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Abstract
Social media influencers (SMIs) are defined as regular individuals who become well-
known via self-branding on social media. Youth use content posted by SMIs not 
just for entertainment, but also for political information. However, we know little 
about which groups of young people are most likely to be exposed to their political 
messages or why some youth seem to favor SMIs’ political information over news 
content from other sources. Inspired by the selective exposure paradigm, this cross-
country study conducted between April 2022 and March 2023 explored which 
variables positively relate to selecting SMIs as primary political information sources 
among a quota-based sample of emerging adults (16–22 years old) in Germany 
(N = 559) and Belgium (N = 495). We focused on dispositional factors, namely young 
people’s political predispositions (e.g., subjective political knowledge, institutional 
mistrust) and source perceptions (e.g., perceived expertise, perceived opinion leader 
functions), that may be associated with selecting SMIs for political information. 
Overall, 59 percent of youth in our study were able to name a favorite political SMI. 
In this analytical sample, youth who were male, politically active, or ascribed opinion 
leader functions to SMIs were likely to consider them central political information 
sources. Moreover, country-specific multi-group analysis showed that, in Germany, 
low subjective political knowledge and parasocial relationships developed with SMIs 
were linked with relying on them for political information.
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Social media influencers (SMIs), defined as ordinary people who gain celebrity 
capital via platforms like YouTube or Instagram, are best known for fashion advice, 
“let’s plays” and advertisements. Correspondingly, many young people engage 
with their content for entertainment purposes (Croes and Bartels 2021). However, 
SMIs have also emerged as an important news source on social media (Newman 
et al. 2021, 2023) by leveraging their popularity to highlight political topics rang-
ing from human rights (Fischer et  al. 2022) to elections (Allgaier 2020). Extant 
research suggests that it is especially youth who consume political SMI content 
(Dekoninck and Schmuck 2022; Martin and Sharma 2022; Wunderlich et al. 2022), 
possibly even preferring SMIs as news sources over legacy media or politicians 
(Newman et al. 2023). Thus, there is high potential for SMIs to become a central 
political player, with youth as their primary audience group (Harff 2022; Martin 
and Sharma 2022). Although studies have begun to explore the effects of SMIs’ 
political content on young people’s political participation (e.g., Harff and Schmuck 
2023), we still lack insights into which groups of youth are most likely to consume 
SMIs’ political messages and why they may do so—especially from a cross-country 
perspective.

Against this background, it is key to consider both (perceived) characteristics of 
SMIs that may render them more attractive information sources, such as their ability 
to simplify complex topics (Schmuck et al. 2022), but also young people’s individual 
predispositions like political interest that may incline them to primarily consult SMIs 
for political news. Meanwhile, employing a comparative design helps ascertain 
whether variables that are associated with selecting SMIs as important information 
sources converge or vary between countries. So far, however, most research has opted 
for single-country studies when gauging SMIs’ impact or analyzing their political con-
tent (e.g., Peter and Muth 2023; Suuronen et al. 2022).

To address these lacunas, we conducted a cross-country study to identify possible 
antecedents of young people’s reliance on SMIs for political information. Inspired by 
work on selective exposure (e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick et al. 2019; Skovsgaard et al. 
2016), we focused on political predispositions (e.g., subjective political knowledge) 
and source perceptions (e.g., perceived expertise) that may indicate why youth turn to 
SMIs to be informed about political topics and help identify groups of young people 
who may constitute central audiences of political SMIs. We explored these predictors 
in Germany—a country well-known for an active political SMI culture (e.g., Allgaier 
2020; Wunderlich et al. 2022)—and Belgium (which is comparable in terms of SMI 
use and popularity), allowing inferences to be made about the generalizability and 
robustness of our findings.
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SMIs as Political Information Sources and  
Their Relevance Among Youth

The emergence of social media has broadened the field of actors who can achieve 
public visibility, allowing ordinary people to act as producers of media content. On 
social media, creators who amass large amounts of followers via self-branding are 
referred to as social media influencers (SMIs; Khamis et al. 2017). SMIs are primarily 
known as product endorsers in marketing (Lou and Kim 2019) and for their entertain-
ment-based communication.

However, existing research (e.g., Suuronen et al. 2022; Zimmermann et al. 2022) 
suggests that SMIs also present political content in their communication (i.e., content 
related to topics of broader societal relevance; see Mansbridge 1999). This observa-
tion has led researchers to investigate characteristics (e.g., Sehl and Schützeneder 
2023) and effects of SMIs’ political content (e.g., Harff and Schmuck 2023), often 
studied through the lens of opinion leadership (e.g., Peter and Muth 2023; Suuronen 
et al. 2022). Much like personal contacts who give advice on topics of their interest 
(Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955), SMIs can act as opinion leaders in a media environment 
shaped by social curation (Thorson and Wells 2016), in which they function as inter-
mediaries of messages by exploiting recipients’ experiences of intimate bonds with 
them (Harff and Schmuck 2023). In this context, the notion of “parasocial opinion 
leadership” can be applied to SMIs, arguing that strong one-sided bonds that recipi-
ents build with media personalities (i.e., parasocial relationships; Horton and Wohl 
1956; Liebers and Schramm 2019) can act as a replacement for interpersonal connec-
tions, which are typically considered a prerequisite for opinion leadership processes 
(Stehr et al. 2015).

