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Increasingly media provides ample opportunities for the audiences to make media choices and form different levels of exposure along political lines. Predominately, Pakistan’s media is recognized as an irreplaceable tool in sparking change in the political landscape, forgoing national-regional identities, and bridging social gaps. Due to recent technological advancements citizens’ media usage brought changes in the political behavior of citizens regarding party choices and voting behavior. Such changes in the political behavior of citizens affect decision making which is influenced by social cleavage of education, gender, and age. However, contrary to similar historical changes, these advances have widened rather than narrowed societal cleavages. The objective of the paper is to explore the influence of social cleavage and media usage on political behavior of students and faculty in Pakistan specifically NUML university, Islamabad. This research explores how social cleavage and recent advances in digital media access changed the political behavior of faculty and students of NUML university. The paper employed survey-based research with a sample of 250 faculty members and students of NUML, Islamabad. According to results, it is concluded that social cleavage of education, age, and gender plays a vital role in transforming the political behavior of both faculty members and students. Likewise, persistent use of social media portrays positive political participation along with accountable voting behavior, whereby males are more active in participating in political activities as compared to females. The paper has policy implications for a one-dimensional media approach for ignoring solutions to political problems and understanding citizenship rights. Focused and well-defined policies are required to bring youth back to broadcasting media.
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Introduction

Media an imperative mode of communication exhibits a considerable influence on various aspects of individual’s life; one of the most fundamental influence of media is on individual’s behavior of casting vote, their political affiliations and political ideologies (Glasford, 2008). Since the evolution of mass media, various researches have been conducted on the use of technological innovations and different media sources. Media addressed as the fourth pillar of the state by British Parliament member, Lord Macaulay, realize the need for this recognition when researchers started acknowledging the influence of media and its importance with existing government. Additionally, media outlets also support or oppose diverse political parties of a country depending on their covert agendas. Media has revolutionized political arena due to its interactive relationship with users, also the emergence of internet has unlocked new venues for future researchers concerning the use of traditional and online media sources in determining the political behavior of individuals. However, major battle being fought through centuries is with the minds of people and communication is one of the prime sources for retaining this power and domination over social change (Castells, 2007).

Political communication is another source of directing social change; also, it is considered as significant form of communication in the field of mass media studies. According to Denton and Woodward (1990), political communication is solely concerned with the distribution of public resources (revenues), official sanctions (penalties and rewards), and official authority (control and power). Political communication creates awareness and knowledge among citizens, of public affairs and the basic working of politics, government and parties. Hence, political communication is one of the influential factors for inducing a change in the political behavior of any society (Berelson et al., 1954). Media, whether traditional or online, has been a critical player in the dissemination of political messages. Media serves as a tool of communication comprising of newspapers, television, radio, and internet. It is collective communication outlet or tool that is assumed as a channelized way of disseminating information whether electoral and political reforms to its ultimate consumers. In the contemporary era of 21st century, world has witnessed several revolutions, consisting of high use of social media and advanced patterns of political communication.

Despite access to multiple media channels around the globe, political parties strategically opt a particular media platform to communicate their political ideologies and interests in the arena of politics. Blumler and Kavanagh (1999) mentioned three phases of political communication: first phase includes two decades after World War I when people had trust on political system. Second phase is the inception of Television as a powerful medium in 1960s when television became the key source of political communication. Third phase is the current phase of evolving media where ubiquity, profusion and promptness of media have deeply influenced political communication. In the 21st century various significant revolutions in communication technologies have transformed the media landscape. Hence, the world is in the 3rd phase of political communication where numerous media platforms are available to create political awareness among citizens. Citizens political behavior has evolved in the light of Pakistan’s current political landscape due to the emergence of new technologies and changing political trends. History demonstrates that military takeovers and succession rules dominate Pakistani politics, thus Pakistan always struggled to reach democratic stability.

Since independence, Pakistan has witnessed several martial coups or otherwise dynastic rule of political parties. Over the years, Pakistani government has been subjugated by either Sharifs of Pakistan Muslim League Nawaz (PMLN) or Bhuttos and Zardaris of Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) with backing from secondary parties such as Muttahida Quami Movement (MQM), Awami National Party (ANP) and religious party Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI). The nation has experienced changes in the socioeconomic sphere, and mainstream political parties gained dynastic control over the political sphere.

