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The Social Network: How Friends’ Online Behavior and
Belongingness Needs Influence Political Activity
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Are people more likely to become more politically active through social media when they observe that
their friends are active? Previous research has shown that an individual's likelihood of engaging
politically is influenced by observations of how friends act through social media, but relatively little is
known about how such social influence through social media interacts with personality features. We
argue that individuals with high belongingness needs will engage in political activity if they believe
that this is expected from the social groups they belong to. To evaluate this hypothesis, a survey
experiment was designed (n= 289) in Qualtrics. We had two experimental conditions (friends or
extended network) in which we informed participants that the most shared or “liked” online material
among their friends or extended network on Facebook was a specific petition. In a control condition,
they were informed that they were shown a random petition. To increase the credibility of the
manipulation, we asked participants to log into a fictive app that supposedly downloaded their
Facebook data. We show that individuals are more likely to engage politically if they observe that their
friends have been politically active on Facebook, but only if they have high belongingness needs.

KEY WORDS: social media, political activity, social influence, belongingness needs, experiments,
Facebook, need to belong

当人们发现他们的朋友在社交网络上政治活跃时,前者有可能变得更加政治活跃吗?以往研究表

明, 个人进行政治参与的可能性受观察朋友在社交媒体上的行动一事的影响,但相对研究较少的

是, 这种通过社交媒体产生的社会影响如何与性格特征相互作用。我们主张,归属需求高的个人

将参与政治活动, 如果他们相信这是由他们所属的社会群体所期望的。为评价这一假设, Qual-
trics公司设计了一个调查实验(n= 289)。我们有两个实验条件(朋友或扩展网络), 其中我们告知

参与者他们的朋友或扩展网络在脸书上分享或点赞次数最多的网络材料是一项特定的请愿。在

一个控制条件下,参与者被告知阅读一项随机请愿。为增加这一操作的可信度, 我们要求参与者

登录一个假定下载了其脸书资料的虚构软件。我们表明,当发现朋友在脸书上政治活跃时,个人

更有可能进行政治参与, 但这仅当他们的归属需求高时才会发生。
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¿Es más probable que las personas se vuelvan más activas políticamente a través de las redes sociales
cuando observan que sus amigos están activos? Investigaciones anteriores han demostrado que la
probabilidad de que un individuo se involucre políticamente está influenciada por las observaciones de
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cómo actúan los amigos a través de las redes sociales, pero se sabe relativamente poco acerca de cómo
dicha influencia social a través de las redes sociales interactúa con las características de la person-
alidad. Argumentamos que las personas con necesidades de alta pertenencia participarán en activi-
dades políticas si creen que esto se espera de los grupos sociales a los que pertenecen. Para evaluar esta
hipótesis, se diseñó un experimento de encuesta (n= 289) en Qualtrics. Tuvimos dos condiciones
experimentales (amigos o red extendida) en las cuales informamos a los participantes que el material
en línea más compartido o "me gusta" entre sus amigos o red extendida en Facebook era una petición
específica. En una condición de control, se les informó que se les mostró una petición aleatoria. Para
aumentar la credibilidad de la manipulación, pedimos a los participantes que inicien sesión en una
aplicación ficticia que supuestamente descargó sus datos de Facebook. Mostramos que es más probable
que las personas participen políticamente si observan que sus amigos han sido políticamente activos en
Facebook, pero solo si tienen altas necesidades de pertenencia.

PALABRAS CLAVE: redes sociales, actividad política, influencia social, necesidades de pertenencia,
experimentos, Facebook, necesidad de pertenecer

Introduction

Lately, social media, such as Facebook and Instagram has grown into an in-
separable part of everyday life for a large portion of the denizens of representa-
tional democracies (Pew Research Center, 2018). Social media has also become an
important venue for a number of already established domains of activities. Among
these domains, political engagement, in the form of discussions and the expression
of political views and actions, can be found (George & Leidner, 2019). The past
decade has also witnessed the emergence of a new form of political activity, which
occurs solely on social media (Gustafsson, 2013). Social media has enabled in-
dividuals to share material, information and engage in discussions with virtually
unlimited numbers of people, and research shows that this type of activity may
lead individuals to take part in diverse networks and be persuaded to change their
opinions (Diehl, Weeks, & Gil de Zuniga, 2016). Common political activities per-
formed on social media are the sharing and signing of petitions (Van Stekelenburg
& Klandermans, 2013), and social media has also become an important tool to
network and mobilize large‐scale protests, with prominent examples being the
Indignados, and the Occupy movement (Loader, Vromen, & Xenos, 2014).

This article focuses on such political activity. We focus on the question why
some individuals engage politically through social media, and specifically on the
question of whether social influence matters for such political engagement. Pre-
vious research has shown that social influence through social media matters for
political activity. For example, the seminal experiment by Bond et al. (2012), based
on 61 million Facebook users, shows that when informed on Facebook that their
friends had voted, people were more likely to vote themselves.

Hence, it is clear that social influence through social media may explain po-
litical activity, but its relation to personality traits has not been considered ex-
tensively. We contribute to the literature by considering an important personality
feature which relates to social influence, focusing on the individual's belongingness
needs, or their “need to belong” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Previous research has
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shown that political participation can be seen as an expression of presumed ex-
pected behavior in order to display belongingness to a desired group (see, e.g.,
Bäck, Bäck, & Knapton, 2015). We hypothesize that individuals are more likely to
engage in online political activity when they believe that their friends are active,
especially when they are high in “need to belong.”

