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Abstract
Influencers, characterized by their social-media-made fame, are known for endorsing brands, but are also producing political content, which has been shown to resonate with youth. However, research on how their political messages impact young people’s political involvement is still scarce. To address this lacuna, we conducted a two-wave panel study (NW2 = 496) among youth aged 16 to 25 years to investigate links between following political influencers, young people’s internal political efficacy, and political participation. We draw from the two-step flow of communication and opinion leadership literature to explain influencers’ impact on young people’s political behavior. Moreover, we advance the theoretical argument that influencers may not only relay political news, but also render it more comprehensible for youth. Influencers may thereby raise young people’s confidence in their political self-competence, and consequently affect their level of political participation. We find that followers’ internal political efficacy is predicted by following political influencers at moderate to high levels of perceived simplification of politics by influencers. However, there is no link between internal political efficacy and political participation, which may be explained by influencers’ direct and short-term mobilizing effect on young people. Overall, our findings have important theoretical implications for contemporary understandings of opinion leadership in mediated contexts.
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Influencers as Empowering Agents? Following Political Influencers, Internal Political Efficacy and Participation among Youth
On social media, opportunities for ordinary citizens to make themselves and their ideas public are manifold (Khamis et al., 2017). Users whose content resonates on platforms such as Instagram or YouTube are rewarded with high follower counts and growing authority on social media (Ferchaud et al., 2018). In both popular culture and scientific research, these individuals have fittingly been referred to as influencers (e.g., Khamis et al., 2017). They differ from traditional celebrities, who enjoy publicity because of their profession (e.g., as actors or athletes), in that they have attained public recognition due to their self-branding on social media (Khamis et al., 2017). Influencers are regarded as trustworthy role models by their mainly young followers (Berryman & Kavka, 2017; Zimmermann et al., 2022). Predominantly known for advertising products to their followers, influencers have repeatedly voiced their opinions on political issues in the past, discussing climate change, COVID-19, or gender politics (Allgaier, 2020; Harff et al., 2022; Newman et al., 2021). Despite influencers’ engagement with political topics, and young people’s attentiveness to this content (Newman et al., 2021), research has largely overlooked influencers as novel and potentially powerful actors in political communication. Although scholars have begun to study the effects of influencers’ political content on behavioral intentions (Naderer, 2022) and short-term participation (Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2022), several research gaps remain unaddressed. Overall, our study advances the literature in four important ways.  
First, research lacks a clear definition of political influencers, specifically given that the term has also been used to describe other political actors such as politicians (Pérez-Curiel & Limón-Naharro, 2019). In this study, we introduce political influencers as novel actors in the public sphere and distinguish them from other political socialization agents. 
Second, it is unknown whether and how following influencers who talk about politics can strengthen young people’s political involvement over time, as existing studies (Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2022; Naderer, 2022) have focused on adult populations only. Especially in light of concerns about young people’s increasing disengagement from political institutions (e.g., Soler-i-Martí, 2015), political communication by a relatable and traditionally non-political actor may help reconnect young people with conventional politics (Austin et al., 2008). Thus, following the two-step flow of communication and the concept of (parasocial) opinion leadership (Katz, 1957; Stehr et al., 2015), we investigate if following political influencers can mobilize youth for online and offline political participation. Additionally, we propose, in line with existing research (e.g., Moeller et al., 2014; Verba et al., 1995), that following political influencers predicts political participation through internal political efficacy. By raising young people’s internal political efficacy, influencers may provide the motivational basis for followers’ active participation (Andersen et al., 2021; Verba et al., 1995). 
Third, it is unclear to what extent following political influencers can explain young people’s political involvement beyond the influence of traditional media use or following other actors such as politicians on social media. As young people’s primary source of news on platforms like Instagram or TikTok (Newman et al., 2021), influencers may serve as political socialization agents and complement or substitute other sources of political information in this respect. We use a rigorous design, controlling for autoregressive effects and various media use variables, to reflect on influencers’ political impact against the background of other media influences. 
