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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Whether youth can gain political knowledge through social media is Political learning; social
long debated. Existing research has insufficiently accounted for differ- ~ media; curated flows;

ent curating actors of political information, an indirect learning logic, opinion leadership
and within-person changes. To fill these gaps, we conducted a large-
scale three-wave panel study among 16- to 30-year-olds (Ny3 =2276)
to examine how exposure to different social media actors such as
politicians, peers, or influencers relates to the acquisition of current
affairs knowledge over time. We investigated perceived opinion lea-
dership gratifications as a novel underlying mechanism in this process.
While increased exposure to all curating actors’ political content was
related to higher opinion leadership gratifications in the same wave,
we found little indirect learning effects over time on the within-person
level through obtained gratifications. This association emerged only
during the national election period, when perceived opinion leader-
ship gratifications from peers’ political content were linked to above-
usual gains in objective political knowledge over time.

Being exposed to political content on social media is part of the modern information
environment, especially for young people. People with formal political roles, like politicians
(Farkas & Bene, 2021) and journalists (Mellado, 2022), as well as those without formal ties
to politics, such as ordinary people (Weeks et al., 2017), influencers (Suuronen et al., 2021),
and celebrities (Gonzalez et al., 2024), share political content to varying degrees. Prominent
examples are model Bella Hadid speaking up about Palestine or Kamala Harris capitalizing
on TikTok trends to engage young voters. As young people increasingly rely on such social
media actors for political information (Newman et al., 2025), questions arise about whether
young people actually learn about politics from this content. Since holding knowledge on
politics is needed to “act meaningfully as citizens” (Van Aelst et al., 2017, p. 5), considerable
research has explored the potential for political learning on social media (for a meta-
analysis, see Amsalem & Zoizner, 2023). While exposure to political social media content
seems to make people feel more knowledgeable, it does not seem to translate into being
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more knowledgeable (Nanz & Matthes, 2022). However, several scholars have called for
more nuanced research (e.g., Kleinberg, 2024).

Against this backdrop, the current study advances the existing research in three ways.
First, most research measures general social media (news) use in relation to learning (e.g.,
Dreston & Neubaum, 2023). Such unnuanced measures can underestimate learning out-
comes (Kleinberg, 2024) for two reasons: Marketing research indicated a more substantial
persuasive influence can be expected from personal social media accounts (Johne, 2023),
and the political content of social media personalities and ordinary citizens plays an
increasingly important role in the social media diets of young people (Newman et al,
2025). Hence, our study examines five actor types who curate political information on social
media—that is, politicians, journalists, peers, influencers, and celebrities. Second, the
current body of research has so far documented the direct link between political content
exposure and knowledge (Amsalem & Zoizner, 2023), while literature also reasons that part
of this relationship can be explained by cognitive elaboration processes (Gil de Zaniga et al.,
2021). Yet empirical evidence is lacking here, especially in view of how such processes take
shape. Therefore, we draw from the Cognitive Mediation Model (Eveland, 2001) and the
opinion leadership literature (Stehr et al., 2015) to examine whether obtained opinion
leadership gratifications explain indirect learning from different sources. Third, existing
studies examining the association between social media and political knowledge only
measured between-person variations (e.g., Bode, 2016), which cannot account for changes
within an individual—that is, whether social media exposure is related to changes in
knowledge over time. With a large-scale three-wave panel design using a panel of Ny; =
2,276 young people, the current study allows separating within- and between-person
variance (Certo et al., 2017).

The context of this study is the 2024 federal, regional, and EU elections in Belgium.
Political knowledge is of particular importance during elections, because citizens need to
hold a certain degree of knowledge to make informed voting decisions (Park, 2019). In
Belgium, citizens are obliged to attend the polling station in federal and regional elections,
which somewhat “forces” citizens to hold a certain degree of political knowledge.
Simultaneously, elections and the campaigns leading up to them are unique phases in
electoral cycles (Poljak & Van Aelst, 2024), with political content exposure spiking right
before elections take place (Haugsgjerd & Karlsen, 2024).

Political Current Affairs Knowledge

Political knowledge can be distinguished on two dimensions: objective and subjective
knowledge (Dreston & Neubaum, 2023). Objective political knowledge refers to the ability
of recalling political information from long-term memory (Carlson et al., 2009). Politically
knowledgeable citizens are required for a healthy democracy, as they make more informed
participatory decisions (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996), for instance, by casting votes more
aligned with their views (Park, 2019). Subjective knowledge refers to how knowledgeable
someone thinks they are (Carlson et al., 2009). Research shows that such perceptions of
one’s knowledge do not always correspond to factual knowledge (Yamamoto & Yang,
2022). This bias seems especially present among people who rely on social media for
political information (Rapeli, 2024). Our study includes both subjective and objective
knowledge and focuses on political current affairs knowledge (PCAK) due to our focus on



POLITICAL COMMUNICATION e 3

social media. This type of knowledge refers to short-term developments in the political and
societal sphere (Barabas et al., 2014), which matches social media’s fast-changing content
about timely (political and societal) occurrences (Park, 2019). Several social media sources
may play a role in shaping political knowledge.

Curators of Political Social Media Content

Drawing from Thorson and Wells’ (2016) framework of curated information flows, the
process of content curation, defined as “the production, selection, filtering, annotation, or
framing of content” (p. 310), is no longer limited to traditional gatekeepers. In today’s
digital media environment, a wide range of actors, including friends, social contacts,
computer algorithms, and individual media users themselves, can take part in shaping
what information is seen and shared. Specifically, we identify five distinct types of “curating
actors.” First, politicians have personal accounts, where they share content about both their
political and personal lives (Farkas & Bene, 2021). Second, journalists use personal accounts
to share content ranging from material aligned with their organization to opinions and
topics they cannot express through their employer (Mellado, 2022). Third, “ordinary”
people relay political information on social media, among others, aiming to influence
their network’s attitudes (Weeks et al., 2017). Fourth, social media influencers (SMI)—
once “ordinary” people who gained celebrity-like status through strategic self-presentation
on social media (Khamis et al., 2017)—also share political information with their large
audiences (Harff & Schmuck, 2025a). Fifth, traditional celebrities, such as singers or
athletes, who rose to fame outside of social media (Chiu & Ho, 2023), have also been
identified as political communicators (Gonzalez et al., 2024).

Curating actors can be considered so-called parasocial opinion leaders (e.g., Schmuck
et al., 2022). Individuals do not know them personally but have formed close, one-sided
bonds—known as parasocial relationships—with them (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Within
such parasocial contexts, curating actors are theorized to convey political messages to their
followers (Stehr et al., 2015). Algorithmic and personal curation further increase the like-
lihood that users are repeatedly exposed to content from curating actors they favor
(Thorson & Wells, 2016). This broader parasocial context is believed to facilitate the
likelihood that users will be favorable toward the (political) messages these actors provide.
According to Stehr et al. (2015), political influence by opinion leaders on political outcomes
operates through complexity reduction, political orientation, and the arousal of political
interest, which can be understood as gratifications followers receive from opinion leaders.
These gratifications may function as media response states, which could foster indirect
learning from political social media content (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013).

