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Abstract

:

It often remains unclear how young citizens are combining various forms of political participation, as well as why they choose some over others, especially within a single-issue movement. Moreover, little is known about how social networking sites (SNS) fit into the political repertoires of citizens. Therefore, this study explores youths’ political participation patterns in the context of the 2019 youth-led climate strikes. We rely on data from a paper and pencil survey among 498 high school students in Belgium. To identify different types of activists, the study used latent class analysis (LCA). In addition, a multinomial logistic regression was conducted to assess how identified participation types differ from each other. Four different participation repertoires regarding the climate issue were identified, each distinctive in the way they rely on different forms of political participation. In addition, membership to each of the different classes is associated with a unique set of characteristics (in terms of political efficacies, climate issue involvement, and online expression motives). The article shows how SNS make up a crucial part of youths’ issue-specific participation patterns and sheds light on the mechanisms underlying their participation choices within the climate movement.
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1. Introduction


Citizens’ ways of engaging in civic society have undergone significant changes in post-industrial societies. A variety of studies indicate how citizens have moved beyond mere engagement in institutional politics and are often engaging in diverse forms of participation, such as protesting, consumerism, or volunteering [1,2,3,4,5]. Furthermore, social networking sites (SNS) allow for more personalized, fluid, and creative outings of citizenship [6,7]. Youth in particular seem to be longing for more customized forms of engagement [1]. That is, they seem more willing and able to pick and choose from various social issues that interest and affect them, without the need for intermediary organizations or parties [8,9].



Characteristic of these emerging forms of citizenship is the desire to ‘think globally’ but ‘act locally’ [10]. This has become especially apparent within the climate movement and, more specifically, the recent worldwide climate strikes [11]. Over the course of 2018 and 2019, a youth-led climate movement became the centre of political and media attention. Led by the Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg, the ‘School Strikes for Climate’ called on youth to skip school and demand far-reaching governmental action on climate change. The protests quickly developed into a global movement that accelerated youth climate mobilization in an unprecedented scale [12]. In Belgium, an action group called Youth For Climate was formed by two teenagers (Anuna De Wever and Kyra Gantois) to coordinate the protests. As such, Belgium would become one of the first European countries to organize the strikes with among the highest participation numbers [13]. Therefore, the current study relies on the case of the 2019 climate strikes, in order to gain insight in the issue-specific political participation among youth in Belgium.



Most prior research towards citizens’ changing political habits seems to focus on the predictive relationship between online media use and offline political engagement [14] or solely on digital forms of participation [15]. Few empirical studies, however, employ a repertoire-based approach to assess how citizens choose and combine the various available modes of political action, especially within a specific single-issue movement (such as the climate movement). A considerable amount of work regarding participation repertoires has been conducted by Jennifer Oser [4,16,17]. She argues how the increased prevalence of political participation beyond the electoral arena elevates the need for improved research designs, which shift the unit of analysis from a single participatory act towards the combination of different action forms. In this regard, she proposes Latent Class Analysis (LCA) as a statistical technique for the study of political participation patterns.



Only a handful of studies have relied on this technique to empirically identify these unique participation repertoires [4,18,19]. Still, these studies often focus exclusively on either offline or online forms of action. In other words, despite recent studies acknowledging the unique and independent character of political participation through SNS [19,20,21], a systematic understanding towards how these acts are combined with offline forms of participation (e.g., volunteering or protesting) is still lacking. Therefore, our first research question asks which different types of activists can be identified based on their participation repertoires towards the climate issue (by considering an extensive set of offline forms of participation as well as SNS participation through Facebook).



In addition, little is known about why people differ from each other in terms of these repertoires, and why citizens prefer certain modes of participation over others. Research towards the attitudes and motivations underlying political SNS use remains scarce [22], and oftentimes these newer forms of political participation have not been measured adequately [23]. To tackle these gaps, our second research question asks how different types of climate activists differ from each other in terms of different political and issue-specific characteristics (i.e., efficacy beliefs, climate issue involvement, and motivations for online self-expression).



A final gap that is addressed is the overall lack of political participation studies focusing on specific youth populations, apart from relying on university student samples [19]. Overall, youth’s political repertoires have been understudied and it often remains unclear how various forms of action are combined within these repertoires, especially within the same single-issue movement [24]. Therefore, the current study was conducted among 498 high school students in Flanders, Belgium using a paper and pencil survey.



1.1. Changing Citizenship in a New Media Context


According to Vromen [5], a ‘new participatory turn’ has taken place in the literature, which acknowledges the changing nature of political participation and citizenship. Three main commonalities are assumed to define this participatory turn. First, a focus on political targets beyond the state and the development of alternative or non-formal institutional spheres for collective action. Second, an analysis of everyday, ad hoc or project involvement, rather than long-term ideological allegiance and/or membership; and third, an acknowledgement of the role individualization plays in social and political interactions.



New citizenship norms are understood to underly these changing participation patterns. They refer to a shared set of expectations and values about how democracy functions and citizen’s role in politics [2,25]. Often, a distinction is drawn between ‘actualizing’ or ‘engaged’ citizen norms on the one hand, and ‘duty-based’ norms on the other. Dutiful citizenship describes more traditional notions of good citizenship, which mainly include engagement in conventional, institutional forms of political participation. Here, voting is the core democratic act. Actualizing citizens, in contrast, have a higher sense of individual purpose and therefore prefer loose networks to engage in social and political action [26,27]. They favor political autonomy and seek out more individualized, direct forms of action away from elections and political parties [2]. This is similar to what Bang [10] calls ‘everyday makers’, describing a form of citizenship that is highly individual and project-oriented. Everyday makers want to decide when to act on certain issues, and maybe more importantly, when not to, by dealing with common concerns in a concrete and personal manner. Nonetheless, despite concerns about declining levels of dutiful norms, recent studies have shown how different citizenship norms do not necessarily exclude each other. Rather, these qualities tend to function in a complementary manner, as not every citizen adheres strictly to only one understanding of citizenship (e.g., [27,28]).



