Psico-UST, Braganca Panlista, v. 25, n. 4, p. 637-644, ont./ dez. 2020 637

The influence of Facebook on Political Activism and Radicalism

Cleno Conto’
Jodo Gabriel Modesto’

"Centro Universitario de Brasilia, Brasilia, Distrito Federal, Brasi/

Abstract

Recently, an increase in radicalism in the political sphere has ocurred. This study aimed to evaluate the influence of the intensity
of Facebook use on political radicalism and activism, taking as hypothesis (H,) that the intensity of Facebook use can increase
radicalism and activism rates and (H,) that this effect would be partially mediated by the degree of confidence in Facebook
consumed information. To this end, 211 respondents participated by answering the Facebook Intensity Scale, Online News
Consumption Confidence Scale and Activism and Radicalism Intention Scale. The results did not corroborate the mediation
model (H,) but only the direct effect (H), indicating that, regardless of user trust in the news they are accessing, the use of
Facebook tends to favor higher rates of activism and radicalism. Implications of the findings are discussed.

Keywords: social media; social influence; political psychology.

A Influéncia do Facebook no Ativismo e Radicalismo Politico

Resumo

Recentemente tem sido noticiado um incremento do radicalismo no ambito politico. O presente estudo buscou avaliar a influén-
cia da intensidade de uso do Facebook no radicalismo e ativismo politico, tendo como hipétese (H,) que a intensidade do uso
do Facebook pode incrementar os indices de radicalismo e ativismo e (H,) que esse efeito seria parcialmente mediado pelo grau
de confianca na informacio consumida no Facebook. Participaram 211 pessoas que responderam a Escala de Intensidade de
Uso do Facebook, Escala de Confianca no Consumo de Noticias Online e Escala de Ativismo e Radicalismo. Os resultados ndo
corroboraram o modelo de mediacao (H,), mas apenas o efeito direto (H,), indicando que, independente do usudrio confiar
na noticia que esta acessando, o uso do Facebook tende a favorecer maiores indices de ativismo e radicalismo. ImplicagSes dos
achados sio discutidas.

Palavras-chave: midias sociais, influéncia social, psicologia politica.

La Influencia de Facebook en el Activismo y el Radicalismo Politico

Resumen

Recientemente se ha comunicado un aumento del radicalismo en la esfera politica. El presente estudio buscé evaluar la influen-
cia de la intensidad del uso de Facebook en el radicalismo y activismo politico, teniendo como hipétesis (H,) que la intensidad
del uso de Facebook puede incrementar los indices de radicalismo y activismo y (H,) que ese efecto serfa parcialmente mediado
por el grado de confianza en la informacién consumida en Facebook. Participaron 211 personas que respondieron a la Escala de
Intensidad de Uso de Facebook, Escala de Confianza en el Consumo de Noticias En Linea, Escala de Activismo y Radicalismo.
Los resultados no corroboraron el modelo de mediacion (H,), sino sélo el efecto directo (H,), indicando que, independiente-
mente del usuario confiar en la noticia que esta accediendo, el uso de Facebook tiende a favorecer mayores indices de activismo
y radicalismo. Se discuten las implicaciones de los hallazgos.

Palabras clave: medios sociales; influencia social; psicologfa politica.

It is noticeable, and often reported that, for some
years now, a growth in radical action and hate speech
in different political contexts has occurred (Antunes,
2016; Santana & Silva, 2017). Among the possible
reasons that favor such actions, the present study will
analyze the influence of the intensity of Facebook use
on political activism and radicalism.

Facebook is the most widely used social media
in Brazil (We are social & Hootsuite, 2018). It was
founded in 2004 with an organizational mission of
“bringing the world closer” (Facebook, n.d.). Despite
this organizational mission, one of the aspects usually
discussed about Facebook is the filter bubble, which
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can be defined as algorithmic information filtering
mechanisms that, through your use of online ser-
vices, can create a profile with your specific tastes and
values (Pariser, 2012). These filters have the main chat-
acteristic of restraining the individual to a restricted
information cycle, since they tend to favor contact
with content corresponding to the user personal likes,
values, beliefs and expectations (Antunes, 2016; Fava
& Pernisa Junior, 2017; Pariser, 2012; Santana & Silva,
2017; Santos, 2016).

