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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The growth of social media use in Jamaica has changed how people communicate 

with each other and how they participate in the democratic process. To date, minimal 

research has been done to ascertain the relationship between social media use and the 

political process, specifically with younger members of the population.  Through a 

survey and focus group interviews, this dissertation seeks to identify whether 

Jamaican university students are using social media to participate in the political 

process. The study does not support that students are using social media as a public 

sphere to participate in the political process. Rather, it has been found that students 

who use social media for political discourse, use it as an extension of their already 

established participation. 
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Introduction 

 

 November 25, 2014, will go down in history (in Jamaica at least) as the day, the term 

“Articulate Minority” was added to the modern lexicon of Jamaican consciousness. 

The words were uttered by Minister of Government and Chairman of the ruling 

People’s National Party (PNP), Robert Pickersgill, his uncomplimentary reference to 

vocal Jamaican twitter users, who at the time, had become enraged by an ongoing 

government scandal (Francis, 2014). 

What was meant to be a putdown however, soon became the rallying cry of 

civic minded Jamaicans who used the social media app, to send messages, no longer 

than 140 characters. A pejorative term which questioned the relevance of these 

citizens suddenly helped to bring them into the national spotlight. Since that time, 

much sharper focus has been placed on the relevance of Jamaica’s social media users 

and how they may be able to influence change outside of the virtual space.  

The acknowledgement of a seemingly irrelevant ‘articulate minority’ runs 

counter to the trends in other parts of the globe, where politicians strive to gain mass 

appeal through social media channels. Regionally and internationally, political 

movements have seen parties and individual politicians come to realize the 

importance of incorporating social media strategies into their campaigns and overall 

communication programmes. Some pundits have even noted that “how political 

parties use social media in the coming years will impact their chances at the polls 

come Election Day” (Caribbean Elections 2014). 

Among the top 10 websites in Jamaica the number 1 and 4 spot are occupied 

by social media sites Youtube and Facebook, respectively (Alexa). One of the more 

striking aspects of social networking sites such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram, is 
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their appeal to the young. In the United States for example, persons within the age 

group 18-29 made up 89% of social media users (Pew Centers 2015). But while social 

media has a ready appeal to young Jamaicans, the electoral/political process does not. 

In research conducted by Bourne et al (2010) in the lead up to Jamaica’s 2007 general 

elections for example, 34% of youth polled reported that they would not be voting. 

This perceived apathy to the political process has had an impact on polls since then 

with the 2011 general elections in Jamaica reporting just a 53.17% voter turnout 

(Electoral Commission of Jamaica 2015). 

 Despite these multiple factors their remains little to no academic research 

investigating this new frontier for Jamaica’s democratic process. Based on this 

rationale this dissertation aims to fill that gap, while attempting to find out if Jamaican 

University students are using social media as a public sphere to participate in the 

political process as well as to gain political knowledge. 

 Research Questions 

The dissertation will seek to answer the following questions: 

R1: Are Jamaican University students using Social Media as a Public Sphere and if 

so, is it being used to facilitate political discourse? 

R2: Does the use of social media encourage greater involvement in the democratic 

and political process by Jamaican university students?   

R3: Will heightened political knowledge through social media use lead to greater 

political participation by university students? 

R4: Does use of social media by politicians or political parties make them more 

attractive to University students, when considering political participation? 

This dissertation is organised as follows: Chapter 1 provides an overview and 

context for this research including a brief look at Jamaica’s existing political culture, 
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and a look at social media access. Chapter 2 then takes a closer look at literature that 

has helped to form the basis of this investigation and provides a framework of 

understanding how this area has been previously approached by researchers. 

Chapter 3 will be used to discuss the theory of the public sphere as well as the 

uses and gratifications theory and their relevance as theoretical approaches to this 

research. Chapter 4 will then provide a detailed discussion of the methodological 

approaches, which include surveys and focus group interviews and how they will be 

applied as well as the limitations of the study. Chapter 5 entails the presentation of 

the findings, analysis and a discussion of the data resulting from the empirical 

research conducted. Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation and provides a review and 

summary of the main findings of the research project, with a brief discussion of the 

main outcomes and recommendations on areas that merit future exploration.  

 

Dissertation Overview: 

Respondents: 

Students between the ages of 18 – 25, and attending two of Jamaica’s largest urban 

universities have been selected to participate in this study – the regional University of 

the West Indies, Mona and the University of Technology. Both institutions were 

found to be suitable based on their location in Jamaica’s Greater Kingston 

Metropolitan Region. The University of the West Indies, Mona is one of 4 main 

campuses of the Caribbean’s largest public university system. The campus which 

serves some 15,000 students offers more than 200 programmes at the graduate, 

undergraduate and continuing studies (UWI Mona 2015).  The University of 

Technology offers more than 100 programmes at the graduate and undergraduate 

level to some 12,000 students.  
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Overview and Context 

 

1.1 Politics in Jamaica 

Since its independence from Great Britain in 1962, Jamaica has sought to maintain a 

robust democratically elected standard of government. This entails the holding of 

General elections at 5 year intervals with the election of members of parliament. 

There are two major political parties, the People’s National Party (PNP) and the 

Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) and over the years “there has been a regular transference 

of power between the two” (Bourne et al. 2010: p. 114).  This process however has 

historically been a contentious exercise between both parties in fiery rhetoric and in 

some instances violence. The most notorious expression of this was the historic 1980 

elections which “was marked by over 800 murders in a bitter fight influenced by 

ideology” (Helps 2012). The spectre of those and other previous elections have 

created a perception of violence, even as other elections over the past 30 years have 

been generally violence free. 

For the most part Jamaica’s political campaign model seeks to appeal to a 

grassroots constituent, of devoted supporters who show their party allegiance by 

wearing the colours associated with their respective party. The most visible level of 

political activities, especially during campaigns season are rallies, national 

conferences and political meetings. During these times also, well funded and visible 

advertising campaigns are launched through traditional media channels such as 

television, radio and print. Unlike many developed democracies however, Jamaica’s 

political campaigners have been slower to adopt some of the savvy campaign support 

mechanisms that are provided by social media and the internet, even as some 

incremental changes have been observed. 
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1.2 Social Media Access 

Jamaica has an estimated population of just over 2.7 million people (World Bank) 

with just over 49% of those persons below the age of 24. The country has a mobile 

penetration rate of over 95% with over 2.9 million cellular phones in circulation and 

over 1.5 million internet users, 49.8% of the population (Central Intelligence Agency 

2015).  The 2015 global information technology report of the World Economic forum 

revealed that 80% of Jamaicans use social networks and the country attained a 

networked readiness score of 5.6 out of 7 (World Economic Forum 2015). These 

statistics provide compelling evidence of the level of access to social media afforded 

to most citizens in an area that “has emerged as a powerful avenue for communication 

and commentary in Jamaica” (New report 2015). The convergence of social media 

technology and media has also changed the way traditional media entities function, as 

they are now tasked with providing news and information to a population that is 

always connected.  
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Literature Review 

 

Introduction   

As this research will seek to identify whether Jamaican University students are using 

social media as a public sphere for political participation, it is necessary to look at 

some of the previous research done in the area. This chapter will focus on efforts by 

scholars to expand on the work of Habermas while highlighting their relevance to this 

project and to situate this new body of work within some of the concepts that have 

developed over the years. 

2.1 The Public Sphere 

The concept of the Public Sphere was first articulated by Habermas (1962) as he 

sought to describe and define the historic development of a conceptual space for 

communication between different segments of the society within a public and private 

sense. The public sphere which Habermas (1974: p. 49) described as “a realm of our 

social life in which something approaching public opinion can be formed”, ensured 

free access to all persons  while guaranteeing “freedoms of  assembly, association and 

expression,” (McQuail 2010: p. 179).  

Since his initial introduction of the Public Sphere, Habermas has done further 

work to develop and expound on the subject (Habermas [1962] 1989; 1992; and 1995) 

looking at the implications that the concept has for various aspects of modern life as 

well as to place it firmly within the context of these changes in society. Specifically, 

he has provided commentary on the expanded role of the media and its potential to 

frame public opinion based on the will of “market imperatives” that are responsible 

for “the covert displacement of one category of communication by another: issues of 

political discourse become assimilated into and absorbed by the modes and contents 
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of entertainment” (Habermas (2006: p. 422). This he believed was detrimental to 

democracy and the fostering of a healthy public sphere (McQuail 2010: p. 180). 

Despite these reservations regarding the risks posed to the public sphere in modern 

society, Dahlgren (1995: p. 79) suggests that capitalism which drives modern global 

society has created a different kind of public sphere that has “contributed to an 

erosion of classes, in that classes become displaced – in the sense that they are 

simultaneously rendered both local and global by the flows of people, images and 

information.”  Dahlgren (1995: p. 20) goes further to argue that the internet through 

the expansion of related services it facilitates is advantageous to the public sphere. 