Pakistan has never seen as a truly democratic system because of the “Ancestral Governments” and “Dynastic-civil coercions”. However, there was a noticeable rise in voter turnout in Pakistan’s 2013 general elections. Political parties have embraced new media as a platform for their political campaigns due to the increased societal use of social media and the internet. General elections in 2013 were the first social media elections in Pakistan, with the dynastic political party (PML-N) gaining power and authority for a third time. In addition to this democratic victory, elections brought to light a new political leader Imran Khan, emerged as a non-dynastic political party. PTI hardly gained a seat in Pakistan’s Parliament in the past seventeen years, but a shift was noticeable when the party rose to second-highest representation in the Parliament and became the country’s third-largest political party. This shift may be attributed to contemporary media patterns that are evident in Pakistan’s political history (Ahmed and Skoric, 2014). Before the advent of new media technologies, media industry was always operated in a pressurized environment under direct and indirect influences. One of the key reasons for exerted pressure on Pakistani media was its ownership. The launch of media outlets in Pakistan after independence was a jingoistic project which constituted of eminent figures from political movement for an independent state or they had a part in the ownership structure of those media outlets (Mezzera and Sial, 2010). However, after the privatization of media in 2002 (Musharraf’s regime), Pakistani media industry became a commercial entity with corporate business interests.

Due to this paradigm shift in Pakistani media landscape, political influence of media became a challenging subject for researchers. Previously, social scientists were able to find “minimal effects” of media; however, eventually, researchers started acknowledging more fleeting effects than minimal. Nevertheless, political parties have recently adopted a new trend of campaigning through SNS (Social Networking sites). With the high penetration of internet and social media in Pakistani society, political parties including PTI and other traditional political parties, such as PMLN, MQM, and PPP hooked towards this trending social media for political campaigns. Furthermore, a remarkable transformation could also be observed in the political understanding and behavior of youth as well as the senior citizens or elderly members of the family (Friedman et al., 2011). In recent years, the use of SNSs by youth and the popular trend of election campaigns through social networking channels could be determined as one of the factors that plays a considerable role in rectifying cleavage-based voting behavior. The cleavage of age, education, and source of political informational access is playing a vital role in the change of political behavior of the population.

However, in this contemporary era of media boom and the explosion of information, media plays an imperative role in changing people’s opinion and decision-making of different age groups towards any preferred political party (Dalton, 1996). Education is another criterion to spark curiosity, grant access to knowledge, and encourage a political behavior. For instance, to vote in an election, one should be aware about how to access information about candidates and the procedure of voting. Thus, it is evident that having education and access to information gives one power to either change or have a special behavior towards a certain idea. Education also enables individuals to choose the accurate media platform that provides authentic information regarding political activities; hence provision of unbiased and accurate information can help educated people to use their vote appropriately (Gallego, 2010).

Other than demographic characteristics of individuals, information, and exposure to political media content also have a great impact on attitudes and behaviors, as people who have more exposure and access to political information through diverse media platforms are more involved in the political processes. Political information and interest in politics correlate with the attitudes and behaviors of people towards voting. When information on a topic is deeper and more connected to other concepts, resilience diminishes, and changing behavior on the topic becomes challenging (Bartels, 1993). The current paper explores the influence of social cleavage of age, education, and gender, as well as usage of social media has changed the political behavior of faculty and students in NUML university, Islamabad, Pakistan. This research study is unique in terms of its sample as NUML university. NUMLs faculty and students belong to diverse backgrounds, all have different political orientation towards political parties, their leaders, hence all have different political ideologies. Furthermore, the study also provides a detailed knowledge of how these demographic characteristics interact with media consumption of students and faculty, affects their political participation and voting behavior by highlighting the significance of social cleavage (age, gender and education). All such insights in current research makes this study a useful resource for future research. However, due to the limitation of time, upcoming researchers can extend the literature by taking sample from other universities in Islamabad. Since the study is quantitative, therefore researchers incorporated a survey by conducting a closed-ended questionnaire. Data was collected randomly from faculty and students of National University of Modern Languages (NUML), Islamabad. The current study has following research questions:


RQ1: Whether and to what extent does social cleavage influence political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?
 

a. 
Does gender influence the political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?



b. 
Does age influence the political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?



c. 
Does education influence the political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?




