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ABSTRACT

The role of social media influencers is often limited to the realm of consumer behaviour.
However, recently, their role in the sphere of political communication has become a new
topic of interest. In this article, we focus on how political influencer content is perceived
by Finnish social media users and probe the interrelations between these perceptions and
political participation. A moderated mediation model was developed and tested using data
gathered from Finnish respondents (n = 680) through an online survey and self-reported
measures. The results imply that perceived exposure to political influencer content is
associated with latent political participation (i.e., increased attention and awareness),
which is further related to manifest political participation (e.g., boycotting and voting).
The moderating effects of general political interest and engagement with influencers were
also tested, but not found. The findings suggest that influencers’ political content has the
potential to spark political participation, as it may ignite awareness towards political topics
— possibly even among those who have not previously shown interest in politics. Such
awareness, in turn, may eventually manifest itself as political behaviour, such as voting or
boycotting. The results provide an enhanced understanding of the potential impact of new
social media arenas on increasing political participation while simultaneously contributing
to the studies on political influencers, a research area that is growing in popularity.
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Introduction

Declining political participation (e.g., Kostelka & Blais, 2021; Renstrom et
al., 2021; van Biezen et al., 2012) has raised concerns regarding the states of
democracy and civil society and the legitimacy of political institutions. Consider-
able hope has been placed in social media for increasing political participation
(Widholm & Ekman, 2024), as several studies have found a positive connection
between political activity and the consumption of political content on social
media (e.g., Holt et al., 2013; Yamamoto et al., 2017). Simultaneously, new
actors have been observed entering the political arena: Social media influencers
(from now on referred to as influencers), typically known for their self-branding
efforts and engagements with commercial brands, also raise political topics in
their content (e.g., Gonzalez et al., 2023; Harff & Schmuck, 2024b; Riedl et
al., 2021; Suuronen et al., 2022) — often with the explicit goal of influencing
the opinions and behaviours of their followers.

For instance, in April 2024, a selected group of Finnish influencers took part
in a public relations trip to the European Parliament in Brussels and published
several Instagram posts about the experience. The excursion was organised by
a Finnish influencer agency and paid for by the European Parliament Liaison
Office in Finland. The participating influencers, who mostly create content
about everyday lifestyle topics, were given a tour of the European Parliament,
introduced to the ways in which the Parliament works, and provided a chance
to meet and question the Finnish members of the Parliament. The objective of
the trip was to raise awareness about the upcoming European elections through
the influencers and, ultimately, to increase voter turnout. This example suggests
that it is important to understand the political significance of influencers, espe-
cially because even established political institutions are turning to influencers
as possible saviours of democracy.

The ability of influencers to affect the attitudes and behaviours of their
followers is well established in the current communication and marketing
literature (e.g., Lee & Watkins, 2016; Leite & Babtista, 2021; Lou & Yuan,
2019; Munnukka et al., 2019; Reinikainen et al., 2020; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020).
There is also substantial evidence of the political role played by influencers.
Studies demonstrate, for example, that political influencer content can impact
people’s opinion formation, predict political action, and raise political interest
through constructs such as perceived similarity (Naderer, 2023), parasocial
relationships (Cheng et al., 2024), and the perceived simplification of politics
(Schmuck et al., 2022). However, questions remain regarding the dynamics that
potentially contribute to political participation when it comes to influencers
and their content. For instance, what is the function of follower engagement or
followers’ general interest towards politics? Do these constructs perhaps have
a moderating effect when it comes to political participation? In addition, while
the politicisation of influencers appears to be a popular topic in both academia
and practice, the prevalence of influencers’ political content still requires further
investigation. Previous studies examining the prevalence of political influencer
content have mainly relied on evidence from either social media (e.g., Gonzalez
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et al., 2023) or influencers themselves (e.g., Suuronen et al., 2022), suggesting
that there is room for research that explores the perceptions of the audiences
and their impressions of the politicalness of influencers.

In this study, we pursue two objectives, using the Finnish information ecology
as a case study. First, we explore how frequently Finnish social media users report
exposure to political topics raised by influencers, which are the most common
topics they report having encountered, and how Finnish audiences perceive and
describe engaging with such content. Second, we analyse the connections between
users’ self-reported exposure to political influencer content and the perceived
influence on their latent and manifest political participation. Therefore, this study
helps develop an understanding about the role of new social media arenas in
contributing to political participation while also adding to the discussion about
political influencers.

Literature review

Social media influencers and engagement with followers

The term social media influencer is now well established in popular culture,
although there are various ways to define it (Hudders et al., 2020). An early
definition by Abidin (2015: para. 1) describes influencers as,

everyday ordinary internet users who accumulate a relatively large following
on blogs and social media through the textual and visual narration of their
personal lives and lifestyles, engage with their following in digital and physical
spaces and monetise their following by integrating “advertorials” into their
blog or social media posts.

This definition emphasises the ordinariness of influencers, their engagement
with their followers, and their ambitions for monetisation. A couple of years
later, Dhanesh and Duthler (2019: 3) further defined influencers as people who
utilise personal branding for building and maintaining relationships with their
followers and thus have the “ability to inform, entertain and potentially influ-
ence followers’ thoughts, attitudes and behaviours”. This definition captures
the self-branding efforts of influencers — the construction of a distinctive image
for commercial gain (Khamis et al., 2017) — and their influence, that is, how
influencers can affect the thoughts, attitudes, and behaviours of their followers,
and how both are connected to relationship-building online.

