
Running head:  POLITICAL EFFICACY ON THE INTERNET 

Political Efficacy on the Internet: A Media System Dependency Approach 

Katherine Ognyanova  

katherine@ognyanova.net 

Northeastern University and Harvard University 

Sandra Ball-Rokeach  

ballrok@usc.edu 

University of Southern California 

Citation:  Ognyanova, K., & Ball-Rokeach, S. J. (2015). Political Efficacy on the 

Internet: A Media System Dependency Approach. In L. Robinson, S. R. Cotten , & J. 

Schulz (Eds.), Communication and Information Technologies Annual: Politics, 

Participation, and Production (pp. 3-27). Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing.

An early version of this chapter was presented at the 2012 convention of the National 

Communication Association (NCA), Panel: Top Papers, Political Communication Division 

Author Note 

This study was conducted with support from the USC Annenberg School for Communication 

and Journalism and the Annenberg Center for the Digital Future. The authors would like to 

thank Peter Monge, Robert Lunn, and Michael Suman for the valuable feedback provided on 

early drafts of this work.   



POLITICAL EFFICACY ON THE INTERNET                                                                       1 
 

 

 

Abstract 

Grounded in Media System Dependency theory, this work investigates the impact of new 

media on political efficacy. It suggests that dependence on online resources affects people's 

perceptions about the democratic potential of the Internet. Using structural equation modeling, 

the study tests the relationship between political attitudes and the perceived utility of the Web. 

The analysis employs measures that take into consideration the facilitating role of communication 

technologies. Results indicate that online political efficacy is associated with individual views 

about the comprehensiveness and credibility of new media. Efficacy is also linked to the 

perceived ability of online tools to aid the maintenance of ideologically homogenous social 

networks. The intensity of Internet dependency relations is found to be predicted by the perceived 

comprehensiveness – but not credibility – of online news. 

 

Keywords: political efficacy, online participation, new media, media system dependency, 

Internet dependency, media credibility, political homophily 
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Political Efficacy on the Internet: A Media System Dependency Approach 

Political efficacy is one the most prominent drivers of democratic participation (Morrell, 

2003). Research has demonstrated that media use – and news consumption in particular – 

enhances efficacy, public affairs knowledge, and civic engagement (Pinkleton & Austin, 2001; 

Scheufele & Nisbet, 2002). With the emergence of the Internet as a major news source and an 

important social platform, scholars have launched investigations into the democratic potential of 

digital media (Shah, Cho, & Eveland, 2005).  

Empirical works exploring the link between spending time online and political efficacy, 

however, have produced inconsistent results (Coleman, Morrison, & Svennevig, 2008; K. M. Lee, 

2006). While some authors report a positive effect of Internet use on engagement and efficacy 

(Kenski & Stroud, 2006; Mossberger & McNeal, 2008), others find small or no effect (Boulianne, 

2009; Scheufele & Nisbet, 2002). To addresses this discrepancy in the existing literature, we take 

a media system dependency approach (Ball-Rokeach, 2008) to the study of online activities and 

political attitudes. We advocate for the use of Internet-specific indicators of political efficacy and 

maintain that dependency on online resources is more relevant than simple exposure metrics. The 

study further explores the relationships between efficacy, perceived utility of online news, new 

media credibility, and individual preference for ideological homogeneity of social ties. The model 

proposed and tested in this paper is presented in Figure 1. 

Literature Review 

Media System Dependency 

Media System Dependency (MSD) was developed in the 1970s in response to weak-effects 

models of mass communication (Ball-Rokeach, 1974; Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976).  MSD 

suggests that the cognitive, behavioral and affective consequences of media use are premised 

upon characteristics of both individuals and their social environment (Ball-Rokeach, 1985). The 

theory is grounded in classical sociological literature positing that media and their audiences 

should be studied in the context of larger social systems. Personal psychological attributes and 
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properties of media content are considered important, but not sufficient to fully explain the nature 

and origin of media effects (Ball-Rokeach, 1988).  

Taking an ecological perspective, MSD sets out to explicate power relations among various 

social entities. The theory focuses on dependency: a relationship in which "the attainment of 

goals by one party is contingent upon the resources of another party" (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 

1976). Media influence is seen as derived from the possession of scarce information resources: 

the capacity for information gathering/creating, processing, and dissemination (Ball-Rokeach, 

1998).  

The power structures studied by MSD operate at multiple levels of analysis. The media 

system has two-way resource-dependency relations with individuals (micro-level), groups and 

organizations (meso-level), and other social systems (macro-level). According to Ball-Rokeach 

(1985), the most consequential macro-level media dependency relationships in modern capitalist 

societies are those with the economic and political systems. These relations are seen as relatively 

symmetric as each of the three systems relies on the other two for its survival. The political 

system, for instance, depends on media to reinforce social values and norms, support the 

maintenance of order and help mobilize citizens. Media, on the other hand, rely on political 

institutions for legitimation, judicial and legislative protection, as well as a constant supply of 

relevant story material. 