RQ2: Whether and to what extent does social media usage influence political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?
 



Literature review

In political science the basic question is that how people decide whom to cast vote (Ashworth, 2012). Conventional arguments emphasize on the role of retroactive voting in which people of society look to past performance of politicians as evidence of their competence, hence they vote those who performed well during their rule (Healy and Malhotra, 2013). Such behavior of voting by citizens is understood through incentives by politicians, who they know that reward by citizens is relying upon good performance (Ferejohn, 1986). Such incentives fade out when citizens preferences get influenced by social cleavages of age, gender, religion occupation, social class, education and ethnicity.

Fujiwara (2015) provide evidence that response of voters by politicians has shifted towards allocation of public goods, i.e., politicians empower more the poor class of society in contact with technological convergence, hence they gain maximum public attention during elections. Shah et al. (2020) conducted a study on the interplay of voting behavior and religious socialization of people in KP, Pakistan particularly the Pashtun population. Researchers argue that though religion was a significant factor, but education and social class also have a role to play in understanding the political narratives by religious parties. Results show that voters who are illiterate and belong to a lower income group they have more inclination towards the religious political parties. Research conducted across different cultural and geographical contexts shows that education constructs different political opinions alongside scale of highly educated people on average, are considerably liberal and economically more conservative as compare to less educated people. Through becoming more educated and particularly attending university, those individuals internalize liberal cultural attitudes via socialization processes (Surridge, 2016). This “liberalizing” function explain education’s linkage with voting, such as more and less educated vote for different parties because of their typical cultural attitude (Kriesi et al., 2008).

Simon (2022) examined 2016 referendum, 2017 and 2019 General Elections, findings show that 67–91% of education’s total effect on vote choices was conducted crucially and indirectly, also voting choice divided along educational lines significantly because educational groups exhibited conflicting economic orientations, cue-taking behaviors and cultural attitudes. According to Rashid and Amin (2020) causes of voting patterns in developing democracy are based on psycho-social, sociological, and rational choice perspectives. They found that cleavages of age, gender, religion and other social affiliations prevailing in the society still play a significant role in impacting voters’ choices. In their research they investigated voting patterns of voters in District Dir, Pakistan in three elections (2002–2013). Results show that the role of religion is dominating in the electoral politics, moreover religious parties are more influential against the rival parties in terms of getting votes. This study shows that in a country like Pakistan still sociological/traditional factors affect the voting decisions of people apart from rational choices based on education etc.

According to recent Global Gender report, if the current trajectory of gender gap remains the same then it will take another 54.4 years for western Europe and 71.5 years for south Asian countries to end this gap (World Economic Forum, 2020). At global level, woman participation is particularly under represented as political candidates, voters and leaders (UNDP, 2020). Gender refers to certain roles and characteristics, when such characteristics are applied to elections, men are viewed as more capable of improving national economy, and have more denser networks in business and politics (Blackman and Jackson, 2021). In comparison, female can be seen as more wise, sensitive, honest and have the capacity in “compassion” issues for example woman rights and social policy (Bush and Prather, 2021).

Factually electoral quotas were accepted by over 130 countries (Hughes et al., 2019), becoming the key element of female legislative representation across the globe. Gender quotas can be observed in the context of increasing woman descriptive representation, also fundamental construction of policies in favor of the rights of woman (Bjarnegård and Zetterberg, 2022). Such quotas had positive impact on woman’s symbolic representation, inspiring woman to win for and run public offices (Clayton and Zetterberg, 2021), and most importantly to improve public’s perception of woman representation in politics. Shockley (2018) explore the case of Qatar and find that respondents have higher expectation level based on their female stereotyped activities of obtaining timely services and problem-solving habit. A recent study in US showed that individuals hold different attitudes towards females no matter they are voters, candidates or leaders. Researchers find individual holding benevolent sexist attitudes are less likely to view white female candidates as electable, and those holding hostile sexist attitudes are less likely to view black female candidates as electable (Britzman and Mehić-Parker, 2023).