This is important as it not only acknowledges a major shift in how societies 

communicate, but specifically highlights the development and transition of society to 

a new space of communication which is governed by new standards of expression and 

access, which is the basis of this research. 

Over the years many other scholars have provided their perspectives on the 

public sphere by tracing its development and relationship with other aspects of society 

(Calhoun (ed.), 1992; Crossley and Roberts, 2004; Dahlberg, 2005; Debatim, 2008; 

Susen, 2011). These perspectives have also sought to realign the Public Sphere within 

the context of a changing global society that is driven by a connected populace and 

communication framework. Researchers have also  sought to establish the internet as 

a new public sphere and often with specific reference to its impact on democracy and 

political communication (Boman, 1998; Dahlberg & Sapiera, 2001; Boeder, 2005; 

Debatim, 2008; Habermas, 2006) or within the context of different political 

approaches such as the authoritarian regime of the People’s Republic of China 

(Rauchfleisch and Schäfer 2015). The growth of social networks as a specific internet 

mechanism of communication along with its ability to foster the development of 
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virtual communities, the curation of opinions and the sharing of various content 

generated by organisations as well as individuals, is central to the concepts to be 

explored and discussed in this research. 

A number of scholars have asserted that social media benefits the public 

sphere and its continued integration into modern society is a positive step in allowing 

multiple voices to thrive and be heard (Benkler, 2006; Papacharissi, 2009; Castells, 

2009; Burgess and Green, 2009). The identification and inclusion of online public 

spheres foregrounds this research as it is founded on the premise that social media 

plays an important role in facilitating the involvement of a specific youth population 

in the political process in Jamaica. Fuchs (2014: p. 58) however argues that while 

these interpretations of the impact of social media on the public sphere look at its 

potential to aid the collective consciousness of society and the democratic process, 

they do not address the question of ownership which is a fundamental element of the 

concept of the public sphere articulated by Habermas (1991). 

Fuchs (2014) goes further to critically examine what is social media and how 

its use by citizens enhances the existing public sphere, specifically those that involve 

political engagement. For example, he referenced survey data that illustrated how 

social media was used to mobilize citizens within some of the nations involved in the 

‘Arab Spring’ uprisings of 2011. This data highlighted the fact that while social media 

sites were used to share messages and engage with persons involved in protest 

activities, other mediums were also utilized in the process and concluded that 

“contemporary protests are not social media rebellions and that at the same time 

digital and social media are also not irrelevant in these protests” (Fuchs 2014: p. 88). 

This conclusion acknowledges that social media plays a role in this form of 
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engagement and this research will be seeking to identify to some degree how 

explicitly its involvement can be observed among the target group.  

Extensive use of social media as a campaign tool by Barack Obama during the 

2008 United States Presidential Election cycle proved to be a catalyst for how the 

medium would be positioned in all future campaigns by politicians and has formed 

the basis of a number of studies that have sought to frame this development within the 

tradition of the public sphere and its impact on political engagement. In looking at the 

potential of facebook to facilitate public opinion through a case study of the 2008 

presidential campaign of Barack Obama, Smuts (2010) discovered that facebook 

showed  “the potential to allow for public discourse to take place” (p. ii). 

Invariably, researchers have sought to discover whether there exists a link between 

social media use and political participation. Verba, Schlozman, Brady, and Nie (1995: 

p. 9) defined political participation as “activity that is intended to or has the 

consequence of affecting, either directly or indirectly, government action”.  

A number of studies have been conducted to look at the power of social media to 

influence both participation in the political process, and flashpoint political moments 

among young people, who account for the largest audience segment to adopt and use 

social media sites (Yousaf, Rahman & Naqvi, 2010; Yamamoto and Kushin, 2014; 

Dimitrova, Shehata, Strömbäck and Nord, 2014). In their research into the effects of 

digital media on political knowledge and participation in election campaigns 

Dimitrova, Shehata, Strömbäck and Nord (2014: 95) found that “there are only weak 

effects of digital media use on political learning, but that the use of some digital 

media forms has appreciable effects on political participation.”  At the local level, 

Forbes’ (2012) provided useful insight into youth engagement via social media 

networks among persons in four countries (Dominica, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, 
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USA). This seminal effort provides a foundation for this research as it offers 

perspective on the user behaviour of some members of the population to be 

encapsulated and how social media is helping to shape their opinions on society and 

interpersonal relationships.  

 The methodologies and theories of some of the previous studies reviewed 

included traditional methods such as survey research, case studies, content analysis, 

in-depth interviews, comparative analyses and focus groups (Smuts, 2010; Yousaf, 

Rahman & Naqvi, 2010; Forbes, 2012; Dimitrova, Shehata, Strömbäck and Nord, 

2014; Yamamoto and Kushin, 2014; Rauchfleisch and Schäfer 2015).  

A variety of theoretical approaches were used by various authors based on the 

objectives of their research. These include detailed interrogation of the Public Sphere, 

Uses and Effects theory and Uses and Gratification theory.  It should be noted that the 

theoretical frame of this research will be based on the Public sphere and Uses and 

Gratifications theory, which will be discussed in further detail in the next chapter. 

While the literature reviewed provides a wealth of research on various aspects 

of the specific focus of this study, no singular piece of work provides the perspective 

of Jamaican university students and their participation in the political process through 

social media use. It is therefore envisioned that this piece of research will add to the 

body of work that exists, examining this area of focus while attempting to fill the gap 

which currently exists.  
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Theoretical Framework 

 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the theoretical concepts that are relevant to the research topic – 

the public sphere and uses and gratifications theory. 

 

3.1 The Theory of the Public Sphere  

This dissertation is situated within the theory of the public sphere as it seeks to 

identify whether Jamaican university students are using social media as an online 

space to increase their political knowledge and facilitate political participation.  The 

articulation of the transformation of the public sphere by Habermas ([1962] 1989) in 

eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe, “contrasted various forms of an active, 

participatory bourgeois public sphere in the heroic era of liberal democracy with the 

more privatized forms of spectator politics in a bureaucratic industrial society in 

which the media and elites controlled the public sphere” Kellner (2000: p. 262).  

Habermas contended further that “the bourgeois public sphere may be conceived 

above all as the sphere of private people, come together as a public” (Habermas 

[1962] 1989: 27). Within this realm described by Habermas, the public sphere 

consisted of all existing mediums that facilitated public discourse by citizens around 

information and political debate “such as newspapers and journals, as well as 

institutions of political discussion such as parliaments, political clubs, literary salons, 

public assemblies, pubs and coffee houses, meeting halls, and other public spaces 

where socio-political discussion took place,” (Kellner 2000: p. 263). This form of the 

public sphere established a link between the private and public lives of members of 

the society and enabled them to not only hold and discuss opinions about the state, but 
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also create structures that could seek to provide protection against perceived 

“oppressive forms of social and public power” (Kellner 2000: p. 264). 

Open access to all citizens is a key element of the public sphere as defined by 

Habermas, et al (1974) that will allow them an equal opportunity and space within 

which to express their views and opinions. The liberal model of the public sphere 

described by Habermas (1974) also depends heavily on public debate as the medium 

through which citizens are able to participate within the democratic process. This falls 

within the framework of discursive theory which values “popular inclusion” (Ferree, 

Gamson, Gerhards & Rucht, 2002: p. 300) which is the belief that participation in the 

political process in a deliberate and targeted way by all citizens who so desire, will 

“transform individuals into public citizens” (Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards & Rucht, 

2002: p. 296).  

Contemporary scholars have also sought to interpret the public sphere, 

particular within the context of modern society and the changes that accompany its 

development brought on by technology, geo-political adjustments, economic 

imperatives and the changing roles of various stakeholders over time. Rauchfleisch 

and Schäfer (2015) contend that while various scholars have refined and proposed 

their own concepts about public spheres they have not come to agreement on a 

singular shared idea about the theory, however “they share a number of fundamental 

assumptions: public spheres are seen as places or fora of communication in which 

collectively relevant issues can be discussed by a diverse set of actors and with 

different arguments” (p. 140). Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards & Rucht (2002) for example 

have identified four models of the public sphere (representative liberal, participatory 

liberal, discursive, and constructionist) that each have specific elements that constitute 

a public sphere but differ in how they are defined and applied in a societal context.   
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 Of emerging interest to researchers is the relationship between the internet and 

the public sphere, and how this technology driven communication space facilitates 

and/or impacts the original concept. Some scholars have participated in debates about 

the potential of the internet and in particular social media as a public sphere 

(Dahlberg, 2001; Dahlgren, 2000; Papacharissi, 2002). Papacharissi (2002: p. 9) 

argues that “the internet and related technologies have created a new public space for 

politically oriented conversation” however this technology cannot determine if it will 

become a public sphere based on some of the structural and contextual elements of 

internet use and engagement. Dahlgren (2005: p. 147) who in highlighting the three 

analytical dimensions of the public sphere: the structural, the representational and the 

interactional, proposes that “the concept of civic cultures” be used to understand the 

significance of online political discussion, but concludes that “the internet is at the 

forefront of the evolving public sphere” (p. 160). In part, this perspective emphasises 

the discourse between citizens and how this features within the greater democratic 

framework facilitated through the public sphere. Fuchs (2014) contends that the 

internet and social media should only be considered public spheres if it meets not only 

the political debate but also the political economy elements of the public sphere 

articulated by Habermas which holds that “access to resources that allow citizens to 

participate in the public sphere is crucial” (p. 207). 