A central feature of the relationships between influencers and their followers
is that they are interactive. Social media platforms allow users to engage with
influencers in various ways: liking influencer content, commenting on it publicly
in the comments sections, or sending private messages to influencers. Influencers
often encourage such engagement because their success depends on such support;
they typically share the idea that the recommendation algorithms on social media
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platforms favour content that audiences engage with and reward the same with
enhanced visibility (Cotter, 2019). Thus, influencers may promote follower
engagement by directly addressing users, acknowledging their contributions,
highlighting their importance, and responding to their comments and private
messages (Ashton & Patel, 2018; Duffy, 2018; van Driel & Dumitrica, 2021).
Research on the domain of influencer marketing has suggested that follower
engagement also contributes to persuasion outcomes, specifically due to the concept
of parasocial relationships (e.g., Chen et al., 2021; Munnukka et al., 2019). This
indicates that engagement is associated with influencer—follower relationships and
that those social media users who are more likely to engage with influencers are
also more likely to be receptive to the influencer’s messages and recommendations.

Political influencers

While influencers are more commonly known to generate content on lifestyle
themes and topics such as entertainment, travel, and games, an increasing amount
of evidence indicates that they frequently also bring up political issues (Gonzalez
et al., 2023; Sehl & Schiitzeneder, 2023; Suuronen et al., 2022). Before delving
into the discussion of political influencers, it is necessary to contemplate what
the term politics means in this context. A rigid definition of a political topic
would involve formal political processes and institutions. For example, Graham
and colleagues (2015: 653; see also Munson & Resnick, 2011: 235) used this
approach and defined raising political topics as “a public-spirited way of talk-
ing whereby participants make connections from their individual and personal
experiences to formal political processes and institutions”. Nevertheless, politics
is often associated with personal, subjective experiences (van Zoonen, 2005),
such as health or nutrition. Politically relevant topics are, therefore, not to be
understood as dealing only with formal political actors or institutions; instead,
they need to be considered through the lens of individual lifestyle values and
personal narratives (Graham, 2008). Influencers are an intriguing embodiment
of this development, as they often effortlessly combine aspirational lifestyles with
ideologies (Arnesson, 2023). A typical example of such a combination could be
a post in which the influencer talks about a subject such as their latest fashion
purchase while also raising the issue of sustainable consumption habits. The
public relations trip to Brussels can be considered another example of combining
lifestyle content with politics, as the visuals from the trip depict trendy, inspiring
influencers navigating the halls of the European Parliament while discussing the
importance of voting in the European elections.

Considering the emergence of politics in the influencer sphere, there is a need
to define the concept of political influencers. Bause (2021) offered one of the first
definitions of this type of influencer, describing them as “users who became well
known in social media and, as self-created personal brands, regularly distribute
self-produced political content with which they reach and potentially influence
a dispersed audience”. Suuronen and colleagues (2022) further argued that
influencers can be considered a particular type of opinion leader who should
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be distinguished from, for instance, political bloggers and social-media-savvy
activists like Greta Thunberg. This is because, as opposed to political activists,
influencers typically engage in self-branding and influencer marketing activities
while aiming to commodify their online personas (e.g., Abidin, 2015). Riedl
and colleagues (2023) further defined political influencers as “content creators
that endorse a political position, social cause or candidate through media that
they produce and/or share on a given social media platform”. They also stated
that the purpose of endorsing specific positions, causes, or individual candidates
may be to influence the political attitudes or behaviours of audiences or merely
show support for a political cause. In addition, influencers may engage in such
endorsements either with or without financial incentives (Riedl et al., 2023).

The number of studies on political influencers has started to increase in the last
few years. Researchers have examined aspects such as the connection between
political influencer content and cynicism (Schmuck et al., 2022), the role of
influencers in political campaigns (Goodwin et al., 2023), and the types of
young people most likely to be exposed to political influencer content (Harff
& Schmuck, 2024c¢). The role of influencers in initiating political participation
has also been of central interest. Naderer (2023) examined whether political
influencer content affects political action and found that perceived similarity with
an influencer increased followers’ willingness to respond to an influencer’s call
to action, even among those who reported low prior political interest. A similar
association was described by Wasike (2023), who concluded that following
political influencers appears to improve political interest and, ultimately, political
participation. Thus, political interest appears to be a key variable when it comes
to political influencer content and political participation.

While the connection between follower engagement and political participation
has not been studied in the context of influencers as such, there are some findings
from previous studies regarding the role of interactivity and engagement with
political influencer content. For example, Poyry and Reinikainen (2024) found
that an influencer’s call to vote, which includes an invitation to engage, appeared
to predict voting behaviour more than a call made by a journalist or politician.
This indicates that the potential for interaction with an influencer is associated
with higher participatory intentions. Political content by influencers also seems
to be surprisingly engaging: Harff and Schmuck (2024b) found that political
videos by influencers received more views and likes than their non-political
content, implying that the influencers’ discussions about meaningful themes garner
audiences’ attention and invite them to engage. These dynamics suggest that
follower engagement may be a critical factor when examining the political impact
of influencers.

Dekoninck and Schmuck (2022, 2023) have analysed the connection between
following political influencers and political participation through two different
studies. In their study involving the Austrian elections, Dekoninck and Schmuck
(2022) found that following environmental influencers was associated with on-
line political participation, such as signing petitions, which was further found
to predict offline political participation, such as participating in demonstrations.
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Thus, the relationship between political influencer content and political participa-
tion appears to develop in stages. In their subsequent study on “greenfluencers”,
Dekoninck and Schmuck (2023) reported that following environmental influ-
encers was associated with political activities, such as participating in protests,
which they referred to as political-sphere-oriented participation, and product
boycotts, termed as cause-oriented participation. This, in turn, seems to suggest
that political influencer content can trigger different kinds of political activity.

