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Abstract: This article presents a study of how civically engaged young adults engage with news 
on social media, within the context of a developing democracy – Singapore. Based on in-depth 
interviews with 20 young activists, it discusses how they approach social media as a source of 
news, what motivates them to engage in more than one social news platform, and how social 
news use fits into their political lexicon. The results reveal that despite their affinity towards 
news-related content on social media, they are neither partial towards mainstream, nor alterna-
tive news providers on this medium. Their primary social news platform is perceived to offer the 
best means to disseminate news-related information. However, they are also concerned about 
their privacy and practice certain strategies to mitigate this. Despite its drawbacks, the activists 
accept social news use as a viable means of political socialisation and mobilisation. 
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1. Introduction 

The pervasiveness of social news use – the use of social media for news-related activities – par-
ticularly among adolescents and young adults, is well-documented (e.g. Marchi, 2012; Sveningsson, 
2015). Surveys from Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism found that while Facebook remains 
currently, the most popular social media platform for news use (36%), the instant-messaging and 
microblogging applications WhatsApp and YouTube are its closest competitors worldwide (New-
man et al., 2019). Overall, 16% of its sample, consume, share or discuss news through WhatsApp 
and 10% of them use YouTube in a similar fashion. Research has indicated that those who regularly 
engage in such activities on social media are driven by the need to not just keep up to date with 
current affairs, but also to broaden one’s perspectives beyond mainstream views (Hermida et al., 
2012; Sveningsson, 2015). Indeed, social media is arguably a purveyor of alternative news because 
the owners of such enterprises often lack the economic resources needed to create, package, and 
distribute content widely through traditional means (e.g. broadcast). In developing democracies 
where traditional news media is still highly structured and regulated by the state, social media is 
more crucial in providing access to this resource.  
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However, despite the rising popularity of social news use, extant research in communications 
have often focused on two main areas: antecedents (e.g. Bergström & Belfrage, 2018; Choi, 2016; 
Glynn et al., 2012; Lee & Ma, 2011; Shearer & Matsa, 2018), and effects (Bachmann & Gil de Zúñiga, 
2013; Kim et al., 2013; Park & Kaye, 2019; Saldaña et al., 2015; Yamamoto & Morey, 2019). Scholarly 
work in the former tend to employ a quantitative approach, examining for instance, the influence of 
motives, life satisfaction, media repertoire, age, and the presence of opinion leaders. The varied ways 
in which social news users engage with news on different social media platforms and why, has re-
ceived significantly less scholarly attention. Granted that social media is a host to both mainstream 
and alternative news content, it is necessary to further understand how users adopt their news con-
sumption behaviours to this diverse media landscape. Similarly, while the positive outcomes of so-
cial news use on civic/political life has been explored on several occasions, fewer researchers have 
also considered how this relationship can also be undermined. 

 To fill the gap in literature, the current study examined how social news users engage with 
social media news content from two angles: 1) sources (mainstream /alternative news providers) 
and 2) platforms (e.g. Facebook, WhatsApp, etc), using qualitative data gathered from in-depth in-
terviews with young adult activists in Singapore. Building on preceding qualitative studies, this 
research does not focus on a particular social news use activity – i.e. consumption or sharing. It also 
explores if activists utilise more than one social news platform and if so, how much does information 
control, or their perceived efficacy to effectively utilise the features of the medium, influence this. 
This comparative work will help us to understand the use of one type of social news platform in 
relation to another and further elucidate why users are reliant on more than one platform (Newman 
et al., 2019). In addition, this paper also examined how such activities present both opportunities 
and challenges for citizen participation. Focusing on activists is apt as previous research has often 
corroborated on the link between news use and an active citizenry (Kang & Kwak, 2003; Mcleod et 
al., 1999). This study also adds to the body of research outside of a North American or European 
context. Singapore is a technologically advanced city-state and its residents are among Asia’s most 
prolific social media users (Kemp, 2020), with 79% of the total population using at least one social 
media platform regularly. Unsurprisingly, online and social media have also become an integral 
gateway to news (Newman et al., 2019). However, it is also a society often characterised as politically 
apathetic – with opposition parties and civil society organisations only becoming more active at the 
turn of the century (George et al., 2014). Singapore thus represents an interesting case study for how 
people engage in social news use and the implications this has on citizen participation. 

2. News on social media in Singapore 

Singapore is identified as a flawed democracy (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2019), where while 
parliamentary elections are held periodically, free of irregularities and fraud, the ruling party has 
not experienced any real challenge towards its hegemonic domination since independence. The ab-
sence of a turnover in government and dearth in competitive party politics has been attributed to a 
slate of electioneering and punitive legislative devices (Welsh, 2016). As a critical part of political 
control, mainstream news media in Singapore operates in an environment closely structured and 
controlled by the state, and is thus partial towards the political status quo through more positive 
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and greater coverage (Cenite et al., 2008). Interestingly however, regulations concerning new media 
are dispensed with a “lighter touch” (George & Raman, 2008). Notwithstanding a mandatory licens-
ing regime (IMDA, 2017), wholly independent news sites and politically oriented social media pages 
are permitted to exist and adopt a political or oppositional watchdog role. Consequently, a number 
of alternative news content providers has mushroomed in the last decade, providing perspectives 
beyond the otherwise closed media system in Singapore. 

 However, as pointed out by Hermida (2011), because social media has allowed any user to 
post, reshare or copy content easily, it has disrupted the news production and diffusion process 
previously dominated by traditional news outlets. News content disseminated through these means 
do not necessarily conform to the traditional practices of professional journalism such as formal fact-
checking procedures. Indeed, personal discretion and accountability are the only mechanisms that 
guard the quality of information individuals share. Extant research has demonstrated support for 
this proposition. A qualitative study by Marchi (2012) found that North American adolescents were 
more inclined towards informal news sources such as social media because they found it more opin-
ionated. Similarly, many of the focus group participants in Sveningsson's study (2015) raised the 
issue of subjectivity and uncertainty in social media news. In the context of Singapore, it was re-
ported that while digital media, such as social media, has become a popular news source, more than 
half of adolescents and young adults have been misinformed through such means (Ng, 2018). Put 
together, the literature suggests that on one hand, news on social media provides its consumers with 
the opportunities to expand their perspectives on politics and social issues, beyond mainstream 
views; however, on the other hand, the veracity of the information shared in these spaces, particu-
larly those provided by alternative news providers, might be suspect. Therefore, the following re-
search question is raised: 

RQ 1: How do civically or politically engaged millennials make sense of social news disseminated 
by both mainstream and alternative news providers? 

