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Abstract
Social media sites have become an important tool for socialisation and political 
engagement, particularly in the case of young people. This article aims to explore 
the relationship between, on the one hand, the consumption and political use of 
social media and (a) the sense of political efficacy and (b) the building of social 
capital. The study presented focuses on university students from Chile, Spain and 
Mexico, who were surveyed during 2017–2018. A quantitative methodology com-
bining univariate, bivariate and multivariate data analysis was used, with the results 
revealing that the sense of political efficacy is influenced by the political use of 
social media, while social capital is influenced by both the consumption of social 
media and the political use made thereof.

Keywords Social media · Political efficacy · Social capital · University students

Introduction

The effects of social media on political engagement have merited increased 
study in recent years. Social media sites have become one of the main sources 
of information for young people on issues of public interest. The influence of 
social media on the political behaviour of citizens, especially young people, has 
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attracted considerable research attention. In particular, their role in encouraging 
political participation has become a growing field of study. However, insufficient 
scholarly attention has been paid to how social media can change political atti-
tudes, particularly among young people still immersed in the process of political 
socialisation. Such attention is warranted given that political attitudes are more 
stable over time than political behaviour, which occurs at a particular and unique 
moment in time. Moreover, political attitudes can condition future political 
behaviour. There is a specific need, therefore, to investigate how the consumption 
and use of social media can shape the political attitudes of young people.

Consumption and use of social media can influence two key sociopolitical atti-
tudes: the building of social capital and the strengthening of the sense of internal 
and external political efficacy. The present study sets out therefore to answer the 
following research question: do the consumption and use of social media influ-
ence political efficacy and social capital?

An idea frequently present in discussions in various academic works is that 
general conclusions are valid for the context and specific point in time analysed. 
For this reason, a survey was conducted in three major Spanish-speaking coun-
tries—Chile, Spain and Mexico—between the end of 2017 and the second half 
of 2018 for the purpose of identifying similarities and differences between the 
three contexts. All three countries witnessed influential social movements which 
first emerged in cyberspace and subsequently spread to the streets. The so-called 
Chilean winter of 2011 was a mobilisation for policy reforms which was organ-
ised by young people on virtual social networks (Eltit 2012). For its part, the 
15-M Movement in Spain consisted of a series of protests against the ruling 
political class (Espinar 2015). Lastly, in Mexico’s #YoSoy132 Movement a sector 
of young people challenged the country’s media duopoly during the presidential 
elections of 2018 (Torres 2015). Since these events, the consumption of social 
media has spiralled and they have become not only one of the preferred news 
sources for young people but also an indispensable tool for political and institu-
tional communications by the authorities in the three countries. This digital activ-
ism makes the three national contexts an ideal case study to analyse the influence 
of social media on two key political attitudes: political efficacy and social capital.

Accordingly, the main objective of the research is to investigate the relation-
ship between the consumption and use of social media by young people in Chile, 
Spain and Mexico and (a) the building of social capital and (b) an increased 
sense of political efficacy, which is acknowledged as being a key element in civic 
engagement. Consumption of social media is taken here to mean the time devoted 
to using such tools, whereas use of social media refers to their use for political 
ends.

In the absence of empirical evidence, the following are posited as hypotheses 
and possible responses to the research question:

H1 The political efficacy of university students increases with increased consump-
tion of social media.
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H2 The political efficacy of university students increases with increased use of 
social media for political ends.

H3 The social capital of university students increases with increased consumption 
of social media.

H4 The social capital of university students increases with increased use of social 
media for political ends.

Political efficacy

Various studies have established a positive link between the sense of political effi-
cacy and different modes of conventional political engagement, especially voting 
in elections (Michelson 2000; Anderson 2010; Diemer and Rapa 2016; Boulianne, 
and Ohme 2022). It is important to recall that, according to Craig (1979), the con-
struct of political efficacy is broken down into two categories: internal efficacy and 
external efficacy. The former refers to an individual’s perception of their capacity to 
influence collective issues, while the latter refers to their belief that their individual 
actions can contribute to changing the environment.

Dyck and Lascher (2009) argue that the sense of political efficacy is stronger in 
democratic systems. This is because, in a regime with extensive freedoms, citizens 
are more likely to believe that they can influence political affairs. With regard to 
university students, the study by Pasek et al. (2008) shows that young people who 
possess a strong sense of political efficacy tend to participate more actively in col-
lective affairs.

