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The influence of multimodal 
connectedness on political 
participation in China: an 
empirical study of the O-S-R-O-R 
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Promoting the construction of Internet democratic politics in China requires 
an understanding of how multimodal connectedness can enhance citizens’ 
political participation. This study introduces the Orientations-Stimuli-
Reasoning-Orientations-Responses (O-S-R-O-R) model, explaining the 
pathway from multimodal connectedness to political participation through 
“multimodal connectedness—political news attention/political news use—
interpersonal political discussion—political trust—political participation.” 
Analyzing data from 2,379 participants in the context of Internet democratic 
politics, the study finds that the mediating variables fully mediate the relationship 
between multimodal connectedness and political participation. While political 
news attention promotes political participation, political trust has a significant 
negative impact. The study also compares the model across three age groups: 
young (18–29  years), middle-aged (30–39  years), and elderly (40–60  years). For 
the young and middle-aged groups, political news attention negatively impacts 
political participation, likely due to the fragmentation and distraction caused by 
real-time messages. Among the elderly, political trust negatively affects political 
participation, indicating a complex scenario where they are passionate about 
politics but lack adequate participation channels.
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Introduction

The prosperity of the Internet has changed the citizens’ political participation habits. 
How to use new media to encourage citizens’ political participation to establish an efficient 
communication mechanism between the government and the people and how to promote 
the construction of Internet democratic politics in China have always been the focus of 
academic research. The formation of such research focus is due to the rapid development 
of multimodal media technology, which enables citizens to use media selectively to 
understand political knowledge, observe political activities, internalize political beliefs 
(Zhang, 2014), then participate in political activities, and engage in political discussions 
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and expressions. Political participation was mainly mobilized 
participation in China and then gradually showed more diverse 
political participation (Zeng, 2014). This process has shaped new 
forms of citizens’ political participation, making research in this 
field an important cornerstone for guiding media integration and 
publicity in the Internet era.

However, the present research studies follow the traditional 
dualistic research perspective, which lacks consideration of the 
Chinese characteristic of democratic political participation and does 
not establish a coherent frame between multimodal connectedness 
and political participation. The study utilizes the O-S-R-O-R model, 
which was developed to explain the mediating role of political 
discussion and political attitudes (Shah et al., 2007), a well-established 
integrative framework that details the process of multimodal 
connectedness effect.

In addition to the application of the O-S-R-O-R model, this study 
also pays attention to the characteristics of populations. In many 
research studies on the factors influencing political participation, the 
sample populations are subjected to additional restrictions, such as 
age, sex, and urban or rural area (Xiao and Wang, 2012; Qiu et al., 
2014; Jin and Nie, 2017; Huang, 2018). Based on this classification, 
researchers conduct descriptions of certain groups or make 
comparisons. These studies reveal the differences due to various 
combinations of classification restrictions. For example, a study of the 
factors influencing the political trust of the young middle class in 
China found that the political trust of the young middle class is no 
longer influenced by factors of material level, such as performance 
evaluation; it is more likely to be  dominated by multiple social 
interests and government’s action on the related heated issue (Peng, 
2016). Therefore, it is necessary to study different groups such as 
groups of different ages and explore the relationship between the 
technical background of multimodal connectedness and their political 
participation behavior.

In today’s digital society, communication has added many new 
forms, such as social media, online platforms, and live streaming. 
These diversified platforms present political messages through 
diverse multimedia formats, enhancing the information to be more 
engaging and easily consumable (Wolfsfeld, 2022), significantly 
influencing citizen’s political participation. Although it is generally 
accepted that the use of multimodal connectedness has some 
influence on users’ daily lives, how does the chain reaction happen 
between media and behavior? What are the specific mechanisms 
through which it is formed? Studies focusing on the specific 
behavior of civic political participation are worth exploring in 
China. This study combined the previous literature and related 
research and integrated it into a cohesive model, from the 
perspective of communication to make up for some of the gaps in 
the previous research.

Therefore, based on the life span perspective, this study aims to 
compare and explore the possible mediating factors between 
multimodal connectedness and political participation in the 
O-S-R-O-R model among different age groups. This study also tries to 
integrate the research tradition ignored in the two previous models: 
the influence of multimodal connectedness habits on behavior and the 
individual reaction difference due to their internalization process 
related to multimodal connectedness. In addition, this study can also 
test the applicability of the O-S-R-O-R model in the context of 
Chinese culture.