In Pakistan, elections took place after every 5 years. The general elections of 2008,2013, and 2018 showed a significant change in woman’s voting behavior as well as their political participation in the pollical campaigns. This change was perhaps due to lowering the minimum voting age to 18 years along with the registered number of female voters was almost double from 2008 to 2012, i.e., 50 to 86% (Riaz and Akbar, 2022). In the year 2014, PTI party leader Imran Khan organized a protest against the mainstream political party in Pakistan, named Pakistan Muslim League Nawaz Group (PML-N), due to the charges of corruption against them. In the history of Pakistan, large number of women participated in the protest which transformed the protest in a big power show by PTI. Ultimately other political parties take strategic steps to mobilize woman in their parties too (Wu and Ali, 2020). Recent 2024 elections in Pakistan delivered a shocking surprise, as Imran Khan Leader won the elections which signals a coming crisis leading towards three structural changes 1) intensifying climate and national economic crises, 2) erosion of traditional authority patterns and 3) the rise of aspirational middle class (Malik and Tudor, 2024).


Theoretical framework

According to research, most people use decision strategies while taking a decision that include only a subset of all possible factors: Some people vote based on issues, some on parties, and still others on the basis of candidate’s personality traits. Identifying specific decision strategies used by individual voters would benefit the field because such evidence would identify not only who is likely to win an election, but also how different people participate cognitively in the democratic process (Redlawsk and Lau, 2013). As citizens of society, voters are expected to have concerns about their society. It then refers to necessary qualities for voting which includes membership and identity, awareness, rational decision-making, and knowledge that benefit the citizens (Brennan, 2016). Age is generally accepted as an indicator for the capability to vote, as there exist no agreed upon ways to evaluate the specific potential of the voter for such abilities (Nelkin, 2020). Rosenqvist (2020) conducted a study on Swedish register data and information on high school grades of young citizens and finds that those who turned 18 and ready to vote in national election or referendum did not pass with better grades in social studies comparing with those who had to wait a few more years to vote for elections. Though, researcher argued that age is not only a substitute for having political knowledge, even not for political engagement, but politically wise decision to cast vote depends much on age. Holbein et al. (2021) conducted a study on young people of Brazil and found no effect on the first-time eligibility of voters in context of their political interest and political knowledge, moreover another study conducted by Holbein and Rangel (2020) also showed that young people in US did not respond in terms of their political outcomes beyond election turnout. Age as an important factor draws attention of some scholars towards lowering voting age from 21 to 18 years which led to increase more political inequality and decline in turnout rates. Researchers used 2017 state election in the German state of Schleswig-Holstein as a case study, importantly age was lowered to 16 years before elections. They find that effect of lowering voting age to 16 years enfranchise a group of voters with unusual low inclination to turnout. Due to network homogeneity of young citizens’ vs. the old it might magnify the existing inequalities (Roßteutscher et al., 2022).

Said (2021) conducted a study in District Buner, KP Pakistan to explore voting choices, he found religion as a significant factor in framing the voting decisions of people. He particularly mentioned the political involvement of Ulma affecting the choices of people in Buner. Though religion was a significant factor, but during polling people do not vote for Ulma, instead they vote for other secular political parties. This shows that religion has importance in the social lives of people, but it hardly influences their voting choices. Similarly, Goldberg (2020) examined decline in religious and social class cleavage voting across four western countries (the United States, Great Britain, Switzerland, and Netherlands). Through examining a longitudinal post-election data, he claimed that over the last 40–60 years there is a decline in these cleavages. Results show a greater amount of political dealignment and larger turnout gap related to religious and class cleavage. It is perhaps due to the shift from traditional media to social media, as people construct their political opinions through social networking sites (Lee et al., 2018).

