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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to theorize the heightened exposure to information via the
internet can lead citizens to be more critical about political conditions in their countries because using
social media increases the likelihood of being exposed to dissident information. Further, the authors
argue that the degree to which information is restricted, or internet access is limited, across countries
can decrease this effect simply because the likelihood of exposure to a dissident flow is diminished.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors used survey data from the 2010 Latino Barometer to
estimate a series of multilevel models to test whether citizens’ attitudes about the political conditions
and about democracy in their respective countries worsen, and whether this effect is stronger in
countries with higher internet freedom.
Findings – The results confirm that social media use has a negative influence on citizens’ attitudes
about their national political conditions. In addition, respondents from those countries with more
internet freedom tended to have more positive attitudes about their democracy and political conditions,
generally. However, as a result of more internet freedom, the negative effects of internet and social
media use on these attitudes was more pronounced in countries with more internet freedom.
Originality/value – These results suggest that the flow of information via the internet has
substantial effect on how people feel about their government. This could be consequential for
political stability, particularly in countries the conditions are not favorable. That said, these results also
suggest that governments can actively decrease the odds of this dissidence building by controlling the
flow of information.
Keywords Social media, Latin America, Digital information, Internet filtering, Political attitudes
Paper type Research paper
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Latin America is the region with the fastest growth in internet users, and it dominates many
of the top global rankings of online engagement with the internet and social media (Zain,
2013; Radwanick, 2011). The region presents several cases of critical mass penetration over
30 percent, and the overwhelming majority of users engage social networking sites (SNS)[1]
(Prado, 2011). The Latinobarómetro (2015) report found that Facebook use in the regional
more than doubled from 19 percent in 2010 to 42 percent in 2015. Thus, Latin America has
one of the highest levels of internet penetration and rates of usage, which offers an early
snapshot of how internet diffusion could affect attitudes in the developing world.
The growth in internet usage in Latin America raises important political implications.
While the internet is important in established democracies, changes in political
campaigns and institutions are often gradual, or even limited. In these states, political
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actors develop strategies to use and master technology in campaigns, which can limit the
internet’s ability to alter the underlying calculus of political power in those nations
(Bimber and Davis, 2003; Ward and Gibson, 2003; Ward et al., 2003). Alternatively, in the
developing world, the political structure is more vulnerable to the technology since the
internet can reduce the ability of states to maintain themselves through rules, structures,
and institutions that restrict political communication and organization (Wagner and
Gainous, 2013). In these states, the internet is a much more direct challenge as it is
a pathway to overcoming political and institutional barriers. It is a new avenue for
information gathering and participation that can be outside traditional government
controls. The internet provides multiple mechanisms through which people can influence
political outcomes, including the distribution of mobilizing information or news not
otherwise available, coordinating political activities, and creating places to join,
participate with, and engage like-minded people (Bennett and Segerberg, 2011; Chadwick
and Howard, 2008; Valenzuela, 2013; Gil de Zúñiga and Valenzuela, 2011). However, the
effectiveness of the internet to overcome increasingly sophisticated state restrictions is
mixed (Deibert et al., 2008; Wagner and Gainous, 2013).
Latin America presents an important venue to answer questions about the influence
of the internet on citizen attitudes about their state. Specifically, we ask whether
individual-level internet use can shift political attitudes in Latin America and if this
influence is conditioned by state-authored filtering schemes. If the internet can shift
attitudes, then it is more than just a new tool to be used as part of the conventional
political structure. We propose that the internet presents a new communication venue
for disseminating information that differs from the state narrative and creates space for
alternative political views and participation. As such, we expect, among internet users,
to find more antagonistic political attitudes and more negative views of the state and
government. However, we theorize that this effect is conditional on the level of filtering
governments apply to public access to information on the internet. We expect to find
the effect of the internet to vary across states based on the extent and effectiveness of
their filtering schemes.
While large-N survey studies on the effects of the internet in the USA and other
western nations are quite prevalent, there is simply not as much survey data available
that address internet use and political behavior outside developed western
democracies. As a result, there is very little large-N research on internet effects
outside Europe and the USA (for exceptions see Lei, 2011; Nisbet et al., 2012; Norris,
2011). This study attempts to expand that research. We use micro-level data from the
2010 Latino Barometer and macro-level data from the Freedom House 2012 Freedom on
the Net Report to create multilevel modeling to test both the fixed effects of individuallevel internet/SNS use and the random effects across 18 Latin American countries on
attitudes about democracy and political conditions. Our results are largely consistent
with our expectations and illustrate a significant relationship between the use of SNS
and political attitudes. Also, as theorized, we found that effect influenced by access and
limited by government filtering.
Below we outline the development of the internet and its effects on the attitudes
about politics in Latin America. This foundation is coupled with a discussion about
the limits on internet access in the Latin American context. We build on the
theory that citizens’ attitudes are shaped by the information they have cognitively
accessible (Zaller, 1992) and the degree to which this information flows freely as a
product of both structural and technological availability, as well as limitations
resulting from government restrictions (Deibert et al., 2008; Hoffmann, 2004, 2005).
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Finally, we explain our model, present our results and conclude with some
discussion about the future of democracy in Latin America and how the internet
might shape this future.
A new dinner table: the internet and attitudes
The internet can shift the political landscape of a nation by altering the nature and cost
of communication. It can provide people and politicians a new venue to engage with
each other and the state, and as such, expand the political sphere while enhancing
democratic values and activities (Allison, 2002). The internet is a new forum for
political discussion and interaction, as it provides a largely open forum for political
actors, interest groups, and third parties (Norris, 2001). This can change the nature and
function of a political system, as outside groups can present a sophisticated image
across the internet despite limited resources (Ward et al., 2003; Schneider and Foot,
2002). In states with limited media or state-dominated media, this effect is substantial
as the internet becomes one of the only avenues for opposing and divergent messaging
(Gainous et al., 2015; Wagner and Gainous, 2013).
Citizens’ attitudes are a product of the information available to them, and the
internet can be a crucial source of information for citizens. More directly, the
information available defines what the average person can draw upon to form opinions
(Zaller, 1992; Lodge and Taber, 2000). In addition, people keep a running tally of their
views, and these considerations are constantly being updated based on the information
available to them (Bizer et al., 2006; Hastie and Park, 1986; Lodge and Taber, 2000;
Zaller, 1992). The internet changes both cognitive processes by expanding the
information that can be sampled, and by continually adding information which may
cause shifts in each person’s running calculation of an issue. As a new venue for the
interaction and dissemination of information, the internet should influence the
development of political attitudes by expanding and redefining the available
information space. The internet also connects people who would be otherwise isolated,
and it is especially useful for providing information through exchanges via social
networks that might be otherwise restricted or unavailable (Gainous et al., 2013).
If, as we theorize, the internet increases the opportunity to be exposed to dissent,
such exposure should have the effect of stimulating negative attitudes concerning the
state regime and internal conditions. Shifting attitudes would be the product of an
altered information landscape informed by unrestricted internet communication. As the
internet alters and expands the scope and substance of the information available, the
attitudes in these nations should change as people process new alternative views.
While this effect is limited by access, opposing media, and culture, there should still be
a measurable shift in attitudes to be less supportive of the state. Hence, the internet can
be a driver of significant attitudinal, ideological, and ultimately institutional change.
This is especially true in states which maintain themselves through institutions that
restrict political communication and organization as in these states the internet
presents one of the only avenues for creating a new forum for political learning and
engagement. For example, social media such as Twitter and Facebook are credited with
helping organize and support democratic movements in the Middle East (Dyson, 2011).
The degree to which the internet can shift attitudes is variable in the scholarship.
The significance of the medium appears to vary across both geography and time
period. Some of the variance in importance may be a product of the various measures
occurring during different time periods. As one might suspect, the internet is more
important today than during its first years. Indeed, scholars have suggested that the