Opinion Leadership Gratifications

The Cognitive Mediation Model by Eveland (2001) explains political learning as an
indirect process, where attention to news lies under the motivational control of indivi-
duals. We theorize that the intensity to which a user obtains gratifications from sources
of political information is a media response state that develops from increased exposure
to curating actors’ political content (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). Following this reason-
ing, higher levels of gratifications would be expected to enhance attention to
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encountered political information and foster more elaborate processing of subsequent
political content. Drawing from Stehr et al. (2015), we conceptualize opinion leadership
gratifications as the level of obtained gratifications, with perceived complexity reduction,
received orientation, and evoked interest representing three core gratifications that can
be obtained. First, perceived complexity reduction, also termed perceived simplification
(Schmuck et al., 2022), refers to the notion that opinion leaders make complex political
topics comprehensible for their audience by presenting the information in a way that is
easy to interpret and process (Stehr et al., 2015). Being more often exposed to political
content of a certain curating actor may fulfil the gratification of perceived simplification
of politics, as shown for SMIs by Schmuck et al. (2022). This may stem from SMIs’ close
connection to young people’s reality (Schouten et al., 2020), which makes them better
equipped to present topics in a way that is understandable for them. A similar argument
could be made for peers; since they are similar in age, they might be better equipped to
present political topics in a way that is understandable for youth. Due to their formal
training, journalists could also use the additional space on their individual accounts to
explain political topics in more depth (Mellado, 2022), making them easier to under-
stand for young people.

Second, providing orientation refers to whether users have the perception that the
opinion leader orients their audience toward certain political issues that they might not
have known about or did not deem important before (Stehr et al., 2015). In the current
high-choice media environment, young people indicate that they seek orientation about
political topics from a variety of actors (Harff & Schmuck, 2025b). For instance, by
presenting their stance on political issues on social media, politicians can be understood
as orienting citizens toward certain issues (Enli & Skogerbe, 2013). Additionally, there is
evidence that influencers (e.g., Allgaier, 2020) and celebrities (e.g., Sobande, 2022) can serve
as catalysts for elevating certain issues on the public agenda, thereby providing orientation
toward certain political issues.

Third, by talking about a certain political issue, curating actors can fulfil the function
of making their followers curious about issues, i.e., arouse their interest in this topic
(Stehr et al., 2015). For instance, peers are among youth’s most important (political)
socialization agents, meaning they also mirror their interests to those of their peers
(Wegemer, 2022).

On social media, content is fleeting and short in nature (Zhang & Xu, 2025). Therefore,
for obtaining the gratifications of perceived simplification, orientation, and interest arousal,
multiple exposures are likely necessary. Additionally, a certain curating actor might be
better equipped to simplify politics (e.g., news influencers; Stocking et al., 2024), whereas
another might rather try to push a certain topic on the agenda (e.g., lifestyle SMI; Allgaier,
2020). Although evidence of increases across all examined gratifications does not exist for
every curating actor type, these processes are likely to occur across actor types (Stehr et al,,
2015). Accordingly, we theorize that the added value of increasingly encountering political
content from a given curating actor type manifests in stronger perceived opinion leadership
gratifications, both shortly after exposure and over time.

H1: Exposure to a) politicians’, b) journalists’, ¢) peers’, d) SMI’s, and e) celebrities’ political
content positively predicts perceived opinion leadership gratifications at the within-person
level (over time).



POLITICAL COMMUNICATION e 5

Indirect Learning: Feeling Knowledgeable, Being Knowledgeable, or Both?

Drawing on the Cognitive Mediation Model (Eveland, 2001), perceived relevance, conceptua-
lized here as obtained opinion leadership gratifications, can promote political learning
through increased attention and elaboration of all political content. Rather than operating
in isolation, perceived simplification, orientation, and evoked interest function as interrelated
dimensions of a broader relevance experience that collectively lowers cognitive barriers and
motivates engagement with political information. Perceived simplification may lead to the
feeling that political issues are not too complex for a young person to understand.
Consequently, young people might feel empowered to attend to and process political infor-
mation better than they normally would. This would result in an increased perceived ability of
being able to process subsequent encounters with political information. Perceived orientation
may guide young people toward the political topics they should engage with and learn more
about (i.e., enhance attention), which consequently may increase elaboration of these topics
when they encounter them (Eveland, 2001). Thus, after exposure to curating actors’ political
content, a young person could have the impression they now know which topic(s) they should
be knowledgeable on, and pay more attention to future encounters of political information on
that or similar topics. Evoked interest in political topics complements these processes by
increasing individuals’ attention to these topics and motivating more elaborate information
processing (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). This feeling of increased interest can be a crucial
motivator to process future political information encounters. Taken together, we theorize that
the overall attainment of opinion leadership gratifications creates a receptive cognitive and
motivational state in which young people are more likely to attend to political topics both
within and beyond curating actors’ content. This heightened attentiveness and elaboration, in
turn, aligns with the mechanisms through which political learning may occur over time (Delli
Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Eveland, 2001). Therefore, we hypothesize:

H2: Opinion leadership gratifications obtained by a) politicians’, b) journalists’, ¢) peers’, d)
SMT’s, and e) celebrities’ political content positively predict objective current affairs knowl-
edge at the within-person level over time.

Furthermore, higher perceived relevance of political content in the form of obtained
opinion leadership gratifications may not only play a role in shaping what individuals
objectively learn, but also what they believe they know. Supporting this, Dreston and
Neubaum (2023), as well as Nanz and Matthes (2022), found that more intensive
elaboration was directly linked to increased levels of self-assessed knowledge.
Therefore, young people may gain higher objective knowledge and feel more knowl-
edgeable because they allocate more attention to political topics—both regarding this
specific actor type and overall—in response to opinion leadership gratifications.

H3: Opinion leadership gratifications obtained by a) politicians’, b) journalists’, c) peers’, d)
SMTI’s, and e) celebrities” political content positively predict subjective knowledge at the
within-person level over time.

We further hypothesize a mediation logic from exposure to the different actors via opinion
leader gratifications on both types of knowledge (Figure 1).
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H4: Exposure to a) politicians’, b) journalists’, ¢) peers’, d) SMT’s, and e) celebrities’ political
content positively predicts objective current affairs knowledge through obtained opinion
leadership gratifications at the within-person level over time.

HS5: Exposure to a) politicians’, b) journalists’, ¢) peers’, d) SMT’s, and e) celebrities’ political
content positively predicts subjective knowledge through obtained opinion leadership
gratifications at the within-person level over time.

Method

We conducted a three-wave panel study in Flanders, Belgium, in April, May, and June of
2024. There was a one-month time interval between each wave, with the goal of minimizing
recall bias in media use. Federal, regional, and EU elections took place between W2 and W3.
Ethical approval was obtained through KU Leuven’s internal review board (G-2023-6711-
R2(MIN)).

