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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the relationship between news media use and civic engagement. 

The investigation also examines the mediating role of social capital and civic 

accountability between news media use and civic attitude/behavior. Uses and 

gratification theory provides the theoretical framework for the study. Using a cross-

sectional survey design, this study collects data from 367 respondents. Findings using 

structural equation modeling reveal that news media has positive effects on civic 

behavior. News media has a significant relationship with social capital and civic 

accountability. Furthermore, civic accountability plays a positive mediating role 

between news media use and civic attitude/behavior. The relationship between news 

media use and civic behavior is also mediated by social capital. No relationship was 

found between news media and civic attitude. In terms of civic attitude, the results of 

the direct and indirect effects of social capital also remain statistically nonsignificant. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Mass media is considered as the eyes and ears of a society that plays a central role in 

disseminating information regarding newsworthy events. In the present age, people 

use multiple platforms to receive up-to-date information about the latest happenings 

around the globe (Molyneux, 2017). Such information strengthens the social fabric. 

Media is an important agent of socialization that plays a vital role in enhancing civic 

engagement (Hao, Wen, & George, 2014; Livingstone & Markham, 2008). In this 

regard, newspaper reading and internet use provide new avenues for civic mobilization 

(McLeod, 2000; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001). 

 

In addition to news media, social capital also plays a fundamental role in enhancing 

civic engagement. Social capital increases coordination for mutual benefits (Putnam, 

1995). Social capital includes both formal participation in social groups and informal 

socializing with peers. The entire socialization process revolves around interpersonal 

trust. Social capital also facilitates associative behavior and enhances the level of civic 

engagement (Kim, 2007). Social trust converts ‘They’ into ‘We’, creates an 

atmosphere of brotherhood, unites people, and engenders a prosperous society 

(Uslaner, 2018). Media enhances engagement in civic activities by promoting social 

capital.  

 

Civic accountability, a relatively underexplored variable, focuses on a sense of 

responsibility concerning an individual’s role in society. Media is a key mechanism to 

instigate the sense of accountability among social members which in return enhances 

engagement (Bonner, 2009). It is the civic accountability that motivates and 

encourages individuals to examine their behavior towards social change. An individual 

understands his social responsibilities and works for the welfare of the community. 

Civic accountability is indispensable for a strong civil society (Finkel, Sabatini, & 

Bevis, 2000). 

 

Civic engagement is a broader term, not limited to political participation, but also 

includes involvement in community affairs such as volunteer community activities. 

The current study explores the relationship between news media use and civic 

engagement. This study also investigates the mediating effects of social capital and 

civic accountability. Although there is some understanding of the role of civic 

accountability on society, this study seeks to bridge this gap by exploring the effects 

of news media on civic accountability.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

News Media Use and Civic Engagement 

Several research studies provide some understanding of relationships between news 

media use and civic engagement. Mahmood and Saud (2019) explored the relationship 

between Facebook use and civic engagement among a sample of 1245 respondents. 

The results indicated a significant relationship between Facebook use and the civic 

activities of youth. Likewise, Molyneux (2017) argued that multiplatform news 

consumption plays a positive role in leading people towards civic engagement. 

Contrary to previous studies, Zubair and Halim (2017) found no relationship between 

the new media use and the civic contribution of youth. They examined the effects of 

social networking sites among 195 respondents. Their study contradicts the findings 

of previous studies indicating no significant association between new media and 

engagement. 

 

Mushtaq and Baig (2015) explored the relationship between television news 

consumption and civic participation among a sample of 246 respondents. The results 

showed that news consumption through television had a significant relationship with 

the civic contribution of youth. The study of Martens and Hobbs (2015) examined the 

relationship between media literacy and engagement. Findings inferred from the 

analysis of 400 respondents revealed that the latest information technology, 

knowledge, attitude, and media literacy enhanced participation in civic affairs. 

