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The viability of late modern societies is contingent upon public engagement. To ensure 
resilient, innovative, and inclusive societies, civic engagement and political participa-
tion on a wide scale is needed. We contend that the notions of civic engagement and 
political participation need to be inclusive and should entail the involvement of citizens 
in processes of public expression, decision-making, and traditional forms of political 
participation. Ensuring broad participation is essential for western democracies, since 
processes leading to exclusion have significant and wide-ranging negative consequences. 

An important pathway to public engagement comes from communication. Commu-
nication is one of the most central features of today’s society. Citizens spend more time 
on communication than any other daily activity. Research and popular wisdom contain 
many optimistic accounts of the democratic and engaging potential of communication. 
However, in reality this potential might be much smaller and it may not be evenly dis-
tributed among different groups. Both intended and unintended consequences have been 
highlighted, and specific groups such as young citizens, immigrants, and the elderly have 
been singled out as being at risk. Most strikingly, however, we miss solid and systematic 
evidence of the both positive and negative effects that communication can have. 

This research programme aims to assess the intended and unintended effects of com-
munication on public engagement. It does so in an interdisciplinary fashion, using an 
inclusive definition of public engagement. It relies on new and innovative data collection 
methods that involve developments of new technological applications, the latter being 
done in cooperation with software engineers. 

Understanding the potential (and pitfalls) of media and communication for public 
engagement, it is important to consider a number of wide-ranging developments in 
both the political and the media landscapes. Much research on citizen participation has 
been too focused on conventional political participation (such as voting) and has paid 
no attention to the media. Even though Gimpel et al. (2003, p. 7) notes that “people are 
politically socialized by the information they receive” in most research, the attention 
paid to the role of the media is limited (see Shah et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2012, Ekstrom 
& Ostman, 2013 for recent exceptions). 

We need research assessing this role. A proper answer would need to assess the 
impact of the media in the light of other influences so as to avoid a too ‘media-centric’ 
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approach. A number of developments make it crucial to address the role of the media 
from an interdisciplinary, integrated, and comprehensive starting point. 

• Changing politics and society. Society itself is changing. Developments towards 
globalization and individualization are hallmarks of today’s society (Kriesi et al., 
2008). Moreover, the pervasive economic crisis is changing many arrangements in 
the social realm that had become taken for granted, and the political arena across 
Europe is characterized by different versions of nationalism, populism and political 
polarization (Vasilopoulou, 2013). These developments co-occur with an abundance 
of media choice and mediatisation, highlighting the omnipresence of the media and 
communication in all aspects of society (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999). 

• Changing citizens. The behavioural patterns with respect to public engagement are 
changing. This is evident in declining voter turnout, decreasing church affiliations, 
and weakened party attachment. Today, moreover, citizens more often switch between 
political parties from election to election, fewer are members of political parties 
(Dalton, 2006), and the family home is weakening as a place where news habits are 
developed (Patterson, 1997). Moreover, new agents – such as anti-globalization, 
environmental or consumer politics movements (buying or boycotting products for 
specific reasons, e.g., Shah et al., 2007; Ward & de Vreese, 2011) – that are less 
stable, more issue-oriented or more dependent on communication-based networks, 
have become part of the public engagement. Such trends are also visible in the Danish 
context where volunteering and single issue-based engagement is on the rise. 

• Changing media systems and information availability. Today’s media landscape is 
fundamentally different from only a few decades ago. One consequence is that citi-
zens in general are becoming more reliant on and engaged with media, but also that 
media usage is more diversified. Traditional media, like newspapers and television, 
as primary information providers are now in competition with online news, social 
media, and free newspapers (Dahlgren, 2009; Williams & Delli Carpini, 2011). The 
availability of media outlets and of information has exploded, and at the same time 
the opportunity to tailor personal media diets has also flourished. This has created 
both ‘news drop-outs’ and ‘political junkies’, that is, citizens exposed to no political 
information at all or 24-hours of political information (Garrett, 2009; Prior, 2007; 
Stroud, 2008). These changes open opportunities for mobilizing citizens (e.g., Bak-
ker & de Vreese, 2011), including the ability to also produce contents, although this 
opportunity currently is not utilized at a wide scale for political purposes (Brundidge, 
2010). At the same time, social and informational inequalities are deepened (Pa-
pacharissi, 2002; van Dijk, 2005). In other words, the changes in supply and ability 
to select political media content are crucial for understanding the role played by the 
media in processes of public engagement.

• Changing media contents. Besides the changing media environment, the political 
contents of the media changed as well. Political information has become more per-
sonalized and emotional, and politics has become a topic of genres like soap operas, 
comedy shows and political satire (Holbert, 2005; Schulz, 2008). News is more poll 
driven (e.g., Patterson, 1993) and infotainment oriented, and heavy watching of non-
political news often correlates with voter apathy, cynicism and abstention among the 
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young (see e.g. Wirth, 2000; Putnam, 2000). Indeed, research in Europe has found 
different effects of exposure to different types of programs on political engagement 
(Möller & de Vreese, 2012). Some scholars are fearful of these changes with respect 
to political attitudes and behaviour (e.g., Buckingham, 2000) while others are more 
welcoming of the influx of popular culture and entertainment in the consumption, 
production, and dissemination of political contents (e.g., Scott et al., 2011). These 
changes pose challenges for research on the role of the media. 

Research has evolved from looking at the effects of time spent on the media, to medium 
specific influences (Garramone & Atkin, 1986), and to more detailed models of media 
usage (e.g., McLeod 2000, Möller et al., 2011). Current research needs to look more at 
media contents than specific media. As noted by McLeod (2000, p. 48) about a decade 
ago, it is the “content rather than the medium itself [that] is key to media influences on 
political behavior” (see also Dilliplane et al., 2012; De Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006). 
Moreover, research needs to integrate the multiple platforms on which political informa-
tion is available, ranging from long existing media companies with an online presence 
to online only and social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter that offer options 
for political self-expression and user generated contents (Lee et al., 2012). Combining 
theoretical insights from research on media use and effects, we can move towards de-
signing a series of studies that investigates the role of the media in the development 
of adolescents’, immigrants’, and elderly’s political attitudes and behaviour while also 
considering the actual content of these media. 

Concretely we will carry out three interrelated projects that all investigate the inten-
ded and unintended effects of communication on public engagement. Focusing on three 
groups that have been identified as particularly important to reach out to in the ambition 
for inclusive societies, adolescents, immigrants, and the elderly, we will investigate how 
different communication usage affects their likelihood to express political opinions, par-
ticipate in decision making, and engage in (non-)traditional forms of political participa-
tion. In designing our studies we will develop new technologies, based on smart phone 
and tablet technologies, to tap both media usage and our different dependent variables. 
For each group we will be addressing the same core questions while of course adding 
a number of specific questions of relevance to the group.

The project started April 1, 2014 and is financed with a University of Southern Denmark 
special 2020 grant of DKK 7 mill. 
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