Extant research on political SMIs suggests that their information may be particu-
larly relevant for a specific age group, namely youth, who seem to pay more attention 
to SMIs’ political content than adults (Dekoninck and Schmuck 2022; Martin and 
Sharma 2022; Newman et al. 2021). This notion is further supported in qualitative 
interviews among media users of different ages, which demonstrate that SMIs are used 
as a news source by adolescents and young adults, while adults seem more intent on 
consuming professionally produced journalistic content (Wunderlich et al. 2022). On 
social media, young people seem to be more attentive to political communication from 
SMIs than to news from other sources (Newman et  al. 2023), raising questions of 
potential reasons behind this source liking.

Dispositional Factors Explaining Reliance on Political 
SMIs Among Youth

SMIs seem to predominantly discuss politics from a lifestyle perspective (Gonzalez 
et al. 2023; Suuronen et al. 2022), addressing political issues which connect to identity 
(e.g., gender rights) or are linked with personal lifestyle values (e.g., sustainability; 
Graham 2008). Young people in particular prefer such topics over conventional and 
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formal political issues (e.g., Soler-i-Martí 2015), which deal with abstract topics and 
are detached from their everyday lives. Related to this point is young people’s shift 
toward more extra-institutional forms of political participation, which allow for the 
expression of political and ethical values through protesting or political consumerism 
(van Deth 2014; Weiss 2020). This perspective may thus provide one potential expla-
nation for the growing relevance of SMIs as information sources among youth 
(Newman et al. 2021, 2023).

Especially in a high-choice media environment (Thorson and Wells 2016), people 
are encouraged to select content that suits their needs and preferences. In addition to 
topical interests (Knobloch-Westerwick et al. 2019), SMIs may be able to match young 
people’s informational wants and needs: For instance, extant research has noted that 
young people prefer political information that is easily understandable (Schwaiger 
et al. 2022), explaining why they potentially turn to SMIs for political information, 
who, as laypeople, can discuss political issues in simple terms (Harff and Schmuck 
2023; Sawalha and Karnowski 2022). When investigating young people’s reliance on 
SMIs for political information, it is also important to consider their political predispo-
sitions, since factors like political knowledge have been shown to motivate news con-
sumption among adolescents (e.g., Moeller and de Vreese 2019).

The selective exposure paradigm and the uses and gratifications approach (U&G) 
represent prominent theories grounded in this assumption of selectivity in media 
choice (Knobloch-Westerwick 2014). While both theories postulate that media use 
and choice is driven by different audience motivations, U&G theory assumes specific 
needs that underlie media consumption (e.g., Ruggiero 2000). In contrast, selective 
exposure mainly focuses on recipients’ individual characteristics as determinants of 
media choice (e.g., Dahlgren 2019), but has also considered the role of source bias in 
media selection (e.g., Van der Meer et  al. 2020). According to selective exposure, 
people select content suiting their preferences, but can also be relatively unaware of 
the motives driving their media choices (Knobloch-Westerwick 2014).

Arguably, young people can also be incidentally exposed to SMIs’ political content 
when they want to be entertained or desire company (Heiss et al. 2020), implying that 
they may not always actively search for it. In cases of incidental exposure, selectivity 
is also decisive in the further processing of messages. Factors like parasocial relation-
ships established with SMIs or preexisting political interest may then determine 
whether or not youth appraise their political content as relevant and engage with it 
(Nanz and Matthes 2022).

Young People’s Political Predispositions as Dispositional Factors

While, in political communication, selective exposure is often connected to the notion 
of confirmation bias (e.g., Westerwick et  al. 2017), holding that media choices are 
driven by preferences for attitudinally congruent information, research in this area also 
highlights the importance of more general political predispositions such as political 
participation, interest or knowledge in explaining political media use (Kim 2016; 
Moeller and de Vreese 2019).
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Researchers have examined reinforcing effects between political participation and 
political media use (Oser and Boulianne 2020), also among young adults (Boulianne 
and Theocharis 2020). Thus, political participation is not only identified as a conse-
quence of political media use, but can motivate individuals to turn to specific media 
for information, thereby fostering selective exposure (Knobloch-Westerwick 2014). 
Young people with high levels of political participation, who likely have a preference 
for mobilizing content (Schwaiger et al. 2022), might specifically seek out SMIs as 
political information sources due to their engaging communication style (Huber et al. 
2022; Zimmermann et al. 2022).

Similarly, social media is commonly used for news by people with high political 
interest (Wolfsfeld et  al. 2016), which can act as a more important determinant of 
political news consumption than political leaning (Skovsgaard et al. 2016). We con-
tend that politically interested young people may consume news through SMIs, as they 
explore niche and non-mainstream topics (Brooks et  al. 2021), enabling them to 
respond to an already politically interested audience that wants to develop a deeper 
understanding of specific political issues.

Like political interest, political knowledge can also determine using SMIs as impor-
tant political information sources. Although researchers have long argued that political 
learning occurs when people consume news (e.g., Eveland et al. 2005), more recent 
research among adolescents shows that “the influence of political knowledge on news 
use is estimated to be higher than the other way round” (Moeller and de Vreese 2019: 
1078). Thus, political knowledge can predict the selection of SMIs for political infor-
mation. Youth who are knowledgeable may prefer SMIs as sources for political infor-
mation to complement their political media diet with information on lifestyle-oriented 
political topics that are often covered by SMIs (Suuronen et al. 2022).