Likewise, Cheng, Liang, and Leung (2015) examined the influence of social 

networking use on civic engagement within the framework of uses and gratification. 

Results revealed that technological fulfillment desire, interpersonal communication, 

and social network use have a positive association with civic engagement.  

 

Hao, Wen, and George (2014), when exploring the association between news 

consumption and civic contribution, obtained online data from 397 university students. 

Their results revealed that news consumption through new media had a positive 

influence on civic engagement. Additionally, Gil de Zuniga, Jung, and Valenzuela 

(2012) found a positive relationship between social media use for news and civic 

engagement. The results also showed a positive association between new media and 

social capital. Campbell and Kwak (2010) examined the association between 

smartphone use and civic engagement under the framework of uses and gratification. 

The analysis of 777 respondents showed that the adoption of the latest technology had 

significant effects on civic engagement. Individuals who use smartphones for 

exchanging information were more civically engaged. Kim (2007) examined the 

impacts of media exposure and social capital on civic engagement among 527 

respondents. The results showed a positive connection between media use and 

engagement. It was also observed that the use of new media plays an effective role in 

enhancing civic engagement. 
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Direct and Indirect Effects of Social Capital 

Several studies have examined both the direct and indirect effects of social capital on 

civic engagement. Jalalani and Shah (2019) examined the relationship between social 

capital and civic engagement by collecting data from university students. The results 

illustrated that bonding social capital and trust had a direct influence on civic actions. 

Rafique, Khoo, and Idrees (2016) conducted a study to check the level of civic 

engagement among 381 respondents. The results showed that civic responsibility and 

sensitivity had a positive association with engagement. This study resulted that the 

contribution of youth in civic activities had great potential for social capital.  

 

Warren, Sulaiman, and Jaafar (2014) found that new media was significantly related 

to mutual trust which in result enhanced trust in state institutions. Moreover, mutual 

incentives encouraged citizens to participate in online civic activities by developing 

their interests. Similarly, Liu et al. (2014) identified a positive and direct relationship 

between a high level of social capital and civic behavior. Moreover, this study also 

observed partial mediating effects of social capital. Bonner (2009) found that media 

play a vital role in promoting social accountability while providing platforms for public 

discussion and mutual action for the betterment of society. This study observed the 

influence of media in creating social accountability concerning police violence through 

newspaper coverage. Son and Lin (2008) claimed that organizational networks play a 

central role in enhancing contribution to civic affairs. 

 

The empirical literature suggests that media use for entertainment has negative impacts 

on social capital. Shah, Kwak, and Holbert (2001) found a negative relationship 

between internet use for entertainment and social capital. Likewise, Cho, Rojas, and 

Shah (2003) termed the internet as one of the major factors for having adverse civic 

consequences. Putnam (1995) claimed that television is responsible for the decline of 

social capital in the USA. In his opinion, television viewing has negative effects on 

social trust and engagement. Interestingly, he argued that print media especially 

newspapers have positive effects on social capital. Uslaner (1998) rejected Putnam’s 

claim that television decline social trust and engagement. Putnam (2000) argued that 

those individuals who have a large social network are more likely to contribute to civic 

activities. Social trust removes barriers and opens new avenues for civic engagement. 

In addition, previous scholarly studies have also identified social capital as a potential 

mediating variable between news media and civic engagement (Collins, Neal, & Neal, 

2014; Zhong, 2014). To summarize, a critical review of previous studies identified a 

significant relationship between news media use and civic engagement (Campbell & 

Kwak, 2010; Cheng, Liang, & Leung, 2015; Hao et al., 2014; Kim, 2007; Molyneux, 

2017; Mushtaq & Baig, 2015). It is evident from previous scholarly studies that a 

significant relationship exists between news media and social capital, and social capital 

and civic engagement (Jalalani & Shah, 2019; Liu et al., 2014; Putnam, 2000; Warren, 
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Sulaiman, & Jaafar, 2014). Nevertheless, a little is known about the direct and indirect 

effects of civic accountability. This particular study seeks to bridge this research gap.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in the uses and gratification theory (UGT) as proposed by Katz, 

Blumler, and Gurevitch in 1974. This theory sheds light on the social and 

psychological origins of needs that cause expectations of media use (Katz & Blumler, 

1974). In essence, this theory predicts that people use different mediums to gratify their 

needs. Media users are active and media use is goal-oriented (Baran & Davis, 2011). 