Regarding online political engagement, various research (Park 2015; Yamamoto 
et al. 2017; Oser et al. 2022) has shown that social media help reinforce the sense of 
political efficacy. This is because the information disseminated and political actions 
undertaken on virtual platforms can lead users to seek to influence. However, as the 
conclusions of Lane et al. (2018) show, for this to happen, it is vital that Internet 
users have a prior interest in politics.

Social capital

Participation on social media contributes to leveraging social capital in individuals 
(Lee 2017; Shpigelman 2018). Moreover, according to Yen (2016), it can prove cru-
cial in terms of motivating some social actors to transmit knowledge via such media. 
In some cases, user gender can be an important differentiator in strengthening the 
construct (Huang et al. 2018). However, results obtained by Son et al. (2016) sug-
gest that strengthening social capital among Internet users requires specific behav-
iour, including shared values and trust among the virtual community.

Virtual social networks such as Facebook can act as a bridge between young peo-
ple who suffer low self-esteem, although this connection may vary depending on 
the context (Johnston et al. 2013). Differences may also arise due to the personality 
of the users and the effect of social media is not uniform therefore. Results from 
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the study conducted by Stronge et  al. (2015) reveal that introverts with Facebook 
accounts experienced greater difficulty connecting with other people, whereas extro-
verts found it much easier to socialise, with or without social media.

The above findings are in line with those of Guo et al. (2017) and Glaser et al. 
(2018) that offline social interaction and activities are crucial if virtual platforms 
are to contribute to the consolidation of social capital. The studies by Warren et al. 
(2015) and Simons et al. (2021) acknowledged that a common language, close ties 
to the community, and a shared vision are key to motivating online civic engage-
ment. A further important factor is that, while social media contact can help rein-
force ties with different people, there comes a point when an excessive number of 
“friends” may lead to a loss of privacy and this can cause some users to be cautious 
in terms of sharing content (Brandtzæg et al. 2010; Huang et al. 2021).

Social media and sociopolitical engagement

Chile

The mobilisation of young people on social media in Chile was a precursor of simi-
lar mobilisations throughout Latin America at the beginning of 2010’s. Essentially, 
it commenced with student protests demanding greater access to education in a con-
text of largely private provision (Donoso 2013; Slachevsky 2015).

Chilean students began to abandon traditional information sources in a transi-
tion which saw social media such as Facebook become a platform for interaction 
and news consumption. A trend emerged also whereby online civic engagement was 
complemented by offline participation, with the former eventually triggering the lat-
ter in some cases (Scherman and Arriagada 2012; Valenzuela et al. 2012; Condeza 
et al. 2014).

This historic moment was a turning point in the contemporary history of the 
country as regards political communication. In subsequent elections, political com-
munication aimed at young people was channelled largely through digital platforms, 
a clear sign that emerging media also influenced conventional participation (Bacal-
lao-Pino 2016).

With the passing of time, the use of social media in Chile as a source of infor-
mation to counteract that offered by traditional media outlets and as a channel for 
collective organisation spread to other sectors of the population. At the end of 2019, 
broad sectors of society in Chile mobilised both in protest at certain policies of 
Sebastián Piñera’s second government and to call for greater spaces of democratisa-
tion (Jiménez-Yañez 2020; Pizarro 2020).

Spain

The 15-M movement emerged in Spain shortly after the Arab Spring uprisings in 
which the people of Tunisia and Egypt succeeded in ousting the leaders of authori-
tarian governments through mass street protests organised on social media (Rennick 
2013; Lynch 2015).
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In Spain large crowds gathered in public squares on 15 March 2011 in response 
to a series of calls made on social media. The protestors called on the authorities to 
increase efforts to address the effects of the economic crisis suffered by the country 
and also denounced the lack of representative democracy in the Spanish political 
system (Castells 2012; Bonet 2015).

The movement spawned a new form of social organisation by a range of different 
social groups around various causes (Casas et al. 2016). It also paved the way for the 
gradual emergence of a number of political actors who would come to occupy an 
important place in Spanish politics (Bonet 2015; Rendueles 2015; García and Sáiz 
2022).

In the elections which followed, new parties on both the left and right sought to 
capitalise on voter discontent with the mainstream parties. The emerging options, 
such as Podemos and Ciudadanos, also made extensive use of social media to put 
across their election manifestos (Rivero 2015; Cea 2019). Things have effectively 
changed in the last decade, to the point in where a far-right party called Vox has 
risen in popularity, also using a strategy in where they use social network sites to 
promote their programme (Vico and Rey 2020).

