.00), the Passive Entertainment-
oriented cluster (Exp(B) = 1.24, p < 0.00) and the Passive
Information-oriented cluster (Exp(B) = 1.31, p < 0.00).

In contrast, the probability of belonging to the Comfortable
Moderns (Exp(B) = 0.81 p < 0.05) and Organized Extroverts
(Exp(B) = 1.04, p < 0.05) was not as strongly influenced by
political satisfaction. Thus, we are far away from having found
some kind of a linear relationship between the political
activity profile and the satisfaction with the Federal
government. The influence of political self-confidence
(internal efficiency) on the type affiliation is easy to
interpret: The affiliation to one of the politically active
types (Comfortable Moderns, News Junkies, Organized
Extroverts) was more strongly influenced by the internal
efficiency than was the case for the two politically passive
types. Therefore, it can be stated that individuals with a
stronger political self-confidence (internal efficiency) are
more likely to be politically active than individuals with a
lower political self-confidence.

The variables from the fourth block of potential explanatory
factors were not consistently relevant. For example,
membership of a political organization only showed a
significant positive effect for the affiliation to the Passive
Entertainment-oriented cluster (Exp(B) = 1.58, p < 0.05).
This variable had no statistically verifiable significance for
membership of the other types. In contrast, the influence of
neighborhood contact exerted a consistent positive influence on
not falling into the reference category. For activity in online
social networks, this only applied for the affiliation to one of the
two most active types: News Junkies (Exp(B) = 2.45, p < 0.01)
and Organized Extroverts (Exp(B) = 2.04, p < 0.05). The other
types were not significantly influenced by this variable. This
suggests that individuals who use online social networks more
intensively are more likely to be politically active than
individuals who do so less often. Last but not least, it should
be mentioned that our model shows a good explanation of
variance, with 45 percent, pointing to the good explanatory
power of our model.

DISCUSSION

In popular and sometimes also in scientific discourse, young
adults are often described as individuals without interest in
politics and therefore apathetic. If, by way of exception, they
unexpectedly become politically active, they are then viewed as
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‘digital natives’ who particularly make use of online media. This
is linked to the assumption that young people have a higher
online affinity and more knowledge of digital media than older
people. As such, it is widely assumed that young adults solely use
digital technologies for their political activities—if they are
politically active at all. With regard to the first generation to
have grown up in the digital age in Germany, however, this
assumption cannot be clearly proven. On the basis of data from
2013, which we presented here for the first time, the assumption
of apolitical digital natives needs to be reconsidered, as this
generation is by no means a homogeneous group, but consists
of a large number of very different subgroups. The social
differentiation within young adults’ political participation, as
already demonstrated by Henn and Foard (2014) with regard
to Britain, to name but one such study, cannot be emphasized
enough. In the present study, we incorporated both analog
and digital media as well as different forms of political
participation in order to reflect the complex reality of
political communication activities of young adults in the
digital age. We are not aware of any study with comparable
scope and complexity regarding young adults’ political
engagement. Only through this approach was it possible to
identify six different types: 1. Political Apathetics, which is by
far the least politically active type. Private news broadcasts
serve as their only source of political information, and online
political content is generally avoided. Members of this type
rarely talk to others about political issues and have a very low
voter turnout. 2. The Passive Entertainment-oriented young
adults use both private and public TV news for political
information, but generally avoid political content online. In
private circles, political issues are discussed at least
occasionally, but almost exclusively offline. Members of
this type vote in elections, but are not politically active
beyond that. 3. The Passive Information-oriented type
differs from the aforementioned two types primarily in that
Passive Information-oriented individuals avoid tabloid media
as sources of political information. They mainly use public TV
news, while political content on the web is hardly ever used.
Moreover, interpersonal political communication takes place
exclusively offline and in private surroundings. As can also be
observed for the Passive Entertainment-oriented young
adults, voting in elections is the only form of political
participation.