Describing the types of different needs, Leung (2009) argued that social media users 

generate online content to fulfill their recognition, cognitive, social, and entertainment 

needs. Uses and gratification approach has been extensively adopted to observe 

different kinds of media adoption (Campbell & Kwak, 2010; Cheng, Liang, & Leung, 

2014; Leung & Wei, 2000; Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000). UGT theory is relevant to 

the current research study given that media users are active individual agents who 

consume news via different information mediums to gratify their needs. Above all, 

news media use may be a result of needs that are gratified and reflected in affective 

responses to civic attitude/behavior.  

 

In addition to the UGT approach, this study can also be framed in the agenda-setting 

theory. This theory postulates that the media doesn’t tell us what to think but influences 

what to think about (McCombs & Shaw, 1993). An individual not only selects media 

to meet his needs but it further influences what we discuss and may have an influence 

on civic engagement. Several studies suggested that second-level agenda-setting has 

powerful effects on the relationship between media and civic engagement (Bryant & 

Oliver, 2009; Kiousis & McDevitt, 2008; Moon, 2013). 

 
Figure 1. Proposed Hypothetical Model 



 
 
 
 
 
 
PJER, Vol 4, Issue 1 (2021)                                                                                     Evaluation of school…  

39 
 

As shown in Figure 1, news media use is an independent variable that is anticipated to 

have a direct relationship with civic attitude/behavior. Civic attitude and behavior are 

dependent variables. Whereas social capital and civic accountability are mediating 

variables that link news media use and civic attitude/behavior.  

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

1. Explore the relationship between news media use and civic attitude/behavior. 

2. Check the relationship between news media and social capital. 

3. Examine the influence of news media use on civic accountability. 

4. Identify the direct impacts of social capital and civic accountability on civic 

attitude/behavior. 

5. Investigate the mediating role of social capital and civic accountability between the 

relationship of news media and civic attitude/behavior. 

 

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES 

1.1. News media use has a significant relationship with civic attitude. 

1.1.2. News media use has a significant relationship with civic behavior. 

1.2. News media use has a significant relationship with social capital. 

1.3. News media use has a significant relationship with civic accountability. 

1.4.1. Social capital has a significant relationship with civic attitude. 

1.4.2. Social capital has a significant relationship with civic behavior. 

1.5.1. Civic accountability is positively associated with civic attitude. 

1.5.2. Civic accountability is positively associated with civic behavior. 

1.6. Social capital mediates the relationship between news media and civic attitude/ 

behavior. 

1.7. Civic accountability mediates the relationship between news media and civic 

attitude/behavior. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Participants and Sampling 
This study is based on quantitative methodology, also known as empiricist 

methodology. To carry out this study, a cross-sectional design vis-à-vis survey method 

was adopted. The population of this study was university students of Lahore. 

Participants were 367 young adults selected from various public and private higher 

education institutes of Lahore with the help of convenience sampling technique. The 

survey URL was shared with 800 students aged 18 to 33 via Email. At the end, 367 

complete responses were received.   

 

Measurement  
News media use 

Adopting a scale from Gil de Zuniga, Jung, and Valenzuela (2012), this study 
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assessed news media use. Participants were asked to report how much they had read, 

seen, or listened to different news mediums to get information about events, public 

issues, and politics (1= Never; 5 = Very often). Seven news mediums were mentioned 

in response: newspaper, magazine, radio, television, social networking sites, online 

newspaper, and internet. Cronbach’s Alpha for the measure was (α = .67, M = 22.71, 

SD = 4.20). 