Downloaded by University of Louisville At 12:09 06 September 2016 (PT)

influence of digital technology is growing with each election cycle (Xenos and Moy,
2007). The gradual progression of political significance appears likely since the
technologies required were expanding quickly. However, the pattern itself appears to
be more irregular than initially thought. The growth itself, is not entirely linear or direct
(Bimber and Copeland, 2013). The importance of technology is far more patchwork
than linear, especially outside the USA. This uneven adoption and penetration of the
technology can lead to varied effects.
One of the larger differentiators of internet influence appears to be state action.
While the internet is a largely open protocol, states have made attempts to restrict
and even co-opt it at times (Howard, 2011). The efforts to restrict or limit the internet
have mixed results, but the online environment is subject to influence and control by
experienced political actors seeking to defend the state or maintain the status quo.
Even in nations where the state is not attempting to control the internet, political
actors are often trying to openly influence the power of the internet to influence
attitudes and political behavior (Gainous and Wagner, 2014). Given time, and the
proper tools, it is possible that sophisticated actors may limit or normalize the online
effects into the familiar electoral paradigm (Bimber and Davis, 2003; Ward and
Gibson, 2003; Ward et al., 2003).
Nonetheless, the most heavy-handed internet controls are often state-authored
regulations (Deibert et al., 2008). By limiting the information available, state control of
the internet inside a nation limits its utility for change. Repressive states could use
digital media to push a particular narrative or to filter out information that challenges
the status quo and control the way they are perceived by the citizenry. The use of
limited access, filtering, firewalls, and strict controls on search engines is increasingly
common in such states (Howard, 2011). If done effectively, this filtering should limit the
scope and depth on dissenting information, thus limiting the ability of the internet to
create an alternative information sphere that could initiate a change in attitudes.
Restricting the internet is not easily accomplished. Even with sophisticated
controls and blocks on particular websites or portals on the internet, there continue to
be ways around filters, such as proxies and encryption (Chadwick, 2006). Other less
sophisticated strategies to avoid filtering and restrictions use websites intended for
sports or social interaction to convey political information indirectly (Howard, 2011).
Yet, states have been successful in some areas. The clearest example of this is China
where its efficient control has led not just to a state restricted environment, but an
internet that can, at times, be seen as a source of government propaganda (Masterson,
2014). While other states have not yet had the success of China, strategies have been
employed in other nations with some success. Filtering is routine in the Middle East,
though often with variable success driven in part by the level of technological
sophistication of the state attempting to implement the controls (Wagner and
Gainous, 2013).
Internet restrictions are also limited by the desire of the state to have an open
business environment, especially since conducting business is increasingly done online
(Zheng and Wu, 2005). Some businesses will simply leave a nation, as Google did by
exiting China. In addition, internet protocols such as e-mail, web pages and SNS are
increasingly used by states to communicate with its citizens. As the network protocols
are open and published, it is difficult for any actor to control the internet, though as
indicated above, not impossible, at least in the short term. The more integrated the
internet becomes in the state and the economy, the harder it is to stop and remove its
more politically destabilizing uses.
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A virtual revolution in Latin America
The expansion of internet access and use in the Latin America has been rapid yet uneven.
Adoption rates of both the internet and SNS are high across the region, although there
are stark digital divides both between and within states. There are also differences in
state-level restrictions on usage. The 2010 Freedom House internet freedom rankings
designated half of the region as free and the other half as partly free[2]. These labels
mirror political regime freedom designations, but other factors of development or
subregional distinctions are not as clearly reflected. Latin America therefore offers a
context in which the internet is increasingly available to many, but the levels of access
vary in terms of digital divide factors as well as filtering mechanisms.
Latin America has the third highest regional level of internet penetration after
North America and Europe, and Latin Americans are highly engaged with the internet
and SNS (Zain, 2013). In 2011, only five states in the region had more than one-third of
their population using the internet (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica), and
even in the wealthiest states, only about 1 in 10 had a broadband connection (Prado,
2011). The percentage of Latin Americas who had never used the internet dropped from
55 percent in 2013 to 44 percent in 2015, and those who connected everyday more than
doubled from 11 percent in 2008 to 23 percent in 2015 (Latinobarómetro, 2015).
The figures do vary widely, however, ranging from 78 percent of Hondurans who had
never used the internet to 34 percent of Ecuadorians (Latinobarómetro, 2015). The digital
divide is shifting from quantity to quality, such that comparing the US citizen with
a 24-hour broadband connection and the Andean peasant who checks his e-mail at a public
access center maybe once a week overlooks dramatic and significant variations in
connections (Hoffmann, 2005; Crespi et al., 2010; Ali, 2011).
Access to computers in Latin America grew from 5.5 per 100 inhabitants in 1995 to
11.3 in 2006 (Crespi et al., 2010). States in the higher income categories, such as Brazil,
Chile, Uruguay, and Costa Rica, had roughly the same levels of access as the OECD
countries, while in poor countries like Nicaragua and Guatemala, even the highest income
brackets had negligible levels of access (Crespi et al., 2010). Internet users in Latin
America may be significantly underestimated, however, if measured only by subscribers
to internet services since this does not consider the role of public access points or the
increasing use of cell phones (Hoffmann, 2004; Crespi et al., 2010; Prado, 2011; Zain, 2013).
While more than 90 percent of Latin Americans online access the internet via PCs, those
who access via mobile devices jumped from less than 3 percent in March 2012 to
8 percent in March 2013 (Zain, 2013). The 2013 Latinobarómetro survey found that in
South America and Central America 85 percent and 84 percent of the population,
respectively, have a mobile phone, and projections suggest that the mass use of this
technology may soon eliminate the digital divide (Latinobarómetro, 2013).
In sharp contrast to Europe or North America where users overwhelmingly access
from home, the most common place for internet access in Latin America is through
public centers and followed by commercial centers like internet cafés (Crespi et al.,
2010). The state has often taken the initiative to expand the internet through public
access centers as in Peru, Costa Rica, and Colombia. The public telecentros, in contrast
to profit-based internet cafés, are typically non-profit initiatives to offer services like
e-mail, the worldwide web, education, and training services (Hoffmann, 2005). Another
more grassroots approach has been through “chains of access” (Friedman, 2005, p. 3) or
“multipliers” (Hoffmann, 2005, p. 35) in which those with internet access share digital
information with and teach information technology skills to others. Networks of
NGOs in Latin America have provided computers, training, and printouts of online
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information (Everett, 1998; Friedman, 2005). Although unlikely to expand internet
access broadly or rapidly, chains of access can provide targeted and dynamic
communications among key actors and a means to circumvent government filters.
SNS use creates pathways for the dissemination of information and has become
prevalent in Latin America among those who use the internet. Latin Americans account
for 14 percent of global SNS users despite only having 8 percent of the world’s population
(Zain, 2013). In Latin American states with the highest penetration of internet users,
between 80 and 96 percent of online users visited SNS (Prado, 2011; Radwanick, 2011).
SNS users increased more than 16 percent between 2010 and 2011, and half of the top ten
markets for SNS were in Latin America (Radwanick, 2011). Facebook was by far the most
popular SNS, except in Brazil where nationally based Orkut had more members,
although many Brazilians increasingly used both sites (Prado, 2011; Radwanick, 2011).
In the region as a whole the use of Facebook doubled from 19 percent in 2010 to 38
percent in 2013, and increased to 42 percent in 2015 (Latinobarómetro, 2015). By 2015 in
half of the states 50 percent or more of their populations used Facebook, and only four
states had less than 30 percent who used it (Latinobarómetro, 2015)[3]. Twitter remained
much less popular with only 11 percent of the region using it, which was the same as in
2013, although up from 4 percent in 2010. Regardless of the specific site, Latin Americans
spent more than twice as much of their online time on SNS than any other type of online
site (Zain, 2013). In 2015 only 2 percent of internet users in Latin America did not utilize
any SNS, down from 7 percent in 2010 (Latinobarómetro, 2015).
Latin America has been one of the least filtered developing regions, but there are
significant self-censorship practices, especially in partly free states like Colombia,
Mexico, and Venezuela (Kim et al., 2008; Castillo, 2014). The context of threatening
environments for journalists are prevalent across the region, and in 2006 Mexico
surpassed Colombia as the deadliest place in the Latin America for journalists, and it
was second only to Iraq worldwide at the time (Kim et al., 2008). Freedom on the
Net 2013 found that 35 of the 60 countries assessed had broadened their technical or
legal surveillance powers since 2012, and with such monitoring in several authoritarian
states, activists reported that their e-mail and other communications were presented to
them during interrogations or used as evidence in politicized trials, with repercussions
that included imprisonment, torture, and even death. In Venezuela, for example, most
TV and radio channels are either owned by the government or practicing
self-censorship, and some reporters claimed to have anonymous Twitter accounts
that enabled them to circumvent guidelines on reporting (Nagel, 2014). The government
reportedly blocked Twitter users’ online images or access to Twitter and/or the internet
as opposition protest grew in early 2014 (Castillo, 2014; Kitroeff, 2014), but some
protestors subscribed to a text message service to receive updates during the blackout
(Laya et al., 2014). It is noteworthy that Venezuela is the only country in the region in
which Twitter was the second most accessed SNS (Radwanick, 2011), but the larger
point is that government filtering practices are at work in the region.
Clearly, by 2010 SNS use in Latin America had reached a threshold that suggests
there should be attitudinal and behavioral consequences if we believe that the
consumption and exchange of information via SNS has similar effects to those
demonstrated in studies outside the Latin American context (Bode, 2012; Gainous and
Wagner, 2011, 2014; Pasek et al., 2009; Valenzuela et al., 2009). Although not the focus of
this study, it is notable that internet users in the region also have high rates of
accessing political information (Zain, 2013). The degree to which the internet influences
attitudes in Latin America varies by the degree of the digital divide and the level of
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government filtering. The region has been a forerunner in the developing world in the
use of the internet, a site of rapidly expanding access and a highly engaged internet
population, there has been significant evidence of the traditional digital divide factors
of gender, urbanicity, income, literacy, and quality of access (Allen, 2009; Everett, 1998;
Gómez, 2000; Crespi et al., 2010; Friedman, 2005). The multilevel modeling in the next
section explores these factors systematically by analyzing data from the
Latinobarómetro survey in the context of internet freedom rankings. The models
clarify the general regional trends by specifying the statistical relationships between
internet and SNS engagement and political attitudes.
Data and measurement
The data for this study come from two sources including both individual level and
aggregate observations. The individual-level data come from the 2010 Latino
Barometer and the aggregate data from the Freedom House 2012 Freedom on the
Net Report[4]. The 2010 Latino Barometer conducted public opinion surveys of 22,687
respondents in 18 Latin American countries with sample sizes ranging from 1,000 to
1,204 in the respective countries (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua,
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, Venezuela)[5]. We merged these public opinion data
with the Freedom House data. This created a nested data set where each respondent
from each country, respectively, was assigned a non-unique value ranking internet
freedom in their country. Our basic strategy is to estimate the multilevel models
described below across countries and then examine those results to determine if there is
a pattern in both the random intercepts and random slopes that can be accounted for by
whether a country has partial or full internet freedom.
As highlighted above, our analysis is aimed at answering the following questions:
first, does internet/SNS use vary across countries with varying degrees of internet
freedom? Second, does internet/SNS use have a negative effect on citizen attitudes
about democracy and the political conditions in their respective countries? Third, are
attitudes about democracy and the political conditions generally better in countries
with more internet freedom? Fourth, if there is a negative effect of internet/SNS use on
these attitudes, is it more pronounced in countries with higher internet freedom?
The first question of whether or not internet/SNS use differs across countries with
varying degrees of internet freedom is answered with some simple descriptive analysis.
Then we supplement the descriptive analysis with a multilevel random intercepts
model that estimates how much of the variation in internet/SNS use can be accounted
for by cross-national variation in internet freedom while controlling for individual-level
explanations of internet/SNS use based largely on the digital divide.
The second and third questions, respectively, ask if internet/SNS use has a negative
effect on citizen attitudes about democracy and the political conditions in their
respective countries, and whether attitudes about democracy and the political
conditions (in respondents’ respective countries) are generally better in countries with
more internet freedom. These questions are answered with two multilevel random
intercepts models: one of citizen attitudes about democracy and one of attitudes about
the political conditions (both in respondents’ respective countries). Level 1 of each
model allows us to estimate the individual-level effects of internet/SNS on each attitude
while controlling for other individual-level effects[6], and Level 2 allows us to determine
if the intercepts of separate models for each country vary. We then classify these
intercepts according to whether the country has more or less internet freedom, allowing
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us to determine if attitudes about democracy and the political conditions are better in
those countries with more internet freedom.
Finally, we estimate two multilevel random slopes models to answer the fourth
question: if there is a negative effect of Internet/SNS use on these attitudes, is it more
pronounced in countries with higher Internet freedom? These models allow us to
determine if the effects of internet use on these attitudes vary cross-nationally. Again, after
estimating the models we classify the slopes according to the degree of internet freedom to
determine if the negative effects are stronger in countries with more internet freedom.
Our dependent variables, citizen attitudes about democracy in their respective countries
and citizen attitudes about the political conditions in their respective countries, are
measured with two separate indices (see, Appendix 1). Our Level 1 independent variable,
internet/SNS use, was measured using an index based on the following indicators: have
you ever used e-mail or connected to the internet? (never, rarely, occasionally, every day);
and do you use any of these social networking services? (Facebook, MySpace, YouTube,
Orkut, Twitter, Hi5, Windows Live Space, Sonico, Friendster). The first was rescaled to
range from 0 to 1. The second was actually nine separate items coded as 1 if respondents
said they had used each SNS, respectively, and 0 if they had not. We then summed all ten
items (α ¼ 0.74). Using both frequency of use and SNS use combined provides for a more
comprehensive indicator of use. Certainly we expect the effects of SNS to be stronger for
those who use it more frequently. This measure does not directly capture frequency of SNS
use, but we operate under the assumption that those who claim to use the internet more
frequently and claim to use SNS likely use SNS more.
As for our Level 2 independent variable, the aggregate-level measure of internet
freedom was generated from an index constructed by Freedom House. This index was
aimed at capturing the entire “enabling environment” for internet freedom within each
country using a set of 21 indicators divided into three subcategories: obstacles to
access, limits on content, and violations of users’ rights (see Appendix 2 for a complete
description of the 21 indicators). Each individual indicator was scored with on a
varying range of possible points. Countries were given a total score from 0 (best) to 100
(worst) as well as a score for each subcategory. Countries scoring between 0 and 30
points overall were considered to have a “free” internet environment; 31-60, “partly
free”; and 61-100, “not free.” Of the 18 countries in the Latino Barometer survey, nine
were considered free (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, El
Salvador, Panama, Peru, Uruguay), nine were considered partly free (Bolivia, Colombia,
Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Venezuela), and 0 were
considered not free[7]. For our purposes, we assigned a code of 0 to respondents from a
partly free internet country and 1 to those residing in a free internet country.
Results
The results presented in Table I provide an in initial descriptive look at the story being
told here. It is clear that the degree to which governments place restrictions on the
internet accounts for some variation on whether citizens use SNS, whether they have
personal access to the internet, and how frequently they use the internet. Clearly we
cannot make a causal assertion from these bivariate results. That said, they certainly
lay a foundation for the multivariate multilevel estimates that are to come. First,
it appears that citizens are more likely to use SNS in those countries with complete
internet freedom across four of the five platforms where the χ2 statistic is significant at
least at the 0.05 level. These include Facebook, YouTube, Orkut, and Hi5. Use of
Windows Live space is slightly higher in those countries with partial internet freedom.
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Table I.
Social media use,
access, and internet
use across countries
with varying
internet freedom

