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Research on participation of social media users has contributed to our understanding of 
modern citizenship, civic engagement, and contemporary public sphere. Despite a growing 
interest in participatory practices in social media little is known about the factors affecting 
political participation of social media users. Based on an online survey of 700 social media 
users in Poland, this study examines the relationship between social capital (defined at the 
individual level as a resource embedded in personal networks) and political participation. 
It has been established that there is a contradictory relationship between social capital 
and participatory activities of social media users. Apparently, differences between the 
resources that are only embedded in personal networks on the one hand, and those that 
can be mobilized for purposive actions on the other, matter when association between 
social capital and political participation is considered. Moreover, the presence of these 
resources significantly varies across different types of social relations (family, friends and 
acquaintances) of respondents engaged in different participatory actions.
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Wpływ kapitału społecznego na partycypację polityczną użytkowników  
mediów społecznościowych w Polsce

Streszczenie

Badania partycypacji politycznej użytkowników mediów społecznościowych przyczyniły 
się do lepszego poznania istoty współczesnego obywatelstwa, zaangażowania obywateli oraz 
sfery publicznej. Niewiele wiemy jednak na temat wpływu zasobów kapitału społecznego na 
partycypację polityczną użytkowników mediów społecznościowych. Bazując na wynikach 
badań online 700 użytkowników mediów społecznościowych w Polsce, artykuł ten koncentru-
je się na zależnościach między kapitałem społecznym (definiowanym na poziomie indywidu-
alnym jako zasoby zakorzenione w sieciach personalnych), a partycypacją polityczną. Wyniki 
badań sugerują wielowymiarową zależność między zasobami a partycypacją użytkowników 
mediów społecznościowych. Istotne okazują się być różnice między zasobami, które są tylko 
zakorzenione w sieciach personalnych a tymi, które mogą zostać zmobilizowane przez respon-
dentów. Efekt zasobów kapitału społecznego zależy również od typu relacji (rodzina, przy-
jaciele, znajomi), w których pozostają użytkownicy mediów społecznościowych w Polsce.

Słowa kluczowe: zasoby; media społecznościowe; kapitał społeczny; partycypacja po-
lityczna 
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Introduction

The use of social media creates many opportunities for individuals to engage 
in civic and political life in the neighborhood (Baborska-Narozny, Stirling, & 
Stevenson, 2016), local or ethnic community (Schuschke & Tynes, 2016), and 
global society (Castells, 2012). The events of the Arab Spring, the Gezi Park 
protests, or the Black Lives Matter movement brought headlines pronouncing 
the positive role of social media in promoting social mobilizations, protests 
and revolutions. The results of different studies show that such platforms as 
Faceboook, Twitter, or YouTube may produce positive democratic effects as 
they provide their users with tools improving the distribution of information, 
exposure to diverse opinions, dialogue between interested parties, and access 
to resources building up civil society (Bakshy, Messing, & Adamic, 2015; 
Dahlberg, 2007; Ellison et al., 2014). One positive consequence is that the costs 
of mobilization and coordination of civic and political actions decrease in terms 
of time and money investments (Earl & Kimport, 2009; Humphreys, 2016). 
Indeed, it can be hardly denied that social media become a part of contempo-
rary communication landscape with proven ability to support civic and political 
actions at different levels of the political system.

However, some studies reveal the negative effects of digital communication, 
such as “polarization”, “echo chambers”, “filter bubbles” or “selective exposure”, 
which distort the users’ engagement and may produce results different from 
those expected. Some research findings indicate that social media make political 
participation distracted and fragmentary (Fuchs, 2014; Sunstein, 2007), hence 
less effective than traditional forms of political engagement. People immersed in 
online communication often become “flash activists”, “clicktivists” or “slacktiv-
ists” (Morozov, 2009) temporarily focused on clicking, commenting and sharing 
rather than voting or protesting. They are more likely to engage in public issues 
based on emotional identifications and rationales within technology platforms 
and applications (Bennet, 2012; Bennett & Segerberg, 2012); more inclined to 
be a part of multilayered, loosely coupled networks rather than formal, hier-
archical organizations (Castells, 2009, 2012); more interested in new forms of 
political activity, such as mashups, remixes or parodies (Humphreys, 2016).