 

Social Capital 

Social capital scale was adopted from the study of Kim (2007). It included six items 

such as “I participate in alumni activities” and “Most people can be trusted” (α = .72, 

M = 18.62, SD = 3.78). 

 

Civic Accountability 

Adapting the civic accountability scale developed by Flanagan, Syvertsen, and Stout 

(2007), this study measured civic accountability on a five-point Likert scale (1 = 

Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree). It included four items like “If I love Pakistan, 

I should notice its problems and work to correct them” (α = .76, M =16.65, SD = 2.62). 

 

Civic Engagement 

Adopting civic engagement scale developed by Doolittle and Faul (2013), this study 

measured civic engagement on a five-point Likert scale. This scale consists of two 

subscales: civic attitude and civic behavior. Civic attitude refers to the personal beliefs 

concerning involvement in civic affairs. It included eight items such as “I feel 

responsible for my community” (α = .90, M = 32.68, SD = 4.77). Civic behaviors are 

actions that an individual takes to make a difference in his community. Civic behavior 

subscale included six items such as “I am involved in structured volunteer position in 

the community” (α = .86, M = 20.61, SD = 4.68). 

 

Control Variables 

In this study, sociodemographic variables such as gender (M = 1.46, SD = 0.49 and 

female 46.6%), locale (M = 1.73, SD = 0.44), age (M = 2.04, SD = 0.89), and 

qualification (M = 2.81, SD = 1.02) were included as control variables. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS  
To empirically test hypotheses, this study applied the Partial Least Square based 

Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) approach. Through this approach, we can 

easily handle the reflective measurement model and it works very well with a smaller 

sample size (Hair, Risher, Sarstedt, & Ringle, 2019). This analysis technique is helpful 

especially when a research study is not properly in line with a particular theory or 

research objectives are not confirming a strong theory (Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 

2017). First of all, researchers assessed the measurement model in which convergent 
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and discriminant validity was examined. Then, the structural model was evaluated after 

controlling demographic variables. PLS bootstrapping (number of bootstrap samples 

is 5000) was applied to test mediating hypotheses. 

 

RESULTS 
As mentioned above, this study adopted a two-stage approach using PLS-SEM and 

evaluated both measurement and structural models. Measurement model as shown in 

Figure 2 depict beta values in the inner model, loading of items of different constructs 

in the outer model and R square vales in constructs. Structural model presented in 

Figure 3 shows beta and probability vales in inner model. The relationship is 

significant at .05 level. Table 1 presents the results of factors loadings, composite 

reliability, average variance extracted (AVE), and (R2). .70 value for loadings, .70 for 

composite reliability, and a minimum .50 value for AVE is recommended (Hair et al., 

2017). Keeping in view this criterion, the composite reliability of all construct was up 

to the required standard ranging from 0.77 to 0.92. In addition to news media use and 

social capital, all constructs have up to the mark loadings and AVE scores. Keeping in 

view the criteria of Chin (1998), findings of R2 as shown in Table 1 indicate that civic 

attitude and civic behavior have moderate values. While social capital and civic 

accountability have weak values.  

 

Table 1: Assessment of Convergent Validity 

Constructs Loadings CR AVE             R2 

 .617   

 .583   

 .256   

News media use .656 .77 .33                - 
 .657   

 .521   

 .676   
 .527   
 .606   

Social capital .595 .80 .41              .19 
 .696   

 .717   

 .709   

 .740   

Civic accountability .752 .85 .58             .12 
 .764   
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 .806   

 .754   
 .757   

 .751   

Civic attitude .825 .92 .59             .49 
 .785   

 .847   

 .763   

 .643   

 .669   
 .824   

Civic behavior .827 .89 .59              .34 
 .769   

 .799   

 .719   

 

 
Figure 2. Measurement Model 

 

The discriminant validity was measured using the criteria of Fornell and Larcker 

(1981). As shown in Table 2, diagonals (bold figures) are the square roots of the AVE. 
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The rest of the values represent the correlation among latent variables. All diagonals 

have higher values as compared to nondiagonal which shows the discriminant validity 

criterion was satisfied.   