Social media era is accompanied with a high hope for internet and social networking websites to strengthen the democratic processes and equalizing socio technological innovations (Van Dijk and Hacker, 2018, p. 3–5). In Pakistan, technological and political development goes side by side, user experience an unprecedent level of interaction with people using Facebook. Pakistan has 40 million Facebook users and it is ranked 11 on the list of countries having the most Facebook users (Tankovska, 2021). It is perhaps mainstream political parties in Pakistan have shifted their focus from traditional to online media (Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter) which is deemed as an influencing medium for political campaigns. A revolutionary change in the political behavior of individuals has been observed during General Elections 2013, traditional media including TV and newspapers facilitated an evident extent of coverage of political parties and political situation of Pakistan. Additionally, social media utilization also became evident in political campaigns and electoral mobilization. With easy access to political information, people are now well-informed and aware of the political manifestos of different political parties and keep themselves updated with the political scenario intentionally or unintentionally (Rahmawati, 2014).

Political perception (Steppat et al., 2022) of people in Pakistan, particularly youth is largely determined by Facebook, since Facebook offers its user a range of unfiltered information by the State institutions (Yuan, 2018). A study conducted on role of Facebook in constructing political perception of youth during 2018 elections in Pakistan showed that Facebook users consider this site as biased in terms of expressing their opinions. Researchers argue that maybe users are not expose to fake news or they blindly accept the information. They have found that there is no statistical evidence which shows a difference in the voting behavior of the respondents based on gender and/or age (Sajid et al., 2024). The current paper explores the influence of social cleavage and social media usage in transforming political behavior of the people. Survey-based research was conducted through an open-ended questionnaire and a sample of 250 university students and faculty members was selected to analyze their voting decisions. Statistical tests were used to answer the research questions based on social cleavage of age, gender, and education. The individuality of this study relies on the role of social media as a catalyst which is not only used to empower youth and professionals, but activates their decision making and affects their political participation. This study will prompt the field of psephology in Pakistan, which is principally unnoticed, and help scholars to move out of the domain of distinct politics. Future research should consider political engagement of youth and professionals as an important mediator of social media use and political polarization.




Research methodology

The purpose of this study is to determine the influence of social cleavage such as gender, age, and education and media usage on the political behavior of faculty and students in NUML, Islamabad, Pakistan. The empirical findings of a phenomena using statistical or mathematical methods is known as quantitative research. To collect the data, a survey method and quantitative methodology was selected. Research objectives were taken into consideration when developing the questions. Data was gathered via a closed-ended questionnaire.


Research design

The study aimed to find the influence of age, education, gender and media usage for gathering political information on political behavior, i.e., voting behavior and political participation. The research was quantitative and conducted through a closed-ended questionnaire. Data was collected randomly from faculty and students of NUML University to explore changes in age, education, gender, and media usage on the political behavior. Data was collected from NUML university, since it offers a distinctive microcosm of Pakistan’s varied academic, political and cultural milieu. The diverse population at NUML includes faculty and students from different political, social, cultural backgrounds and provinces, having diverse political affiliations, beliefs and ideologies, that provides an ideal environment for examining the ways in which social cleavages like age, gender, and education influences political behavior. Furthermore, NUML is an educational institution, it is a vital place to learn how social media consumption affects the political behavior of future influencers and leaders.



Data collection procedure

Data were collected through self-administered questionnaires distributed both online and in-person. Participants were informed about the study’s purpose, assured of their anonymity, and provided informed consent before participation.



Sampling technique and sample size

The target population for the study were male and female residing in Islamabad. A sample size of 250 was drawn from the desired population and this sample size is adequate for reliable statistical analysis since multiple regression analysis requires a sample size of at least 200 for providing statistical and result robustness (Saunders and Townsend, 2018). Furthermore, a non-probability purposive sampling technique was used for individuals above the age of 18. 250 questionnaires were distributed among male and female faculty and students of NUML University, out of which 230 valid responses were achieved. The exclusion of erroneous or incomplete survey responses led to a decrease in sample size from 250 to 230, guaranteeing the validity and reliability of the data utilized for analysis.



Sample characteristics

The 230 participants of current study included both faculty and students from various departments of NUML University including social sciences (Departments of Psychology, Media and Communication Studies, Islamic studies, International Relations), languages (Korean and German Departments), and Management Sciences (Departments of Public policy and Business Administration). Faculty’s teaching experience ranged from 1 to 30 years, while the students were inexperienced rather enrolled in graduate or undergraduate programs across different departments/disciplines. Considering social cleavages of participants, there were 100 males and 83 females, their age ranged from 18 to 60 years. Education of selected participants also ranged from undergraduate to doctoral levels.

