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Abstract

Despite the growing importance of new technologies, research on individual opinion formation in the digital domain is still
in its infancy. This article empirically examines citizens’ use of social media in the context of direct democracy. Based on
previous work, we expect men to form their opinions on social media more frequently than women (gender gap hypothe-
sis). In the second step, we focus on the contextual level by examining the role campaigns play in reducing this discrepancy.
More specifically, we hypothesize that the presumed gender gap narrows in accordance with the increasing intensity of
public debates that precede ballots (interaction hypothesis). The empirical analysis draws on 13 post-ballot surveys held
at Switzerland’s federal level from 2016 to 2020 and supports both the gender gap and the interaction hypotheses.
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1. Introduction

In the wake of the digital transformation, political com-
munication has increasingly moved online. For citizens,
the advance of digital technologies has dramatically
expanded the range of tools through which they can get
involved politically. In recent years, social media chan-
nels have established themselves as popular venues of
participation. Political debates currently take place on
Facebook, Twitter, and many other platforms. These new
digital media have not only become important sources of
information; they have also enabled citizens to counter
the top-down communication of traditional print and
broadcast media thanks to their flexible, open, and inter-
active nature, thus fostering opportunities for bottom-up
communication (Esser, 2013).

However, these new platforms also raise concerns
about social inequalities (Halford & Savage, 2010). It is

important to consider these new venues for social
inequalities given that the role of digital media is likely
to continue to grow in the future. According to Robinson
et al. (2015, p. 571), “one cannot understand the social
landscape of the twenty-first century without coming to
grips with digital inequalities.” Groups that tend to be
excluded from the digital domain are likely to experience
decisive disadvantages in terms of political representa-
tion. If these groups are unable to compensate for their
lack of online presence through their engagement in the
declining offline world, it is likely that their voices will be
heard less in the political debate, thus leading to reduced
visibility, voice, and influence in decision-making (Grasso
& Smith, 2022, p. 43). This exclusion is especially worri-
some when the views of these groups differ from those
of the more digitally involved ones.

This article examines the gender gap, one of the most
persistent social inequalities in politics, by focusing on
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the individual use of social media in political campaigns.
We test two hypotheses based on theoretical considera-
tions developed in the next section. First, we expect that
men form their opinions through social media more fre-
quently than women (gender gap hypothesis). Second,
we focus on the contextual level by examining how the
intensity of public debates reduces this individual-level
discrepancy (interaction hypothesis). More specifically,
we hypothesize that the presumed gender gap narrows
with increasing media coverage.

We test these hypotheses in the context of direct-
democratic votes. Although reliance on digital media
has become more popular, the overwhelming majority
of existing studies on citizens’ use of social media in
campaigns focus on elections (Owen, 2017). Research
on direct democracy is thus still in its infancy. If empir-
ical studies exist, they typically focus on single votes
(e.g., Arltetal., 2019; Del Vicario et al., 2017). Systematic
studies on the use of social media in the context of ref-
erendums and initiatives can thus be considered a major
lacuna in the current scholarly literature.

This article focuses on Switzerland, thereby taking
full advantage of the fact that it hosts many direct-
democratic ballots. The empirical analysis draws on the
so-called “VOTO studies.” These are post-ballot surveys
of a representative sample of Swiss citizens conducted
after each of the 13 ballots that occurred at the Swiss
federal level from September 2016 to September 2020.
Our empirical analyses reveal support for both the gen-
der gap and the interaction hypotheses.

The remainder of this article is structured as fol-
lows. In Section 2, we develop our theoretical argu-
ments, which culminate in the formulation of the gen-
der gap and the interaction hypotheses. Section 3 briefly
describes the selected Swiss direct-democratic context
and provides an overview of the data and the measure-
ment of the indicators. Section 4 presents the results of
our bivariate and multivariate analyses. In Section 5, we
recapitulate and discuss the main findings of this article
and provide interested scholars with some avenues for
future research.

2. Gender Gaps in Social Media Use

The late suffrage granted to women compared with men
in many Western democracies has historically led to
lower levels of female participation in elections. While
women now generally participate more in elections, their
turnout levels have still not reached those of men in
some countries (Franceschet et al., 2019). In addition,
women lag when it comes to numerous types of tradi-
tional political participation in the offline domain. While
they tend to participate more in private and individual
ways (see Gundelach & Kalte, 2021), collective and con-
ventional forms of public engagement are more preva-
lent among men (Coffé & Bolzendahl, 2010).