Last, institutional mistrust may be a factor that relates to using SMIs for political 
information, in line with research assuming that mistrust can explain selective expo-
sure to more alternative news content (e.g., Andersen et al. 2023). Those young people 
who consider official information (from legacy news media or the government) to be 
plain or complex may turn to SMIs for political news, because they tailor their content 
more closely to youth’s preferences (Schwaiger et al. 2022; Zimmermann et al. 2022). 
Given that SMIs are themselves often critical of legacy media and the political estab-
lishment (e.g., Lewis 2020; Rothut et  al. 2023), SMIs’ communities may represent 
spaces in which negative attitudes toward these institutions are shared. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, youth who were more frequently exposed to SMIs were also 
more likely to consider SMIs as important information sources when institutional mis-
trust was high (Schmuck and Harff 2023). Yet, other research has argued that SMIs are 
not an alternative to traditional news sources for ‘disenchanted citizens,’ but instead 
consulted for news by people who trust legacy media (Martin and Sharma 2022).

Based on previous research and following the assumptions of the selective expo-
sure paradigm, the outlined variables may lead young people to use SMIs as sources 
of political information. However, nowadays, young people tend to pay even more 
attention to SMIs for news than to journalists (Newman et al. 2023), which suggests 
that SMIs may be used as a primary source for political information among some 
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young people. Yet, thus far, we have virtually no knowledge of the characteristics of 
young recipients who rely on SMIs for political information. It remains unclear 
whether the above-mentioned predictors, which have primarily been associated with 
conventional news use thus far, can also explain consulting SMIs as central political 
information sources. For instance, political interest has been found to predict use of 
only specific channels (i.e., television news; Boulianne 2011; Kruikemeier and Shehata 
2017) and could thus also be unrelated to strong reliance on SMIs for political infor-
mation. Hence, we ask the following research question:

RQ1: How are political predispositions—that is, political participation, political 
interest, political knowledge, and institutional mistrust—related to young people’s 
use of political SMIs as primary sources of political information?

Young People’s Source Perceptions as Dispositional Factors

According to Van der Meer et  al. (2020: 938), “overload of information available 
might force audiences in habitual news selection patterns based on .  .  . heuristics like 
the source of information.” In this context, we highlight three source perceptions—
namely SMIs’ perceived expertise, perceptions of SMIs’ opinion leadership functions 
and young adults’ experiences of parasocial relationships with SMIs—which may 
determine why young people primarily rely on SMIs for political information.

First, we consider the role of perceived expertise in explaining heavy reliance on 
SMIs for news. Perceived expertise is defined as “the extent to which an endorser is 
perceived to be a source of valid assertions” (Erdogan 1999: 298). Because SMIs’ 
topical expertise tends to be inferred from their “autodidactic knowledge acquisition” 
(Dekoninck et al. 2023: 713), rather than formal education, it is vital to explore whether 
perceptions of their expertise still factor into young people’s selection of SMIs as 
important political information sources.

Both work on selective exposure and research on SMIs highlight the importance of 
perceived expertise in content selectivity. Correspondingly, Ozer (2023) as well as 
Winter and Krämer (2014) find that source expertise is a vital source cue in political 
media choice. Meanwhile, research on SMIs notes that young people’s loyalty to SMIs 
and reliance on SMIs in consumption decisions are driven by perceptions of SMIs’ 
expertise (Kim and Kim 2021; Tsourela 2023). We hypothesize:

H1: Perceived expertise of political SMIs is positively related to young people’s 
use of political SMIs as primary sources of political information.

Second, SMIs may be consulted due to functions they fulfill as opinion leaders. In 
their model of parasocial opinion leadership, Stehr et al. (2015) note that personalities 
in media can fulfill functions for opinion followers such as providing orientation in 
relation to relevant issues, simplifying topics for their audiences and arousing interest 
in specific subjects. These functions can be understood as communicative capacities 
of opinion leaders that make their content disproportionally more attractive than news 
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from other sources. Correspondingly, we adapt these dimensions to SMIs: First, SMIs 
can act as behavioral models (Valente and Pumpuang 2007), showing how one can 
participate in politics, summarized as perceived orientation for participation (POP) 
provided by SMIs. Second, by catering to distinct segments of users (Brooks et al. 
2021), they can raise attention to specific political issues (e.g., lifestyle-based political 
issues), which we describe as perceived interest arousal (PIA). Third, as laypeople, 
they can explain politics in understandable terms (Sawalha and Karnowski 2022; 
Schmuck et al. 2022), defined as perceived simplification of politics (PSP). The per-
ceived ability of SMIs to present political issues in this fashion may match young 
people’s preferences for political content—namely, news that is not only informative, 
but also entertaining, easy to understand, and motivating (Schwaiger et  al. 2022), 
assets which traditional political communication may be lacking (Zimmermann et al. 
2022). Accordingly, perceptions of SMIs’ opinion leadership functions may lead youth 
to believe that SMIs can satisfy distinct informational needs (Van der Meer et  al. 
2020), that, for example, correspond with both information-seeking and entertainment 
gratifications (Ruggiero 2000).