Partial internet freedom
Full internet freedom
p-value
1,740
17.1%
2,148
21.5%
0.00
73
0.7%
75
0.8%
0.77
286
2.8%
505
5.1%
0.00
64
0.6%
187
1.9%
0.00
31
0.3%
22
0.2%
0.24
63
0.6%
86
0.9%
0.04
190
1.9%
137
1.4%
0.01
14
0.1%
6
0.1%
0.08
2
0.0%
2
0.0%
0.99
89
0.9%
75
0.8%
0.33
8,319
71.4%
7,020
70.1%
0.00
Mean
SD
Mean
SD
0.28
Internet use (0-1)
0.11
0.31
0.12
0.00
10,200
Total n (in sample)
10,004
Notes: Percentages represent the proportion who claimed to use each SNS, respectively, and percent
who do not have some personal access to the internet (both with corresponding n in each category).
p-values are generated from the χ2 statistic for the SNS indicators and the p-value the internet use test
is based on a t-test
Facebook
MySpace
YouTube
Orkut
Twitter
Hi5
Windows Live Space
Sonico
Friendster
Other
Limited access

Use of Sonico is also slightly higher (0.14-0.06 percent, not evident in the table due to
rounding) but this difference is less reliable ( p ¼ 0.08).
Consistent with the USA, Facebook is the most popular SNS platform with about 17
and 22 percent claiming to use this platform in countries with partial internet freedom
and full internet freedom, respectively. Nonetheless, this overall use is still considerably
lower than in the USA where 62 percent claimed to use SNS in 2010 (Gainous and
Wagner, 2011). Perhaps the difference in use across country type is, at least in part,
driven by the quite significant difference ( χ2 p-value ¼ 0.00) in the distribution of those
who do not have personal access to the internet (use is restricted to internet cafes and free
access places). Nearly 81 percent of those in countries with partial internet freedom lack
personal access (in their home, another private home, or at work) relative to 70 percent in
countries with full internet freedom. While the difference is stark, it is not as stark as the
difference between personal access in Latin America and in the USA. By 2003 already 60
percent of US residents had internet access at home (Mossberger et al., 2008). By 2008 this
estimate had grown to 72 percent of those without personal access in Latin American
countries with full internet freedom (see Talukdar and Gaur, 2011). Access appears to
bleed over into general use, where the t-test suggests that those in countries with full
internet freedom are using the internet more frequently ( p-value ¼ 0.00).
Before estimating the random intercept model presented in Table II, we first
estimated a random effects ANOVA model to determine what portion of the variance in
internet/SNS use could be accounted for by cross-national differences. The results
suggested estimated it at about 9 percent (results and interpretation available in
Appendix 3). While the random effects ANOVA results provide evidence that there is
cross-national variance in internet/SNS use, they do not tell us if that variation can be
accounted for by the level of internet freedom across these countries while controlling
for digital divide factors. We move to the random intercept model presented in Table II
to test for such. The fixed effects part of the model permits us to test for a relationship
between traditional digital divide variables such as socio-economic status and age and
internet and SNS use in Latin America while controlling for whether individuals have