From a theoretical point of view, there are two main
explanatory factors for the persistent gender gaps in

political engagement: individual resources and socializa-
tion (Verba et al., 1997). As far as individual resources
are concerned, women have been historically disadvan-
taged in terms of income, education, time, and civic skills,
thus leading to their lower levels of political participation
(Grasso & Smith, 2022, p. 43). The most important fac-
tor is probably that women are still more likely to take
care of their children, which allows them less time to
get involved in politics and blocks their opportunities to
acquire the skills to do so. As a result, politics tend to
remain dominated by men.

In terms of socialization, there has always been a
focus on the binary division between men’s and women’s
roles in democratic societies. The different manners of
raising young girls and boys crucially affect their political
engagement. More specifically, women’s spheres have
been more private, given that they revolve around fam-
ily well-being, while men’s spheres have been public
and perceived as more essential (Coffé, 2013, p. 325).
Therefore, there is a culture of masculinity in the realm
of politics that can act as a deterrent for women (Back
et al., 2014, p. 507). It is therefore consistent that girls
currently still express less interest and enthusiasm than
boys for political life and political office (Bos et al., 2020).

In connection with today’s digitization of political
communication, scholars have addressed the salient
question of whether existing gender gaps disappear or
persist with the rise of social media, which grants cit-
izens a new means through which to form their polit-
ical opinions. There is no doubt that these platforms
have become very popular in recent years. In line with
the equalization thesis, according to which structurally
disadvantaged groups can compensate for their politi-
cal weaknesses thanks to new digital media, optimists
have highlighted the potential of social media for women
(e.g., Xenos et al.,, 2014). Due to low access barriers,
social media may offer the opportunity for a larger public
to get involved in political discussions. Given that social
media allow for deinstitutionalized and interactive com-
munication and permits every single user to produce con-
tent (Bechmann & Lomborg, 2013), there was hope that
low-status and peripheral actors would also be able to
benefit from them and not only traditionally more pow-
erful and established ones.

The scholarly literature suggests that three main fac-
tors may encourage the equalization of political online
engagement with respect to gender (e.g., for an overview
of the literature see Abendschdén & Garcia-Albacete,
2021). First, social media allow women to compensate
for time-consuming offline activities. Second, women
were found to use more frequently social media than
men in the United States (Hargittai & Jennrich, 2016),
which can be seen as an encouraging sign for closing
the gender gap in the political online sphere. Third,
major socio-structural trends in Western societies, such
as higher levels of female education and labour mar-
ket participation, can be expected to lead many women
to easily acquire the resources required to be involved
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online. This argument thus quasi automatically envisions
an increased share of women who participate in politi-
cal communication.

However, after some initial optimism, numerous
empirical studies on individual political online activities
(e.g., Bode, 2017; Boulianne et al., 2021; Theocharis
& Van Deth, 2018) have revealed significant gender
gaps. In line with classic studies on political engagement
in the offline world, women were also rather consis-
tently shown to be less active than men in the digital
world. This pattern lends support to the normalization
thesis. According to this thesis, existing power imbal-
ances get reproduced in the digital realm (Margolis &
Resnick, 2000).

Altogether, women are much more likely to resort to
social media for private purposes than men (Hargittai &
Jennrich, 2016). In particular, the gender gap in social
media use proves to be particularly large in online
engagement that has high visibility such as posting, shar-
ing, and debating political content (Bode, 2017; Joiner
et al., 2014). Hence, women may be less likely than men
to form their political opinions on social media.

To explain persisting gender gaps, various scholars
have stressed that women face a particularly hostile cli-
mate on social media. Indeed, harassment of women is
a recurrent topic in this strand of literature (Boulianne
et al., 2021; Schiffrin et al., 2021). Amongst others, stud-
ies show that fear of harassment shapes women’s likeli-
hood to express their political views online, particularly
on social media, and more so than men’s (Koc-Michalska
et al,, 2021; Nadim & Fladmoe, 2021).

Moreover, campaign contexts may further deter
women from using social media for opinion-formation
purposes. Unlike ordinary politics, campaigns are charac-
terized by highly visible public conflicts between political
camps, which are typically unwilling to make any conces-
sions or compromises. In addition, personal attacks, scan-
dals, and other incivilities are much more likely to occur
during campaigns (Kahn & Kenney, 1999). Given that
women have been found to be more conflict-avoidant,
more sensitive to other people’s opinions, and prefer a
positive tone in online communication (Lin & Lu, 2011;
Ulbig & Funk, 1999), we expect gender gaps to be visi-
ble in terms of opinion formation in campaign contexts.
We also believe this may apply to direct-democratic bal-
lots, which is the focus of this article.

Hence, the gender gap hypothesis goes as follows:

H1: Men form their opinions on social media more
frequently than women.