Sample

Our sample was a Flemish youth panel, aged 16 to 30years old. Participants were
recruited both physically and online. Physical recruitment took place, for instance, in
high schools, libraries, or coffee bars. Online recruitment included calls via the social
media accounts of youth organizations and large media outlets. In total, 4,443 people
enrolled in the panel. To encourage continuous participation, participants received
€5 per completed wave and an additional €25 if they completed all waves in
a qualitative manner (i.e., not failing attention checks and no speeding). For a detailed
description of the youth panel and recruitment, see the field report on OSF (https://osf.
io/ze32m/overview). Excluding duplicates, 2,630 participants completed W1, 2,597 com-
pleted W2, and 2,527 completed W3. Including only participants in our analyses who
completed all three waves (N =2,314) and excluding participants who failed two or more
attention checks and/or sped through all three surveys (N =38), our analytical sample
consisted of 2,276 participants (63.62% women; Mg, = 20.48; SD,g. = 3.21; 93.50% high
education level). We found some significant differences between participants included
and excluded in the analytical sample (Appendix Al).

Measures

All items can be found in Appendix A2, and the dataset and syntax are available on OSF
(https://osf.io/jbdw4/overview).

Exposure to curating actors’ political content (Table A3.1) was measured in line with
previous studies’ measures of political social media content exposure (e.g., Lee et al., 2022),
for the five actors separately, by asking “On average, how often did you see political content
on social media by these people in the past month?” (1 = never to 5 = very often). Political
content was defined as “. .. politics in a broad sense: parties and elections, but also societal
and social themes, such as climate and migration.” To clarify the type of actors, we added
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two or three examples for each actor (except for friends/acquaintances) and explained the
difference between an influencer and a celebrity.

Opinion leadership gratifications (Table A3.2) were measured per actor by asking parti-
cipants: “Indicate the person for whom you find the following statement to apply.” For each
statement, participants could choose to indicate no actor, one actor, or multiple actors. As
such, we obtained a binary variable per actor for each gratification (0 = not applicable, 1 =
applicable). This construct is made up of perceived simplification of politics (“ ... makes
political topics easier to understand”), arousing interest (“ ... arouses my interest for new
political topics”), and providing orientation (“ ... shows me which topics are being
discussed in politics and society”; Stehr et al., 2015). For each actor type in each wave,
a summative index was created to measure how many gratifications participants perceived
from that actor.

Objective PCAK was measured using eight multiple-choice items (Appendix A4) related
to a political or societal event that happened in the month leading up to the survey.
Participants received four response options: three statements of which one was correct
and a “don’t know” option. The process of how the items were formulated can be found in
Appendix A5. The selected items reflected multiple themes (national politics, international
politics, health, social justice, and crime & safety; based on Newman et al., 2023). We
created the index by recoding responses to 0 = incorrect and 1 = correct, where don’t know
was recoded to incorrect. Those binary variables were summed to create a score out of eight
for each participant (M =5.50, SDw =1.87; Mw, =4.12, SDvy, = 1.85; My =4.92,
SDy;3 = 1.81). This measure is in line with existing research (e.g., Park, 2019).

Subjective knowledge was measured using five items. It is recommended to use compar-
able dimensions of objective and subjective knowledge (Dreston & Neubaum, 2023). Hence,
the items were chosen to reflect the themes represented in the objective PCAK measure:
national politics, international politics, health, social justice, and crime & safety (Newman
et al., 2023). Participants were asked, “To what extent do you feel like you know a lot about
the following themes (e.g., what is happening in the news surrounding this theme)?”
Answer categories ranged from 1 = not at all to 5 = very knowledgeable. A mean score of
the five items was created per wave (M = 3.32, SDw; = 0.65; Myy, = 3.26, SDyw, = 0.69;
Myys = 3.30, SDyys = 0.62).

Covariates

Gender was measured as 0 =man, 1 =woman, 2 = other. Considering the low number
of participants who indicated “other,” they were recoded to missing values (35.33%
men, 63.62% women). Age (M =20.48, SD = 3.21) was measured by asking participants’
birth year, which was recoded to age by subtracting their birth year from the year of
the study (2024). Education (enrollment) level was assessed based on participants’
current enrollment (if still in school) or highest obtained diploma (if not).
Responses were recoded into a binary variable: 0= low/medium education (6.5%),
and 1= high education (93.5%). Low/medium includes lower secondary education,
vocational secondary education, or higher secondary as the highest diploma. High
education includes enrollment in general/technical secondary or higher education, or
a diploma in higher education. Political interest (M = 6.08, SD = 2.25) was measured on
an 11-point Likert scale, with one item “T'o what extent are you interested in politics?”
We again referred to politics in a broad sense, as defined above, ranging from 0 = very



POLITICAL COMMUNICATION e 9

uninterested to 11 = very interested (Bode, 2016). News media use (M =2.98, SD =0.74)
was measured by asking participants how often in the last month they used a list of
seven channels to obtain news (e.g., television, social media), ranging from 1 = never
to 5 = very often. Those variables were averaged to create an index. Social media use
(M =3.85, SD=0.89) was measured by asking how often participants typically use
a list of social media, ranging from 1 = never to 6 = multiple times a day, of which
a mean index was created. News media use (Andersen et al., 2022) and social media
use (Coyne et al., 2019) are stable, so they were only measured respectively in W1 and
in the intake survey (WO0).

Analytical Strategy

Means and standard deviations, zero-order correlations (Appendix A6), and intra-class
correlations (ICC) were computed for the related variables in R. Five Random-Intercept
Cross-Lagged Panel Models (RI-CLPM) were estimated (Table A7) using MLR as an
estimator (Speyer et al., 2025) in Mplus. Although we hypothesized the same relationship
to occur across all curating actor types, we analyzed actor types separately to avoid
drawing conclusions about curating actors in general that might be driven by only one
or two specific types, as this would be problematic (Rubin, 2024). We only hypothesized
within-person differences, but it is typical to expect the same relationships to occur at
the between-person level (Beyens et al., 2020). Each model used mean scores as manifest
variables, which we regressed on a corresponding latent variable with loading con-
strained at 1, i.e., the within-person variance. Autoregressive, cross-lagged, and con-
current paths were drawn (Figure 2) using the latent variables, as well as a random-
intercept factor (RI). This RI was created for each main variable per model, with
manifest variables at three timepoints and loadings constrained at 1. The correlations
between the RlIs stand for the between-person variance. The error variance of all
manifest variables was constrained to 0. Confidence intervals of direct and indirect
path estimates were calculated with corrections for bias and skewness of the sample
(MacKinnon et al., 2002). We included gender, education level, age, political interest,
social media use, and news media use as control variables. The model fit was considered
acceptable if RMSEA <.05, SRMR <.05, and CFI>.90 (Speyer et al., 2025). Before
conducting the analyses, we first tested whether the means of the main variables could
be constrained across the three waves for a less demanding model by comparing the
difference between chi-squares of the model fit for a constrained and an unconstrained
model (Mulder & Hamaker, 2021).