In addition to the possible effects of political influencer content, previous
studies have examined the frequency and types of political content created by
influencers. Through content analysis, Gonzalez and colleagues (2023) determined
how frequently influencers published political content on Instagram and found
that celebrities with established “star power”, such as Leonardo Di Caprio,
are more likely to publish posts on political topics than influencers. They also
observed that influencers prefer lifestyle politics over conventional politics and
that political content more often appears in ephemeral forms (e.g., Instagram
stories) than permanent ones (e.g., Instagram posts). Sehl and Schiitzeneder
(2023) also employed content analysis to examine how political influencers
communicated on Instagram, podcasts, TikTok, and YouTube in the run-up
to the German elections and found a strong focus on environment and climate
issues. In a similar manner, Suuronen and colleagues (2022), while investigating
the frequency of political influencer content in Finland, found that influencers
report discussing climate change as a major topic in their content.

From exposure to political topics to participation

Previous studies on political influencers suggest that there is a likelihood that
political influencer content and political participation are indeed interrelated.
Researchers have proposed connections between variables such as perceived
similarity and participation (Naderer, 2023), influencer authenticity and
participation (Harff & Schmuck, 2024a), following environmental influencers
and online political participation (Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2022, 2023),
following influencers and political interest (Wasike, 2023), and interactive
political endorsement and intention to vote (Poyry & Reinikainen, 2024). To
complement previous research, we propose a stepwise model that considers
exposure to political influencer content, engagement with influencers, general
political interest, increased awareness about politics, and finally, political
activity. We formulated the steps based on Ekman and Amnd’s (2012) typology
of latent and manifest political participation. These authors proposed a nuanced
model to illustrate how participation is a continuum, from non-participation
(disengagement), to latent political participation (attention and awareness),
to manifest political participation (e.g., voting). They further divided latent
participation into social involvement (e.g., talking about politics) and civic
engagement (e.g., writing to an editor, recycling) and manifest participation into
formal political participation (e.g., voting, running for office) and activism (e.g.,
boycotting). The primary point that Ekman and Amna (2012) made is that we
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should not only consider the manifest forms of participation, such as voting, but
also its latent forms within a common framework, where citizens move between
different stages of participation. Thus, the steps towards participation can be
considered sequential, starting from not participating at all (disengagement/
non-participation) to paying more attention to politics, and finally, to actively
participating (civic engagement and/or participation) (Ekman & Amnad, 2012; see
also Boulianne, 2015; Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013; Gil de Zuiiiga et al., 2010).

In this study, we build on this typology but adapt it based on our own
inferences. First, we focus on latent and manifest participation, leaving out forms
of disengagement and non-participation. Second, we suggest somewhat different
definitions for latent and manifest participation: a narrower definition for latent
participation and a broader one for manifest participation. We consider that,
on the individual level (see Ekman & Amné, 2012), latent participation — that
is, attention and awareness — consists of actions such as paying more attention
to political issues in the media, perceiving politics as important, and taking a
greater interest in politics. We see such actions more as being directed “inwards”
and, thus, not as manifest actions that other people can directly observe. Here,
we somewhat deviate from the typology proposed by Ekman and Amna (2012),
who considered actions such as donating money to charities or recycling as latent
forms of political participation. In contrast, we consider these acts as manifest
participation, as they are directed “outwards” and materialise in a way that
allows them to be, for example, communicated on social media. Hence, while
Ekman and Amna (2012) considered manifest political participation as acts such
as voting, contacting a politician, and boycotting, we add the actions that these
authors have classified as “civic engagement” to this category as well.

Research questions and hypotheses

Based on previous literature, we set out to explore the perceived frequency at
which influencers raised political topics and the attitudes of social media users
towards such content. We complement previous discussions about the prevalence
of political influencer content (Gonzalez et al., 2023; Sehl & Schiitzeneder, 2023;
Suuronen et al., 2022) by turning to Finnish social media users. As discussed
earlier, we use a broad definition of politics and consider political influencer
content to include topics related to not only so-called formal politics, such as
elections or individual politicians, but also lifestyle politics, such as climate
change, gender, health, or nutrition. We pose the following research questions:

RQ1. How frequently do Finnish social media users report encountering
political influencer content?

RQ2. How do Finnish social media users perceive such content?

RQ3. What are the most common political topics raised by influencers that
Finnish social media users report encountering?

RQ4. How do Finnish social media users report engaging with such content?

LIGHTING THE PARTICIPATORY SPARK?

31



In addition, we test a stepwise model — from exposure to participation — based
on the typology proposed by Ekman and Amna (2012). We suggest that expo-
sure to political influencer content can trigger latent political participation (i.e.,
attention and awareness) towards politics, which, in turn, may lead to manifest
political participation (e.g., voting, donating, and boycotting) and propose the
following two hypotheses:

H1. Exposure to political influencer content is positively associated with
manifest political participation.

H2. The relationship between exposure to political influencer content
and manifest political participation is mediated by latent political
participation.

Further, as interactivity appears to be critical in political influencer messaging
(Poyry & Reinikainen, 2024), and engagement (liking, commenting, and sharing)
with influencer content is an important element for both building relationships
with influencers and the endorsement effectiveness of influencer marketing (e.g.,
Chen et al., 2021; Munnukka et al., 2019), we propose that engagement with
influencers has a moderating effect when considering exposure to and becoming
aware of political topics. Therefore, our third hypothesis is as follows:

H3. The relationship between exposure to political influencer content and
latent political participation is moderated by engagement with the
influencer such that the higher the engagement, the higher the latent
political participation.