 

Table 2: Discriminant Validity 

Latent Variable    1    2     3    4    5 

1. Civic Accountability  .766     
2. Civic Attitude  .693  .768    
3. Civic Behavior  .472  .531  .77   
4. News Media Use  .357  .35  .358  .583  
      

5. Social Capital  .458  .395  .511  .44  .645 

Hypotheses testing summarized in Table 3 indicated no relationship between news 

media use and civic attitude (β = 0.098, t = 1.68, p = .09). H1a was not supported. And 

conversely, H1b which predicted a positive relationship between news media use and 

civic behavior was supported (β = 0.111, t = 2.09, p = .03). In light of these results, it 

can be said that news media have direct and positive effects on civic behavior but not 

on civic attitude. In H2, news media use was predicted to have positive effects on social 

capital and the results demonstrated that the hypothesis was supported (β = 0.440, t = 

9.96, p < .001). Hypothesis 3 which predicted a significant positive effect of news 

media use on civic accountability was supported (β = 0.357, t = 6.05, p < .001). The 

findings clearly showed that news media has a significant relationship with social 

capital and civic accountability. 

 

Table 3: Results of the Hypotheses Testing 

                Hypothesis Path ß SD t-value p-value 

News Media Use -> Civic Attitude 0.098 0.058 1.68 .092 

News Media Use -> Civic Behavior 0.111 0.053 2.09 .036 

News Media -> Social Capital 0.440 0.044 9.96 .000 

News Media -> Civic Accountability 0.357 0.059 6.05 .000 

Social Capital -> Civic Attitude 0.064 0.046 1.38 .166 

Social Capital -> Civic Behavior 0.333 0.055 6.06 .000 

Civic Accountability -> Civic Attitude 0.628 0.047 13.30 .000 

Civic Accountability -> Civic 

Behavior 0.280 0.062 4.55 .000 

News Media Use -> Social Capital -> 

Civic Attitude 0.028 0.021 1.36 .173 

News Media Use -> Social Capital -> 

Civic Behavior 0.147 0.029 5.13 .000 
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News Media Use -> Civic 

Accountability -> Civic Attitude 0.224 0.043 5.20 .000 

News Media Use -> Civic 

Accountability -> Civic Behavior 0.10 0.028 3.58 .000 

Furthermore, no relationship was found between social capital and civic attitude (β = 

0.064, t = 1.38, p = .166). H4a was not supported. However, there was a positive 

association between social capital and civic behavior (β = 0.333, t = 6.06, p < .001). 

H4b was supported. The results further illustrated that the relationship between civic 

accountability and civic attitude was significant (β = 0.628, t = 13.30, p < .001). H5a 

was supported. As predicted by H5b, civic accountability had a significant and positive 

association with civic behavior (β = 0.280, t = 4.55, p < .001). 

 
Figure 3. Structural Model 

 

As hypothesized in H6, social capital was not found as a significant mediator between 

news media and civic attitude (β = 0.028, t = 1.36, p = .173). However, social capital 

significantly mediates between news media use and civic behavior (β = 0.147, t = 5.13, 

p < .001). H6 receives partial support. In H7, civic accountability was predicted to 

mediate in the relationship between news media and civic attitude which was supported 

(β = 0.224, t = 5.20, p < .001). Similarly, the relationship between news media and 
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civic behavior was mediated by civic accountability (β = 0.10, t = 3.58, p < .001). H7 

was supported.  

 

DISCUSSION 

This study examined the influence of news media on the civic engagement of youth in 

Pakistan. It is natural for individuals to have a keen interest in social events as humans 

are social animals who seek to bring a positive change resulting in an improved society. 