In this sense, with regard to Facebook, the com-
pany announced a change in its algorithms in 2018
that favors the formation of filter bubbles. According
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to the social media creator’s post, Facebook would
prioritize posts from friends, family, and groups over
page posting, advertising, and branding, emphasizing
that the goal would be to improve people’s well-being
and happiness by connecting them with whom they
like (Zuckerberg, 2018). While justifying this change
for positive purposes, such a decision implies a greater
potential for control over what each person has access
to on Facebook, obligatorily inserting them into bub-
bles by connecting them only to the ones they like (and
what they like).

This form of filtering tends to be understood as
invisible, since the service users are mostly unaware of
the manipulation to which they are subjected to (Fava
& Pernisa Junior, 2017; Pariser, 2012). In addition, it
is noteworthy that filters tend to be mandatory, since
using Facebook (or equivalent social media) makes it
difficult to eliminate their action (Pariser, 2012). In this
sense, virtual bubbles reduce our contact with diver-
sity, making it difficult for us to develop certain skills,
knowledge and critical thinking (Pariser, 2012).

Social influence and persuasion in filter bubbles

Influence processes are present in practically all
interpersonal relationships, whether presential or vir-
tual. However, the media and advertising stand out in
using this influence in order to generate changes in
the beliefs, attitudes and/or behaviors of individuals,
a process called persuasion (Cacioppo, Cacioppo &
Petty, 2018).

Among the several studies that have investigated
how media effects occur (Bryant & Oliver, 2009;
Valkenburg, Peter & Walther, 2010), two aspects should
be considered due to the importance of understanding
filter bubbles as a social influence mechanism. The first
concerns research on media selectivity that has exam-
ined, in addition to individual characteristics, questions
about how group identification increases social influ-
ence by similarity with opinions, values and norms of
specific social groups (i.e. family, friends and economic
class, among others) to which the person belongs to
(Cialdini, 2009; Valkenburg, Peter & Walther, 2010).

The second aspect concerns media properties,
which can be classified as who communicates, what
it communicates and through which channels it com-
municates. Regarding filter bubbles, the dimension
of “who communicates” is worth mentioning. In this
dimension, the phenomenon of social proof is high-
lighted, which is mainly used in situations concerning
uncertainty about appropriate behavior. In this way,

the individual guides his behavior from the way he
perceives other people behaving in the same context.
Social proof is even more effective when tempered by
sympathy and affection (Cialdini, 2009).

In this sense, it appears that filter bubbles favor
the influence process through such mechanisms, while
Facebook gives priority to posts and content from
personal sources (friends) rather than media sources
(Zuckerberg, 2018), thus favoring a possible influence
due to identification and affection with people who
share content that already corroborates to some extent
what the individual believes. An example of how this
mechanism works was identified in the 2014 presiden-
tial elections in Brazil (Brugnago & Chaia, 2015). The
authors detected the formation of ideological groups
(through group identification) in the 2014 presidential
elections, which became radicalized due to the fact that
those with different ideologies became virtually distant.

From this, it can be understood that Facebook’s
influence on the processes of political radicalization
occur more indirectly and imperceptibly, as this service
does not need to produce the content, but only filter the
unremarkable (social proof) in the user’s feed, reducing
the possibility of debate and leading to the belief that
everyone shares the same opinion, or that it is, in fact,
the only possible and true opinion (Brugnago & Chaia,
2015; Cialdini, 2009).

Political activisn and radicalism

Political activism refers to a set of legal and non-
violent actions for a political cause, being a pathway to
social change, while political radicalism can be under-
stood as a set of illegal or violent activities for a political
cause (Gloria Filho & Modesto, 2019; Moskalenko &
McCauley, 2009). In an initial conception of the phe-
nomenon, it was believed that radicalism would be an
offshoot of political activism (Moskalenko & McCauley,
2009). This understanding does not necessarily imply
that every activist becomes a radical, but rather that,
in general, radical people would have already exhibited
activist behavior (Glotia Filho & Modesto, 2019).