Fixed effects
SES
Age
Limited access
Constant
n ¼ 20,204

Estimate

SE

0.17
−0.13
−0.15
0.36

0.01
0.01
0.00
0.01

95% confidence intervals
0.14
−0.15
−0.16
0.34
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Random effects/internet freedom
Constant (SD)
0.01
0.00
0.01
Residual (SD)
0.07
0.00
0.07
Halved χ2 p-value ¼ 0.00
Note: Entries are maximum likelihood estimates with robust standard errors (SE)

0.19
−0.11
−0.14
0.38

0.01
0.07

limited access to the internet. The random effects part of the model allows the
intercepts to vary across nations to accommodate for cross-national variation in the
baseline estimate. Essentially, it allows us to see if the observed differences presented
in Table I hold up when controlling for the digital divide. First, the fixed effects are
quite clear. For every one unit increase in SES the model estimates a 0.17 increase
in internet/SNS use. Also, for every one year increase in age the model estimates a
0.13 decrease in internet/SNS use. Finally, the fixed effects suggest that those who have
limited access or are compelled to seek internet access at a cafe or free access spot are
less likely to use the internet or SNS (−0.15).
There is also evidence that the intercepts vary. The halved p-value on the χ2 statistic
from the LR test reported in Table II indicates that we can reject the null hypothesis that the
intercept is the same across nations. That said, these results alone do not tell us if people in
those countries with more internet freedom are more likely to use the internet. For this, we
classified these random intercepts across our dummy variable for internet freedom.
The results suggested that the intercept fell above the mean in countries with full internet
freedom roughly 68 percent of the time while it fell above the mean about only 47 percent of
the time in countries with partial internet freedom. This difference was significant
( χ2 p-value ¼ 0.00). This is considerable evidence that internet/SNS use is more frequent in
those countries with more internet freedom. We also compared the outcomes in the random
intercept model and the random effects ANOVA to see how much of the variance the fixed
effects variables accounted for by dividing the summed constant variance and residual
variance in the random effects component of the random intercept model by the same from
the random effects ANOVA and then subtracting that quotient from 1 (see Steenbergen,
2012). The results indicate that the fixed effects account for about 59 percent of the variance.
Remember that our purpose here was to see if the observed differences presented in Table I
held up when controlling for the digital divide. If so, it makes sense to see if the variation in
attitudes about democracy and the political conditions in these respondents’ respective
countries can be explained by the joint effect of internet freedom and internet/SNS use.
Our theory suggests that heightened exposure to information via the internet will be
consequential for attitudes, thus we should expect that cross-national variation in use would
lead to variation in effects on attitudes across countries.
Our first task is to see how much of the variance in these two attitudinal outcomes can
be accounted for by cross-national differences. Just as the previous example, we
estimated, two this time, random effects ANOVA models to determine this. The models
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suggested that about 9 percent of the variance can be accounted for by divergence across
countries in the attitude about democracy model and attitude about political conditions
model (results available in Appendix 4). Altogether, the model fit statistics suggest that
this aggregate adjustment improves the fit of the models. The results presented in
Table III are the fixed effects with random intercepts and slopes across both attitudinal
outcomes allowing the slopes to vary by the frequency with which respondents use the
internet and SNS cross-nationally. It is important not to forget that the central part of the
story here is that internet/SNS use has an effect on these attitudinal outcomes. This fixed
effects part of the story can easily be lost in the examination of the random effects. Really,
the random effects part of the story is intended to further specify the models and add
some accuracy to our fixed effects estimates. As clearly evidenced in Table III, the fixed
effects of internet/SNS use are quite stark. There is a relatively considerable negative
effect on citizens’ attitudes about democracy in their respective countries. The more they
gather information via the internet and SNS the less satisfied they are with how
democratic their country is. The same can be said for how they feel about the political
conditions. There is a strong negative effect across the models here.
Some of the control variables in the models perform quite well too. Those who support
the status quo government feel better about democracy and the political conditions.
Those who are more attentive to politics are more likely to feel good about democracy in
their respective countries and there is also a positive relationship between socio-economic
status and both attitudinal outcomes. Interestingly, whether citizens claim to have limited
access to the internet has no effect on the attitudinal outcomes. That said, it is important
to control for this to get an accurate read on the effects of internet/SNS use generally as
well as controlling for age even though the effect is not significant.
There is also evidence that the intercepts vary across both models. The halved
p-value on the χ2 statistic from the LR test for each indicates that we can reject the null
hypothesis that the intercept is the same across nations with varying degrees of
internet freedom. Again, we compared the outcomes in the random intercept model
and the random effects ANOVA (Appendix 4) to see how much of the variance could
be accounted for by the fixed effects. The results indicated that the fixed effects in
Democracy
Fixed effects
Internet/SNS use
Support government
Political attentiveness
SES
Limited access
Age
Constant
n ¼ 20,204

Table III.
Models of attitudes
about democracy/
political conditions

−0.07
0.07
0.05
0.04
0.00
0.00
0.47

(0.02)***
(0.01)***
(0.02)***
(0.02)***
(0.00)
(0.01)
(0.02)***

Political conditions
−0.08 (0.02)***
0.10 (0.01)***
0.01 (0.01)
0.04 (0.02)***
−0.00 (0.00)
−0.01 (0.01)
0.51 (0.02)***

Random effects
Internet/SNS use (SD)
0.08 (0.01)***
0.08 (0.01)***
Constant (SD)
0.04 (0.01)***
0.04 (0.01)***
Residual (SD)
0.13
0.12
0.00
Halved χ2 p-value
0.00
Notes: Table entries are multilevel maximum likelihood estimates with robust standard errors in
parentheses. ***p o 0.01; **p o0.05; *p o0.10
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the models account for about 7 percent of the variance in the attitude about
democracy model and about 12 percent in the attitude about political conditions
model. Thus, the individual-level controls account for a fair amount of the variance in
these attitudes but there is still variance that can be explained by cross-national
differences in internet freedom.
Figure 1 provides a visual representation of how the intercepts vary across countries’
differing degrees of internet freedom. These are empirical Bayes estimates of the random
intercepts based on the models in Table III. They are essentially weighted estimates of the
intercepts across countries with varying degree of internet freedom (see Hox, 2010 for a
complete explanation). The figure represents the mean of these weighted estimates
for countries with partial internet freedom relative to the mean of the same estimates for
countries with full internet freedom. This allows us to look for a pattern in the random
intercepts. The results suggest that intercepts vary significantly across both models.
First, the grand mean is higher in the attitude about democracy model for those in
countries with higher internet freedom suggesting that cross-national variation is
considerable here and that people tend to feel better about democracy in those countries
with more internet freedom. While not as stark, the same can be said for cross-national
variation when it comes to how people feel about the political conditions in their respective
countries. These are important results. It may seem counter to our theory that heightened
exposure to dissident information leads to worse attitudes about democracy and the
political conditions in respondents’ respective countries, but it actually is not. It simply
means that people in countries with more freedom tend to think their country is more
democratic. This is not surprising. It does not mean that the effect of heightened exposure
is less in countries with more internet freedom. Next, we get to the random slopes models,
which were set up to test whether the negative effect of internet/SNS use is stronger in
countries where citizens have more access to information.
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Again, we also included a random slope to test for cross-national differences in the effect
of internet/SNS use effects on both attitudinal outcomes, respectively. Simply, does the
effect of internet/SNS use vary across country and is this variation a result of the degree
to which the internet is free in these countries? The results are also presented in Table III.
The evidence suggests that there is clearly some varying effects and the inclusion of the
frequency with which people use the internet and SNS as a covariate in Level 2 explains
more of the cross-national variation than the intercept only models. First, the random
effects for internet/SNS use are relatively large in both models indicating that the effects
vary cross-nationally. Next, the results in Figure 2 demonstrate that effects on attitudes
about democracy and the political conditions are generally larger in those countries with
full internet freedom (again these results are the overall mean of the Bayes estimates in
each respective subset of countries with varying degree of internet freedom). Thus, the
negative effect is more pronounced in those countries with more internet freedom.
So, while attitudes about democracy and the political conditions are generally better in
countries with more internet freedom (as demonstrated by the random effects), the
potential for the internet to worsen those attitudes is stronger in those countries where
people have more access to information. This would suggest that that the flow of
information and access to that flow is consequential.
Conclusion
Our primary purpose was to determine if internet and SNS use influences attitudes about
democracy and the political conditions in Latin America. If the internet can shift attitudes,
then it is more than just a new tool to be used as part of the conventional political structure
and presents a new communication venue for disseminating information that differs from
the state narrative and creates space for alternative political views and modes of
participation. We hypothesized that variation in these attitudinal outcomes could be
Attitude about Democracy
Partial Internet
Freedom
Full Internet
Freedom

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

Random Slopes for Internet/SNS Use

Attitude about Political Conditions
Partial Internet
Freedom

Figure 2.
Variation in the
random slopes
across countries
with varying
internet freedom