Further, in the context of political influencer content, interest in politics con-
stitutes a key factor in political participation (Naderer, 2023). Therefore, we
suggest that general political interest has a moderating effect when it comes
to the relationship between exposure to political influencer content and latent
political participation. We base this on the findings of the earliest studies on
the Internet’s participatory potential, which contemplated whether only those
individuals who were already interested in digital participation would be the
ones to do so (Norris, 1999). While this perspective precedes the emergence of
social media (e.g., Boulianne, 2015; Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013; Gil de Zudiga
et al., 2010), we still acknowledge that the general political interest of a social
media user might affect the impact that political influencer content has on them.
Accordingly, we suggest a fourth and final hypothesis:

H4. The relationship between exposure to political influencer content
and latent political participation is moderated by general political
interest such that the higher the interest, the higher the latent political
participation.
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Following this line of reasoning, it could be stated that influencers light the par-
ticipatory spark, so to speak, by highlighting political topics for their followers,
which potentially raises the followers’ attention and awareness with regard to
those issues. For example, in practice, this could mean that through exposure
to an influencer-initiated debate about how travelling increases harmful carbon
emissions, a social media user moves from not caring at all about the political
issue of climate change to becoming aware of the issue. Subsequently, having
become aware, the user starts actively paying attention to the issue (e.g., by
consuming news about climate change). Potentially, this could eventually lead
to the user acting on the issue, for instance, by choosing to reduce their own
travel or donating money to an environmental organisation. Finally, in addition
to altering their lifestyle choices, the user may opt to act on the issue within the
formal framework of politics (e.g., voting for a Green candidate) or through an
informal form of participation, such as engaging in activism (e.g., participating
in climate protests). Analytically, this sequence forms a moderated mediation
model (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 Moderated mediation model

Comments: The diagram shows a conceptual model of the relationship between exposure to
political influencer content and manifest participation, mediated by latent participation and
moderated by general political interest and engagement with influencer.
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Based on this reasoning, we set out to investigate the self-reported exposure to
and the attitudes towards political topics raised by influencers among Finnish
social media users, while simultaneously investigating the connections between
the reported exposure to and the perception of political influencer content on
latent and manifest political participation.

Methods and data

The data for this study were gathered through an online survey employing a
Finnish research company and its online panel (for survey questions used in
this study, see Appendix 1). It is important to note that the use of survey data
naturally entails that all our key variables are measured using self-reported
assessments by our respondents and do not necessarily represent actual observed
behaviour. The data gathering coincided with the first wave of Covid-19 in
early 2020. The data are representative of the Finnish population aged 15-65
in terms of age, gender, and region. From all the data (N = 1,025), we present
certain descriptive results and then use a smaller sample (z = 680) to run the
moderated mediation model.

All respondents were first asked how often they typically engage with content
created by influencers. It was elaborated for the respondents that influencers
are people who have devoted audiences on social media and include individuals
such as bloggers, YouTubers, or Instagrammers. They were then asked whether
they had encountered political influencer content. We explained that such
topics included discussions and statements about issues such as climate change,
immigration, equality, sexuality or gender, health and nutrition, individual
politicians, political parties, elections, or other current political issues. Those who
said that they had encountered such content at least once during the previous year
(n = 680) were then asked to answer further questions related to their exposure
to such themes. More information about the respondents is provided in Table 1.
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Table 1 Respondents and their background information

Number of Number of
respondents respondents % in the
in full sample in subsample population
Variable (N =1,025) % of N (n = 680) % of n (15-65)
Male 519 51 337 50 51
Gender
Female 506 49 343 50 49
15-24 183 18 148 22 17
25-34 205 20 152 22 20
Age 35-44 199 19 135 20 20
45-54 204 20 112 17 19
55-65 234 23 133 20 23
Western 243 24 167 25 24
Finland
Helsinki — 340 33 228 34 33
Uusimaa
Region
Southern 220 21 144 21 21
Finland
Northern 222 22 140 21 22
and Eastern
Finland

Operationalisations and measures

After the initial filter question of whether the respondents had encountered politi-
cal influencer content, those who had (z = 680) were asked to assess how often
they had encountered such content during the past year. All the variables for the
moderated mediation analyses used standardised scales (which are presented in
detail below). The reason for standardising the scales used for analysis was to
make it easier to compare the strengths of the coefficients.

Regarding the first scale, exposure to political topics, the respondents were
first asked how often they had encountered influencer content on formal politics,
such as elections, the parliament, parties, or individual politicians, and they
responded using a four-point scale (1 = not at all; 2 = once or twice; 3 = three
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to five times; 4 = more than five times). These items were then standardised to
range between 0 and 1 (0 = not at all; 0.25 = once or twice; 0.50 = three to five
times; 1 = more than five times; a = 0.92). In addition, the respondents were
asked how often they had encountered influencer content related to various
societal topics (i.e., lifestyle politics), such as climate change, health, nutrition,
or sexuality, during the past year. The assessment scale was the same as that for
the previous question. Again, these items were standardised to range between 0
and 1 (a = 0.86). All the items on exposure to formal politics and societal topics
(lifestyle politics) were then summarised into a standardised scale (value 0-1) for
the independent variable (IV) Exposure to political influencer content (a = 0.93).

Latent and manifest participation were both measured using items that were
built on the typology proposed by Ekman and Amna (2012). The standardised
scale (0-1; a = 0.90) for the mediator Latent political participation included a
statement with three items:

Political or societal influencer content has made me... 1) more interested in
political and societal topics; 2) consider political and societal topics to be
important; 3) pay more attention to political and societal topics in media.