Considering their social media usage patterns among 250 participants, faculty members were more frequently inclined towards using Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter while students were found highly active on Instagram, Snapchat and Twitter. Almost all the participants including faculty and students were politically active both offline and online. Most of the respondents typically utilize social media to engage in political discussions, interact with those having analogous political ideologies and beliefs, share and debate political information, sign petitions, like, share and comment on political postings as well as to express their political opinions. Contrarily, there were few participants who reported to be less involved in politics on social media and in real life.



Data collection instrument

A survey questionnaire was employed as a data collection instrument. It constituted 38 items with close-ended questions. A questionnaire was divided into 3 sections; first section was related to general questions about social media usage. Second section explored the political behavior of individuals. For this purpose, 14 statements were developed to identify the political participation of individuals; and 13 statements were developed to recognize the voting patterns or behaviors of individuals. Both, political participation and voting behavior were used as indicators of political behavior. The third and last section consisted of questions regarding social cleavage and demographics such as age, education and gender. Demographic information in the questionnaire was designed to handle the independent variable of social cleavage. In order to ensure content validity and reliability, questionnaire contained items adapted from previously established scales and researches.

Firstly, voting behavior scale, created by Campbell (1960) was utilized to assess the voting behavior of respondents. It consisted of items that evaluate how frequently a person votes, what factors influences their choice to vote, and their responsibility towards voting. This scale consisted of 13 items on a five-point Likert scale. Secondly, Hoffman’s political participation scale was employed to assess the political participation level and political involvement of respondents (Hoffman, 2012). This scale typically consists of 20 items, however only 14 items were adapted for the study which measured a variety of political activities, including, taking part in online and offline political campaigns, attending political demonstrations, corresponding with political authorities, and engaging in online and offline political conversations. Both scales offer accurate assessments of people’s voting behavior and political participation and have been verified in several research. In earlier research, their validity and reliability were confirmed using statistical validation. The items utilized to evaluate the social media usage of participants were developed by the researchers themselves, however reliability and validity of this construct was also tested statistically by the researchers. The frequency of social media usage, which platforms of social media was frequently used and the motive behind using social networking sites were some of the items developed to measure social media usage.



Reliability and validity

The reliability and consistency of constructed instrument (questionnaire) was assessed via reliability test via SPSS software. With a Cronbach Alpha of 0.711, the research instrument was considered as unswerving, consistent, dependable, trustworthy, and devoid of inconsistencies. Furthermore, the use of already existing, established, verified and validated scales and instruments guaranteed content validity. Also, to ensure that the scales measure the required variables, factor analysis was used to evaluate construct validity.



Dependent and independent variables

Out of three variables employed in the current study, political behavior was the dependent while social cleavage and media usage were the independent variables of the study.



Operationalization of variables

Variables were acknowledged and operationalized in order to determine the results.


Political behavior

The researcher’s double goal was to find out political behavior. An individual’s voting pattern or other behaviors can be used to determine part one, and their level of political participation can be used to determine part two.

a. Political participation: It refers to the engagement of an individual in certain voluntary political activities such as money contributions for a political candidate, wearing a campaign sticker, attending public demonstrations, etc., which directly or indirectly influences political agendas and public policy.

b. Voting behavior: Voting behavior for the current study focuses on why people tend to vote, for whom they vote, and what influences their decision to vote for a particular candidate or political party.



Media usage

The current study defines media usage as the utilization of social media sites by the individuals to access political information. The term media usage also describes that how frequently people use the social media platform.



Social cleavage

Social cleavage is referred to as the criteria for the division of a society into discrete groups. For the current study, age, education, and gender are the social cleavages or distinct groups. The study will examine the influence of these social cleavages on the political behavior of individuals.




Data analysis

The purpose of the study was to evaluate the influence of social media usage and social cleavages of education, age and gender on political behavior. To achieve this goal, regression analysis test was performed on SPSS. Hierarchal multiple regression test was performed to investigate the impact of social cleavages, i.e., education, gender, and age on political behavior. Moreover, linear regression analysis was incorporated to evaluate the influence of social media usage on political behavior.