To evaluate these hypotheses, we designed a survey experiment where we
manipulated the political activity of the respondent's social group by informing
participants that their friends or extended network had shared or liked a petition
on Facebook. We find that participants were more willing to become politically
active if they had been presented with information that their friends were politi-
cally engaged, and if they were high in need to belong. These findings extend
previous research on online political activity, by stressing the role of belongingness
needs, and has important implications for our understanding of political activity in
an era where social media plays an increasingly important role in many citizens’
choices to become politically involved.

Theoretical Framework

Research on Social Influence, Belongingness Needs and Political Participation

Traditionally, political participation has been described in terms of the early
work by Olson (1965) on collective action. Work in this tradition describes political
participation as a costly act with a very low probability of leading to actual change.
Engaging in political participation for the sake of influencing politics should thus
be considered “irrational.”However, much research now shows that people engage
politically for a variety of reasons. For instance, several scholars have shown the
mobilizing force of anger (Valentino, Brader, Groenendyk, Gregorowicz, &
Hutchings, 2011; Weber, 2013). Another factor is identification (Dalton, 2016). This
means that individuals could derive benefits from participating that are dis-
connected from the outcome or even possibility to affect the outcome (Riker &
Ordeshook, 1968). For instance, such benefits can relate to the social nature of
political participation, such as group belongingness and others’ appreciation. An
individual's choice to engage politically can be influenced by the need to show that
one is a “good” member of the group, thus securing one's own place within it,
and minimizing the risk of future group exclusion (e.g., Bäck, Bäck, & Garcia
Albacete, 2013).

It should be noted that the nature of political engagement has become in-
creasingly diverse, and some forms are clearly more costly than others. With the
rise of the internet, new forms are low cost in terms of traditional participation
resources (i.e. they don't demand money or much time), but could still be socially
costly if an individual's online social network disapproves. An example is clickti-
vism (Halupka, 2014). Recently, George and Leidner (2019) categorized clicktivism
under the category of “spectator activities” in terms of Milbrath's (1965) organ-
ization of different political activities. In traditional terms, this low‐level engage-
ment could be to wear a political pin. An important feature of low‐level activism is

Bäck/Renström/Sivén: Friends and Belonging in Political Activity 211



that it does not require extensive resources. This is also true for digital activism,
where resources rather may be defined as internet access and technical skills
(George & Leidner, 2019). This in turn means that digital spectator activism is quite
common among social media users. About two‐thirds have participated in social
media politics at some point, and most of these activities can be found in the
spectator tier of activism (George & Leidner, 2019; Rainie, Smith, Schlozman,
Brady, & Verba, 2012; Vaast, Safadi, Lapointe, & Negoita, 2017). Clicktivism allows
people to show what causes they support in a shallow and detached way without
having to express original views (Kavada, 2015). Anyone with a social media ac-
count, computer, tablet or smartphone with internet access can engage in clickti-
vism (George & Leidner, 2019). It is considered one of the lowest forms of en-
gagement since it is noncommittal and impersonal (Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, &
Azad, 2013). The fact that clicktivism is considered such a low‐level activity is
important—it paves the way for social influence in the decision to engage.

Here we can draw on work in social psychology, which suggests that in-
dividuals in general are sensitive to the actions of others and tend to conform to
what other individuals are doing (Cialdini, 2009). For instance, in a now classical
experiment, Asch (1955) asked individuals to choose one of three lines of differing
lengths that best corresponded in length to a comparison line. When performing
this experiment in solitude, the accuracy was close to 90 percent. However, when
asked following a number of confederates consistently providing a wrong answer,
the participants themselves tended to conform to the group's erroneous answer.

Previous research indicates that social incentives, related to conformity and
adaption to group norms, may be powerful predictors of political participation in
offline settings (Bäck et al., 2013, 2015; Bäck, Bäck, Altermark, & Knapton, 2018).
Moreover, individuals are more susceptible to social influence from others with
whom they are affiliated, and who are similar to them (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004),
which increases the likelihood of conforming to their political norms of behavior
(e.g., Aagerup & Nilsson, 2016; Asch, 1955). Other research confirms that online
activity is also affected by social influence (Bäck, Bäck, Fredén & Gustafsson, 2019;
Chan, 2017; Fox & Holt, 2018), and draws on the so‐called “spiral of silence”
(Noelle‐Neumann, 1974, 1993).

Even though desire for belongingness is a fundamental human need, there are
individual differences in the extent to which people seek out and strive to maintain
social relations, which can be measured through individuals’ “need to belong”
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Individuals with a high need to belong strive more
than others to behave in ways considered positive by members of a group in which
they would like to (continue to) be part of (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). They also
tend to be attentive to what behaviors others seem to appreciate (Robinson, Joel, &
Plaks, 2015), and conform to others’ opinions (Koudenburg, Gordijn, &
Postmes, 2014). As mentioned, previous research has suggested that political par-
ticipation, such as protest activities, can in part be understood as an expression of
presumed expected behavior in order to display belongingness to a desired group.
Empirical research also shows that individual differences in need to belong impact
the willingness to be politically active (Bäck et al., 2015).
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There is also a large literature on social pressure in the context of voter turnout,
focusing on the impact of so‐called “get out the vote” (GOTV) messages, which is
relevant to our work. Here, several scholars have shown that postcards that stress
the public nature of voting records, and direct voter contact, for example through
canvassing and phone calls, have a significant impact on individuals’ likelihood
to turn out at the polls (see, e.g., Gerber & Green, 2000; Gerber, Green, &
Larimer, 2008; Gerber, Green, & Nickerson, 2003; Green & Gerber, 2015). This
literature clearly stresses the importance of social influence in determining offline
political participation. However, such political behavior is widely different from
online political participation, and hence, it is not certain that we can expect that the
same mechanisms are at work for the forms we analyze here.