Although there is a vigorous debate on the role of social media in encouraging 
or discouraging political participation, it is rather generally accepted that users 
are subject to pressure imposed by social networks which may have an impact 
on their political activity. The size of personal networks and the quality and 
intensity of interactions with peers have been identified as factors behind 
individual propensity to become involved in politics (Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, & 
Valenzuela, 2012; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Brashears, 2006; Tang & Lee, 
2013). A fundamental question, however, that so far has not been extensively 
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studied is whether the resources embedded and/or mobilized through personal 
ties may have an impact on decisions to participate in civic and political life. 
Previous studies exploring political participation in Poland focused on socio-
demographic, institutional, structural, ideological or cultural factors behind 
political participation. Cześnik (2009) established that age, education, religious 
commitment, interest in politics, satisfaction with democracy influence voting 
behaviors of Poles, whereas Kotnarowski and Markowski (2014) found 
that voters satisfied with the economic situation are more willing to vote for 
incumbent party(s). In a quite similar vein, Tybuchowska-Hartlińska (2015) 
showed that people leaning towards the left prefer petitions, while those closer 
to the right tend to participate in local actions. Robertson (2009),whose research 
focused on youths in Poland and Romania, pointed on the relationship between 
particiaption in social networks and multiple socio-economic opportunities. She 
suggests that those more actively engaged in political organization had better 
access to diverse resources, however reversed causality is also possible.

Referring to previous research examining political participatory activities, 
this study evaluates the relationship between individual social capital and 
political participation of social media users in Poland using network and 
resource models (Burt, 2001; Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1973; Lin, 2001). 
Consequently, the analysis investigates the following research questions: (i) do 
resources embedded in and mobilizable from personal networks are associated 
with political participatory activities? (ii) whose resources (family, friends or 
acquaintances) are associated with political participation of social media users?

Uses of social media change and expand but not all contemporary internet 
services can be classified as social media. Although, early definitions (e.g. 
Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) leaned towards a broad landscape of communi-
cation tools (e.g. blogs, collaborative projects), recently scholars point on (i) 
networking, (ii) public and (iii) personal communication as the core defining 
characteristics of social media (Meikle, 2016, p. 6). In keeping with the latest 
proposals, this study focuses on users with account(s) on social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, NK popular in Poland. Individuals active 
on blogs, Wikipedia or other services using social mechanism(s) were not 
considered in this study.

Social capital and political participation

The existing studies confirm the impact of social capital on political partic-
ipation (La Due Lake & Huckfeldt, 1998; Klesner, 2007; Putnam, 1995, 2000; 
Teorell, 2003). Most of them suggest that the emergence of social capital is 
positively associated with political participation. Two remarks should be made 
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here: (i) there is no one generally agreed definition of political participation, 
(ii) social capital is usually defined as a “collective” rather than “individual” 
property. Political participation is an ambiguous term with multiple meanings 
accumulated over the last few decades of the development of social science. 
For example, Verba and Nie (1972) define political participation as “acts that 
aim at influencing the government, either by affecting the choice of government 
personnel or by affecting the choices made by government personnel”. Nelson 
(1979) and Barnes et al. (1979) point at an intention to influence either directly 
or indirectly political decisions at different levels of the political system. In 
a similar vein, Conge (1988) proposes that participatory action “supports or 
opposes state structures, authorities, and/or decisions regarding allocation of 
public goods.” For Dahlgren (2013) participation means “involvement with the 
political, regardless of the character or scope of the context; it therefore always 
in some way involves struggle.” The recent expansion of ICTs has broadened 
the modes of participatory activities of contemporary citizens. Young people, in 
particular, choose alternative ways of participation such as sharing, following, 
hacking or even trolling (Loader, Vromen, & Xenos, 2014). In some cases, 
political action merges with commercial and cultural practices (Humphreys, 
2016), e.g. the use of Google Maps to express political discontent in Mexico, or 
political hip-hop in France or USA.

