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Increasing Internet use is changing the way individuals take part in society but 

research on the mobilizing effects of the Internet for political participation shows 

mixed results. The present study takes a digital inequality perspective and ana-

lyzes the role of political interest and Internet expertise for the social structuration 

of online political participation. Analyses are based on two-wave nationally repre-

sentative survey data from Switzerland and use cluster analysis and structural 

equation modeling. A distinct group of political users emerged characterized by 

high education and income. Further, online political participation is predicted by 

political interest and Internet skills, which increasingly mediated the effects of so-

cial position. Digital information policies should therefore include the promotion 

of Internet skills and effective use, particularly in marginalized social groups, to 

avoid reinforcing traditional participatory inequalities in the digital society. 

https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/xs7qr/


Online Political Participation 2 

Theoretical Background 

Democratic Potentials of the Internet 



Online Political Participation 3 



Online Political Participation 4 

Internet Use and the Democratic Divide 



Online Political Participation 5 



Online Political Participation 6 



Online Political Participation 7 

Explaining Online Political Participation 



Online Political Participation 8 

Theoretical Research Model 

 

Figure 1. Theoretical research model. 
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Exogenous variables (antecedents) 
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Dependent variable (outcome): online political participation 
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Figure 2. Two distinct Internet user types. The figure shows the distribution of 

the input variables in two clusters of Internet users. Cluster 1 (top row): non-

political Internet users; cluster 2 (bottom row): political Internet users. 

Structural Equation Models 
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Figure 3. Structural equation model explaining online political participation. 
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Table 1 

Parameter Estimates for the Structural Equation Model 

 2011 2013 

param-

eter 

estimate (b) 

(p-value) 

standardized 

estimate (β) 

estimate (b) 

(p-value) 

standardized 

estimate (β) 

a .164*** (.000) .077 .237*** (.002) .114 

b .126* (.094) .059 .201*** (.004) .088 

c .729*** (.000) .363 .734*** (.000) .377 

d .345** (.019) .171 .310** (.018) .146 

e .200 (.221) .102 .496*** (.000) .267 

f .127* (.096) .066 .205*** (.002) .112 

g .154** (.022) .080 .183*** (.003) .091 

h .013*** (.000) .215 .019*** (.000) .346 

i -.015*** (.000) -0.242 -.020*** (.000) -.334 

j -.009* (.010) -.137 -.005 (.150) -.088 

k .017*** (.000) .229 .018*** (.000) .223 

l .053*** (.000) .291 .053*** (.000) .327 

m .032*** (.008) .166 .028*** (.003) .183 

n .621*** (.000) .586 .567*** (.000) .563 

o .182*** (.002) .172 .174*** (.000) .189 

p .765*** (.000) .750 .834*** (.000) .735 

q 1.000a .957 1.000a .864 

Note. See Figure 3 for parameter labels. 

* p ≤ .10 ** p ≤ .05 *** p ≤ .01 
a Reference item fixed to unity 
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