Literature review

Multimodal connectedness and political 
participation

Media use has been regarded as an important variable influencing 
political participation in many studies of different cultural 
backgrounds. The research on the relationship between media use and 
political participation focused on measuring media use for diverse 
political participation (Bimber et al., 2015; Halim et al., 2021) and the 
impact of online (Waeterloos et al., 2021) and offline channels 
(Pinkleton et al., 1998) on political participation. The use of multimodal 
media use or multimodal connectedness is based on the definition by 
Schroeder (2010): “the various modalities through which people 
maintain their connections with each other,” manifesting the fact that 
individual actors have a repertoire of communication channels (i.e., 
text, voice, and images) for social interaction. Since the invention of the 
Internet, multimodal connectedness has become an integral part of our 
daily lives, with exponential increases in speed and connectivity 
(Rainie and Wellman, 2012). At the same time, multimodal 
connectedness offers different interests and gratifications to the 
audience (Blumler and Katz, 1974). For example, in the comparison 
between text-based long messages and short messages, researchers 
found that long messages sent by e-mail and short messages sent by 
chat software were the most popular ones (Church and De Oliveira, 
2013). In the study of human–computer interaction (Norman, 1999), 
these “operability” concepts are also attributed to “affordances” 
(Gibson, 1977), such as visually adding the users’ content generation 
interface and application interface. We can find that to convey intended 
messages, multiple forms have become daily parts of citizens’ lives. 
Therefore, the reality of citizens’ media use habits includes multimodal 
connectedness, allowing them to meet their common political 
participation needs through various media channels.

However, despite this social reality, the current research on media 
use and political participation has not paid systematic attention to 
multimodal media use or multimodal connectedness. Most media use 
studies of political participation have focused on specific apps (Lu, 
2016), comparison of new media versus traditional media (Zhang, 
2017), and social media (Nabi et al., 2013; Wang, 2017), such as the 
online social platform: Twitter and Facebook (Valenzuela et al., 2020) 
and even particularly mobile phones (Hall and Baym, 2012). Although 
these studies provide ideas and paradigms for the study of multimodal 
connectedness, they still ignore the influence of the integrity of the 
communication system and the comprehensiveness of media use on 
political participation. Only a small number of researchers mentioned 
the importance of multimodal media. For example, a study based on 
the selection of multiple online news platforms measured the online 
political expression of youth on customized media platforms, official 
media, and social media and pointed out that in such a new Internet 
environment, the diversification of media platform selection will 
interact with users’ media practice, thus shaping a new overall picture 
of online political expression (Yan, 2020). Moreover, a study has found 
that multimodal connectedness affects political participation directly 
and indirectly through interpersonal discussion, political knowledge, 
and political efficacy (Chen, 2021). Thus, the use of multimodal 
connectedness cannot only objectively construct the picture of 
political participation in the new media landscape but also shape the 
practical relationship between individuals, media, and political 
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participation under the new media ecological environment. 
Multimodal connectedness, based on this media ecology and media 
use patterns, should be  considered when we  study media and 
political participation.

O-S-R-O-R model (orientations-stimuli- 
reasoning-orientations-responses model)

Research on multimodal connectedness has examined the 
influence on political participation from many aspects, but the 
possible mechanism to explain the key variables is still lacking. At 
present, social capital is used as an intermediary variable (Zeng, 2014; 
Chan, 2018) to study the influence of media use on political 
participation, and the following research added variables, such as 
political knowledge (Alami, 2017), political discussion (Chan et al., 
2017), political learning (Ida et al., 2020), and political efficacy (Bruce, 
2018). These key variables are important for exploring possible 
internal mechanisms. However, how to understand the relationships 
between these key variables and how to test the mediating effect of 
these key variables with a robust mediation model are still an urgent 
issue. Therefore, this study integrates these key variables into political 
news uses, political news attention, interpersonal political discussion, 
and political trust. By applying the O-S-R-O-R model and introducing 
mediating variables, this study attempts to explain the influence of 
multimodal connectedness on political participation from a more 
systematic perspective.

The O-S-R-O-R model was first established in the framework of 
the O-S-O-R model (Markus and Zajonc, 1985). In this paradigm, 
several truncated models emerged. These models included the 
Campaign Communication Mediation Model (McLeod et al., 2001), 
Cognitive Mediated Model (Eveland et  al., 2003), and Citizen 
Communication Mediation Model (Shah et al., 2005), demonstrating 
and examining different social structures, cultures, and motivational 
factors (McLeod et al., 1999) that influence political participation by 
influencing communication (Shah et al., 2005). In the basic O-S-O-R 