H2: Perceived opinion leadership functions of political SMIs are positively 
related to young people’s use of political SMIs as primary sources of political 
information.

Third, parasocial relationships may predict the perceived importance of SMIs as 
information sources, as shown in previous research (e.g., Rubin and Step 2000). 
Parasocial interaction and parasocial relationships with media characters “are strongly 
related to motives of selective exposure” (Klimmt et al. 2006: 294). This perspective 
is also supported in qualitative interviews among young people asked about their use 
of political SMIs: One participant noted that “he considers influencers that he has fol-
lowed for several years to be ‘reliable sources of information’ because he .  .  . feels ‘a 
personal connection,’” while another stated that he better understands SMIs’ opinions 
“because I have a much closer connection with them than I do with any journalist” 
(Wunderlich et al. 2022: 579). These examples strongly indicate that relational aspects 
may explain why SMIs become significant political information sources among youth, 
and that intimate connections established with them may render them being attractive 
sources of information. We hypothesize:

H3: Parasocial relationships with political SMIs are positively related to young 
people’s use of political SMIs as primary sources of political information.

Method

Our research question and hypotheses are visualized in Figure 1. We conducted a 
cross-country cross-sectional survey in Germany and Belgium1 to extend existing SMI 
research focused on country-specific contexts (e.g., Peter and Muth 2023; Suuronen 
et al. 2022). It is vital to investigate the phenomenon of (political) SMIs—which is 
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evidently not specific to a single country (Newman et al. 2023)—in a comparative 
manner to draw broader conclusions across contexts (Esser 2013). In this study, our 
aim was to identify characteristics and source perceptions of young people which 
could explain reliance on SMIs as an important information source across countries. 
We opted for a comparative design to be able to evaluate whether findings in relation 
to these factors would hold in more than a single given context, which would indicate 
higher generalizability of results (Esser and Vliegenthart 2017). We relied on a most 
similar case design (Esser 2013) and selected Germany as a case for a vibrant political 
influencer culture (Allgaier 2020; Wunderlich et al. 2022). Belgium offers a compa-
rable context for two central reasons: First, social media news use among youth is 
analogous in both countries, with roughly one in three German and Belgian young 
adults noting social media as their most important channel of news.2 Second, SMIs are 
popular in Germany and Belgium alike, with 81 percent of youth in Germany and 
87 percent of youth in Belgium following at least one SMI.3

In both countries, inclusion criteria were providing informed consent, active use of 
at least one social medium, and age between 16 and 22, an age group described in 
previous research as young people/youth (Evers et al. 2013; Peter and Muth 2023). At 
this life stage, people “transition from late adolescence to early adulthood” (Kahne 
et al. 2012: 493), develop their political identity and are thus vulnerable to outside 
influence—which highlights the importance of focusing on this age group in this 
study. For both studies, we obtained approval from the ethical internal review board of 
KU Leuven (projects G-2022-4768-R2(MIN) and G-2022-6123-R4(AMD)).

SMIs as Primary
Political Information

Sources

Perceived
Expertise

Opinion Leadership
Functions

POP

PIA

PSP

Parasocial
Relationships

Political
Participation

Political
Interest

Subjective Political
Knowledge

Institutional
Mistrust

RQ1: Political
predispositions

H1-H3: Source
perceptions

Figure 1.  Theorized Model.
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Sample

Participants were recruited via independent and private survey companies (TGM 
Research in Germany, Dynata in Belgium). We collected N = 559 cases in Germany in 
April 2022, and N = 495 cases in Belgium in March 2023. Participants were aged 
between 16 and 22 (MGermany = 19.75, SDGermany = 1.73; MBelgium = 19.80, SDBelgium = 1.89). 
In both countries, 50 percent of participants identified as men, 49 percent of respon-
dents identified as women and the remaining participants as non-binary/other. Overall, 
the samples matched the gender quota in these age groups in both countries.

Both samples were educationally diverse: In Germany, 36.6 percent were in lower 
or middle secondary, 21.2 percent in higher secondary, 22.5 percent in lower or medium 
tertiary (e.g., vocational school), 12 percent in higher tertiary (i.e., university) educa-
tion and 7.5 percent in other forms of education. In Belgium, 8.3 percent of participants 
indicated primary school, 52.3 percent high school, 5.3 percent a diploma from a tech-
nical college, 23.6 percent a bachelor’s degree and 9.5 percent a master’s or PhD 
degree as their highest obtained level of education.

Procedure

After asking for informed consent and sociodemographic indicators, we provided par-
ticipants with a definition of SMIs, described as “regular people who become famous 
via social media” and who “post about, for example, gaming, lifestyle, beauty, or fit-
ness.” They were then asked to think about an SMI whom they liked, who had at least 
once addressed politics4 and was active on any social media platform (such as YouTube 
or Instagram). We then assessed source perceptions and the dependent variable  
(i.e., use of SMI as a primary source of political information) in relation to this SMI. 
Last, we assessed political predispositions (e.g., political interest). Only participants 
who were able to name an SMI (59%, NTotal = 626; NGermany = 383, NBelgium = 243) were 
included in the analytical sample (Supplemental Information File A1 summarizes 
descriptive statistics), since important variables could only be reliably measured if 
participants had a specific SMI in mind (Tsiotsou 2015).