 The progression of scholarship around the public sphere overtime allowed 

multiple perspectives on the issue to be unearthed. For the purpose of this dissertation, 

emphasis will be primarily placed on situating the central dimensions of Habermas’ 

public sphere theory within the realm of the internet and social media to identify a 

public space that facilitates political communication and civic engagement among 

Jamaican university students.   
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And while the public sphere as a concept has multiple perspectives, there are 

criticisms which address specific aspects of its purview. In particular, the emphasis by 

Habermas (1964) on the bourgeois public sphere has been found to be problematic as 

he is deemed “to neglect the significance of other forms of public discourse and 

activity which existed in seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe”  that 

were not included in or ran counter to this segment of society (Thompson 1995: p. 

252).  Among these excluded groups were women and the working class according to 

Garnham (1992: p. 360) “by excluding the household and the economy from the 

public sphere, he systematically suppressed the question of democratic accountability 

within both gender relations and relations of production.” These criticisms stem from 

the main thrust of the public sphere concept which addresses universal access to all 

members of society. Other scholars have also pointed out that the public sphere is an 

“essentially contested concept”, which according to Rauchfleisch and Kovic (2015: p. 

4) “arises primarily from the fact that the public sphere is not a phenomenon that can 

be clearly observed and measured.” At the heart of this criticism are concerns about 

the concepts ability to effectively sustain a democracy. 

While these critiques are acknowledged, the researcher believes that there 

remains a valid premise under which the public sphere can prove very useful to the 

explication of this project.  Aspects of this research will be used to establish whether 

social media can be defined as a public sphere for university student using the three 

main dimensions of the theory that have been identified by most researchers in order 

to assess the concept empirically: openness in relation to its ability to foster varying 

opinions including criticisms of the establishment; longevity which speaks to the 

period within which debate is facilitated and participation which seeks to address 

whether all members of society are able to participate” (Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards & 
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Rucht, 2002).  Specific emphasis will be placed on the openness and participation 

dimensions, as the researcher deems these aspects more cogent to the research 

problem. Additionally, the civic culture concept proposed by Dahlgren (2005) “as a 

way to conceptualize the factors that can enhance or impede political participation—

the enactment of citizenship understood as forms of social agency” (p. 157) will prove 

particularly useful in helping to analyze political discourse for the purpose of 

expanding knowledge or encouraging participation. 

 

3.1 Uses and Gratification Theory 

This dissertation will also benefit from the Uses and Gratification Approach 

which will be used to interrogate the rationale behind the use of social media by 

Jamaican university students for political discourse.  According to McQuail (2010: p. 

423) the origin of the uses and gratification approach “lie in the search for the 

explanations of the great appeal of certain staple media contents.”  Ruggiero (2000: p. 

4) notes that “some mass communication scholars cited “moral panic” and the Payne 

Fund Studies as the progenitor of U&G theory.” That it originated from early research 

into media effects has also had an impact on the theory’s development as it went a 

step further than effects research by asking “why do people use media and what do 

they use them for?” (McQuail 2010: p. 423). Wimmer and Dominick (2003: p. 403) 

assert that U&G came about in the 1940’s “when research became interested in why 

people engaged in various forms of media behaviour such as radio listening  or 

newspaper reading.” Scholars agree that early U&G research was largely descriptive 

(Ruggiero, 2000; Wimmer and Dominick 2003) with great effort taken to categorize 

the reaction of audiences to media and create typologies of use. Ruggiero (2000: p. 

12) notes that “A typology of uses, although not providing what some scholars would 
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consider a refined theoretical perspective, furnishes a benchmark base of data for 

other studies to further examine media use.” 

Of particular import to this dissertation is the application of the Uses and 

Gratification approach to the internet and social networking sites (SNS) as Ruggiero 

(2000: p. 15) noted “new media like the Internet possess at least three attributes of 

data not commonly association with traditional media: interactivity, demassification, 

and asynchroneity.” These attributes are central to the purpose and use of social 

media, as they allow for high levels of interaction, are not mass in scope but can be 

accessed by large numbers of people through virality of content and are available on 

an ‘as needed basis’ by participants.  To this end Rogers (1986: p. 7) argues that 

“conventional research methodologies and the traditional models of human 

communication are inadequate.” Gallion (2012) argues that the application of U&G to 

SNSs is essential in understanding the new subset of media that is now accessible via 

the internet. The approach however has had its share of critics who point to its early 

incarnation, which was characterized by an emphasis on its individualistic nature 

which “makes it difficult to explain or predict beyond the people studied or to 

consider societal implications of media use.” (Ruggiero 2000: p. 12). Researchers 

(Severin & Tankard, 1997; Rosenstein & Grant, 1997) have questioned the validity of 

self reported data gleaned from U&G study participants. 

While these and other critiques are noted about this specific theoretical 

concept, its utility in relation to this dissertation is immense as it potentially provides 

insight into why Jamaican University students are more likely to use social media to 

facilitate political discourses. Park, Kerk, & Valenzuela, (2009) have identified four 

factors of uses and gratification theory related to social network sites - socializing, 
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entertainment, self-status seeking, and information (p. 731). The researcher will be using 

these factors in framing a discussion around the findings of this dissertation. 

 Through this overarching theoretical background, the author will explore how 

Jamaican University students are using social media as a public sphere to increase 

their knowledge of and participation in political discourse. This will be done by 

analysing the results of an online survey and focus group sessions with members of 

the target group. These methodologies will be explored in further detail in the next 

chapter. 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Social Politics 

 

24 | 

P a g e  

 

Methodology 

  

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the methodological considerations that will be used to 

determine whether Jamaican university students are using social media as a public 

sphere to facilitate their participation in political discourses. The author has chosen to 

conduct empirical research on the topic using quantitative and qualitative research 

methods. This chapter will outline the overall research design to include the 

justification for the use of survey and focus groups, the link between said 

methodologies and the research objectives, as well as provide details on the sampling 

procedures employed to select the target population for research. Information will also 

be provided on the specific data collection mechanisms used for this dissertation and 

the framework of data analysis. Finally a distillation of any limitations and problems 

will be presented. 

4.1 Quantitative Research – Survey Questionnaires 

Survey Research is one of the most recognizable methods used to collect data 

from a large audience for statistical purposes. Weisberg (2007: p. 223) notes that the 

technique “is well designed for assessing the prevalence and distribution of attitudes, 

as well as factual material about respondents.” This is an important factor which 

determined the authors decision to use surveys as one of the methodologies for this 

study, in order to gauge the use of social media as a public sphere by Jamaican 

university students to participate in the political process.  In addition, surveys 

facilitate investigation of an issue within a realistic context “rather than in a 

laboratory or screening room under artificial conditions” (Wimmer and Dominick 

2014: 192). They are not constrained by location, and depending on the medium, can 
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be delivered with relative ease to respondents (Wimmer and Dominick ibid). As this 

survey was delivered through the internet, using social media, it was situated within 

the context of the research and the target audience.   

There are however a number of disadvantages to this research method that 

includes the tools’ inability to measure why people make certain decisions and 

“finding that a difference between respondents is associated with a difference in their 

opinions does not determine the real cause of the opinion difference” (Weisberg 2007: 

p. 224). Wimmer and Dominick (2014: p. 193) point out that with surveys, 

“inappropriate wording or placement of questions within a questionnaire can bias 

results” and the risk of respondents providing false information when completing a 

self administered or online survey is higher with this methodology. Low response to 

surveys can also prove to be problematic. Through pilot testing and a restricted age 

limit within the survey instrument, it is hoped that any faulty alignment of questions 

as well as the inclusion of participants who fall outside of the target sample, will be 

avoided. The researcher has concluded that despite these limitations this quantitative 

methodology is best suited to provide insight needed to ascertain answers to the  

research questions and the overall focus of this dissertation which is pertinent as 

“surveys are used to  assess the prevalence of attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours,” 

(Weisberg 2007: p. 223). Additionally the direct engagement of the target group can 

is considered vital in tapping into their perspectives on a topic which at present has 

little academic rigor in the Jamaican context. 