In addition to H1, we are interested in the moderating
role played by contextual characteristics in reducing gen-
dered discrepancies at the individual level. More specifi-
cally, we hypothesize that the presumed gender gap nar-
rows with the increasing intensities of public debates
that precede electoral decisions. This expectation is
rooted in the following theoretical consideration: High

levels of public debate intensity preceding democratic
votes increase the interest of politically less involved cit-
izens, thereby leading to a “democratic expansion,” i.e.,
to a more inclusive use of social media for opinion forma-
tion purposes. We expect that this democratic expansion
results in a narrowing of the gender gap.

In the following, we outline our line of reasoning
by focusing on direct democracy. The public debates
that precede referendums and initiatives provide citizens
with a prime source of political information from vari-
ous political actors, journalists, and their peers (Kriesi,
2011). It should be noted that we prefer the notion
of public debate to that of campaigns since the latter
is basically limited to mobilization and communication
efforts by partisan actors who aim to convince citizens of
their respective issue-specific positions (Bernhard, 2012).
In contrast, media actors are usually much more neu-
tral and also typically let both sides have their say in the
reporting (Udris et al., 2016).

Overall, the cognitive and emotional involvement of
individuals may increase as the public debate on a given
direct-democratic ballot intensifies (Kriesi, 2005). This
public debate provides citizens with a unique occasion
to learn about the issues that are submitted to the bal-
lot, to receive issue-relevant political information, and
to increase their issue-specific awareness. As a result,
citizens may search for additional information to form
their opinions and share content on interactive social
media platforms.

Two key mechanisms may be at play here: motivation
and capacity. As to motivation, intensive public debates
signal to citizens that important political topics are at
stake. Extensive media coverage draws citizens’ atten-
tion to these issues since citizens receive a high num-
ber of messages. As a result, they are willing to learn
more and become better informed. In especially inten-
sive cases, citizens can hardly escape the public debate.
Many start to understand how the issue affects them
at both the individual and societal levels. As a conse-
quence, they become motivated to get involved in order
to defend their personal or collective political interest
(Kriesi, 2005).

Regarding capacity, direct democracy imposes high
demands on citizens in terms of issue-specific knowledge.
Indeed, ordinary citizens cannot generally be expected
to have such information when referendums and initia-
tives are placed on the ballot. However, intensive public
debates create an environment that may be conducive
to political learning by noticeably increasing the flow
of information to citizens (Kriesi, 2011). When exposed
to huge amounts of media reports about the contents
of the ballot propositions at stake, citizens are able to
acquire substantial issue-specific knowledge (Bernhard,
2018). In this context, it has been shown that, in the
case of Switzerland, intensive media coverage leads to
a “steady stream of arguments and voting cues, allowing
voters to make enlightened choices that are in line with
their preferences” (Kriesi, 2011, p. 238).
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Assuming that intensive public debates on direct-
democratic ballots increase an extraordinary number
of citizens’ motivations and capacities to get politically
involved, social media should lead to a more inclusive
composition of citizens who are able to form an opin-
ion on the issues at stake. In other words, in this envi-
ronment, access to social media is expected to be less
restricted to politically advantaged groups. This logic
may apply to all kinds of structural inequalities, includ-
ing those related to gender, which are at the core of
this article.

Based on these considerations, we are now equipped
to formulate the second hypothesis, the interaction
hypothesis:

H2:The gender gap in social media use for opinion for-
mation purposes narrows with the increasing inten-
sity of public debates.

3. Case Selection, Data, and Measurements

This article focuses on Switzerland, the paradigmatic
case of direct democracy. Despite the worldwide rise
in the use of ballot measures in the last few decades
(Qvortrup, 2018), the country still stands alone in its
extensive use of referendums and initiatives. Up to four
times a year, citizens are called to the ballot boxes to
decide on issue-specific propositions that can occur at
the country’s three political levels (i.e., federal, cantonal,
and local). Hence, scholars interested in the practice of
direct democracy are well advised to take full advantage
of Switzerland’s experience.

As with experiences in other liberal democracies
(e.g., de Vreese, 2007), the issue-specific public debates
that precede direct-democratic votes are crucial for cit-
izens’ opinion formation in the Swiss case. In addi-
tion to interpersonal communication, citizens have been
found to rather routinely make up their minds based on
elite communication from political actors and journalists
(Kriesi, 2011). While traditional mass media (especially
newspapers, TV, and radio broadcasts) still play a central
role, social media have steadily grown inimportance over
recent years (e.g., Arlt et al., 2019; Udris et al., 2016).

The empirical analysis relies on the so-called “VOTO
studies.” These are post-ballot surveys that rely on
computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI). They
contain around 1,500 respondents for each study with
an overrepresentation of respondents from the French
and Italian-language regions, compared with the major-
ity from the German-speaking part of the country.
On behalf of the Swiss Federal Chancellery, the “VOTO
studies” were conducted by the Swiss Centre of Expertise
in the Social Sciences together with the Centre for
Democracy Studies Aarau at the University of Zurich and
the private pollster LINK after each of the 13 ballots
that took place at the federal level between September
2016 and September 2020 (more details can be found at
https://www.voto.swiss).