Much of the MSD literature explores the predictors and consequences of micro-level 

relations (Ball-Rokeach, 2008). As discussed above, the strength of individual media 

dependencies is influenced by macro factors. It is also affected by the structural stability within a 

society and the levels of uncertainty experienced by audience members (Ball-Rokeach, 1998; 

Loges, 1994). As the complexity of navigating a social environment increases, media assume a 

broader variety of important functions.  

MSD takes into consideration individual differences in demographic and psychological 

characteristics to the extent that they determine personal goals, perceived utility of resources, and 
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access to information (Loges & Ball-Rokeach, 1993). The theory provides a conceptual typology 

of dependency dimensions based on the nature of goals attained by individuals through media 

use. Under that classification, major information goals include understanding one's social 

environment, orientation with a view to meaningful and effective action, solitary and social forms 

of play (Ball-Rokeach, Rokeach, & Grube, 1984). Play goals (sometimes called fantasy escape in 

earlier works) also include individual objectives like tension release and emotional coping. 

 Dependency on media for those purposes has been shown to predict a variety of attitudes 

and behaviors, including selective exposure (Ball-Rokeach et al., 1984), newspaper readership 

(Loges & Ball-Rokeach, 1993), product purchases (Grant, Guthrie, & Ball-Rokeach, 1991; 

Skumanich & Kintsfather, 1998), participation in public deliberation (De Boer & Velthuijsen, 

2001), political perceptions (Halpern, 1994), and voting decisions (Davies, 2009). 

Examining the role of online media, MSD takes a position that appears closer to social 

constructivism than to technological determinism. Digital platforms are seen as necessarily 

operating within the established macro framework of interrelated social systems (Ball-Rokeach, 

1998). Even on the Internet, individuals are still placed in asymmetric dependency relations that 

privilege producers over consumers. At the same time, the theory allows for the possibility that 

people who have the necessary resources may assume the role of content creators. With the 

introduction of new communication technologies, micro MSD relations are becoming more 

diverse as audiences get involved in the production and dissemination of information (Loges & 

Jung, 2001). In this process of renegotiating dependency structures, however, legacy media have 

succeeded in retaining much of their traditional influence (Kelly, 2008).  

Its nuanced understanding of the asymmetric dependencies among individuals and the media 

system makes the MSD framework particularly suitable for research exploring the impact of a 

new content platform on personal convictions and actions. The following sections provide an 

overview of works linking digital media and key political variables. We further suggest that those 

associations could be better explained through dependency structures.  
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Political Efficacy and the Internet 

 Political efficacy is one of the most important and well-studied predictors of democratic 

participation (Morrell, 2003). First introduced in the 1950s by Campbell and associates, it is 

defined as the belief that one's actions can influence political processes, which in turn makes civic 

participation worthwhile (Campbell, Gurin, & Miller, 1954). Research on political attitudes and 

behavior has since confirmed the link between efficacy and political engagement (Delli Carpini, 

2004).  

Further investigations suggest that political efficacy consists of two interrelated components. 

Internal efficacy describes the belief that one can understand political life and participate 

effectively in it, while external efficacy refers to the perception that political actors and 

institutions are likely to be responsive to citizen demands (Niemi, Craig, & Mattei, 1991). 

External efficacy is related to the concept of political trust. Citizens who trust their government 

are also more likely to think that they can influence its decisions (Davis & Owen, 1998). 

Research has established that media use in general and news consumption in particular are 

associated with increased efficacy (Pinkleton & Austin, 2001; Scheufele & Nisbet, 2002). Around 

the turn of the last century, scholars also began investigating the impact of Internet use and online 

news exposure on political actions and attitudes. While positive associations were often 

hypothesized, results have been far from conclusive (Bakker & De Vreese, 2011; Boulianne, 

2009; Delli Carpini, 2004). One group of studies reported sizeable positive effects of Internet 

access on engagement (Kenski & Stroud, 2006; Mossberger & McNeal, 2008). Others found 

small or no effects (Boulianne, 2009; Scheufele & Nisbet, 2002). One explanation for these 

discrepancies is that the typically used exposure measures were not nuanced enough to serve as a 

good predictor of political participation (Bakker & De Vreese, 2011; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 

2001). 

Studies looking specifically at political efficacy have been similarly inconsistent in their 

findings (Coleman et al., 2008; Zhang, Johnson, Seltzer, & Bichard, 2010). In one of the early 
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works investigating this, Davis and Owen (1998) found that online audiences tend to score high 

on efficacy measures, having a greater confidence in their ability to influence the political process 

compared to the general public. Davis & Owen further suggested that attention to new media can 

be seen as a manifestation of a general connectedness to the political world.  