Mexico

In Mexico, the country with the largest Spanish-speaking population in the world, 
glimpses of change became apparent during the 2012 presidential elections. A par-
ticularly controversial subject was the alleged covert support given by the main 
media companies (especially Televisa, Mexico’s most important broadcaster) to the 
candidate of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), the party that had gov-
erned Mexico for most of the twentieth century and was preparing to return to power 
after an absence of 12 years (Meyer 2013; Navarro 2016).

To counter what they considered biased media coverage in favour of the PRI’s 
Enrique Peña Nieto, a broad and heterogeneous group of university students mobi-
lised to form the #YoSoy132 movement (Red 2013; Castillo 2014; Portillo 2015). 
Although they did not prevent Peña Nieto from winning, they did manage to place 
on the agenda the need to democratise the mass media, whose ratings and credibility 
in the eyes of the public declined substantially.

In the years that followed, virtual media became a tool that changed how young 
people socialised and sourced information on issues of public interest (Crovi 2013) 
and social media became firmly established as a key information source in subse-
quent elections in Mexico (Hernández 2019; Islas and Arribas 2019; Tlachino and 
Macías 2020).

In the presidential elections of 2018, social media were acknowledged as hav-
ing a fundamental role in the candidates’ communications strategy and were used 
extensively by Mexican voters to follow developments (Mendieta 2019). In addition, 
a fact-checking platform known as VerificadoMx was set up by journalists to counter 
fake news on social media during the elections. The interesting aspect is that this 
initiative was organised virtually and became a precedent in the fight against disin-
formation in the digital age (Magallón, 2019).
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Methodology

A quantitative methodology was used to answer the research question, enabling 
results to be drawn which are representative of the study population (here: uni-
versity students). During the period 2017–2018 three surveys of university stu-
dents were conducted in Chile, Spain and Mexico with a sample of 1058, 627 and 
1239 individuals, respectively. Non-probability convenience sampling was used 
for the surveys, which were carried out with students from a range of degrees in 
both public and private universities. The questionnaire was delivered online using 
Google Forms.

The dependent variables—political efficacy and social capital—were meas-
ured using various indicators on an ordinal response scale reflecting the degree of 
agreement or disagreement of respondents with a series of statements. The politi-
cal efficacy variable consisted of eight items and the social capital variable con-
sisted of eleven. Table 1 sets out all the items for both dependent variables. The 
responses for all the indicators were measured using an ordinal scale as follows: 
(1) strongly disagree; (2) disagree; (3) neither agree not disagree; (4) agree; and 
(5) strongly agree. 

Table 1  Indicators of political efficacy and social capital

Source: Authors (2020)

Political efficacy
  1. My vote makes a difference
  2. The information I share on social media is quality information
  3. The information I share on social media can help raise other people’s awareness of issues I con-

sider to be important
  4. I can make a difference if I participate in politics
  5. I have ways to influence the actions of government
  6. I have ways to influence the actions of political parties
  7. I have ways to influence the actions of candidates in elections
  8. The comments I post on social media can help change the opinions of others

Social capital
  1. I usually talk with my parents
  2. I like to take part in activities designed for young people
  3. My parents generally get involved in my day to day activities
  4. I see my siblings every week
  5. I see my friends every week
  6. I feel I have strong community ties
  7. I feel that social media help generate trust among members of society
  8. I think social media help reduce mistrust among people offline
  9. I believe social media in some way increase trust among people who do not know each other 

outside of Internet
  10. I feel I have strong ties to my social media contacts
  11. I trust my social media contacts as much as my real-life contacts
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Firstly, a univariate descriptive analysis will be undertaken to ascertain uni-
versity students’ degree of agreement or disagreement with each of the state-
ments of the indicators of the variable dependents.

Following a detailed examination of the indicators, as a second stage an index 
based on these will be created for each of the two variables. This methodologi-
cal procedure offers two important analytical advantages: it allows the individu-
als’ political efficacy and social capital to be measured and summarised in a 
single data item, thus facilitating a comparison of the variables across the three 
countries studied. It also allows bivariate and multivariate analysis to be per-
formed to identify possible causal relationships, that is, the factors that influence 
political efficacy and the building of social capital.

Each index comprises the indicators that make up its respective dependent 
variable. Each of the indicators is first converted to a scale of 0–1 by assign-
ing the following values to the ordinal response scale categories: strongly disa-
gree (0.00); disagree (0.25); neither agree nor disagree (0,50); agree (0.75); and 
strongly agree (1.00). The indicators of each dependent variable are then added 
together. This creates an index of political efficacy of between 0 and 8 (as there 
are eight indicators on a 0–1 scale) and an index of social capital of between 0 
and 11 (eleven indicators on a 0–1 scale).