Measures

In the following, we report all statistics for the analytical sample (N = 626). Full item 
wordings, factor loadings, the dataset, and R-script can be found on OSF: https://osf.
io/uvp6e/. Correlations between constructs within the analytical sample are displayed 
in the Supplemental Information File (Table A1). Items were measured on 7-point 
Likert scales (e.g., ranging from 1 fully disagree to 7 fully agree).

Political Predispositions.  Based on Vissers and Stolle (2014), political participation 
(M = 3.26, SD = 1.55, α = 0.93) was measured using 10 items by asking participants 
about their political activities in the previous 3 months (e.g., “I have contacted a politi-
cian or party offline”). Political interest (M = 4.05, SD = 1.79) was gauged with one 

https://osf.io/uvp6e/
https://osf.io/uvp6e/
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item asking how interested participants are in political subjects and political affairs. 
Subjective political knowledge (M = 4.63, SD = 1.39, α = 0.86) was assessed using five 
items (e.g., “I could explain to others what distinguishes a democracy from a dictator-
ship,” Reinemann et  al. 2019). Last, institutional mistrust (M = 4.00, SD = 1.42, 
α = 0.79) was measured using three items (e.g., “I have no trust in my country’s media 
reporting,” Rieger and He-Ulbricht 2020).

Source Perceptions.  All source perceptions were measured in relation to an SMI 
whom participants liked and who had at least once before addressed politics. We 
measured the perceived expertise of the SMI (M = 4.16, SD = 1.54, α = 0.88) using 
four items (e.g., “I feel the source knows a lot about politics,” Lou and Kim 2019). 
We assessed parasocial relationships with the SMI (M = 4.50, SD = 1.45, α = 0.88) 
with six items (e.g., “The SMI makes me feel comfortable, like being with a friend,” 
Rubin et al. 1985). Measures for the perceived opinion leadership functions were 
originally created by the authors and validated in another study. Perceived orienta-
tion for participation (POP, M = 4.17, SD = 1.49, α = 0.87) was measured using five 
(e.g., “The SMI points out how one can participate politically”), perceived interest 
arousal (PIA, M = 4.63, SD = 1.41, α = 0.78) using three (e.g., “The SMI draws atten-
tion to specific political topics”)5 and perceived simplification of politics (PSP, 
M = 4.43, SD = 1.52, α = 0.90) using six items (e.g., “The SMI makes political topics 
more understandable”).

Dependent Variable.  The measure for the use of SMIs as primary sources of political 
information (M = 3.63, SD = 1.69, α = 0.88) was based on three items (e.g., “I get most 
of my information about political issues from this SMI”) and inspired by Schmuck and 
Harff (2023).

Data Analysis

We used Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with maximum likelihood estimation in 
the R-package lavaan (Rosseel 2012). We entered political participation, subjective 
political knowledge, parasocial relationships, perceived expertise, institutional mis-
trust, and the dependent variable as latent variables into the model. We added the three 
opinion leadership functions—POP, PIA and PSP—as first-order dimensions, which 
loaded on the latent higher-order construct parasocial opinion leadership functions. A 
confirmatory factor analysis to validate the factor structure of this construct revealed a 
good model fit in both countries (see Supplemental Information File A3). Political 
interest was entered as a manifest variable based on a single indicator.

We included gender, age, country (with Germany as reference group), social media 
use, and use of online news media for political information as covariates to the SEM 
(all manifest variables). Gender was dummy-coded (women/other) with men-identifying 
participants as the reference group. We measured social media use using a summative 
index of five variables measured on 7-point scale (Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, 
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YouTube, Snapchat, M = 22.71, SD = 6.04) and use of online news media for political 
information on a 7-point scale (M = 4.07, SD = 1.89).

To detect possible differences in relationships between countries, we conducted a 
multi-group analysis in lavaan (Rosseel, 2012). We chose an alpha level of .05 to deter-
mine the significance of the associations. We demonstrated configural, metric, and sca-
lar measurement invariance across countries (see Supplemental Information File, A4).

Results

Our SEM revealed an acceptable model fit, χ2/df = 2.12, CFI = 0.920, TLI = 0.915, 
RMSEA = 0.042, 90% CI [0.040, 0.045].

RQ1 asked which political predispositions relate to the use of SMIs as a primary 
source for political information. Findings revealed significant positive associations of 
higher political participation (b = 0.47, SE = 0.05, β = 0.40, p < 0.001) and lower sub-
jective political knowledge (b = −0.11, SE = 0.05, β = −0.09, p = .035) with the use of 
SMIs as primary sources for political information. Political interest (b = 0.02, SE = 0.03, 
β = 0.03, p = .462) and institutional mistrust (b = 0.05, SE = 0.04, β = 0.05, p = .212) 
were unrelated to the dependent variable.

H1 contended that expertise would be positively related to the importance of  
SMIs as a political information source, which was confirmed (b = 0.20, SE = 0.08, 
β = 0.21, p = .011). H2 posited that opinion leadership functions would be signifi-
cantly positively related to the use of SMIs as primary sources for political informa-
tion, which was supported (b = 0.27, SE = 0.08, β = 0.27, p = .001). Last, H3 argued 
that there would be a link between experiences of parasocial relationship with SMIs 
and heavy reliance on them for political information, which was also supported 
(b = 0.20, SE = 0.05, β = 0.17, p < .001).