Lee (2006) hypothesized that the Web can lower barriers to political participation and 

increase efficacy by providing an easy way to communicate with activist groups and elected 

officials. Based on a survey of US college students, he concluded that information-related 

Internet use and online political communication were predictors of internal, but not external 

efficacy.  

Using data from the 2000 National Annenberg Election Survey, Kenski and Stroud (2006) 

discovered a positive association between Internet access and efficacy. Though statistically 

significant, the impact of Internet access they saw was relatively small.  

Another set of scholars exploring the impact of the Internet on political efficacy reported 

results that were even less encouraging. A study by Scheufele and Nisbet (2002) found no effect 

of using the Internet for information, and a negative effect of entertainment uses. The researchers 

concluded that the Internet had a rather limited role when it came to promoting citizenship. 

Longitudinal analyses also found a limited or no association between efficacy and online 

exposure to political information (Jennings & Zeitner, 2003; Johnson & Kaye, 2003). 

Online Efficacy and Dependency Relations 

Responding to the stated need for more research on the impact of new media on political 

efficacy (Delli Carpini, 2004), this paper addresses the inconsistencies in existing literature in two 

ways. First, it advocates the use of a medium-specific measure of efficacy. Second, it posits that 

Internet dependency would be a more reliable predictor of political attitudes than exposure 

indicators.  

One possible explanation for the observed discrepancies is that they stem from the use of 

general measures of efficacy. It is likely that Internet-related variables will be consistent 
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predictors of the perceived efficacy associated specifically with online political actions. Thus the 

present study uses an adapted index of relative online efficacy. Traditional items (e.g., “I think 

people like me have a say in what the government does") are replaced with medium-specific 

versions (e.g., " I think by using the Internet, people like me can have more say in what the 

government does"). The belief that online tools have the capacity to empower individuals should 

inform behavioral intentions and drive online participation (Postmes, 2007). 

Grounded in the MSD framework, this article further maintains that the intensity of 

individual dependency upon online resources will prove to be a better predictor of efficacy 

compared with exposure or access measures. Internet dependency and related constructs have 

been employed by scholars as a preferable way to capture the meaning and context of usage 

patterns (Jung, Qiu, & Kim, 2001; Loges & Jung, 2001; J. Melton & L. Reynolds, 2007). 

In general, MSD relations are expected to determine both one's media use and the 

consequent effects on attitudes and behavior (Ball-Rokeach, 1985, 1998). Dependency is, 

furthermore, less constrained by environmental factors that may suppress or enhance exposure 

(Ball-Rokeach & Grant, 1990; Grant, 1996). Consumers relying heavily on a source for the 

fulfillment of personal goals will experience greater effects, even if their exposure is limited. 

News reading, for instance, has been found to produce different cognitive responses in people 

who report similar exposure time but different dependency intensity (De Boer & Velthuijsen, 

2001). 

In their comprehensive MSD field study, Ball-Rokeach et al (1984) demonstrate that 

dependency patterns do in fact predict selective exposure. Other research has confirmed that 

media importance measures have greater validity and stronger relation to efficacy compared with 

media use (Pinkleton & Austin, 2001). Based on similar premises this study hypothesizes that: 

H1a: Internet dependency will predict Internet exposure.  

H1b: Internet dependency will predict online political efficacy. 

H1c: Internet dependency will be a better predictor of efficacy than Internet exposure. 
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Perceived Utility: News Scope, Credibility and Political Interaction Online 

The perceived utility of media resources is an important individual-level factor affecting 

dependency strength (Ball-Rokeach, 1998). The intensity of MSD relations is influenced not only 

by individual goals, but also by the expected usefulness of media in achieving these goals (Ball-

Rokeach, 1985).  

The rest of the hypotheses put forward in this study explore key factors expected to predict 

both MSD relations and political efficacy on the Internet (see Figure 1). We propose that the 

perceived utility of Internet as a source of comprehensive and credible news coverage, and as a 

way to interact with politically similar discussants, should predict the intensity of individual 

dependency relations1. The extent to which online resources are seen as serving those goals is 

also expected to influence the perceived political efficacy associated with online activities.  

Information-seeking is a key motive predicting Internet use (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000).  

Goals related to information-gathering and understanding one's social environment are also a 

major factor in media dependency relations (Ball-Rokeach et al., 1984). Internet dependency in 

particular is positively associated with online news reading (Patwardhan & Yang, 2003). The 

perceived utility of the Web as serving information-related goals should thus enhance individual 

Internet dependency: 

H2a: The perceived utility of online media as a comprehensive source of relevant news will 

predict individual Internet dependency. 