4.2 Qualitative Research – Focus Groups 

 It was felt that pairing the aforementioned quantitative technique with a 

supplementary qualitative method - focus groups, would help to add more value and 

further bolster the overall strength of the research by providing detailed information 
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on issues and themes raised by the survey questionnaire that would not be adequately 

addressed with that tool, in addition it is anticipated that this methodology would 

provide insights into some of the thematic elements of the theoretical approaches 

being employed for this study. Wimmer and Dominick (2014: p.  136) define focus 

groups as “a research strategy for understanding people’s attitudes and behaviour.” It 

allows for unstructured conversation with a group of people on a specific topic that 

offers “dynamics and ways – not available in individual interviews - of eliciting, 

stimulating, and elaborating audience interpretations” (Hansen et al. 1998: p. 262).  

Among the advantages of this methodology is the flexibility in question design, as 

pointed out by Wimmer and Dominick (2014: p. 137) who note that a moderator of a 

focus group session is able “to follow up on important points raised by participants in 

the group. The ability to clear up confusing responses from subjects makes focus 

groups valuable in the research process.” These aspects of the method are key to 

unearthing deeper meaning behind some of the more cogent questions that were 

touched on in the questionnaire. 

 Focus groups also present with some specific disadvantages to researches 

including the possibility of a single participant dominating the conversation with their 

opinion or point of view and “such a person usually draws the resentment of the other 

participants and may have an adverse effect on the performance of the group" 

(Wimmer and Dominick 2014 ibid). In addition, Hansen et al. (1998: p. 263) notes 

that “group discussions tend to work towards consensus as group pressure often 

moves discussion toward a common frame.” The researcher, who has years of 

experience as a journalist, chose to moderate the focus group sessions to ensure that 

the discussions remained on course and that appropriate follow up queries were made 

based on the overarching aims of the research project.   
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4.3 Research Design 

The previous review of literature identified a research gap in this subject in the 

Jamaican context and there is evidence that the information gleaned from this body of 

work could potentially provide foundational data on how youth at the university level 

are using social media as a public sphere to engage in political discourse. The 

methodologies chosen will be used to answer the following research questions: 

R1: Are Jamaican University students using Social Media as a Public Sphere 

and if so, is it being used to facilitate political discourse? 

R2: Does the use of social media encourage greater involvement in the 

democratic and political process by Jamaican university students?   

R3: Will heightened political knowledge through social media use lead to 

greater political participation by university students? 

R4: Does use of social media by politicians or political parties make them 

more attractive to University students, when considering political 

participation? 

These questions will be answered through the application of the focus group 

methodology and the results from those interviews will provide pertinent and cogent 

information directly related to these queries. Additionally, to meet the objective of 

this study three hypotheses were developed based on the literature review and a 

survey instrument created to test each. They are: 

H1: Access to social media sites increases political knowledge and 

participation in political discourse. 

H2: Social Media use increases the awareness of the political process and 

politicians as well as potential political participation. 
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H3:  Persons who follow Politicians on social media are likely to participate 

in political discourse on social media. 

To achieve the purpose of this study, a 23 item questionnaire was developed to 

measure the variables of interest  among 150 students who attend the University of the 

West Indies, Mona and the University of Technology. The questionnaire (see 

Appendix B) which was delivered online via Twitter, Facebook, and email, included a 

detailed opening statement (see Appendix A) which apprised the respondent about the 

purpose of the research and actively sought their informed consent before proceeding. 

The survey instrument was divided into five distinct sections consisting of primarily 

multiple choice checklist questions with optional open-ended queries as well as a 

Likert scale to measure respondent attitudes to the marriage of social media and 

politics. 

The first section requested demographic age and gender data to ensure that “at 

least some respondent identification is possible,” Wimmer and Dominick (2014: p. 

204).  The second section sought to establish the social media user habits of the 

respondents as well as their level of access to the various sites and apps. The third 

section was covered under the heading political activity and sought to gauge the level 

of political engagement and participation of the respondent, specifically as it related 

to the democratic process. The fourth section was covered under the subheading 

participation and sought to gauge the willingness of respondents to use social media 

to participate in political discourse. The fifth section consisted of a 13 statement likert 

scale that sought to measure respondents’ attitudes to statements about social media 

and political knowledge and participation. The final section requested from 

respondents, more demographic data, specifically information about the university 

they attended and their programme or course of study. While this information was not 
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considered particularly sensitive, it was deemed important to place demographic 

queries at the beginning and the end of the questionnaire in order to “relieve any 

suspicions” (Wimmer and Dominick 2014 ibid). 

The questionnaire was pilot tested twice, to ascertain validity and ease of use. 

The first test was administered in its printed form among 5 persons who were within 

the target age and enrollment range, to observe functionality, question order and flow. 

Based on the feedback received changes were made to the wording of some questions, 

question order, and the inclusion of more specific response metrics for some 

questions. Once these adjustments were made, the questionnaire was formatted using 

the survey monkey software after which the second test was conducted in its 

electronic form among another group of 5 qualified persons. This test was used to 

determine the correct application of logic jumps to the correct questions, based on 

specific responses. The results suggested that the instrument had face validity and 

amendments and tweaks were made to ensure the reliability of the information 

received during the collection window. 

For the focus groups 14 students from both universities participated in two 

interview sessions that were organised and moderated by the researcher. Each 

participant was presented with a participant information form and consent form (see 

Appendix C and D) prior to the beginning of the session, and were instructed to sign 

and return the consent forms.  

4.4 Survey Sample 

As access to a full database of emails for students from each university population 

was not possible, purposive samples of students, who were between the ages of 18 – 

25 and currently enrolled at both universities, were targeted for the survey. A total of 

75 students, from each university was determined to be a suitable number of 
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respondents based on time and resource constraints, however this was later revised to 

50 students from each university based on the response rate to the online survey.  

4.5 Focus Group Sample  

A snowball sampling technique was utilized by the researcher to identify persons 

within the target group to participate in the two organised focus group sessions. 

Groups 1 and 2 hosted 9 and 5 participants respectively, and comprised a mix of 

students from each university who were within the target age range. Initial contact 

was made with students known to the researcher who were then asked to refer their 

friends and colleagues. In addition, student government representatives were also 

asked to make contact with students. 

4.6 Data Collection  

To facilitate access to the survey instrument a unique URL (web address) 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/socialpoliticsJM was created. As the research has 

specificity to social media use, the author felt it best to distribute the link primarily 

through social media channels. Therefore, contact was made with student government 

representatives of each university and they were asked to use their official social 

media accounts to share the link to the survey over a 1 month period from July 24 - 

August 24, 2015. The researcher also used his own twitter and facebook accounts to 

share the link for pick up as well. Over a three day period, a twitter advertising 

campaign, localized to Jamaica, and targeting a general twitter audience was launched 

to meet the quota of respondents. Specific tweets and facebook posts were crafted to 

attract students from each university in order to ensure that they would participate in 

the survey (figure 1 and figure 2).  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/socialpoliticsJM
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Figure 1. - Tweet for UWI students       Figure 2. - Tweet for UTECH students 

          

Additional assistance with the data collection came in the form of an interview on 

Nationwide 90 FM, a local radio station that broadcasts nationally, where the 

objectives of the research were discussed and a call for respondents issued.  

 The two focus group sessions were hosted in a reserved meeting space 

belonging to the researchers’ employer that comfortably accommodated both sessions. 

All participants were asked to set their cell phones on silent and to place them on a 

visible and centrally located table to ensure no distractions during the discussion. The 

researcher provided an opening statement where the concept of the focus group was 

explained to all participants, as well as the purpose of the research and they were 

advised that the sessions would be recorded. Finally, all participants were asked to 

introduce themselves before the discussions, which were guided by a prepared list of 

questions (see Appendix E). 

4.7 Framework for Data Analysis 

All survey data collected was analyzed using SPSS 22 for Windows.  Participants 

responded to multiple choice questions and a 5 point likert scale section that will be 
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used to measure attitudes to the marriage of social media and politics. Frequency and 

descriptive analyses were used to examine demographic and categorical variables. 

 In addition the Chi Square goodness of fit test will also be used to determine 

hypothesis three and other emerging correlations. Cronbach’s alpha was used to 

assess the internal reliability of the multi-item scale used to measure attitudes toward 

social media and political knowledge and participation. For the focus group 

interviews, each session was transcribed into a word document for analysis. 

4.8 Limitations and potential problems 

There were certain limitations to this methodological strategy which became apparent 

once the researcher started the process. Primary among them was reaching the sample 

population. As the period of the field research took place during the normal summer 

break for most students at both universities, it proved difficult reaching enough 

interested students to complete the online survey and to participate in the focus group 

interview sessions. This resulted in the project not meeting the original targeted 

number of respondents for the survey, over the four week period allotted for the 

exercise. Wimmer and Dominick (2014: p. 220) note that incentivising respondents 

can help to improve survey response rates, and while the researcher debated using a 

raffle to attract participants, the decision was taken not to do this, in order to prevent 

the inclusion of persons who are not targets of this research. 