model, the first “O” refers to the set of characteristics that the audience 
gives to the social structure, culture, cognition, and motivation 
inherent in the given situation; the “S” refers to the influence of these 
characteristics on the reception of information or stimuli; the second 
“O” refers to what is likely to happen between the reception of the 
information and the subsequent reaction; and “R” refers to reaction 
and action (McLeod et al., 1994). The initial orientations (O) is an 
important variable selection framework, which can stimulate (S) and 
affect other subsequent orientations (O) and reaction behavior (R), 
but it does not show a coherent chain of cause and effect. It does not 
adequately capture the mediation process of the mutual concepts 
presented in these models (Shah et al., 2007). For example, in the 
cognitive mediation model, the researchers identified two pathways 
for individual knowledge acquisition: (1) the direct path from 
motivation to attention and then to knowledge and (2) the indirect 
path mediated by elaboration of the news (Eveland, 2001). The 
importance of motivation toward individual cognition and the 
audience’s motivation in the process of knowledge acquisition is 
emphasized (Ho et al., 2017). The cognition and attitudes generated 
in the basic process of S-O do not represent the comprehensive sense 
of stimulation in nowadays media environment but tend to relate the 
result with the contact with mass media, which should be further 
explored. These perceptions and attitudes are intermediate between 
stimuli and oriented results, forming the subsequent understanding 
and reasoning (R) through the ideas encountered in the information 
stimuli. Therefore, the researchers add an important variable, 
“Reasoning,” to this basis, and a new O-S-R-O-R model is constructed 
to emphasize cognitive and reasoning processes. This process is 
defined as generalized mental elaboration and collective reasoning 
(Shah et al., 2007).

Based on previous studies and the definition of the O-S-R-O-R 
model, this study defines O1 as multimodal connectedness 
(multimodal media use, Chan, 2018), O2 as political trust, S as 
political news uses and political news attention, R1 as interpersonal 
political discussion, and R2 as political participation, as shown in 
Figure 1.

FIGURE 1

Intermediary model from multimodal connectedness to political participation.
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Each component of the model is structured as follows:
Multimodal connectedness (O1): The initial orientation of citizens 

is based on cultural traditions within the framework of society as a 
whole. It appears in many studies as an existing, persistent, long-term 
phenomenon or inherent characteristic. For example, McLeod et al. 
(1999) used demographic variables, community integration, and 
political interest as the first O to examine the relationship between 
television news use and local political participation and found no 
direct link between the two variables, even though interpersonal 
communication was found to indicate an indirect link in mediating 
these two variables (McLeod et al., 1999). Based on McLeod’s research, 
researchers began to pay attention to the important role of media use 
and took the Internet, especially online news based on this platform, 
as a research variable, exploring the role of political messages shaped 
by this platform in the field of public expression and finding that 
online media can complement the messages of traditional media, thus 
facilitating political discussion, offering citizens more information, 
and influencing citizens’ political participation (Shah et al., 2005). The 
rise of emerging Internet-based social platforms, especially TikTok, 
not only has the production and consumption of multimodal content 
been transformed but also has user interactions and cultural practices 
on the platform (Zulli and Zulli, 2022). The powerful short video and 
live streaming capabilities of the platform enable political figures and 
institutions to connect more directly with younger audiences, 
leveraging the platform’s algorithmic advantages for targeted 
dissemination. For instance, Cervi (2023) highlights TikTok’s 
significant role in  local elections. It allows candidates to become 
political influencers, interact directly with voters, and showcase their 
personalities and policy positions, transforming traditional election 
communication models. This shift alters the dissemination of political 
information and impacts public political engagement and perception. 
In addition, the selective use of multimodal media also reflects the 
characteristics of citizens’ media literacy (Jiang and Gu, 2022), and the 
level of media literacy has a positive relationship with political 
participation; the more media literacy citizens gain, the more they can 
understand the political, cultural, and social contexts behind media 
messages, recognize the values and meanings that these messages 
guide, and thus are more willing and able to practice political 
participation (Wang, 2017). As a result, not only all citizens are 
interested in politics or have the literacy to recognize and understand 
the messages’ information but also everyone will have their own 
unique multimodal media use pattern and multimodal connectedness 
because of their inherent culture, value, and meaning orientations.

Political news attention, political news uses (S), and interpersonal 
political discussion (R1): S is generally regarded as a media variable 
and R as a behavioral variable in the model (Chan, 2016). This 
media stimulus can involve a series of dynamic processes: exposure, 
attention, and priming (Shah et al., 2007), culminating in clarity of 
thought and individual inner expression, reflection on media 
content (Mutz, 2006), anticipation of conversation (Eveland et al., 
2005), and expression of ideas (Pingree, 2007). Previously, 
attention-related stimuli were mainly applied to the cognitive 
mediator model (CMM), influencing the direct path from 
motivation to knowledge acquisition (Eveland, 2001). A branch of 
studies has applied it to different media channels and media 
platforms. For example, some studies have shown a correlation 
between audiences’ attention to traditional and new media 
platforms and reflection on their media content, and all media 