The ‘participatory turn’ described above seems to have emerged parallel with changes in the media landscape and, consequently, media habits. As Mihailidis & Thevenin [29] (p. 1) note, “present-day discussions on the tenets of citizenship cannot avoid including the role of media in civic participation and engagement”. Key affordances of digital and social media fit current notions of citizenship particularly well and have been linked with novel forms of political participation [30,31]. For instance, it has been argued that interaction with online, interactive media, and endorsing actualizing citizenship norms and activities work as a ‘reinforcing spiral’. As such, new media are considered an important means for negotiating citizenship [27,32].



One framework that both acknowledges the rise of personalized politics and identifies digital media as central organizing agents for political action, is the logic of connective action [6,33]. Within this logic, taking political action is self-motivated and centers around the personal appropriation of common themes and issues, such as climate change or women’s rights. Digital communication technologies, and SNS in particular, are considered crucial enablers of these new politics. The central and immediate nature of these platforms allow citizens to inform themselves on the issues that interest them and act on these issues instantly, hereby lending itself to forms of opt-in, ad hoc citizenship [34]. In addition, new media allow for the formation of a shared narrative, through the individual posting, sharing, and remixing of content. As such, they align with the views on citizens as action-oriented creators and communicators, beyond their participation in institutional politics [27,29].



Early work by Brunsting & Postmes already addressed the changing nature of collective action due to the Internet and argued how online political actions are qualitatively different than their offline counterparts [35]. Indeed, many authors have come to recognize online outings of new citizenship as independent participatory acts. According to Theocharis [7], for example, the elements of self-expression and personalization are crucial elements of digitally networked participation (DNP), which entails both the activation of one’s own network as well as the personal appropriation of content to convince others in relation to a social or political cause. In the context of the recent climate strikes, the particular role of social media has also been acknowledged. These platforms allowed citizens within the movement not only to voice their concerns and disclose information, but also to document their discontent by connecting disparate local protest events to a larger, global movement [11].




1.2. Young People’s Political Participation and Repertoires


The interplay between new media and new citizenship norms have made studies in political communication especially attentive towards engagement among youth. Adolescence is a critical life-stage in the context of political socialization, characterized by uncertainty and fluidity [36]. In this regard, youth participation is considered a continuous process that involves exploration and change over time. Additionally, it constitutes an important part of young people’s general development in terms of their identities, values and beliefs [1,37].



Yet, early studies in the field have often described youth as politically apathetic, cynical, and disengaged, because of their declining participation in institutional politics [38,39]. These criticisms are often driven by a too narrow conceptualization of what could be considered ‘political participation’ and by neglecting the ways in which emerging modes of action could be combined [40]. Moreover, following the proliferation of SNS, various scholars raised concerns about the susceptibility of young people to so-called ‘slacktivism’, referring to online forms of low-effort, low-impact political participation. Central to this view is that engagement in these types of participation would cause people to dismiss other offline forms of action and thus, enlarge the assumed gap between those who “practice real politics” and younger generations [41,42].



Over the years, a more nuanced view has emerged, where youth are not considered disengaged, but rather ‘differently engaged’. They tend to navigate within a broader spectrum of participatory activities, while at the same time becoming more selective in their political choices [2,43]. Indeed, cause-oriented political interest is especially dominant among young people. Several studies have provided evidence for youths’ interest and engagement in political causes with an everyday life and ethical component. In other words, young er citizens prefer to engage primarily with issues that interest and impact them [8,44,45]. This line of thinking is extended in the work of Andersen et al. [46]. The authors discuss how, contrary to older generations, the connection between news and participation patterns among youth is not continuous. Instead, it shows similarities with “the trace of a heart on a hospital monitor, where spikes of different amplitude alternate with rest periods” (p. 139). This corresponds with understandings of emerging citizenship and participation as being more short-term, spontaneous, and cause-oriented. However, this is not to say that collective forms of action have no relevance within youth political participation, nor have ‘digital natives’ unanimously adopted newer forms of participation, such as digitally networked participation [19,46]. A recent study by Ekström & Sveningsson [1] among 17- and 18-year-olds, indicates how they are both involved in more ad hoc as well as conventional political organizations, but that the nature of their engagement is tentative, rather than settled. Interestingly, young people in the study often remained skeptical towards the use of SNS as political tools.



In order to properly capture the current conditions and ways in which participation occurs, the study of participation repertoires has gained academic attention. These repertoires unite the available forms of participatory behaviours for citizens [47,48,49]. Whereas early studies were mainly concerned with measuring voting behaviour (see [50] for an overview), over the years, attention has shifted towards participation beyond the ballot box, such as protest behaviours, lifestyle politics [51], consumerism [52], craftivism [53], and digitally networked forms of participation [7]. Capturing political repertoires (i.e., how citizens choose to engage with the various available modes of political action), allows researchers to grasp the state of participatory democracy in a more accurate manner. And thus, by incorporating various participatory modes into research designs, a biased literature can be avoided [4,54].



Most studies using a repertoire-based approach, have shown how different forms of political action tend to coexist, rather than cannibalize one another. It seems that participation patterns are becoming increasingly hybrid and individualized as they combine different types of participation [4,17,18]. In a study addressing a Belgian climate movement, De Moor, Marien & Hooghe [24] found that forms of lifestyle politics often exist within complex political repertoires that also include state-oriented forms of action.