Thirdly, a bivariate analysis will be performed using the ANOVA method to 
compare the political efficacy index and social capital index across the three 
countries. The mean of each index will be compared across Chile, Spain and 
Mexico to test for significant differences between them. In other words, whether 
or not university students in these countries exhibit different levels of political 
efficacy and social capital.

Fourthly and lastly, a multivariate analysis will be performed to assess 
whether the consumption and use of social media influence the sense of politi-
cal efficacy and the building of social capital. To that end, two multiple linear 
regression models will be developed for each country (6 multiple linear regres-
sions in all). The dependent variables of the models are, therefore, the index of 
political efficacy and the index of social capital. Bearing in mind the research 
question and hypotheses posited, the independent variables are defined as fol-
lows: consumption of social media and political use of social media. The appli-
cation of the two multiple linear regression models will thus enable us to ver-
ify two key questions. Firstly, whether the sense of political efficacy and the 
building of social capital increase with increased consumption of social media. 
Secondly, whether political efficacy and social capital increase with increased 
political use of social media. Finally, age, gender, and type of university will 
be incorporated as control variables, in this last case because studying in a pub-
lic or private university may have consequences for political efficacy and social 
capital due to the potentially different social relationships arising in each type. 
The independent variables and control variables included in the analysis and 
their respective codings are shown in Table 2.
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Results

Political efficacy and social capital of university students in Chile, Spain 
and Mexico

The results obtained from the univariate analysis for the political efficacy of uni-
versity students in Chile, Spain and Mexico are given in Table 3. For a clearer 
presentation of the results, the table shows the response given by the great-
est number of respondents for each of the indicators used to measure political 
efficacy.

To the statement “my vote makes a difference”, student in Chile (49.6%) and 
Mexico (45.6%) responded strongly agree, whereas those in Spain responded nei-
ther agree nor disagree (30.3%). This last answer was the one mostly chosen by 
students in all three countries in response to the statement “The information I 
share on social media is quality information”: 44.4% in Chile, 38.8% in Spain 
and 44.1% in Mexico. The statement “The information I share on social media 
can help raise other people’s awareness of issues I consider important” also pro-
duces a consensus given that students in the three countries mostly responded 

Table 2  Independent and control variables

Source: Authors (2020)

Variable Coding

Consumption of social media Scale of 0–6
(Value 0 = None; Value 1 = A few minutes; Value 2 = Half an hour; Value 

3 = One hour; Value 4 = Two hours; Value 5 = Three hours; Value 
6 = More than three hours daily)

Political use of social media Scale of 0–14
(Comprises 14 indicators on a scale of 0–1: Value 0.00 = None; Value 

0.25 = A little; Value 0.50 = Some; Value 0.75 = Quite a lot; Value 
1.00 = Extensively)

[Indicators: 1. I look for information on politics; 2. I read humorous con-
tent related to politics; 3. I share humorous content related to politics; 
4. I read discussions on politics; 5. I take part in discussions on politics; 
6. I watch videos with political content; 7. I share videos with political 
content; 8. I post personal opinions on politics; 9. I “like” a comment 
on politics by another user when I agree with it; 10. I post informa-
tion on politics on my profile; 11. I follow the accounts of politicians 
whom I like; 12. I follow the accounts of journalists, opinion leaders 
or columnists who publish information on politics; 13. I respond to 
comments posted by politicians; 14. I sign petitions on collective issues 
I agree with]

Type of university Dichotomous
(Value 0 = Public; Value 1 = Private)

Gender Dichotomous
(Value 0 = Male; Value 1 = Female)

Age Scale of 1 to 4
(Value 1 = 16 to 20; Value 2 = 21 to 25; Value 3 = 26 to 30; Value 4 = 31 

or more)
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agree (34.4%, 39.4% and 32.0%). In general, respondents support the view “I can 
make a difference if I participate in politics”: Chileans (29.2%) and Mexicans 
(31.8%) strongly agree while Spaniards (27.3%) agree. The remaining statements 
elicited more varied responses. For example, university students in Chile (27.5%) 
and Mexico (36.7%) neither agree nor disagree with the statement “I can influ-
ence the actions of government”, whereas their counterparts in Spain disagree 
(31.7%). Chileans (34.0%) and Spaniards (32.1%) strongly disagree that they have 
the ability to influence the actions of political parties, with Mexicans preferring 
the neither agree nor disagree option (36.0%). With regard to the statement that 
they can influence the actions of candidates in elections, the top response in Chile 
was strongly disagree (29.8%), in Spain disagree (30.8%) and in Mexico neither 
agree nor disagree (38.0%). Lastly, Spanish university students (31.3%) agree 
with the statement “I can help change the opinions of others”, whereas Chileans 
(32.3%) and Mexicans (37.0%) neither agree nor disagree.