Note that we decided to limit ourselves to this
dataset because previous systematic post-ballot surveys
did not include the participants’ social media use. In the
last years of the so-called “VOX analyses” (1977-2016),
the surveys only contained a crude question on the role
played by the internet. The new “VOX analyses” (since
November 2020), for their part, are based on a different
methodological approach. They rely on mixed-mode sur-
veys using online and paper questionnaires, which is why
it is not obvious to link their data with the CATI-based
“VOTO studies.”

Table 1 lists the 13 selected ballots in chronologi-
cal order. As can be seen from this table, the number
of propositions that were submitted to the vote ranges
from one to five.

We now turn to the construction of the indicators
that are used in this analysis. The dependent variable
is the social media use for opinion formation purposes.
It is dichotomous in nature: Respondents were asked
whether they relied on “social media such as Facebook
and Twitter” to inform themselves and form an opinion
prior to voting (code 1 for yes, 0 for no). This item is part
of a battery that contained 12 other information sources
(see below). It is also worth mentioning that only citi-
zens who participated in a given ballot were asked this
guestion. Hence, abstainers were automatically excluded
from our analysis. This means that the voter composi-
tion differs across ballots. There are competing theoreti-
cal expectations as to whether this selection affects the
result of our empirical analysis. We will address this ques-
tion in the conclusion.

A first look at this indicator reveals that on average
a little more than one in four respondents reported hav-
ing used social media for their opinion formation (26.6%).
It appears that there is some substantial variation across
ballots. Indeed, the minimum score amounts to 23.7%
for VOTO 10 and the maximum one to 33% for VOTO 13.

Regarding gender, the main independent variable,
we distinguish between women (code 1) and men
(code 2). While scholars usually resort to this biologi-
cal operationalization, a non-binary measure would be
preferable in order to be in line with gender theory
(Bittner & Goodyear-Grant, 2017). Unfortunately, such
an indicator is not available from the VOTO surveys.

For the intensity of the public debates, which we
will interact with gender for testing H2, we incorporated
external data on media coverage into the VOTO dataset.
Thanks to the courtesy of the Research Center for the
Public Sphere and Society at the University of Zurich
(fog), we employ an indicator that includes the number
of articles produced by 19 important Swiss media outlets
from the two biggest language regions i.e., the German-
and French-speaking parts (for similar measures, see e.g.,
Udris et al., 2016). We added the number of articles
these media outlets produced about the proposition(s)
submitted to a given ballot during the hot phase of the
campaigns (i.e., in the period between 12 weeks and one
week before the ballot date).
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Table 1. Overview of the selected ballots (in chronological order with the submitted propositions).

Ballot Date Proposition Type
VOTO 1 September 25,2016 Green economy Popular initiative
Old age scheme insurance (OASI) Popular initiative
Intelligence law Optional referendum
VOTO 2 November 27,2016  Withdrawal from nuclear energy Optional referendum
VOTO 3 February 12, 2017 Facilitated naturalizations Compulsory referendum
Roads and agglomeration transport fund Compulsory referendum
Corporate tax reform IlI Optional referendum
VOTO 4 May 21, 2017 Energy law Optional referendum
VOTO 5 September 24, 2017 Food security Direct counter draft to popular initiative
Additional financing of OASI Compulsory referendum
OASI reform 2020 Optional referendum
VOTO 6 March 4, 2018 New financial regime Compulsory referendum
Abolition of radio and TV fees Popular initiative
VOTO 7 June 10, 2018 Sovereign money Popular initiative
Gambling law Optional referendum
VOTO 8  September 23,2018 Bicycle lanes Direct counter draft to popular initiative
Fair food Popular initiative
Food sovereignty Popular initiative
VOTO 9 November 25, 2018  Subsidies for cow horns Popular initiative
Self-determination Popular initiative
Monitoring of insured people Optional referendum
VOTO 10 February 10, 2019 Urban sprawl Popular initiative
VOTO 11 May 19, 2019 Corporate tax reform and financing of OASI  Optional referendum
Weapons law Optional referendum
VOTO 12  February 9, 2020 Affordable housing Popular initiative
Ban of discrimination on sexual orientation  Optional referendum
VOTO 13  September 27,2020 Limitation of immigration Popular initiative

Hunting law

Child tax deductions
Paternity leave
Purchase of fighter jets

Optional referendum
Optional referendum
Optional referendum
Optional referendum

Among the selected ballots, VOTO 13 turns out
to have attracted the highest amount of media cover-
age (1,376 articles). This is not surprising, given that
it was the only one to include the maximum of five
propositions. In contrast, the minimum value is reached
for VOTO 10 (260 articles). On this ballot, Swiss citi-
zens were only invited to decide on one proposition,
a rather low-salient popular initiative aiming to con-
tain urban sprawl. However, it is worth noting that a
change occurred in the media sample from VOTO 8 on.
For 13 media outlets, the articles from the print edi-
tions were replaced with online articles. According to the
members of fog, this may have caused a slight increase
in the number of articles after VOTO 7. We will return to
this issue in the empirical analysis.