News consumption is further expected to result in higher levels of political efficacy 

(McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999; Nisbet, 2008). Public affairs news increases civic knowledge, 

which in turn strengthens the belief that one can understand the political system well enough to 

participate effectively in it (de Zuniga, Veenstra, Vraga, & Shah, 2010; Pinkleton & Austin, 

1 Important to note, the direction of influence suggested here (higher perceived utility of the media leads to the 
formation of stronger dependency relations) has been established in earlier MSD research (Ball-Rokeach et al., 
1984; J. L. Melton & J. L. Reynolds, 2007).  According to one of the foundational works of this theoretical 
framework, individual dependencies on the media system are “inextricable outcomes of the perceived utility of 
media resources for individuals' goal attainment” (Ball-Rokeach, 1985, p.495).   
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2001). As discussed in previous sections, studies have found some qualified support for the 

hypothesized positive effects of online news gathering on political efficacy (Kaye & Johnson, 

2002, 2004; K. M. Lee, 2006). Consistent with the MSD framework, this paper suggests that 

online political efficacy will be predicted by the perceived utility of Internet in serving individual 

information goals: 

H2b: The perceived utility of online media as a comprehensive source of relevant news will 

predict online political efficacy. 

Perceived credibility, or the extent to which news coverage is seen as fair, unbiased, and 

trustworthy, is another factor affecting individual relationships with media (Ball-Rokeach, 1998). 

Past research has shown that credibility is linked to media use (Stavrositu & Sundar, 2008). 

People tend to judge their preferred news sources as more credible and pay less attention to media 

that seem biased or untrustworthy (Johnson & Kaye, 1998). Internet reliance, a construct 

somewhat similar to dependency, has been shown – albeit somewhat inconsistently across studies 

(Johnson & Kaye, 2010b) – to have a stronger association with credibility than pure exposure 

measures (Johnson & Kaye, 2010a).  

As the utility of news sources is premised on whether they can be trusted, individual 

dependency relations are also influenced by perceived credibility. Previous research has found 

that media dependency is associated with credibility (Becker, 1978; Colman, 1990), as well as 

with the related construct of trust in media (Jackob, 2010). Similarly, this work suggests that: 

H3a: The perceived utility of online media as a credible news source will predict individual 

Internet dependency. 

While there is little direct evidence linking media credibility to enhanced political efficacy, 

studies have found associations between other closely related concepts. Perceived media 

credibility has a positive association with trust in the government, a construct connected to 

external efficacy (Johnson & Kaye, 2002, 2004). A study by Lee (2010) also found some support 

for an association between efficacy, political trust, and trust in the media. Cynicism and negative 
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perceptions about the media, on the other hand, have an adverse effect on political efficacy 

(Pinkleton, Austin, & Fortman, 1998). As this article employs an Internet-based 

operationalization of political efficacy, a direct link with the trustworthiness of online news 

seems even more plausible. Previous research on media-specific efficacy indicates that it is tied to 

perceived credibility, but also to general political efficacy and participation (Hofstetter, Zuniga, 

& Dozier, 2001). Thus it is likely that: 

H3b: The perceived utility of online media as a credible news source will predict online 

political efficacy. 

The content of traditional media serves a range of social functions as it provokes 

conversation, provides cues about social norms, and delineates the boundaries of acceptable 

interpersonal conduct (Ball-Rokeach, 1985; Ball-Rokeach et al., 1984). The Internet additionally 

allows for two-way communication, which has direct implications for social interaction. In an 

analysis of online motivations and behavior Melton and Reynolds (2007) find communication-

related goals to be an important aspect of Internet dependency. One social goal that has political 

consequences is the wish to interact with ideologically similar discussants. Individuals have a 

well-known preference for associating with like-minded others, as this reduces the discomfort of 

encountering diversity (Brass, 1995). As a result, personal ties are often homogenous with regard 

to multiple socio-demographic characteristics (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). The 

observed ideological homogeneity in social networks is driven by a constellation of factors 

including conscious individual choices, influence from peers, the preference for similarity in 

demographic attributes, and environmental causes (Lazer, Rubineau, Chetkovich, Katz, & Neblo, 

2010). It is known, furthermore, that people not only prefer conversation partners with 

compatible political views, but are also likely to selectively misperceive social cues in order to 

retain the assumption that others are ideologically similar (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1987).  

As the Internet allows for more selectivity than offline social environments, it permits 

individuals to seek out interaction with those who share their political opinions (Levine, 2007). 



POLITICAL EFFICACY ON THE INTERNET                                                                       11 
 

Some examples of this emerge in research studying links between political bloggers (Adamic & 

Glance, 2005, August) and social network users (Boutyline & Willer, 2011; Yardi & boyd, 2010). 

This study proposes, therefore, that both individual dependency and the perceived political 

efficacy of Internet will be predicted by the capacity of the medium to enhance communication 

with ideologically similar others: 

H4a: The perceived social utility of the Internet as a way to communicate with ideologically 

like-minded discussants will predict individual Internet dependency. 

H4b: The perceived social utility of the Internet as a way to communicate with ideologically 

like-minded discussants will predict online political efficacy. 