Research on Political Activity Through Social Media

Studies of online political participation has been identified by Gibson and
Cantijoch (2013) as using one of two distinctly different approaches. It has been
understood and studied as either explicit or implicit participation, with a focus on
identifying its mobilizing effects. The explicit approach has typically treated online
participation as unidimensional, measured with a single index, fitting it into a
wider spectrum of other, somewhat recently emerged types of political engagement
such as boycotting and petition signing. The implicit approach has concentrated on
examining the impact that isolated singular actions, such as donating money, has
on offline political behavior (Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013). In an effort to integrate
online participation research with old‐school “offline” participation research,
Gibson and Cantijoch (2013) find that online participation should be regarded as
multidimensional, and that “individuals basically use whatever tools are available
to undertake their chosen action.” Bimber (2017) argues similarly that we should
understand media as context for political participation, rather than as a variable
with which to measure participation.

One of the more popular online environments is social media sites (e.g.,
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, etc.). According to Pew Research Center (2018),
68 percent of U.S. adults use Facebook, of which 74 percent claim to visit the site
daily. As the popularity of social media sites has increased, so has also scholarly
interest in social media and its impact on political participation. For example, Gil de
Zúñiga, Puig‐i‐Abril, and Rojas (2009) show in an early (2004) U.S. survey study
that the use of blogs is an important predictor of online political engagement.

In a meta‐analysis of research on social media and political participation,
Boulianne (2015) identified four main branches of inquiry regarding the topic (1)
research focusing on social media as a forum for gathering information or news; (2)
research on the role of social media in creating network ties that can be mobilized;
(3) research focusing on ties to organizations, or the use of social media to create or
maintain online groups; and (4) research on the contagion of participation among
members of a social network. Of the four streams she identified, the contagiousness
of political participation among social networks on social media is by far the least
researched topic.
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A deeper understanding of the mechanisms behind this kind of contagion is
however important if we are to fully account for political mobilization across online
social networks. We here briefly review some of the studies that have focused on
this topic, and that we draw on here.

Research on Socially Influenced Political Participation Through Social Media

In a survey‐based study performed among undergraduate students, in asso-
ciation with the 2008 U.S. election, Vitak et al. (2011) found that “exposure to
friends’ political activities on the site is positively related to both Facebook and
general political participation.” Hence, this study suggests, based on survey evi-
dence, that an individual's likelihood of becoming politically involved depends on
their social media connections.

In a seminal large‐scale experiment, Bond et al. (2012) observed socially in-
fluenced participation in social media. They found that when individuals on
Facebook were informed that their friends had voted in the 2010 U.S. congressional
elections, these individuals became more politically self‐expressive, sought more
information, and indeed became more likely to vote in the election themselves.
They also found that the probability of an individual engaging in self‐expressing
political behavior as a result of claims made about their friends, was reduced when
the relative distance to the friends increased. Hence, observing close friends’ en-
gagement was more influential for the likelihood of voting in the election than
observations of more distant friends.

Making use of the same Facebook data on 61 million users, Bond, Settle, Fariss,
Jones and Fowler (2017) present some additional results that are relevant for our
study. Their results show that social endorsement cues are differentially effective
for different types of political behaviors—looking at political expression, in-
formation seeking and voting, and finding the greatest effect on political ex-
pression. In addition, Bond et al. (2017) show that social endorsement cues work
differently depending on the individual's demographic and social characteristics,
showing that older people and those with higher education and larger social net-
works were more likely to be influenced by such cues.

Haenschen (2016: 543) presents three experimental studies that make use of
status updates posted on Facebook that contain social pressure messaging. Her
studies clearly demonstrate that “emphasizing social norms within social networks
can increase voter participation, through utilizing the technological features of the
Facebook platform to communicate these norms.”

These studies are clearly important and all stress the importance of social in-
fluence for political activity through social media. However, a gap in the previous
literature is that none of these studies accounted for how personality features may
interact with social influence in influencing political activity. However, if Bimber
(2017) is correct when observing that we should view new media as a shift in
context instead of a variable in itself, then we should expect that the same psy-
chological factors explaining behavior as a result of social influence in offline set-
tings should also be at work in social media settings. Hence, belongingness needs
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may be important to consider when we are analyzing the impact of social influence
through social media on political engagement.1

Hypotheses About Social Influence and Social Media Participation

In the present study, we aim to increase our understanding of the role social
influence plays in individuals’ decisions to engage in politically oriented behavior
on social media. Drawing on previous research on socially influenced participation
(e.g., Bond et al., 2012), we hypothesize that:

H1. Individuals will be more willing to engage in political activities through social media
when they observe that their friends (or their extended network) have participated.

Further, building on previous research showing that the personality feature “need
to belong” is likely to influence the willingness to engage in political collective
action (e.g., Bäck et al., 2015, 2018), we also hypothesize that there is a conditional
effect of belongingness needs and being given information that people in their
social network have engaged politically. To reiterate, individuals with a high need
to belong strive more than others to behave in ways considered positive by
members of a group in which they would like to (continue to) be part of (Bau-
meister & Leary, 1995); they tend to be more attentive to what behaviors that others
seem to appreciate (Robinson et al., 2015); and they are more likely to conform to
others’ opinions (Koudenburg et al., 2014). Thus, we hypothesize that need to
belong interacts with social influence on political activity:

H2. Individuals who are high in need to belong are more likely to be affected by social
signals, making them more willing to engage in political activities through social
media when they observe that their friends have done so.

This second hypothesis constitutes our main theoretical contribution as it adds
a measure of individuals’ need to belong, accounting for a personality trait that is
likely to interact with social connections online. To be clear, the underlying
mechanism here is that individuals who have a personality type that leads them to
be highly oriented towards appeasing groups that they strive to belong to, will be
more attentive to signals or cues given to them about what their social groups find
is appropriate behavior. Thus, they are more likely to be influenced by potential
signals about what their friends or extended network have done in terms of being
politically active on Facebook.