Contrary to what is often assumed, youth also tend to engage in a variety of social and political activities, online and offline (e.g., [55,56]). For instance, following interviews with high school and university students, Maher & Earl [57] concluded that online and offline forms of activism are not mutually exclusive. Rather, digital media seem to ‘innervate’ youth participation. That is, these platforms not only provide important pathways towards offline political action (such as protests), but also give rise to unique, individualized forms of political participation within these online spaces [57,58]. Furthermore, Keating & Melis [19] provided evidence for the existence of diverse participation patterns among youth, even when exclusively considering SNS participation.




1.3. The Current Study


Drawing from literature that acknowledges changing citizenship norms, participation repertoires and media habits among youth, the present study aims to analyze which different participation patterns exist among Belgian high school students regarding the climate issue. Latent class analysis (LCA) is used to identify different types of climate activists based on their engagement in both offline forms of political participation, as well as through Facebook. As argued by Waeterloos et al. [23], Facebook constitutes a central platform for political expression and participation. Its technological and social affordances provide a unique space for participation, by allowing to create events, closed groups, posts, and pages [59,60]. These affordances are especially relevant as they fit central action modes of the climate movement under study [12]. In addition, Facebook remains the biggest SNS platform in Belgium in terms of active users [61], with 66% of 16–18-year-olds using Facebook at least once a week [62]. In addition, we employ multinomial logistic regression to assess which psychological characteristics differentiate these activist types from each other. We discuss these briefly below.



1.3.1. Political Efficacies


One of the predictors of interest in this study is political efficacy, which refers to feelings of competency and beliefs that one’s political actions are consequential [63]. The concept of self-efficacy is rooted within social cognitive theory and concerns judgements about how well one can execute certain courses of action required to deal with prospective situations or produce certain outcomes [64,65]. In this regard, Bandura [66] states that all motivational factors to action are rooted in the belief that one has the power to produce effect by one’s outcomes. Political efficacy then, is generally understood as having two components. Internal efficacy refers to beliefs about one’s own competence to understand and participate in politics, whereas external efficacy concerns beliefs about the responsiveness of the government to citizen demands [67].



In general, political efficacy beliefs are often cited as one of the key predictors of political participation, alongside political interest and knowledge [68,69]. Indeed, various studies have proven the importance of internal and external efficacy perceptions in explaining various types of political behaviour, both offline and online (e.g., [70,71,72,73]). When considering youth in particular, the school context is considered crucial in fostering political efficacy beliefs, which could lead to increased democratic participation [74,75]. However, several authors have pointed to the inconsistencies in the application of political efficacy measures throughout the literature. Given that the concept of political efficacy is highly contextual, it should be adapted to the context and behavioral activities under study [76,77]. While some recent studies have employed specific efficacy measures targeted towards online behaviours (e.g., [22,70,78]), little is known about how different efficacy beliefs are related to specific participation patterns, especially when targeted towards a specific social or political issue. Therefore, drawing from the work of Velasquez & LaRose [79], this paper includes four different types of efficacy (internal political efficacy, collective cause efficacy, social media internal political efficacy, and social media collective efficacy), tailored to both the social media modes of action, as well as the issue movement in which the political actions are embedded.




1.3.2. Issue Involvement


Scholars have argued how issue-specific political participation is likely motivated by different, issue-specific motivations compared to general political participation [80]. As such, our study assesses the role of issue involvement in determining individual participation repertoires. Issue involvement refers to the level in which a certain cause or issue is of personal significance to an individual [81]. As people believe a certain issue to be more salient or personally relevant, they are believed to be more likely to speak out on the topic and engage in collective action. Diverse studies have suggested positive associations between issue involvement and online political participation and expression [82,83], issue-related voting [84], and protest participation [85].



In the context of climate activism, those who are highly engaged with the issue of climate change and have strong opinions on the matter are more easily mobilized to commit to climate-related action [80,86]. In the literature, these citizens are referred to as ‘issue publics’: small groups of people who are intensely concerned and interested in particular issues, but not necessarily in others [84]. Indeed, Roser-Renouf et al. [87] showed how climate-related issue involvement, in terms of environmental concern and personal importance, was associated with both opinion leadership and offline climate activism. Similar studies indicated how specific environmental concerns are predictive of offline climate activism [88], including participation in the worldwide climate strikes [89].



Drawing from the conceptualization of issue publics, as well as literature on climate-related activism, the current study includes climate change concern and endorsement of an ecological worldview as indicators of personal issue involvement [90,91].




1.3.3. Motivations for Online Participation


In general, research has been inattentive to what is called the ‘demand side’ of political participation, which captures individual motivations and abilities to participate politically [92]. Several scholars have pointed to the need to explore the cognitive pathways that lead to specific forms of political action [93]. In this regard, Hoffmann & Lutz [22] argue how a differentiated understanding of why people participate, is still lacking, especially online. Indeed, most studies towards online forms of participation, have considered these acts as pathways towards different, often offline participatory behaviour. Consequently, little is known about the possible unique motivations underlying participation on SNS [23,94].



According to Gil de Zúñiga et al. [95], two different motivational routes lead towards citizen participation. While these routes focus on motivations for political discussion in particular, they provide a useful basis for examining motivations for participation as well. The first route is a social one, which includes motivations such as passing time and getting to know others. The civic motivational route on the other hand, refers to motivations such as persuading others, forming opinions, and keeping informed. Winter & Neubaum [96] propose a similar distinction in their study. The social component is represented by the motive of creating a positive self-presentation, which was found to be positively associated with political opinion expression on social media. Additionally, two civic motivations were identified: a motive of disseminating information through online political expression and a motive of persuading others. However, only the former was found to be associated with online expression.