In order to analyze the relationship between social capital and political par-
ticipation of social media users, this study employs Nan Lin’s theory of social 
resources (Lin, 1999, 2001; Lin & Dumin, 1986). Lin’s proposal incorporates the 
resource component highlighted in the concepts of social capital developed by 
Loury (1977), Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988) and De Graff & Flap (1988). 
Moreover, Lin’s theory supplements some network concepts that appear to be 
useful in the analysis of social capital in social media. For example, Granovet-
ter’s (1973) “strength of weak ties” hypothesis suggests that structurally weak 
ties (e.g. acquaintances) are an effective source of information about potential 
jobs. Burt’s (2000) model revolving around the actor’s location in the network 
structure shows that social capital is a “function of brokerage across structural 
holes” defined as “an opportunity to broker the flow of information between 
people, and control the projects that bring together people from opposite sides 
of the hole”. In the same vein, Coleman (1988, 1990) proves that “closure”, 
defined as the network property of highly interconnected actors embedded in 
a small group or community, may be a source of social capital which “inheres in 
the structure of relations between persons and among persons”.

Lin (1999) approaches social capital as an individual property arising from 
social relations. Social capital is made of “resources embedded in a social 
structure that are accessed and/or mobilized in purposive actions” (Lin 2001, 
p.29). People who are better connected have better access to material and 
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symbolic resources and, consequently, have a higher social capital. He suggests 
that “actors (whether individual or corporate) are motivated by instrumental or 
expressive needs to engage other actors in order to access these other actors’ 
resources for the purpose of gaining better outcomes” (Lin, 2001). Thus, the 
ability to access and/or mobilize resources embedded in personal networks may 
be perceived in terms of structural advantage.

Importantly, Lin suggests that social capital is not in decline but gets embedded 
in social networks: “There is clear evidence that social capital has been on the 
ascent in the past decade: in the form of networks in cyberspace.” (2001, p. 211). 
He argues that the rise of social networks as repositories of social capital has 
an impact that goes beyond community and national boundaries. Digital tools 
enable individuals to access resources with little time and space constraints, 
while the global and inclusive character of cybercommunity allows them to 
reach particular resources that may not be accessible within the local community. 
However, the opportunity to access and mobilize resources from cyberspace is 
greater for actors in rich countries. Yet, the Arab Spring or Armenia’s “Electric 
Yerevan” protests indicate that actors from poor or developing regions are also 
able to effectively use social capital embedded in cybernetworks.

On this basis, it is assumed here that people get access and opportunity to 
mobilize capital from networks in cyberspace through social media platforms. 
Connections between relatives, friends, acquaintances and strangers on social 
media may deliver resources that affect purposive actions of their users. For 
example, voting behavior – an example of political action – may depend on 
the user’s ability to access (true or fake) information about candidates, revealed 
preferences of respected friends, or the results of the latest polls made available 
by a research company. In a similar vein, the decision to take part in a political 
protest may result from friends’ online declaration of participation in that 
event, or a direct request of a family member to join them. Ultimately, the 
shape of political action depends on multiple factors e.g. values, habits, insti-
tutions, history, culture. Many point out on the challenges accompanying the 
creation of a stable democratic system in Poland, where citizens engage and 
participate in the political domain. Markowski (2006), Markowski and Tucker 
(2010) put emphasis on the weakness and instability of the Polish party system. 
Paczynska (2005) showed that the pace of economic reforms has overtaken the 
growth of the middle class, the driving force behind political and civic activism. 
Cześnik (2007) pointed on unemployement and relatively higher number of 
pensioners as the excluding factors from political participation. More recent 
evidence provided by Cześnik (2014) suggests that the Smolensk Catastrophe 
did not significantly influence the political preferences of Poles but it enhanced 
existing social fractures and spurred the political mobilization of right-wing 
supporters. As a consequence, political participation in Poland is deeply affected 
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by polarization, social fractures and divisions within Polish society (Cześnik & 
Grabowska, 2017). Thus, access and ability to mobilize resources embedded in 
personal networks may have an impact on political participation of social media 
users, however the specific Polish context cannot be left unconsidered.