Full Internet
Freedom
0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

Random Slopes for Internet/SNS Use

Note: Estimates are based on the mean empirical Bayes estimates of the
random slopes across countries with partial and full internet freedom
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accounted for, at least in part, by the degree of internet freedom across countries.
Further, we also hypothesized that the effects of individual internet and SNS use on these
attitudes would be stronger in those countries with more internet freedom. The results
provide compelling evidence supporting each of these hypotheses.
In Latin America we see that the digital divide is narrowing but not uniformly and with
certain caveats such as gaps in the quality of access across the region and internet filtering
in half of the region. Internet freedom provides citizens lowered costs and increased
exposure to more information about their own democracy, which is reflected in the
moderate support for democracy and increasingly negative assessments of their own
political conditions. States with free internet access report the most precipitous drop in
opinions about the political conditions in their country, with states like Chile and Costa Rica
enjoying high incomes and stable economic growth but sharp declines in attitudes about
democracy and political conditions. If this discontent is organized into opposition
movements, as we have seen in increasing mobilizations of youth in Chile, Brazil, and
Argentina in the past few years, this may present challenges to existing political regimes.
Our study raises several interesting points that require further research, especially
keeping in mind the increasing importance of the effects over time combined with the
exponential expansion of internet/SNS. One of the most interesting findings that
warrants considerable attention is the age divide that shows a generational effect.
The combination of the newly wired, post-authoritarian generation that is able to utilize
the internet and seemingly willing to engage it for political information may mean
growing discontent with the conditions of their own democracy even as it strengthens
their support for democracy as the most preferable political system. Although we focus
on SNS use, research on other internet functions, such as accessing political information
or e-government, may also have important consequences for democratic attitudes and
practices. Perhaps more direct questions about the ways in which people in Latin
America use SNS might shed light on how these effects are actually transpiring. It may
also be worth exploring the different types of government restrictions and their effects on
information gathering, especially in light of Freedom House reports of continuing trends
toward declining internet freedoms. For now, it is clear that the internet is shaping the
views and political engagement of people in Latin America.
Notes
1. We use SNS as a short hand that offers both brevity and clarity to refer to various social
media platforms (see boyd and Ellison, 2008).
2. The free internet states were Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, El
Salvador, Panama, Peru and Uruguay. The partly free internet states were Bolivia, Colombia,
Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay and Venezuela.
3. The eight with 50 percent or more were Argentina (59 percent), Ecuador (59 percent), Chile
(56 percent), Costa Rica (54 percent), Uruguay (51 percent), Colombia (51 percent), and
Venezuela (50 percent), and the four with less than 30 percent were El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras and Nicaragua.
4. The Latino Barometer sampling strategies and methodology are available at: www.
latinobarometro.org/lat.jsp. While the Latino Barometer data are getting dated we do not think
this is a problem. In fact, given that internet use is becoming more widespread, we actually
think the estimates we present here are conservative. These surveys were all conducted in
Spanish and then translated to English with the exception of Brazil that was in Portuguese.
Also, we used the 2012 Freedom House rankings because this was the first year that included
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all the Latin American countries included in our data. Also, the measures were based on data
gathered from the previous year so it nearly lines up with the time frame of the survey.
5. While generally there were very few missing cases, we replaced missing values using a multiple
imputation process to prevent potential bias in our estimates. There were up to 12 and 13 percent
missing (only on two indicator), and there were less than 10 percent missing on all other indicators.
Our analyses are based on five replicate data sets, where the missing data in each replication were
substituted with draws from the posterior distribution of the missing value conditional on
observed values (Little and Rubin, 1987; see also Horton and Lipsitz, 2001). Our imputation model
was based on a multivariate normal model including all indicators in the analyses to predict the
missing values. Because we relied on the multivariate normal, the substitutions could vary
continuously resulting in non-discrete indicators even if they were initially ordinal. Many of these
single indicators were also used in indices increasing the number of possible values even further.
This allowed us to largely rely on linear modeling for the following analyses.
6. We control for government vs opposition support assuming that those who support the
government will tend to feel better about the conditions in their respective countries, political
attentiveness to assure that any internet effects are not spurious as related to attentiveness,
limited internet access to assure that the estimated internet/social media effects hold up regardless
of access point, and basic demographics including socio-economic status and age to capture the
potential digital divide (the operationalization these variables is included in Appendix 1).
7. Cuba is the only state in the region with a Freedom House rating of Not Free, and it is not
included in the Latino Barometer. Nevertheless, the issue of internet freedom in Cuba has
received some scholarly attention that warrants further consideration (see Hoffman, 2004,
2005; Henken, 2010).
References
Ali, A.H. (2011), “The power of social media in developing nations: new tools for closing the global
digital divide and beyond”, Harvard Human Rights Journal, Vol. 24 No. 1, pp. 185-219.
Allen, L. (2009), “Highlights of the 2008 Latinobarómetro report”, Inter-American Dialogue,
Washington, DC, available at: www.thedialogue.org/page.cfm?pageID¼32andpub
ID¼1829ands (accessed October 14, 2013).
Allison, J.E. (2002), Technology, Development, and Democracy: International Conflict and
Cooperation in the Information Age, State University of New York Press, Albany, NY.
Bennett, W.L. and Segerberg, A. (2011), “Digital media and the personalization of collective
action: social technology and the organization of protests against the global economic
crisis”, Information, Communication & Society, Vol. 14 No. 6, pp. 770-799.
Bimber, B. and Copeland, L. (2013), “Digital media and political participation over and time in the
US”, Journal of Information Technology and Politics, Vol. 10 No. 2, pp. 125-137.
Bimber, B.A. and Davis, R. (2003), Campaigning Online: The Internet in US Elections, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, New York.
Bizer, G.Y., Tormala, Z.L., Rucker, D.D. and Petty, R.E. (2006), “Memory-based versus on-line
processing: implications for attitude strength”, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,
Vol. 42 No. 5, pp. 646-653.
Bode, L. (2012), “Facebooking it to the polls: a study in online social networking and political
behavior”, Journal of Information Technology and Politics, Vol. 9 No. 4, pp. 352-369.
boyd, d. and Ellison, N. (2008), “Social network sites: definition, history, and scholarship”, Journal
of Computer‐Mediated Communication, Vol. 13 No. 1, pp. 210-230.
Castillo, M. (2014), “Searching for Truth in Venezuela”, CNN, February 21, available at: www.cnn.
com/2014/02/21/world/americas/venezuela-fact-from-fiction/

Downloaded by University of Louisville At 12:09 06 September 2016 (PT)

Chadwick, A. (2006), Internet Politics: States, Citizens, and New Communication Technologies,
Oxford University Press, New York, NY.
Chadwick, A. and Howard, P.N. (Eds) (2008), Routledge Handbook of Internet Politics,
Routledge, London.
Crespi, G., Navarro, J.C. and Zuñiga, P. (2010), “Science, technology and innovation in Latin America
and the Caribbean”, Inter-American Development Bank, Washington, DC, available at: www.
iadb.org/en/publications/ publication-detail,7101.html?dctype¼Allanddclanguage¼esandid
¼67649+ (accessed January 3, 2014).
Deibert, R., Palfrey, J., Rohozinski, R. and Zittrain, J. (Eds) (2008), Access Denied: The Practice and
Policy of Global Internet Filtering, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, pp. 197-206.
Dyson, E. (2011), “Illusions of democracy”, Daily News Egypt, May 20, available at: www.
dailynewsegypt.com/2011/05/20/illusions-of-democracy (accessed April 2, 2013).
Everett, M. (1998), “Latin America on-line: the internet, development, and democratization”,
Human Organization, Vol. 57 No. 4, pp. 385-393.
Friedman, E. (2005), “The reality of virtual reality: the internet and gender equality advocacy in
Latin America”, Latin American Politics and Society, Vol. 47 No. 3, pp. 1-34.
Gainous, J. and Wagner, K.M. (2011), Rebooting American Politics: The Internet Revolution,
Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham, MD.
Gainous, J. and Wagner, K.M. (2014), Tweeting to Power: The Social Media Revolution in
American Politics, Oxford University Press, New York, NY.
Gainous, J., Marlowe, A.D. and Wagner, K.M. (2013), “Traditional cleavages or a new world: does
online social networking bridge the political participation divide?”, International Journal of
Politics, Culture, and Society, Vol. 26 No. 2, pp. 145-158.
Gainous, J., Wagner, K.M. and Abbott, J.P. (2015), “Civic disobedience: does internet use stimulate
political unrest in East-Asia?”, Journal of Information Technology & Politics, Vol. 12 No. 2,
pp. 219-236.
Gil de Zúñiga, H. and Valenzuela, S. (2011), “The mediating path to a stronger citizenship: online
and offline networks, weak ties, and civic engagement”, Communication Research, Vol. 38
No. 3, pp. 397-421.
Gómez, R. (2000), “The hall of mirrors: the internet in Latin America”, Current History, Vol. 99
No. 634, pp. 72-77.
Hastie, R. and Park, B. (1986), “The relationship between memory and judgment depends on whether
the judgment task is memory-based or on-line”, Psychological Review, Vol. 93 No. 3, pp. 258-268.
Henken, T. (2010), “The internet and emergent blogosphere in Cuba: downloading democracy, booting
up development, or planting the virus of dissidence and destabilization?”, available at: www.
ascecuba.org/publications/proceedings /volume20/pdfs/henken.pdf (accessed October 15, 2013).
Hoffmann, B. (2004), Politics of the Internet in Third World Development: Challenges in Contrasting
Regimes with Case Studies of Costa Rica and Cuba, Routledge, New York, NY.
Hoffmann, B. (2005), “Downloading democracy? Potential and limitations of the internet for
advancing citizens’ rights in Latin America”, IPG 3/2005, available at: www.fes.de/IPG/
IPG3_2005/04BHOFFMANN.PDF (accessed January 3, 2014).
Horton, N.J. and Lipsitz, S.R. (2001), “Multiple imputation in practice: comparison of software
packages for regression models with missing variables”, The American Statistician, Vol. 55
No. 3, pp. 244-254.
Howard, P.N. (2011), The Digital Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, Oxford University Press,
New York, NY.
Hox, J.J. (2010), Multilevel Analysis: Techniques and Applications, 2nd ed., Routledge, New York, NY.