Due to an implicit time lag in our measures within one wave, it was advised to include
concurrent (Lag0) paths (Speyer et al., 2025). Hence, we included those from exposure to
the curating actors’ political content (measured using a timespan of four weeks prior to the
survey) to opinion leadership gratifications, objective PCAK, and subjective knowledge
(measured as gratifications/knowledge at the time of the survey) for W2 and W3. For W1, it
is not possible to include within-person concurrent paths, as the within-person covariance
needs to be included for the first measure point to calculate the Lag0 within-person
regression paths (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2024). We compared the fit of a model including
and a model excluding the concurrent paths, based on the Bayesian Information
Criterion (BIC).
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Results
Descriptive Analyses

ICCs indicated that moderate degrees of variance in all studied variables could be attributed
to between-person differences: exposure to political content by politicians (0.398), journal-
ists (0.431), peers (0.435), SMIs (0.406), and celebrities (0.370); opinion leadership gratifi-
cations obtained by politicians (0.469), journalists (0.551), peers (0.496), SMIs (0.553),
celebrities (0.449); and objective PCAK (0.440) and subjective knowledge (0.665). For
instance, for objective PCAK, this means that 44.0% of variance is explained by between-
person differences. The rest could be attributed to error variance and within-person
fluctuations across waves.

Hypotheses Testing

BIC values for the models including concurrent paths were comparable to those without
concurrent paths, so we relied on the former (Speyer et al., 2025). The models we ran
did not include constrained means of the main variables, since those had worse model
fit than unconstrained models. All models showed good model fit (Appendix A8). All
parameter estimates can be found in Appendix A9. Our hypothesized mediation model
(Figure 1) was in one direction, but we also tested the inverse relationships (Appendix
A10) and direct relationships between content exposure and knowledge
(Appendix All).

Within-Person Level

A positive concurrent relationship between exposure to the actor’s political content and
perceived opinion leadership gratifications occurred in Model 1 for politicians (W2: =
0.10, SE=0.03, p =.002; W3: §=10.08, SE = 0.03, p =.003), Model 4 for SMIs (W2: 8 =0.20,
SE=0.04, p <.001; W3: 5=0.18, SE=0.03, p <.001), and Model 5 for celebrities (W2: =
0.15, SE=0.04, p <.001; W3: 3=0.16, SE=0.03, p <.001). For journalists (Model 2) and
peers (Model 3), we found the same relationship, i.e., more exposure to their political
content increases opinion leadership gratifications, but only in W3 (Model 2: = 0.10, SE =
0.03, p=.001; Model 3: =0.07, SE=0.03, p=.021). No within-person cross-lagged paths
from exposure to an actor’s political content to perceived opinion leadership gratifications
were significant. These findings support Hla-Hle on a concurrent within-person level, but
not across waves.

Model 1 showed that there is no relationship between perceived opinion leadership
gratifications obtained by politicians and objective PCAK on the within-person level.
Models 2 (journalists), 4 (SMI), and 5 (celebrities) showed that higher perceived opinion
leadership gratifications by journalists (8 =-0.12, SE=0.04, p=.002), SMIs (5=-0.11,
SE =0.04, p=.008), or celebrities (f=-0.14, SE=0.04, p <.001) than usual in W1 were
related to less objective PCAK than usual in W2. In Model 3, we found a positive within-
person relationship between perceived opinion leadership gratifications obtained by peers
in W2 and objective PCAK in W3 (f=0.14, SE=0.04, p=.001). These findings show no
support for H2a, show partial support for H2¢, and partially contradict H2b, H2d, and H2e.
Our study found no support for a within-person relationship between perceived opinion
leadership gratifications obtained by either type of curating actor and subjective knowledge.
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So, H3 was not supported. No indirect relationships were significant, meaning we found no
support for the hypothesized mediations in H4 and H5.

Between-Person Level

For all actors, the random intercept (RI) of exposure to their content was positively related
to the RI of obtaining opinion leadership gratifications from them (Model 1: f =0.41, SE =
0.05, p <.001; Model 2: = 0.37, SE=0.04, p <.001; Model 3: 8 =0.28, SE =0.04, p < .001;
Model 4: = 0.38, SE = 0.05, p < .001; Model 5: § = 0.26, SE = 0.05, p < .001).

Models 1 and 2 showed positive relationships between perceived opinion leadership
gratifications obtained by politicians and journalists and both objective (Model 1: = 0.24,
SE =0.04, p <.001; Model 2: $=0.51, SE =0.03, p <.001) and subjective (Model 1: f =0.19,
SE =0.04, p <.001; Model 2: 5 =0.27, SE = 0.04, p < .001) knowledge. We found no relation-
ship between opinion leadership gratifications obtained by peers (Model 3), SMIs
(Model 4), or celebrities (Model 5) and either type of knowledge.

Discussion

Political learning through social media has become a debated topic in today’s high-choice
media environment (Van Aelst et al., 2017). Looking systematically at both within- and
between-person variance in a large-scale three-wave youth panel, our findings align with
Amsalem and Zoizner’s (2023) recent meta-analysis by showing that learning about politics
through social media content is very limited, even when applying an indirect learning logic
(Gil de Zuniga et al., 2021). Simultaneously, by considering concurrent (Lag0) effects, we
found that increased exposure to curating actors’ political content evokes perceived opinion
leadership gratifications like perceived simplification of politics, orientation toward impor-
tant political topics, and aroused interest for politics, which is in line with the Process Model
of Parasocial Opinion Leadership (Stehr et al., 2015).

Within-Person Findings

When we studied changes that fluctuate within the individual, we found that when young
people experienced higher-than-usual exposure to political content from politicians, jour-
nalists, peers, SMI’s, or celebrities, they also perceived the actors to simplify politics, arouse
interest in politics, and/or orient them toward political topics more than usual in the same
wave. While this observation was consistent across waves for most actors, for journalists
and peers, it only occurred in the last wave. Our survey was conducted in the time leading
up to important elections, a period when political issues increase in salience (Haugsgjerd &
Karlsen, 2024). By being present on youth-oriented platforms like Instagram and TikTok,
politicians may try to reach young voters, while the other actors may aim to inform their
followers on political matters (e.g., Allgaier, 2020) or urge them to vote for a certain
candidate. During such an important political period, all actors could put in additional
effort to, for instance, simplify political topics or orient their followers to important topics,
particularly given Belgium’s compulsory voting system. Due to personal and algorithmic
curation (Thorson & Wells, 2016), it is likely that people largely see political content from
curating actors they like and see messages that reinforce one another. This could explain
why the opinion leadership gratifications are almost always obtained across all actor types
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after exposure. However, it is also possible that participants assumed that these mechanisms
had occurred merely as a result of encountering political content from a specific type of
curating actor.