Some additional support for H4b is provided by studies linking political discussion to 

efficacy (Kenski & Stroud, 2006). Safe political environments (one where disagreement is 

minimized) are also expected to stimulate some forms of civic activity (Eveland & Hively, 2009; 

Mutz, 2002). 

Method 

Procedures 

The hypotheses of this study were tested using data from the 2010 US Digital Future Survey 

conducted by the USC Annenberg Center for the Digital Future. The survey used a national 

random digit dialing (RDD) telephone sample, giving every number in the 50 states and the 

District of Columbia an equal chance of being selected. As recruitment over landline phones 

causes RDD sample respondents to skew significantly older than the general population, the 

Digital Future Survey also included an age-targeted (12-35 years) supplemental sample. 

 The interviews were conducted between April 27th and August 30th of 2010. During the 

initial phone call, interviewers obtained a roster of household members. From it, a computer 

system (CFMC Survent CATI) randomly selected an individual aged 12 and over as the 

interviewee. When interviews were interrupted, up to three attempts were made to complete them 

later. Households that refused to participate during the initial call were not contacted again.  



POLITICAL EFFICACY ON THE INTERNET                                                                       12 
 

Respondents who indicated that they had Internet access were prompted to take an online 

version of the survey. They could also choose to be interviewed over the phone if that was their 

preferred option. More information about the sampling strategy, survey procedures and specific 

items included in the questionnaire can be found in the 2011 Digital Future Report (Cole et al., 

2011). 

Participants 

A total of 1926 respondents completed the Digital Future Survey. Detailed description of the 

sample and comparisons with 2010 US Census data are available in the 2011 Digital Future 

Report referenced above. One discrepancy that should be noted here is that Hispanics and 

African-Americans were underrepresented among the respondents. 

Internet use was reported by 82.2% of the survey participants. As this study investigates 

patterns of online dependency and efficacy, only Internet users were included in the analysis. 

Since younger participants were not asked questions related to politics, the sample was further 

restricted to the individuals of age 16 and over who had given responses to the set of political 

questions included in the study (n = 1254). 

Respondents who had missing data on one or more of the variables used in this study were 

excluded from the analysis. The final sample used in the study contained 1150 respondents. Their 

average age was 49 years and 47.4% were female. 

Measures 

Endogenous Variables. 

Online Political Efficacy was operationalized through a four-item index aimed at measuring 

the extent to which the Internet enhances individual internal and external efficacy. Participants 

were asked whether they thought that by using the Internet, "people like you can have more 

political power", "people like you will have more say in what the government does", "people like 

you can better understand politics", "public officials will care more what people like you think". 

Responses were recorded on a five point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly 
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Agree). Confirmatory factor analysis conducted in LISREL 8.8 (Joreskog & Sorbom, 2006) 

indicated that the index was acceptable: all loadings were significant and the overall fit of the 

model was good (χ2 = 1.42, p = .51 DF = 2, GFI = 1, RMSEA < 0.01). The scale had good 

internal consistency (α = .83). The final measure of political efficacy (range 4 to 20, M = 12.7 SD 

= 3.6) was calculated as the sum of scores on the four items2.  

Internet Dependency. Melton and Reynolds (2007) used factor analysis to uncover 

dimensions of media system dependency in the case of the Internet. Their results suggested that 

overall dependency was based on the extent to which Internet serves goals related to information 

seeking, news, communication and entertainment. In view of that, the present paper used a 

cumulative index adding together respondent scores for three separate dimensions of dependency. 

Those measured how much the respondent depended on the Internet for information/news, 

maintaining social ties, and entertainment. The survey items used to operationalize these 

dependency types accordingly asked participants how important the Internet was to them for 

information, entertainment, and the maintenance of social relationships. As each dependency type 

represents a separate construct dimension, reliability was assessed using McDonald’s omega 

coefficient (ω = .75). The answers were recorded on a scale ranging from 1 (Not important at all) 

to 5 (Very Important). The Internet Dependency index (range 3 to 15, M = 11.3 SD = 2.5) was 

computed by summing individual scores on the three items.  

 Internet Exposure (range 1 to 70, M = 20 SD = 15.3) was defined as the participant's total 

time of Internet use measured in hours per week. Respondents were asked “On average, about 

how many hours per week do you use the Internet in the following locations: (1) at home, (2) at 

work (outside of your home), (3) at school (outside of your home), and (4) anywhere else, such as 

Internet cafes, other people’s homes, or libraries”. The answers for the four locations were 

2 Note: In an earlier version of the analysis, all composite measures used in this study were calculated by 
summing items weighted by factor loadings. As factor loadings in all cases were high and similar in size, 
weighing by them did not significantly change the resulting model fit and path coefficients. Based on that, a 
decision was made to use unweighted items in order to facilitate future replications of this study with other data. 
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summed to compute the total exposure time. 