3. Self-presentation and information control 

Goffman (1959) has suggested that individuals are inclined to engage in self-presentation pro-
cesses to gain social rewards or avoid social stigmas. This impression-management behaviour can 
be categorised into two primary actions of information control: 1) revealing or highlighting desirable 
aspects of one’s own identity and 2) concealing potentially stigmatizing information. More recently, 
Feaster (2010) framed information control as a media affordance – expressive and private – taking 
into consideration one’s perceived efficacy to effectively utilise the features of the medium to express 
or withhold information as required. Accordingly, Feaster's research (2010) discovered that the more 
expressive information control was reported for a communication medium (e.g. IM, email), the more 
likely individuals would select it in face-threatening situations. A subsequent study has confirmed 
the value of this finding; in 2013, Kuo et al. (2013), demonstrated that both expressive and privacy 
information control perceived on Social Networking Sites (SNSs) positively influenced its usage. A 
possible explanation for this is that affordances featured on social media arguably present greater 
opportunities for self-expression than Face-to-Face (FtF) interactions (Walther et al., 2015). Unlike in 
the latter, social media users have a greater capacity to reveal, omit, or regulate information about 
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themselves in an ideal and intended manner.  Indeed, while individuals can attempt to make salient 
certain aspects of themselves in FtF interactions, they are disadvantaged as they have to dedicate 
additional cognitive resources to monitor non-verbal expressions or effects of response latencies.  

 However, it has also been pointed out that while the characteristics of social media platforms 
have given individuals the opportunity to interact with large and diverse audiences, the same af-
fordance has resulted in context collapse (Marwick & boyd, 2011). In contrast to offline settings 
where individuals can self-present accordingly to diverse audience segments in explicit spatial and 
temporal contexts, the selves presented on social media are subjected to the surveillance of a heter-
ogeneous network with varying expectations (Marder et al., 2012). Research has shown that to man-
age diverse audience expectations of appropriate behaviours, individuals have turned to protective 
self-presentation strategies, such as employing a lowest common denominator (LCD) approach (Ho-
gan, 2010) or self-cleansing (Lang & Barton, 2015; Smock, 2010). The former refers to restricting com-
munication to information that is acceptable to all members of the network, whereas the latter in-
volves removal of unwanted information linked to an individual’s account through means of untag-
ging or deletion. 

 These studies illustrate that individuals are concerned with impression management online 
and will leverage on the affordances of the medium to express or restrict information about them-
selves. It is thus reasonable to study how information control can influence how one engages in 
social news use. Accordingly, the following research question is proposed: 

RQ 2: How does the perceived affordance of information control influence civically or politically 
engaged millennials social news practices? 

4. Social news use & citizen participation 

In political science, an early definition of citizen participation was restricted to acts related to 
electoral activities such as voting or campaigning for a political candidate (Conway, 1985). Since 
then, a number of scholars have explicated the evolving norms of citizen participation. Bennett 
(2008) posits that in many post-industrial democracies, there is a progressive shift in citizenship 
style, with people transiting from “dutiful” citizens to “actualising” citizens. Dutiful Citizens (DC) 
make an effort to participate in government-sanctioned activities, vote, become more informed 
about politics and current affairs via the mass media, and generally see government as the site of 
politics. The older generation, in general, tends to exercise citizenship in terms of duty. Actualising 
Citizens (AC), on the other hand experience political engagement on a more personal level, prefer-
ring instead to chart their own democratic agenda, for instance, through support for causes like en-
vironmental or animal rights, local volunteerism, and consumer activism (Bennett, 2005). In contrast 
to DC, they generally mistrust traditional news media or mainstream news media organisations and 
get political information from peer-shared information sustained by interactive information tech-
nologies. While poignant, it should be acknowledged that Bennett’s observations were partial to-
wards full-fledged democracies. Moreover, it is also common now for legacy news media organisa-
tions to have an active presence on social technologies.  
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 Bennett’s (2008) AC/DC model is consistent with Dalton’s (2008) work on shifting citizen-
ship norms, in which the latter suggests the terms “dutiful” and “engaged” citizens. According to 
Dalton, there are four dimensions to citizenship: public participation in politics, autonomy gener-
ated through access and deliberation of information, commitment to social order, and ethical and 
moral responsibility to others. He posits that all facets of citizenship norms, not the least of which is 
public participation, have changed. Conducting factor analysis on survey data, he finds that DC are 
oriented towards law and order, valuing institutional participation such as voting or serving on a 
jury, whereas Engaged Citizens (EC) are aligned more towards liberal or communitarian ideals, fa-
vouring instead to be politically independent and  focused on single issues such as voluntary welfare 
aid. Building upon these conceptual understandings, this research acknowledges that citizen partic-
ipatory behaviours can occur in both the political and civil domain. Here, citizen participation or 
activism is identified as the sustained involvement in influencing government action and policies 
(Verba et al., 1995) as well as work that is focused on improving conditions at the grassroots level 
(Zukin et al., 2006). 