Individuals seek to keep abreast of the latest events and contribute to enhanced civic 

activities. Previous studies have measured civic engagement through civic actions 

(Campbell & Kwak, 2010; Gil de Zuniga et al., 2012; Hao et al., 2014; Mushtaq & 

Baig, 2015). The civic engagement scale used in this study assesses engagement 

through both civic attitude and behavior. Describing the rationale for measuring civic 

engagement as both attitude and behavior, Doolittle and Faul (2013) argue that an 

individual can’t have a positive influence on one’s community without having the 

appropriate competencies based on knowledge, skills, and values. An individual’s 

expression of competency is based on both attitudes (likes and dislikes) as well as 

behaviors (actions toward specific desired goals). 

 

This study suggests that news media has a positive relationship with civic behavior but 

not with civic attitude. The selection of news media appears to have a direct 

relationship with an individual’s civic actions which have the potential to make a 

positive difference in one’s community. However, news media do not appear to play a 

significant role as reflected in attitudes about civic affairs. These results are consistent 

with previous studies (Hoffman & Thomson, 2009; Livingstone & Markham, 2008; 

Mahmood & Saud, 2019; Xenos & Moy, 2007; Zubair & Halim, 2017). These studies 

also prove that news media has positive effects on civic actions.    

 

Consistent with the results of Uslaner (1998), we found that news media promotes 

social capital. Similarly, the findings revealed a significant relationship between news 

media use and civic accountability. It can thus be argued that news media use may be 

reflected in the sense of responsibility one assumes and further may encourage 

individuals to work for the betterment of society. Consistent with previous studies 

(Jalalani & Shah, 2019; Son & Lin, 2008), social capital has a direct relationship with 

civic behavior. Similar to H1a, this study found no relationship between social capital 

and civic attitude. While social capital is a significant mediator between news media 

and civic behavior. These results are further compatible with previous research by 

Collins, Neal, and Neal, 2014; Zhong, 2014. In addition, the results support the 

findings of Bonner (2009) that also suggests a positive association between civic 

accountability and civic attitude/behavior. This study also suggests that there is both a 

positive direct and indirect relationship between news media and civic accountability. 

The overall results are compatible with the tenets of the uses and gratification; younger 
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individuals use news media to gratify needs which ultimately leads them towards 

engagement in civic activities. The results also support the tenets of the second-level 

agenda-setting that focuses on the attributes salience. Mass media sets the agenda for 

public discussion that can have a deep influence on civic engagement. 

 

This study limits generalizability due to employing the convenience sampling 

technique. Its results can’t be generalized to all younger individuals in Pakistan. 

Moreover, a cross-sectional survey design does not suggest causality. Despite these 

limitations, the current study contributes to the existing literature of media sociology 

by suggesting the presence of a mediating role of civic accountability between news 

media use and civic engagement. Moreover, these results can be helpful to social 

workers who intend to bring constructive change in society.  

 

Future investigations should include people other than students in their sample to 

extend the generalization of the results. Additionally, future studies should use 

sampling methods which permit greater generalizability of the results. Future studies 

should also further investigate the proposed relationships within the framework of the 

O-S-R-O-R model. Research is also needed to explore the role of other mediating 

mechanisms such as interpersonal communication, civic knowledge, and civic 

efficacy. Future studies should separately measure the effects of different information 

mediums such as traditional media, new media, and interpersonal communication as 

predictors.    

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study suggests that news media selection has an important influence on civic 

actions. Media use enhances civic engagement by enhancing social capital. This study 

also suggests relationship between news media on social capital and civic 

accountability. Civic accountability is also significantly correlated with civic 

attitude/behavior. Apart from direct effects, this study has also identified the indirect 

effects of social capital and civic accountability. Social capital mediates the 

relationship between news media use and civic behavior. Finally, this study supports 

civic accountability as a positive mediator which mediates between news media and 

civic attitude/behavior. 
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