Among the covariates, we found that participants identifying as men tended to 
be more likely to use SMIs as a primary political information source than those 
identifying as women (b = −0.31, SE = 0.09, β = 0.11, p < .001) or non-binary 
(b = −0.75, SE = 0.36, β = −0.06, p = .039).6 Age (b = 0.03, SE = 0.02, β = 0.04, 
p = .236). Social media use (b = 0.01, SE = 0.01, β = 0.03, p = .300) and use of online 
news media for political information (b = −0.05, SE = 0.03, β = −0.06, p = .061) were 
unrelated to primary reliance on SMIs for political information.

Last, Germans were more likely to use SMIs as a primary political information 
source than Belgians (b = −0.45, SE = 0.10, β = −0.15, p < .001). In total, the model 
explained 65 percent of the variance of using SMIs as a primary political information 
source (see also Figure 2 and Table A2 in the Supplemental Information File).

Multi-group Analysis

Subsequently, we ran a multi-group analysis to determine country-specific differences, 
which showed acceptable fit (χ2/df = 1.70, CFI = 0.907, TLI = 0.901, RMSEA = 0.047, 
90% CI [0.045, 0.050]). In Germany, the significance and direction of the relationships 
of the main model remained largely unchanged (results in Table 1). However, expertise 
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Figure 2.  Structural equation model with results.
Note. Control variables not included here for clarity. Coefficients in italics represent factor loadings.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 1.  Multi-group Analysis With Use of SMIs as Primary Political Information Sources as 
the Dependent Variable, N = 626.

Predictor

SMIs as primary political information sources

Germany (N = 383) Belgium (N = 243)

b SE β b SE β

Female gender (Male (0) vs. Female (1)) −0.28* 0.11 −0.11 −0.34* 0.15 −0.11
Non-binary (Male (0) vs. Other Gender (1)) −0.65 0.47 −0.06 −0.93 0.54 −0.07
Age 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.03
Political participation 0.38*** 0.06 0.40 0.70*** 0.11 0.48
Subjective political knowledge −0.23** 0.07 −0.21 −0.02 0.07 −0.01
Political interest 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.02 0.05 0.02
Institutional mistrust 0.01 0.05 0.01 0.12 0.06 0.10
Perceived expertise 0.20 0.11 0.24 0.13 0.10 0.12
Opinion leadership functions 0.28* 0.13 0.31 0.27* 0.11 0.24
Parasocial relationships 0.27*** 0.07 0.28 0.11 0.07 0.09
Online news media use −0.02 0.03 −0.03 −0.06 0.04 −0.07
Social media use −0.02 0.05 −0.02 0.11 0.06 0.08
R2 0.60 0.69  

Note. Multi-group model fit: χ2/df = 1.70, CFI = 0.907, TLI = 0.901, RMSEA = 0.047, 90% CI [0.045, 0.050].
SMIs = Social media influencers.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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was not significantly associated with choosing SMIs as an important political informa-
tion source (b = 0.20, SE = 0.11, β = 0.24, p = .073). This was also the case in Belgium 
(b = 0.13, SE = 0.10, β = 0.12, p = .123), where parasocial relationships (b = 0.11, 
SE = 0.07, β = 0.09, p = .128) and subjective political knowledge (b = −0.02, SE = 0.07, 
β = −0.01, p = .821) were also not significantly related to the dependent variable.

Discussion

The reasons for following SMIs may in many cases be unrelated to politics (Croes and 
Bartels 2021). However, SMIs’ importance as political information sources for youth 
has increased, with these personalities nowadays ranking among the top sources for 
news on many social media (Newman et al. 2023). This cross-country study pioneers 
in providing insights into groups of young people who may be especially likely to turn 
to SMIs’ political content—and also indicates factors potentially motivating this 
source liking—by exploring which political predispositions and source perceptions 
among youth relate to the selection of SMIs as primary political news sources.

First, we found in both countries that higher political participation was related to 
selecting SMIs as a primary political information source. This finding generally links 
with the notion that young people with higher participation levels are likely to expose 
themselves to political information (Boulianne and Theocharis, 2020). Furthermore, 
SMIs’ political content is mobilizing in nature (Huber et al. 2022) and may be particu-
larly sought out by politically active young people (Schwaiger et al. 2022). A focus on 
this type of communication may be unique among political actors, because it requires 
a relative deviation from neutral coverage of politics—a tendency more prevalent in 
SMIs’ content than in traditional news media (Zimmermann et al. 2022). However, it 
is also possible that reliance on SMIs for political information determines political 
participation, which would be in support of a mobilizing effect of SMI news use  
(Kim et al. 2017).

Meanwhile, political interest did not explain additional variance of turning to SMIs 
as a primary source of political information beyond political participation, which, due 
to its behavioral component, may be a stronger predictor than political interest. 
Politically interested youth may rather consume other political information—poten-
tially on TV or in newspapers—thereby not necessarily using SMIs as their primary 
source of political information (Boulianne 2011; Strömbäck and Shehata 2019). The 
non-significant association between political interest and our dependent variable may 
also be a function of news-finds-me perceptions among young people with no particu-
larly strong interest in politics, who trust to receive political information through cura-
tion by SMIs (Gil de Zúñiga and Diehl 2019; Sawalha and Karnowski 2022).