 The role of news in facilitating engagement in public life is well-established; there is a body 
of research that suggests that social media – social news in particular – can have a positive effect on 
citizen participation (e.g. Kümpel, 2020; Kwon et al., 2021; Nah et al., 2021; Yamamoto & Morey, 
2019). Unlike with traditional mass media, social media arguably brings more opportunities for mo-
bilization because they allow those who are inactive or marginalised from the current political sys-
tem to be informed incidentally of civic and political opportunities. Incidental exposure to news on 
social media is notably higher than through other channels due to its potential for scalability (boyd, 
2010). The platforms support the sharing and receiving of content from beyond one’s immediate 
network, thus increasing one’s chances of encountering news items while using the site for other 
purposes. Furthermore, the various interactive features of social media such as comment threads 
foster further reflection and efficacious feelings about matters of public concern and in turn are likely 
to motivate participation in these issues (Gill & Rojas, 2021). 

 However, some scholars have cautioned against drawing firm conclusions about the mobi-
lizing potential of digital technologies, arguing that that such expectation is largely applicable to 
those who are already politically engaged (Kluver, 2004; Norris, 2001). This perspective, otherwise 
known as the reinforcement hypothesis, traditionally holds the assumption that because only privi-
leged groups have the means to leverage on these technological resources, current participatory in-
equalities will not be reduced or changed (Tai et al., 2020). It should be noted that Singapore has a 
highly developed information infrastructure with 98% connectivity (IMDA, 2018) so the merit of this 
argument is limited. Nonetheless, despite the pervasiveness of social news use among the populace, 
there are reasons to believe that engaging in such activities may not be beneficial for civic and polit-
ical life. Wohn & Bowe (2016) have noted that the internet, and more lately, social media, facilitate 
selective exposure and ultimately leads to the creation of echo chambers or filter bubbles – commu-
nication spaces that reinforce one’s views and ideas. In a study examining the sharing behaviour of 
more than 10 million Facebook users, Bakshy et al. (2015) demonstrated that users are more likely to 
encounter news and information consistent with their political dispositions. This is partly attributed 
to the network’s algorithm of recommending new preferable items based on previous use and to 
users themselves who are unlikely to share cross-cutting content with others.  
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 Other scholars have also cautioned against slacktivism (Cabrera et al., 2017; Chen et al., 2018). 
The critique is that online political activities – including social news use – are low-risk non-committal 
practices that are not sufficient in themselves to encourage real-world citizen participation. Rather, 
they serve primarily to grant the satisfaction of being involved. Moreover, social media may not be 
well-suited for meaningful discourses about politics and public affairs because it is used for a myriad 
of purposes. Not all who encounter such information will choose to engage with it fruitfully, if at 
all. As an informant in Skoric & Poor's study (2013) on young activists pointed out, “I don’t think 
Facebook is a quality comment thing. People go there just for fun.” Guided by these competing lines 
of reasoning and empirical findings, this study thus asks the following question: 

RQ 3: How does social news use facilitate or inhibit citizen participation? 

5. Methodology 

A purposive and snow-balling sampling method was used to recruit interviewees. The initial call 
for participants was first emailed to organisations of the following three communities: 1) welfare 
organisation groups, 2) single-issue movements, 3) political parties. The first category refers to com-
munities involved in philanthropy work such as free assistance to old and needy individuals, the 
second refers to groups that are involved in a specific cause such as gender equality, and the latter 
groups are those whom are involved in party politics. Recipients were requested to forward it within 
their personal networks. To qualify, participants had to be between the ages of 21-35 years old, to be 
current members or volunteers of either of the above-mentioned three communities and have been 
involved with them for at least a year. The interviews were part of a broader PhD project that inves-
tigated the respondents’ level of interaction and their involvement in the political process and as 
such, the decision to limit the inclusion criteria to millennials of voting age. 

 Prior to the interview, respondents were provided with an information sheet to read and a 
consent form to sign. In addition, they were reminded that their participation would be voluntary 
and anonymous. Hence, while names of the individuals and their communities were recorded in 
this research, they will not be presented in this paper. Instead, the respondents were assigned letter 
labels (A-V) and their communities were identified broadly, such as “human rights group”.  Follow-
ing their consent, informants were asked to fill in a short questionnaire (Appendix A). The survey 
form is designed so as to collect some demographic and other basic information on interviewees’ 
existing social news use behaviours and motivations. Consistent with earlier studies, news con-
sumption included traditional mass media sources (i.e. television, radio, and newspaper) and digital 
sources (i.e. social media, internet). Participants were also asked to rank how frequent they utilized 
the different social media platforms for news. 

 The qualitative in-depth individual interviews were conducted between October 2017 and 
February 2018. They had a semi-structured character and were based on 10 open-ended questions 
(Appendix B). Each was conducted face-to-face at a time and place convenient to the interviewees 
and took about an hour to two hours to complete. Some of the interviews were conducted in the 
participants’ homes and others were in public spaces, such as cafes. All interviews were audio rec-
orded (with the interviewees’ permission) and transcribed by the researcher. The transcripts were 
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then uploaded to the qualitative data analysis program NVivo and analysed in three steps. Descrip-
tive coding was employed in the first round (Saldana, 2015). Specifically, the researcher read the 
interview transcripts several times and coded them line-by-line, only describing the topical contents 
(e.g. “mainstream news”, “alternative news”). A matrix organised by these codes was then created 
and themes were identified by combining and comparing them. Finally, the themes were organised 
under the research questions as discussed above. 

 A total of 20 interviews were conducted, with an average age of 27, 11 of whom were female. 
An effort was made to ensure racial minorities were represented as well (13 Chinese, 4 Malays, 2 
Indians, and 1 “Other”). The sample showed an average of 15 years of formal education in Singa-
pore, which is equivalent to an undergraduate degree. The interviewees reported that they were 
somewhat, or very, interested in local politics or social issues (M = 4.45 on 5-point scale). In the same 
vein, they paid close or very close attention, to news concerning these issues (M = 3.9 on a 5-point 
scale) and somewhat agreed or disagreed, that people like themselves could influence the govern-
ment (M = 4.65 on a 7-point scale). They also reported discussing current affairs with others once a 
day. These figures indicate that the sample was indeed not representative of the general youth pop-
ulation, but rather, of more active members of society. Moreover, the sample was also a social news 
use experienced group – they had an average 8-year history of engaging with news on social media 
several times a day. Conversely, they only consume news on more traditional channels, such as 
radio and television, once a week on average. This suggests that the sample is a group of young 
adults well-socialised with the digital news media landscape.   