In any case, as political SNS use has become increasingly diversified, the underlying motivations are likely to be equally so [94]. Therefore, the current study assess how three prominent motivations for online political expression (disseminating information, persuading others, and creating a positive self-presentation) are associated with individual political repertoires [96].






2. Materials and Methods


This study uses data from a paper and pencil survey conducted among 689 high school students in Flanders, Belgium between April and June 2019. All students were between 15 and 19 years old (M = 17.14; SD = 0.83). Our sample included students from three different education types, being general (n = 273, 54.82%), vocational (n = 56, 11.24%), and technical secondary education (n = 169, 33.94%). After omitting questionnaires that were handed in empty and checking for systemic patterns in the missing data, these were listwise deleted, resulting in a final dataset of n = 498. Girls comprised 41% of the final sample (n = 204).



Participants were recruited from eight different high schools. In total, 83 Dutch-speaking schools were contacted and asked whether they were interested in participating in the study. After the school principal formally agreed to participate, the school provided the researchers with a list of the different class groups and teachers that were willing to participate, and a date was discussed to conduct the survey. Each student and parent received a letter stating the purpose and voluntary character of the study. The students were not offered any incentives, but the participating schools were offered a report and guest lecture regarding the findings of the study. An informed consent was asked from the students and they were ensured that their results would remain anonymous and confidential. No personally identifiable information was collected. Moreover, our study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Ghent University.



2.1. Measures


2.1.1. Socio-Demographic and Control Variables


Respondents were asked about their age, sex (0 = male; 1 = female), and perceived economic strain. The latter was measured using four items [97,98]. An example item was “Our family doesn’t have enough money to buy new clothes”. Responses were captured using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree) and averaged into a sum scale (α = 0.89; M = 1.61; SD = 0.86). Furthermore, we controlled for the schools’ ‘climate strike policies’ in the logistic regression. This was done by asking the principal of each participating school whether the school had a specific policy regarding their students’ participation in the climate strikes during school hours. Based on the answers, a variable with three categories was created: a policy where participating in a strike was not allowed (n = 154), a policy where participation was allowed if students could prove their participation (n = 210), and a policy where participation was allowed without the need to prove strike attendance (n = 134).




2.1.2. Political Participation Variables


The questionnaire included 18 different, self-developed participation variables, covering both offline as well as social networking site (SNS) participation (through Facebook).



Six items represented offline participation, as to describe the various ways in which citizens can engage in offline political participation regarding the climate issue, such as protesting, donating money, or volunteering. SNS participation was captured using two subscales of the Social Media Political Participation Scale [23]. The scale is a validated and reliable measure to capture different forms of political participation on social media. For this study, two of the subscales were chosen to include in the survey: expressive and follower participation. Both constructs assess political participation on Facebook by taking the affordances of the platform into account, but differ from each other in capturing different ‘levels’ of participation. Expressive participation describes forms of political content creation on Facebook initiated by the user. It was measured using seven items. Follower participation in turn, describes participation where the user commits to a certain observable act on Facebook, but the user is not the creator of the original content nor the instigator of the action. The construct was measured by five items.



For each of the items, respondents were asked how often in the past 6 months they had done any of the described behaviours. Responses were captured using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). A list of the used items and their descriptives can be found in Table 1.




2.1.3. Independent Variables


Political efficacies. Internal political efficacy was measured using a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 5 = completely), asking the respondents to which extent they believe that they can influence government decisions (M = 2.09; SD = 1.00) [71]. Similarly, drawn from the work of Roser-Renouf et al. [87], collective cause efficacy asked “To which extent do you believe that we as people can solve the climate issue?” (1 = not at all; 5 = completely; M = 3.50; SD = 0.94). Social media internal political efficacy was captured using nine items that were averaged to create a sum scale [77]. Respondents were asked “How certain are you that you can accomplish the following using social media?” (1 = not at all; 5 = completely). Example items were “influence others on political topics” and “use social media applications to obtain a political objective” (α = 0.93; M = 2.79; SD = 0.89). Finally, social media collective efficacy assessed the belief that the climate movement as a whole could achieve certain political goals using social media platforms [79]. The scale consisted of five items, asking respondents “How certain are you that the climate movement can achieve the following by using social media?” (α = 0.92; M = 3.60; SD = 0.88). Example items were “convince others to support the movement” and “coordinate the movement’s activities and actions”.



Issue involvement. Involvement with the climate issue was assessed using the revised NEP-scale (New Ecological Paradigm), which is a validated scale to assess the endorsement of an ecological worldview [91]. The NEP-scale consists of 15 items, each tapping into different theoretical facets of an ecological worldview. Example items are “if things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major ecological catastrophe” and “plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist” (1 = totally disagree; 5 = totally agree; α= 0.79; M = 3.67; SD = 0.53). In addition to the NEP-scale, we included a question to assess environmental concern [90]. Specifically, respondents were asked how concerned they are about the environment and climate change (1 = not at all concerned; 5 = very concerned) (M = 3.65; SD = 0.97).



