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Extended Abstract

Purpose:

In the contemporary era, social media has become one of the most influential tools for
shaping public opinion in political communication. This study aims to analyze the role of
these platforms in shaping and guiding public opinion, identify the mechanisms of political
mobilization, and provide management strategies for targeted use of these platforms
across various political contexts. Furthermore, this research seeks to understand users’
motivations for political participation in the digital space and examine ways to improve
the management of social media in public policy-making.
Design/methodology/approach:

This research used a qualitative content analysis approach within a comparative case
study framework. Data were gathered from secondary sources, including scholarly
articles, analytical reports, and field documentation, and were analyzed using thematic
analysis. To gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon, three case studies from
different political-cultural contexts were selected: the use of Twitter by Members of the
European Parliament to express views beyond party lines, the role of social media in
organizing and sustaining the Occupy Wall Street protest movement, and the utilization
of social media in electoral campaigns and political mobilization in Southeast Asian
countries. The study’s theoretical framework is based on the Uses and Gratifications
Theory, which emphasizes users’ active role in selecting media to fulfill informational,
identity, and social needs. This framework effectively explains user behavior in political
participation and interaction with political content on social media.

Findings:

The findings revealed that, across different societies, social media play a dual role by
enabling direct activism, bypassing the limitations of traditional media, and leveraging
algorithmic mechanisms: they serve as tools for steering political narratives by powerful
institutions and as platforms for grassroots political mobilization. The case study of
European Parliament members showed that Twitter is used to express independent
views beyond party lines, and this platform can liberate politicians from the constraints
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of party structures. In the Occupy Wall Street movement, social media played a pivotal
role in organizing, informing, and sustaining the protests, enabling global mobilization. In
Southeast Asian countries, political parties and politicians utilize social media for political
branding, direct communication with voters, and mobilizing supporters. This research
demonstrates that social media have transformed the traditional structure of political
communication and, by creating a space for two-way interaction, have diminished the
gatekeeping role of traditional media.

Research limitations/implications:

This study faced limitations, including the accuracy of information published on social
media, the non-representative nature of opinions expressed on these platforms, and
fundamental differences in intervening variables (such as political structure, media
freedom, and digital literacy levels) among the studied societies. Additionally, the
comparative-qualitative nature of the research limited the ability to control these
variables fully. It is suggested that future research employ mixed methods (qualitative-
quantitative) and control for intervening variables to conduct a more precise analysis
of the mechanisms of social media influence within a specific context. Furthermore,
investigating the role of opinion leaders in the age of social media and conducting a
comparative analysis of the Uses and Gratifications Theory with classical communication
theories could be valuable areas for future research.

Practical implications:

The findings of this study can lead to the development of transparent regulatory
frameworks for managing social platforms, the design of national systems to monitor
public opinion, and the empowerment of political institutions to ensure the ethical and
intelligent use of these spaces, ultimately improving political discourse and reducing
polarization. Additionally, practical strategies such as creating digital intermediary
spaces for cross-factional dialogue, developing interactive educational tools to enhance
media literacy, and supporting interdisciplinary research on media, politics, and social
psychology can contribute to a better understanding of the mechanisms of influence of
these platforms.

Social implications:

By democratizing political discourse and enabling direct citizen participation, social
media can significantly influence public attitudes, overarching policy orientations, and
political participation. Emphasizing the need to enhance media and communication
literacy, this study suggests that educating the younger generation and strengthening
critical thinking can mitigate the negative impacts of risky political communication and
pave the way for an informed, responsible public opinion. Moreover, given the social
consequences of social media use, it is recommended to prioritize policies to protect
user data and prevent the misuse of their personal information for political purposes.
These measures can help maintain the health of political discourse and strengthen public
trust in democratic societies.

Originality/value:

The originality of this article lies in its comparative-qualitative approach and its
simultaneous focus on both formal and informal political actors in three different global
contexts. Providing a multidimensional analysis of the dual role of social media (both as
a tool of power and a platform for resistance) and integrating the Uses and Gratifications
Theory framework with concrete case studies are other distinguishing features of this
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research. Furthermore, proposing indigenous policy strategies tailored to each society’s
specific conditions is considered an innovation of this study. The results of this study have
practical and theoretical value for media policymakers, political parties and institutions,
communication and political science researchers, and civil society activists. By providing a
deeper understanding of the role of social media in shaping public opinion, this research
takes a step towards strengthening healthy political discourse and enhancing the quality
of democracy in the digital age.

Keywords: Political Communication, Social Media, Public Opinion Shaping, Political
Mobilization, Uses and Gratifications Theory, Comparative Case Study
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