Young people who perceived more obtained opinion leadership gratifications from their
peers (W2), also had higher objective PCAK than usual (W3). Here, the explanation could
lie in the specific election context between W2 and W3, which aligns with long-standing
research showing that during elections, people rely on opinion leaders in their personal
network for political facts to cast informed votes (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). Our study suggests
similar processes occur on social media. This is also in line with previous studies that found
that peers play a crucial role in political learning among young people (Hamann et al., 2009;
Solhaug & Kristensen, 2013). Our findings add to this research that political learning
through peers’ political content occurs when increased exposure to such content increases
perceived opinion leadership gratifications—that is, feelings of perceived simplification of
politics, arousal of interest for politics, and political orientation (Stehr et al., 2015). This
could suggest that during elections, exposure to peers’ political social media content could
temporarily motivate cognitive engagement with political topics, resulting in higher objec-
tive PCAK (Eveland, 2001). However, since these findings were only observed between two
waves, results should be generalized cautiously.

Overall, we found limited support for perceived opinion leadership gratifications to
facilitate future learning from political social media content on the within-person level.
A first possible explanation for this limited evidence may lie in the link between political
content exposure and perceived opinion leadership gratifications: Overall, both exposure to
the curating actors’ political content (Table A3.1) and perceived opinion leadership grati-
fications were rather stable across waves (Table A3.2). This could suggest that, on the one
hand, our one-month time interval was not the appropriate interval to capture variations in
these variables (Ohme et al., 2016), especially given that we only found concurrent within-
person relationships between exposure and opinion leadership gratifications; this could
suggest that the fluctuations on the within-person level are short-term. On the other hand, it
could be that measuring it on an aggregate level of type of curating actor does not allow for
sufficient nuance, since effects of social media content are often dependent on perception of
or relationships with the specific person (Khamis et al., 2017) or the specific piece of content
(Breves et al., 2021).

A second possible explanation lies in the link between opinion leadership gratifications
and PCAK: We found either an absence of a relationship or a negative relationship here. On
social media, curating actors tend to post about a limited number of topics (Mellado, 2022)
that usually fit with their persona and social media content (Breves et al., 2019). So, if, for
instance, arousal of interest in politics happens through the curating actors’ political
content, it likely only happens for a specific topic, which could mean the theorized cognitive
elaboration (Eveland, 2001) only happens for a limited (number of) topic(s), fostering
selective PCAK. Yet, we had broad PCAK measures covering a range of topics. This selective
exposure could explain the decreases in overall knowledge in response to opinion leadership
gratifications obtained by journalists, SMIs, and celebrities in W2. It may also account for
the decrease in knowledge over time in this study, since people might have been more
knowledgeable on a broad range of topics, while they informed themselves more specifically
about certain issues (presumably more national or local issues), when the elections came
closer.
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A final explanation could be that we did not measure the right type of political knowl-
edge that could be influenced through the actors’ political content or motivated by the
gratifications. Politicians, for example, often use social media for self-presentation and issue
positioning (Enli & Skogerbe, 2013), which might foster other types of political knowledge
like issue position knowledge (van der Meer et al., 2016).

Between-Person Findings

When comparing differences between people, our findings indicated that people who are
exposed to any curating actor’s political content more frequently also perceive to obtain
more gratifications from this actor. Together with ICC values showing substantial between-
person variance for these variables, this supports the idea that observed differences are
primarily driven by individual differences like prior political socialization or political talk
with parents (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996) rather than fluctuations in exposure. Moreover,
algorithmic curation could cause this stability, since algorithms generally show similar
content to what the social media user has favored before (Thorson & Wells, 2016). The
same conclusions can be drawn for differences in PCAK. Given that ICC values indicate
knowledge variation primarily reflects individual differences, we conclude that knowledge
disparities likely stem from stable individual traits rather than fluctuations in exposure or
perceived opinion leadership. This aligns with research connecting political learning to
stable civic habits (Delli Carpini, 2000).

As for opinion leadership gratifications, only people who obtained these from politicians
and journalists have more objective PCAK and subjective knowledge. In line with the
dynamic media effects theory (Slater, 2015), it is conceivable that young people who obtain
opinion leadership gratifications from such formal political actors are more likely to seek
out their political content. For peers, SMI, or celebrities, no links were found between
people who see their political content more often and perceived opinion leadership grati-
fications. Perceived opinion leadership gratifications obtained by such political sources
without formal ties to politics may be linked more closely to other stable traits, such as
political interest and political cynicism—as previously demonstrated by Schmuck et al. for
SMIs (2022)—rather than to political knowledge.

Limitations and Future Research

First, we relied on a non-representative sample, with a particular bias in terms of education
(enrollment) level (93.5% highly educated). Hence, generalizations should be done cau-
tiously, as our findings largely pertain to highly educated young people, or youth enrolled in
higher education. Second, the design of our study was structured around a national election
campaign. While this allowed us to examine differences between pre-campaign and cam-
paign periods, it meant the three waves were not necessarily comparable, making it difficult
to identify stable within-person patterns.

Third, with five independent variables, each with its unique mediator, and two depen-
dent variables, running one RI-CLPM including all variables was too demanding. Hence, we
followed existing studies (e.g., Carbone et al., 2025) and ran one model per independent
variable. This approach is associated with an increased risk of Type I error due to multiple
comparisons. To the best of our knowledge, no established procedure exists for addressing
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this issue in RI-CLPM. Moreover, Rubin (2024) argued that correcting for this type of
multiple testing is not necessary. We therefore did not apply a correction. Yet, we encourage
future research to examine whether such corrections are necessary within the framework of
RI-CLPM, and, if so, how they should be implemented. Additionally, by testing separate
models per independent variable, we could not control for the potential time-varying
influence of the other independent variables. Future research should employ a larger sample
size to be able to estimate an RI-CLPM that can incorporate all measured time-varying
variables.

Fourth, our PCAK items varied across waves. To ensure comparability, we kept the topic
areas constant. Additionally, to have a comparable measure for objective PCAK and
subjective knowledge, we measured subjective knowledge on the different topic areas
present in the objective PCAK measure, which is not a validated scale. Consequently, our
subjective knowledge findings cannot be compared to previous studies. Since both our
knowledge measures represent a broad selection of themes, we could not test the reliability
of the indices, as we did not necessarily expect more knowledge in one topic area would be
related to more knowledge in another topic area.

Finally, our longitudinal panel design was valuable to uncover broad processes of knowl-
edge acquisition in an externally valid manner. Mobile experience sampling and experimental
studies could be used to closely link content exposure to knowledge outcomes. This is needed
because aggregate measures of political content exposure are likely not nuanced enough. Such
self-report measures entail the risk of systematically overestimating exposure (Araujo et al.,
2017). Moreover, in the current high-choice, curated information environment (Thorson &
Wells, 2016; Van Aelst et al., 2017), the social media feeds of no two people look the same.
Mobile experience sampling studies, particularly linking tracking data to survey responses
(Ohme et al., 2016), could examine mechanisms related to content pieces or specific sources,
such as cognitive elaboration or the intentionality behind exposure to specific content pieces
(Dreston & Neubaum, 2023). Experimental studies could compare individual accounts to one
another or to organizational accounts, or test differences within one curating actor type.
Additionally, future experiments could distinguish between the different opinion leadership
gratifications, as these may yield divergent effects, particularly since we know different
curating actor types might tap more into some gratifications and less into others.