Motivations for opinion expression on social media. Respondents were asked about their motivations to engage in the different types of SNS participation, if they had done so (“To which extent do you do these things to …”). The question was followed by 14 different motive items to rate on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 5 = completely). A sum scale was created for each of the three distinct motives. The motive of disseminating information was measured by six items (α= 0.95; M = 1.89; SD = 1.02). An example item is “… to inform my friends about the climate issue”. The motive of persuading others was captured using three items (α= 0.92; M = 1.86; SD = 1.02). Here, an example item is “… to convince others of my opinion toward the climate issue”. Finally, the motive of self-presentation was measured by five items (α= 0.92; M = 1.67; SD =0.85). An example is “… so that other people notice how much I know about the climate issue”.



For each of the created sum scales, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were well above the 0.70 threshold, indicating good internal consistency.





2.2. Analytic Strategy


Our overall analytic strategy closely follows prior political research [16,99]. We first performed a latent class analysis (LCA) on different behavioral variables to identify underlying classes among our participants (RQ1), followed by a multinomial regression, where class membership is predicted using a different set of attitudinal variables (RQ2). We discuss these methods in more detail below.



2.2.1. Latent Class Analysis


Using the poLCA package for R [100], a latent class analyses (LCA) was performed. LCA allows for the identification of different groups of respondents (classes), based on the response patterns for a set of manifest variables. Within each class, response patterns for individuals are more similar than response patterns across classes [101]. In accordance with prior research, we preferred LCA as a statistical method as we aimed to identify different types of political participation based on various response patterns [19].



Our LCA was performed on 18 different political participation variables (as presented in Table 1). To ease the interpretation of the LCA, the variables were dichotomized, in accordance with Portos et al. [99]. In contrast to approaches such as k-means, LCA can be used with categorical variables. Following the approach suggested by Lanza et al. [102], we fitted a series of models, successively increasing the number of proposed clusters, ranging from 2 to 10. Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) is widely proposed as the most robust indicator of preferred class number [4,17,103]. In contrast, AIC is described as having low accuracy rates in estimating the correct number of clusters [104] Therefore, we compared BIC for all 10 models, with preference given to the model with the lowest BIC.




2.2.2. Multinomial Logistic Regression


In order to assess which factors explain whether someone belongs to a certain activist type, a multinomial logistic regression was performed using SPSS Statistics 26. In the context of this study, the outcome considered is membership of a certain activist type and, therefore, the classes that emerged from our latent class analysis were used as dependent variable for the regression. Four different types of predictors were included in the analysis: socio-demographic and control variables (such as age, sex and economic strain), political efficacies, a set of variables concerning climate issue involvement, and lastly, different motives for online political expression.






3. Results


3.1. Results Latent Class Analysis


As noted before, LCA was used to identify unobserved classes among our respondents based on their responses on 18 political participation variables. When employing LCA, first, the optimal number of classes needs to be determined. Table 2 presents the model fit statistics for various class numbers. After inspecting these statistics and the corresponding plots, it was confirmed the four-cluster solution had the lowest BIC. Combined with theoretical considerations, inspecting the proportion of respondents in each class and the interpretability of alternative cluster solutions, we identified the four-cluster solution as the optimal model [18,19,105].



Figure 1 is a graphical representation of the conditional item-specific probabilities for the four-cluster model. These indicate the probability that an individual belonging to a certain class would endorse a certain item, that is, how likely someone within that class is to engage in a specific type of participation. Overall, probabilities < 0.30 and >0.70 are considered meaningful and we relied on this information in order to interpret and label the classes [101].



The first class was labelled ‘protesters’ (16.67% of our sample). As the name suggests, their repertoire mainly centers around protest participation, both offline and online. Members of this class have about 67% chance of participating in a protest, march, or manifestation on a school day, while participation in weekends was less popular (item probability = 0.29). Interestingly, the protesters also employed Facebook to signal their engagement, by indicating their attendance to protests through online events (0.71). Furthermore, protesters had a relatively high probability of using Facebook Messenger to communicate on the climate issue (0.68).



The second class, labelled ‘all-round activists’, is characterized by a more diverse participation pattern (14.26% of our sample). Again, protesting was the most common offline mode of action. Members of this class have a rather high chance of participating in protests on school days (0.60) and, contrary to any of the other classes, during weekends (0.52), suggesting a more durable engagement. Other forms of offline participation, such as volunteering or donating money, were less likely to occur among the all-round activists with probabilities mirroring those of the first class (between 0.30 and 0.50). In sum, in terms of offline participation, class 2 mainly differs from class 1 in terms of their protest participation on weekends and holidays.



However, when looking at SNS (social networking site) participation, a more nuanced picture emerges. This class mainly distinguishes itself from the others by their engagement in various participatory acts through Facebook. All-round activists are the only class who show relative high probabilities of posting and commenting publicly on climate-related content (0.69 and 0.62 respectively). Their most prominent form of SNS action is engagement in closed Facebook groups on the climate issue as well as instant messaging (probabilities ranging between 0.91 and 0.98). Again, Facebook events make up an important part of the repertoire, complementing the actual participation in protests and marches. ‘All-rounders’ are, however, the only class who are somewhat likely to actively share and spread these online events (0.53). This group is also unique in their sharing and signing of online petitions, joining Facebook groups and even trolling. While these probabilities remain relatively low, they are substantively higher than those of the other classes.



The third class (‘private activists’, 19.48% of our sample) shows a very clear focus on one distinct type of participation: engagement in closed Facebook groups such as posting, commenting, and liking content concerning the climate issue. Members of this class also showed relative high probabilities of using instant messaging in this context (0.64), again emphasizing the rather private character of their acts. Public forms of Facebook participation are considerably less common (with probabilities ranging from 0.21 to 0.25). The same is true for other participatory acts, such as participation in the climate protests or signing and sharing petitions.