The results obtained from the univariate analysis for the social capital of univer-
sity students in Chile, Spain and Mexico are given in Table 4. As above, the most 
popular response is shown for the eleven indicators used to measure social capital.

According to the above, the majority of university students surveyed talk with 
their parents: strongly agree was selected by 55.2% of Chileans, 53.9% of Span-
iards and 53.1% of Mexicans. Meanwhile, students in all three countries take part in 
activities for young people, with agree selected by 31.5%, 33.0% and 30.6%, respec-
tively. In response to the statement “my parents get involved in my activities”, 23.6% 
selected Agree, while 28.2% of Chileans and 29.2% of Mexicans chose neither agree 
nor disagree. The statements “I see my siblings every week” and “I see my friends 
every week” produced consensus in Chile, Spain and Mexico, with 47.2%. 47.4% 
and 50.6% selecting strongly agree for the former and 46.1%, 54.9% and 51.7% for 
the latter, respectively. With respect to ties to the community, the intermediate nei-
ther agree nor disagree was the preferred option for Chileans (31.2%), Spaniards 
(29.0%) and Mexicans (36.0%).

Turning to the social capital indicators related specifically to social media, no 
clearly defined position emerges in any of the countries concerning whether social 
media help generate trust among members of society or if they help reduce trust 
among people outside Internet. For the two statements, the response neither agree 
nor disagree was chosen, respectively, by 34.2% and 31.9% of Chileans, 36.0% and 
37.0% of Spaniards, and 35.0% and 38.5% of Mexicans. Chileans (32.3%) and Mex-
icans (38.5%) also opted for this response to the statement “social media increase 
trust between people who do not know each other”, whereas a majority of Spanish 
university students expressed their agreement.

Similarly, there is no clear position with respect to the statement “I have strong 
ties to my contacts”, with neither agree nor disagree being the most popular response 
in Chile (29.2%), Spain (30.1%) and Mexico (36.0%). Lastly, strongly disagree was 
the most popular response among university students in the three countries to the 
statement “I trust my offline and online contacts equally” and was chosen by 49.7% 
of Chileans, 54.9% of Spaniards, and 26.5% of Mexicans.

The above two frequency tables (Tables 3 and 4) illustrating the extent to which 
university students in Chile, Spain and Mexico agree or disagree with a series of 
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statements on their political efficacy and social capital reflect the most popular cat-
egory of response indicated. It is worth pointing out that, while the three countries 
largely coincide as regards the most popular response, the actual percentages can 
vary considerably. As just noted, for example, although the top response in all three 
to the statement “I trust my offline and online contacts equally” was strongly disa-
gree, the percentage of respondents who chose this option ranged from 54.9% in 
Spain to 26.5% in Mexico. For this reason, an index for each of the two dependent 
variables was created in order to provide a more accurate reflection of reality. Each 
index includes all the response categories for the indicators and not just the category 
receiving the highest score, which in some cases was close in percentage terms to 
the next most popular response.

The political efficacy index ranges from 0 to 8 (given that it consists of eight 
indicators converted to a scale of 0–1) and the social capital index from 0 to 11 
(eleven indicators converted to a scale of 0–1). A single-factor analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) will allow us to test for significant differences in the political efficacy and 
social capital of university students in Chile, Spain and Mexico. For this purpose, a 
comparison of the means of the political efficacy index and social capital index in 
the three countries will be undertaken (Table 5).

The mean index of political efficacy is 4.17 in Chile, 3.77 in Spain and 4.81 in 
Mexico, indicating that young Mexicans have the strongest sense of political effi-
cacy, followed by Chileans. For their part, Spaniards have the lowest perception of 
their political efficacy. As the political efficacy index range is from 0 to 8, Mexico 
and Chile are situated above, and Spain below, the mid-point of the scale (4). To 
test whether these differences are statistically significant, that is, whether there are 
differences in the sense of political efficacy between Chilean, Spanish and Mexican 
university students, the results offered by the ANOVA need to be analysed. As the 
F statistic shows, there are significant differences in the mean index of political effi-
cacy of the students in the three countries. This analysis indicates the presence of 
significant overall differences, but it does not tell us whether these differences are 
significant between all three countries are just between some. A Bonferroni post hoc 
test was therefore performed to compare the differences in means between pairs of 
countries. As can be seen, all the pairs of comparisons of means between countries 