We also control for a series of variables that can
be expected to influence the extent of individual social

media use. Perhaps most importantly, we account for
the respondents’ age (in years). This is due to the fact
that previous studies have consistently shown that social
media are by far the most popular among younger peo-
ple (e.g., Hernandez, 2019; Owen & Deng, 2021). In addi-
tion, socio-economic status is likely to be positively
associated with the dependent variable. We include
the respondents’ level of education by relying on a
six-level hierarchical classification elaborated by the
Federal Statistical Office.

Additionally, we consider three types of political
variables. First, we look at the respondents’ degree of
political interest. To that end, we rely on an increas-
ing four-level scale (not at all interested, not very inter-
ested, somewhat interested, very interested) with the
expectation that there is a positive association with
social media use for opinion formation purposes. Second,

Media and Communication, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 1, Pages 31-42

35


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S Cooitatio

political ideology is measured by the respondents’
self-positioning on a left-right scale that ranges from
0 (completely left) to 10 (completely right). Research
indicates that communities from the left are particu-
larly active on social media in Switzerland (Arlt et al.,
2019). Third, we also include party identification by draw-
ing a distinction between eight partisan groups: sympa-
thizers with the six largest parties of the country (i.e.,
Swiss People’s Party, Social Democrats, Liberals, Christian
Democrats, Greens, and Green Liberals), sympathizers
with another party as well as independents.

We also control for the effects of language region
affiliation. Based on the respondents’ commune of resi-
dence, we draw a distinction between German-, French-,
and ltalian-speaking parts. Given that the Swiss public
sphere is segmented along its three main languages, the
use of social media may vary across language regions.
Public debates on federal direct-democratic may be gen-
erally less intense in smaller language regions, thus pos-
sibly leading to a lower social media reliance for opinion
formation purposes in the French—and especially in the
Italian-speaking parts—as compared to the German lan-
guage region.

Finally, we consider the influence of two
communication-related factors. First, we expect that
citizens who discuss a given ballot with others in their
private environment may be more likely to rely on social
media. The intensity of private discussions is measured
on a five-level scale (code 1 for never, 2 for less often
than weekly, 3 for about once a week, 4 for several times
a week, and 5 for on a daily basis). Second, we are inter-
ested in the relationship between social media and more
traditional information sources. Does the use of social
media substitute traditional media sources or are these
media types complementary to each other? Based on the
scholarly literature (e.g., Dimitrova et al., 2014), we antic-
ipate that they are complementary. Hence, respondents
who indicate that they use more traditional sources may
also be more likely to form their opinions on social media
platforms. For more traditional information sources, we

rely on an additive composite index that includes the
remaining twelve items of battery asked in the frame-
work of the “VOTO studies” (i.e., newspaper articles,
radio broadcasts, TV broadcasts, official ballot pam-
phlets, leaflets, newspaper ads, billboards, online news,
letters to the editor, polls, messages at the workplace,
and videos). This measure thus ranges from 0 to 12.

4. Empirical Analysis

The empirical analysis occurs in two steps. First, we
present descriptive bivariate analyses in which we out-
line social media use according to individual and contex-
tual characteristics. Second, we turn to the multivariate
analysis by testing the two hypotheses we formulated in
the previous section.

In line with H1, women used social media much less
frequently than their male counterparts to form an opin-
ion before voting. On average, only 22.8% of female
participants reported having relied on platforms such
as Facebook and Twitter. In contrast, this share reaches
30.2% among male respondents. When dividing the lat-
ter figure by the former, one obtains a gender gap value
of 1.33. This indicates that men’s reliance on social media
exceeds that of women by 33%. A bivariate Z-test shows
that the detected gender gap is statistically significant
(z-value = 9.96; p < 0.001).

As is visible from Table 2, men display higher shares
of social media use for each of the 13 selected direct-
democratic ballots. However, the degree of the gender
gap varies considerably in each case. Whereas men were
more than 70% as likely to rely on social media in the
context of VOTO 10, the gap is slightly less than 9% in
the case of VOTO 6. On the basis of bivariate Z-tests, it
turns out that the gendered differences are statistically
secured at the 5%-error level in eleven ballots. The excep-
tions include the two ballots with the lowest gender gaps
in magnitude, i.e., VOTO 6 and VOTO 13.