Additionally, youth with a distrustful attitude toward legacy media were generally 
not more intent to select SMIs as political information sources. However, online news 
use also did not correlate with using SMIs as primary political information sources. 
Together, these findings suggest that SMI-based news use in Germany and Belgium is 
neither particularly common among young people who mistrust more conventional 
sources of information (Schmuck and Harff 2023) nor especially popular among those 
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who also draw from online news media for political information (Martin and Sharma 
2022). At the same time, online news media use was also not negatively related to reli-
ance on SMIs for political information. We therefore presume that higher reliance on 
political SMIs likely does not drive young people away from (additional) use of legacy 
media for political information.

A key finding of this study is the negative association between subjective political 
knowledge and primarily seeking out SMIs for political information. In other words, 
those young people who select SMIs for political information perceive themselves not 
to be knowledgeable about politics. However, this finding may be country-specific, as 
the multi-group analysis shows a significant result only for Germany. A similar rela-
tionship has been observed in another study conducted in Germany, which found that 
knowledge about COVID-19 was negatively related to the importance of SMIs as 
information sources on this topic (Schmuck and Harff 2023). In contrast, in Belgium, 
young people with low perceived political knowledge may generally have low news 
usage or even intentionally choose to avoid news (Damstra et  al. 2023). Possibly, 
SMIs relevant in this country may also not yet offer political content that appeals to 
this group of young people, while, in Germany, some SMIs have specialized in provid-
ing educational content (e.g., MrWissen2go). This potential content difference might 
also explain why SMIs are a more important information source for youth in Germany 
than for youth in Belgium. Given other research in the area of political communication 
(e.g., Moeller and de Vreese 2019), political media use is generally considered a result 
of more rather than less political knowledge. However, young people with low subjec-
tive political knowledge in Germany may consider conventional political information 
to be too complex (Toff and Nielsen 2022) and primarily consult SMIs for political 
information instead, whose content may better suit their level of understanding 
(Schmuck et  al. 2022). This assumption is further supported by the link we find 
between perceptions of opinion leadership functions, that notably include perceived 
simplification of politics, and the use of SMIs as a primary political information 
source. Generally, this positive relationship suggests that when SMIs are regarded as 
able to respond to young people’s need for easy-to-understand, mobilizing and engag-
ing political content (Schwaiger et al. 2022), they are preferred as a political commu-
nication source. In contrast, youth who feel politically unknowledgeable may also be 
less likely to detect unfounded or false claims presented by SMIs, which entails pos-
sible formation of misbeliefs among their followers (Harff et al. 2022). Given that our 
cross-sectional data does not allow us to draw inferences about the direction of the 
associations found here, it is also possible that using SMIs as primary information 
sources contributes to young people’s low perceived political knowledge, which, like 
the potential of reinforcing spirals (Slater 2007), should be addressed in future studies 
using longitudinal designs.

Besides opinion leadership functions, we also investigated the ‘other half’ of para-
social opinion leadership (Stehr et al. 2015)—that is, parasocial relationships—as a 
variable related to the use of SMIs as a primary source of political information. We 
discovered that German youth who maintain friendship-like ties with SMIs are likely 
to consider them important news sources.7 This result accentuates the role that 
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relational aspects may also play in the selection of information sources (Rubin and 
Step 2000) and that bonds developed with SMIs may suffice as a motivation for youth 
to draw political information mainly from this source type (Wunderlich et al. 2022). 
This finding is particularly insightful against the background of the nonsignificant 
association between political interest and primary reliance on SMIs for political infor-
mation. Irrespective of young people’s political interest, parasocial relationships may 
lead youth to appraise SMIs’ political messages as relevant (Harff 2022)—especially 
in cases of incidental exposure. At the same time, since youth do not value expertise 
too much as a base of judgment for their selection of SMIs for political information—
expertise was not significantly related to reliance on SMIs for political information in 
the multi-group analysis—they may expose themselves to news from individuals who 
may not give them well-founded advice.

Regarding our covariates, we found that identifying as male was significantly posi-
tively related to selecting SMIs as primary political information sources, corroborating 
work on COVID-19-related informational SMI use (Schmuck and Harff 2023). This 
finding further links with research showing that young men consider advice from 
YouTubers more vital for political learning than young women (Zimmermann et al. 
2022). This result may be explained by a generally higher tendency among men to use 
social media for information (Krasnova et  al. 2017) or differences in topical foci 
between female and male SMIs who may attract same-gender audiences (Gonzalez 
et al. 2023).

Taken together, our study demonstrates for the first time that certain factors like 
male gender, being politically engaged and ascribing opinion leader functions to SMIs 
make youth more likely to use them as a main source of political information. These 
results are stable in two different countries, indicating the potential generalizability of 
the findings to other Western European countries in which social media news use and 
popularity of SMIs are similarly high. Other factors such as parasocial relationships 
or subjective political knowledge have varying influence depending on contextual 
factors, suggesting that the characteristics of young audiences who rely on SMIs for 
political information may also partially differ between countries.