Table 5  Political efficacy index and social capital index in Chile, Spain and Mexico (ANOVA)

Source: Authors (2020)

Political efficacy index Social capital index

M SD F Bonferroni M SD F Bonferroni

Chile 4.17 1.54 107.801*** Spain 0.39*** 5.78 1.69 117.597*** Spain -0.34***
Mexico -0.65*** Mexico -1.10***

Spain 3.77 1.55 Chile -0.39*** 6.12 1.66 Chile 0.34***
Mexico -1.04*** Mexico -0.76***

Mexico 4.81 1.53 Chile 0.65*** 6.87 1.82 Chile 1.10***
Spain 1.04*** Spain 0.76***
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are statistically significant and we can conclude, therefore, that the sense of political 
efficacy is different in Chile, Spain and Mexico.

Turning to the social capital index, the mean is 5.78 in Chile, 6.12 in Spain and 
6.87 in Mexico. Thus, Mexican students have the greatest social capital, followed by 
those from Spain, with Chileans showing the lowest level. Bearing in mind that the 
index range is 0–11, all three countries lie above the mid-point of the scale (5.5), an 
indication that social capital is in good health in all three despite the aforementioned 
differences. In order to observe whether these differences in social capital are sta-
tistically significant, that is, if they actually exist and are not merely fortuitous, we 
will once again analyse the ANOVA results. In this case, the F statistic confirms sig-
nificant differences in the mean index of the social capital of Chilean, Spanish and 
Mexican university students. The Bonferroni post hoc test also indicates that these 
social capital differences are significant in all paired comparisons between Chile, 
Spain and Mexico, thus confirming that Chileans, Spaniards and Mexicans differ in 
terms of their social capital.

By way of summary, Mexican university students have the greatest sense of polit-
ical efficacy and the greatest social capital. Chilean students exhibit a greater sense 
of political efficacy than their Spanish counterparts, whereas the latter have greater 
social capital.

Influence of the consumption and use of social media on the political efficacy 
and social capital of university students in Chile, Spain and Mexico

Having established the different distribution of political efficacy and social capital in 
university students in Chile, Spain and Mexico, we will now turn our attention to the 
factors that may condition both of these in the three countries.

To take political efficacy first, Table 6 sets out the results of the multiple linear 
regression model used to seek to explain the influence of the use and consumption 
of social media. In this case, the mere consumption of social media was not found to 
affect university students’ sense of political efficacy. This pattern is seen in all three 
countries. The use of social media for political ends does, however, indicate a statis-
tically significant relationship with the dependent variable in all three. The relation-
ship is positive, that is, greater political use of social media leads to a greater sense 
of political efficacy. Based on the unstandardised B coefficients, the political efficacy 
index increases by 0.21, 0.230 and 0.257 points, respectively, for Spanish, Mexican 
and Chilean students when an increase of one position occurs on the scale of the 
political use of social media. In the case of Chilean students, two of the control vari-
ables—gender and age—influence the sense of political efficacy, whereas the type of 
university is not statistically significant. None of the control variables was found to 
exert a significant influence in the case of Spanish and Mexican students.

In order to identify the relative importance of each explanatory variable within 
the regression model, without them being conditioned by the scales on which they 
are coded, we proceeded to examine the β coefficients, which confirm that the 
political use of social media is what most heavily determines the sense of political 
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efficacy in the three countries studied. In this regard, the β coefficient is highest for 
Chile (0.503), followed by Spain (0.485) and, lastly, Mexico (0.406).

Finally, with respect to the goodness of fit of the model, the independent vari-
ables successfully explain 25.1%, 23.0% and 16.2% of the variance of the political 
efficacy index in Chile, Spain and Mexico, respectively.

Table 7 gives the results of the multiple linear regression model used to deter-
mine the impact of the use and consumption of social media on social capital. In 
this case, consumption of social media was found to be statistically significant in 
the three countries and it therefore influences the building of social capital among 
young people in Chile, Spain and Mexico. As consumption of social media increases 
so too does the social capital index and a positive correlation exists between the 
two variables. In other words, the more young people se social media, the stronger 
their sense of social capital will be. For its part, the political use of social media is 
also statistically significant and positively influences the building of social capital 
in Chile, Spain and Mexico. Thus, social capital increases with the increased use of 
social media for political ends.