Implications

On a theoretical level, our study implies that perceived opinion leadership gratifications
may only explain indirect learning from peers’ political social media content during
elections, but not for other actors or other contexts. As such, our study corroborates the
traditional notion of opinion leadership, namely that during elections, personal contacts are
sought out and relied on (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). Our results point to the applicability of
these findings in the context of social media and curated flows. Yet, at the same time, our
findings do not support this process for parasocial opinion leaders like SMIs (Stehr et al.,
2015). Although youth obtain short-term gratifications from exposure to their political
content, their content does not seem to contribute to political learning. At a practical level,
this means that institutions focused on youth’s political education should acknowledge the
importance of peer influence and explicitly integrate peer roles into classroom discussions
on political learning (Hamann et al., 2009; Solhaug & Kristensen, 2013).
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Additionally, since we found differing relationships across curator types, the findings
indicate that it is important to distinguish between different sources of political information
on social media. Future research should, in particular, further explore the distinction
between information sources that users know personally and those they do not, as well as
the mechanisms underlying these differing relationships.

Finally, our findings also contribute to the debate about which actors can be seen
as opinion leaders (Stehr et al., 2015) by showing that the political social media
content of all investigated curating actors can yield gratifications such as increased
interest, orientation, or perceived simplification—at least in the short-term. This
suggests that the social media affordances allow several actors to become opinion
leaders for young people, which may affect other democratically relevant outcomes
such as political interest (Schmuck et al., 2022), efficacy, or participation (Harff &
Schmuck, 2023).

Disclosure Statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

The authors used ChatGPT (OpenAl, GPT-5.2) during manuscript preparation for language
editing and stylistic refinement. The tool was not used to generate original ideas, data, analyses, or
interpretations. All content was reviewed, revised, and verified by the authors, who take full
responsibility for the manuscript.

Funding

This study was funded with interuniversity BOF grants from KU Leuven and University of Antwerp
(grant number iBOF/23/036). The grant provider did not influence any part of the study or paper.

Notes on contributors

Margot Lissens is a PhD candidate at the Media Psychology Lab (Department of Communication
Science, KU Leuven) and at the Department of Communication of the University of Vienna. Her
research focuses on the role social media personalities play in the political socialization of youth, in
particular in the development of their political knowledge.

Cato Waeterloos (PhD, Ghent University) is an assistant professor in Communication Sciences and
Digitalization at the School of Social Sciences at Hasselt University. Her research interests include the
interaction between digital media and citizens’ participation, with a focus on activism, political
socialization, news consumptions, social media use, and citizenship literacy.

Laura Vandenbosch (PhD, KU Leuven) is an associate professor and director of the Media
Psychology Lab of KU Leuven (BOF-ZAP research professorship grant). The relationship between
media and well-being is the core subject of her research, leading to international publications in
several fields, including developmental psychology, sexology, body image, social relationships, and
communication theory.

Desirée Schmuck (PhD, University of Vienna) is professor of Communication Science at the
Department of Communication of the University of Vienna with a special focus on Media Change
and Media Innovation. She is also affiliated with the Media Psychology Lab of KU Leuven. Her
research deals with media change, media innovation, political communication, social media, and
well-being.



POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 17

Data Availability Statement

The data and code needed to reproduce the results of the study are available at https://osf.io/jbdw4/
overview.

Open Scholarship

0

This article has earned the Center for Open Science badges for Open Data and Open
Materials through Open Practices Disclosure. The data and materials are openly accessible
at https://osf.io/ze32m and https://osf.io/jbdw4/overview

References

Allgaier, J. (2020). Rezo and German climate change policy: The influence of networked expertise on
YouTube and beyond. Media and Communication, 8(2), 376-386. https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.
v8i2.2862

Amsalem, E., & Zoizner, A. (2023). Do people learn about politics on social media? A meta-analysis of
76 studies. Journal of Communication, 73(1), 3-13. https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqac034

Andersen, K., Johansson, J., Johansson, B., & Shehata, A. (2022). Maintenance and reformation of
news repertoires: A latent transition analysis. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 99
(1), 237-261. https://doi.org/10.1177/10776990211019750

Araujo, T., Wonneberger, A., Neijens, P., & de Vreese, C. (2017). How much time do you spend
online? Understanding and improving the accuracy of self-reported measures of internet use.
Communication Methods and Measures, 11(3), 173-190. https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2017.
1317337

Barabas, J., Jerit, J., Pollock, W., & Rainey, C. (2014). The question(s) of political knowledge. The
American Political Science Review, 108(4), 840-855. https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0003055414000392

Beyens, 1., Piotrowski, J. T., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2020). Which came first? Assessing transactional
relationships between children’s violent media use and ADHD-related behaviors. Communication
Research, 47(8), 1228-1245. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650218782300

Bode, L. (2016). Political news in the news feed: Learning politics from social media. Mass
Communication & Society, 19(1), 24-48. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2015.1045149

Breves, P. L., Amrehn, J., Heidenreich, A., Liebers, N., & Schramm, H. (2021). Blind trust? The
importance and interplay of parasocial relationships and advertising disclosures in explaining
influencers’ persuasive effects on their followers. International Journal of Advertising, 40(7),
1209-1229. https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2021.1881237

Breves, P. L., Liebers, N., Abt, M., & Kunze, A. (2019). The perceived fit between Instagram
influencers and the endorsed brand: How influencer-brand fit affects source credibility and
persuasive effectiveness. Journal of Advertising Research, 59(4), 440-454. https://doi.org/10.2501/
JAR-2019-030

Carbone, L., Klimmt, C., & Vandenbosch, L. (2025). The internalization of a performance-oriented
self-concept among adolescents through their favorite music artists. Mass Communication &
Society, 29(2), 269-291. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2025.2528630

Carlson, J. P, Vincent, L. H., Hardesty, D. M., & Bearden, W. O. (2009). Objective and subjective
knowledge relationships: A quantitative analysis of consumer research findings. Journal of
Consumer Research, 35(5), 864-876. https://doi.org/10.1086/593688

Certo, T. S., Withers, M. C., & Semadeni, M. (2017). A tale of two effects: Using longitudinal data to
compare within- and between-firm effects. Strategic Management Journal, 38(7), 1536-1556.
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2586


https://osf.io/jbdw4/overview
https://osf.io/jbdw4/overview
https://osf.io/ze32m
https://osf.io/jbdw4/overview
https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v8i2.2862
https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v8i2.2862
https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqac034
https://doi.org/10.1177/10776990211019750
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2017.1317337
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2017.1317337
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055414000392
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650218782300
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2015.1045149
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2021.1881237
https://doi.org/10.2501/JAR-2019-030
https://doi.org/10.2501/JAR-2019-030
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2025.2528630
https://doi.org/10.1086/593688
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2586
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2586

18 M. LISSENS ET AL.

Chiu, C. L., & Ho, H.-C. (2023). Impact of celebrity, micro-celebrity, and virtual influencers on
Chinese gen z’s purchase intention through social media. SAGE Open, 13(1). https://doi.org/10.
1177/21582440231164034

Coyne, S. M., Padilla-Walker, L. M., Holmgren, H. G., & Stockdale, L. A. (2019). Instagrowth:
A longitudinal growth mixture model of social media time use across adolescence. Journal of
Research on Adolescence, 29(4), 897-907. https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12424

Delli Carpini, M. X. (2000). Gen.com: Youth, civic engagement, and the new information
environment.  Political =~ Communication, 17(4), 341-349.  https://doi.org/10.1080/
10584600050178942

Delli Carpini, M. X., & Keeter, S. (1996). What Americans know about politics and why it matters. Yale
University Press.

