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ARTUR URBANIAK 

A change in the type of medium implies a change in the type of appraisal  
and hence makes it difficult for one civilization to understand another.  

Harold Innis 

Abstract. The purpose of this article is to provide a theoretical framework for the contemporary process 
of political communication. It emphasizes the changing roles of the senders/receivers within the process 
and it postulates unprecedented opportunities offered by the emergence of the New Media. As for the 
empirical research, we discuss the results of the study that has been conducted to further the understand-
ing of how the younger generation, aged 20-25 (herein referred to as Digital Natives), process and com-
prehend the news media content, with special attention to political messages. It was initially hypothe-
sized that the main source of information about politics and the surrounding world is the Internet and the 
social media in particular. The paper discusses the results of the study showing that the alternative news 
websites and social media, understood as the opposite to what is known as the mainstream media, have 
been gaining ground. Concurrently, the study discovered the students’ declining interest in traditional 
institutional mainstream-controlled media (i.e. press, radio or television). 

Key words: political communication, new media, Digital Natives, image making, political representations 

1. Image-making in contemporary politics 

Political Communication is an intricate and interrelated two-way process intend-
ed at exchanging information between political actors (herein defined as politicians) 
and the citizens/voters (cf. Dobek-Ostrowska, 2006; Skwark, 2012; Urbaniak, 2014). 
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The technological advance and the emergence of New Media has significantly trans-
formed the process of political communication. However, it is not only the channel 
of communication that has been reshaped. It is rather the philosophy underlying the 
concept of political communication. 

The rise of citizen journalism gives the public an opportunity for producing news which 
has been previously controlled by mass media institutions. In this case, the citizen acts 
not only [as] a news consumer, but also as a news producer and consumer at the same 
time [...] (Nasrullah, 2014: 3). 

Declining interest in traditional media represented by TV, radio and press has 
been observed through numerous studies and research conducted all over the globe, 
both scientific and commercial (Conover et al., 2011; Himelboim et al., 2012; IS 1; 
IS2; IS3). Poggi, in her article on media preferences among “Gen Exers”1, argues 
that “[a]lmost half of adults 22 to 45 years old are watching absolutely no content on 
traditional TV platforms” (IS 2). It does not mean, however, they are not consuming 
TV content at all. It is rather to emphasize that the public switched to new streaming 
platforms, the ones that did not exist before, which makes them “unreachable” by 
marketers (ibidem). Analyzing extensive research materials available and frequently 
published by specialized media agencies and global marketing research firms (such 
as Nielsen Corporation), it might be concluded that the younger the person, the less 
traditional TV content they consume (for a detailed analysis see IS 3). This exempli-
fies how the emergence of the New Media on the market has transformed the pro-
cess of spreading information. We observe the change of habits in Millennial Gen-
eration and Digital �atives (the terms after Howe and Straus, 1991 and Prensky, 
2001, respectively) from mere consuming the mass media content offered by institu-
tional media towards more active participation or, at least more conscious choices 
being made, through resorting to non-commercialized alternative media. 

In view of politics and sending political messages, what actually revolutionized 
the whole process is the non-existence of gatekeepers (acting as access controllers). 
Taking into account the mechanisms characteristic of Agenda Setting (McCombs 
and Shaw, 1972), traditional news media institutions could influence the importance 
of topics presented in the public agenda. This way the governments or media owners 
were able to regulate (or manipulate) the news content, directing people’s attention 
towards certain topics and diverting their attention from others (Lewin, 1943; Hacker, 
2008). With the emergence of the New Media available online, it is more difficult to 
influence audiences because of greater pluralism of media sources and a greater 
scope of satisfying individual preferences. In western liberal democracies, being 
granted access to numerous news sources all across the globe, the public can decide 
________________ 

1 Generation X, the demographic cohort following baby boomers, born from 1960s to 1980s, which 
in this paper is referred to as the generation preceding the Digital Natives. 
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which websites they wish to visit, and which news feeds they trust. Visiting numer-
ous news websites, the public can also compare the news coverage presented and 
draw conclusions for themselves, and therefore, the predominant position of gate-
keepers and opinion leaders is put into question. What we are experiencing now can 
be referred to as Agenda Melding, i.e. “the process by which audience members seek 
out and blend media agendas from various communication sources to fit their indi-
vidual preferences and cognitions” (Shaw and Colistra, 2008: 11). 