We here assume that people's friends on Facebook constitute a group that they
want to belong to—or at least that they do not want to attract their friends’ dis-
approval. However, this is of course a strong assumption—a person's friend group
on Facebook is likely to be heterogeneous and may not even be considered a
coherent group by the individual. Facebook can be said to constitute a sort of
“semi‐public” space, since the user has to approve who can see their activity
through a friendship mechanism (as opposed to, for instance, Twitter, which is
more open and the receivers of a message are out of the user's control). Still, the
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group of friends that people have on Facebook are usually more mixed compared
to a private setting and people often have friends on Facebook that they do not
have any personal relation with. Such semi‐public spaces create specific affor-
dances (Beam, Child, Hutchens, and Hmielowski, 2018). Previous research has
shown that people are sensitive to what their friends do on Facebook and moderate
their own behavior accordingly (Bond et al., 2012; Vraga, Thorson, Kligler‐
Vilenchik, & Gee, 2015). We follow this line of work and assume that some in-
dividuals may adapt to this group of friends, and we therefore believe that it is
reasonable that individuals’ need to belong matters here.

Research Design and Data

Participants and Experimental Design

In order to test the hypotheses, we conducted a survey‐based online experi-
ment, ostensibly showing the political activity of the participants’ Facebook friends,
their extended Facebook network, or a random petition found on Facebook (control
condition), which is described further below.

Participants were recruited through the online research platform Prolific Aca-
demic. Prolific Academic provides a service connecting researchers to signed‐up
volunteers. When a researcher launches a study, invites are sent to all volunteers
based on specific criteria established by the researcher. The only criterion used in
this study was that eligible participants had to be U.K. citizens and have an active
Facebook account. In total, 289 (179 [61 percent] female) volunteers participated in
the experiment. Ages ranged from 18 to 80 (M= 36.84, standard deviation
[SD]= 11.85). Participation took approximately seven minutes and all participants
were paid £1 each. All participants provided informed consent, and were fully
debriefed after participation. Data were collected on June 7, 2017.

The experiment consisted of two experimental conditions, and a control con-
dition, to which participants were randomly assigned. The conditions consisted of
different information regarding a petition the participants were presented with. In
the first condition (C1), participants were told that the petition they were shown
had been the most popular political material amongst their Facebook friends for the
past six months. In the second condition (C2), participants were told that the pe-
tition they were shown had been the most popular political material amongst their
extended network (i.e., “friends of friends”) for the past six months. In the control
condition (Control), participants were told that no coherent pattern of political
behavior amongst their friends could be discerned from the data they provided by
logging on to Facebook, and that instead, they would be shown randomly picked
political material. In total, there was 96 participants in C1 (friends), 97 participants
in C2 (extended network) and 96 participants in the control condition. The ex-
perimental conditions were designed to test the results found by Bond et al. (2012)
where close friends had more influence than more distant friends. By framing the
conditions in terms of friends’ or extended network's activity we sought to exert
more control over the independent variable “distance.”
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Experimental Procedure

Members of the Prolific Academic respondent pool who met the eligibility
criteria of being a U.K. citizen all received an email inviting them to participate in
the study. Upon launching the study on Qualtrics, participants who showed in-
terest in participating were told that they would partake in a study concerning
current political issues and online behavior. Next, participants were told that in
order to proceed, they would have to log on to Facebook and share all their data
with the experimenters. They were also told that this data would be used later on in
the study in order to provide insights into either the participants’ friends’ or ex-
tended networks’ online behavior. Those who wished to participate were re-
directed to Facebook.com where they signed in and approved collecting of their
data by the application Personality5.2 Then participants were redirected back to the
survey. Here, they answered demographic questions as well as the Need to Belong
Scale.

After this, participants were randomly assigned one of the three conditions. In
C1, participants were told that they soon would be presented with the political
material that had been most popular amongst their Facebook friends for the past six
months. In C2, participants were told that they soon would be presented with the
political material that had been most popular amongst their extended network
(friends of friends) on Facebook for the past six months. In the Control condition,
participants were told that the original intent had been to show them the most
popular political material amongst their friends, but that since no coherent pattern
of political behavior could be found, they would be presented with some randomly
picked popular political material.

Following this treatment, all participants viewed the petition “Scrap Fracking
UK Wide & Invest in Green Energy.” In order to further the impression that the
survey concerned the participants’ contacts’ political behavior, participants re-
sponded to some filler questions. These questions asked about the participants’
thoughts regarding their contacts’ political views and engagement. After this di-
version, participants were presented with questions on their willingness to engage
politically. In closing, participants were told that if they wanted to, they could now
let the application Personality5 post a “like” of the petition concerning fracking
they had been shown. Following this offer, participants received a full debriefing.

Measures and Materials

The study was hosted on the online platform Qualtrics. In order to provide
participants with the illusion that we had access to their friends’ and their extended
networks’ activities on Facebook, we utilized an application called Personality5. In
reality, this application did not provide access to the information of the partic-
ipants’ networks’ political actions. Personality5 has been developed by the De-
partment of Psychology, Lund University, with the aim to provide users with
insights about their own personality traits based on their Facebook data. This
application does not store any kind of data, and for the purposes of the present

Bäck/Renström/Sivén: Friends and Belonging in Political Activity 217



study, modifications were made as to not actually accessing any of the par-
ticipants’ data. However, in order to be able to partake in the experiment,
participants were asked to use the Personality5 application and log on to
Facebook, and were told that by doing this, they would share all their Face-
book data with the experimenters.