6. Results 

6.1. RQ 1: How do civically or politically engaged millennials make sense of social 
news disseminated by both mainstream and alternative news providers? 

When it comes to staying informed on local issues, all but two of the respondents did not consume 
exclusively from mainstream or alternative sources online. Part of this stems from a certain level of 
media scepticism, or “ a subject feeling of mistrust toward(s) the mainstream news media” (Tsfati & 
Cappella, 2003, p. 506):  

So when I see a post by the The Straits Times, I know I’m going to approach it with a truck load 
of salt because I know what they did before and I know their intentions. But like I said, sometimes I get 
pleasantly surprised at the accuracy of the article. (Q., a political party member). 

 
I consume mainstream media, but I tend to look at it with more scepticism. Just because I’ve 

learnt to be sceptical with mainstream news media outlets. Especially when it comes from Singapore. 
Because it’s controlled by the government and stuff like that. (K., a gender equality rights activist). 

 
I do follow mainstream media actually, but my issue is not so much that they straight out lie. It’s 

lying by omission. (F., a human rights activist) 
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However, at the same time, it is also inaccurate to suggest that this means that they are, by default, 
partial to alternative media sources as well. K. later noted, “…to an extent, I also do regard them 
(alternative news media) with scepticism because it maybe hearsay”. Similarly, Q. and F. added 
respectively: 

I don’t like things like All Singapore Stuff, where they post a lot of click-bait articles. I think that 
is completely lacking in terms of journalistic integrity. What’s the other one called? The States Times. 
Oh my God, the stuff there is just bullshit. They’re very anti-government but there’s no critical thinking 
at all.  

 
I was very turned off by The Independent Singapore and they had this tendency of skewing head-

lines in a way that fed to a specific tribe. So they were always emphasising issues with headlines like this 
foreigner did this, or this PRC did that. I did not like that sort of editorial judgement. 

These instances also suggest these young activists are not passively consuming news but are also 
evaluating the messages they receive, or are at least wary of sensational, exaggerated or unsubstan-
tiated content. Their experience as news workers or activists who have produced their own media 
messages helps explain this healthy scepticism. Like many Singaporeans in a recent study (Ng, 
2018), they prided on their ability to differentiate between reliable and suspicious news and infor-
mation sources. In defence of this claim, they pointed out several strategies in identifying potentially 
non-credible content. One approach, as D., a student activist who focuses on LGBT issues noted, is 
to trace the credentials of these information producers: 

So, The Middle Ground for example, is run by Bertha Hanson, a former news editor, and Daniel 
Yap, who has had a good career in PR before coming over to journalism and has also been commenting 
over the internet for years and years. So I trust the people who have been running behind… Must Share 
News, All Singapore Stuff, Fabrications about the PAP, Fabrications Lead by the Oppositions, all these 
subpages where the background is shady, you don’t know who exactly is running it. Nothing has been 
tracked. Nothing has been checked. These are the pages that I avoid. These are the pages I don’t think are 
legitimate.   

In addition, they also paid attention to how the news or the message is constructed. Many of the 
interviewees recognised that subjectivity is part and parcel of news making and does not necessarily 
compromise the legitimacy of the message.  Nevertheless, they are likely to doubt the veracity of the 
information if it is presented in a tabloid-like or over simplified manner. For instance, R., a human 
rights activist, stressed that one should not just look out for biasness in statements but the depth of 
coverage when evaluating information: 

There are certain criteria of course. Like, what sort of words do they use? What language are they 
using? And what about their sources, right? So, let’s say if The Independent (Singapore) writes some-
thing based on a person’s Facebook post or a screenshot of a Facebook post. And if we read further down, 
we find out that they actually did not have any contact with that person. No interviews. Nothing. Then 
I’ll be like, “Is this gossip?”  

In the same vein, I., who works on issues related to support and advocacy for sex workers inter-
preted empty referents in the headlines as a sign of untrustworthiness: 
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In fact, recently there was this article posted by Business Times, I think? …It was a terribly 
written article. Like a primary school kid wrote that article. The headline was about how pimping was on 
the rise in Singapore. But the article had no statistics, no trends, no analysis of the situation, and no 
mention of pimping except in the first sentence.  

It should also be noted that none of the respondents consume news (mainstream or otherwise) 
on social media only. Several interviewees mentioned that they also included news apps or content 
aggregators in their repertoire. The latter in particular, allows them to verify news pieces efficiently 
by squaring them off one another on one platform. I. said: 

It (Google Alerts) helps me compare headlines. Because in Google Alerts, similar news articles 
would be combined in a list or there would be a link to another article. So the first one could be The Straits 
Times, and then they will put, “Also, see this or that related article”. Then from there you can clearly 
compare the news already. 

The findings thus far are instructive. Consuming news in the online environment requires dis-
cernment and most of the informants are applying various critical thinking strategies. Further, their 
general sense of ambivalence or unwillingness to rely on a particular media organisation wholly 
suggests an awareness of the influence of the media. However, as mentioned before, online news 
use – particularly social news use – differs from accessing other news on other media channels, be-
cause it also allows its users to be part of the production or dissemination process as well. The fol-
lowing set of findings looks at how news engagement is influenced by the platform’s perceived af-
fordances.  

 

Figure 1: Top social news platform in order of frequency 
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6.2. RQ 2: How does the perceived affordance of information control influence civ-
ically or politically engaged millennials’ social news practices? 