Social media and political particiaption 

The existing literature on the relationship between social media and political 
participation is rather ambiguous. Most studies suggest that social media have an 
impact on political participation but critical factors behind this influence are not 
sufficiently explained. In her brilliant review, Boulianne (2015) provides a me-
ta-analysis of 36 studies examining the relationship between social media use 
and participation. As she observes, more than 80% of coefficients are positive, 
but only half of them are statistically significant. However, she raises doubts 
about casual effects found in all analyzed cases. It is rather unclear whether 
and how social media influence political participation and civic engagement. 
Literature on the relationship between social media use and political participa-
tion includes at least three streams of research. The first of them focuses on the 
attributes and effects of social networks and their impact on political activity. For 
example, Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, and Valenzuela (2012) claim that the frequency 
and size of political discussion networks significantly predict political participa-
tory behaviors of social media users. The greater the size of the peer network, 
the more civically and politically (online and offline) engaged are social media 
users in the U.S. In the same vein, Tang and Lee (2013) examine how network 
size and heterogeneity influence online and offline participation of Facebook 
users. They established that network structural heterogeneity – conceptualized 
as a combination of (i) openness to acquaintances and strangers, (ii) diversity 
of backgrounds, (iii) age diversity – among FB friends is a good predictor of 
offline political participation. Moreover, they suggest that network size has no 
significant impact on political participation, which contradicts the findings of 
Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, and Valenzuela.

The second line of research evaluates the impact of information accessed 
through social media on political participation. Bode (2012) demonstrates that 
transmission of information enhanced by intensive Facebook use leads to higher 
political engagement of undergraduate students. In this fashion, Skoric, Pan 
and Poor (2012) provide evidence that both production and consumption of 
information are positively associated with attendance of political rallies during 
the elections in Singapore. However, the effect is strong for users producing 
online content, and weak, but still significant, for those who only consume it. 
In contrast to these studies, Ceron (2015) suggests that information acquired 
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from social media is linked with lower trust in political institutions, which may 
have a negative impact on online and offline democratic deliberation. At the 
same time, consumption of news from media websites has a positive impact on 
political trust.

Finally, the third line of research focuses on social capital as a factor 
influencing or mediating political participatory activities. The relationship 
between Facebook use, social capital and political participation has been in-
vestigated by Valenzuela, Park and Kee (2009). They established that intensive 
Facebook use has a positive impact on social capital and participation among 
college students. Moreover, their study suggests that offline civic and political 
participation is related to online participatory activities. Likewise, Pandey, 
Gupta and Kim (2016) examined associations between social capital, Facebook 
use and political participation of post-graduate and doctoral students in India. 
Their findings confirm the impact of social media use on social capital and, in 
turn, on the respondents’ political participation.

The impact of resources
Yang and DeHart (2016) employed the position generator technique (Van 

der Gaag, Snijders & Flap 2008) to test the relationship between social media 
use, social capital and political participation of college students in the U.S. They 
found out that online social capital measured as access to resources provided 
by people with different occupations strongly predicts online political participa-
tion. Facebook use increases online social capital of college students. Then, in 
turn, social capital encourages their online political participation. In a similar 
vein, Lee (2006) demonstrates that social resources such as: (i) membership, 
(ii) social trust, (iii) political talk, and (iv) tolerance have an impact on political 
participation of U.S. citizens. Political participation was built by ten items 
related to various political activities (Lee, 2006, p.58). She found out that social 
trust is not related to the dependent variable, while membership and tolerance 
have a positive impact on political participation. At the same time, talks around 
political issues positively influence participatory activities, while social talks 
have a negative impact on the dependent variable. Building on this argument, it 
is expected here that participatory activities can be explained by understanding 
people’s ability to access and mobilize resources to pursue them. It is therefore 
hypothesized that:

H1. users with a greater amount of social capital i.e. embedded and mobilizable 
resources in personal networks, are more involved in political participation.