Internet
freedom and
social media
effects
727

OIR
40,5

728

Kim, J., Rojas, P., Huey, J., Connors, K. and Wang, S. (2008), “Internet filtering in Latin America”,
in Deibert, R., Palfrey, J., Rohozinski, R. and Zittrain, J. (Eds), Access Denied: The Practice
and Policy of Global Internet Filtering, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, pp. 197-206.
Kitroeff, N. (2014), “Venezuela battles media, social and otherwise, to restrict protest coverage”,
The New York Times, February 21, available at: http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/02/
21/venezuela-battles-media-social-and-otherwise-to-restrict-protest-coverage/ (accessed
February 21, 2014).
Latinobarómetro (2013), “Latinobarómetro report 2013”, available at: www.latinobarometro.org/
latContents.jsp (accessed November 1, 2014).

Downloaded by University of Louisville At 12:09 06 September 2016 (PT)

Latinobarómetro (2015), “Informe 1992-2015: Veinte Años de Opinion Pública Latinobarómetro
1995-2015”, available at: www.latinobarometro.org/latNewsShow.jsp (accessed October 28, 2015).
Laya, P., Frier, S. and Kurmanaev, A. (2014), “Venezuelans blocked on Twitter as opposition
protests mount”, Bloomberg Technology, available at: www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-0214/twitter-says-venezuela-blocks-its-images-amid-protest-crackdown.html (accessed
November 2, 2015).
Lei, Y.-W. (2011), “The political consequences of the rise of the internet: political beliefs and
practices of Chinese netizens”, Political Communication, Vol. 28 No. 3, pp. 291-322.
Little, R.J.A. and Rubin, D.B. (1987), Statistical Analysis with Missing Data, Wiley, New York, NY.
Lodge, M. and Taber, C.S. (2000), “Three steps toward a theory of motivated political reasoning”,
in Lupia, A., McCubbins, M.D and Popkin, S.L (Eds), Elements of Reason: Cognition, Choice,
and the Bounds of Rationality, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 183-213.
Masterson, J.R. (2014), “Social media in China: a double-edged sword”, in Edwards, S. and Santos, D.
(Eds), Revolutionizing the Interaction between State and Citizens through Digital
Communications, IGI Global, Hershey, PA, pp. 238-263.
Mossberger, K., Tolbert, C.J. and McNeal, R.S. (2008), Digital Citizenship: The Internet, Society and
Participation, MIT Press, Cambridge.
Nagel, J.C. (2014), “Venezuela’s political crisis hits the streets”, Foreign Policy, February 13, available
at: http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/02/13/venezuelas-political-crisis-hits-the-streets/ (accessed
February 13, 2014).
Nisbet, E., Stoycheff, E. and Pearce, K. (2012), “Internet use and democratic demands:
a multinational, multilevel model of internet use and citizen attitudes about democracy”,
Journal of Communication, Vol. 62 No. 2, pp. 249-265.
Norris, P. (2001), Digital Divide, Civic Engagement, Information Poverty, and the Internet
Worldwide, Cambridge University Press, New York, NY.
Norris, P. (2011), Democratic Deficit: Critical Citizens Revisited, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Pasek, J., More, E. and Romer, D. (2009), “Realizing the social internet? Online social networking
meets offline civic engagement”, Journal of Information Technology and Politics, Vol. 6
Nos 3/4, pp. 197-215.
Prado, P. (2011), “The impact of the internet in six Latin American countries”, Working Paper
No. 6, Western Hemisphere Security Analysis Center, Miami, FL, available at: http://
digitalcommons.fiu.edu/whemsac/6 (accessed December 12, 2014).
Radwanick, S. (2011), “The rise of social networking in Latin America: how social media is
shaping Latin America’s digital landscape”, comScore, Reston, VA, available at:
www.comscore.com/Insights/Presentations_and_Whitepapers/2011/The_Rise_of_Social_
Networking_in_Latin_America (accessed June 11, 2014).
Schneider, S. and Foot, K. (2002), “Online structure for political action: exploring presidential campaign
websites from the 2000 presidential election”, Javnost/The Public, Vol. 9 No. 2, pp. 43-60.

Downloaded by University of Louisville At 12:09 06 September 2016 (PT)

Steenbergen, M.R. (2012), “Hierarchical linear models for electoral research: a worked example in
stata”, ELECDEM, available at: www.elecdem.eu/media/universityofexeter/elecdem/pdfs/
istanbulwkspjan2012/Hierarchical_Linear_Models_for_Electoral_Research_A_worked_
example_in_Stata.pdf (accessed February 15, 2014).
Talukdar, D. and Gaur, D.K. (2011), “Home internet access and usage in the USA: trends in the
socio-economic digital divide”, Communications of the Association for Information
Systems, Vol. 28 No. 7, pp. 85-98.
Valenzuela, S. (2013), “Unpacking the use of social media for protest behavior the roles of information,
opinion expression, and activism”, American Behavioral Scientist, Vol. 57 No. 7, pp. 920-942.
Valenzuela, S., Park, N. and Kee, K.F. (2009), “Is there social capital in a social network site?:
Facebook use and college students’ life satisfaction, trust, and participation”, Journal of
Computer-Mediated Communication, Vol. 14 No. 4, pp. 875-901.
Wagner, K.M. and Gainous, J. (2013), “Digital uprising: the internet revolution in the middle east”,
Journal of Information Technology and Politics, Vol. 10 No. 3, pp. 261-275.
Ward, S. and Gibson, R. (2003), “On-line and on message? Candidate websites in the 2001 general
election”, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, Vol. 5 No. 2, pp. 188-205.
Ward, S., Gibson, R. and Lusoli, W. (2003), “Online participation and mobilization in Britain: hype,
hope and reality”, Parliamentary Affairs, Vol. 56 No. 4, pp. 652-88.
Xenos, M. and Moy, P. (2007), “Direct and differential effects of the internet on political and civic
engagement”, Journal of Communication, Vol. 57 No. 4, pp. 704-718.
Zain, A.L. (2013), “Futuro Digital Latinoamérica 2013”, ComScore Inc., available at: www.
comscore.com/Insights/Presentations_and_Whitepapers/2013/2013_Latin_America_
Digital_Future_in_Focus (accessed June 11, 2014).
Zaller, J. (1992), The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, Cambridge University Press, New York, NY.
Zheng, Y. and Wu, G. (2005), “Information technology, public space, and collective action in
China”, Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 38 No. 5, pp. 507-536.
Appendix 1. 2010 Latino Barometer Measures (using their translation)
Attitude about democracy (in respondents’ country)
•

In general, would you say that you are very satisfied, quite satisfied, not very satisfied or
not at all satisfied with the working of the democracy in (country)?

•

With a scale of 1-10, please assess how democratic (country). The “1” means “(country)
is not democratic” and “10” means “(country) is totally democratic” where would you
put (country)?

Each was rescaled to range from 0 to 1 and the first was inverted. Then they were summed and
then again rescaled to range from 0 to 1 (α ¼ 0.48).
Attitude about political conditions (in respondents’ country)
•

And how would you describe the country’s political situation? Would you say that it is
very good, good, about average, bad, very bad?

•

Generally speaking, will you say that (country) is governed for a few powerful groups in
their own benefit, or is governed for the common well of all?

•

Do you approve or disapprove the government led by President (name)?

•

Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree with the following
statements? … the decisions of the government seek to privilege the few.
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Each was rescaled to range from 0 to 1 and the first and third was inverted. Then they were
summed and again rescaled to range from 0 to 1 (α ¼ 0.54).
Internet access
•

730

Where do you access the internet (place of study/work, at home, at a private home, at a
coffee place/paid place, at a free public access place)?

Responses were coded as a 1 if they had to go to a coffee/paid place or to a free access place with
the assumption that this reflects limited access. All other options were coded as 0.
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Socio-economic status (SES)
•

Does the salary you receive and your total family income allow you to cover your needs in
a satisfactory manner? Which of the following statements describes your situation? (it’s
sufficient and we can save, just sufficient and we don’t have major problems, It’s not
sufficient and we have problems, not sufficient and we have major problems).