Normahfuzah (2017: 71) states that “[t]echnological advances in any given era 
shape their historical moment and affect the public they serve”. In view of political 
communication, the real highlight of the day seems to be the digital media, the alter-
native media and the social media in particular. The choice of the right channel of 
communication, the one enabling the sender/political actor to reach mass audiences, 
might exercise considerable influence on the intended success of the message. In this 
case, the success is directly connected with the sender’s popularity. For a politician, 
anonymity means non-existence. Without being widely recognized, the political 
activists simply sink into oblivion. No matter how sagacious, experienced or knowl-
edgeable political actors are, first and foremost, they seek to be recognizable, and 
new media seem to be the means of getting the much-desired recognition. Dobek-
Ostrowska (2006: 273) defines it in terms of media visibility (Polish widoczność 
medialna): flooding the public with information about political actors by mass me-
dia. Presently, with relatively low numbers of young people reaching for press or 
watching news on TV, political actors learned how to come into the being in the 
realm of cyberspace. 

Lippmann (1922) argued that people do not engage in political affairs directly. 
Instead, they respond to representations of politics produced by opinion leaders, 
journalists and PR specialists. Political messages influence people’s behavior indi-
rectly by affecting perceptions. The perception of political messages is conceptually 
related to the images created in people’s heads. That is how the social sciences 
emerged with the concept of Political Image, briefly defined as “cognitive represen-
tations of political subjects” (Hacker, 2008: 322). Innis (1950/2007: 26-27) put em-
phasis on the role of the media in the world’s development, writing: 

The concepts of time and space reflect the significance of media to civilization. Media 
that emphasize time are those that are durable in character, such as parchment, clay, and 
stone. The heavy materials are suited to the development of architecture and sculpture. 
Media that emphasize space are apt to be less durable and light in character, such as pa-
pyrus and paper. The latter are suited to wide areas in administration and trade.  

Presently, instead of parchment or stone, press or television, political actors 
turned to digital media which offer a plenitude of unprecedented opportunities for 
making fast and direct contact with mass audiences. The concept of Web 2.0, i.e. the 
New Media, offers one feature that makes it significantly different from all previous-
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ly known media – interactivity (Salcedo-Maldonado, 2012). Theoretically, Web 2.0 
together with its potential should be seen as another milestone in the development of 
the media and political communication itself. The remaining question, however, is 
whether the intended target group of the �ew Media, named Digital �atives, whose 
preferences will be discussed further on in this paper, actually manifest any sign of 
being ready (maturity) to involve in the ongoing process of exchanging information. 

2. Digital 
atives, new media and alternative media 

In order to avoid conceptual inaccuracy, let us concisely define the demographic 
cohorts presented herein. The term Millennials is used with regard to people born 
between 1982-2000 (Howe and Strauss, 1991). The concept of �et Generation  
(Tapscott, 1998) was created with a close consideration of social and business im-
pact made by a digital generation i.e. the people who grew up surrounded by digital 
media. This one can be used interchangeably with another term, coined by Prensky 
(2001) and used mainly in pedagogy, Digital �atives, also referring to those who 
were growing up with technology around (cf. Urbaniak, 2016a). Prensky (2001) 
argues that today’s students process information differently from the previous gen-
erations because their brains have actually changed as a result of the new conditions 
in which they were brought up. In contrast to Digital �atives, Digital Immigrants are 
the generation in whose lifetime the Internet first came into being and who had to 
learn how to use technology. 