The survey itself consisted firstly of demographical questions including age,
gender, and political orientation on a scale from 1=Conservative to 7= Liberal. We
also included a battery of political issue items. This battery was included to mask
one item asking how interested they were in environmental issues. This item was
included to provide a pre‐attitude condition on the issue of fracking. The scale was
anchored at 1=Not at all interested to 7=Very interested.3

In order to measure the participant's need to belong, we included the estab-
lished Need to Belong Scale, which captures the individual's desire for inter-
personal acceptance and belonging (Leary, Kelly, Cottrell, & Schreindorfer, 2013).
The scale uses 10 statements, whose mean score indicate the respondent's need to
belong. Examples of items are “If other people don't seem to accept me, I don't let it
bother me,” and “I do not like being alone.”4 In the present study, answers to the
items in the Need to Belong Scale ranged from 1=Completely disagree to 7=Com-
pletely agree. The mean of need to belong (NTB) was 4.17 (SD= 1.22) and Cronbach's
α= 0.88, indicating good internal reliability.

The survey also included a part where a petition concerning fracking in the
United Kingdom was presented. The petition was an authentic petition titled
“Scrap Fracking UKWide & Invest in Green Energy,” which had ended prior to the
launch of the experiment and was lifted from http://petition.parliament.uk/
petitions/104617. The stimulus material is found in Appendix 1.

Willingness to participate in political activities on social media, which is one of
our dependent variables, was measured with the question “Nowadays, it is
common to use the internet, and especially social media sites, in order to influence
political outcomes. How likely is it that you would use social media in ways
suggested below in order to influence politics?”. Then followed some actions: “Sign
a petition,” “Share information (e.g., articles, links),” “Share information regarding
a petition,” “Share information regarding a manifestation or some other form of
protest.” For each of the actions, answers ranged from 1= Extremely unlikely to
7= Extremely likely. The internal reliability of these four items was good (Cronbach's
α= 0.88). Mean was 4.44, SD= 1.61.

At the end of the survey, we included a behavioral measure in the form of a
graphical element simulating Facebook's “Like” button. This button was pre-
sented as being able to post a “like” of the petition showed earlier to the
participants’ Facebook account, and participants were told that if they would
like to like the petition, they could do so by clicking the buttons. This behav-
ioral measure, using the artificial like button, also serves as dependent variable
in our analysis.
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Empirical Results

Descriptive Analyses

To check that our randomization function had worked properly and the par-
ticipants in the different conditions did not differ, we first ran a series of analyses
comparing age, gender and need to belong between the conditions. First, we ran a
chi‐square goodness of fit to check that gender distribution did not differ between
conditions, which it did not (χ2= 0.43, p= 0.81). In C1 there were 38 men and
57 women, in C2 there were 37 men and 50 women, in the control condition there
were 34 men and 62 women.

Second, we checked for age differences with a univariate analysis of variance
(ANOVA) using condition (C1, C2, control) as between‐groups factor, and age as
dependent variable. The result was not significant, F(2,285)= 1.33, p= 0.27. Means
and standard deviations split by the conditions are shown in Table 1.

Finally, we checked for differences between conditions on our main in-
dependent variable need to belong. Again, we used an ANOVA, which turned out
non‐significant (F(2,284)= 0.61, p= 0.54). See Table 1 for means and standard de-
viations.

The number of participants that clicked the “like” button was 63 (22 percent),
while 226 (77 percent) did not click it.

Main Analyses

We first tested our hypotheses using the behavioral measures of liking the
fracking petition. In order to gauge the effect of the experimental conditions on
participants’ inclination to like the petition, we fitted a logistic regression model to
the data. This first model had the act of liking the petition as dependent variable.
We then entered need to belong and the experimental conditions, including their
interaction terms, in separate steps.

In the first step, we used the single predictors, and in the second step, we
included interactions between need to belong and the two experimental conditions
(C1 and C2).5 C1 and C2 were dummy coded, using the control condition as ref-
erence. The result of this fitting is shown in Table 2. As can be seen in Table 2, there
were no effects of condition in Step 1, which indicates that our first hypothesis was
not supported. The results reveal that there is an interaction between belongingness
needs and the conditions.

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations on Age and Need to Belong (NTB) Split by Condition

Condition Age NTB

Friends (C1) 21.13 (11.76) 4.17 (1.22)
Extended (C2) 20.05 (12.68) 4.08 (1.19)
Control 18.35 (11.86) 4.28 (1.26)
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We illustrate this further in Figure 1, which shows that respondents, who be-
lieve that their friends, or their extended network, have participated, are more
likely to like the petition, the higher their need to belong. No effects of need to
belong are found for those who were exposed to the control condition.6 These

Table 2. A Logistic Regression Model Predicting “Liking” of the Fracking Petition Used in the Ex-
periment

Estimate SE p value Pseudo R2

Model 1
Intercept –2.91 0.97 0.003 0.03
Need to Belong (NTB) 0.06 0.13 0.667
Friends condition (C1) 0.23 0.37 0.539
Extended condition (C2) 0.41 0.36 0.248
Age –0.01 0.01 0.715
Gender –0.44 0.33 0.175
Interest environmental issues 0.15 0.10 0.151
Political orientation –0.03 0.06 0.624

Model 2
Intercept –0.11 1.13 0.920 0.07
Need to Belong (NTB) –0.40 0.21 0.058
Friends condition (C1) –2.25 1.31 0.087
Extended condition (C2) –2.96 1.34 0.027
Age –0.00 0.01 0.762
Gender –0.50 0.33 0.131
Interest environmental issues 0.14 0.10 0.171
Political orientation –0.03 0.07 0.635
NTB × Friends condition (C1) 0.59 0.30 0.049
NTB × Extended condition (C2) 0.80 0.31 0.009

Note: C1 and C2 are both dummy coded as 1 and 0, using the control condition (also dummy
coded as 1 and 0) as reference. Gender is dummy coded using women as reference cat-
egory. N= 289.
SE, standard error.