•

What level of education do you have? What was the last year you completed?

Each was rescaled to range from 0 to 1 and the first was inverted. Then they were summed and
again rescaled to range from 0 to 1 (α ¼ 0.46).
Age
•

What is your age? (rescaled to range from 0-1).

Support government
•

This variable was a dichotomous coding (0 ¼ support for opposition party, 1 ¼ support
for governing party.

Political attentiveness
•

How interested are you in politics? (very interested, some interested, few interested, not at
all interested).

•

How many days in the last week you look political news on TV?

•

How many days did you read political news on the newspaper?

•

How many days did you hear political news on the radio?

Each was rescaled to range from 0 to 1 and the first was inverted. Then they were summed and
again rescaled to range from 0 to 1 (α ¼ 0.50).
Appendix 2. Freedom House freedom on the net indicators
Obstacles to access (0-25 points)
(1) To what extent do infrastructural limitations restrict access to the internet and other
information communication technologies (ICTs)? (0-6 points):
•

Does poor infrastructure (electricity, telecommunications, etc.) limit citizens’ ability to
receive internet in their homes and businesses?

•

To what extent is there widespread public access to the internet through internet
cafes, libraries, schools and other venues?

•

To what extent is there internet and mobile phone access, including via 3G networks
or satellite?

•

Is there a significant difference between internet and mobile phone penetration and
access in rural vs urban areas or across other geographical divisions?

•

To what extent are broadband services widely available in addition to dial-up?
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(2) Is access to the internet and other ICTs prohibitively expensive or beyond the reach of
certain segments of the population? (0-3 points):
•

In countries where the state sets the price of internet access, is it prohibitively high?

•

Do financial constraints, such as high costs of telephone/internet services or
excessive taxes imposed on such services, make internet access prohibitively
expensive for large segments of the population?

•

Do low-literacy rates (linguistic and “computer literacy”) limit citizens’ ability to use
the internet?

•

Is there a significant difference between internet penetration and access across ethnic
or socio-economic societal divisions?

•

To what extent are online software, news, and other information available in the
main local languages spoken in the country?

(3) Does the government impose restrictions on ICT connectivity and access to particular
Web 2.0 applications permanently or during specific events? (0-6 points):
•

Does the government place limits on the amount of bandwidth that access providers
can supply?

•

Does the government use control over internet infrastructure (routers, switches, etc.)
to limit connectivity, permanently, or during specific events?

•

Does the government centralize telecommunications infrastructure in a manner that
could facilitate control of content and surveillance?

•

Does the government block protocols and tools that allow for instant, person-toperson communication (VOIP, instant messaging, text messaging, etc.), particularly
those based outside the country (i.e. YouTube, Facebook, Skype, etc.)?

•

Does the government block protocols and Web 2.0 applications that allow for
information sharing or building online communities (video-sharing, social
networking sites, comment features, blogging platforms, etc.) permanently or during
specific events?

•

Is there blocking of certain tools that enable circumvention of online filters
and censors?

(4) Are there legal, regulatory, or economic obstacles that prevent the existence of diverse
business entities providing access to digital technologies? (0-6 points).
Each of the following access providers are scored separately: internet-service
providers (ISPs) and other backbone internet providers (0-2 points); cybercafés and
other businesses that allow public internet access (0-2 points); and mobile phone
companies (0-2 points):
•

Is there a legal or de facto monopoly over access providers or do users have a choice
of access provider, including ones privately owned?

•

Is it legally possible to establish a private access provider or does the state place
extensive legal or regulatory controls over the establishment of providers?
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•

Are registration requirements (e.g. bureaucratic “red tape”) for establishing an access
provider unduly onerous or are they approved/rejected on partisan or prejudicial grounds?

•

Does the state place prohibitively high fees on the establishment and operation of
access providers?

(5) To what extent do national regulatory bodies overseeing digital technology operate in a
free, fair, and independent manner? (0-4 points):
•

Are there explicit legal guarantees protecting the independence and autonomy of any
regulatory body overseeing internet and other ICTs (exclusively or as part of a
broader mandate) from political or commercial interference?

•

Is the process for appointing members of regulatory bodies transparent and
representative of different stakeholders’ interests?

•

Are decisions taken by the regulatory body, particularly those relating to ICTs, seen
to be fair and apolitical and to take meaningful notice of comments from stakeholders
in society?

•

Are efforts by access providers and other internet-related organizations to establish
self-regulatory mechanisms permitted and encouraged?

•

Does the allocation of digital resources, such as domain names or IP addresses, on a
national level by a government-controlled body create an obstacle to access or are
they allocated in a discriminatory manner?

Limits on content (0-35 points)
(1) To what extent does the state or other actors block or filter internet and other ICT
content, particularly on political and social issues? (0-6 points):
•

Is there significant blocking or filtering of internet sites, web pages, blogs, or data
centers, particularly those related to political and social topics?

•

Is there significant filtering of text messages or other content transmitted via mobile
phones?

•

Do state authorities block or filter information and views from inside the country –
particularly concerning human rights abuses, government corruption, and poor
standards of living – from reaching the outside world through interception of e-mail
or text messages, etc.?

•

Are methods such as deep-packet inspection used for the purposes of preventing
users from accessing certain content or for altering the content of communications en
route to the recipient, particularly with regards to political and social topics?

(2) To what extent does the state employ legal, administrative, or other means to force deletion
of particular content, including requiring private access providers to do so? (0-4 points):
•

To what extent are non-technical measures – judicial or extra-legal – used to order
the deletion of content from the internet, either prior to or after its publication?

•

To what degree does the government or other powerful political actors pressure or
coerce online news outlets to exclude certain information from their reporting?

•

Are access providers and content hosts legally responsible for the information
transmitted via the technology they supply or required to censor the content accessed
or transmitted by their users?

•

Are access providers or content hosts prosecuted for opinions expressed by third
parties via the technology they supply?
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(3) To what extent are restrictions on internet and ICT content transparent,
proportional to the stated aims, and accompanied by an independent appeals process?
(0-4 points):
•

Are there national laws, independent oversight bodies, and other democratically
accountable procedures in place to ensure that decisions to restrict access to certain
content are proportional to their stated aim?

•

Are state authorities transparent about what content is blocked or deleted (both at
the level of public policy and at the moment the censorship occurs)?

•

Do state authorities block more types of content than they publicly declare?

•

Do independent avenues of appeal exist for those who find content they produced to
have been subjected to censorship?

(4) Do online journalists, commentators, and ordinary users practice self-censorship?
(0-4 points):
•

Is there widespread self-censorship by online journalists, commentators, and
ordinary users in state-run online media, privately run websites, or social media
applications?

•

Are there unspoken “rules” that prevent an online journalist or user from expressing
certain opinions in ICT communication?

•

Is there avoidance of subjects that can clearly lead to harm to the author or result in
almost certain censorship?

(5) To what extent is the content of online sources of information determined or manipulated
by the government or a particular partisan interest? (0-4 points):
•

To what degree do the government or other powerful actors pressure or coerce online
news outlets to follow a particular editorial direction in their reporting?

•

Do authorities issue official guidelines or directives on coverage to online media
outlets, blogs, etc., including instructions to marginalize or amplify certain comments
or topics for discussion?

•

Do government officials or other actors bribe or use close economic ties with online
journalists, bloggers, website owners, or service providers in order to influence the
online content they produce or host?

•

Does the government employ, or encourage content providers to employ, individuals
to post pro-government remarks in online bulletin boards and chat rooms?

•

Do online versions of state-run or partisan traditional media outlets dominate the
online news landscape?

(6) Are there economic constraints that negatively impact users’ ability to publish
content online or online media outlets’ ability to remain financially sustainable?
(0-3 points):
•

Are favorable connections with government officials necessary for online media
outlets or service providers (e.g. search engines, e-mail applications, blog hosting
platforms, etc.) to be economically viable?

•

Are service providers who refuse to follow state-imposed directives to restrict content
subject to sanctions that negatively impact their financial viability?

•

Does the state limit the ability of online media to accept advertising or investment,
particularly from foreign sources, or does it limit advertisers from conducting
business with disfavored online media or service providers?
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•

To what extent do ISPs manage network traffic and bandwidth availability to users
in a manner that is transparent, evenly applied, and does not discriminate against
users or producers of content based on the content/source of the communication itself
(i.e. respect “net neutrality” with regard to content)?

•

To what extent do users have access to free or low-costs blogging services, web
hosts, etc. to allow them to make use of the internet to express their own views?

(7) To what extent are sources of information that are robust and reflect a diversity of
viewpoints readily available to citizens, despite government efforts to limit access to
certain content? (0-4 points):
•

Are people able to access a range of local and international news sources via the
internet or text messages, despite efforts to restrict the flow of information?

•

Does the public have ready access to media outlets or websites that express
independent, balanced views?

•

Does the public have ready access to sources of information that represent a range of
political and social viewpoints?