Finally, the largest group in our sample (49.60%, ‘non-engagers’) are young people who are characterized by an overall lack of political participation regarding the climate issue. For most participation types, the members of these clusters have a near zero chance of engaging. Using Facebook Messenger in the context of the climate issue was the most common type of action among the non-engagers, while the probability remains very low compared to the other clusters (0.29).




3.2. Results Multinomial Logistic Regression


Table 3 presents the results of the multinomial logistic regression. The reported odds ratio’s represent the change in the odds of belonging to a specific class for every unit increase on the predictor variable, compared to the reference category (class 4, ‘non-engagers’). Odds ratio’s greater than 1 indicate that if the value of the predictor increases, the odds of the outcome occurring (i.e., being a member of a certain class) increase as well. If the odds ratio is smaller than 1, the odds of the outcome occurring decrease as the values of the predictor increase [106].



Looking at the role of socio-demographic characteristics, sex was significantly associated with being a protester and a private activist. However, whereas protesters were more likely to be girls, private activists were more likely to be boys, compared to the non-engagers. Age was negatively associated with being a protester, indicating that younger students were more likely to belong to this cluster. In addition, perceived economic strain was not significantly associated with membership of either of the clusters, nor was the school’s policy regarding participation in the protests.



Different types of political efficacy showed to have varying effects on young people’s participation repertoires regarding the climate issue. Contrary to what we would expect, none of the included efficacies were predictive of becoming a protester over a non-engager. Concerning the all-round activists, who have the most diverse political repertoire, internal political efficacy positively affected the probabilities of being a member of this group. This implies that all-round activists have an overall higher belief that they are capable of influencing government decisions. In turn, a negative association exists between social media collective efficacy and being an all-round activist over a non-engager. This type of efficacy refers to the belief that the climate movement as a whole could achieve certain political goals using social media platforms. Again a different type of efficacy was predictive of becoming a private activist. Young people who have a strong sense that they can employ SNS as a political tool (i.e., social media internal political efficacy) are more likely to be politically active in online groups surrounding the climate issue, compared to non-engagers.



The regression included two indicators of overall involvement with the climate issue. First, environmental concern positively affected the probabilities of belonging to the protester class. In other words, relative to the non-engager class, protesters feel more concerned about the environment and climate change. In addition, endorsement of an ecological worldview showed to be a possible important indicator of being a private activist, over being a non-engager. While the result was non-significant (p = 0.08), the odds ratio was rather high (1.72).



As a final set of variables in the regression, we included different motives for online political expression. Specifically, a higher score on the motive of persuasion increases the chances of belonging to the protester class, while the motive of informing others was significantly associated with becoming an all-round activist. In the latter case, the odds were also very high (3.41), indicating that for each unit increase in the informing motive, the odds of becoming an all-round activist increase by a factor of 3.41. Interestingly, no significant associations were found between the self-presentation motive and membership of the different classes.





4. Discussion


This study focused on the 2019 youth-led, worldwide climate strikes in order to study how changing notions of citizenship, as well as shifts in the media landscape, are reflected in the participation repertoires of young citizens. Relying on a repertoire-based approach, the study used latent class analysis (LCA) to identify different types of climate activists among Belgian high school students (n = 498). In addition, we employed multinomial logistic regression to assess why young citizens exert different participation patterns. Four participation repertoires (classes) were identified in our sample, each distinctive in the ways citizens in the classes rely on different participation modes, both offline and through Facebook. Moreover, the results indicate how membership to each of the different classes, relative to being a non-engager, is associated with a unique set of characteristics (in terms of attitudes and motivations). This corresponds with the findings of Portos et al. [99].



About half of our sample belonged to the ‘non-engager’ class, and thus mainly refrained from climate-related political participation. This corresponds with prior repertoire-based studies, where oftentimes a large group of the study sample are found to be politically ‘inactive’ or ‘disengaged’, even when considering a wide array of participatory acts [17,18,99,107]. Of course, these findings are highly dependent on the social groups, behaviours, and political causes considered. When considering issue-specific participation, the increasingly polarized and fragmented nature of politics is likely to produce a group of citizens who are not politically active regarding a particular issue, simply because the issue is not deemed relevant [108]. Simultaneously, however, the increasingly flexible nature of political membership combined with the affordances of social media allow these same citizens to start participating, if they would be willing to [29,31].



Our results suggest that protesters who committed to the weekly climate strikes and signaled their engagement through Facebook events were mainly driven by their concerns about climate change. The importance of issue involvement, and concern specifically, is in accordance with other studies focusing on the 2019 climate protests [89,109], as well as with general understandings about issue publics [86]. Somewhat unexpectedly, however, none of the included political efficacies were associated with belonging to the protester class. A possible explanation is that protesters were more driven by social influences than by their efficacy perceptions. As decisions to take part in collective action, especially among youth, are not taken in social isolation, future research should assess the possible social dynamics that underly this specific repertoire [110].



Contrary to the protesters, different types of political efficacy proved to be important in the formation of the repertoires of all-round and private activists. All-round activists are characterized by higher levels of internal political efficacy, while their perceptions of social media collective efficacy are lower. That is, citizens who do not believe that social networking sites (SNS) are an appropriate political tool for the climate movement in general, tend to diversify their individual engagement, given that they feel capable to influence government decisions themselves. Despite their low social media collective efficacy, all-round activists still relied rather heavily on Facebook as a political tool, by posting and commenting on climate-related content, as well as sharing events and petitions.