Figure 1. A Plot Illustrating the Interactions Between Need to Belong and the Two Experimental
Conditions Obtained From the Fitting of the Logistic Regression Model Presented in Table 1.

C1= Friends condition, C2= Extended condition.
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results support our second hypothesis, showing that individuals are more likely to
be socially influenced to engage politically online when they are high in need to
belong.

In the following analyses, we investigate whether the participants’ willingness
to participate in political actions in social media increases as the distance to those
they believe have participated decreases, and whether the effect of social influence
interacts with need to belong. We again fitted a hierarchical linear regression model
to the data. Here, participation willingness is the dependent variable, Need to
Belong and condition are included as independent variables, as well as their two‐
way interactions. C1 and C2 were dummy coded, using the control condition as
reference. The results are shown in Table 3.

As can be seen in Table 3, there were no main effects of the conditions C1 or C2,
suggesting that individuals are not automatically more willing to participate when
observing that their friends or their extended network has participated. However,
there was a significant interaction between C1 and Need to Belong, giving support
for H2.

The result of this fitting is illustrated in Figure 2. As is shown in Figure 2, there
is a strong and positive effect of need to belong in the friends condition, which is
not present in the other two conditions. Or put differently, individuals do seem to
become more willing to be politically active when observing that their friends have
been so, but only if they are also high in need to belong. We also ran follow‐up

Table 3. A Regression Model Predicting Willingness to Participate Politically on Social Media

Estimate SE p value Adj R2

Model 1
Intercept 2.42 0.57 <0.001 0.12
Need to Belong (NTB) 0.15 0.07 0.060
Friends condition (C1) –0.13 0.22 0.571
Extended condition (C2) –0.24 0.22 0.296
Age 0.00 0.01 0.970
Gender –0.49 0.04 0.013
Interest environmental issues 0.21 0.06 0.001
Political orientation 0.11 0.04 0.007

Model 2
Intercept 2.97 0.71 <0.001 0.13
Need to Belong (NTB) 0.02 0.13 0.889
Friends condition (C1) –1.66 0.80 0.038
Extended condition (C2) –0.52 0.79 0.508
Age 0.00 0.01 0.918
Gender –0.46 0.20 0.021
Interest environmental issues 0.21 0.06 0.001
Political orientation 0.10 0.04 0.010
NTB × Friends condition (C1) 0.36 0.18 0.046
NTB × Extended condition (C2) 0.06 0.18 0.752

Note: C1 and C2 are both dummy coded as 1 and 0, using the control condition (also dummy
coded as 1 and 0) as reference. Gender is dummy coded using women as reference cat-
egory. N= 289.
SE, standard error.
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slope analysis to establish that the effect of need to belong on participation was
positive in the friends condition (B= 0.38, SE= 0.13, t= 2.83, p= 0.005), but not in
the control condition (B= 0.02, SE= 0.13, t= 0.14, p= 0.89), nor in the extended
friends condition (B= 0.08, SE= 0.13, t= 0.62, p= 0.53). The effect of need to belong
on willingness to participate was significant, at about 1.5 standard deviations above
the mean (when NTB= 5.5).

There was no main effect of either C1 or C2 on willingness to engage in political
activities on social media, nor was there any interaction between Need to Belong
and C2 in relation to the control condition. Hence, observing that the own extended
network has participated, does not seem to influence willingness to become active,
even for those who are high in need to belong.

In controlling for the relation between the conditions (C1 and C2), we fitted a
second linear regression model to the data, only swapping the control condition.
This model, presented in Table A1 in Appendix 3, was almost identical to the first,
differing only in that it used C2 as reference instead of the control. This analysis
showed that there was no significant difference in willingness to participate be-
tween the friends condition (C1) and the extended network condition (C2).

All in all, we found that when participants are informed that their friends have
participated, their willingness to participate increases, as well as their likelihood of
saying that they want to post a “like” to the specific petition, as their need to belong
increases—thus supporting our second hypothesis. We did not find any direct
effect of the conditions (C1, C2, and control) on willingness to engage in political
activities on social media, either through the behavioral measure of “likes” or
looking at willingness to participate. Hence, these results suggest that only those
individuals who have high belongingness needs are influenced by observing how
their Facebook friends behave, and are more likely to become politically engaged
when their friends are active.

Figure 2. A Plot Illustrating the Regression Lines Resulting From the Fitting of the Linear Model
Presented in Table 2.
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Discussion

The present study intended to extend upon previous work, by showing that
social influence in the decision to participate in political activity online (Bond
et al., 2012), likely interacts with individual belongingness needs. We have there-
fore focused on investigating the effects of implicit social influence on individuals’
willingness to engage in politically oriented behavior on social media. We make a
theoretical contribution to the previous literature by introducing a feature of in-
dividuals’ need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). We make an empirical
contribution by testing these using a uniquely designed online survey experiment,
which manipulated whether the participants’ friends or extended network on
Facebook had shared or liked a certain petition.

In this experiment, we did not find any main effect of the experimental con-
ditions on participation willingness, which differs somewhat from the results re-
ported by Bond et al. (2012). Even though we hypothesized such an effect, it is not
implausible to suggest that engagement/willingness is contingent upon individual‐
level features, which we did find. There are also qualitative differences between our
study and that of Bond and colleagues.