Each of these had original answer scales (0 = I don’t know; 1 = completely
disagree; 5 = completely agree). During the standardisation process, the “I don’t
know” answers were omitted, and the new scale ranged from 0 (fully disagree) to
1 (fully agree). The standardised scale (0-1; a = 0.81) for the dependent variable
(DV) Manifest participation included a statement with four items:

Political or societal influencer content has made me... 1) talk more about
political and societal topics with my friends and family; 2) participate in
actions that are beneficial for society, such as donating money or recycling;
3) participate in non-formal political action, such as demonstrations or
boycotts; 4) participate in formal political action, such as voting or taking
part in party activities.

All assessments were carried out using a five-point scale (0 = can’t say; 1 = fully
disagree; 5 = fully agree). During the standardisation process, the “can’t say”
responses were omitted, and the obtained scale ranged from 0 (fully disagree)
to 1 (fully agree).

Moderator Z: Engagement with influencer was measured using a standardised
scale (0-1; o = 0.81) that consisted of a question with three items:

How often do you... 1) react to influencer content? 2) comment on influencer
content? 3) share influencer content?
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The items were assessed utilising a seven-point scale, which ranged from “several
times a day” to “never”. During standardisation, this scale was reversed (0 = never;
1 = several times a day).

Moderator W: General political interest was measured with a standardised
scale (0-1; o = 0.86) consisting of three items:

1. “How interested are you in politics?”
2. “To what extent do you follow politics in your everyday life?”
3.  “To what extent do you follow societal issues in your everyday life?”

The response to the first item used a four-point scale (0 = can’t say; 1 = very inter-
ested; 4 = not at all interested). During standardisation, the “can’t say” answers
were omitted, and the new scale ranged from 0 (not at all interested) to 1 (very
interested). The second and third items had original answer scales (1 = a lot; 2 =
a decent amount; 3 = only a little; 4 = not at all; 5 = I don’t know). During the
standardisation process, the “I don’t know” responses were omitted, and the scales
were reversed (0 = not at all; 0.33 = only a little; 0.66 = a decent amount; 1 = a lot).

Analyses

The moderated mediation model (see Figure 1) was analysed using the PROCESS
version 4.2 macro for SPSS, Process Model 9 (Hayes, 2018: 589). Although
Process Model 9 does not test the entire model (i.e., the total effects of the model
are not determinable), it enabled the testing of the paths depicted in Figure 1.
Accordingly, a conditional process model (with bootstrapping = 5,000 to make
the findings robust even if normality assumptions were violated) that used both
moderators (both with mean-centred values) was employed (see Appendix 2 for
the regression tables).

Results

Descriptive results

Our first step was to determine how frequently Finnish social media users
reported encountering political influencer content (RQ1), how they perceived
such content (RQ2), what were the most common political topics raised by
influencers that Finnish social media users reported encountering (RQ3), and how
the users engaged with such content (RQ4). Hence, some descriptive results are
reported first. Our respondents reported having encountered political influencer
content relatively often. From the entire sample (N = 1,025), 66 per cent of
the respondents reported that they had seen influencers either comment on
or raise political topics. This was more common among younger respondents
(15-24-year-olds), with 81 per cent reporting having encountered such content
(see Table 2).
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Table 2 Respondents who reported encountering or not encountering political
influencer content, by age group (per cent)

Age group
Answer 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-65
Yes 81 74 68 55 57
No 19 26 32 45 43

Comments: N = 1,025

Young people also expressed perceiving such content more positively than other
respondents, with 46 per cent of the 15-24-year-olds having either very or some-
what positive attitudes towards such content (see Table 3). In contrast, in the oldest
age group (55-65-year-olds), only 18 per cent reported having positive attitudes.

Table 3 Respondents who reported their attitudes towards political influencer
content, by age group (per cent)

Age group
Attitude 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-65
Very positive 14 9 6 4 6
Somewhat positive 32 27 21 16 12
Neither negative nor positive 37 36 41 34 39
Somewhat negative 8 15 21 24 22
Very negative 2 4 3 12 12
Can't say 7 9 9 1 9

Comments: N = 1,025

The respondents who had reported being exposed to political topics raised by
influencers (7 = 680) were then asked what kinds of topics they had encountered
during the previous year (see Figure 2). Most often, the respondents reported
having encountered content related to climate change (80%), health and nutri-
tion (76 %), current political issues (70%), along with political figures (70%).
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Figure 2 Respondents who reported encountering political content created by
influencers during the past year at least once, by topic (per cent)

Climate change I 80
Health and nutrition [l 76
Current political issues NG 70
Political figures [ 70
Sexuality and gender IINNNNN——————— 69
Consumer bevaviour [Nl 68
Legislation I 8
Political processes NG 68
Politcal institutions [Nl 53
Social justice IGO0
Animalrights I 59
Religion I 42

Comments: n = 680

When asked about engagement with political influencer content, the respondents
who had encountered political content in the previous year (# = 680) mostly
reported no engagement, with 73 per cent reporting no engagement at all when
it came to influencer content related to issues such as the parliament, elections,
individual politicians, or parties. However, 17 per cent did report having liked
such content, while 11 per cent stated that they had engaged with the content
(e.g., by commenting or sharing). When asked about engagement with influencer
content that was related to societal issues, such as climate change, sexuality,
gender, or consumption, 66 per cent of the respondents reported no engagement,
23 per cent reported liking such content, and 11 per cent reported other types
of engagement. Thus, content related to lifestyle politics appeared to be more
engaging than that related to formal politics.
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Table 4 Respondents’ engagement with political topics, by age group (per cent)

Age group
Variable 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-65
Liking 42 20 21 16 14
Engagement
with Commenting 5 4 6 3 8
influencer
content Sharing 5 2 2 5 1
related to
lifestyle Disliking 3 3 1 4 4
politics
No engagement 45 71 71 73 74
Liking 29 14 13 13 "
Engagement
with Commenting 5 4 3 3 8
influencer
content Sharing 5 5 4 5 3
related
to formal Disliking 1 2 2 2 4
politics
No engagement 60 76 78 78 74

Comments: n = 680

In line with the previous results, young people (15-24-year-olds) reported
engaging with political influencer content more than other age groups (see
Table 4). However, the amount of 15-24-year-olds is slightly overrepresented
in this sample (z = 680), while the amount of 55-65-year-olds is slightly
underrepresented when comparing to the entire population of 15-65-year-olds
(see Table 1 for information about respondents).