 The use of a purposive and snowball sampling technique for the empirical 

research means that the results of this dissertation cannot be generalized to the total 

population of university students in Jamaica. In addition, the use of a Twitter ad 

campaign may present a slight bias in the findings of the research, if most of the 

respondents were drawn from that social media network. However the researcher feels 

that this risk is negated by the fact that a nationally aired interview on a popular local 
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radio station would’ve also meant additional exposure of the study to other potential 

respondents.  Nevertheless any ambiguities will be duly noted during analysis. 

The use of two focus group sessions as opposed to three or more is also seen 

as a limitation however the researcher is confident that the information provided in 

both sessions will be adequate to inform the objectives of this dissertation. 

While these limitations and potential problems are noted, the author acknowledges 

that this work is an important addition to the literature about youth engagement at the 

university level with the political and democratic process, through social media and 

provides a foundation for future research. 
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Findings and Analysis 

 

 This chapter summarizes the findings of the survey questionnaire and focus group 

interviews, which are discussed and analyzed in relation to the existing body of 

research in the area. The discussion will be divided into sections pertinent to the 

research objective and emergent themes that became apparent during the process. 

 

Survey Questionnaires 

Central to this dissertation is the voice of the students who were asked to complete 

surveys that would provide details on their social media use and political engagement. 

This first section will present the findings of those surveys and the appropriate 

analysis.  The following hypotheses were prepared for testing through the survey 

instrument: 

H1: Access to social media sites increases political knowledge and participation in 

political discourse. 

H2: Social Media use increases the awareness of the political process and politicians 

as well as potential political participation. 

H3:  Persons who follow Politicians on social media are likely to participate in 

political discourse on social media. 
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5.1 Response Statistics 

The target sample for the survey questionnaire was 150 students, 75 each from the 

University of the West Indies, Mona and the University of Technology. Of that total 

117 responses were received of which 16 were incomplete and therefore disqualified. 

A response rate of 78% was observed which is within the response rate range noted 

by Wimmer and Dominick (2014: p. 219) for internet surveys which is between 5% - 

80%. Of the remaining 101 respondents, 50.5% (n=51) were students of the 

University of the West Indies and 49.5% (n=50) from the University of Technology. 

5.1.2 Descriptive Statistics 

Standard descriptive statistics were run to ascertain the gender distribution among the 

respondents. Frequency distributions were run on the categorical variables and it was 

revealed that of the 101 respondents, 52.5% (n=53) were female and 47.5% (n=48) 

were male. This breakdown is shown in Table 1.  

Table 1 - Gender Breakdown 

 n % 

 Male 48 47.5 

Female 53 52.5 

The age range for respondents was set between 18 – 25 years of age and the primary 

age that emerged was 21 years old (n=27, 26.7%) with 85.1% (n=86) being 

undergraduates, this is illustrated in Table 2.  

 

Table 2 – Student enrolment status 

 n % 

 Undergraduate 86 85.1 

Graduate 8 7.9 

Post Graduate 4 4.0 

Certificate/Diploma 3 3.0 

Total 101 100.0 
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The researcher next sought to summate the amount of time respondents spent on 

average, using social media, daily. This is represented in Chart 1 which illustrates the 

frequency distribution of the number of hours spent by 99% (n=100) of respondents 

and the mean hours spent, which was 3.98 hours on average. The majority of 

respondents, 49.5% (n=50) spent more than 4 hours daily using social media sites. 

Chart 1- Daily average cellphone usage time  

 
 

Respondents were asked to identify the type of devices used to access social media 

sites of which 83.2% (n=84) respondents reported using a smart phone for access, 

while 11.9% (n=12) and 4% (n=4) reported using a desktop/laptop computer and 

tablet respectively. When asked to identify the social media sites on which they were 

most active three predominant social media sites emerged: 28.4% (n=77) for Twitter, 

26.6% (n=72) for Instagram and 24.4% (n=66) for Facebook. The full list of 

responses to this query is shown in Table 3. These results do not account for 

respondents who are active on more than one site. 

Table 3 - Most actively used Social Media sites 
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Responses 

n % 

Social Media 

Sites
a
 

Facebook 66 24.4% 

Twitter 77 28.4% 

Instagram 72 26.6% 

Google + 20 7.4% 

Other 36 13.3% 

Total 271 100.0% 

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1. 

 

As one measure of active political participation, respondents were asked if 

they were registered to vote and the results showed that 64.4% (n=65) were 

registered, against 35.6% (n=36) who were not.  Further, of the (n=36) respondents 

who reported not being registered to vote, 72.2% (n=26) said they did not intend to 

register within the next 6 months, while 27.8% (n=10) said they planned to do so 

within the same time period. Another measure of active political participation, 

respondents were asked if they had ever voted in a general or local government 

election and the results show that 19.8% (n=20) had voted before while 80.2% (n=81) 

had never voted. 

In order to ascertain the awareness level among respondents about political 

representatives and/or organisations, they were asked if they knew the name of their 

member of parliament, as well as, if they followed the social media accounts of a 

political party or Jamaican politician. The results are varied, showing that 60.4% 

(n=61) of respondents know the name of their Member of Parliaments, as opposed to 

39.6% (n=40) who do not.   A total of 69.3% (n=70) of respondents said that they did 

not follow a political party on social media however a closer measure was observed 

when respondents were asked if they follow individual Jamaican politicians on social 

media, with 41.6% (n=42) confirming that they did, while 58.4% (n=59) said they did 

not. The variance in the results between the number of persons who follow a political 
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party and individual politicians may be attributable to the social media activity of 

individual politicians, regardless of their party affiliation. 

In order to ascertain how respondents participated in political discourse it was 

important to firstly understand their general information seeking behaviours and they 

were asked to identify their main sources of information about current events. This 

revealed that television was a primary source for 28.7% (n=29) of respondents as well 

as Twitter, which also shared the same result. The researcher however believes that 

the results for twitter may be attributable to a previously stated bias in the survey   

based on the number of persons who may’ve accessed the tool through that service. 

While this bias may not be significant, it is noted within the context of the results. 

News sites and Facebook both had the same share of 14.9% (n=15) of respondents. 

The full results are shown in Table 4 below. 

Table 4 – Most common source for political information  

 n % 

Valid Other (please specify) 3 3.0 

Facebook 15 14.9 

Twitter 29 28.7 

Search engines 2 2.0 

News sites 15 14.9 

Blogs 1 1.0 

Television 29 28.7 

Radio 6 5.9 

Instant messaging 1 1.0 

Total 101 100.0 

 

Respondents were then asked if they were more likely to share information about 

political issues in social media with three choices, ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘maybe’. The results 

showed that 41.6% (n=42) of respondents said no, while 31.7% (n=32) said yes with 

the remaining 26.7% (n= 27) showing a possible willingness to do so. 
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Items measuring attitudes towards social media and political knowledge and 

participation were placed on a five point Likert scale, where the value ‘1’ represented 

“strongly disagree” and ‘5’ represented “strongly agree”. The highest mean of 3.94 

was for the statement, “Social media will be a major part of political campaigns in the 

future.” The lowest mean (m=2.59) was for the statement “Politicians must be on 

social media to be considered relevant.” Table 5 shows the means and standard 

deviations for all the items used to measure attitudes towards social media and 

political knowledge and participation. 

 

Table 5 - Descriptive Statistics for Social Media and Political knowledge and 

Participation 

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

I am more likely to vote for a political 

candidate who is visible on social media. 
101 2.9406 1.24757 

Politicians must be on Social Media to be 

considered relevant. 
101 2.5941 1.20978 

How a political candidate communicates on 

social media may influence my decision to 

vote for them. 

101 3.4653 1.35325 

I am more comfortable participating in 

political discourse via social media sites. 
101 3.0891 1.34981 

Social Media makes politicians more 

accessible. 
101 3.5545 1.32269 

Social media allows me to express my 

political views and opinions freely and 

unhindered. 

101 3.2178 1.36091 

I access more political information through 

social media than via other means. 
101 3.2772 1.37200 

I have become more politically aware 

because of social media. 
101 3.1188 1.28286 

Social media empowers me to participate in 

the political process of my country. 
101 2.6238 1.21533 

I am more likely to discuss political issues 

with my friends via social media. 
101 2.9802 1.41407 

Social media provides greater opportunities 

for insight and involvement in the political 

activities of my country. 

101 3.2574 1.20543 
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Social media has had an important influence 

on how political conversations are 

undertaken. 

101 3.3267 1.24184 

Social media will be a major part of political 

campaigns in the future. 
101 3.9406 1.33283 

      

 

Finally, Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine the reliability of the 13 item scale 

used to measure the attitudes of respondents to social media and political knowledge 

and participation. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient ranges between 0 and 1, however 

George and Mallery (2003: p. 231) emphasize that the following guidelines for 

optimal reliability “_ > .9 – Excellent, _ > .8 – Good, _ > .7 – Acceptable, _ > .6 – 

Questionable, _ > .5 – Poor, and _ < .5 – Unacceptable.” The Cronbach’s Alpha for 

the 13 item scale was (α=.91) which means that the coefficients have excellent 

reliability. 