More recently political activism and radical-
ism have been understood through the Two Pyramid
Model (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2016, 2017), which
analyzes radicalization of opinions and of actions, each
classified into four levels. In this sense, the pyramid of
radicalization of opinions is composed of individuals
neutral to a political cause (at the base of the pyramid);
individuals who sympathize with a political cause (sec-
ond level); individuals who believe that their political
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cause may justify violence (third level); and individu-
als who feel a moral obligation to be violent to defend
their political cause (at the top of the pyramid). The
radicalization of actions pyramid, on the other hand,
is made up of individuals who are doing nothing for
a cause or political group (inert — base of the pyra-
mid), those who are engaged in legal political acts for
a cause or group (activists — second level), those who
are engaged in illegal political acts for a cause or group
(radicals — third level) and those who are so engaged in
illegal political acts for a cause or group that they attack
civilians (terrorists — top of the pyramid).

Although this model comprises a certain con-
tinuum between political disinterest and terrorism, the
individual will not necessarily go through each level
until he or she becomes a terrorist, and may radicalize
him or herself by skipping levels, depending on specific
situations (Gloria Filho & Modesto, 2019; McCauley
& Moskalenko, 2017). It is also understood that radi-
cal attitudes do not always predict radical behaviors,
just as behaviors do not always depend on attitudes.
Thus, McCauley and Moskalenko (2017) argue that,
while there may be a relationship between the differ-
ent pyramids, radicalization of opinions rarely leads to
radicalization of actions.

Several studies have pointed to variables at dif-
ferent levels of analysis that favor the understanding
of what leads us to political activism and radicalism
(della Porta, 2018; Ellis et al., 2015; McCauley & Mos-
kalenko, 2016; Soliman, Bellaj, & Khelifa, 2016; van
Stekelenburg, 2017). Evidence was found, for example,
of the relationship between radicalism and disbelief
in the legal system of society, disruption or weaken-
ing of family and community ties (group factors) and
post-traumatic development (Bartlett, Birdwell &
King, 2010; Hobfoll et al., 2007; Johnson et al., 2009;
Moskalenko & McCauley, 2009; Silber & Bhatt, 2007,
Wiktorowicz, 2005). In addition, research has initiated
considering the influence of other factors, such as strik-
ing emotional experiences and group isolation, which
have shown consistent results in terms of increased
cohesion and belief in group values and norms due to
the lack of other frameworks (Ellis et al., 2015; McCau-
ley, & Moskalenko, 2010).

In the Brazilian context, Gloria Filho and Modesto
(2019) indicate that a factor that may contribute to the
explanation of political radicalization in Brazil would
be a widespread sense of injustice. According to the
authors, people who identify with the left tend to per-
ceive the impeachment of former president Dilma
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Roussef and the imprisonment of former president
“Lula” as unfair, which may contribute to the radical-
ization process of this group. Moreover, it can also be
considered that disbelief in the Brazilian legal system
(with a disbelief about the judiciary and democratic
institutions) may have contributed to the strengthening
of pro-dictatorship movements and the large number
of null or blank votes noted in the last election.

Study Overview

Given these considerations, the present study
aimed to evaluate the influence of the intensity of
Facebook use on political radicalism and activism. It
was hypothesized (H,) that the intense use of Facebook
can increase radicalism and activism rates. This hypoth-
esis is based on the understanding that Facebook’s filter
bubbles favor individuals having access to a larger set
of information that comes close to their opinions, and
therefore, comes in little contact with information that
opposes their beliefs. The bubble can then contribute to
radicalism because of this group isolation and scarcity
of references that establish a counterpoint (McCauley
& Moskalenko, 2017). Additionally, hypothesis (H,)
was formulated, where this effect would be partially
mediated by the degree of confidence in information
consumed on Facebook. In this sense, H,is based on
the understanding that if the individual displays low
levels of confidence in the information circulating on
Facebook, the intensity of the use of this social media
will not be enough to have an effect on political radical-
ism and activism.

Method

Participants

A total of 211 people participated, most of them
women (73%). Ages ranged from 18 to 80 years old
M = 30.32, D = 12.10). Regarding education level,
46.40% were attending higher education, 26.10% had
completed higher education, 19.90% had postgradu-
ate education and 6.60% had attended high school or
a lower level at the time of participation. As a partici-
pation criterion, all participants should have an active
Facebook account at the time they answered the survey.