Nonetheless, we did find that there was a conditional effect of need to belong
and observations of how one's friends have behaved. When participants were told
that a certain petition had been popular amongst their friends on Facebook, their
willingness to participate politically through social media increased as their need to
belong increased. Since the actions the participants were asked to engage in were
not thematically linked to the petition they were shown, it seems that the mere
notion of the participants’ friends being politically active on Facebook was enough
to make individuals let their engagement be influenced by an underlying need to
belong. In addition, we found similar results when analyzing a behavioral measure
using a “like” button, showing that individuals who were high in need to belong
were more likely to respond to social signals given on Facebook.

Our results confirm previous findings that individuals with a high need to
belong strive to behave in ways viewed positively by their own group
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In the context of the present study, this is exem-
plified by the participants’ (in the friends condition, C1) tendency to become
more willing to engage politically online when their need to belong is high.
This finding also provides support for the notion that political behavior can in
part be understood as a manifestation of individuals’ desire to belong to a
certain group (Bäck et al., 2015).

Bond et al. (2012) found that political self‐expression as a result of claims
made about individuals’ friends decreased as the relative distance to the in-
dividuals’ friends increased. In light of these findings, the effect of need to
belong on participants’ participation willingness in the present study should
have been strongest in the friends condition (C1), weaker but still present in
the extended network condition (C2), and nonexistent in the control condition.
Although we only found this effect for participants in the friends condition
(C1), when observing Figure 2, there seems to be a tendency for this effect in
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the extended network condition (C2), albeit not strong enough as to be sig-
nificantly different from the control condition. However, it may also be that the
extended network framing led to too much distance between the individual
and the social group, or that the social group was not perceived as a group
exerting influence—that is, the extended network may have been seen in a
similar light as in the control condition. People may not care what their very
distant connections do. This is an empirical issue for the future.

Limitations of the Study

As mentioned, we did not find any main effect of any of the conditions in the
experiment on the behavioral measures of “liking” the specific petition. One pos-
sibility for the lack of significance of this result is that we did not pre‐measure
participants’ position in the petition they were shown. Hence, the participants may
not have opposed fracking (which was the issue at hand) so strongly as to motivate
them to “publicly” like the material, thus leading to less data than needed to
establish a significant effect. Had we included a pre‐screening of attitudes toward
fracking, possibly leading to more data for the regression, we might have been able
to observe a significant effect of these measures.

Concerning the lack of any significant effect of participants’ need to belong in
the extended network condition (C2), this could be explained by an overlooked
effect of the operationalization of the experiment. By telling the participants in the
control condition that the original intent had been to show them the political ma-
terial most popular amongst their friends, they could have been primed to behave
as if they had actually been shown material popular amongst their friends. This
could, in turn, have led to participants in the control condition being more affected
by their need to belong when rating their willingness to participate politically than
if the information they were given were completely separated from claims made
about their Facebook contacts.

One can always discuss the use of self‐recruited participants on varying plat-
forms. We chose to use Prolific as it has been shown to provide reliable results
(Palan & Schitter, 2018) and outperform similar platforms in this respect (Peer,
Brandimarte, Samat, & Acquisti, 2017). Still, it would be desirable to replicate the
results using another sample. The fact that we used Prolific and analyzed a British
sample to test our hypotheses, of course also limits the generalizability of our
findings, and we cannot be certain that our results would be replicated in another
context. We, however, believe that we would find similar results if our study was
replicated in another country, at least in a Western European one, considering that
social media habits, for example, the use of Facebook, is similar across many
Western European contexts (see, e.g., Pew Research Center, 2018). We also believe
that the proposed theoretical mechanisms related to social influence are general,
and should be at work in most country contexts. The fact that we find relatively
similar results—at least in terms of finding that social influence matters for online
political engagement—as Bond et al. (2012), who used a U.S. sample in their large‐
scale Facebook study, also suggests that this is the case.
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Another limitation is that we did not include a manipulation check in this ex-
periment, which means that we do not completely know whether the participants
believed that the petition they were shown was real and in fact the most liked material
among their friends (extended network). Even though we used randomization and a
relatively large number of participants, we cannot rule out that there may be differ-
ences between conditions with respect to how plausible the manipulation was.

Finally, to make participants believe that the political material they were shown
was in fact retracted from their Facebook data we made them believe that they
shared all their Facebook data with us. This may have had consequences on who
was willing to participate. Even though it was clearly stated in the debriefing that
we did not use their Facebook data we cannot rule out that some people decided
against participation due to their belief that they would share personal data.

Conclusions

The aim of the present study was to examine the effects of implicit social
influence on individuals’ decision to engage in politically oriented behavior on
social media, as well as the moderating effects “need to belong” has on this deci-
sion. We hypothesized that individuals will be more willing to participate in po-
litical activities on social media when they believe their friends or extended net-
work have participated. We did not find any main effects of claims made about
friends, or friends of friends, having been politically active on Facebook on the
participants’ willingness to engage in political activities on social media. We did,
however, find that individuals who are high in need to belong are more likely to
engage in political activities when they believe that individuals in their social
network are politically involved in social media sites. This has important im-
plications for the study of social influence and social media participation, showing
that personality features, such as belongingness needs, are important to take into
account when analyzing such activity.

In terms of societal implications, this, for example, means that policymakers
and citizens should be aware of the role that social influence plays in online po-
litical engagement. It also suggests, as should perhaps be obvious for most people,
that social media is highly important for sharing political information, and that
some information can spread more easily, and even lead to political engagement, if
individuals with large social networks share this information. Our findings also
suggest that individual social media users should be made aware that some po-
litical information they choose to share—or whether they choose to engage politi-
cally in a cause—may partly be a result of belongingness needs, which of course
does not mean to deny that some individuals clearly engage in political causes
because they aim to change societal outcomes.

Hanna Bäck, Lund University—Political Science, Box 52, Lund 221 00, Sweden
[hanna.back@svet.lu.se].
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Notes

The present research was funded by The Marianne and Marcus Wallenberg Foundation (Project number
MMW 2014.0024).