5.3 Hypotheses 

Hypothesis one predicted that access to social media sites increases political 

knowledge and participation in political discourse. Based on the data gathered through 

the questionnaire, this hypothesis has not been proven. While the reported number of 

respondents who use social media is high at 99% (n=100), there was no established 

correlation between use of social media or willingness to share information about 

political issues through the medium. Using the Chi Square test for association which 

is “simply a value that shows the relationship between expected frequencies and 

observed frequencies” (Wimmer and Dominick 2014: p. 281), the researcher also 

assessed whether this relationship could be establish using the variable of gender, 

however no significant association was identified. 

 Hypothesis two stated that Social Media use increases the awareness of the 

political process and politicians, as well as potential political participation. There is 
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ample evidence illustrating the active use of social media among the sample and there 

was some data to support the argument that social media use contributed to increased 

awareness of the political process, however there is little evidence of its role in 

supporting potential political participation, as a majority of respondents (41%) 

reported an unwillingness to use social media to discuss political issues. And while 

this hypothesis has been partially disproven, using the Chi square test, significant 

correlations were observed in two other relationships between variables. The first 

showed that there is a significant relationship between persons who were registered to 

vote and their knowledge of their member of parliament, X
2
(1, N=101) = 4.05, p < 

.05. The second revealed that there was a significant relationship between persons 

who were registered to vote and them following Jamaican politicians on social media. 

X
2
(1, N=101) = 4.39, p < .05.  

Hypothesis three predicted that persons who follow politicians on social media 

will participate in political discourse on social media. This hypothesis was tested with 

a Chi Square test of two questions on the survey instrument which asked respondents 

if they followed a Jamaican politician on social media and if they would be more 

likely to share political information on social media. The test revealed that there is a 

significant relationship between persons who follow Jamaican politicians on social 

media and the likelihood of them sharing information about political issues on these 

sites. X
2
(2, N=101) =14.57, p <.05. This is shown in Table 6. 
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Table 6 - Chi Square Test 

 

Do you follow Jamaican Politicians on Social Media? * Are you more likely to 

share information about political issues in social media?   

 

Are you more likely to share 

information about political issues 

in social media? Tota

l Yes No Maybe 

Do you follow 

Jamaican 

Politicians on 

Social Media? 

Yes Count 22 11 9 42 

Expected Count 13.3 17.5 11.2 42.0 

% within Do you 

follow Jamaican 

Politicians on 

Social Media? 

52.4% 26.2% 21.4% 
100.

0% 

No Count 10 31 18 59 

Expected Count 18.7 24.5 15.8 59.0 

% within Do you 

follow Jamaican 

Politicians on 

Social Media? 

16.9% 52.5% 30.5% 
100.

0% 

Total Count 32 42 27 101 

Expected Count 
32.0 42.0 27.0 

101.

0 

% within Do you 

follow Jamaican 

Politicians on 

Social Media? 

31.7% 41.6% 26.7% 
100.

0% 

 

5.4 Analysis and Synthesis 

The survey administered to 101 Jamaican university students revealed several 

characteristics about this small sample of the population that are of significance to the 

broader scope of this research project. Of note is the population's seeming natural 

affinity to using social media for primary communication in their daily lives, through 

the prevalent use of smart phones, the access point of choice for the majority of 
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respondents.  Not only does this provide them with constant access, but they were 

able to devote copious amounts of time and attention to this communication modality, 

with the majority recording over 4 hours of use daily across three popular social 

media applications: Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. It is noted that instant messages 

are the mode of choice for the majority of respondents when corresponding with their 

friends, emphasising once again the ubiquity of smart phones within the sample. 

This connectivity however does not appear to crossover to the political 

participation of the respondents in relation to their willingness to discuss or seek out 

information about political activity or current affairs. Television is still a primary 

means of receiving general current affairs information, though Twitter and Facebook 

also emerge as burgeoning sources. However respondents demonstrate an 

unwillingness to use social media to discuss political issues. These findings disproved 

hypothesis one which predicted that access to social media would increase political 

knowledge and participation. 

Hypothesis two was also partially disproven as the data failed to definitively 

establish that social media helped to increase awareness of the political process and 

potential political participation. However a positive correlation was identified 

between persons who are registered to vote and their knowledge of their members of 

parliament. Therefore, persons who were registered to vote were more likely to know 

the identity of their members of parliament than persons who were not (67.7% to 

47.2%). Persons who were registered to vote were more likely to follow a Jamaican 

politician on social media (49.2% to 27.8) than someone who was not.   It should be 

noted that a majority of respondents were registered to vote, but 80.2% had never 

voted before. This result is not significant, as the majority of respondents were 21 
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years and below and would have been too young to vote in Jamaica’s last general 

election in 2011. 

Hypothesis three which predicted that persons who follow politicians on social 

media were also likely to participate in political discourses on social media was 

proven. The data revealed that persons who follow Jamaican politicians on social 

media are more likely to share information about political issues on social media than 

those who don’t (52.4% to 16.9%). A test of the attitudes of respondents to statements 

about social media and political knowledge and participation revealed a general 

willingness of the sample to agree with the concepts presented. The following seven 

statements received the highest mean scores from respondents, beginning with the 

highest scoring at number one. 

1. Social media will be a major part of political campaigns in the future. 

2. Social Media makes politicians more accessible. 

3. How a political candidate communicates on social media may influence my 

decision to vote for them. 

4. Social media has had an important influence on how political conversations 

are undertaken. 

5. I access more political information through social media than via other 

means. 

6. Social media provides greater opportunities for insight and involvement in the 

political activities of my country. 

7. Social media allows me to express my political views and opinions freely and 

unhindered. 

It is clear that respondents, for the most part identified with statements that affirmed 

the place of social media in modern political life, as well as its ability to provide them 
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with political knowledge.  The lowest rated statement “Politicians must be on Social 

Media to be considered relevant”, also provides telling insight into the respondents 

conceptions of the perceived importance of social media within the political 

landscape.  

Some of the findings of the survey are consistent with the literature review and 

the theoretical framework that has been selected for this research project which 

acknowledges the potential of social media to facilitate political knowledge and 

political participation, but without solid specific empirical evidence to illustrate the 

relationship. Dimitrova, Shehata, Strömbäck and Nord (2014: p. 98) notes that 

"learning from digital media does not, however, necessarily translate into increased 

political activity," an outcome which has been illustrated by the inability to prove H1 

which predicted a causal relationship between access to social media and an increase 

in political knowledge and participation in political discourses.  The acknowledged 

use of smart phones is however a positive indicator of the potential access to an 

evolving public space and Papacharissi (2002: p. 10) contends that “new technologies 

provide information and tools that may extend the role of the public in the social and 

political arena.”  These technologies provide connectivity, access and a continuous 

loop of communication for users, however as Papacharissi (2002: p. 11) points out 

further, “a new public space is not synonymous with a new public sphere.”  This 

contention is at the heart of this research projects’ objective and remains an important 

consideration when viewing the results of the survey. 

The high level of offline political participation, as measured by the number of 

persons who are registered to vote also speaks to an awareness of the political process 

beyond social media. And while H2 which predicted that social media use would 

increase the awareness of political processes and politicians as well as potential 
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political participation, was only partially proven, it gave way to another phenomenon 

which can be situated within the concept of civic cultures proposed by Dahlgren 

(2005: p. 157) and defined in short as “the enactment of citizenship understood as 

forms of social agency.” This was observed in the significant relationship between 

persons who are registered to vote who also follow Jamaican Politicians online as 

well as know who their members of parliament are. Through the civic culture concept 

Dahlgren (2005) posits that citizens are the primary change agents who through their 

activities, such as information and value sharing and affirmation of their identity, can 

help to create a stronger more robust society. The registered voters in this survey can 

therefore be identified as citizen agents. 

At the same time, this runs counter to the percentage of respondents who 

reported unwillingness in sharing their voice in political discourses on social media. 

Entman (2004: p. 163) points out that most scholars agree that ordinary citizens 

possess underdeveloped ideologies, uncertain motivations to deliberate carefully on 

policy issues and tenuous command of important facts.” However the unwillingness 

to pursue political expression in the virtual space may be related to other factors. 

The importance of such discourses cannot be understated and Habermas (1992: p. 

452) posits that “Discourses do not govern. They generate a communicative power 

that cannot take the place of administration but can only influence it. This influence is 

limited to the procurement and withdrawal of legitimation,” whether this level of 

power can be harnessed is yet to be seen within the context of the subjects of this 

research. 