platforms showed a positive correlation with interpersonal 
discussion as a media channel (Yang et al., 2017). This effect can 
be extended in the study of the audiences’ attention and the content 
of different media platforms (Kim, 2016). The investigation of news 
attention on this basis will increase the sense of political 
participation and encourage participation in general (Zhou, 2011). 
At the same time, some psychology effect research indicated that it 
does not matter whether a person tries to learn, it matters how he or 
she searches for material in the process of learning, which suggests 
the transition from cognition to action. In addition to the 
motivation for the behavior, the process of searching for information 
is ultimately dominant. The use of political news, including 
receiving channels and frequency of use, will naturally more or less 
give the public incentives for political participation. Therefore, in 
addition to news attention, the real use of political news can also 
be regarded as an “S” variable. This study emphasizes two mediating 
variables for the “S” process: political news attention and political 
news uses. In the selection of the “R1” variable, this study subdivides 
political discussion into interpersonal political discussion. First of 
all, interpersonal discussion is the process of evaluating media 
information and understanding, through which the audience can 
better understand information and disseminate information 
(Robinson and Levy, 1986). Katz (1940) also argued in his two-step 
flow of communication that information flows from the broadcast 
and print media to opinion leaders and then from opinion leaders 
to less active groups. Second, in several recent empirical studies, the 
relationship between media attention and interpersonal discussion 
is positively correlated (Lee et  al., 2016; Kwon et  al., 2021) and 
strongly correlated in individual social networks (Morgan, 2009; 
Zou et al., 2021). From the perspective of interpersonal discussion, 
it can be better explained that political discussion is an important 
part of interpersonal communication. In this process, people can 
learn about the knowledge and ideas of others and think collectively 
(Cho et al., 2009), and via engaging in this dialogue, individuals are 
provided with an opportunity to organize and articulate ideas 
coherently (Eveland, 2004).

Political trust (O2) and political participation (R2): The second 
O and R both extend the meaning of the previous O-S-O-R model: 
what is likely to happen between the receiving of information and 
subsequent behavior (Responses) (McLeod et al., 1994). Political 
trust, unlike variables such as political knowledge, political 
interest, and political efficacy having positive impacts on media 
use that is consistent with civic political participation (Bimber 
et al., 2015), includes different forms of trust, such as media trust 
and interpersonal trust (Wang, 2013). Political trust is a mixed 
term showing diverse effects: On the one hand, it represents the 
influence of political socialization on citizens; on the other hand, 
it is the guarantee of the establishment of government institutions 
and the legitimacy of governance (Mishler and Rose, 2001). Thus, 
the direct impact of political trust on political participation is 
widely debated. Some studies initially suggested that reduced 
voter turn as a result of trust loss (Verba et al., 1971), while other 
studies found that political distrust motivated people to engage in 
political activities, such as demonstrations, marches, and petitions 
(Levi and Stoker, 2000). According to the current research in 
Chinese literature, citizens have high political trust; meanwhile, 
there is only a weak correlation with political participation 
(Hu, 2010).
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Therefore, to study political trust, we must put it in the whole 
social environment and explore the paths systematically with other 
relevant variables. For example, Zhang (2014) found that media use 
has a positive effect on political trust and through social capital as 
mediation. Based on the above model, political trust can be connected 
with political participation in many ways, such as multimodal 
connectedness—political trust—political participation and 
interpersonal political discussion—political trust—political 
participation, which reveals a more comprehensive form of connection 
exceeding a single connected path. In this study, political participation 
includes online political participation and offline political participation.

To sum up, this study proposes a systematic approach to the 
research question, including assumptions about each group of direct 
and indirect relationships.

Research Question 1: In the relationship between multimodal 
connectedness (O1) and political participation (R2), what effect do 
political news attention (S), political news uses (S), interpersonal 
political discussion (R1) and political trust (O2) have?

Multimodal connectedness and 
political participation from the 
perspective of lifespan

To test the relationship between multimodal connectedness 
(multimodal media use) and political participation and ensure the 
results are more empirical, this study aims to introduce the life span 
perspective and divide the population into different age groups. 
Therefore, the common and different paths and coefficients of 
connection among different age groups could be studied in detail. 
Life span theory has been used to study how “Social Change Changes 
People’s lives” (Elder, 1994) using longitudinal data to study the 
impact of decisions and actions people made at different points in 
life on their subsequent lives. Examples include whether to take 
safety precautions after having sex for the first time, whether to 
become pregnant, whether to have children, and whether to get 
married as a result of a series of life-changing events (Elder, 1998). 
For citizens who have gone through different social stages, the use 
of various media will inevitably be affected by a series of factors, 
such as the young, middle, and old stages of life, and this tendency 
will also affect the way and frequency of political participation more 
or less. As Paul Learfield found in a large field study of Erie County, 
there were more older citizens showing a higher level of interest in 
the election than younger citizens with the same educational 
background, and this interest and tendency to vote can then spread 
based on the intimate context of the family, thus influencing young 
generations who were not interested in the election. In addition, 
researchers have found that Internet media use declines with age, 
while teenagers form the majority of active users of social 
networking sites (Lenhart et al., 2010). Moreover, this age-based use 
pattern and repertoire have a significant impact on citizens’ political 
reception and political interest, and thus on political participation 
(Holt et al., 2013). As observed, age is an important variable that 
shapes citizens’ multimodal connectedness and has an indirect 
impact on political participation. Based on the above research, this 
study raises the following question:

Research Question 2: How does the hypothetical model in Research 
Question 1 differ among different age groups?

Method

Sampling

The data are from an open-source national survey in China 
targeted at Internet users. The survey started in 2012, and to date, 
more than 10 large-scale surveys have been conducted. In the 2017 
survey, a total of 2,379 samples were collected, mainly from users of a 
Chinese website that offers a questionnaire distribution service and 
has a national sampling database. Among the whole sample, there 
were 51.2% males and 48.8% females. Moreover, the effective 
percentage by age group was 18–24 years (24.2%), 25–29 years old 
(19.8%), 30–34 years old (14.7%), 35–39 years (13.5%), 40–44 years 
(12.6%), 45–49 years (8.4%), 50–54 years (3.7%), 55–59 years (1.5%), 
and older than 60 years (1.7%). <It includes mainly young people and 
middle-aged respondents due to the landscape of Internet users. Based 
on the data, the sample can be  divided by age into three groups: 
18–29 years old (N = 1,046), 30–39 years old (N = 669), and over 
40 years old and above (N = 664).

Measures

Independent variables

Tables 1–3 summarize the independent and intermediate variables 
and their descriptive data. In response to the question about media 
uses, respondents selected the media they were using. When they 
choose one particular medium, the score of multimodal connectedness 
would count “1”; otherwise, it will count “0.” The sum of this score 
indicates different levels of multimodal connectedness. Among the 
media channels, there are platforms such as “Sina, Tencent, and other 
business portals,” and “WeChat Circle of friends, QQ groups, and 
other circles of acquaintances.” It indicates that today no matter 
whether young or old, citizens are increasingly using online platforms 
to find information and integrate real-world social networks with 
the Internet.

Dependent variables

For political participation as a dependent variable, this study used 
the 1–4 Likert scale: “1” = never participated and “4” = frequently 
participated. Participation activities included (1) chatting with friends 
or holding seminars offline; (2) posting comments on the Internet; (3) 
writing articles and submitting them to the media; (4) speaking on 
one’s own micro-blog, WeChat, or blog; (5) participating in the 
discussion of Internet QQ group and WeChat group; (6) 
communicating privately through e-mail and chat tools; (7) expressing 
oneself through taking part in practical actions such as parades, 
demonstrations, letters and visits, petitioning, and voting (M = 2.13, 
SD = 0.66, alpha = 0.86). The answers were summed up and then 
divided by 7.
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TABLE 1 Measures of key variables.

18–29 30–39 40 and above Total

N =  1,046 N =  669 N =  664 N =  2,379

Variables Items M SD Alpha M SD Alpha M SD Alpha M SD Alpha

Multimodal 

connectedness

What 

channels do 

you use to 

obtain 

information?

3.84 1.84 3.59 1.76 3.41 1.77 3.65 1.81

Watching television; Buy newspapers; Listen to the radio; Read professional magazines; Classroom information; Chatting face to face with friends, classmates, teachers, etc. Commercial portals such as Sina.com and Qq.com; Unofficial WeChat official 

account, Sina Weibo, and other we-media platforms; WeChat circle of friends, QQ group, and other acquaintance circles; Tianya community, Kaidi community, and other professional forums or websites; Twitter, Facebook, BBC, and other information 

gained through the wall or foreign media channels

Political news 

uses

What 

channels do 

you use to get 

political news 

and 

comments? 

What’s the 

frequency? 

(especially 

political news 

and 

comments)

2.33 0.50 0.81 2.52 0.57 0.87 2.37 0.51 0.83 2.39 0.53 0.84

Current political news on commercial portals such as Ifeng.com, Sina.com, and Tencent; Current political news shared by acquaintances and friends in WeChat moments and QQ groups; Information obtained through Twitter, Facebook, BBC, Duowei, 

or other foreign media channels; Buy newspapers to read current political news; Watch the current political news programs on local TV stations; Read reports and analysis of current political and social issues in professional magazines (such as South 

Window); Current political analysis reports of CCTV, Xinhua News Agency, and People’s Daily (including Weibo and WeChat official accounts); Tianya community, Kaidi community, Tiexue community, and other professional forums or websites of 

political posts; Current political news on news aggregation client, such as Toutiao and a bit of information; Sina Weibo, unofficial WeChat official account, Litchi Radio, and other we-media platform news; Political tips or information obtained through 

the grapevine or chatting with friends; News from government affairs portals, Weibo or WeChat official accounts (such as the ccDI website)

Political news 

attention

In general, 

are 

you interested 

in current 

political 

information?