Results of the moderated mediation model

The second step of the study was to examine how exposure to political topics
raised by influencers related to latent and manifest political participation. Thus,
the results of the moderated mediation model are reported next.

The findings from the conditional process analysis indicate a statistical
significance of p < 0.10, as the hypotheses have a directional expectation (the
regression table for the analyses is provided in Appendix 2). The model is
illustrated in Figure 3.
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Figure 3 Findings for the moderated mediation model with exposure to political
influencer content (IV) and manifest participation (DV)

Comments: The moderators are mean-centred. Multicollinearity diagnostics are all good (toleran-
ces range between .84 and .93 and VIF scores from 1.074 to 1.185).

The model produced a significant direct effect as well as significant indirect
effects, but no significant moderation effects. Thus, the IV Exposure to political
influencer content has a direct effect on the DV Manifest participation (B = 0.07;
SE = 0.02; p = 0.007; LLCI = 0.02; ULCI = 0.13). Further, the IV Exposure to
political influencer content has a significant effect on the mediator Latent political
participation (B = 0.16; SE = 0.04; p = 0.0002; LLCI = 0.07; ULCI = 0.24). There
is also a quite strong mediation effect, where the mediator significantly influences
the DV Manifest political participation (B = 0.70; SE = 0.03; p = 0.0000; LLCI
= 0.64; ULCI = 0.74). These findings support H1 — Exposure to political content
raised by a social media influencer is positively associated with manifest political
participation — as well as H2 — The relationship between exposure and manifest
participation is mediated by latent participation. The other two hypotheses (H3
and H4) were not confirmed, as there were no significant moderation effects
for either Engagement with influencer (Moderator Z; B = -0.16; SE = 0.18; p =
0.3574; LLCI = -0.51; ULCI = 0.18) or General political interest (Moderator
Wi B = -0.08; SE = 0.17; p = 0.6398; LLCI = -0.42; ULCI = 0.26).
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Discussion

This study had two objectives: The first was to explore the perceptions and
engagement that Finnish social media users report with regard to political
influencer content, while the second was to empirically test an analytical model
that covered the range from exposure to political topics raised by influencers to
manifest political participation (e.g., voting or boycotting) through latent political
participation (awareness and attention). Hence, this article contributes to the
discussions on the role of new social media arenas in political communication
in general (e.g., Holt et al., 2013; Widholm & Ekman, 2024; Yamamoto et al.,
2017) and, specifically, on the role of political influencers in political participation
(Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2022; Harff & Schmuck, 2024¢; Naderer, 2023; Riedl
et al., 2023).

The descriptive results indicated that a significant number of Finnish social
media users reported encountering political influencer content. This implies that
political content published by Finnish influencers is not exceptional to Finnish
online audiences, nor should influencers be considered as actors who only operate
in the commercial sphere (e.g., Lee & Watkins, 2016; Leite & Babtista, 2021; Lou
& Yuan, 2019). Instead, Finnish audiences state that they commonly encounter
influencer content about topics such as climate change, social equality, legislation,
and elections — to which young people in particular seem to respond positively.
This finding aligns with research from Belgium and Germany (Harff & Schmuck,
2024b), where 82 per cent and 87 per cent of social media users, respectively,
between 16 and 22 years of age indicated that they had encountered political
content by influencers in the last year (compared with 81% of respondents 15-24
years of age in this study). Thereby, the idea of collaborating with influencers for
strategic political communication, as the European Parliament did, for example,
does not seem to be out of the ordinary.

However, as political influencer content more often appears in ephemeral
forms than permanent ones (Gonzalez et al., 2023), a considerable proportion of
the political content that influencers publish might go unnoticed by social media
users. Therefore, asking social media users how often they have encountered
such content will likely produce interesting results. Although, such results are
perceptions that are based not only on actual encounters with political influencer
content but also on prevalent ideas about the politicisation of influencers, which
could be, for example, based on what has been written about the influencers
by the mainstream media. In fact, the politicisation of influencers may often
be driven from the outside by mainstream media, other influencers, or online
audiences (Arnesson, 2024).

Our results showed that when asked about engagement with political topics,
the respondents leaned more towards engagement with topics related to lifestyle,
such as health, nutrition, and gender, than those related to formal politics, such
as elections, individual politicians, and political institutions. Further, when asked
about individual political topics that the respondents had noticed among influ-
encer content during the previous year, topics such as climate change, health,
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and nutrition were the most common. Individual political figures also ranked
quite high in this list (see Figure 2), which might indicate the personalisation of
politics and increased interest in individual politicians at the expense of political
parties and institutions (Karvonen, 2014).

These findings appear to align with the results from studies conducted from
the perspective of influencers. For instance, Gonzalez and colleagues (2023)
reported that influencers are more likely to post about lifestyle politics than
traditional, formal politics. A similar observation was reported by Suuronen
and colleagues (2022), who noted that climate change — along with health and
nutrition — was among the political topics that Finnish influencers themselves
reported bringing up very frequently. Thus, influencers appear to be prominent
actors when it comes to discussions about environmental issues in Finland - an
observation that has also been made in other Nordic countries, such as Sweden
and Norway (Vikeren Andersen & Eriksson Krutrok, 2024).