In terms of detail, according to the unstandardised B coefficients, the index of 
social capital increases by 0.193 points in Chile, 0.188 in Spain and 0.090 in Mex-
ico when there is an increase of one position on the scale of consumption of social 
media. This increase is 0.142, 0.099 and 0.061 points for Mexican, Chilean and 
Spanish university students in the case of the index of the political use of social 
media.

However, these data are conditioned by the different scale on which the two 
explanatory variables are coded. The standardised beta coefficient enables us 
to identify the relative importance of each variable in the determination of the 

Table 6  Multiple linear regression model to explain the influence of social media on the political efficacy 
index

B = Unstandardised coefficient. β = Standardised coefficient
Source: Authors (2020)
*p ≤ 0.1; **p ≤ 0.05; ***p ≤ 0.01

Chile Spain Mexico

B β B β B β

Consumption of social media 0.017 0.016 0.013 0.013 − 0.047 − 0.044
Political use of social media 0.257*** 0.503*** 0.215*** 0.485*** 0.230*** 0.406***
Type of university − 0.110 − 0.035 − 0.048 − 0.008 0.022 0.005
Gender 0.301*** 0.096*** 0.106 0.034 0.011 0.003
Age − 0.157** − 0.066** − 0.114 − 0.046 − 0.092 − 0.036
Constant 2.993*** 2.602*** 3.815***
R 0.505 0.486 0.407
R2 0.255 0.236 0.166
Adjusted  R2 0.251 0.230 0.162
Standard error of the estimate 1.33699 1.35900 1.38144
N 1057 626 1145
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dependent variable (the social capital index). Thus, in Chile, the use of social 
media for political ends has a slightly greater impact than the consumption of 
social media, as reflected by their respective β coefficients of 0.178 and 0.172. 
The same pattern is observed in Mexico, although it is more pronounced given 
that the β coefficient is 0.213 for the political use of social media variable and 
0.072 for the consumption of social media variable. The opposite situation is 
seen in Spain, where the consumption of social media (β = 0.178) is of greater 
relative importance than the political use of social media (β = 0.127).

Regarding the control variables, gender and age exert significant influence 
on the building of social capital in both Chile and Spain. In the case of gen-
der, women exhibit greater social capital in both countries. In terms of age, the 
results show that social capital decreases with increased age and is strongest in 
younger Chilean and Spanish university students. The type of university stud-
ied in has significant influence on Mexicans, with private universities associated 
with greater social capital.

However, the data for the goodness of fit of the model show that the control 
variables used explain only a very small proportion of the variance in the social 
capital index: 9.4% for Chile, 7.0% for Spain and 6.2% for Mexico.

By way of summary, the sense of political efficacy is influenced by the use of 
social media for political ends but not by the mere consumption of social media 
for other purposes. Conversely, the building of social capital is affected by both 
the consumption and political use of social media. This may be due to the more 

Table 7  Multiple linear regression model to explain the influence of social media on the social capital 
index

B Unstandardised coefficient. β Standardised coefficient
Source: Authors (2020)
*p ≤ 0.1; **p ≤ 0.05; ***p ≤ 0.01

Chile Spain Mexico

B β B β B β

Consumption of social media 0.193*** 0.172*** 0.188*** 0.178*** 0.090** 0.072**
Political use of social media 0.099*** 0.178*** 0.061*** 0.127*** 0.142*** 0.213***
Type of university − 0.166 − 0.049 0.051 0.008 0.589*** 0.123***
Gender 0.221** 0.064** 0.378*** 0.112*** − 0.023 − 0.006
Age − 0.348*** − 0.133*** − 0.208* − 0.078* − 0.040 − 0.013
Constant 4.953*** 5.168*** 5.620***
R 0.313 0.277 0.258
R2 0.098 0.077 0.067
Adjusted  R2 0.094 0.070 0.062
Standard error of the estimate 1.60954 1.6442 1.71034
N 1057 626 1137
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global nature of the concept of social capital compared to political efficacy and 
also to the social interaction that comes with the consumption of social media.

Conclusions

New technologies have brought major changes to all areas of society. Social 
media are among the most widely used tools, particularly by young people. Their 
consumption and use lead to new habits which may condition public attitudes 
such as political behaviour. Many digital activism experiences have subsequently 
continued offline, as evidenced by the “Chilean winter”, 15-M and #YoSoy132 
movements in Chile, Spain and Mexico, respectively. These mobilisations have 
demonstrated how the digital sphere, and social media in particular, have become 
a new scenario for political engagement. This development has given rise to con-
siderable academic interest in the relationship between social media and the polit-
ical behaviour of individuals, especially young people.