3.51 0.90 3.58 0.91 3.63 0.89 3.57 0.90

(Continued)
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18–29 30–39 40 and above Total

N =  1,046 N =  669 N =  664 N =  2,379

Variables Items M SD Alpha M SD Alpha M SD Alpha M SD Alpha

Interpersonal 

political 

discussion

Do you often 

discuss 

domestic and 

foreign 

political, 

economic and 

social issues 

with others?

2.73 0.72 2.81 0.74 2.86 0.70 2.79 0.72

Political trust For the 

following 

groups or 

organizations, 

please use 

“very trust,” 

“somewhat 

trust,” “not 

much trust,” 

“not at all 

trust,” “do not 

know (or do 

not want to 

say)” to 

indicate your 

attitude.

2.84 0.63 0.82 2.79 0.72 0.85 2.68 0.72 0.87 2.78 0.68 0.85

The court; The police; The Party Central Committee and the Central Government; Provincial government; Township government; The village committee

TABLE 1 (Continued)
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Intermediate variables

Political news use (S) was measured by the average score of the 
frequency of citizens’ use of different channels to get political news 
and comments. Political news attention (S) was measured by the 
scaled answers to the question “In general, are you  interested in 
current political information?” Interpersonal political discussion (R1) 
was measured by the question “Do you often discuss domestic and 
foreign political, economic, and social issues with others?” The 
measurement of political trust (O2) listed several political 
organizations and groups to test citizen’s trust toward them and finally 
get an average score.

Results

Descriptive statistics

As shown in Table  1, both the capacity and the demand for 
multimodal connectedness decline with age. The 18- to 29-year-old 
groups are more pronounced than the remaining two age groups. It is 
consistent with the age and technical acceptability perspectives. In the 
use of political news, there is almost no difference between the age 
groups of 18- to 29-year-old and older than 40 years, while the use of 
political news of the 30- to 39-year-old group is obviously higher. 
Moreover, the attention of political news is the highest for the group 
of 40-year-old and above. One possible explanation is that age may 
be  negatively correlated with information-searching ability under 
certain circumstances. The result of interpersonal political discussions 
is consistent with political news attention: It increases as people get 
older, and there may be a significant positive link between the two 
variables. In the case of political trust, the result is opposite to 
interpersonal political discussion and political news attention. The 
younger the group is, the higher the political trust is; on the contrary, 
the older the group, the more they are likely to follow the political 

news and have interpersonal political discussions, with lower 
political trust.

According to the observation of the whole sample, the total score 
of multimodal connectedness is 11 and the average is 3.65, which 
indicates that the media use of the respondents’ group is extremely 
biased, and they tend to vary by age group. Combined with 
observation of other variables: political news uses with a mean score 
of 2.39 out of 4, political news attention with a mean score of 3.57 out 
of 5, and interpersonal political discussion with a mean score of 2.79 
out of 4, in general, the respondents are more concerned about the 
current political information. Overall, the political trust of the whole 
sample is on considerate high level.

Model testing and revision

To examine the various variables and many paths in this study, 
structural equation modeling software (AMOS) is used to establish 
the overall model, and the PROCESS (Model 6) in SPSS is used to 
evaluate the data to double check the fitness with the proposed 
theoretical model, especially the direct and indirect influencing paths. 
To test the above questions, the partial correlation analysis between 
the key variables was conducted first while controlling the 
demographic factors, and the results are shown in Table 2. While the 
relationship between political trust and interpersonal political 
discussion is not significant, the relationship between political trust 
and political participation is significantly negative; other variables 
show significantly positive relationships. Thus, the overall model 
setting was approximately supported and can be further tested.

The full sample model is then drawn according to the specified 
path, as shown in Figure 1. Because the model was saturated, the data 
are presented as X2(0) = 0, p < 0.001, NFI\CFI\IFI = 1, RMSEA = 0.267, 
and RMR = 0. To further optimize the model fitting, all the 
non-significant paths (p > 0.05) were removed: multimodal 
connectedness → political participation; political news attention → 

TABLE 2 Key variables partial correlation.