Yet not all types of social ties are equally effective in encouraging (or dis-
couraging) political participation of social media users. Research shows that 
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parents are the main source of political identification for children (Bronfen-
brenner, 1979; Jennings & Langton, 1969). Political beliefs, attitudes and 
identities are strongly developed at the early stages of the socialization process, 
in which parents are the most important point of reference. However, this impact 
may decrease when children come under the influence of ‘significant others’ e.g. 
teachers, friends or co-workers. Quintelier, Hooghe and Badescu (2007) tested 
the intergenerational transmission of political attitudes and participation patterns 
in Belgium, Canada and Romania. They found out that the impact of parents on 
their children’s political participation patterns remains a strong factor affecting 
political socialization. These results may suggest that social media users look 
at their parents when they consider participatory activities such as voting or 
protesting. Likewise, Bond et al. (2012) conducted a mass-scale experiment on 
Facebook testing whether political behavior spreads through social media. This 
study suggests that offline strong ties are the major determinant of online mobi-
lization. In other words, offline ties with family and friends have an online repre-
sentation that explains the spread of information on social media. It is therefore 
expected that: 

H2. the resources of relatives and friends – strong ties – are positively associated 
with political participation of social media users. 

This hypothesis remains complementary to H1, however it narrows the rela-
tionship to strong ties only.

According to the results of a Polish study using the Resource Generator, 
the embedded resources of acquaintances (weak ties) that cannot be mobilized 
are perceived as a threat by individuals assessing their chances on the labor 
market (Batorski, Bojanowski, Filipek 2015). The negative impact turns into 
positive in the case of mobilizable resources accessible through acquaintance 
ties. The authors explain this twofold effect by the nature of weak ties, i.e. 
lesser frequency, durability and emotional engagement. However, labor market 
behaviors may not fit political reality as job seekers often consider others as 
competitors. In the political domain there are no such rare resources as jobs. 
Individuals take part in different political actions aiming to contribute to public 
welfare or build pressure on diverse political structures. Thus, social media 
users should perceive acquaintances (weak ties) as an information source (Bene, 
2017) rather than a threat. Consequently, it is proposed that:

H3. there is a positive relationship between mobilizable resources of acquain-
tances – weak ties – and  political participation of social media users (H3). 
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Thus, H3 supplements the idea proposed in H2 by testing the relationship 
between resources from the acquaintances network and political participation.

Data and Methods

Sample
The data for this study was collected between November and December 2015 

using an online questionnaire (CAWI) conducted among 700 social media users 
in Poland. The respondents recruited for the survey had (a) an active account on 
at least one social media platform,1 (b) a minimum six months’ experience of 
using social media platforms, and (c) used them at least one hour a week. The 
aim was to exclude from analysis non-active users with little interest in social 
media. The sample was not random as there is no finite sampling frame of social 
media users in Poland for representative research. As a consequence, results 
cannot be generalized to the whole population due to non-probability sampling 
and idiosyncratic character of the study. The primary goal was to reach the in-
formation-rich cases for better understanding of political participation among 
social media users. Despite the lower level of reliability and higher research 
bias, purposive sampling may enable to identify interesting associations between 
variables. Such procedure is convergent with the logic of scientific discovery 
(refutability) and may contribute to better understanding of little-recognized 
phenomena. However, the distribution of variables indicates that the sample was 
not biased, as it was characterized by a diverse and rather justified distribution 
of certain features (e.g. age). The details of distribution of variables used in the 
study are presented in Table 1.

Method
In accordance with Lin’s theory, social capital has been measured in this 

project as an individual property of users active on social media. Undoubtedly, 
one of the best tools to measure social capital in general (Appel et al., 2014), 
and to diagnose resources embedded in personal networks in particular, is the 
Resource Generator proposed by Gaag and Snijders (2005). Developed  sub-
sequently to the Name Generator and the Position Generator (Lin & Dumin, 
1986), this tool has been successfully applied in some previous research focused 
on social capital and political participation (Yang & De Haart, 2016). The 
Resource Generator is a survey instrument composed of two consistent parts 

1 In order to avoid problems caused by the subjective perception of social media, the users 
were provided with a long list of different platforms and asked to mark those on which they were 
active; the list did not include blogs.
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designed to measure resources in the personal networks of respondents. The 
critical distinction between the resources that are only present (embedded) in 
personal networks and those that can be mobilized for purposive actions is 
the essence of this method. Thus, the first part of the tool with the question 
“Do you know anyone who...” and a list of sixteen items provides information 
about the resources that are embedded in personal networks of the respondent. 
Accordingly, the second part with sixteen items built around the question “Do 
you know anyone who can...” refers to the resources that can be mobilized for 
purposive actions. A useful feature of the Resource Generator is that it can 
diagnose resources embedded in three circles of personal relations: family, 
friends and acquaintances (see: Appendix).