1. A related literature focuses on the so‐called “Spiral of Silence” (Noelle‐Neumann, 1974, 1993) in
expressing or self‐censorship on social media (Fox & Holt, 2018; Gearhart & Zhang, 2015; Hampton
et al., 2014; Stoycheff, 2016; Yun & Park, 2011; Wang, Hmielowski, Hutchens, & Beam, 2017; Wu &
Atkin, 2018). Some studies on online participation have stressed the individual‐level feature, “fear of
isolation” (Fox & Holt, 2018; Hayes, Matthes, & Eveland, 2011; Wu & Atkin, 2018); or the more
general feature, “rejection sensitivity.” The latter feature is in focus in a study analyzing survey data
and focus group interviews with Swedish youth, showing that rejection‐sensitive individuals are less
inclined to engage politically through social media (Bäck et al., 2019).

2. In this study, no real information from Facebook is used and the application was mainly to improve
credibility in that the material they were later shown was in fact retrieved from their Facebook network.

3. The other items were how interested the participant was in animal rights issues, gender equality
issues, and immigration issues.

4. The 10 items were “If other people don't seem to accept me, I don't let it bother me,” “I try hard not to do
things that will make other people avoid or reject me,” “I seldom worry about whether other people care
about me,” “I need to feel that there are people I can turn to in times of need,” “I want other people to
accept me,” “I do not like being alone,” “Being apart from my friends for long periods of time does not
bother me,” “I have a strong need to belong,” “It bothers me a great deal when I am not included in other
people's plans,” and “My feelings are easily hurt when I feel that others do not accept me.”

5. Assumption tests are found in Appendix 2.
6. In controlling for the relation between C1 and C2, we fitted the same model again, only swapping C2

for the control condition. This model confirmed that there was no difference between C1 and C2, and
that participants in the control condition was not influenced by their need for belongingness when
deciding to “like” the petition.
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Appendix 1

Stimuli Material

The bold text friends was substituted for extended network (friends of friends)
in C2 and in the control condition the second paragraph read: We could not find a
pattern of political behavior amongst your friends. Therefore, what you see below is a
common political material on Facebook that has been picked randomly.

Due to all the noise on Facebook, it is not easy to get a sense of what is
perceived as most important among your contacts. With the help of the data you
provided through your Facebook account, we are now able to show you the most
popular political material amongst your friends.

With popular we mean the content that was either most liked, shared or clicked
on by your Facebook contacts during the last six months.

The most popular material amongst your friends.
Type
'Petition'
Headline:
'Scrap Fracking UK Wide & Invest in Green Energy'
Text body:
'We should be a country leading the way in renewable energy. Why would the

government invest time & money into an energy alternative that can cause so much
damage?

Scrap it all together and focus on making the UK 100% energy sustainable.'
Embedded link:
‘https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/104617’

Appendix 2

Testing assumptions of the linear regression model, including all control
variables.

Linearity and Homoscedasticity. As can be seen in Figure A1, the relationship of the
standardized predicted values to the standardized residuals is fairly linear, around
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zero. We conclude that the linearity assumption is satisfied and the hetero-
scedasticity assumption is satisfied if we run the fully specified predictive model.

Normality of Residuals. As can be seen in Figure A2 the observed values follow the
predicted values fairly well, and in Figure A3, the distribution is fairly close to a

Figure A1. Fitted Loess Curve to the Scatterplot of the Standardized Predicted Values and Standardized
Residuals.

Figure A2. Normal P‐P Plot of Regression Standardized Residuals.
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normal curve, and hence we conclude that the assumption about normally dis-
tributed residuals is met.

Multicollinearity. Tests of multicollinearity showed that the single predictors did not
share much variance with each other (tolerance values range between 0.73 and
0.95). The interaction terms showed high multicollinearity, which is to be expected
due to that they are perfect combinations of other predictors (C1xNTB= 0.06;
C2xNTB= 0.06).

Testing the Logistic Model. Since logistic regression does not require the same as-
sumptions as linear regression we did not test for the same assumptions as above.
One assumption, however, is that the relationships between the continuous pre-
dictors and the log odds is linear. This is tested through running a model where the
predictor and its natural log is included, that is, the Box–Tidwell Test. When we ran
this model, this interaction was non‐significant (B= 0.28, SE= 0.55, p= 0.66). This
result indicates that the assumption is not violated.

Figure A3. Histogram of Standardized Residuals Compared to a Normal Curve.
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Appendix 3

Table A1. A hierarchical Regression Model Predicting Willingness to Participate Politically on Social
Media

Estimate SE p value Adj R2

Model 1
Intercept 2.18 0.55 <0.001 0.12
Need to Belong (NTB) 0.15 0.08 0.060
Friends condition (C1) 0.11 0.23 0.634
Control condition 0.24 0.22 0.296
Age 0.00 0.01 0.970
Gender –0.49 0.20 0.013
Interest environmental issues 0.21 0.06 0.001
Political orientation 0.11 0.04 0.007

Model 2
Intercept 2.44 0.69 <0.001 0.13
Need to Belong (NTB) 0.08 0.13 0.540
Friends condition (C1) –1.14 0.81 0.159
Control condition 0.52 0.79 0.508
Age 0.00 0.01 0.918
Gender –0.46 0.20 0.021
Interest environmental issues 0.21 0.06 0.001
Political orientation 0.10 0.04 0.010
NTB × Friends condition (C1) 0.30 0.19 0.111
NTB ×Control condition –0.06 0.18 0.726

Note: C1 and the control condition are both dummy coded as 1 and 0, using the C2 condition
(also dummy coded as 1 and 0) as reference. Gender is dummy coded using women as
reference category. N= 289.
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