Confronted with several terminological ambiguities, let us briefly discuss the 
key concepts connecting political communication with the contemporary media:  
(1) New Media, (2) Social Media and (3) Alternative Media. Dimitrova (2008: 490) 
observes: “[w]hile there is no universally accepted definition of new media technol-
ogies, they can be best understood as new forms of media technology or new appli-
cations of existing media technology”. The Internet offers multiple information and 
communication technologies – herein referred to as �ew Media as opposite to Tradi-
tional Media (press, radio and television) – which can benefit to spreading infor-
mation in a fast and uncontrolled manner. Blogging, micro-blogging (Twitter), 
online video sharing (YouTube) and social media (Facebook, LinkedIn) are widely 
used in political communication to share or popularize the political content 
(Salcedo-Maldonado, 2012; Wojcieszak and Smith, 2013; Bonilla and Rosa, 2015). 
But it is the type of participation and the level of interactivity that really matters. 
And interactivity is an inherent feature of social media. It is reported that Facebook, 
Twitter, and YouTube are used for political communication and social mobilization 
in such political events as the collective movements termed the “Arab Spring” that 
followed the popular uprising in Iran in 2009 (see Wojcieszak and Smith, 2013), in 
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presidential campaigns in the U.S. (Berbera et al., 2015) or in spreading fake news 
or downgrading political opponents (Urbaniak and Buczowski, 2018). 

The New Media enable users to become actively involved in the process of po-
litical communication. Taking into account the level of engagement, we can divide 
users into seven categories described below: 

1) creators make the actual content consumed by other members of the digital 
society, through uploading videos, texts, pictures, writing blogs or placing 
short comments on micro-blogs, 

2) conversationalists share their opinions with consumers using social media, 
bringing others into discussion, 

3) critics limit their activity to responding to other users’ posts, reviewing and 
commenting on them, 

4) collectors find and organize the content for others; they also distribute the 
news and spread ideas that might potentially interest their followers/friends, 

5) joiners create profiles on social networking sites and follow, and in a way, 
contribute to the redistribution of the news content, 

6) spectators limit their activity to consuming the content placed by other users, 
7) inactives do not engage in the process, refraining from creating or consuming 

the content (after Croteau and Hoynes, 2014: 297-8). 
Social media are used “to turn communication into an interactive dialogue” (Sal-

cedo-Maldonado, 2012: 5). They enable political actors to build public or semi-public 
profiles which allow them to share the series of connections (friendships, interests), 
and this way, to reach wide audiences with their messages. It seems a large-scale, fast 
and low-cost solution. Presently, the social media are among the fastest growing ser-
vices on the Internet (ibidem), offering unprecedented opportunities for political 
actors to create the desired political images described earlier in this paper. 

Alternative Media show us not only how technology transforms the pattern of 
information consumption from traditional media, but also how the Internet might 
influence the mechanism of news production as well as the distribution and con-
sumption of information (Nasrullah, 2014; Urbaniak, 2016b). Herein, we define the 
Alternative Media as: 

a form of mass media that has arisen as a contrast to mainstream media. Mainstream me-
dia is mass media (newspapers, radio, television, magazines, movies, Internet, etc.) that 
disseminate information that is inline with the thoughts, interests and opinions of the cur-
rent general society. Alternative media thus becomes those mass media outlets that  
disseminate information that is in contrast to the thoughts, interests and opinions of the 
current general society (IS4). 

Seeking alternative sources of information might be read as an expression of 
disapproval or discontent of mainstream media messages. The experiment whose 
results are discussed in the following section is to shed more light on the profile of 
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the contemporary media user, aged 20-25. On the assumption that Digital Natives 
are offered a powerful tool for making real impact on the surrounding reality, just 
through posting comments, asking questions and being able to contact decision-
makers directly, it needs to be clarified whether they make use of this tool. 