In turn, the ‘private activist’ class was characterized by their nearly exclusive online participation through closed Facebook groups as well as instant messaging. Compared to non-engagers, private activists have a high individual sense of social media political efficacy. Given the prominence of SNS participation in their repertoires, this confirms prior research that found how specific forms of efficacy are more likely to explain particular modes of political participation [77]. Indeed, for people to claim their role as political instigators in online groups, there must exist a certain belief that they can employ these spaces and tools accordingly. Arguably, the rather private engagement of these young citizens would hardly fit most accepted definitions of political participation (as public ways to target and influence those in power). However, by being active in dedicated Facebook groups and communicating on the climate issue through instant messaging, they seem similar to what Amnå & Ekman [111] call ‘standby citizens’. These citizens are not disengaged but rather manifest a more latent form of political participation by showing interest in particular issues and staying alert. Because of their awareness and readiness to act, their ‘pre-political’ involvement might be channeled into other forms of participation in the future [112]. This in turn fits current understandings of citizenship as an increasingly personal project in which someone can ‘opt in’, when they want to [5,10]. In any case, more work is required to comprehend the particular characteristics of this group within single-issue movements and gain insight into which factors possibly trigger them to move from latent to manifest forms of participation [112].



By focusing on a high school student sample, we aimed to address an important gap in political participation literature. Past research has often failed to adequately measure political participation both among youth specifically, as well as in a social media context [23,36]. This has resulted in the frequent mislabeling of young people as ‘disengaged’. As such, our results contribute to a more nuanced understanding of youth political participation, beyond notions of youth as either mere online ‘slacktivists’, or as ‘apathetic’ and ‘disengaged’ citizens. First, the emergence of the protester and all-round activists class highlight the importance of protest as a participatory mode in the worldwide ‘School Strike for Climate’ movement [12,13]. By some, the movement was labelled a ‘new’ climate movement, as it was able to mobilize mainly young people who had no prior experience with this type of activism. Moreover, they broke with prior climate mobilizations by mainly targeting local and national governments and focusing on disobedient action in their repertoires [113]. Our results add to these understandings, as we found that SNS have taken up a prominent role in the repertoires of youth regarding the climate issue. Even among the protesters, who centered their engagement around the weekly strikes, SNS were used to complement their offline engagement. As such, these findings correspond with prior studies emphasizing how SNS function as important tools to coordinate physical protest actions [114], as well as mobilize peers to participate [115] and amplify the movements’ message [116].



In general, the political repertoires found in this study challenge the slacktivism narrative, where an unengaged youth is assumed to only participate in low-risk, online activities at the expense of ‘real’, offline political participation [41]. Recent studies have opposed these claims and argued how overall, youth tend to combine both offline and online forms of participation in their political repertoires, which again contradicts claims about the detrimental nature of so-called ‘slacktivism’ [46,55]. Indeed, digital modes of political action have become increasingly embedded within (youth) repertoires [55,56,57]. Consequently, for contemporary social movements, various forms of political action coexist within hybrid spaces, technologies and networks, online and offline [58]. Our study not only confirms these findings, but also adds to the literature by shedding light on the underlying motivations for SNS participation within the climate movement. The motive of self-presentation was not associated with membership of any participation class. This goes against early criticisms about youth engaging in SNS participation merely as a way to impress others and ’feel good about themselves’ [42]. Rather, in the case of protesters, Facebook events function as a means of persuasion and possibly, mobilization. All-round activists, on the other hand, mainly rely on Facebook to spread information and raise awareness on the climate issue. Similar findings were reported by Boulianne et al. [11], who found how Twitter was used as an important information tool during the 2019 climate protests, whereas mobilizing tweets were less common. As such, our study supports recent literature emphasizing the importance of SNS as unique mobilization and recruitment infrastructures. These platforms provide a crucial flow of ideas, opportunities, information, and support needed to participate. In other words, they allow citizens to invite and become invited in order to act on a social issue (e.g., through dedicated online groups, protest events, and instant messaging services) [57,117].




5. Limitations and Conclusions


Some possible limitations of the study should be acknowledged. First, our study relied on a sample of 498 students. Given that our multinomial regression used cluster membership as an outcome variable, the sample within these subpopulations becomes of relevance. Respectively, our clusters had a sample of 83, 71, and 97, compared to our last cluster and reference category with a sample of 247. Because our model included 14 predictors, the samples within these clusters may have been too low to accurately assess the model. As such, we would recommend that future research replicates the current study within a larger sample. In addition, the cross-sectional nature of our data does not allow us to make any causal claims about the different participation types. As a consequence, our results are to be interpreted as a descriptive analysis. Furthermore, we specifically assessed various psychological predictors in relation to young citizens’ political repertoires. While this focus responds to a specific call in the literature to evaluate the cognitive pathways leading to citizen participation [22,92], these factors are by no means the only relevant variables to be considered in this regard. Future repertoire-based research should therefore consider how different factors are associated with unique participation patterns. Lastly, our study only included Facebook participation. The platform was chosen as its affordances are especially suited for political participation and the expression of one’s political identity (for a discussion see [23]). Given that each SNS platform has specific affordances that possibly facilitate political participation in unique ways [118,119], a future research step would be to assess and compare how different SNS are employed within a single-issue movement. For instance, among youth, it would be especially valuable to implement more visual-oriented platforms such as Instagram and TikTok in future research designs to assess whether similar activists types can be discerned.