Table 1. Sample characteristics

Variable Mean (sample) SD (sample)

Age 38.54143 13.85887

Female 53% N/A

Men 47% N/A

Education 4.13571 (above secondary) 0.82704

Material situation 3.31 (1 very bad,  5 very good) 0.80745

Place of residence

N %

Village 230 33

Town up to 50 000 
residents 174 25

Town 50 001-100 000 
residents 75 10

Town 100 001-500 000 
residents 139 20

Town more than 500 000 
residents 82 12

Education

N %

Primary school 4 1

Junior high school 16 2

Basci vocational 126 18

Upper secondary 289 41

Tertiary 265 38
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Items in both parts of the Resource Generator should directly or indirectly 
refer to the resources that may have an impact on political participation. Some 
more details on how to identify relevant resources can be found in the literature 
(Van Der Gaag, 2005; Van Der Gaag & Snijders, 2005). Basing on previous 
research focused on political participation, the following resources have been 
selected for further evaluation: recommendation, knowledge, support and 
material help. The items from both parts of the Resource Generator used in this 
research are matched with four selected resources (four items for each resource, 
thirty-two items in total).

Variables
Basing on some previous research (Feezell, Conroy, & Guerrero, 2016; Ayers, 

1999; Klesner, 2007), the following activities are considered here as indicators 
or political participation: (a) voting, (b) signing petitions, (c) attending protests 
or demonstrations, (d) contacting politicians, (e) attending local meetings. This 
means that new political practices such as remixes or parodies (Humphreys, 
2016) are not evaluated here due to their ambiguous impact on political 
structures. Political participation items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale 
from “Strongly agree” (5) to “Strongly disagree” (1). The respondents were asked 
how close they felt to each of the five items (“Could you describe how close the 
following statements describe you?”). Cronbach’s alpha test indicated that one 
item – voting – needs to be excluded from the analysis due to its inconsistency 
with other political participation items. Such result appear to be consistent with 
prior research focused in political participation in Poland (Cześnik, 2007). As 
a result, the political participation indicator was further narrowed to four items 
summed into consistent index ranging from 4 points (non-active) to 20 points 
(the most active).

Social capital scales built on items from the Resource Generator are primary 
independent variables in this study. In order to identify latent traits (social 
capital) triggering the item responses, the Mokken scaling technique was used 
(Mokken, 1971). This technique is applicable to dichotomous item scores and 
it is related to non-parametric item response theory (IRT) models. Consequent-
ly, two scales were constructed: (a) a scale of resources available in personal 
networks, (b) a scale of resources mobilizable from personal networks. Each 
of these two scales was further split into three sub-scales referring to: relatives, 
friends and acquaintances (Graph 1). All scales were constructed on the basis of 
Ark’s (2007) algorithm of automated selection.

Additionally, the models presented below use the following control variables: 
age, education, place of residence (village, small/average/big city), and material 
situation. The proposed hypotheses were tested with OLS regression models 
(nested models) fitted with R (The R Core Team, 2016).



KAMIL FILIPEK166

Graph 1. Resources Distribution

Results

The average political participation score per respondent measured only 
for four items left after Cronbach’s alpha test was at 9.26. The users mostly 
preferred to sign petitions (online or offline) and rather occasionally decided to 
contact politicians (Figure 2). The study included 364 females and 336 males, 
whose average age was 37. Almost 33% of them lived in the countryside, and 
12% were residents of cities with the population of more than 500,000. At the 
same time, nearly 50% of users declared they had enough money to cover their 
current expenses, while 34% could afford extra expenditures. Male users tend to 
engage more in all activities except signing petitions. More details can be found 
in Graph 2.

Table 2 presents three nested OLS regression models fitted with political 
participation score as the dependent variable. Model 1 contains only control 
variables and shows that older respondents tend to be more politically active 
[p<0.05]. The aggregated contribution of resources is evaluated in Model 2. In 
Model 3 the variables representing embedded and mobilizable social resources 
were replaced with sub-scales built upon three social circles (family, friends, or 
acquaintances). Thus, three models nested in each other offer an insight into the 
relationship between control variables, social capital scales and political par-
ticipation of social media users in Poland. The correlation matrix indicated that 
multicollinearity may occur between predictor variables (the highest value of 
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correlation between pair of variables reached 0.6). However, the VIF (variance 
inflation factor) test did not point on variables that should be removed from 
proposed regression models (the highest value reached 1.8).