Multimodal 
connectedness

Political 
news uses

Political 
news 

attention

Interpersonal 
political 

discussion

Political 
trust

Political 
participation

Multimodal 

connectedness

–

Political news 

uses

0.32*** –

Political news 

attention

0.22*** 0.30*** –

Interpersonal 

political 

discussion

0.22*** 0.32*** 0.42*** –

Political trust 0.06** 0.08*** 0.04* −0.04 –

Political 

participation

0.19*** 0.62*** 0.21*** 0.35*** −0.04* –

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, and *p < 0.05.
Control variables: gender, age, education, family income, region of residence, and political status.
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political trust. The final revised model is shown in Figure  2 with 
excellent fitness: X2(2) = 0.761, p < 0.001, CFI/TLI = 1.00, 
RMSEA = 0.00, RMR = 0.004.

Figure 2 shows all 2,379 samples using a two-side confidence 
interval and a 95% confidence level, controlling for gender, age, 
education, family income, region of residence, and political status. As 
shown in Figure 2, the partial correlation results are similar to those 
in Table  2, except that the path coefficients of multimodal 
connectedness toward political participation and political news 
attention toward political trust are not significant. It shows that all the 
variables selected by the model have a mediating effect, and the 
relationship between multimodal connectedness and political 
participation can indeed be completely mediated by the four sets of 
mediating variables proposed by the model. As observed from the 
direct effect in the graph, political news attention is negatively 
correlated with political participation, and political trust is negatively 
correlated with political participation, that is, in the use of 
multimodal media, the more attention to political news, the higher 
the degree of political trust, the less political participation behavior, 
which is consistent with the above-mentioned part of the literature. 
There seems no need to draw extra effort to participate. The indirect 
effect test of Table  3 shows that except for the sequent path of 
multimodal connectedness → political news attention → political 
Trust → political participation, other paths in the model 
are significant.

Comparison among age groups

The model testing was carried out for each of the three age groups 
as for the full sample above. The results are shown in Figures 3–5. 
Table 3 summarizes the paths and coefficients of the four models from 
multimodal connectedness to political participation from the 
PROCCESS analysis. The results show that among 18- to 29-year-old 
and 30- to 39-year-old groups, five indirect effects are significant: 
There are three variables mediating the relationship between 
multimodal connectedness and political participation: political news 
uses, political news attention, and interpersonal political discussion; 
other two paths were through political news uses →interpersonal 
political discussion and through political news attention 
→interpersonal political discussion. Moreover, the largest indirect 
effect path is through the political news uses to political participation. 
In addition, through the political news attention, the path shows a 
significant negative effect. Among people aged 40 years and above, 
seven indirect effects are significant, two of which are the relationship 
between the multimodal connectedness and political participation 
through political news uses and interpersonal political discussion; two 
indirect paths are through political news uses or political news 
attention playing a significant role through interpersonal political 
discussion; and the remaining three are through political trust. 
Meanwhile, the path with the largest indirect effect is the same as the 
above two groups; and the path with the smallest indirect effect is 
through political news uses →interpersonal political discussion→ 
political trust. The two paths from interpersonal political discussion 
to political trust and political trust to political participation are 
negatively correlated.

On the whole, we can find that political news use is the most 
significant positive mediation path between multimodal 
connectedness and political participation. The attention of political 
news shows the negative influence of multimodal connectedness on 
political participation in the groups of young people and middle-aged 
people. In the middle-aged group, the negative effect appears in the 
two paths of interpersonal political discussion and political trust, 
which are interpersonal political discussion →political trust, and 
political trust→political participation. Moreover, political trust 
became the node with the most significant impact for the age 40 and 
above group.

Conclusion and discussion

By exploring and extending the relationships between 
multimodal connectedness and political participation, this study 
also focuses on the mediation mechanism: political news attention, 
political news use, interpersonal political discussion, and political 
trust. This multimodal communication not only has a clear impact 
on the political practice of citizens but also has a certain advanced 
impact on the intermediary variables (Research Question 1). The 
results show that the direct relationship between multimodal 
connectedness and political participation is not significant when 
the above-mentioned mediating variables are added; it is further 
shown that the above-mentioned intermediate variables have 
important theoretical and practical significance and should 
be included in future model construction.