 

Exogenous Variables. 

Information Utility. The information utility of the Web was operationalized through two 

measures: News Scope and Perceived Credibility.  

The News Scope index included five items. Three of them asked how well the Internet met 

the respondent's needs for local, national, and international news. The other two requested that 

the respondents rate the scope/comprehensiveness of online news, and the extent to which the 

Internet provides information that allows people to put news in context.  

Perceived Credibility included five items asking whether online news was fair and balanced; 

based on reliable sources; its intent was transparent; it served as a watchdog for 

government/business; and was overall of high quality. 

All items included in News scope and Perceived credibility were measured on a scale 

ranging from 1 to 4. As information gratifications are known to have a strong association with 

credibility (Johnson & Kaye, 2010a), a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted with News 

Scope and Perceived Credibility as correlated factors. All item loadings were significant. The 

overall model fit (χ2 = 72, p<.05, DF = 28, GFI = .99, RMSEA = .03) was acceptable with χ2/ DF 

= 2.6 (Wheaton, Muthen, Alwin, & Summers, 1977). Furthermore, this model had a better fit to 

the data than a model with two orthogonal factors, or one where all items loaded on a single 

factor. 

Both News Scope (α = .85) and Perceived Credibility (α = .86) had good internal 

consistency. The final measures were calculated by summing the respective items for each 

construct. 

Social Utility/Politically Similar Ties was a single-item measure (M = 3.2, SD = .7) asking 

respondents whether Internet use had increased their contact with people who share their political 

views. Answers were recorded on a five point scale (1 = Greatly Decreased, 5 = Greatly 
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Increased). 

Control Variables. Three exogenous control variables: age (range 16 to 90, M = 49 SD = 

17), years of education (range 1 to 12, M = 8.3 SD = 2), and political ideology (range 1 to 5, M = 

3 SD = 1.3) were included in the model. Education was measured by asking about the last year of 

education completed by the respondent. Political ideology was measured on a scale from 1 (Very 

conservative) to 5 (Very liberal). It was included in the model since not only political efficacy 

levels, but also online media use patterns have been known to differ among liberals and 

conservatives (Rainie & Smith, 2012; Smith, 2013). 

Analysis 

The nine hypotheses put forward by this study were tested in LISREL 8.8 (Joreskog & 

Sorbom, 2006) through a structural equation model using maximum likelihood estimation 

procedures. The hypothesized structural model is presented on Figure 1. The significance of 

individual paths and the global fit of the model to the observed data were used to determine 

whether hypotheses were supported. The alpha level determining significance of individual path 

coefficients was set at .05. 

In order to test H1c which stated that Internet dependency should predict efficacy better than 

exposure, a path from exposure to efficacy was added to the model. The goodness of fit of the 

augmented model along with the path coefficient and its standard error were used to determine 

whether the hypothesis would be supported. 

< Figure 1 about here> 

Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

Prior to estimating the model, the dataset was pre-processed in PRELIS. Cases that 

contained missing data were removed. Measurement models for the composite indexes were 

estimated in LISREL 8.8 and the scores computed in PRELIS as discussed in the previous 

section. The correlation matrix of variables included in the analysis is available in Table 1. 
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<Table 1 about here> 

Primary Results 

Global fit of the model. 

Figure 2 presents the coefficients for the structural model estimated in LISREL 8.8 which 

tested the hypotheses of this study. The global fit of the model was very good. The chi square 

statistic was non-significant even with the large sample size of the study (χ2 = 13.6, p = .26, DF = 

11), indicating that the reconstructed and observed covariance matrices for the model were fairly 

similar. The ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom was satisfactory: χ2/ DF = 1.2 (Wheaton et 

al., 1977). The goodness of fit index (GFI), comparative fit (CFI) and the normed fit (NFI) were 

all close to 1 (GFI = 1, AGFI = .99, CFI = 1, NFI = .99). The root mean square error of 

approximation was also acceptable (RMSEA = .01). 

Individual path coefficients. 

<Figure 2 about here> 

Table 2 shows direct, indirect and total effects for the paths included in the model. The 

estimated path coefficients provided support for eight out of the nine hypotheses of the study. The 

exception was H3a which posited a link from online media credibility to Internet dependency (γ = 

.01, SE = .04, p > .05).  

As suggested by H1a to H4a, online political efficacy was predicted by Internet dependency 

(β = .17, SE = .03, p < .01), online news scope (γ = .14, SE = .04, p < .01), perceived credibility (γ 

= .20, SE = .04, p < .01), and the social utility of maintaining contacts with politically similar 

alters (γ = .15, SE = .03, p < .01). The three control variables: education (γ = .10, SE = .03, p < 

.01), age (γ = .06, SE = .03, p < .05), and political ideology (γ = .08, SE = .03, p < .01), were also 

significant predictors of efficacy, though their effects were smaller. Combined, the variables in 

the model explained 24% of the variance in online political efficacy. 