•

To what extent do online media outlets and blogs represent diverse interests within
society, for example, through websites run by community organizations or religious,
ethnic, and other minorities?

•

To what extent do users employ proxy servers and other methods to circumvent
state censorship efforts?

(8) To what extent have individuals successfully used the internet and other ICTs as tools
for mobilization, particularly regarding political and social issues? (0-6 points):
•

To what extent does the online community cover political developments and provide
scrutiny of government policies, official corruption, or the behavior of other powerful
societal actors?

•

To what extent are online communication tools (e.g. Twitter) or social networking
sites (e.g. Facebook, Orkut) used as a means to organize politically, including for
“real-life” activities?

•

Are mobile phones and other ICTs used as a medium of news dissemination and
political organization, including on otherwise banned topics?

Violations of user rights (0-40 points)
(1) To what extent does the constitution or other laws contain provisions designed
to protect freedom of expression, including on the internet, and are they enforced?
(0-6 points):
•

Does the constitution contain language that provides for freedom of speech and of the
press generally?

•

Are there laws or legal decisions that specifically protect online modes of expression?

•

Are online journalists and bloggers accorded the same rights and protections given
to print and broadcast journalists?

•

Is the judiciary independent and do the Supreme Court, Attorney General, and other
representatives of the higher judiciary support free expression?

•

Is there implicit impunity for private and/or state actors who commit crimes against
online journalists, bloggers, or other citizens targeted for their online activities?

(2) Are there laws which call for criminal penalties or civil liability for online and ICT
activities? (0-4 points):
•

•

•

Downloaded by University of Louisville At 12:09 06 September 2016 (PT)

•

•
•

Are there specific laws criminalizing online expression and activity such as posting
or downloading information, sending an e-mail, or text message, etc.? (note: this
excludes legislation addressing harmful content such as child pornography or
activities such as malicious hacking).
Do laws restrict the type of material that can be communicated in online expression
or via text messages, such as communications about ethnic or religious issues,
national security, or other sensitive topics?
Are restrictions of internet freedom closely defined, narrowly circumscribed, and
proportional to the legitimate aim?
Are vaguely worded penal codes or security laws applied to internet-related or
ICT activities?
Are there penalties for libeling officials or the state in online content?
Can an online outlet based in another country be sued if its content can be accessed
from within the country (i.e. “libel tourism”)?

(3) Are individuals detained, prosecuted or sanctioned by law enforcement agencies for
disseminating or accessing information on the internet or via other ICTs, particularly on
political and social issues? (0-6 points):
•
Are writers, commentators, or bloggers subject to imprisonment or other legal
sanction as a result of posting material on the internet?
•
Are citizens subject to imprisonment, civil liability, or other legal sanction as a
result of accessing or downloading material from the internet or for transmitting
information via e-mail or text messages?
•
Does the lack of an independent judiciary or other limitations on adherence to the rule
of law hinder fair proceedings in ICT-related cases?
•
Are individuals subject to abduction or arbitrary detention as a result of online
activities, including membership in certain online communities?
•
Are penalties for “irresponsible journalism” or “rumor mongering” applied widely?
•
Are online journalists, bloggers, or others regularly prosecuted, jailed, or fined for
libel or defamation (including in cases of “libel tourism”)?
(4) Does the government place restrictions on anonymous communication or require user
registration? (0-4 points):
•
•

•
•

Are website owners, bloggers, or users in general required to register with the government?
Are users able to post comments online or purchase mobile phones anonymously or does
the government require that they use their real names or register with the government?
Are users prohibited from using encryption software to protect their communications?
Are there laws restricting the use of encryption and other security tools, or requiring
that the government be given access to encryption keys and algorithms?

(5) To what extent is there state surveillance of internet and ICT activities without judicial or
other independent oversight, including systematic retention of user traffic data? (0-6 points):
•

Do the authorities regularly monitor websites, blogs, and chat rooms, or the content
of e-mail and mobile text messages, including via deep-packet inspection?

•

To what extent are restrictions on the privacy of digital media users transparent,
proportional to the stated aims, and accompanied by an independent process for
lodging complaints of violations?
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•

Where the judiciary is independent, are there procedures in place for judicial
oversight of surveillance and to what extent are these followed?

•

Where the judiciary lacks independence, is there another independent oversight body
in place to guard against abusive use of surveillance technology and to what extent is
it able to carry out its responsibilities free of government interference?

•

Is content intercepted during internet surveillance admissible in court or has it been
used to convict users in cases involving free speech?
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(6) To what extent are providers of access to digital technologies required to aid the
government in monitoring the communications of their users? (0-6 points):
Each of the following access providers are scored separately: internet-service providers
(ISPs) and other backbone internet providers (0-2 points); cybercafés and other businesses
that allow public internet access (0-2 points); and mobile phone companies (0-2 points):
•

Are access providers required to monitor their users and supply information about
their digital activities to the government (either through technical interception or via
manual monitoring, such as user registration in cybercafés)?

•

Are access providers prosecuted for not doing so?

•

Does the state attempt to control access providers through less formal methods, such
as codes of conduct?

•

Can the government obtain information about users without a legal process?

(7) Are bloggers, other ICT users, websites, or their property subject to extra-legal
intimidation or physical violence by state authorities or any other actor? (0-5 points):
•

Are individuals subject to murder, beatings, harassment, threats, travel restrictions, or
torture as a result of online activities, including membership in certain online communities?

•

Do armed militias, organized crime elements, insurgent groups, political or religious
extremists, or other organizations regularly target online commentators?

•

Have online journalists, bloggers, or others fled the country or gone into hiding to
avoid such action?

•

Have cybercafés or property of online commentators been targets of physical attacks
or the confiscation or destruction of property as retribution for online activities or
expression?

(8) Are websites, governmental and private entities, ICT users, or service providers subject
to widespread “technical violence,” including cyberattacks, hacking, and other malicious
threats? (0-3 points):
•

Are financial, commercial, and governmental entities subject to significant and
targeted cyberattacks (e.g. cyber espionage, data gathering, DoS attacks), including
those originating from outside of the country?

•

Have websites belonging to opposition or civil society groups within the country’s
boundaries been temporarily or permanently disabled due to cyberattacks, particularly at politically sensitive times?

•

Are websites or blogs subject to targeted technical attacks as retribution for posting
certain content (e.g. on political and social topics)?

•

Are laws and policies in place to prevent and protect against cyberattacks (including
the launching of systematic attacks by non-state actors from within the country’s
borders) and are they enforced?

Appendix 3
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Fixed effects
Constant
n ¼ 20,204

Estimate

SE

95% Confidence Intervals

0.30

0.01

0.28

Random effects/internet freedom
Constant (SD)
0.02
0.00
0.02
Residual (SD)
0.11
0.00
0.11
Halved χ2 p-value ¼ 0.00
Note: Entries are maximum likelihood estimates with robust standard errors

0.31

0.03
0.12
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Table AI.
Internet/SNS use
and internet
freedom random
effects ANOVA

Consistent with the results in Table I the grand mean across nations was about 0.30 (splitting
the difference between nations with partial and full internet freedom). The χ2 statistic from
the likelihood ratio (LR) test was significant ( p-value ¼ 0.00) suggesting that we can reject the
null hypothesis that there is no cross-nation variation in internet/SNS use. The small p-value
should actually be halved to obtain a less conservative test because we are testing a variance
component so the alternative hypothesis is of necessity one-sided. Negative variances, which
would be allowed under a two-sided test, do not make sense (see Steenbergen, 2012). Clearly,
halving does not change the conclusion. The evidence suggests that the cross-national variation
in internet/SNS use is considerable. The intra-class correlation estimate that is calculated using
the estimate of random intercept based on the cross-national variance (0.001) and the
residual estimate (0.01) indicates that about 9 percent of the variance can be accounted for by the
divergence across countries.
Appendix 4

Attitude about democracy
Fixed effects
Constant
n ¼ 20,204
Random effects/internet freedom
Constant (SD)
Residual (SD)
Halved χ2 p-value ¼ 0.00

Estimate

SE

95% confidence intervals

0.51

0.01

0.49

0.53

0.05
0.13

0.01
0.00

0.04
0.13

0.06
0.14

Attitude about political conditions
Fixed effects
Constant
0.54
0.01
0.51
n ¼ 20,204
Random effects/internet freedom
Constant (SD)
0.05
0.01
0.03
Residual (SD)
0.13
0.00
0.12
Halved χ2 p-value ¼ 0.00
Note: Entries are maximum likelihood estimates with robust standard errors

0.56
0.06
0.14

Table AII.
Attitudes about
democracy and
political conditions
and internet freedom
random effects
ANOVA
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The χ2 statistic from the likelihood ratio (LR) tests was significant (halved p-value ¼ 0.00) in both
models suggesting that we can reject the null hypothesis that there is no cross-national variation
for these outcomes. The intra-class correlation estimates indicate that about 9 percent of the
variance can be accounted for by divergence across countries in the attitude about democracy
model and attitude about political conditions model.
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