Findings


Multicollinearity detection test

Hierarchal Multiple regression analysis was performed to examine the relationship between social cleavage variables (gender, age and education) and political behavior. VIF (Variation Inflation Factor) test was conducted for regression model’s multicollinearity detection (measurement of the percentage of a predictor’s variation). The results of multicollinearity test indicated no significant multicollinearity based on the VIF values for gender, education, and age which were 1.27, 2.38 and 2.19, respectively. Since every VIF value is below 5, this suggests that multicollinearity is not a significant concern for any of the regression model’s predictors, thus the predictors can be employed in the regression analysis reliably.



Hierarchal multiple regression

Hierarchal multiple regression was performed to identify the most important predictors of social cleavage variables (gender, age and education) and their combined influence on the political behavior. The empirical model of regression analysis included the following predictors:

Age: The age of participants was represented by a continuous variable.

Gender: A categorical variable with a code of 1 for male and 2 for female.

Education: A continuous variable representing years of education successfully completed.

Table 1 exhibited a significant relationship between gender and political behavior (p = 0.000), age and political behavior (p = 0.01) and education and political behavior (p = 0.004). Thus, the empirical model of regression analysis exhibited that political behavior is significantly predicted by factors like gender, age, and education among NUML faculty and students. The influence of gender, age and education was further shown by the R2 value of 0.47, which exhibited that regression model can explain nearly 47% of variability in political behavior, highlighting social cleavage variables’ significant impact.



TABLE 1 Influence of social cleavage on political behavior.
[image: Table1]


RQ1: How does social cleavage influence political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?
 



A. Does gender influence the political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?



The findings indicated that the multiple regression model’s overall fit was statistically significant (Beta = 0.704, p = 0.003), implying a sizable amount of variance in political behavior due to gender.

According to Table 1, gender-specific coefficient (Beta = 0.704) shows that males have higher political behavior scores than females by 0.704 units. This effect shows that men exhibit more positive political behavior than women, and it is statistically significant.

This means that that gender has a considerable influence on political behavior in a way that male faculty and students of NUML tend to participate in political activities more significantly than female faculty and students of NUML, also males tend to vote more responsibly and wisely without any family pressure.



B. Does age influence the political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?



According to Table 1, multiple regression model’s overall fit was statistically significant (Beta = 0.527, p = 0.01), implying a sizable amount of variance in political behavior due to age. Thus, it is obvious that younger age group of students and faculty of NUML are more likely to participate in political activities as well as they are more likely to vote wisely without any influence of family or peer pressure as compared to older age groups. Therefore, it is concluded that age plays a major role in predicting political behavior.



C. Does education influence the political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?



The findings of Table 1 showed that regression model’s overall fit was statistically significant (Beta = −0.633, p = 0.004), suggesting that education brings about variance in political behavior.

Additionally, negative value of education-specific coefficient (Beta = −0.633) indicated that participants with higher education qualifications have higher political behavior scores than those with less educated by 0.63 units. This means that education has a considerable influence on political behavior. Faculty and students of NUML with higher educational qualifications, i.e., graduate, and post-graduate tend to demonstrate positive political behavior, as they are wiser in their voting decisions and political participation as compared to less educated faculty and students of NUML.


RQ2: Whether and to what extent does social media usage influence political behavior of faculty and students at NUML university?
 

According to regression analysis, Table 2 shows a positive association between social media usage and political participation. Likewise, results also reveal that voting behavior is also positively correlated with social media usage. Hence, utilizing social media more frequently allows people to be wiser in their voting decisions and active in political participation. The more people rely on social media for political information, the more they are active in political activities and they tend to vote sensibly for the right candidate.



TABLE 2 Influence of social media usage on political behavior.
[image: Table2]




Conclusion

In the current study, researchers tried to pinpoint the patterns and shifts in people’s political behavior brought about by their use of social media and social cleavage. To make this study credible, it determines whether and to what degree social media usage and social cleavages influence an individual’s political behavior, a sample of NUML university faculty and students were selected.

