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Authors : Hanya Riad, Claudio Vitari

Résumé :

Le but de cet article théorique est de revisiter la littérature concernant 
l'impact de l'utilisation des médias sociaux sur l'engagement politique et 
de proposer un cadre pour de futures recherches empiriques. Des 
caractéristiques récemment identifiées  des réseaux sociaux pourraient 
avoir un effet, encore inexploré, sur l'engagement politique. Ces 
caractéristiques concernent les paquets interprétatifs et comprenaient 
trois contraintes structurelles (sur l’auteur, la citation et l'influence) et 
trois restrictions de contenu (sur les cadres, les signatures et les 
émotions) des réseaux sociaux. Nous proposons des pistes de recherches 
futures qui peuvent avoir pour objectif de tester de manière empirique le 
cadre proposé et de combler le manque de connaissances en examinant 
l'impact du contenu et de la structure des paquets interprétatifs  sur 
l'engagement politique, tout en mesurant l'effet de médiation de 
l'utilisation des médias et de la communication des citoyens. L’objectif est
de comprendre quels sont les principaux facteurs qui affectent l’utilisation
des médias, la communication des citoyens et l’engagement politique. Par
le biais des paquets interprétatifs, les organisations régissant les réseaux 
sociaux et les médias plus en général influenceraient la compréhension 
d’un problème par le public et l’orientation des  débats. L’objectif est de 
comprendre quels sont les principaux facteurs qui affectent l’utilisation 
des médias, la communication des citoyens et l’engagement politique.

Mots clés :

Engagement politique, médias sociaux, participation politique, contraintes
structurelles, restrictions de contenu. 



The Effect of Interpretive Media Packages on Political Engagement: a new framework

Abstract:

The aim of this theoretical paper is to review peer review journal articles related

to the impact of social media usage on political engagement and to propose a

framework for  future empirical  research.  Six  facets of  the interpretive  media

packages seem have an effect on political engagement. These facets included

three structural  constraints  (on authorship,  citation,  and influence) and three

content restrictions (on frames, signatures, and emotion). Future research can

intend to empirically test the proposed framework and fill the gap of knowledge

by measuring how interpretive media packages affect political engagement.  

Key words:

Political  engagement,  social  media  usage,  political  participation,  structural

constraints, content restrictions, interpretive media packages.  



1. Introduction

In recent years, the role of social media has gained increased recognition as the consequences have

become more visible.  The rapid development of social media has prompted numerous studies that

have used social media as a data source to discover various types of information in fields as diverse

as politics, finance, and education (Vaughan, 2016). The link between social media and politics was

examined in many studies (Diehl et al., 2015; Wang, 2012; Lee and Myers, 2016). Scholars have

previously studied the  impact  of Internet  use on overall  knowledge and political  knowledge and

explored its different dimensions (Hochschild, 2010; de Vreese and Boomgaarden, 2006; Ripberger

et al., 2012).  The objective of a theoretical review paper is to help the researchers understand the

existing  body  of  knowledge,  provide  a  theoretical  foundation  for  the  empirical  studies  and

substantiate the presence of a research problem (Levy and Ellis, 2006). The objective of a theoretical

review  paper  is  to  help  the  researchers  understand  the  existing  body  of  knowledge,  provide  a

theoretical foundation for the empirical studies and substantiate the presence of a research problem

(Levy and Ellis, 2006). Although the fragmented state of research on political engagement was not

conducive to readily identifying or resolving this conundrum, by juxtaposing these partial findings in

a  reformulated  model,  the  contradictory  findings  were  reconciled  and  a  more  complete  and

parsimonious theoretical model is proposed. The analysis presented in this article thus advances the

understanding  of  political  engagement  by  suggesting  that  previous  conclusions  may  have  been

incomplete and by pointing to the potential importance of interpretive media packages.

Online activity is changing young people’s engagement with politics. Nowadays the Internet has

become  a  leading  force  when  it  comes  to  how  campaign  funds  are  raised,  information  is

accessed, perspectives are shared and discussed, and individuals are mobilized to act politically

(Kahne  and  Bowyer,  2018).  Social  media  is  now  a  tool  to  change  political  behavior,  and

motivate many people to be more involved or to express their political opinions. The availability

of political information on social media made it easier for all users or citizens to discuss or to



stay informed and aware of all  news. It  also made conversations  and discussions easier and

therefore people are exposed to many differing views (Diehl et al., 2015).

