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ABSTRACT

TheuseofsocialmediaisbecomingafeatureofpoliticalengagementintheCaribbean.Thisarticle
investigatesfactorsassociatedwithdigitalandconventionalpoliticalparticipationinJamaica,Trinidad
&Tobago,Guyana,SurinamandHaitiusing2012AmericasBarometerdataset.Basedonlogistic
regression,attitudinalfactorspositivelyassociatedwithdigitalpoliticalparticipationare:political
understanding,supportfordemocracy,conventionalpoliticalparticipation,andinternetusage.Digital
politicalactionislesslikelyforthepoliticallytolerant.Engagementinprotestispositivelyassociated
withdigitalpoliticalaction,signingpetition,greaterlevelsofeducation,beingmalebutlesslikelyfor
thosewhousetheinternet.Thesefindingsdemonstratethatdigitalpoliticalactionandconventional
politicalparticipationaremutuallyreinforcing.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Therehasbeenworldwidediffusionofnewinformationandcommunicationtechnologies(ICTs)
asparticipatorysocialmedia tools.Thisdiffusionof ICTspresentsopportunities for individuals
toparticipateintheaffairsoftheircommunitiesinrelationtopertinentsocialandpoliticalissues,
especiallythroughtheuseofparticipatorysocialmediasuchasTwitter,Facebook,orOrkut.The
creationofsocialmediafacilitatestheemergenceofnewandfreecyber-basedforumsfordiscussions
onmattersofgeneralpublicinterest(Kaplan&Haenlein,2010);providingmobilizinginformation
andnewsnotavailableinothermedia(Valenzuela,2013,p.3);andasamechanismtosharepolitical
information (Davis, 2010). In view of that, citizens around the world have become increasingly
interestedintheuseofdigitaltechnologiessuchasmobilephoneandinternet-enableddevisesto
engageincampaignsforsocialandpoliticalchange(Joyce,2010),whichisconsideredarelatively
newphenomenon(Edwards,Howard,&Joyce,2013).

Inusinginternetandmobilephones,peopleinterestedineffectingchangewithrespecttosocial
andpoliticalissuescouldbuildsocialnetworks,organizepoliticalactionandmobilizeforpolitical
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activism.Inthatcontext,theriseofnewtechnologiesmayfacilitatepeople’sawarenessofcurrent
socialandpoliticalissuescoupledwithprovidingthemwiththetoolstoactivelyparticipateinpublic
life(Ward&Vedel,2006);andpoliticallymobilizeandengagenewgroupsthataretraditionally
underrepresentedinmoretraditionalformsofparticipation(Norris,2001).Thesetoolsmayfacilitate
easyaccesstoinformationfromavarietyofsourcesandfurtherenhancediffusionofprotestpractices
leadingtothedevelopmentofcitizenswhoarebetter-informedandequippedtoparticipateinthe
decision-makingprocessesoftheircommunities—inordertobringaboutthedesirablesocio-political
change.

Anumberofstudieswhichexamined theusesofsocialmediaforcitizenengagementshow
that theyareplatformsforpromotingpoliticaldiscussions,organizingofflinepoliticalactivities,
developing civic skills, mobilizing for political motives, stimulating political expression (Gil de
Zúñiga,Molyneux,&Zheng,2014);andconsistentlyenhancingpoliticalparticipation(Valenzuela,
Park,&Kee,2009;Vitaketal.,2011).Itisinthatcontextthatsocialmediausemayenhancepolitical
knowledgeandefficacywhichmayfacilitatepoliticalparticipation(Jung,Kim,&GildeZúñiga,
2011;Boulianne,2015).

Recentstudiesdemonstratedthattheuseofsocialnetworksitestoseekorconsumepolitical
informationissignificantlyrelatedtoofflinepoliticalparticipation(Conroy,Feezell,&Guerrero,
2012;GildeZúñiga,Jung,Valenzuela,2012;Skoric&Poor,2013).Similarly,thereisapositive
relationshipbetweenonlineexpressionandofflinepoliticalengagement,suchasprotestparticipation
(Macafee&DeSimone,2012).Suchevidencesofar ismostly limited toWestern industrialized
nations.TowhatextentarethesephenomenaobservableinsmallislandstatesintheCaribbeanwhich
havedifferentsocial,culturalandpoliticalcontexts?

IntheCaribbean,therehasbeenadramaticincreaseintheownershipofnewtechnologysuch
assmartphones,tablets,etc.Interestingly,itisnotjusttheownershipofsuchnewtechnologythat
isontherise,itisalsoapparentlyenablingagrowingnumberofpeopletousesocialmediasuchas
FacebookandTwittertogetandsharepoliticalnews,getinformationongovernmentservices,and
forentertainment.Inthatregard,governmentsacrosstheregionarelookingintothepotentialfor
usingsocialmediatoenablecitizensmaketheiropinionsaboutpertinentsocialandpoliticalissues
known.Crucialtotheregion’sdevelopmentwillbetheextenttowhichitcanharnesssocialmediato
compensateforitssteadydecreaseinconventionalpoliticalparticipation(Broome&Adugu,2015).
Thisnotionraisesthefollowingpertinentresearchquestions.

Research Question 1:Howdothecharacteristicsofindividualswhoengageinconventionalpolitical
participationdifferfromthosewhoengageinthegrowingphenomenonofdigitalpoliticalaction?

Research Question 2:Towhatextentarethesocio-demographicandattitudinalprofilesofthose
whoengageinconventionalpoliticalparticipationdifferentfromthosewhoengageindigital
politicalaction?

Answers to these questions are important for theorizing on the nature of both digital and
conventionalpoliticalparticipationinthecontextoftheCaribbeannationsusedinthisstudy.

CARIBBEAN PoLITICAL SySTEM: AN oVERVIEW

ThemajorpoliticalsystemintheCaribbeanisdemocracy,withmulti-partysystems.Democratic
politicsisinstitutionalized.Countriesintheregionhavecompetitivepartysystemswhichareessential
fordemocracies.Inthatcontext,theCaribbeanisamongthemostdemocraticregionsofthedeveloping
world.Asinadvanceddemocracies,politicalpartiesintheCaribbeanorganize,educateandmobilize
citizenstomaketheirvoicesheardandtakeactionfordesirablechangesintheirrespectivesocieties.
The region continues to experience changes in government due to free and fair elections—with
generallyhighratesofvoterparticipation.
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