We also analyzed the role played by media coverage.
Figure 1 depicts the correlation between the number of

Table 2. The magnitude of the gender gaps in social media use by ballot.

Ballot Men Women Gender gap P>Z
VOTO 1 26.5% 20.3% 1.31 0.009
VOTO 2 32.4% 22.8% 1.42 0.000
VOTO 3 30.6% 25.0% 1.23 0.027
VOTO 4 29.4% 23.7% 1.24 0.027
VOTO 5 32.8% 20.5% 1.60 0.000
VOTO 6 32.3% 29.7% 1.09 0.171
VOTO 7 31.9% 20.3% 1.58 0.000
VOTO 8 28.0% 19.2% 1.46 0.000
VOTO 9 29.3% 20.7% 141 0.001
VOTO 10 27.2% 15.9% 1.71 0.001
VOTO 11 26.5% 19.0% 1.40 0.010
VOTO 12 29.7% 23.1% 1.29 0.031
VOTO 13 34.8% 31.2% 1.12 0.071
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Figure 1. Correlation between the amount of media coverage and the degree of the gender gap in social media use

by ballot.

articles and the degree of the gender gap in social media
use for the 13 ballots under scrutiny. As can be seen from
the trend line, there is a clear negative relationship and
the slope amounts to —0.61. This basic pattern is thus in
line with H2.

In the following, we test our hypotheses in a mul-
tivariate setting. To that end, we relied on multilevel
modelling. Model 1 in Table 3 presents the results of
six two-level random-intercept regression estimations
that explain the reliance on social media by individual
and contextual factors. For the time being, we focus
on Model 1, the standard model. In accordance with
the findings of the bivariate analysis, men are generally
found to rely on social media more frequently for opinion
formation purposes than women. Indeed, the coefficient
for “man” proves to be positively significant at the 0.1%
error level. This result thus strongly supports the gender
gap hypothesis (H1).

The third coefficient of Model 1 (i.e., man x media
coverage) indicates that the gender gap narrows with
increasing media coverage. The statistical association is
secured at the 5% error level. This significant negative
interaction term is in line with H2, thus confirming the
impression gained from Figure 1. Hence, high levels of
public debates preceding direct-democratic ballots deci-
sively contribute to reducing gendered discrepancies in
social media use for opinion formation purposes. To illus-
trate this significant interaction, Figure 2 depicts the
predicted marginal effects of the amount of media cov-
erage on social media use for both women and men.
The positive slope is much steeper for women, thus indi-
cating that the intensity of public debates is instrumen-
tal for women to compensate for their lower reliance on
social media.

As for the control variables, three factors prove to be
statistically significant. First, the amount of media cover-
age is instrumental in increased social media use. This
indicates that there is a strong direct effect on individ-

ual social media reliance emanating from the intensity
of public debate. Second, age is negatively related to
the dependent variable—confirming that social media
are mostly used by younger people. Third, respondents
who rely on a high number of more traditional infor-
mation sources are also more likely to form their opin-
ions on social media platforms. This positive association
points to a complementary relationship between older
and newer forms of information sources, a pattern that
has established itself in the academic literature. There
are no significant effects to report for the remaining con-
trol variables.

To test the robustness of these results, we decided to
rely on a series of alternative specifications. In Model 2,
we applied a design weight that adjusts for the over-
representation of respondents from both the Italian-
and French-speaking language regions and the under-
representation of those from the German-speaking part.
While the use of such a procedure is controversially dis-
cussed in the literature (Solon et al., 2015), we decided
to perform both weighted and unweighted estimations.
In Model 3, we use an alternative dependent variable.
It may be argued that a more fine-grained measurement
of social media use is more appropriate than a binary
indicator. Luckily enough, we were able to rely on a
non-binary measure because the “VOTO studies” asked
the respondents who answered that they relied on social
media for their opinion formation about the strength of
their social media use on a scale that ranges from 1 to 10.

Models 3, 4, and 5 account for possible biases caused
by the media coverage measure provided by fog. As men-
tioned in Section 3, the data after VOTO 7 are likely to
contain a slightly higher number of articles. To address
this issue empirically, we decided to apply three differ-
ent corrections to this indicator. In Model 3, the number
of articles was reduced by 5% for VOTO 8 to VOTO 13.
The correction is set at 10% in Model 4 and at 15% in
Model 5. As can be seen in Table 2, the results remain
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Table 3. Probit and ordered probit two-level random-intercept models explaining individual reliance on social media.