The results from the second part of this study suggest that the perceptions
regarding exposure to political influencer content is indeed associated with
self-reported political participation. This is partly a direct effect but mostly
one that is heavily mediated by latent participation (awareness and attention).
Interestingly, general political interest was not found to be a moderator in this
relationship. However, as we did not test the function that political interest
serves in other relationships (e.g., between latent and manifest participation), we
cannot conclude that political interest plays no role in the relationship between
exposure and behaviour. Nonetheless, when considering the findings by Naderer
(2023) and Wasike (2023), it is possible that political influencer content may
inspire even those with little or no prior political interest — something that can
be considered positive in terms of potentially engaging those who have previ-
ously been inactive or uninterested in politics. Furthermore, the extent to which
social media users tend to engage with influencers did not have any impact on
the mediating effect of political exposure; however, previous studies from the
field of influencer marketing seem to suggest that audience engagement promotes
the impact of influencers’ marketing content (e.g., Chen et al., 2021; Munnukka
et al., 2019). Nevertheless, similar to political interest, engagement may play
another kind of a role when it comes to exposure to political influencer content
and possible participation, and, thus, we cannot state that engagement would
be irrelevant in this relationship.

Taken together, our findings provide important insights. They indicate that
political influencer content can potentially induce latent political participation
by social media users and light the participatory spark by inspiring people to
talk about politics with their friends and family and leading them to consider
political issues to be important. These actions, in time, are likely to manifest
as political activity, such as boycotting, voting, or donating money. Hence, our
findings align with the results of, for example, Dekoninck and Schmuck (2023),
Harff and Schmuck (2024c), and Péyry and Reinikainen (2024), who all suggest
that exposure to political influencer content may predict political participation.
At the same time, it should be noted that political influencer content is hetero-
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geneous in nature and that different topics, formats (e.g., reaction videos and
vlogs), and deliveries (e.g., humour and scandalisation) can have different effects
with respect to political participation (Harff & Schmuck, 2024b).

Finally, we would like to stress that influencers are typically subjected to
obvious economic constraints. The business models of most influencers rely
significantly on income from product endorsements; thus, influencers need to
carefully consider how addressing political issues can affect what Delisle and
Parmentier (2016) call their “person-brand capital”. For instance, Suuronen
and colleagues (2022) observed that influencers often avoid raising political
issues for fear of losing collaborations. Therefore, economic considerations
may possibly affect whether and how social media influencers take up political
issues. Moreover, addressing political issues might simply constitute a tactic for
influencer marketing and product endorsements. In a “purpose economy” (Hurst,
2016), it is becoming increasingly vital to charge products with purpose, and
connecting products to political engagement is a possible way to do so. Rather
than advancing interest in a social or political cause, the activities of influencers
could treat political causes as a means to an end. In the long run, such an
instrumental approach to political issues might even harm political participation.

Limitations and future outlook

We acknowledge that this study has several limitations. First, it is based on
survey data and self-reported measures. Therefore, the possibilities of actually
observing and discussing the effects of the societal and political content raised
by influencers are limited, especially as people often have difficulties accurately
recalling and reporting their past behaviours. Further, when measuring both
latent and manifest participation, we used a measure for which the respondents
needed to assess the effects that influencer content had on their own behaviour.
This is different from other studies on political influencers, which usually measure
political behaviour by asking the respondents to report their own online or
offline behaviour without making them evaluate whether the content has affected
said behaviour (e.g., Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2023). However, measures that
involve asking respondents to evaluate the likelihood of them following the
behaviour suggested by an influencer have also been used in previous research
(e.g., Naderer, 2023). While we acknowledge that the method we used to measure
our mediating variable and dependent variable may attract criticism, we would
like to note that individuals usually tend to “grossly underestimate” the influence
that other people have on them (Cialdini, 2005: 158). Thus, the fact that we
observed a strong mediating effect using this type of a measurement makes the
finding interesting, as our way of designing the measure could likely have led
to extremely critical behavioural assessments.

To address the constraints associated with self-reporting, future studies
should explore the impacts of political influencer content through experimental
settings and the randomisation of participants. Such research settings could, for
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example, include manipulating the content shown to respondents (lifestyle/formal
politics) or varying the motivations behind addressing the topics (sponsored/
not sponsored). Parasocial relationships and perceived authenticity — both of
which are important variables in terms of influencer appeal (e.g., Kapitan et
al., 2021; Lee & Johnson, 2021; Munnukka et al., 2019) — could be studied as
moderators. Further, in terms of our model, it is crucial to note that we adopted
an integrative approach that did not distinguish between formal and lifestyle
politics but, instead, combined these into one variable: Exposure to political
influencer content. Making this distinction could help further differentiate the
possible consequences of political influencer content.

Another limitation of this is the cultural context in which it was conducted.
On average, Finnish people are not as active in engaging with online content as
people in the European Union (News Media Online, 2020), which might have
affected our model, as it included engagement as a moderator. Hence, future
research should examine the connections between engagement and the possible
effects of societal and political content in other countries and influencer cultures.
Thus far, most relevant evidence comes from Western countries (e.g., Harff &
Schmuck, 2024b, 2024c; Wasike, 2023), while regions such as the Asia—Pacific
are becoming increasingly prominent with regard to influencer cultures (see
Abidin et al., 2023).