Dreston, J. H., & Neubaum, G. (2023). How incidental and intentional news exposure in social media
relate to political knowledge and voting intentions. Frontiers in Psychology, 14. https://doi.org/10.
3389/fpsyg.2023.1250051

Enli, G. S., & Skogerbg, E. (2013). Personalized campaigns in party-centred politics. Information
Communication & Society, 16(5), 757-774. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2013.782330

Eveland, W. P. (2001). The cognitive mediation model of learning from the news: Evidence from
nonelection, off-year election, and presidential election contexts. Communication Research, 28(5),
571-601. https://doi.org/10.1177/009365001028005001

Farkas, X., & Bene, M. (2021). Images, politicians, and social media: Patterns and effects of politicians’
image-based political communication strategies on social media. International Journal of Press/
Politics, 26(1), 119-142. https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161220959553

Gil de Zaniga, H., Borah, P., & Goyanes, M. (2021). How do people learn about politics when
inadvertently exposed to news? Incidental news paradoxical direct and indirect effects on political
knowledge. Computers in Human Behavior, 121, 106803. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.
106803

Gonzalez, A., Schmuck, D., & Vandenbosch, L. (2024). Posting and framing politics: A content
analysis of celebrities’, athletes’, and influencers’ instagram political content. Information
Communication & Society 27(8), 1605-1627. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2023.2285495

Hamann, K., Pollock, P. H., & Wilson, B. M. (2009). Learning from “listening” to peers in online
political science classes. Journal of Political Science Education, 5(1), 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1080/
15512160802612011

Harft, D., & Schmuck, D. (2023). Influencers as empowering agents? Following political influencers,
internal political efficacy and participation among youth. Political Communication, 40(2),
147-172. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2023.2166631

Harft, D., & Schmuck, D. (2025a). Prevalence, presentation, and popularity of political topics in social
media influencers’ content across two countries. Political Communication, 42(3), 351-381. https://
doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2024.2406809

Harff, D., & Schmuck, D. (2025b). Who relies on social media influencers for political information? A
cross-country study among youth. International Journal of Press/Politics, 30(3), 841-864. https://
doi.org/10.1177/19401612241234898

Haugsgjerd, A., & Karlsen, R. (2024). Election campaigns, news consumption gaps, and social media:
Equalizing political news use when it matters? International Journal of Press/Politics, 29(2),
507-529. https://doi.org/10.1177/19401612221112014

Horton, D., & Wohl, R. R. (1956). Mass communication and para-social interaction. Psychiatry, 19
(3), 215-229. https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.11023049

Johne, J. (2023). Effectiveness of influencer marketing (1st ed.). Springer Gabler. https://link.springer.
com/book/10.1007/978-3-658-41297-5

Khamis, S., Ang, L., & Welling, R. (2017). Self-branding, ‘micro-celebrity’ and the rise of social media
influencers. Celebrity Studies, 8(2), 191-208. https://doi.org/10.1080/19392397.2016.1218292

Kleinberg, M. S. (2024). Black issue publics online: Securing political knowledge through selective
exposure. Journal of Communication, 74(1), 24-35. https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqad027

Lazarsfeld, P. F., Berelson, B., & Gaudet, H. (1944). The people’s choice: How the voter makes up his
mind in a presidential campaign. Columbia University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440231164034
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440231164034
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12424
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600050178942
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600050178942
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1250051
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1250051
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2013.782330
https://doi.org/10.1177/009365001028005001
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161220959553
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.106803
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.106803
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2023.2285495
https://doi.org/10.1080/15512160802612011
https://doi.org/10.1080/15512160802612011
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2023.2166631
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2024.2406809
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2024.2406809
https://doi.org/10.1177/19401612241234898
https://doi.org/10.1177/19401612241234898
https://doi.org/10.1177/19401612221112014
https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.11023049
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-658-41297-5
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-658-41297-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/19392397.2016.1218292
https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqad027

POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 19

Lee, S., Nanz, A., & Heiss, R. (2022). Platform-dependent effects of incidental exposure to political
news on political knowledge and political participation. Computers in Human Behavior, 127,
107048. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.107048

MacKinnon, D. P., Lockwood, C. M., Hoffman, J. M., West, S. G., & Sheets, V. (2002). A comparison
of methods to test mediation and other intervening variable effects. Psychological Methods, 7(1),
83-104. https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.7.1.83

Mellado, C. (2022). Roles and digital identities on twitter and Instagram: An ethnographic study of
Chilean journalists. Profesional de la informacion / Information Professional, 31(4), 4. https://doi.
org/10.3145/epi.2022.jul.14

Mulder, J. D., & Hamaker, E. L. (2021). Three extensions of the random intercept cross-lagged panel
model. Structural Equation Modeling: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 28(4), 638-648. https://doi.org/
10.1080/10705511.2020.1784738

Muthén, B., & Asparouhov, T. (2024). Can cross-lagged panel modeling be relied on to establish
cross-lagged effects? The case of contemporaneous and reciprocal effects. Psychological Methods.
https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000661

Nanz, A., & Matthes, J. (2022). Seeing political information online incidentally. Effects of first- and
second-level incidental exposure on democratic outcomes. Computers in Human Behavior, 133,
107285. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107285

Newman, N., Arguerdas, A. R., Robertson, C. T., Nielsen, R. K., & Fletcher, R. (2025). Digital news
report 2025. Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/
digital-news-report/2025

Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Eddy, K., Robertson, C. T., & Nielsen, R. K. (2023). Digital news report
2023. Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-
news-report/2023

Ohme, J., Albaek, E., & de Vreese, H. C. (2016). Exposure research going mobile: A
smartphone-based measurement of media exposure to political information in a convergent
media environment. Communication Methods and Measures, 10(2-3), 135-148. https://doi.org/
10.1080/19312458.2016.1150972

Park, C. S. (2019). Learning politics from social media: Interconnection of social media use for
political news and political issue and process knowledge. Communication Studies, 70(3), 253-276.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2019.1581627

Poljak, Z., & Van Aelst, P. (2024). Comparing political communication in election and routine times:
Are campaign periods different?. In Lilleker D., Jackson D., Kalsnes B., Mellado C., Trevisan F.,
Veneti A. (Eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Political Campaigning. (pp. 72-84). Routledge.