3. The experiment 

This section discusses the aims as well as the course of the study, followed by 
the presentation of the results. Joining in a heated debate on the political engagement 
of contemporary youths, the author decided to validate whether the representative 
sample of educated young Polish citizens, being offered numerous opportunities to 
have their say via new media, actively involves in political processes. In a pilot 
study conducted on a sample of 80 students (n=80) from Poznan University of 
Technology in May and June 2017, a pollster articulated four questions, concerning 
the students’ declared civic engagement made available through digital media. The 
results of the examination, namely the aforementioned four questions followed by 
the commentary are presented in the following subsections. 

3.1. Test group 

The research was conducted on a heterogeneous group of 80 students from the 
Faculty of Computing and the Faculty of Electrical Engineering at Poznan Universi-
ty of Technology. The test group consisted of 68 males and 12 females. The pre-
dominance of men seems typical of the faculties where the study was conducted. 
The median age for the test group was 20 years old, while the age of the participants 
spanned from 19 to 25. The group selected for the experiment was somewhat privi-
leged in terms of computer use, because it consisted of technically apt and computer 
literate IT students. The participants were proficient at social media use and did not 
find it difficult to enter the realm of cyberspace. 

3.2. The study procedure 

Each of the respondents was handed over a questionnaire containing four  
questions and their task was to choose one answer which best suits or reflects their 
opinion(s). The first question was related to exercising civic duties and it read:  
(1) How would you describe the level of your political engagement. The respondents 
could choose among five options presented in Table 1. It can be easily inferred from 
the data gathered that the majority of those questioned declared to be either mildly 
engaged (n=43) or rather involved (n=31) in politics. 
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Table 1. Civic engagement in politics 

Declared level of engagement 
umber of respondents (n=80) 

Deeply engaged 2 

Rather involved 31 

Mildly engaged  43 

Not engaged 3 

None of the above 0 

As for the second question, those polled were asked to point to the main source 
of news about politics, namely the one they collect the information from most fre-
quently. This time the respondents were offered six alternatives to choose from: 
a) traditional press (meaning e.g. daily newspapers or weekly magazines), b) main-
stream Internet portals (through which we meant the ones generally accepted by the 
public, the kind of media-source connected with the biggest media institutions),  
c) online alternative media (portals which are crowd-funded or supported by their 
followers or other non-official news sources including private blogs or YouTube 
channels run by individuals, etc.), d) television, e) radio (including both commercial 
and non-commercial broadcasters) as well as f) other sources (to be named). Formu-
lating the question this way enabled us to verify whether the respondents only 
changed the mere medium (i.e. traditional newspapers and Television broadcasts 
were replaced with online news sources controlled by the same media institutions) 
or whether they actually changed the sender/broadcasting station (mainstream media 
were replaced with alternative media). 

Table 2. Prevailing Media Attitudes 

Media Source 
umber of respondents (n=80) 

Traditional press 0 

Mainstream Internet portals 11 

Internet alternative news media 43 

TV 15 

Radio 3 

Other 4 

Apparently the most popular news source in a tested group were alternative 
online sources, covering more than 50% of the responses (n=43). The second popu-
lar was television with 15 people out of 80 treating this medium as trustworthy, 
which constitutes barely 12% of the total number of responses. Mainstream news 
portals available online seem to be a trustworthy source of information about politics 
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only for 11 respondents (less than 9%). Additionally, it is worth pointing here that 
no one claimed to reach for traditional press any more. 

The third question concerned engagement in a political debate through leaving 
comments and opinions as well as joining in discussions on social media. Although 
the respondents earlier declared to be either mildly (n=43) or rather engaged (n=31) 
in political matters, this assumption does not find confirmation in their active in-
volvement in online discussions. The participants were asked to indicate how often 
they leave comments, opinions or join in the online political discussions or debates 
through making remarks on forums available under news contents, usually at the 
bottom of the websites. Table 3 below presents the responses. 