As shown in Figure 1, Facebook was the primary social media platform for news engagement for 
most informants. Four participants however, identified either WhatsApp or Twitter as their primary 
channel. A majority also used a second platform, the most common of which was WhatsApp. Con-
versely, only about half of them used a third platform and a minority (two) used a fourth platform. 
When the young activists studied discussed how they engaged with news on different platforms, it 
became obvious that for most of them, their primary social news platform was also the platform in 
which they engaged with news more proactively. For instance, A., a human rights activist, disclosed 
that he runs a Facebook page known to regularly produce content that contests or discredits main-
stream views on politics and social issues. However, when asked to explain what he does when 
engaging with news on WhatsApp, his second most frequently used platform, he responded: ‘I use 
WhatsApp for news in a consumptive way. Usually when there’s breaking news or something like 
that, I will receive it through WhatsApp… like, “Hey this is happening”.’ In the same vein, M., a 
minority rights advocacy activist expressed that while she does not (re)produce news content regu-
larly, either as an individual or on behalf of her organisation, it is “comparatively more” than her 
second platform, YouTube where she has never gone beyond consuming or direct resharing.  

 Most informants agreed that compared to other platforms, Facebook provided the means to 
construct richer messages of image and text. Nevertheless, a commonality that emerged from most 
participants was the perception that their primary social news use platform offered the most efficient 
means to interact with their target audience. S., a minority rights advocacy activist, pointed out, 

If you want people to see something, then Facebook is the most convenient because you’re broad-
casting to everyone unless you set it otherwise... In WhatsApp you can only forward to a specific group 
or person unless you broadcast it but then you also have create a list anyway so that is kind of irritating. 
So, Facebook has the best features for outreach.  

Similarly, K. explained how affordances like tweet threads enable her to quickly connect with 
other interlocutors not in her immediate network: 

Specifically, in terms of connectivity through threads. Thread discussions are just something that 
you can very easily click on and then get linked to another, and another, and another (related tweet). Kind 
of like jumping posts. Whereas on Facebook, I feel like if you comment on Facebook, it tends to remain on 
that particular page.  

Studies in information control have often focused on ‘‘the capacity to control the timing, duration, 
and nature of information” in a communication environment (O’Sullivan, 2000, p. 412); the above 
statements suggest that more active social news users will also exploit the technological aspects of 
the platform to enhance the range of their engagement.  

 At the same time however, none of the participants rejected the notion of context collapse. 
The informants explained they had “friends” or followers from diverse networks – family members, 
colleagues, acquaintances, etc – on their primary social news platform. Unsurprisingly, many par-
ticipants also articulated their concerns over how the information they share or reproduce can be 
problematic to some of these contacts. These anticipated relational tensions were based on their own 
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experiences or of other users of whom they’ve witnessed before. P. is a political party volunteer and 
she said: 

I had some friends telling me that I was posting too much things that is very…they call it nega-
tive. They told me I always seem to be complaining about the government. And some people don’t like it. 
They might start to unfollow or block you after this. And your relationship with them might become more 
distant after that.  

Overall, the young activists were aware of the potential negative implications of sharing infor-
mation, particularly with known pre-existing ties. In line with prior research, participants in this 
study also adopted various practices to prevent the disclosure of certain materials from reaching 
these unintended recipients. The most common strategy was the utilisation of privacy settings or 
features inherent in the platform. While they did not often ignore or deny requests from known or 
unknown others to follow their accounts, they actively managed acquaintance lists or “friend group-
ings” of whom will have restricted access to their posts by default. Further, several participants also 
reported using ephemeral features as an added layer of privacy protection. Ephemeral features – 
e.g. Instagram’s Story – allow the user to predetermine the expiry of a message/post. To circumvent 
her parents’ surveillance, J. an advocate for LGBT rights, uses Stories on both Facebook and Insta-
gram to relay quick responses to a selected few.  

 In addition, half of all participants also admitted circumventing concerns over divergent au-
diences by presenting their political or civic identity – which, uncoincidentally, is also the same facet 
which is more engaged with news – on one social media platform or account specifically. L., a polit-
ical party member, and D. both listed Facebook as their primary social news use platform and Insta-
gram as one of their secondary platforms. Respectively, they pointed out: 

I use Instagram as way to like, split my ‘zen’ self away from my political activist self.  And the 
people that are on my Instagram are also slightly different from the people on my Facebook. Actually, 
quite different. And so on Instagram a lot it is about sharing my yoga journey. Sharing a lot more ‘life-
style’ stuff. Occasionally I will put in a photo or two on political matters. But they will be ideological, 
abstract posts. 

 

I speak about issues that I feel very strongly about. But what I present to the public is a persona.  
I present a persona of someone who is active in these issues. But I keep a lot of my private life to myself. 
So my Instagram account is private. I don’t post about my relationships on Facebook. I don’t post about 
family on Facebook…I make a very active attempt to curate it. So that people will only get that perspec-
tive.  

Such segregation through multiple accounts allows them to not only leverage on the differences 
in interactive affordances across platforms, but also reduces the discrepancy between the imagined 
and the actual audience within these platforms. Arguably, this explains why they engage more ac-
tively with news in their primary social news platform and limit engagement to consumption only 
on their secondary platforms, if adopted at all. 
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 Although uncommon, a few participants dealt with context collapse with an LCD approach. 
Users of this strategy often relied on more ambiguous disclosures, as observed in social services 
agency volunteer E.’s comment: “So, I wouldn’t comment anything outright usually. I’ll just maybe 
repost it with ‘…’.” Alternatively, this strategy could also result in the reduction of disclosures alto-
gether. T., a member of an environmental group, said: 

I don’t think I’ve ever commented on a public news item. Maybe I have but maybe it was only 
once. And that’s because I like to preserve my privacy. And yea, I suppose I’m too lazy to set up a separate 
Facebook account. 

It should be noted that their tendency to apply the LCD approach does not stem from a lack of 
awareness in privacy settings, but a general distrust towards other users who might disseminate 
their posts to unintended recipients. All in all, the young activists were aware that the affordances 
inherent within social media facilitated message amplification, thus giving them the means to com-
municate with people whom they could not otherwise reach. At the same time however, they were 
concerned with their self-presentation, or more specifically, mitigating offense across diverse social 
groups. Accordingly, many dealt with this issue by adopting and/or manipulating certain features 
to exclude those deemed unsuitable for specific information. Others who were more critical of the 
limitations of these technical affordances preferred to use a dedicated platform for news engagement 
or restrict their news-related activities completely. 