Instruments

To assess Facebook use frequency, the Facebook
Intensity Scale (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007) was
used, in its Portuguese version (Dias, Castillo, & Castillo-
Loépez, 2017). The measurement consists in a 5-point
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Likert scale, 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree).
It was necessary to delete an item from the original scale
that corresponded to specific student Facebook use (“I
use Facebook to learn more about other people in my
class”), as this research was not restricted to this audi-
ence. The applied version then consisted of 12 items
(i.e. “Facebook is part of my daily activities”; “I would
feel bad if Facebook were gone”) which were evaluated
from their overall score and displayed a satisfactory reli-
ability index (a0 = 0.80).

To assess the degree of confidence in informa-
tion consumed on Facebook, an adapted version of the
Online News Consumption Confidence Scale (Ribeiro,
2016) was applied. The original measure aims to assess
the degree of confidence in news that is accessed
through internet sites, using a 5-point Likert scale, 1
(strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). This scale was
adapted for the present research by replacing the text
“this website” with “Facebook” and changing the items
indicating the site’s responsibility for content produc-
tion, since this social media, in relation to news, has
been used only to reproduce and share news and not
produce it. In addition, three items were eliminated
from the scale, two due to the difficulty of adapting
to Facebook features (“I would share news from this
website (by email or social network)” and “I assess the
reputation of this website before considering it as a
news source”) and one because its wording causes con-
fusion concerning Facebook’ assessment (“I relate the
information presented by a news article on this website
with my previous knowledge of the subject”). Thus,
the adapted instrument consisted of 18 items (i.e. “I
believe Facebook makes use of mechanisms to ensure

2, «

news accuracy”’; “I can form an adequate opinion with
the information I read on Facebook about a particular
subject”), evaluated from a general score and present-
ing satisfactory internal consistency (o0 = 0.77).

In order to evaluate activism and radicalism rates,
the Activism and Radicalism Intention Scale (Mos-
kalenko & McCauley, 2009), translated and adapted to
the Brazilian context (Gloria Filho & Modesto, 2019)
was used. The measurement consists of a Likert scale
ranging from 1 (not likely) to 6 (extremely likely). The
instrument comprises 10 items classified into two fac-
tors, Intent of Activism, items 1 to 5 (i.e. “I would
participate in an organization that fights for the legal
and political rights of my group”; “I would do volun-
tary work for an organization that fights for rights) (o
= 0.80), and Intent of Radicalism, items 5 to 10 (i.e. “I

would continue to support an organization that fights

for my group’s political and legal rights even if said
organization sometimes resorts to violence”, “I would
retaliate against members of a group that attacked my
group, even if I wasn’t sure I was attacking the right
group ”) (o0 = 0.83). As with the other measures, sat-
isfactory internal consistency indices were also found.

Additionally, a sociodemographic questionnaire
containing questions on gender, age and educational
level was used.

Procedures

The link for access to the online form hosted on
Typeform was disclosed through Facebook and What-
sApp, consisting of an initial section containing the
Informed Consent Form (ICF), informing the respon-
dent on anonymity, confidentiality, willingness and
main research objectives, among other ethical aspects.
If the individual agreed to participate, they should
respond to the Facebook Intensity Scale, the Online
News Consumption Confidence Scale, the Activism
and Radicalism Intention Scale, and, finally, report
sociodemographic data.

The participants took an average of 8 minutes
and 2 seconds to finish answering the entire form. This
research was submitted and approved by a Research
Ethics Committee, who authorized the data collection.

Data analysis

Data collection ended after two months of initial
disclosure, when the form response rate became less
than one response per week. The collected data were
then analyzed using the IBM SPSS software, in which
linear regressions were performed for the mediation
model test.

Results

Linear regressions were applied in order to ana-
lyze the direct influence of the intensity of Facebook
use on radicalism and activism indices. As postulated by
hypothesis (H,), an effect was identified, indicating that
the higher the intensity of Facebook use, the higher the
activism B = 0.25, # (209) = 3.76, p < 0.001, R* = 0.06
(see Figure 1, ratio B) and radicalism g = 0.21, 7 (209) =
3.15, p = 0.002, R? = 0.04 rates (see Figure 1, ratio C).

Then, in order to test the hypothesized mediation
model, new linear regressions were applied. A direct
relationship between intensity of Facebook use and
confidence in online news consumption was identified,
£ =0.28,7(209) = 4.16, p <0.001, R?=0.07 (see Figure
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Figure 1. Statistical parameters of the mediation model for the studied variables

1, A), in other words, the higher the Facebook use, the
higher the user’s confidence in the news consumption
on this social media.