Looking at the politically active types, 4. the Comfortable
Moderns use private and public TV for political news
consumption. Moreover, they gather information on politics via
various online media, such as the websites of news magazines and
national daily newspapers. In the private sphere, they almost
exclusively talk offline about political issues, whereas in public
they tend to position themselves online. Even outside of
elections, the Comfortable Moderns are very active politically,
both online and offline. Particularly noticeable is the intensive
participation in petitions. 5. The News Junkies, as another
politically active type, have the most extensive information
repertoire; they obtain information from a variety of offline and
online political sources. Interpersonal political communication is
also strongly developed. In their private environment, they usually
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express themselves on political issues offline, and in public they tend
to do so online. They take part in a variety of political actions both
online and offline, but there is no clear focus. Finally, 6. the
Organizational Extraverts are less interested in political
information than the News Junkies, but still use a variety of
different information sources, especially online. A characteristic
feature of the Organizational Extraverts is that they are not afraid to
stand up publicly for their political convictions - not only online but
also offline, e.g., by speaking out at meetings. Of all types, the
Organizational Extraverts has the highest percentage of members of
political organizations.

Somewhat surprisingly, our findings revealed that online
media have played only a subordinate role in the individual
political communication of young adults in Germany. Two thirds
of the young adults in our sample do not use the Internet for
political purposes, or do so only to a very limited extent. Political
information is received only incidentally by this group of people,
e.g. through news broadcasts on television.

In addition to identifying political communication patterns,
the study also aimed to explain factors influencing the affiliation
to different political communication types. We found that
resources, motives and networks each make a significant
contribution to  explaining the individual political
communication of young adults in Germany. Among the
resources, education, and particularly school education, should
be highlighted. The results underscore the central importance of
education for political participation of young adults, as other
studies have demonstrated before, e.g., for Britain (Henn and
Foard 2014; Keating et al., 2010, 18-21), the European Union
(Kitanova 2020, 828), and the United States (Flanagan et al.,
2012). Thus, it is safe to state that education is indisputably
among the best predictors of political engagement of young
people, no matter how broadly or narrowly the concept is defined.

In contrast, the assumed negative effect of employment could
not be confirmed. From the set of motives, political interest
yielded the strongest effects on the political communication
patterns of young adults in Germany, as it significantly
increased the likelihood of belonging to one of the active
communication types. The same holds true for political
orientation and political self-confidence. Satisfaction with the
performance of the Federal government also showed a significant
explanatory power for not belonging to the reference category of
the politically apathetic type. However, there was no linear
relationship between the level of this variable and the intensity
of political communication. With regard to an individual’s social
integration, only the activity in online social networks proved to
be a relevant explanatory factor for type affiliation. In contrast,
membership of voluntary organizations, the frequency of
meetings with friends and the frequency of Internet use had
no measurable influence. Overall, political interest stands out as
an explanatory factor. Of all the variables tested, political interest
had the strongest influence on type affiliation, thus empirically
confirming one basic assumption of the CVM most clearly: The
higher a young person’s political interest, the more pronounced
his or her political communication activities are.

With regard to the frequency of Internet use, our result
directly contradicts the findings of Nam (2012, 95), using data
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from a United States.-based national survey conducted 2005. He
demonstrated that the likelihood to participate in online politics
by those who are disengaged offline “rises significantly if they use
the internet more frequently”, This contradiction illustrates well,
how strong political engagement, as well as its explanation, is
dependent on time and location. Patterns and explanation of
political communication both are in constant flux. TheCVM
appears as a constant as it has proven its worth for the matter
of interest here. It has been demonstrated, once again, that the
model can be used to explain very different modes of political
participation. Nevertheless, it should be critically noted that we
only slightly modified the CVM, even though it was not explicitly
developed to explain the political participation of young adults.
The relatively large proportion of unexplained variance indicates
that explanatory factors other than those tested could be
important for the political communication of young adults. In
particular, ethical and moral incentives are becoming increasingly
important for young people, as Fridays For Future shows.
Gandhi’s “be the change you want to see in the world” is
possibly a strong incentive for young people to get involved in
politics and has been discussed for some time under the heading
of “lifestyle politics” (Moor, 2017). A modification of the CVM to
include variables like ethical concerns, which have proven to be
useful in recent research on the political participation of young
adults, would be a sensible next step in order to provide an even
better description of the phenomenon to be explained. Against
the background of increasing political involvement of young
people and the influence of such movements on political
decisions, the question of who these young people actually are
is more pressing than ever. In addition, the measurement of
education might be modified, as civic educational programs for
youth, with a special focus on political engagement, are becoming
ever more popular (Middaugh and Joseph 2009).