6.3. RQ 3: How does social news use facilitate or inhibit citizen participation? 

Responses from the interviewees showed that both reinforcement and mobilisation hypotheses 
might be at work, in line with earlier research (Nam, 2012; Vissers & Stolle, 2014). Half of the inform-
ants in this study denied that their trajectory to activism was initiated by news engagement or the 
internet, although it has facilitated their ongoing civic or political participation. C., a grassroots 
leader, emphasized that the Internet only expanded the existing modes of interaction with his com-
munity, and that he would still be very much involved with or without online media. He said: 

I will still be equally invested. Because being involved in grassroots, I’m already part of coordi-
nating messages between government and people, such as through organising dialogue sessions. When 
social media came around, it gave people like me a lot more work to do because we had to start engaging 
these spaces. We had to stake our space there and start responding to content. So even if social media 
didn’t come around, I’d continue doing the dialogue sessions, the walk-abouts, and the house visits. 

Similarly, L. initially claimed that she was not influenced by the media to be involved in politics 
or animal welfare activism, but rather, the community with which she surrounded herself with at 
university. However, she later acknowledged a cycle in her involvement:  

… I think it works both ways. Searching and finding about such things online does make more 
interested in politics. But also, I’m in politics myself so I am keen to be more exposed. And therefore, it 
makes me more interested.  
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On the other hand, some participants indicated that if it weren’t for social media, it would have 
been more unlikely to have been drawn into activism because their opportunity to engage with po-
litical news and information would be reduced. P., for example, recalled how her current political 
involvement was prompted by social news use: 

I think my friend shared something from ToC. At that time, I was just curious because it was 
General Elections that year. So, I learned about this very interesting party that has been saying things 
that pretty much made sense. Then I started to ‘follow’ them. Started to share news related to them. 
Eventually I also went for their rallies. 

Likewise, A. claimed that he was recruited into advocating for public causes after interacting with 
issues related to public affairs on social media. Such accounts ostensibly provide support for the 
view that the internet informs and mobilises those who would otherwise be disinterested, un-
derrepresented or unaware in the existing political system. Nevertheless, a more nuanced reading 
would reveal that serendipitous exposure to news of this nature alone would not be beneficial for 
political participation.  

 Despite the somewhat mixed responses about the mobilising and reinforcing effects of social 
news use, almost all perceived social news use as an empowering activity. As discussed earlier, one 
of the main motivations for consuming news on social media was to access a greater breadth of 
related information and perspectives. Accordingly, when talking about how social news use has 
benefited their involvement, several interviewees pointed out how the information gained, informed 
their activist work or cause. L. and S. in particular pointed out: 

Yes, it has helped my work quite a lot…Because part of my work involves research and surveil-
lance of policies. And so, it helps me keep up with some nuance changes in policies…Such news can be 
easily overlooked on print mainstream media.  

 
It has increased my awareness of what needs to be done for the community in order for us to 

progress or at least have a better life. In Singapore, you don’t even hear about social support groups for 
gay people or lesbians, and  what more trans-people right? Social news has made me aware that there are 
a lot of trans-people committing self-harm because of family estrangement or not having friends or social 
support to get through the day.  

The above-mentioned quotes require comment. First, the underlying assumption that news en-
gagement shapes feelings of efficaciousness in participating in civic life is supported here. Indeed, 
the respondents believed that social news use, even in its most passive form, allowed them to dis-
cover new opportunities or problems related to their causes, which in turn helps them to carry out 
their respective activist roles. I caution, however, that the reported knowledge gained here is sub-
jective rather than objective (Brucks, 1985) – the informants may be inclined to think they’ve become 
more informed about politics and current affairs than they really are.  

 While the significance of social news use in facilitating their own activist involvement was 
fully acknowledged by the informants, they were also not blind to its limitations or disadvantages. 
Nearly half of all participants voiced concerns of being potentially trapped in echo chambers. They 
cited previous instances where there was an incongruency between their expectations stemming 
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from online discourses and what developed in reality – such as the 2015 General Elections – as an 
awakening to this phenomenon. Accordingly, many have since developed certain strategies to mit-
igate this, including deliberately sourcing for other media sources that is uncongenial to themselves 
or their causes. However, there is still some suspicion of how their news is filtered by algorithmic 
measures beyond their control. N., an active grassroots volunteer, after mentioning how diverse 
kinds of news can be obtained through information sorting tools on social media, added: 

On one hand, it’s helpful but on the other hand, it’s scary.  We don’t exactly know how the 
algorithm works. It could be based on pure numbers. It could be based on intelligent word search. We 
don’t know. Only Facebook would know exactly how it works. And at the end of the day, Facebook might 
want to monetise this, so there are a lot of question marks about algorithm-led news and tunnel vision. 

Unsolicited attention from disingenuous individuals was named as another side effect of engag-
ing in social news use. While most were willing to avail themselves to constructive debate on their 
primary social news platform, they expressed their annoyance with trolls – users who deliberately 
cause disruption by making baseless and derisive posts (Herring et al., 2002). The following quotes 
from F. and C. highlights how they were trolled:  

So, there’s the page that hasn’t been updated for a long time but when it was active, it was very 
bizarre. It specifically seemed to specialise in screen capping social media accounts of people whom they 
identify as activists and then publishing these screencaps with very weird insinuations…when it’s (sic) 
published, it’s clearly not in good faith. For instance, they screen-capped my stuff about Detention with-
out Trial and twisted it to say she’s pro-terrorist.  

 
I was harassed by the opposition trolls. They started stalking some of my posts. They don’t pri-

vately message me but what they do is when you ‘share’ an article that is pro-government, they start to 
comment a lot of nonsense in there.  