Dahlgren (2005 ibid), emphasized that “the idea of civic culture takes as its 

starting point the notion of citizens as social agents” and this was clearly illustrated in 

H3 which predicted that persons who follow politicians on social media are likely to 
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participate in political discourse on social media. The evidence from the survey 

suggests that there is a significant relationship between these variables and also 

confirms a similar finding by Dimitrova, Shehata, Strömbäck and Nord (2014: p. 110) 

that “along with political interest and past offline participation, using social media for 

political purposes was one of the strongest predictors of participation.”  

This research also points to the gratifications achieved by using social media 

for either entertainment, political participation or otherwise. The information seeking 

tendencies observed among persons who are registered to vote is an important 

element of the utility and attractiveness of social media in allowing them to share their 

beliefs. Scholars have established, through research that persons who use social 

networks to gratify socializing needs are among other things, seeking to “create a 

sense of community, sustain offline relationships, meet new people” (Ellison et al., 

2007), p. 2; Park et al., 2009, p. 731). The receiving and sending of information is an 

important element of the social media milieu which factors highly within this research 

construct. That a large amount of social media users find gratification in the levels of 

emotion they receive through their virtual networks (Park et al. 2009) is not surprising 

as respondents to the survey have acknowledged their awareness of the rich flow of 

information they can receive through their social media connections about politics or 

any other topic. 

It is with these considerations and more in mind that Dimitrova, Shehata, 

Strömbäck and Nord (2014: p. 111) have suggested that “future research should not 

simply focus on whether or not digital media contribute to strengthening democracy 

through increasing political participation and diffusion of knowledge, but rather 

investigate what forms of digital media use have what kinds of effects on political 

participation and political learning, and under what circumstances.”   
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Focus Group 

This section will provide details on the two focus group interview sessions that were 

arranged to provide specific answers to queries about the perceived link between 

social media use and political engagement. 

 

5.5 Social Media and Identity  

To open both sessions the participants were asked to describe the importance 

of social media in their daily lives. It became immediately clear that social media was 

considered an important part of the participants’ identity. The prevailing rationale for 

its importance among them was its connection between their online identities and 

their social media profiles, the ability to communicate using instant messenger apps 

such as Whatsapp and to a lesser extent, access to news information.  A male 

respondent from group one emphasised that social media is important as it is the 

primary way in which he communicates with his friends who he doesn’t see very 

often.  As with respondents in the survey, it was also noted that smart phones were the 

primary devices used to access social media by participants in both groups. A female 

participant in group 1 confessed that she preferred having a slightly more expensive 

phone that allowed her to take better visuals for her online social media profiles. 

 

5.6 Social Politics 

Respondents were asked to share their observations about how they feel 

politicians are using social media to engage with the public. In both groups the name 

Lisa Hanna was mentioned on multiple occasions. Lisa Hanna, Jamaica’s Minister of 

Youth and Culture, who is one of the more visible members of government on social 
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media, was also a public figure - former Miss World - before her ascendency into 

politics. Persons also mentioned members of the Parliamentary Opposition. 

One male participant from group 1 said: 

“ I don’t follow any of them on social media sites but from time to time my discovery 

on Instagram makes me see pictures of Lisa Hanna.” 

 

Participants conveyed that discovery of politicians on social media came in many 

ways, either randomly in their timelines, in posts by friends, from tweets or they 

actively searched for and follow politicians they like, as in the case of Lisa Hanna or 

their member of parliament. There were however varying perspectives regarding the 

purpose for some of the politicians on social media.  A female participant from group 

2 believes that for the most part politicians use social media accounts to showcase 

their personal lives. Another female from the same group suggested it is primarily for 

the core constituents of the particular politician and not necessarily a general 

audience. 

“Sometimes it is interesting if you are interested in knowing more about their 

personal lives but when it comes on to knowing what they are doing for their division 

or country or seat in parliament, it’s not very outstanding.” 

 

There were divergent views in both groups on whether they believed that social media 

had changed how politicians communicate with the public. For some respondents in 

group two, social media was an obstacle as it was not a suitable substitute for meeting 

their constituents in person. In addition, it didn’t allow adequate opportunity for two-

way communication.   

 Participants in group 1 however saw social media being used to highlight the 

work of the politician in a visible and positive way and through a medium that is 

easily accessible. A female respondent in the group noted that images of politicians on 

social media may help to increase their sphere of influence if it’s seen by the right 
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audience. In the same breath however, another female pointed out that social media 

can also be intrusive and could shed a negative light on the politician in question. The 

participants in group 1 were asked a follow up question as to whether they felt a 

politician who disregarded the social media audience could be effective. A female 

respondent had this to say: 

“Because social media is taking over… my parents use Facebook … so almost 

everyone I know has some form of social media. So he is basically saying a majority 

of us don’t matter and we are the ones who vote.” 

 

Another female participant also pointed out that a number of her peers had stated that 

they would not be voting in upcoming general elections as they felt that politicians 

had not engaged with persons of their age.  

 

5.7 Political Discourse  

Both groups were asked to consider whether social media was an appropriate 

place to discuss politics. The majority of participants in group 1 who responded were 

very cautious about the idea of speaking about politics on social media. Their 

overarching concern related to whether social media could be defined as a safe space 

for them to express their opinions. A female in group 1 emphasised that tact is 

important when expressing an opinion and she felt that it was important to allow other 

people’s opinions to flourish. Another participant was concerned about leaving a 

‘digital footprint’ with her opinions. The reaction in group two was similar and one 

female respondent expressed fears about job prospects if she participated in political 

discussion online. Another participant was concerned about the risk of comments 

going ‘viral’ and reaching a mass audience, especially if it were negative. Another 

female participant expressed legitimate fears about participating in political 

conversation on social media. She had this to say: 
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“There are times when you may have persons following you and you are not aware of 

them and these persons may be observing your posts and then you go out not knowing 

that this person is observing and you might be attacked so you don’t really know who 

is who.” 

 

One participant suggested that such discourse on social media could be used as a 

resource by Politicians to check the ‘temperature’ and get more insight about what the 

public is saying about them, while another emphasised that social media provided 

unfettered access by politicians to the voting public and is an alternative to traditional 

channels of exposure such as television or radio. 

 Both groups were then asked if they would be willing to vote for a political 

party or politician who had no social media presence. The most divergent views came 

from participants in group 1 and the majority of the respondents said they would not 

vote. They also provided nuanced reasons for their decision not to vote. One male 

participant said social media affords more opportunities for the voting public to 

interface with a politician and therefore, they should use it to ensure constant 

communication, as opposed to just during election periods. Another male participant 

said that a politician’s social media presence would be a deciding factor as that was 

his primary source of information as he would not participate in some of the 

traditional political activities like a party conference. He acknowledged that social 

media is a game changer. A female from the group also cited a lack of information as 

a reason that she wouldn’t vote for a candidate who was not present on social media. 

For persons who would vote in group 1, they saw social media as a supplementary 

information provider.  The respondents in group 2 were much more conciliatory in 

their pronouncements as most of them admitted that they would be willing to vote for 

a politician who was not on social media, citing the availability of alternate sources of 

information about the candidate, as a primary reason for their decision. 
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5.8 Political Participation 

The final segment of the sessions focused on varying dimensions of political 

participation. Both groups were asked if they thought social media should play a more 

prominent role in the political process, specifically during elections. A female from 

group 1 suggested that a phone based app could be created to facilitate voting, she 

admitted however that the idea would need tweaking, and would need an external 

third party to implement to ensure security. Other participants noted that the country 

was not yet ready for an electronic voting process as it may exclude some voters such 

as the elderly. The participants in group 2 were more pragmatic and suggested that a 

series of tutorials be created to better educate people about the electoral process. One 

female participant however expressed doubts about the security of social media and 

sensitive voting information. To close out both sessions, respondents were asked 

whether they were more likely to participate in the political process because of social 

media. Group 1 respondents all said yes however group 2 participants were more 

varied in their responses. One female participant said no, as she didn’t view social 

media as serious a medium as television or radio. Another participant however noted 

that social media was her primary source for news and therefore it would influence 

her decision to participate. 

 

5.9 Discussion 

The results of the focus group sessions have provided a wealth of 

supplementary information that will help to elucidate some of the queries left 

unanswered by the quantitative research methodology. Chief among them is the 

emphasis on the importance of social media to the personal identities of respondents. 
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This correlates favourably with the four factors of the uses & gratification theory 

related to social media use proposed by Park, Kerk, & Valenzuela, (2009). It also 

establishes that participants in both groups are active and engaged users of social 

media. 

The most important finding coming out of the sessions was the participants’ 

reaction to the idea of discussing politics on social media. For the most part, 

respondents have chosen not to use social media to facilitate political discourse due to 

certain fears, whether real or perceived. This runs counter to the harmonious 

environment that can facilitate a healthy public sphere as defined by Habermas 

([1962] 1989) to be universally accessible by all, and allowing all persons an equal 

opportunity to express their opinion as part of the democratic process. This reaction 

also corresponds with the similar response reflected on the surveys which therefore 

cannot be attributed solely to disinterest. 