It remains to be said that birth cohorts are by far not as
homogeneous as is suggested by ever new labels. Rather, the data
presented once again point out that modern societies are
fragmented in many ways. Our findings that young adults’
political communication in Germany is heterogeneous and
that their communication patterns are shaped by different
social predictors support the findings from other countries,
including the above-mentioned research by Kitanova (2020)
and Henn and Foard (2014). It can therefore not be assumed
that only digital communication and participation will take place
in the future, and nor that conventional forms of political
commitment will disappear. However, due to significant
technological changes (specifically with regard to social media)
and the changed usage patterns of younger people, digital forms
of political communication in the future might be more prevalent
than was the case in the past. Nevertheless, empirical findings,
including our own, suggest that there will be an increasing
hybridization of political (youth) involvement and no online-
only type of political communication. Research on the political
engagement of young people during the phases of the Covid-19
pandemic-related lockdowns have demonstrated well the strong
interdependency of online and offline activism (Soler i Mati et al.,
2020). Online activism appear to enhance - not replace - existing
offline participatory modes, as previous studies have already
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suggested (Nam 2012, 95-96). Interestingly and in line with
previous findings, our results suggest a positive effect of social
media usage on political participation (Nam 2012; Viola 2020;
Vissers and Stolle 2014). Thus, one might conclude that the
Internet usage as such is not increasing political engagement, but
the usage of social networking sites. Since our concept of political
activism includes voting, which is usually seen as an indicator for
a person’s general trust in the political system, our results
regarding social media are a little bit in contrary to the
contemporary perspective on social media, which are alleged
to constitute a danger to democracy (Hiaeshutter-Rice, Chinn
and Chen 2021). Our findings, as well as previous studies that
have demonstrated a reciprocal relationship between social media
activism and political engagement offline (Vissers and Stolle,
2014, 273), suggest a more differentiated view on the impact of
social media on democratic political systems. Either way, politics,
as well as academic research has to recognize that young people’s
lives, including their political activities, in the modern world are
often digitally mediated (Viola 2020). Future research should
further elaborate on the hybridization of political engagement of
young people, as it is very likely that the online and offline spheres
will continue to converge.

However, it must be pointed out that our study suffers from
two shortcomings: First of all, one might criticize the fact that the
survey was conducted almost a decade ago. While we agree that it
is not possible to derive conclusions about today’s young adults
from the investigated sample, we would argue that our sample
provides valuable information about the politicization of young
adults from a previous generation which was often labeled as
apolitical and suggested to be almost only active in the digital
sphere, if active at all. Both assumptions can be challenged on the
basis of our results, which enable a better understanding of
young adults born between 1980 and 1994 in Germany and clear
up the myth of a rather apolitical generation that exclusively uses
digital media. These findings also foster a better understanding
of present-day young adults’ political activities, as our results
indicate that it is not true that climate change and the Fridays for
Future Movement have created the first politicized generation
since the famous 1968 movement. Rather, each generation
consists of very different subgroups, some of which are more
politically active than others. Moreover, our results clearly show
that young adults make use of manifold communication
activities and are not limited to digital media. We are
convinced that this is also true for subsequent generations, as
evidenced by the young adults who participate offline and online
in climate protest. Second, it should be emphasized that our
conclusions are based on data from one country. Strictly
speaking, therefore, it is not possible to draw conclusions on
the political communication activities of young adults from the
generation of digital natives in countries outside Germany.
Nevertheless, our findings provide a valuable starting point
for intergenerational comparisons regarding changes in
political engagement among young adults in Germany, as well
as for cross-country analysis regarding different generations. In
addition, the present study offers an empirically substantiated
innovative examination approach with regard to young adults’
political activities.
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