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Building on a resource theory, this study investigates (a) how individuals’ socio-economic
status is related to political communication in offline situations and on social networking
sites and (b) whether political expression on SNS improves socio-economic stratification
in offline political discussion. Analyses of a national survey demonstrate that the impact
of individuals’ socio-economic status (SES) is much weaker on political expression via SNS

than on offline political discussion. It is also found that the political use of SNS reduces the
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strength of the link between individuals’ SES and offline discussion. Implications of these
findings for the Internet and political inequality are discussed.
© 2016 Western Social Science Association. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

One common observation in American politics is that
citizens from disadvantaged backgrounds are significantly
less vocal in the governing process than the more afflu-
ent (Milbrath & Goel, 1977; Stockemer, 2014; Verba,
Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). This inequality worries scholars
because it leads to unbalanced government responsive-
ness and limits democratic legitimacy (Dahl, 1989; Lijphart,
1997). Verba (2003) argues, for example, “of the various
ways in which US citizens can be unequal, political inequal-
ity is one of the most significant and troubling” (p. 663).
Given this concern, research has sought to understand how
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the inequality develops and persists and how to amelio-
rate it (Barber, 2001; Bonfadelli, 2002; Hargittai, 2008a;
Krueger, 2002; Schlozman, Verba, & Brady, 2010). In this
context, the exponential growth of Web-based political
activities over the past decade raises questions about what
the Internet brings to long-standing political inequality
(Boulianne, 2009 for a meta analysis).

Building on this research, the present study expands the
context of political inequality to include citizen political
communication and investigates whether and how politi-
cal expression on social networking sites (SNS) ameliorates
discussion deficit among those from disadvantaged back-
grounds. Indeed, similar to the pattern of socio-economic
stratification in participation, face-to-face political dis-
cussion is unevenly distributed in the population, with
those with higher socio-economic statuses (SES) being
more active than their low status counterparts (Fraser,
1992; Young, 1996). The gap in political discussion is
not just a matter of communication. Given that political
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discussion is essential to citizen competence and participa-
tion (Conover, Searing, & Crewe, 2002; Mansbridge, 1999;
Marques & Maia, 2010), this communicative inequality
implies a socio-economic stratification in a basic and fun-
damental feature of democratic citizenship. Relative to the
participation gap, however, the issue of communication
gap has received little attention in the literature. Recog-
nizing this, we examine whether political communication
on SNS is stratified by socio-economic status and whether
the SNS use ameliorates the discussion deficit among those
from disadvantaged backgrounds. By shifting the focus
from formal participatory activity to citizens’ communica-
tive engagement, the present study adds another layer to
the discussion of political inequality.

Another contribution of this study to the literature is
that it provides a direct empirical examination of the possi-
bility that online political behavior narrows offline political
inequality. Although much discussed, this possibility has
rarely been tested in previous research. Indeed, past stud-
ies have largely focused on the relationship between SES
and online political engagement. A positive link is con-
sidered an indication of participatory inequality online
while a non-significant association is interpreted as evi-
dence toward equality (Krueger, 2002; Schlozman et al.,
2010). Although non-stratified political engagement online
has the potential to improve political inequality offline, it
remains untested. The present study fills this gap in the
literature by testing whether citizens’ political use of SNS
influences the associations between their socio-economic
status and their offline political discussions.

In the sections that follow, this study builds on a
resource theory to discuss how individuals’ SES is related
to political communication in their offline lifeworld and
in their computer-mediated social space. Next, we predict
that the impact of SES on political communication will dif-
fer depending on the mode of communication. We further
discuss how political expression via SNS reduces the extent
to which SES is related to everyday face-to-face political
discussion. We then turn to the 2012 Pew Internet & Ameri-
can Life Project data to empirically examine our theoretical
discussions.

1.1. Socio-economic status and offline political discussion

Early studies find that individuals’ socio-economic sta-
tus is a strong predictor of political participation (Lane,
1959; Milbrath & Goel, 1977; Verba, Nie, & Kim, 1971).
Although this research successfully identifies likely vot-
ers, the question as to why structural characteristics exert
such influence is never fully answered. Later work searches
more carefully for explanatory mechanisms underlying the
socio-economic stratification of participation, which cul-
minates in a civic voluntarism model (Verba et al., 1995).
The work by Verba and colleagues specifies three factors
as accounting for participation—direct resources such as
time, money, and civic skills; psychological engagement
with politics; and networks of political recruitment. The
model suggests that citizens’ voices are unequal because
the resources that facilitate political participation are not
equally distributed across the population. High SES citi-
zens, as compared to their low SES counterparts, tend to be

more interested and better versed in political issues, have
more opportunities to develop organizing and communica-
tions skills, and have more access to social networks where
civic and political engagement is the norm. The resources
and opportunities disproportionately available to those in
the higher socio-economic strata make political participa-
tion more affordable and feasible for them than for others
in lower strata.

The likelihood of political discussion is also largely
explained by the resources necessary to participate in
the political process. Individual resources like civic skills
and psychological engagement with politics foster politi-
cal discussion. Likewise, spare time (Nie & Hillygus, 2002;
Putnam, 1995; cf. Robinson & Haan, 2006) and social
networks (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995) are necessary con-
ditions for political discussion to occur. Especially, given
the interpersonal nature of political discussion, the avail-
ability of discussants geared for political talk is crucial
(Sinclair, 2012). Because these individual-level and social-
level resources are concentrated amongst high SES citizens,
everyday political conversation, as in the case of par-
ticipation, is more likely to occur among those in the
higher strata (Fraser, 1992; Young, 1996). This SES-based
explanation of communication gap has been recognized
in the literature of political communication. The knowl-
edge gap hypothesis, for example, posits that individuals’
SES is systematically associated with interpersonal dis-
cussion on public affairs issues, which ultimately leads
to a knowledge gap (Tichenor, Donohue, & Olien, 1970).
Tichenor et al. (1970) note, “education generally indicates
a broader sphere of everyday activity, a greater number of
reference groups, and more interpersonal contacts, which
increase the likelihood of discussing public affairs topics
with others” (p. 162). A communication mediation model
by McLeod et al. (2001) also illustrates how individuals’
socio-economic position is related to political discussion.
Citizens with higher education and income tend to be more
active than others in using news media, which in turn
spurs political conversation (Eveland, Hayes, Shah, & Kwak,
2005). Taken together, the resource theory and related lit-
erature suggest that socio-economic advantages translate
into information and communication advantages, which
leads to the following hypothesis:

H1. Individuals’ socio-economic status will be positively
related to the frequency of political discussion.

1.2. Socio-economic status and political expression on
SNS

Over the past decade, SNS have quickly gained pop-
ularity at all SES levels. According to the 2012 Pew
Internet and American Life Survey, two thirds of Inter-
net users use a social networking site of some kind and
these SNS users are not stratified by levels of educa-
tion or income (Hargittai, 2008b). Among Internet users,
SNS adoption is almost equal between those with a “high
school education or less” (66%) and those with a “college
degree or above” (65%). Similarly, adoption rate does not
increase with levels of household income. Rather, use of
SNS is more common among Internet users with annual
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