Finally, a further limitation is related to the moderated mediation analysis
and the cross-sectional nature of our data. Studies can use panel data — as is
the case, for example, in the work of Dekoninck and Schmuck (2022, 2023) -
longitudinal studies, or mobile tracking to compensate for the cross-sectional
quality of the data. Such studies are needed to verify that the causal sequence of
exposure, latent participation, and manifest participation is not only theoretically
and analytically sound but also empirically valid.
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Appendix 1

The political role of social media influencers / Questionnaire

(translated from Finnish)
From the panel: Age (15-65)
Gender

Postcode

How often do you use the following social media channels?
Several times a day

Once a day

A few times a week

About once a week

Monthly

Less frequent

Never

. Facebook
. Instagram
. YouTube
. Snapchat
. Twitter

. LinkedIn
. Twitch

. TikTok

9. Jodel

10. Pinterest
11. Blogs
12. Other, what?

XN LW -

Note! If the answer is “Never” to all options, the respondent will be directed
out of the survey.

How often do you do the following?
Several times a day

Once a day

A few times a week

About once a week

Monthly

Less frequently

Never

1. I react to a social media influencer’s blog post, YouTube video, or other social
media content, for example, by liking.
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2.1 comment on a social media influencer’s blog post, YouTube video, or other
social media content on the influencer’s own social media channel.

3. I share a blog post, YouTube video, or other social media content of a social
media influencer on my own social media channel.

In general, what do you think about social media influencers taking a stand on
political or social issues? These may include, for example, topics related to po-
litical parties, actors, and institutions, but also topics related to climate change,
migration, sexuality and gender, and social equality.

0 = I don’t know; 1 = I am very negative; 5 = I am very positive

Have you ever noticed a social media influencer bring up or comment on topics
that you think are political or societal, or related to political or social topics? This
means, for example, times when a social media influencer has brought up topics
related to politicians, parties, elections, social grievances, or other topical public
debates, such as climate change, immigration, sexuality and gender, or equality.

Yes, I have noticed
No, I haven’t noticed

Note! If the answer is “No, I haven’t noticed”, the respondent will not be di-
rected to the following questions.

How often during the past year have you noticed a social media influencer
(blogger, YouTuber, Instagrammer, or other social media influencer) bringing
up the following topics on their own social media channels?

Not at all

One or two times
Three to five times
More than five times
I don’t remember

. Current public issues (e.g., immigration)

. Political figures (e.g., party chairs or presidential candidates)
. Political processes (e.g., elections)

. Legislation (e.g., healthcare)

. Political institutions (e.g., parliament)

. Some other political topic, what?

AN W

If you have noticed a social media influencer or influencers highlighting or commenting
on topics related to political issues, such as the parliament, elections, individual poli-
ticians, or parties, which of the following have you primarily reacted to such content?
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1. Liking

2. Commenting

3. Sharing

4. Disliking (thumbs down)
5. T haven’t

How often during the past year have you noticed social media influencers (blog-
gers, YouTubers, Instagrammers, or other social media influencers) bringing up
the following social topics in their own social media channels?

Not at all

One or two times
Three to five times
More than five times
I don’t remember

. Sexuality and gender
. Animal rights

. Health and nutrition
. Climate change

. Religion

. Consumer behaviour

NN W

. Social justice, e.g., equal pay between men and women

If you have noticed a social media influencer or influencers highlight-
ing or commenting on topics related to social issues, such as climate
change, sexuality and gender, health, nutrition, or consumer behav-
iour, which of the following have you primarily reacted to such content?

1. Liking

2. Commenting

3. Sharing

4. Disliking (thumbs down)
5. T haven’t

If you have noticed a social media influencer bringing up either political or social
topics, to what extent do you agree with the following statements?

0 = don’t know; 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree

Political or social content shared by social media influencers has made me...

1. Take a greater interest in political or social issues

2. Consider political or social issues more important in my own life

3. Discuss political or social issues more with friends, family, or other people
close to me
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4. Pay more attention to political or social issues on TV or in newspapers

5. Do more things that I see as beneficial to wider society, such as donating to
charity or recycling

6. Engage more in formal political activities, such as voting in elections or par-
ticipating in political parties

7. Engage more in informal political activities, such as participating in demon-
strations or buying boycotts

How interested are you in politics?
Very interested

Somewhat interested

A little interested

Not interested at all

I don’t know

To what extent do you follow politics in your everyday life?

This means, for example, reading news or articles related to the government,
members of the parliament, or other political actors in Finland or some other
country.

A lot

A decent amount
Only a little

Not at all

I don’t know

To what extent do you follow societal issues in your everyday life?
This means, for example, reading news or articles related to climate change,
religion, or gender and equality.

A lot

A decent amount
Only a little

Not at all

I don’t know
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Appendix 2

Table A1 Regression analyses for Figure 3

Mediator (0-1) DV (0-1)

B SE B SE
Exposure to politics (0-1) **r 16 .01
EXP*Engagement (0-1) -14 18
EXP*Interest (0-1) -12 A7
Constant *** 38 01
N 602
R? A7
Exposure to politics (0-1) *.06 .02
Mediator (0-1) *** 70 .03
Constant *** 04 01
N 602
R? .59

Comments: ***p < .001

LIGHTING THE PARTICIPATORY SPARK?

53



Table A2 Regression analyses for Figure 3 with covariates

Mediator (0-1) DV (0-1)

B SE B SE
Exposure to politics (0-1) **x16 .04
EXP*Engagement (0-1) -16 18
EXP*Interest (0-1) -.08 A7
Gender *** 08 .02
Age group ***_03 .00
Education level -.00 .01
Constant *xxk 35
N 602
R? .20
Exposure to politics (0-1) **.07 03
Mediator (0-1) **% 70 .03
Gender .01 .01
Age group -01 .01
Education level -.00 .00
Constant **09 .03
N 602
R? .60

Comments: *p < .05** p < .01 ***p < .001
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