Rapeli, L. (2024). Ilusion of knowledge: Is the Dunning-Kruger effect in political sophistication more
widespread than before? Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, 34(3), 573-583. https://
doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2023.2214734

Rubin, M. (2024). Type I error rates are not usually inflated. Journal of Trial & Error, 4(2). https://doi.
org/10.36850/4d35-44bd

Schmuck, D., Hirsch, M., Stevic, A., & Matthes, J. (2022). Politics-simply explained? How influencers
affect youth’s perceived simplification of politics, political cynicism, and political interest.
International Journal of Press/Politics, 27(3), 738-762. https://doi.org/10.1177/19401612221088987

Schouten, A. P., Janssen, L., & Verspaget, M. (2020). Celebrity vs. influencer endorsements in
advertising: The role of identification, credibility, and product-endorser fit. International Journal
of Advertising, 39(2), 258-281. https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2019.1634898

Slater, M. D. (2015). Reinforcing spirals model: Conceptualizing the relationship between media
content exposure and the development and maintenance of attitudes. Media Psychology, 18(3),
370-395. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2014.897236

Sobande, F. (2022). The celebrity whitewashing of black lives matter and social injustices. Celebrity
Studies, 13(1), 130-135. https://doi.org/10.1080/19392397.2022.2026147

Solhaug, T., & Kristensen, N. N. (2013). Political learning among youth: Exploring patterns of
students’ first political awakening. Citizenship, Social and Economics Education, 12(3), 174-185.
https://doi.org/10.2304/csee.2013.12.3.174


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.107048
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.7.1.83
https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2022.jul.14
https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2022.jul.14
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705511.2020.1784738
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705511.2020.1784738
https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000661
https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000661
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107285
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2025
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2025
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2023
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2023
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2016.1150972
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2016.1150972
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2019.1581627
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2019.1581627
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2023.2214734
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2023.2214734
https://doi.org/10.36850/4d35-44bd
https://doi.org/10.36850/4d35-44bd
https://doi.org/10.1177/19401612221088987
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2019.1634898
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2014.897236
https://doi.org/10.1080/19392397.2022.2026147
https://doi.org/10.2304/csee.2013.12.3.174
https://doi.org/10.2304/csee.2013.12.3.174

20 M. LISSENS ET AL.

Speyer, L. G., Zhu, X., Yang, Y., Ribeaud, D., & Eisner, M. (2025). On the importance of considering
concurrent effects in random-intercept cross-lagged panel modelling: Example analysis of bullying
and internalising problems. Multivariate Behavioral Research, 60(2), 328-344. https://doi.org/10.
1080/00273171.2024.2428222

Stehr, P., Rossler, P., Leissner, L., & Schonhardt, F. (2015). Parasocial opinion leadership media
personalities’ influence within parasocial relations: Theoretical conceptualization and preliminary
results. International Journal of Communication 9(1), 982-1002. https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/
article/view/2717/1350

Stocking, G., Wang, L., Lipka, M., Matsa, K. E., Widjaya, R., Tomasik, E., & Liedke, J. (2024).
America’s news influencers: The creators and consumers in the world of news and information on
social media. Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2024/11/18/ameri
cas-news-influencers/

Suuronen, A., Reinikainen, H., Borchers, N. S., & Strandberg, K. (2021). When social media
influencers go political: An exploratory analysis on the emergence of political topics among
Finnish influencers. Javnost - the Public, 29(3), 301-317. https://doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2021.
1983367

Thorson, K., & Wells, C. (2016). Curated flows: A framework for mapping media exposure in the
digital age. Communication Theory, 26(3), 309-328. https://doi.org/10.1111/comt.12087

Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2013). The differential susceptibility to media effects model:
Differential susceptibility to media effects model. Journal of Communication, 63(2), 221-243.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12024

Van Aelst, P., Strombick, J., Aalberg, T., Esser, F., de Vreese, C., Matthes, J., Hopmann, D.,
Salgado, S., Hubé, N., Stepiniska, A., Papathanassopoulos, S., Berganza, R., Legnante, G.,
Reinemann, C., Sheafer, T., & Stanyer, J. (2017). Political communication in a high-choice
media environment: A challenge for democracy? Annals of the International Communication
Association, 41(1), 3-27. https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2017.1288551

van der Meer, T. W. G., Walter, A., & Aelst, P. V. (2016). The contingency of voter learning: How
election debates influenced voters’ ability and accuracy to position parties in the 2010 Dutch
election campaign. Political Communication, 33(1), 136-157. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.
2015.1016639

Weeks, B. E., Ardévol-Abreu, A., & Gil de Zuniga, H. (2017). Online influence? Social media use,
opinion leadership, and political persuasion. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 29
(2), 214-239. https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edv050

Wegemer, C. M. (2022). Service, activism, and friendships in high school: A longitudinal social
network analysis of peer influence and critical beliefs. Journal of Youth & Adolescence, 51(1), 1-15.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-021-01549-2

Yamamoto, M., & Yang, F. (2022). Does news help us become knowledgeable or think we are
knowledgeable? Examining a linkage of traditional and social media use with political
knowledge. Journal of Information Technology & Politics, 19(3), 269-283. https://doi.org/10.
1080/19331681.2021.1969611

Zhang, P., & Xu, C. K. (2025). How effective is the shorts transformation of traditional media? An
analysis from the perspective of user-generated content. In H. Sun, H. Fan, Y. Gao, X. Wang,
D. Liu, B. Du, & T. Lu (Eds.), Computer supported cooperative work and social computing (pp.
124-137). Springer Nature.


https://doi.org/10.1080/00273171.2024.2428222
https://doi.org/10.1080/00273171.2024.2428222
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/2717/1350
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/2717/1350
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2024/11/18/americas-news-influencers/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2024/11/18/americas-news-influencers/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2021.1983367
https://doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2021.1983367
https://doi.org/10.1111/comt.12087
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12024
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12024
https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2017.1288551
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2015.1016639
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2015.1016639
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edv050
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-021-01549-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-021-01549-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2021.1969611
https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2021.1969611

	Abstract
	Political Current Affairs Knowledge
	Curators of Political Social Media Content
	Opinion Leadership Gratifications
	Indirect Learning: Feeling Knowledgeable, Being Knowledgeable, or Both?

	Method
	Sample
	Measures
	Covariates

	Analytical Strategy

	Results
	Descriptive Analyses
	Hypotheses Testing
	Within-Person Level
	Between-Person Level


	Discussion
	Within-Person Findings
	Between-Person Findings
	Limitations and Future Research
	Implications

	Disclosure Statement
	Funding
	Notes on contributors
	Data Availability Statement
	Open Scholarship
	References