Limitations and Future Research

This study also has some limitations. First, the cross-sectional data does not allow us 
to determine the directionality of the relationships. However, this may be less of a 
restraint in this case, since we aimed to inform about groups of youth who may pay 
particular attention to political SMIs. Nonetheless, follow-up longitudinal studies can 
shed light on the temporal order and potential transactional nature of the presented 
relationships. For example, relying on SMIs for political information may reinforce 
participation over time (Kim et al. 2017).

Additionally, although our samples represented the country quota in terms of gen-
der and were educationally diverse, they were likely not entirely representative for this 
age group in Germany and Belgium. Future research should therefore consider other 
and more sociodemographic variables (e.g., ethnicity) that may explain if and why 
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SMIs are used as primary information source for political information. For instance, 
since minority groups are often underrepresented in traditional news (Eberl et  al. 
2018), SMIs may present a viable alternative information source for them.

The size of the analytical sample was considerably smaller than the overall sample. 
However, power analysis for SEM (1–β = 0.90, α = 0.05) suggested that a sample size 
of N = 566, which we exceeded, would already be sufficient to find small to medium 
effects (Soper 2023). Meanwhile, sample sizes in the individual countries were large 
enough to find medium-sized effects (Soper 2023)—which may explain some of the 
null findings in Belgium. While we may not have been able to detect small effects in 
the multi-group analysis, we were able to identify the most important dispositional 
factors relating to the use of SMIs as a primary source of political information in both 
countries. Moreover, we are confident that calculations with our analytical sample are 
more reliable than analyses based on the overall sample, which includes respondents 
who were unable to think of a political SMI.

We also note that the dependent variable was measured in relation to participants’ 
favorite SMI who (occasionally) addresses politics. Thus, this measure may not entirely 
account for how important SMIs are generally in each participants’ news diet. However, 
only asking participants to choose a specific political SMI, which served as a mental 
anchor (Tsiotsou 2015), allowed us to reliably measure perceptions of the source and 
reduced overreporting. Yet, we acknowledge that SMIs named by participants may dif-
fer from each other in terms of their content focus or level of professionalization. 
Cluster analyses which group political SMIs based on their content characteristics may 
be useful to understand why young people use specific SMIs for political information 
(Henn 2023). Diversity among SMIs may also explain country differences which we 
examined. In this context, comparative content analyses might be useful to explain 
why, for example, subjective political knowledge is only negatively connected to reli-
ance on SMIs for political information in Germany—although this difference may also 
be explained by the type of knowledge we assessed here (Amsalem and Zoizner 2023).

Last, although our study is the first to present comparative research on audiences of 
political SMIs, it is based on a most-similar case design. Future research should include 
non-Western and non-democratic countries, as predictors such as institutional mistrust 
may be highly dependent on the political system, and ideally compare relationships 
between variables between more than two countries (Esser and Vliegenthart 2017).

Implications

Despite these limitations, this study has important implications. Our comparative per-
spective demonstrates the need of cross-country research in the realm of political 
SMIs (Esser 2013). In both countries, male, politically active young people and those 
who perceive SMIs as opinion leaders are more likely to rely on SMIs as a primary 
information source. These individuals may also be more susceptible to influence from 
SMIs, since factors explaining media use can also moderate relationships between 
media use and different response states (Valkenburg and Peter 2013).
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The bonds that young people develop with SMIs may both have positive and nega-
tive consequences, for which awareness should be raised in schools. While parasocial 
relationships can help connect those young people with politics who otherwise 
may not gain access to it, it also renders them more vulnerable to their influence: 
Consequently, youth may not be able to recognize ulterior motives from SMIs or low 
quality of their political information (Hwang and Zhang 2018). At the same time, rela-
tionships developed with personae can increase reliance on them as information 
sources—at least in some contexts. This finding is relevant for journalists, who can 
potentially increase their popularity among young audiences by adopting a more per-
sonal presentation style in their communication (Atad and Cohen 2023).

Finally, our findings in relation to the political predispositions suggest that young 
people who are not particularly interested in politics or think they know little about 
basic political principles can be reached via SMIs. This result has implications for 
governmental actors, who should collaborate with SMIs to contact potentially under-
informed groups of young people and reduce knowledge gaps in society (Moeller and 
de Vreese 2019).
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Notes

1.	 In Belgium, only the Dutch-speaking population was included accounting for approximately 
60 percent of the population.

2.	 See https://www.lfk.de/fileadmin/PDFs/Publikationen/Studien/Vielfaltsbericht-der-
Medienanstalten/vielfaltsbericht-2022.pdf and https://www.mediawijs.be/nl/artikels/
digital-news-report-2020-hoe-beleven-vlamingen-het-nieuws.

3.	 See https://www.bitkom.org/Presse/Presseinformation/Haelfte-folgt-Influencern and 
http://bitly.ws/LcpA.

4.	 Political topics were defined as issues “surrounding traditional political processes (e.g., 
elections) and actors (e.g., parties), but also topics generally relevant to public debate (e.g., 
women’s rights or climate protection).”

5.	 In Belgium, we used slightly different items for this variable, because not exactly the same 
items as in Germany were included in the survey (see Supplemental Information File A2).

6.	 This result must be interpreted with care, due to the low number of participants who identi-
fied as non-binary in our sample.

7.	 Multi-group analysis showed a tendency that Belgian youth who hold close relationships 
with SMIs may also consider them more important information sources, but this relation-
ship was not significant, potentially due to comparably low power (see limitations).
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