Most of the respondents also displayed a lack of interest in voting for or 

otherwise supporting a politician who had no social media presence. The primary 

reason was a lack of information about the candidate. Specifically, these candidates 

were not perceived to be easily accessible by the social media connected college 

students. Dimitrova, Shehata, Strömbäck and Nord, (2014: p. 97) attributes these 

expectations to the “unique feature of online media is their interactivity: they allow 

direct (albeit mediated) contact with politicians.” What has emerged from the sessions 

is a realization that persons belonging to the sample do not feel engage by the political 

directorate. And while they, through social media have access to politicians, there are 

no targeted messages seeking their attention or efforts to engage them. Some of the 

respondents also viewed social media as a supplementary information source that was 
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not deemed as ‘serious’ as traditional media such as television or radio as it pertained 

to getting information about politicians and their activities.  

This may be in direct relation to the perceived use by politicians of their 

accounts to directly engage only their core constituents or for personal use.  Through 

the use of smart phones social media also emerged as a fundamental link to the ‘real 

world’ for many of those participants who reported that social media was their main 

source of news. Respondents were also asked to specify if they were likely to 

participate in the political process because of their exposure to social media. The 

predominant answer was yes, confirming to some degree a relationship that was 

disproven during the survey research.  
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Conclusion 

 

Introduction 

This dissertation sought to establish whether Jamaican university students were using 

social media as a public sphere for political participation. Through the use of surveys 

and focus group interviews, a number of key findings were made that were directly 

related to the following research questions: 

R1: Are Jamaican University students using Social Media as a Public Sphere and if 

so, is it being used to facilitate political discourse? 

R2: Does the use of social media encourage greater involvement in the democratic 

and political process by Jamaican university students?   

R3: Will heightened political knowledge through social media use lead to greater 

political participation by university students? 

R4: Does use of social media by politicians or political parties make them more 

attractive to University students, when considering political participation? 

 The following section will provide a brief summary of the overall findings of this 

study and offer conclusions based on those findings. In addition, the contribution of 

this research will be clarified and recommendations for future research will be 

discussed. 

6.1 Summary of Findings and Conclusions 

Through the administration of a survey to 101 Jamaican University students it was 

revealed that the majority of students were not willing to use social media as a public 

sphere to participate in the political process. R1 which asked whether students were 

using social media as a public sphere to facilitate political discourse was not 

supported. It was found however that students who were already participating in the 
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political process, were more likely to use social media to participate in political 

discourses. These students were also found to be more likely seek out information 

about politicians and political parties of their interest. R2 which asked if social media 

use encouraged greater involvement in the political process was therefore not 

supported. 

 The research revealed a high level of off line political participation among 

students, who were registered to vote, however this did not translate into their overall 

social media activity. Also while a majority of students used social media and spent 

significant amounts of time using them daily, there was no evidence that any focus 

was placed on political discourse. The findings also revealed that there is a high level 

of political knowledge among students however there is no evidence that this is 

attributable to social media and therefore R3 is not supported. There was evidence 

that students were more willing to follow specific personalities involved in politics 

but were not as willing to associate with a political party, R4 therefore was not 

supported by the research. 

The focus group sessions underscored that students strongly associated their 

social media presence with their personal identities. Students were however afraid to 

use social media to participate in political discourse due to concern about possible 

negative ‘real world’ impacts and intolerance. Students were also unwilling to support 

a politician or political party that had no social media presence as this was interpreted 

as a form of exclusion.  

In conclusion this research does not support that students are using social 

media as a public sphere to participating in the political process. Rather, it has been 

found that students who use social media for political discourse, use it as an extension 

of their already established participation. So, on its own social media doesn't spur 
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political participation in students who are not already inclined to participate. Students 

are however armed with a high level of offline political knowledge and may therefore 

be receptive to more targeted efforts to reach them through social media.  

 

6.2 Recommendations 

This research project has provided a base line of information about how social media 

is used by university students and how it helps to shape their values and interests. 

Future research is needed to test the conclusions of this study and ideally to ensure 

that it can be generalised. In light of these findings it is also recommended that future 

research be done to ascertain how social media is being used to influence political 

participation and provide knowledge among a difference sample of the population, 

specifically young professionals between ages 25 – 32.  Another area of future 

research could be to identify and define the purpose of public spheres of Jamaicans on 

twitter. This information would be beneficial in providing a better understanding of 

the intricate virtual communities that exist within the space and how it compares to 

the ‘real world’ societal constructs of Jamaica. 
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Appendices 

 
Appendix A: Questionnaire Opening Statement 
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Appendix B: Survey Questionnaire
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Appendix C: Participant information form 

 
Participant Information Form 

 
 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
 

 
Title: Social Politics: Social Media as a public sphere for Jamaican University 

Students 

 
Researcher: Kevin Clarke  

 
Purpose of data collection: MA Dissertation 

 

Details of Participation: A request to have a conversation with the researcher to discuss 
how university students are using social media to participate in Jamaica’s political process via 

discussions and exchange of information among themselves and with other groups of people.  
 

 
INFORMATION  

 

1. The main purpose of this study is to determine whether social media has become a new 
space for young Jamaican voters to share and discuss information about politics that may 

influence their involvement in the process and voting behaviour.  
 

2. This study seeks to answer the following questions:  Does the adoption and use of social 

media by politicians make them more attractive as leaders to young Jamaican voters? Does 
social media encourage greater involvement in the democratic and political process by young 

Jamaicans? Has social media as a public sphere in the Jamaican democratic process created 
any shifts in the way political discourses are undertaken and promulgated? 

  

3. The researcher also aims to find out whether: Is it an easier access point for young 
Jamaicans to political discourse when compared to more and traditional forms of political 

involvement?  
 

4. There is no wrong answer. This is an exercise to understand young Jamaicans are 
participating in the political process and how big of a role, if any, does social media play in 

that process. Every opinion is valuable.  

 
5. The conversations and opinions expressed will be recorded for analysis. The opinions of 

participants are what are being sought. To protect the anonymity of the participants, all 
identifying personal characteristics such as name and profession will be removed. Physical 

characteristics such as gender and age are significant contributors to the context of the study 

and will be reported faithfully.  
 

6. You will be able to obtain general information about this research from the researcher at 
their e-mail address kobc1@student.le.ac.uk . 

 
 

  

 

mailto:kobc1@student.le.ac.uk
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Appendix D: Consent Form 

 
Participant Consent Form 

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
 
 
Title: Social Politics: Social Media as a public sphere for Jamaican University 

Students 
 

Researcher: Kevin Clarke  
 

Purpose of data collection: MA Dissertation.  

 
Details of Participation: A request to have a conversation with the researcher to discuss 

how university students are using social media to participate in Jamaica’s political process via 
discussions and exchange of information among themselves and with other groups of people.  

 

CONSENT STATEMENT 
  

1. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw 
unconditionally at any time from taking part in this study.  

 
2. I have been informed that an information sheet explaining the reasons for this study 

is available to assist me in making a decision about my participation.  

 
3. My data are to be held confidentially and only the researcher, his associates, and 

supervisor will have access to them.  
 

4. My data will be kept in secure, password protected, online information management 

system for a period of at least five years after the appearance of any associated 
publications. Any aggregate data (e.g. spreadsheets) will be kept in electronic form 

for up to five years after which time they will be deleted.  
 

5. In accordance with the requirements of some scientific journals and organisations, 

my coded data may be shared with other competent researchers.   
 

6. The overall findings may be submitted for publication in a scientific journal, or 
presented at scientific conferences.  

 
7. This study will take approximately 4 months to complete.  

 
8. I will be able to obtain general information about the results of this research from the 

researcher at their e-mail address kobc1@student.le.ac.uk . 

 
I am giving my consent for data to be used for the outlined purposes of the present study  

 

All questions that I have about the research have been satisfactorily answered.  
 

Signature:  
 

Date: 

 

mailto:kobc1@student.le.ac.uk
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Appendix E: Focus Group Question list 

 
Focus Group Questions 

 
 
1. How would you describe the importance of social media in your daily life? Is it a 

major part of how you communicate with your friends and family? 
 

2. Do you think politicians are now using social media more actively to engage with 
the voting public and in what ways have you observed this? 

 
 

3. How has social media changed how politicians communicate with the voting 
public and how is this changing politics in Jamaica? 
 

4. Do you think social media is a suitable place for political dialogue to take place 
and how effective of a venue is it? 

 
5. Would you vote for a politician or Political Party that has no social media 

presence? If yes or no Why? 
 

6. Are you comfortable with the current engagement of politicians and the public 
on social media? If yes or no, Why? 

 
7. What would you change about how Politicians engage with the electorate on 

Social media? 
 

8. Do you believe social media should play a more important role in the political, 
specifically election process and how? 

 
9. Are you more likely to participate in the political process because of social 

media? If yes or no why? 
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