Results of the study showed that social cleavage significantly affects people’s political behavior. Gender being the primary category for social cleavage showed a greater impact on voting patterns and political engagement. Findings demonstrate that males engage more in political activities than females. Males also participate in a wider range of political demonstrations, contribute to political causes, share political content including images, videos, and information and indulge in discussion about politics with their peers than females. Similarly, males are more sensible and responsible than females, as male typically support deserving candidates who work for the welfare of the people. Moreover, voting choices of males were independent, without any external influence and bias. Another interesting factor was that most of the female respondents besides being educated cast their vote because of family pressures. It was shown in the results that most females had no affiliations with a political party and remaining supported a party because of their family affiliations with that political party. It is therefore concluded that males demonstrate positive political behavior as compared to females.

According to research findings, people from younger age group were more likely to participate in political activities, they cast vote without any influence of family or peer pressure as compared to other age groups, also they support democracy. In contrast, respondents from older age group supported dynastic politics, as they had political affiliations like their family. They get into political discussions and participate in political activities because of their family; thus, their political behavior is influenced by their family. As a result, age is a significant predictor when it comes to influencing political behavior. It also indicates that educated people tend to support democracy.

Apart from gender and age, education is also a crucial social cleavage factor in terms of influencing political behavior. According to findings, individuals with higher level of education tend to behave more politically responsible because they make more informed voting choices and are more involved in politics than those with lower levels of education. Furthermore, majority of educated individuals mentioned a feeling of civic duty as their motivation for casting vote. Rather than taking pressure from their families, they vote as a symbol of their civic duty. Thus, education plays a crucial role in influencing and changing people’s political behavior.

In addition to examining social cleavage, the study also examined the impact of social media use on people’s political behavior. Findings show that individuals who use social media more frequently engage in political activism and vote responsibly, thereby displaying positive political behavior among themselves. People quickly become aware of political developments through social media, which makes them aware of their political choices. Consequently, people who rely more on social media for political information tend to be more involved in politics and cast vote rationally for right candidate.



Limitations and future research

• One notable limitation is that the sample is taken from a single institution, i.e., NUML, Islamabad and also the sample size of 250 is too small to represent entire Pakistan’s population, thus restricting the results’ generalizability. Furthermore, sample is restricted to well-educated people in academic settings, it could not fairly represent the political attitudes of the broader public, which includes people from a range of educational levels. Therefore, it is recommended that future researchers should increase the sample size to encompass other Pakistani universities and areas in order to improve the findings’ generalizability.

• The study relied too much on self-reported data from surveys that might lead to social desirability bias, whereby respondents give responses they believe to be socially acceptable instead of reflecting their actual beliefs or actions. Future researches should employ qualitative methodologies like focus groups and interviews in order to avoid such biases and acquire a deeper understanding of political behavior.

• As the current study is based on cross-sectional survey, it only records a single point in time, making it challenging to determine causality or track changes over time. Thus, future researchers should go for longitudinal studies to investigate the temporal evolution of political behavior and to demonstrate the causal relationship between political behavior and demographic factors.

• The study overlooked the impact of conventional media on political behavior because it specifically examined the use of social media.

• The current research focused on few facets of political behavior, such as political participation and voting behavior, however other significant dimensions of political behavior including political efficacy, political ideology, and political affiliations were not considered. In order to understand the complexity of political behavior in a more nuanced manner, it is suggested to include a greater variety of political behavior metrics, such as political efficacy, civic engagement, political affiliations and political knowledge in future studies.



Policy recommendations

• To exhibit constructive political behavior for females, governments should work to reduce the gender gap in political engagement. Women should be granted equal opportunities to engage in political activities and electoral campaigns.

• Media institutions should work responsibly to positively influence the political behavior by ensuring equal access to information for all citizens, regardless of age groups. This is because older people are resistant to changing their political behavior, and an age gap causes differences in political participation and voting behavior.

• Findings indicate that education is another requirement to spark curiosity, provide access to information, and elicit a specific political behavior; as such, education must to be encouraged to help people vote in the right ways.

• Political parties should switch their focus from traditional to social media campaigns in order to influence people’s political behavior, as the data indicate that using social media increases political participation and improves voting behavior.
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