Table 3. Online activity 

Frequency 
umber of respondents (n=80) 

Very often 4 

Occasionally  6 

Seldom  32 

Never 38 

The majority of the respondents never trouble to leave comments or have their 
say (n=38). Consuming the media content seems far more popular than engaging in 
conversations, with 32 respondents claiming to participate in online discussions very 
seldom and only 4 people declaring to actively involve in the exchange of opinions 
on regular basis (very often). And slightly more, 6 respondents, occasionally posting 
comments. 

The fourth question was aimed at validating the type of the respondents’ occa-
sional engagements into online political debates. They were offered seven types of 
engagement as described in Section 2 of the paper, namely: creator, conversational-
ist, critic, collector, joiner, spectator and inactive. Their task was to choose one type 
of engagement that they believe to represent. 

Table 4. Types of online political engagement 

Declared type of engagement 
umber of respondents (n=80) 

Creator 4 

Conversationalist 3 

Critic 8 

Collector 15 

Joiner 16 

Spectator 32 

Inactive 2 
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As for the results, 32 respondents regarded themselves as spectators, while 16 
saw themselves as joiners and 15 as collectors. Only 4 people claimed that they were 
creators of the content, and even fewer (3) stated that they engaged in online conver-
sations. Two people declared to be inactive. 

3.3. Discussion of research findings 

It seems that several conclusions can be drawn after a deepened analysis of the 
results of the experiment. Apparently most relevant is the fact that leaving behind 
the Traditional Media, the respondents indicated that they also left behind the main-
stream media. The emergence of new channels of communication enabled the public 
to search for alternative sources of information. The news sources which are not 
legitimized by the establishment, which might potentially have the biggest effect on 
democracies all across the globe, and which might actually revolutionize the way 
young people make their choices in connection with political elections. 

The study confirms that, all in all, young people, aged 20-25, are not too con-
cerned with politics. Although they declared to be either “mildly engaged” or “rather 
involved” in the process of political communication. It seems that it all ends with 
declarations. A relatively small portion of the respondents declare to take active part 
in political processes through such actions as creating content, posting comments, 
polemics or rational critique. More often they find themselves comfortable in a role 
of a passive observer (spectator) or a joiner / collector. However, there is one  
significant difference between being a passive consumer of the traditional main-
stream media and being a spectator in the process of political communication online 
in the social media. The latter do not “consume” all the content they are being flood-
ed with by media institutions; on the contrary, they carefully limit and select the 
content and – probably – give it a second thought. Their opinions are formed on the 
basis of the content they have selected or they have been presented by the people 
they trust. Most probably, as for the media institutions, there is no getting back to 
what it used to be like. Turning to alternative media, young people expressed both 
distrust and discontent to the institution of media as the trustworthy sources of in-
formation, and therefore questioning the media veracity. 

4. Concluding remarks 

The �ew Media, as defined in the paper, offer unprecedented possibilities to 
both message senders (the politicians), and message receivers (the public); this new 
element is interactivity. Now, the receivers might at the same time become senders 
of the political messages. They were given a powerful tool thanks to which they can 



106 Artur Urbaniak 

actually create or reshape the reality. It might be achieved with relatively low effort, 
through such actions as posting comments, asking questions, direct polemic with 
political actors or simply by popularizing (sharing or retweeting) information. For  
a member of the cybersociety, there is no need for leaving home or taking part in 
political demonstrations in order to be heard. It is enough to turn on a computer and 
express their thoughts in social media to make a change. Presently, all media con-
sumers are offered an alternative to the old traditional, institutional, mainstream-
controlled messages. It is only a matter of choice what media content a person trusts. 
A classic propaganda model was a one-way model of communication, while what 
people are offered now is a fully-interactive, instant, low cost solution, referred here-
in as �ew Media, which transformed political communication into a two-way pro-
cess of communication. However, what might be inferred from the study presented 
in the paper, young people seem not to be ready for this revolutionary change. 
Whether they do not fully understand the potential the Internet gives or they do not 
feel the need to become more actively engaged in political processes remains un-
clear and leaves room for further studies. 
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