Internet dependency was significantly predicted by online news scope (γ = .31, SE = .04, p < 

.01) as suggested by H2a, and social utility (γ = .20 SE = .03, p < .01) as proposed in H4a. The 
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paths from age (γ = -.25, SE = .03, p < .01) and political ideology (γ = .12, SE = .03, p < .01) to 

Internet dependency were significant, but not the one from education (γ = .03, SE = .03, p > .05). 

Overall, 29% of the variance in Internet dependency was explained by the model.  

Consistent with H1a, Internet dependency was a significant predictor of exposure time (β = 

.28, SE = .03, p < .01).  

In order to test H1c, a path from Internet exposure to online political efficacy was added to 

the model. The path coefficient (β = .02, SE = .03, p > .05) was not significant, which supported 

the hypothesis. As can be expected, adding this path also did not significantly improve the global 

fit of the model (χ2 = 13, p = .23, DF = 10, GFI = 1, RMSEA = .02) as shown by a chi-square 

difference test: Δ χ2/ ΔDF = .6. 

Post-hoc Analysis 

Model revision. 

Using LISREL 8.8, a new model was estimated by deleting sequentially the three non-

significant paths (perceived credibility to Internet dependency, education to Internet dependency, 

and education to Internet exposure). Non-significant covariances between exogenous variables 

were also fixed to zero. The global fit of the revised model (χ2 = 18.6, p = .42, DF = 18, GFI = 1, 

AGFI = .99, CFI = 1, NFI = .99, RMSEA < .01) did not change significantly, with Δχ2/ ΔDF = 

.71. The direct, indirect and total effects for this more parsimonious model are presented in Table 

2. All included paths were significant and coefficient sizes changed very little between the 

hypothesized and revised model. 

<Table 2 about here> 

Discussion 

This study set out to investigate the impact of Internet dependency relations on political 

efficacy. It proposed that individual differences in the perceived utility of new media will affect 

people's confidence in their ability to participate meaningfully in the political process. The 

analysis employed a medium-specific measure of efficacy associated with online political 
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activities. 

Our results confirmed eight of the nine hypotheses tested here. Internet dependency was 

associated with exposure time (H1a) and efficacy (H1b). Exposure, on the other hand, was not 

significantly related to efficacy (H1c). As suggested by previous research, individuals who relied 

more on resources provided by the medium would experience greater effects even at low levels of 

exposure (Ball-Rokeach & Grant, 1990; Grant, 1996). 

 The perceived online political efficacy reported by the respondents was further affected by 

their views about the comprehensiveness (H2b) and credibility (H3b) of online news. The 

usefulness of the Internet in maintaining relationships with people on the same side of the 

ideological spectrum was another significant predictor (H4b). Higher levels of education also 

contributed to an enhanced sense of efficacy. 

Internet dependency was best predicted by the subjective information utility of the Web as a 

source of comprehensive local, national and international news (H2a). The perceived utility with 

regard to maintaining politically homogeneous ties was another driver of Internet dependency 

relations (H3a). Younger people were, unsurprisingly, more likely to be highly dependent on the 

Internet and spend more time online. Another control variable, political orientation, was also 

positively associated with both dependency and efficacy. This finding was consistent with 

research reports indicating that compared to conservatives, liberals might be more likely to 

engage in a number of political and civic activities online rather than offline (Smith, 2013). 

One hypothesized relationship not supported by the analysis was that between Internet 

dependency and the perceived credibility of online news. Considering new media to be 

trustworthy and unbiased led to higher efficacy, but it did not seem to significantly affect 

dependency. One plausible explanation for this lack of association is the operationalization of the 

measure used in this study. The items included in this index asked respondents to assess the 

credibility of news found on the Internet in general. The credibility of those specific news sites 

that the respondent relies on for information may be a better predictor of dependency relations. 
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Additionally, credibility had a strong bivariate correlation with the news scope and 

comprehensiveness measure (r = .73), which increases the probability of Type II errors (Grewal, 

Cote, & Baumgartner, 2004) of failing to reject a false null hypothesis. 

Several other limitations of the analysis should be noted here and potentially addressed in 

follow-up research. 

Even though the use of structural equation modeling allows us to test the fit of the proposed 

theoretical model, causal inferences based on cross-sectional data remain problematic. Further 

work employing a longitudinal design could support and build on the conclusions presented here. 

The efficacy measure proposed in this study could be extended to allow for more nuanced 

results. The operationalization employed here combines items related to internal and external 

perceived efficacy. While similar measures have often been used in political communication 

research, looking at each type of efficacy on its own could enhance our understanding of 

underlying dynamics (Morrell, 2003). Separating the two dimensions may provide further 

insights into their association with Internet dependency and the perceived utility of the Web. 