Despite these limitations, our study addressed several research gaps within political communication literature and youth studies. Our results offer relevant and unique insights in the different participatory repertoires of young Belgian citizens during the 2019 climate protests, while also addressing the characteristics of different activist types. Not only do our results challenge common understandings about youths’ apathy towards politics, they also show how SNS make up a crucial part of their issue-specific participation patterns and how various attitudinal factors (such as different political efficacies) determine the participatory choices that young citizens make.
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Figure 1. Four classes of activists. Conditional probabilities plotted on y-axis, participation items on x-axis. 
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Table 1. Descriptives of the political participation variables.
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	Participation Type
	M (SD)
	% Participated





	Offline participation
	
	



	I participated in a protest, march or manifestation for the climate on a school day
	1.43 (0.80)
	27.9



	I participated in a protest, march or manifestation for the climate during the weekend or a holiday
	1.22 (0.62)
	13.1



	I volunteered in the context of the climate issue (e.g., participated in a clean-up, hung up posters, …)
	1.31 (0.68)
	20.3



	Signed an offline petition in the context of the climate issue
	1.24 (0.64)
	15.5



	Donated money to an organization dedicated to the climate issue (locally or internationally)
	1.28 (0.68)
	17.9



	Contacted a politician or public figure offline in the context of the climate issue
	1.07 (0.39)
	4.2



	Expressive participation
	
	



	I posted or shared something (status, meme, link, …) concerning the climate issue in a way that was publicly visible
	1.41 (0.86)
	23.5



	I commented on something concerning the climate issue in a way that was publicly visible
	1.28 (0.69)
	17.5



	I trolled in the context of the climate issue
	1.30 (0.81)
	15.7



	I sent something relating to the climate issue to someone in a private message on Facebook/Messenger
	1.96 (1.14)
	51.8



	I posted or shared something (status, meme, link, …) concerning the climate issue in a closed Facebook group
	1.55 (0.98)
	30.5



	I commented on something concerning the climate issue in a closed Facebook group
	1.53 (0.92)
	31.5



	I liked something or reacted with an emotion on something concerning the climate issue in a closed Facebook group
	1.80 (1.14)
	41.0



	Follower participation
	
	



	I shared, spread a Facebook event or invited people for it in the context of the climate issue
	1.19 (0.58)
	11.8



	I indicated that I would attend or was interested in a Facebook event in the context of the climate issue
	1.53 (0.91)
	32.5



	I signed a petition on the climate issue after I saw it on Facebook
	1.34 (0.75)
	20.3



	I shared a petition on Facebook on the climate issue which was organized by someone else
	1.18 (0.56)
	11.0



	I became a member of a Facebook group concerning the climate issue
	1.21 (0.61)
	13.1
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Table 2. Model fit statistics for LCA.
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	Number of Classes
	BIC





	2
	7802.219



	3
	7648.414



	4
	7529.621



	5
	7567.779



	6
	7624.263



	7
	7680.433



	8
	7740.271



	9
	7826.452







The four-cluster solution with bold had the lowest BIC.
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Table 3. Multinomial logistic regression analysis predicting class membership.
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Protesters

	
All-Round Activists

	
Private Activists




	

	
B

	
SE

	
Odds Ratio

	
B

	
SE

	
Odds Ratio

	
B

	
SE

	
Odds Ratio






	
Intercept

	
1.218

	
3.383

	
/

	
−2.468

	
3.814

	
/

	
−5.907 *

	
2.814

	
/




	
Demographics and controls

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Sex (being a girl)

	
0.719 *

	
0.322

	
2.052

	
−0.264

	
0.372

	
0.768

	
−0.591 *

	
0.295

	
0.554




	
Age

	
−0.520 **

	
0.196

	
0.594

	
−0.269

	
0.207

	
0.764

	
0.103

	
0.152

	
1.109




	
Economic strain

	
0.255

	
0.170

	
1.290

	
0.344

	
0.184

	
1.410

	
0.106

	
0.153

	
1.112




	
School strike policy (evidence of participation needed)

	
−0.471

	
0.344

	
0.624

	
−0.421

	
0.407

	
0.656

	
0.173

	
0.308

	
1.188




	
School strike policy (no evidence of participation needed)

	
−0.207

	
0.413

	
0.813

	
0.050

	
0.471

	
1.051

	
−0.768

	
0.366

	
0.464




	
Political efficacies

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Internal political efficacy

	
0.166

	
0.167

	
1.181

	
0.474 *

	
0.187

	
1.607

	
0.074

	
0.142

	
1.077




	
Collective cause efficacy

	
−0.198

	
0.204

	
0.820

	
−0.276

	
0.237

	
0.759

	
0.127

	
0.163

	
1.136




	
Social media internal political efficacy

	
0.166

	
0.195

	
1.180

	
0.298

	
0.241

	
1.348

	
0.340 *

	
0.160

	
1.405




	
Social media collective efficacy

	
0.243

	
0.247

	
1.275

	
−0.628 *

	
0.267

	
0.533

	
0.047

	
0.182

	
1.048




	
Issue involvement

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Ecological worldview

	
0.358

	
0.346

	
1.430

	
0.517

	
0.394

	
1.676

	
0.541

	
0.286

	
1.718




	
Environmental concern

	
0.650 **

	
0.236

	
1.916

	
0.332

	
0.249

	
1.393

	
−0.194

	
0.169

	
0.824




	
Motives for political expression online

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Informing others

	
0.346

	
0.322

	
1.414

	
1.226 ***

	
0.352

	
3.407

	
0.054

	
0.320

	
1.055




	
Persuasion

	
0.655 *

	
0.303

	
1.926

	
0.448

	
0.325

	
1.566

	
0.533

	
0.303

	
1.705




	
Self-presentation

	
−0.380

	
0.325

	
0.684

	
0.039

	
0.330

	
1.040

	
−0.386

	
0.311

	
0.680








Note: n = 498; R2 = 0.40 (Cox and Snell), 0.43 (Nagelkerke), 0.20 (McFadden); model χ2(42) = 250.95, p = 0.000; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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