This study also discusses the different embodiment of the 
O-S-R-O-R model in different age ranges from the perspective of the 
life course; many nuances were observed in the multi-channel political 
participation of different age groups (Research Question 2). One 
particular concern is the significant negative impact of political news 
attention on the political participation of the young and middle-aged 
(18–39 years old) groups. This suggests that real-time, short-lived, 
graphic messages are distracting young people from political 
participation and influencing the formation of political values, a 
variable that is less pronounced in the older age group (40–60 years and 
above). In combination with other variables, it is likely to be attributed 
to the fact that older people are more likely to have sustained, long-
term implications for the willingness and manner in which they 
accepted political participation in a social culture based on kinship and 
grass-root organization. For example, senior citizens’ associations play 
an important role in organizing senior citizens to participate in the 
discussion of important issues in the community and resolving 
conflicts in villages. In addition, the traditional sense of “nation” still 
affects the political participation enthusiasm of the elderly. The elderly 
are supposed to be more willing to participate in a limited time with 
limited media use platform to gain a national identity or political 
identity. The “national” identity emphasizes the individual’s 
identification, maintenance, and love of the community and can 
function as a process of communication and conflict resolution. 
Consanguineous identification is the natural foundation of the national 
identity, and this identification of the nation maintains the tension 
between private feelings and public values (Zhang, 2018). Moreover, 
the traditional sense of kinship and political identity with the nation 
has a profound impact on the willingness of political participation for 
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elder citizens. It is also found that the political trust of the middle-aged 
and the elderly is an important node in multimodal connectedness and 
political participation. This could be complemented by the above-
mentioned willingness to engage politically. Based on the disconnection 

of traditional consanguineous culture and the discomfort and spatial 
displacement brought by the multimedia network era, political trust 
remains in the traditional family discussion in the offline space but 
rarely translates into political participation on the network. In addition, 

FIGURE 3

Model for 18- to 29-year-old group.

FIGURE 2

Final revised model for all samples. ***p  <  0.001, **p  <  0.01, and *p  <  0.05.
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self-reinforcement of national identity transforms political trust into a 
sense of political security, entrusting political participation to 
trustworthy grass-root authorities.

Influenced by the life span factors in the study, the 
motivations of individual or group’s multimodal connectedness 

are differentiated, and different motivations drive individuals or 
groups to form different political participation practices in the 
further process of transformation. Evolution, the intersection of 
knowledge and technology, is the driving force of human 
existence (Levinson, 2003). If technology is the subject of the 

FIGURE 4

Model for 30- to 39-year-old group.

FIGURE 5

Model for 40-year-old and above group.
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TABLE 3 Direct and indirect effects of multipath.

Age 18–29 Age 30–39 Age 40 and above Total sample

Direct Effect (Multimodal Connectedness→ 

Political Participation)

−0.0055 0.0045 −0.0162 −0.0093

Total Indirect Effect 0.0576 0.1034 0.0969 0.0802

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political News 

Attention→ Political Participation

−0.0053* −0.0088* 0.0017 −0.0036*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political News 

Uses→ Political Participation

0.0449* 0.0707* 0.0730* 0.0587*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Interpersonal 

Political Discussion→ Political Participation

0.0038* 0.0060* 0.0067* 0.0054*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political 

Trust→ Political Participation

−0.0015 −0.0008 −0.0013 −0.0014*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political News 

Attention→ Interpersonal Political 

Discussion→ Political Participation

0.0040* 0.0069* 0.0076* 0.0056*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political News 

Attention→ Political Trust→ Political 

Participation

−0.0002 −0.0003 0.0000 −0.0002

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political News 

Uses→ Interpersonal Political Discussion→ 

Political Participation

0.0029* 0.0035* 0.0025* 0.0030*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political News 

Uses→ Political Trust→ Political Participation

−0.0003 −0.0002 −0.0019 −0.0007*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Interpersonal 

Political Discussion→ Political Trust→ 

Political Participation

0.0001 0.0002 0.0004* 0.0003*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political News 

Attention→ Interpersonal Political 

Discussion→ Political Trust→ Political 

Participation

0.0001 0.0002 0.0004* 0.0003*

Multimodal Connectedness→ Political News 

Uses→ Interpersonal Political Discussion→ 

Political Trust→ Political Participation

0.0001 0.0001 0.0001* 0.0002*

*95% confidential level, effect≠0.
Data from analysis of SPSS PROCESS (Model 6).
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times, evolution is the direction of knowledge, and man is the 
yardstick of media development, with the progress and 
development of science and technology.

Based on the above research, the technological environment 
for the use of multimedia does provide a broader channel and 
platform for citizens’ political participation through the path of 
“multimodal connectedness—political news attention/political 
news uses—interpersonal political discussion—political trust—
political participation,” a social action network covering the 
public and private sphere, and connecting online and offline 
domains was established. The use of multimodal media promotes 
the change of the identity of political participants, and the 
people’s expression through the use of multimodal media also 
promotes the whole process efficiency. It enhances the openness 
and knowability of democratic political activities. It also makes 
the construction of network democracy more transparent and 
convenient. By extending information getting on the Internet, 
citizens can enjoy the right to know about politics, contributing 
to the foundation for the following democratic  
elections, democratic decision-making, democratic management, 
and democratic supervision of the government and the 
whole society.
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