Graph 2. Political Participation

As presented in Model 2, the effect of aggregated resources is twofold. 
Embedded resources, namely those that could be only identified in the re-
spondent’s personal network, are positively associated with political participa-
tion [p<0.05], while those perceived as mobilizable negatively related to the 
dependent variable [p<0.05]. The ambiguous effect of aggregated resources is 
further discussed in the next section of this article.

In order to test hypotheses 2 and 3, it is assumed that strong ties are those 
maintained with relatives and friends, while weak ones – with acquaintances 
(Granovetter, 1973, 1974). The embedded resources of both relatives and friends 
are positively associated with political participation [p<0.05]. However, this 
effect turns into negative when mobilizable resources of family members are 
evaluated. Therefore H2 is only partly confirmed. Surprisingly, the relation-
ship between resources embedded in the acquaintance circle and the dependent 
variable is not significant. As a consequence, H3 focused on the effect of weak 
ties is rejected due to the insignificance of the tested relationship.

Va
lu

e

                         1. Sign petitions                   2. Join protests          3. Pers. contact with politicians    4. Join local com. meetings

Activities
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Table 2.  Results of Regression Models, Dependent Variable: Political Participation (4 
items)

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

(Intercept) 7.085*** 7.064*** 7.616***

 (0.876) (0.937) (0.913)

age 0.037*** 0.037*** 0.038***

 (0.010) (0.010) (0.010)

education 0.087 0.040 0.009

 (0.160) (0.159) (0.152)

personal_resources 0.056 0.047 0.049

 (0.096) (0.095) (0.091)

material_situation 0.091 0.076 0.086

 (0.162) (0.164) (0.159)

res_embedded  0.111***  

  (0.028)  

res_mobilizable  -0.089***  

  (0.023)  

family_embedded   0.142***

   (0.040)

friends_embedded   0.175***

   (0.042)

acquaintances_embedded   -0.072

   (0.038)

family_mobilizable   -0.159***

   (0.030)

friends_mobilizable   -0.027

   (0.035)

acquaintances_mobilizable   0.004

   (0.035)

R-squared 0.039 0.062 0.145

F 5.575 6.564 10.606

*** less than or equal to 0.05
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Discussion

The study aimed to examine the relationship between resources embedded 
in personal networks and political participation of social media users in Poland. 
Indeed, the results suggest that these resources have a significant effect on the 
dependent variable. These results are in line with findings of Häuberer and 
Tatarko (2017) who studied relationship between cultural background, social 
networks and access to social capital among Czechs, Russians, Dagestans 
and Chechens. However, this study reveals that such an effect is not simple or 
straightforward. It varies depending on the ability to mobilize resources from 
personal networks and the type of relation through which the users access them.

As predicted in hypotheses, social capital defined as resources identified 
in personal networks of social media users are positively associated with their 
political participation. But there is a critical difference between the resources 
that are only embedded and those that can be mobilized for purposive action. 
The negative effect of mobilizable resources may suggest that the users get 
politically inactive when they realize that some valuable resources are easily 
accessible and they do not have to make any effort to get them. At the same time, 
non-mobilizable resources owned by others may encourage social media users to 
become active in order to create opportunities for future mobilizations. In other 
words, the existence of certain types of resources in personal networks along 
with an awareness that it is impossible to mobilize them through the existing 
connections seem to act as a reinforcing stimulus (Gray, 1990) that is positively 
related to political participation of social media users. Such mechanism appears 
to be partly convergent with the arguments of scholars proposing the “threat 
hypothesis”. As Miller and Krosnick (2004, p. 509) succinctly sum up “When 
people face threats of undesirable economic, social, or political changes in the 
future, they are especially likely to change their political behaviors in an effort 
to avert the threat”. Thus, non-mobilizable resources embedded in personal 
networks of peers may act as a specific stimulus associated with potential 
non-reward. If it is assumed that mobilizable resources sometimes defined as 
personal support are only an aspect of social capital (Van Der Gaag & Snijders, 
2005) it could be concluded that H1 is only partly supported.