Standard With design  Social media 5% media 10% media 15% media
model weights intensity coverage coverage coverage
correction correction correction
(Model 1) (Model 2) (Model 3) (Model 4) (Model 5) (Model 6)
Man 0.283*** 0.358%** 0.376*** 0.360*** 0.362%** 0.362***
(4.65) (5.39) (5.88) (5.32) (5.25) (5.17)
Media coverage 0.0003*** 0.0003** 0.0003** 0.0003** 0.0003** 0.0003**
(3.57) (3.25) (2.75) (3.11) (2.95) (2.77)
Man x media coverage -0.0002* -0.0002* -0.0002* -0.0002* -0.0002* -0.0002*
(-2.18) (-2.22) (-2.28) (-2.21) (-2.19) (-2.15)
Age -0.024*** -0.025%** -0.025*** -0.025%** -0.025*** -0.025***
(-32.53) (-30.77) (-32.68) (-30.77) (-30.77) (-30.77)
Education level 0.006 0.020 0.021 0.020 0.020 0.020
(0.55) (1.57) (1.42) (1.56) (1.56) (1.55)
Political interest -0.017 -0.020 -0.015 -0.020 -0.020 -0.020
(-0.87) (-0.93) (-0.82) (-0.93) (-0.93) (-0.93)
Left—right positioning -0.008 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002
(0-10) (-1.04) (-0.28) (-0.14) (-0.28) (-0.28) (-0.28)
Swiss People’s Party 0.063 0.009 -0.011 0.009 0.009 0.009
(1.37) (0.17) (-0.20) (0.17) (0.17) (0.17)
Social Democrat 0.046 0.049 0.101 0.049 0.049 0.049
(1.13) (1.11) (1.63) (1.12) (1.11) (1.10)
Liberal 0.001 0.020 0.044 0.020 0.019 0.019
(0.03) (0.46) (0.63) (0.46) (0.45) (0.45)
Green 0.011 -0.045 -0.052 -0.045 -0.045 -0.045
(0.18) (-0.69) (-0.68) (-0.69) (-0.69) (-0.68)
Christian Democrat 0.055 0.074 0.049 0.074 0.074 0.074
(1.17) (1.45) (0.73) (1.44) (1.44) (1.44)
Green Liberal -0.007 -0.001 0.004 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001
(-0.11) (-0.01) (0.05) (-0.01) (-0.01) (-0.01)
Other party 0.066 0.009 0.066 0.009 0.009 0.009
(1.10) (0.13) (0.63) (0.13) (0.13) (0.14)
French-speaking part 0.054 0.033 0.030 0.033 0.033 0.033
(1.76) (0.99) (0.92) (0.99) (0.99) (0.98)
Italian-speaking part 0.103** 0.057 0.057 0.057 0.057 0.057
(3.13) (1.60) (1.48) (1.60) (1.60) (1.60)
Discussion frequency 0.010 0.007 0.013 0.007 0.008 0.008
(0.75) (0.49) (0.55) (0.50) (0.51) (0.52)
Use of more traditional 0.026*** 0.026*** 0.026*** 0.026*** 0.026*** 0.026***
information sources (31.91) (28.97) (30.63) (28.96) (28.95) (28.94)
Constant/ -0.708*** -0.798*** 0.682%** -0.707*** -0.704*** -0.698***
Cut for Model 3 (-6.09) (-5.33) (6.44) (-6.02) (-5.95) (-5.85)
Intraclass correlation/ 0.003 0.003 0.002 0.003 0.003 0.003
Variance partition (1.20) (1.32) (1.46) (1.37) (1.42) (1.48)
coefficient
N individual level 11,468 11,468 11,468 11,468 11,468 11,468
N contextual level 13 13 13 13 13 13

Notes:* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; z-values in brackets; independents and German speakers are the reference categories for
partisan groups and language regions.
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Figure 2. Predicted marginal effects of media coverage on social media use by gender (with 95% confidence interval).

unchanged in terms of significance across all alternative
models. The results shown in Model 1 can thus be con-
sidered to be robust.

As far as the contextual level is concerned, we
included some alternative determinants to media cover-
age (not shown here). Due to the low number of cases at
this level (n = 13), we decided to rely on a similar proce-
dure by separately considering the effects of time (either
by using the numbers of the VOTO surveys that range
from 1 to 13 or by calculating the daily differences from
VOTO 1 for the selected ballots) and paid media (as mea-
sured by the number of newspaper ads). We looked at
the direct effects of social media and interaction effects
with gender. The only association that proved to be sig-
nificant refers to both time indicators. We find that the
reliance on social media increased over time. This is
remarkable in that even though this analysis examined
a short period of time (September 2016 to September
2020), patterns of saturation could be discerned as to
the share of Swiss people using social media for news at
least once a week (Newman et al., 2022, p. 107). This find-
ing is in line with another indicator from the same study.
Accordingly, the share of Swiss saying that social media
are their “main source” of news has increased from 8%
in 2016 to 13% in 2021. In any case, due to insignificant
interaction terms, it appears that, in the context of direct-
democratic ballots, the increased use of social media
over time for opinion formation purposes did not con-
tribute to a narrowing of the gender gap.