However, unlike the mediation hypothesis (H,),
no significant relationships were found between con-
fidence in online news consumption with political
activism/radicalism, as the results: (a) considering activ-
ism intention (§ = -0.23, 7 (209) = -0.33, p = 0.75, sce
Figure 1); and, (b) considering radicalism intention (§ =
0.22, 7 (209) = 0.32, p = 0.75, see Figure 1). The data,
therefore, indicate the existence of a direct relationship
between intensity of Facebook use and political activ-
ism and radicalism, with no effect of mediation with
the degree of confidence in the consumed information.

Discussion

The present study aimed to evaluate the influence
of the intensity of Facebook use on political activism
and radicalism. It was hypothesized (H,) that greater
Facebook use would lead to greater political activism/
radicalism and (H,) that this relationship would be
partially mediated by the uset’s confidence level in the
news they access.

The findings corroborated H,, indicating a rela-
tionship between Facebook use and political activism/
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radicalism. Thus, higher user availability to filter bubbles
(greater Facebook use) can influence political posi-
tions, as postulated in previous research (Pariser, 2012;
Tufekei, 2014). Greater contact between people with
similar opinions then seems to contribute to greater
activist and radical intentions, due to persuasive mech-
anisms such as social proof and group identification
(Cialdini, 2009; Valkenburg, Peter & Walther, 2016). In
addition, scarce contact with other people and groups
(group isolation) can contribute to radical intentions
due to the scarcity of references that counteract indi-
vidual opinions (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2017).

In addition to a direct effect on activism/radical-
ism intent, an influence on the intensity of Facebook
use on confidence in online news consumption was also
observed, which indicates that increased user availabil-
ity for filter bubbles makes individuals more compliant
with information presented on Facebook. One conse-
quence is that those who use this social media more
intensely, due to confidence in circulating information,
come to believe that most people think the same way
(Fava & Pernisa Junior, 2017; Pariser, 2012).

Despite the aforementioned direct effects, the
mediation hypothesis (H,) was not corroborated. No
significant relationship was found between confi-
dence in online news consumption and activism and
radicalism intentions. The absence of this relationship
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suggests that, regardless of whether the Facebook user
relies on the news they are accessing, Facebook use
will tend to favor higher activism and radicalism lev-
els. Apparently, posts, opinions and news posted and
shared on Facebook need not be based on facts, data
or research, allowing these social media to shape user
ideology (Brugnago & Chaia, 2015), even if based on
unreliable news. These data are alarming, given that
mote than half of Brazilians (55%) believe that the
internet consists entirely of Facebook (Mozilla, 2017),
and this is the social media where people argue most
(Brugnago & Chaia, 2015; Santos, 2016) and feel the
most free to express their views on politics (Santana
& Silva, 2017), indicating Facebook’s strength in Brazil.
In addition, Brazilians have shown difficulty in distin-
guishing fake news, sponsored news (advertising) and
true news (Santos, 2016).

Based on the findings of this research, further
studies can assess the political positioning of social
media users (i.e. left, center, right, among others) as a
moderator concerning the relationship between Face-
book use and activism/radicalism, given that previous
studies in Brazil have identified that political position-
ing influences activism/radicalism intention (Gloria
Filho & Modesto, 2019). Another line of research may
involve analyzing the influence of the intensity of Face-
book use on the dissemination of fake news, given the
evidence reported herein that the intensity of use of
this service increases confidence in information circu-
lating on Facebook.

Itis important to note that this study also presents
some limitations. Although the participant sample did
not go through any selection criteria and online applica-
tion, most respondents were women and people who
were at least enrolled in higher education, which does
not correspond to the national reality. In addition, the
Activism and Radicalism Intention Scale only measures
individual intent, and not behavior.

However, we believe that some contributions
were possible with this study. Considering the inten-
sifying context of a political radicalism in Brazil and
the scarcity of studies on this theme in national psy-
chology (Gloria Filho & Modesto, 2019), this study
presented evidence that contributes to the understand-
ing of the phenomenon. The results can ideally serve
to make Facebook users aware of its use, as well as a
reflection on social media policies that favor the emer-
gence of filter bubbles that, according to the findings
of the present research, contribute to increased politi-
cal radicalism.
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