Scholars have previously studied the impact of Internet use on overall knowledge and political knowledge and explored its different

dimensions  (Hochschild,  2010;  de  Vreese  and  Boomgaarden,  2006;  Ripberger  et  al.,  2012).  Political  discussions  are  rational

conversations where deliberative exchange of  arguments  and suggestions occur among partakers  (Negm et  al.,  2014).  As people

converse, they encounter different political views and knowledge. Thus, diverse political talks and expressions (voicing opinions on

controversial  matters)  allow some  issues  to  arise  for  reflection  (Scheufele  and  Nisbet,  2002).  The  Internet  has  provided  more

opportunities for political participation, including online voting, opinion survey, debating, and blogging, therefore, the Internet is seen

as a facilitator of the democratic process (Ward and Vedel 2006).

Among the researches on social network sites, Miranda et al., in 2016 attempted to understand how

and  to  what  extent  digital  mass  media  are  emancipatory  (permitting  widespread  participation  in

public discourse and surfacing of diverse perspectives) versus hegemonic (contributing to ideological

control  by  a  few),  they  focused  their  empirical  investigation  on  the  structure  and  content  of

interpretive  media  packages.  An  interpretive  media  package  is  a  discourse  participant’s  social

construction of an issue, oriented toward justifying the status quo or a desired change (d'Anjou 1996).

While  the  individual  is  on  social  media,  the  interpretive  media  package  composed of  structural

constrains and content restrictions may affect the way this individual is engaged or involved with the

issue. Focusing on structural and content facets of the interpretive media packages, Miranda et al., in

2016 developed two sets of propositions about social media effects on emancipation and hegemony

on rich and lean social media. They considered interpretive media packages concerning the structure

(how  people  interact)  and  content  (what  people  say)  of  a  news  account,  as  the  constitutive

components  of  emancipation  or  hegemony of  public  discourse. After  considering future research

directions  of  Miranda et  al.,  and thoroughly  reviewing all  the  related  literature  on social  media

dimensions and political opinion, we found that there is a gap in the literature concerning the effects

of interpretive media packages (structure and content) on political engagement. 

2. Definitions

2.1 Social Media 

Social media is a general term for Web 2.0 technology, which allows consumer-generated content

and includes  blogs,  wikis,  RSS feeds,  as  well  as  social  network  sites  (SNS) such as  Facebook,

LinkedIn, Flickr, or YouTube (Ratliff and Kunz, 2014). Social media exists entirely on the Internet or

portals  that  can  access  the  Internet  (computers,  tablets,  and  cell  phones).  The  social  media

applications are different technological mechanisms to connect people and information.  The most



popular and well-known social media applications are social network sites (SNS). SNS are a subset

of social media and meet the following three broad criteria: (1) they are an online service that allows

users to build a profile within the network, (2) they allow users to build a list of other users that they

share a connection with, and (3) they allow users to view and to navigate the information created by

other users on the social network (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). 

2.2 Political Engagement and media 

Engagement is defined as having an interest in, paying attention to, or having knowledge, beliefs,

opinions,  attitudes,  or  feelings  about  either  political  or  civic  matters,  whereas  ‘participation’  is

defined in terms of political and civic participatory behaviors (Barret and Brunton-Smith, 2014). 

When  conceptualizing  the  dynamics  of  online  activity  that  may  foster  augmented  political

engagement, several theoretical distinctions appear valuable. Some scholars (Gerbner et al. 1980a; de

Vreese  2005;  de  Vreese  and  Elenbaas  2008)  who  see  a  negative  impact  of  media  on  political

participation are concerned that the media may instigate distrust or cynicism from the audiences, thus

alienating them from political or civic activities. But on the other hand, many studies have shown that

media use has a positive impact on both political knowledge and political participation (Brynin and

Newton 2003; McLeod et al. 1999; Pinkleton and Austin 2001; Pasek et al. 2006). 