The primary concern over the presence of trolls is not so much the fear of being ridiculed, but the 
undermining of efforts to disseminate mobilising news and information. A related challenge facing 
many of the young activists was translating social news use activities of others into citizen partici-
pation, particularly in offline settings. R. admitted that compared to the content he produces on 
behalf of his organisation, interest and engagement in related offline events have been lacklustre. 
He rationalised:  

It’s difficult to convert people to want to actually do something. And that’s when reality also hits 
most people. When social media is not the safe barrier anymore. Because now it’s like, “Oh I’m actually 
going to be doing something. I’m actually going to be involved in something”. A lot of people get more 
cautious with that.  

While engaging disengaged peers is arguably a universal challenge for activists across the world, 
one contextual factor that makes this a more critical issue for these young activists is the perceived 
lack of responsiveness from government officials or authorities. As Q. noted: 

I think this goes back to one of the questions just now – To what extent do you think people like 
myself can influence the government? So if you ask me on a scale of 1-10, I probably would rate it on a 
six or seven. Because it has happened before. But it’s not direct influence. Because as far as most of the 
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news sites I engage with are concerned, the government either doesn’t acknowledge their existence or they 
think that they’re illegitimate.  

M. shared a similar sentiment when she stated her strategy in influencing the political process 
through a bottom-up approach: 

For me it’s not about what I say getting through to the policy makers. It’s more of me trying to 
influence the people in my network. Because while I do have a lot of people on my social media who share 
a lot of my values, there are also a lot of people who don’t.  

Overall, despite the varied pathways into activism, all informants regarded social news use as an 
important means of continued political socialisation. They reported that engaging with news in so-
cially networked spaces further stimulated their efficacy and awareness of politically salient issues 
and problems. A caveat in this finding however, is that there may be a discrepancy between their 
subjective and factual knowledge levels. In addition, potential obstacles preventing social news use 
from promoting citizen participation were also expressed. These ranged from homogeneity of views 
or opinions due to algorithmic measures, to trolls hindering opportunities of others to learn and 
participate in civic activities, to difficulty in drawing those who only engage in network-mediated 
news to be more involved in their specific causes. Overcoming the latter is seen as more effective in 
eventually influencing and affecting institutions of government than direct or online communica-
tion, including social news use. 

7. Discussion 

The aim of this article was to find out how young activists engage with social news, what influ-
ences these practices, and the implications these practices have on their own activist work. Con-
sistent with Bennet's (2008) AC model, the young adults in this study expressed an inclination to-
wards a variety of social media pages and digital outlets as news sources over traditional mass me-
dia. One possibility for this fragmented or “a la carte model of news gathering” (Marchi, 2012, p. 
248) is that they find formal sources of news and information limited in terms of perspectives, which 
in turn prevents them from participating fruitfully in public affairs. As mentioned earlier, in Singa-
pore, the internet, unlike mass media, is not as aggressively regulated and is consequently a host to 
a range of news outlets purveying both mainstream and alternative views. Nevertheless, it should 
also be pointed out that the present research suggests that usage does not necessarily equate to un-
equivocal trust in the medium. The activists were also generally cautious of news emanating from 
social media, understanding that its content can be highly subjective as well. However, they did not 
perceive this to be a serious problem. They were confident of, and preferred to, assemble and critique 
news-related content messages  from both mainstream and alternative news sources on this channel. 
All in all, the way civically or politically engaged millennials engage with social media as sources of 
news and information in this study fits partially into Bennet’s cross-generational DC to AC shift: 
while they’re increasingly choosing to be informed through peer-shared information sustained by 
interactive information technologies, they are also dependent on mass media sources which have 
now established a presence on these spaces. The dyadic model of DC and AC may require contex-
tualised adjustments. 



JeDEM Issue 13(1): 164-189, 2021 Winston Teo 

179 Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Austria (CC BY 3.0), 2021 

Sullivan (2000) and Feaster (2013) explicated information control as intrinsic to supporting posi-
tive face concerns and mitigating negative ones. The participants in this study continue to demon-
strate support for this. Because of their sustained involvement in activism, many identified them-
selves as an authority on the topic of their respective causes and engaging in social news proactively 
was an opportunity to engage in related discourse. However, to better manage the often-contradic-
tory expectations of a diverse network, they often consulted a range of both technical and social 
strategies. This practice of not simply relying on a platform’s features to avoid unwanted audiences 
indicates that like their counterparts elsewhere (Vitak et al., 2015; Young & Quan-Haase, 2013), Sin-
gaporean young adults are not necessarily disinclined towards technological privacy tools but are 
sceptical of its comprehensiveness. In an age where news engagement is becoming a significant com-
ponent of overall social media activity, it behoves social media service providers to mitigate this. For 
a start, providers should implement more clear-cut procedures on how to activate various privacy 
management tools and articulate clearly in non-technical terms the range and implications of such 
features. This is particularly so for social networking sites such as Facebook, which offers a variety 
of granular privacy tools, such as friend groupings, item-level access controls, block lists, etc. By 
making privacy controls more consistent and user-friendly, social media service providers would 
encourage the adoption of such tools and alleviate users’ sense of privacy breach. Consequently, 
social news users can be expected to be more confident in engaging in expressive forms of news-
related activities because of this strengthened perception of information control. 

 The variance in responses regarding the mobilizing and reinforcing effects of social news use 
suggest that there are multiple socializing agents that provide young adults with the resources re-
quired for participating in public life. Indeed, as pointed out by Shah et al. (2009), other typical 
agents include family, school, media, and peers. However, while it is expected that most news con-
sumers in the current media landscape receive news from a variety of sources, it should be empha-
sized that just reception alone to news media is not a precursor to active civic or political action. 
Often, regardless of how they first came to learn about the ways they could contribute to their com-
munities meaningfully and effectively, the activists in this study were – and still are – active partic-
ipants in the socialisation process themselves, engaging the information received with others 
through various mediated and non-mediated means, and thereby developing their knowledge and 
efficacy further. Accordingly, the findings in this research reaffirm earlier work that communicative 
behaviours are essential to an active citizenry and work in tandem with news consumption to pro-
mote citizen participation (Jung et al., 2011). 