A similar twofold effect has been identified for strong ties, i.e. those with the 
relatives and friends of social media users. Again, resources only embedded in 
the family and friends networks are positively associate with political partici-
pation, while those that can be mobilized from the family circle are negatively 
related to the dependent variable. This effect is not significant for mobilizable 
resources available through friendship ties. Such contradictory effect may 
suggest that once social media users become convinced they are able to mobilize 
certain resources from the family their political participation decreases. Similar 
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dependence was established a long time ago by Banfield (1958) and defined as 
“amoral familism”. He proposed that people who exclusively trust their family 
are less engaged in civic and political life. In other words, those trusting that 
family resources can be mobilized may not be interested in political activities 
contributing to the welfare of the rest of society. Alesina and Giuliano (2011) 
found out that “amoral familism” is associated with the strength of ties – 
people with strong family ties are less politically active. They emphasize that 
“the more individuals rely on the family as a provider of services, insurance, 
transfer of resources, the lower is one’s civic engagement and political participa-
tion”. Therefore, the twofold effect of family resources appears to be consistent 
with the results of some earlier research focused on “amoral familism” and the 
effect of family ties on political participation. However, this explanation has 
a tentative, rather than an ultimate character. As a consequence, H2 is confirmed 
for friends and partly confirmed for family members.

Surprisingly, there is no significant relationship between resources embedded 
in the acquaintance ties and the dependent variable. This result contradicts 
previous research findings showing that weak ties may have a positive impact 
on the users’ decision to participate in different forms of political life (Shirky 
2011; Tang and Lee 2013; Valenzuela, Correa, and Gil de Zúñiga 2017). The 
Arab Spring or Gezi Park protests in Turkey are good examples of political 
actions spurred by weak ties. It is therefore barely surprising that acquaintances 
or even strangers on social media may provide a stimulus for different partici-
patory activities. However, it should be emphasized that generalized trust has 
remained low in Polish society since 1989 in comparison with other societies 
in Europe (Czapiński, 2015, 2008). The spectacular growth in prosperity over 
the last decades did not stimulate trust in other people in general, and did not 
produce the expected level of trust to institutions (Rychard, 2006; Sztompka, 
2000). Distrust seems to be deeply embedded disease of communism (Rose, 
1994) that is difficult to cure in Polish society. Scholars argue that country in 
which people are less trusting become more politically divided and econom-
ically unstable (Sangnier, 2013; Sztompka, 1996). Accordingly, no significant 
effect of resources from acquaintance ties appears to be more understanable 
when low level of trust and social capital is considered. As a consequence, H3 
is not supported.

Limitations and Future Research

This study is subject to a number of limitations. First, the sample used in this 
project was not random due to problems with the sampling frame mentioned 
above. As a consequence, the results cannot be projected to the entire population 
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of social media users in Poland (or elsewhere), but rather indicate interesting and 
prospective relations between variables used in this research. Future research 
conducted with random samples could bring more valuable and informative 
results providing an opportunity to generalize the identified dependencies. 

Second, the selection of resources for the Resources Generator may be 
different depending on local culture or the set of activities selected as indicators 
of political participation. Although the Mokken scaling method helped to reduce 
the number of items to those strongly related to social capital (latent variables), 
future research projects should reconsider resources that could potentially affect 
political participation of social media users. The set of resources proposed here 
appeared to be useful but is not the ultimate one. The details on how to select 
resources for the Resource Generator tool are framed by the production function 
theory (Ormel 2002; Ormel et al. 1997).

Finally, the interpretation of results presented here might not be satisfacto-
ry for many readers. Therefore, it is reasonable to (i) extend future research 
by including new variables directly or indirectly related to social capital and 
political participation, (ii) combine quantitative and qualitative methods to find 
more exhaustive explanations of relations and dependencies identified in this 
study. It is also believed that research conducted in more than one country, 
on different samples would bring robust results that would help to adjust and 
improve the Resource Generator tool for political participation research.
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