For ordinary people, mass media serve as the major means to gain political knowledge (Scheufele

and Nisbet 2002) as well as a forum for public discussion (Mutz 2006). The media promote not only

an interest in politics but also awareness of other viewpoints and options for involvement. Media

consumption and sources of information gathered by individuals also provide the basis for citizens to

achieve a common goal and engage in collective action (Shah and Gil de Zúñiga 2008). It has been

argued that media’s influence on political engagement varies among different types of media that

serve different functions (Shah, McLeod, and Yoon 2001). The positive impact of newspaper reading

on political and civic participation has been consistently found in various studies (McLeod et al.,

1999; Shah et al., 2001) and shown as significant across all generations, including the youth. 

Research shows that the informational use of social media motivates political and civic engagement

(Gil  de Zúñiga,  Jung,  and Valenzuela  2012;  Skoric  and Poor 2013).  For  example,  Holt  and his

colleagues (2013) found that the use of social media for political purposes increased political interest

and offline political participation over time. Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, and Valenzuela (2012) found that

the  informational  use  of  SNS for  news  had  a  positive  association  with  both  online  and  offline



political participation. These findings accentuate the potential of digital media, especially interactive

media outlets, to mobilize young people into more active engagement with civic and political life.

There is considerable research available suggesting that while using social media individuals will

have more chances to come across diverse information and viewpoints (Lee et al., 2014). Previous

studies  showed that  media  use  contributes  to  political  engagement  positively  (Jung et  al.,  2011;

Schmitt-Beck, 2003; Shah et al., 2007; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001; Tian, 2011; Willnat et al., 2013).

Ease  of  access  to  much  more  information  through  the  use  of  new online  media  contributes  to

increased political engagement, due to reducing the individual cost to get information (Park & You

2015). Online communication is associated with online political participation (Valenzuela, Kim, & de

Zuniga, 2012), and the influence that online communication has on political engagement is stronger

than that between offline communication and political engagement (de Zuniga & Valenzuela, 2011).

Therefore, we propose that media usage will increase citizen communication that is likely to affect

political engagement of citizens.

2.3 Interpretive media package definitions and dimensions

An interpretive media package is a discourse participant’s social construction of an issue, oriented

toward justifying the status quo or a desired change (d'Anjou 1996). Through interpretive packages,

media organizations influence public understanding of an issue and strive for agendas (Gamson and

Modigliani  1989;  Gamson and Stuart  1992).  The Interpretive  Package Structure  is  composed of

Authorship,  Citation,  and  Influence,  and  Interpretive  Package  Content  is  composed  of  Frames,

Signatures,  and  Emotion.  Authorship  constraints  in  mass  media  limit  the  interpretive  packages

dissemination, increases selection bias, decreases inclusion and suppress exposure of truths inimical

to media interests  (Miranda et  al.,  2016).  Unconstrained citation refers to the absence of bias in

source selection. As mass media mediate between message sponsors and the public who consume the

news,  mediation  represents  a  potential  source  citation  constraint  (Gamson  and  Stuart  1992).

Unconstrained citation refers to the absence of bias in source selection. Citation constraints increase

the  likelihood  of  a  source  bias.  Source  citation  constraints  stymie  democratization  and limit  the

public’s ability to uncover the truth (Miranda et al., 2016).  Unconstrained influence refers to the

ability  of  any  actor  to  be  influential  in  the  discourse. Influence  in  public  discourse  can  be

concentrated with mass media. Such influence constraints limit democratization, because influence is

limited to power elites.  Influence constraints undermine community enhancement (Miranda et al.,



2016). A frame “is a device for organizing material that emphasizes some aspects of an issue and

downplays  or  ignores  others”  (Fredin,  2001).  Frames  “help  people  understand  complex  issues”

(Soule, 2009), but also bias their perspectives to align with those of framers, who accentuate certain

information and de-emphasize other (Benford and Snow 2000). According to Miranda et al. in 2016,

unrestricted signatures refer to authors’ use of interesting, imagery-eliciting, and sensory elements to

make  messages  more  “likely  to  attract  and  hold  our  attention  and  to  excite  the  imagination”.

Unrestricted  emotion  refers  to  authors’  communication  of  emotional  content,  which  influences

audience judgment by supplying actionable information about others’ reactions to an issue or shaping

audience  attention  to,  interpretation  of,  or  recall  of associated  information.  Emotion  infused into

interpretive packages influences the public directly,  by conveying information about authors’ and

sources’ sentiments which audiences may adopt, and indirectly, by priming audiences’ attention to,

encoding, and retrieval of the information (Forgas 1995), increasing prosocial behavior (George and

Bettenhausen  1990),  and  enhancing  the  sense  of  community.  .,  Unrestricted  emotion  refers  to

authors’  communication  of emotional  content,  which influences  audience  judgment by supplying

actionable  information  about  others’  reactions  to  an  issue  or  shaping  audience  attention  to,

interpretation of, or recall of associated information. 