However, the potential influence of social media on political attitudes has not 
been explored to the same extent. For this reason, the present study set out to 
examine the relationship between social media and two important political atti-
tudes: political efficacy and social capital. The specific research question formu-
lated was whether the consumption and political use of social media influence 
political efficacy and social capital. To answer this question, the main goal of 
the study was to ascertain if the consumption and political use of social media 
condition the sense of political efficacy and the building of social capital in young 
university students from Chile, Spain and Mexico during the period 2017–2018.

University students from Chile, Spain and Mexico were surveyed for the research 
question. The univariate (frequency tables), bivariate (single-factor ANOVA) and 
multivariate (multiple linear regression) analyses conducted reveal that the con-
sumption of social networks influences the construction of social capital. Likewise, 
the political use of social networks conditions both the feeling of political efficacy 
and the construction of social capital. Therefore, it is not enough to use social net-
works so that the feeling of political efficacy is affected, but it is necessary to make 
a political use of them. Specifically, the regressions carried out show, regarding 
political efficacy, that this feeling has a positive relationship with the political use 
of social networks. This implies that the more social networks are used for politi-
cal purposes, the feeling of political efficacy of university students increases. This 
occurs in the three countries analysed. This relationship is the strongest in the case 
of Chile, followed by Mexico and, finally, in Spain. Regarding social capital, the 
results of the regressions show that the social capital of university students increases 
both with the consumption of social networks and with the political use of these 
networks sites. Therefore, there is, a positive relationship between the consumption 
of social networks and the construction of social capital. There is also a positive 
relationship between the political use of social networks and the construction of 
social capital. Both relationships are present in the three countries examined. The 
consumption of social networks has a greater impact on the social capital of young 
Chilean university students, followed by the Spanish and, ultimately by Mexicans. 
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The political use of social networks, influences the social capital of Mexican stu-
dents more, followed by Chileans and, finally, Spanish students. On the basis of the 
results, Hypotheses H.2. H.3 and H.4 are found to be true, whereas H.1 is rejected.

Approximately one quarter of political efficacy is explained by the independent 
variables and control variables used, particularly the political use of social media in 
Chile, Spain and, to a lesser extent, Mexico. A tenth of social capital in Chile and 
a lower proportion in Spain and Mexico are explained by the variables, particularly 
the consumption and political use of social media. As is natural, the data point to 
the existence of other factors that condition political efficacy and social capital, both 
of which are phenomena with multiple causes. Nonetheless, the figures obtained 
for the independent variables are far from negligible and confirm that social media 
influence the political attitudes of young people. This corroborates the impact of 
new technologies both on the socialisation and on the political engagement of citi-
zens, even if their widespread use in society can be said to be relatively recent.

The analysis offered also yields important conclusions with regard to the differ-
ences and similarities between the countries examined. Thus, Mexican university 
students exhibit the greatest degree of political efficacy and social capital, with nei-
ther attitude influenced by gender or age. However, the type of university, in particu-
lar studying at a private university, positively conditions social capital in Mexico. 
Spanish students exhibit the lowest level of political efficacy and an intermediate 
level of social capital. Meanwhile, Chilean students exhibit an intermediate level of 
political efficacy and the lowest degree of political efficacy. Females and younger 
students have a higher level of social capital in Spain and Chile and both these fac-
tors are an important influence also on political efficacy. In the case of students from 
Spain and Chile, the type of university studied in does not lead to differences in 
the political attitudes analysed. It is worth noting that, with respect to the political 
efficacy construct, our research also indicates that the use of social media needs to 
be for political ends, a finding in line with the study by Lane et al. (2018), which 
shows that an interest in politics is a prerequisite if information generated on social 
media is to influence civic engagement. Similarly, the research has broadly shown 
that social media also influence the formation of social capital, in line with the find-
ings of the studies by Liang et al. (2017) and Glaser et al. (2018), and in particular 
with the core elements identified by Warren et al. (2015).

These country-specific particularities demonstrate the robustness of the conclu-
sions obtained as regards the influence of the consumption and political uses of 
social media on the political efficacy and social capital of young people. The results 
for these two explanatory variables show the same pattern of behaviour in all three 
countries: Chile, Spain and Mexico.

Lastly, however, it is worth noting that the political use of social media is not 
exclusive to young people at present. In all three countries, the digital divide and use 
of virtual platforms have grown constantly in recent years. For this reason, therefore, 
future studies need to address not just so-called digital natives but also social group-
ings who are not part of this generation.
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