5. Conclusion

Due to ongoing digital transformations, citizens’ reliance
on social media has rapidly increased in recent years.

However, despite the growing importance, research on
individual opinion formation based on digital technolo-
gies is still in its infancy. This is especially true in the
domain of direct democracy. To the extent that such
empirical studies exist, they typically focus on single case
studies. Systematic research on the role played by digi-
tal technologies in the context of direct democracy can
thus be considered a major gap in the academic liter-
ature. This is unfortunate, not the least because major
challenges such as fake news, disinformation campaigns,
or social bots are becoming common features in refer-
enda and initiatives.

In light of the growing importance of digital technolo-
gies and their challenges, this article takes an empiri-
cal look at citizens’ use of social media for opinion for-
mation in the context of Swiss direct-democratic ballots.
To that end, we have focused on the gender gap, which
constitutes one of the most salient political inequali-
tiesin today’s democracies. Corroborating previous work,
and in line with H1, we find that men are on average
about 30% more likely than women to rely on social
media for opinion-formation purposes. Given that the
data used here indicate that women neither make up for
their delay over time nor compensate for their less fre-
quent social media use when it comes to more traditional
sources of information than men (results are available
from the authors upon request), this finding suggests
that the digital gender divide is not likely to disappear
anytime soon. This is potentially a cause for concern,
especially in light of the expected continuously growing
importance of digital media and their crucial role in polit-
ical communication.

Despite this huge gender gap, our study has detected
some considerable variation across ballots This not only
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suggests that there is no inevitability when it comes to
the persistence of gender gaps, it also highlights the
importance of contextual characteristics that have the
potential to contribute to a narrowing the digital divide
between men and women. In this respect, this empir-
ical analysis has found a statistically significant reduc-
tion of the gender gap in social media use in the con-
text of intensive public debates that precede direct-
democratic ballots, thereby supporting H2. However, the
results supporting the interaction hypothesis must be
taken with some caution given that our empirical analy-
sis only relied on 13 observations at the contextual level.
Future research may benefit from including more cases
to obtain more conclusive results.

In this context, the focus on issues could provide
scholars who work on direct democracy with a promis-
ing avenue for future research. Indeed, it seems plausible
that the likelihood of women relying on social media for
opinion formation on referendums and initiatives heavily
depends on the issues that are submitted to the ballot.
Gender gaps may vanish in thematic areas that directly
affect women, such as abortion, or when welfare state
issues and environmental protection are at stake (Funk
& Gathmann, 2015). Unfortunately, we could not address
these issues properly with the data at hand. In the “VOTO
studies,” the measure for social media use is only avail-
able at the level of ballots, which in Switzerland usually
include several propositions. In other words, there is a
serious identification problem.

Another challenging aspect of the analyzed survey
data refers to the fact that only respondents who partic-
ipated in a given ballot were asked about their reliance
on social media for opinion formation purposes. While
this choice is understandable from a pragmatic point
of view, it begs the question of whether there were
biased results due to the varying compositions of citi-
zens across ballots. In view of opposing theoretical expec-
tations, we are reluctant to posit a clear direction of
potential biases. On the one hand, an increasing num-
ber of participants may decrease the proportion of citi-
zens who rely on social media, given that less politically
interested citizens typically get involved in such cases
(selection effect). On the other hand, turnout levels have
been found to positively depend on campaign intensity
(Kriesi, 2005), a fact that may increase the individual like-
lihood of using social media to come to a voting decision
(campaign effect). Additionally, we invite scholars to go
beyond developing more fine-grained measures of social
media use to also look more carefully at how citizens
employ these digital platforms. For examining the latter
research question, more qualitative approaches may be
more effective.

Finally, we have obtained our findings against the
backdrop of a peculiar context—contemporary Swiss
direct democracy. This raises the question as to whether
the main conclusions reached here travel well to other
political contexts. We believe that our basic theoreti-
cal arguments can easily be transposed to all kinds of

free and fair elections and direct-democratic votes held
around the world. However, Switzerland presents a case
of a consensus democracy that has been characterized
by a respectful political culture, and it may be that gen-
der gaps are higher in more conflictive political contexts
where women may be blocked from using social media
for political opinion formation. Hence, we would like to
encourage scholars to rely on case studies and compara-
tive analyses in order to cumulatively address the gener-
alizability of the results presented in this article.
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