3. A New Model: The Central Role of interpretive media packages in political

engagement 

Based on an integrative analysis of existing theory and empirical findings, this article proposes a new

model  of  the  determinants  of  political  engagement.  In  this  model,  we  propose  to  measure  all

interpretive  media  packages  variables  on  political  engagement.  Furthermore,  the  analysis  of  the

usefulness of this new model reveals a means for reconciling the ambiguities in past research about

the influence of social media dimensions on political engagement. 

Concerning the role of interpretive media packages, as it was noted, authors have examined the role

interpretive package content and interpretive package structure on media in general. However, the

conceptualized model suggests that these characteristics of social media outlets, have direct effects on

political engagement. This conceptualization reflects the observation that previous approaches do not

offer a causal mechanism by which structure and content are translated directly into observed change

in political engagement of citizens. 

Interpretive     package  
structure

Unconstrained 
Authorship 
Unconstrained Citation 
Unconstrained Influence



Figure 1: Conceptual model 

4. Discussion

The model of political engagement proposed here builds directly on previous theories of political

behavior.  Scholars have previously noted the roles of social  media usage for news, social  media

usage  for  interaction,  exposure,  and  network  heterogeneity  as  direct  influences  on  political

persuasion,  as  well  as  the  importance  of  political  knowledge  to  democratic  discourse,  and  the

importance  of  political  efficacy  as  well  as  the  relationship  between  social  media  and  political

efficacy. Researchers also investigated the structure and dimensions of social media and their effect

on democratization in general. Therefore, the most important contribution of this article is that it

draws  together  these  previously  unrelated  streams  of  research  and shows  how they  provide  the

foundation for a theoretical model of political engagement and interpretive media packages that can

complete previous models. 

The proposed theoretical model argues for changes in how management researchers should theorize

interpretive  media  packages.  Previous  work  has  been  criticized  for  positing  associations  among

variables without presenting adequate causal mechanisms. In response, this article is an attempt to

move  theorizing  about  interpretive  media  packages  (content  and  structure)  forward  by

conceptualizing  the determinants  of  political  engagement  so as to make explicit  and testable  the

underlying mechanisms by which various factors (interpretive media packages structure and content)

could come to cause a change in political  opinion on social  media.  More specifically,  the list  of

Media
Use

- Online
- Offline

Communication
- Online
- Offline

Political
engagement  

Interpretive
package content

Unrestricted Frames
Unrestricted 
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Unrestricted emotion



factors  that  were  previously  considered  to  have  a  direct  influence  on  political  engagement  are

hypothesized  instead  to  influence  through interpretive  media  packages.  This  implies  that,  in  the

future,  scholars  who wish to  explore whether  political  engagement  is  influenced by objective  or

perceived situational characteristics need to take into account (or at least control for) the effects the

unconstrained structure and unrestricted content on social media,  which most past work does not

measure.  

One of the reasons for formalizing the proposed theory in the form of a causal model is to facilitate

cumulative empirical research in this area. In part, this is in response to the observation that a great

deal  has  been  learned  within  relatively  narrow specialized  subareas  of  information  systems  and

political opinion, but that there has been relatively little integration across the historically discrete

theoretical perspectives. The ideas proposed in this article are meant to provide preliminary evidence

of  the  value  of  such cross-specialty  research,  and it  is  hoped that  this  framework can  stimulate

additions, revisions, and challenges to this analysis.

5. Conclusion

A sizeable body of prior theoretical and empirical research appeared to support the primary influence

of information systems components on political behavior. Yet the reconceptualization presented in

this article suggests that the earlier works and the seemingly contradictory results they generated can

be explained by a theory in which social media structure and content has a dominant influence on

political  engagement.  By  providing  new variables  as  determinants  of  political  engagement,  this

article not only draws together and challenges the conclusions of a number of theories that have not

previously been compared, but also highlights opportunities for future theoretical and empirical work,

by highlighting new relationships.
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