 The findings of this study provide some insights as to how policymakers in Singapore can 
foster a more cohesive relationship with activists. First, our analysis shows that despite its disad-
vantages, young Singaporean activists regard social news use as integral to their citizenship. In other 
words, they accepted most of its risks because they believe these are dwarfed by the affordance of 
being able to receive and distribute information widely with minimal political intervention. Given 
that social news use may play an important role in revitalising civic and political participation in 
Singapore, it is crucial that the government continues to maintain this status quo as much as possible 
while addressing the challenges of the ever-changing digital media environment. The recent back-
lash against the controversial Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act 2019 bill 
suggest that those who produce news-related content online are highly sceptical of its effectiveness 
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in mitigating misinformation and perceive it as an encroachment on their freedom to dissent (Sim, 
2020). For some, this bill might deter them from social news use altogether. Therefore, when it comes 
to implementing regulations concerning new media, the government should not shy away from so-
liciting public feedback. This has to be done effectively and regularly, rather than half-heartedly, 
with details of what has been taken into consideration and not communicated clearly to the public. 

 Moreover, the findings indicate a general sense of cynicism among our interviewees – the 
belief that the current system regards online grassroots voices as trivial. This undermines the efforts 
of the institutions and personnel currently involved in the government’s efforts to improve commu-
nication between the state and its citizens. Accordingly, the existing policy decision-making struc-
ture can be further improved to include online discourses into its regular routines. This may include 
regularly interacting with citizens on its own pages, as well as with selected social news producers 
who have attracted a prominent following. Such a consultative or participatory approach, where 
citizens are given greater legitimacy in shaping policy discussions or providing feedback is likely to 
have a positive influence in their trust in the political system. The challenge of course is to figure out 
how to triangulate this with offline mechanisms so as to gain a more accurate assessment of public 
opinions. 

 All in all, this study adds new insights to the relationship between young activists’ social 
news use and citizen participation. However, because the study employed purposive sampling, 
readers should exercise caution in interpreting findings. Given the traditionally low levels of politi-
cal and civic activity among the electorate, the small, homogenous sample of highly engaged young 
adults limits the generalizability of findings. The findings of this study can be further corroborated 
with a national survey that uses a quota sample that more accurately captures a sample representa-
tive of Singapore’s population. In addition, future qualitative studies should include focus groups 
involving young adults who are currently not regularly involved in any form of civic or political 
activity. The findings collectively would provide a more comprehensive picture of the opportunities 
and challenges of this media landscape for both state and civil society. 
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Appendix A 

1. On average, which of the following social media applications do you access most often? 

 
 

Application  
Rank in order of frequency 
1 = most frequent 
6 = least frequent 

Facebook  
Instagram  
Twitter  
Google+  
YouTube  
WhatsApp  
Other 
(please 
specify) : 

 

 

2. Approximately how long have you had an account on the application that you use most fre-
quently? _________ years. 

3. Typically, which of the following social media applications do you use for social news use most 
often? 

 
 

Application  
Rank in order of frequency 
1 = most frequent 
6 = least frequent 
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Facebook  
Instagram  
Twitter  
Google+  
YouTube  
WhatsApp  
Other 
(please 
specify) : 

 

 

 

4. On a typical week, how much time on average do you consume news on the following media 
channels? 

 

 
Never 

Less than 
once a week 

Once a 
week 

2-3 
times 
a 
week 

4-6 
times 
a 
week 

Once 
a day 

Several 
times a 
day 

Television            

Radio            

Newspaper            

Social media            

Internet (over-
all) 

        
   

 

5. How often do you engage in a conversation about politics or current affairs with others? 

 

Frequency Tick appropriately 

Never  

Less than once a week  

Once a week  

2-3 times a week  
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4-6 times a week  

Once a day  

Several times a day  

 

6. How would you describe your level of attention to news pertaining to local politics or social is-
sues? 

 
 

Level of interest 
 

Tick appropriately 
None  
Little attention  
A moderate amount of atten-
tion 

 

Close attention  
Very close attention  

 

7. How would you describe your level of interest in local politics or social issues?  

 
 

Level of interest 
 

Tick appropriately 
Not at all interested  
Not very interested  
Neutral  
Somewhat interested  
Very interested  

 
 

8. To what extend do you agree with the following statement: “I think people like me can influence 
government.” 

 
 

Level of agreement 
 

Tick appropriately 
Strongly disagree  

Disagree  
Somewhat disagree  
Neither agree or disagree  
Somewhat agree  
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Agree  
Strongly agree  

 

 

 

Age: __________ 

Sex (circle):     Female   /    Male   

Highest education achieved: ____________________________ 

Ethnicity: ____________________________ 
 

Appendix B 

1) You mentioned that that you usually use ________ (refer to response on Q.3 in pre-interview 
survey) for social news use. Please elaborate why this is your preferred social media platform 
compared to others. 

2) Who do you communicate or interact with mostly when participating in social news use? 
Why?  

3) What local news on politics, economy or social issues have you responded to actively when 
consuming news on social media? Why? 

4) Unlike traditional mass media in Singapore, the Internet is home to a wider spectrum of soci-
politcal news and information. How do you negotiate these different sources of information?   

5) If your views were different from those expressed by the majority on the social media news 
page that you frequent, how would you respond? 

6) Do you think you will be less involved or interested in civic or political issues if social media 
as a news source did not exist? Why or why not? 

7) How has social news use affected your participation or work in activism? 
8) Do you think engaging in social news use helps you participate in the national policy-making 

process? How so or how not? 
9) While the government has employed a “soft touch” approach towards regulating the Inter-

net, legal restrictions on expression remain in place. How has this restriction influence your 
social news use behaviour?   

10) What are the major drawbacks from participating in social news use?  
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