MSD relations should in principle influence both internal and external efficacy – but the 

magnitude of that effect may differ across dimensions.  

The sample used in this article – as is often the case with national polls recruiting 

participants over landline phones (Pew Research Center, 2006) – over-represents non-Hispanic 

Whites. Since ethnic minorities currently constitute more than a third of the US population 

(Humes, Jones, & Ramirez, 2011), studying the role of technology in their political socialization 

and civic practices becomes an increasingly important task. Online efficacy levels and Internet 

dependency relations among first- and second-generation immigrants in particular merit a further 

exploration. 

The results presented here highlight the importance of adopting medium-specific measures 

placed in a framework reflecting multilevel dependency relations. As anticipated by earlier 

theoretical work (Ball-Rokeach, 1985), the political implications of media use are premised on 
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individual goal-oriented behavior embedded in a social context. The complex patterns emerging 

from shifts in society and technology can no longer be adequately captured through simple 

exposure metrics. Research needs to take into account the diverse set of objectives served by the 

more mature and increasingly widespread digital media of today.  

One advantage of the Internet-specific efficacy measure used in the analysis is that it can be 

expected to better predict online forms of political participation. Additional studies should be 

conducted to gain a more nuanced understanding of this relationship.  

Another key finding of this work that merits further exploration concerns the positive link 

between political efficacy and the frequency of online interactions with like-minded others. 

Pundits have warned against the negative impact of political polarization and digital echo 

chambers (Sunstein, 2007, 2009). Encountering difference is undoubtedly important – democratic 

deliberation requires exposure to opposing views. Encountering ideological similarity, however, 

may have the benefit of convincing individuals that their actions are not inconsequential. Social 

interactions with co-partisan partners could enhance people’s perceived ability to influence the 

political process, and consequently boost participation. Our results lend some support to the much 

debated findings of scholars like Diana Mutz (2002, 2006) who maintains that higher levels of 

perceived disagreement make people less likely to participate in the political process.  

The impact of structural stability on new media dependency and online efficacy provides an 

additional fruitful avenue for future research. A longitudinal analysis may capture the shifts in 

MSD relations driven by increasing levels of social uncertainty (Ball-Rokeach, 1998; Loges, 

1994). The global economic crises and regional geopolitical instability have altered people's 

relationship with media around the world. Digital platforms have emerged as important spaces for 

social organization. In this environment, changes in both scope and intensity of Internet 

dependencies can be expected. 

Lastly, this study looked at Internet in its capacity to provide information and serve social 

goals. Measures of perceived utility, in line with previous research on traditional media, were 
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grounded in practices of consumption rather than production. Digital tools, however, can also be 

used to create content, altering the nature of dependency relations (C. S. Lee, 2011). Authoring 

user-generated online content has been associated with psychological empowerment and an 

enhanced sense of political efficacy (Leung, 2009). Further research is needed on the production-

driven dependency dimensions and their impact on political attitudes.  
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Table 1 

 Zero-order Pearson correlations for the variables included in the analysis. 
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Table 2 

Direct, indirect and total effects: Internet exposure, dependency and online political efficacy 

 

Variable  Direct effect  
on Exposure 

Direct effect  
on Dependency  

Direct Effect  
on Efficacy 

Indirect Effect  
on Efficacy  

Total Effect  
on Efficacy  

HYPOTHESIZED MODEL 

           
Social Utility - 

 
.20 ** .15 ** .03 ** .18 ** 

Online News Scope - 
 

.31 ** .14 ** .05 ** .19 ** 
Perceived Credibility - 

 
.01 

 
.20 ** .00 

 
.21 ** 

Political Ideology - 
 

.12 ** .08 ** .02 ** .10 ** 
Education .05 

 
.03 

 
.10 ** .01 

 
.11 ** 

Age  -.15 ** -.25 ** .06 * -.04 ** .02 
 

Internet Dependency .28 ** - 
 

.17 ** - 
 

.17 ** 
                      

REVISED MODEL 

           
Social Utility - 

 
.20 ** .15 ** .03 ** .18 ** 

Online News Scope - 
 

.32 ** .14 ** .05 ** .19 ** 
Perceived Credibility - 

 
- 

 
.20 ** - 

 
.20 ** 

Political Ideology - 
 

.13 ** .08 ** .02 ** .10 ** 
Education .05 

 
- 

 
.10 ** .01 

 
.10 ** 

Age  -.15 ** -.24 ** .06 * -.04 ** .02 
 

Internet Dependency .28 ** - 
 

.17 ** - 
 

.17 ** 
                      

*p < 0.05    **p < 0.01 
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Figure 1. Theoretical model of online political efficacy and Internet dependency relations 
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Figure 2. Structural Model of online political efficacy and Internet dependency relations 

 

 

Note: Non-significant paths are presented with dotted lines.  
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