Fourth, there is a lack of knowledge about the conditions under which influencers’ political content affects young people’s internal political efficacy. Drawing from previous work (Stehr et al., 2015; Schmuck et al., 2022), we test for the first time whether perceived simplification of politics is a necessary condition for influencers to strengthen young people’s confidence in their political capabilities. This conceptualization adds to the literature by pointing to novel theoretical directions for future research on influencers’ impact in the field of political communication and extends existing theory surrounding opinion leadership and the two-step flow of communication.
To investigate the hypothesized relationships, we conducted a two-wave panel survey based on a quota sample of youth in Germany. Results of this study do not only have theoretical, but also important practical implications, specifically for stakeholders in the political and educational sector.
Defining Political Influencers
Social media have not only enabled politicians to exploit the affordances of reciprocal exchange to engage with prospective voters, but also invited people ranging from normal citizens to celebrities to voice their political opinions and concerns (Weeks et al., 2017). In this light, influencers, who accommodate both (performed) ordinariness and celebrity status (Khamis et al., 2017) have manifested themselves as political actors on social media (Allgaier, 2020). Although they are primarily known for their role in advertising (e.g., Khamis et al., 2017), research has attested to the recurring presence of politics in their communication (e.g., Allgaier, 2020; Arnesson, 2022; Riedl et al., 2021). In this light, we consider political influencers regular individuals who have acquired a large follower base via social media and at least occasionally communicate political topics to their audiences. Rather than being fully defining to their content spectrum, the prefix ‘political’ describes a role that influencers, who are predominantly active in other domains (e.g., gaming or beauty), can also play. Potential for mobilization for political participation may be especially strong here, as youth may primarily connect to influencers based on shared interests in other areas (e.g., fashion; Croes & Bartels, 2021). Once these influencers talk politics, their engagement with political issues may be understood as driven by genuine interest rather than ulterior motives (such as political gain, which young people associate with politicians; Manning et al., 2017) and render youth more responsive to the political messages. When they address politics, influencers provide advice and orientation on political topics—thus contrasting journalistic reporting that is perceived as more objective—by commenting on issues of public concern (Zimmermann et al., 2022). From the perspective of ordinary people with no formal attachment to politics, they casually provide their followers access to politics and, in some cases, recruit them for political action, which may have consequences for young people’s political participation.
Political Influencers as Opinion Leaders and Young People’s Political Participation
The theory of the two-step flow of communication is conducive to describe how political information reaches people through influencers. It posits that content from legacy media often indirectly reaches recipients through well-connected and -informed individuals in people’s social environments (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). Especially among those individuals who are comparably less invested in certain political issues, opinion leaders’ advice on the respective topics can result in a change in people’s attitudes and behavior (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 2006). In The People’s Choice (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944), this impact manifested in greater voter turnout among opinion followers. Changes in behavior and, more specifically, political participation as a result of exposure to opinion leaders have since been repeatedly observed in the literature (e.g., Farivar et al., 2021; Katz, 1957). 
Substantial transformations in the media environment since the development of the theory have led scholars to question its applicability to a setting in which media are tailored to the interests of audiences. Correspondingly, Bennett and Manheim (2006) argued that the flow of communication today should be described as a one-step rather than two-step process. Yet, this perspective neglects the impact of information sharing by peers, friends, or acquaintances on social media on people’s news diet (Bergström & Belfrage, 2018). To account both for the personalization of news content, driven by algorithmic recommendations, and information that reaches people through contacts on social media, Thorson and Wells (2016) coined the notion of curated flows of information. They differentiate, amongst others, between processes that are subject to the (infra-)structural conditions and affordances of social media (i.e., algorithm curation) and “socially curated flows,” i.e., flows “performed by the human social network” (Thorson & Wells, 2016, p. 316). This term can be understood as the conceptual transposition of the two-step flow of communication to social media. Arguably, the groups of individuals which Thorson and Wells list as potential opinion leaders within socially curated flows can also be broadened to include those people with whom others develop intimate relationships, despite not personally knowing them (i.e., parasocial relationships; Horton & Wohl, 1956). With influencers, this relationship building is particularly prominent: Influencers focus on self-disclosure and self-branding to grow close ties with their followers (Schmuck, 2021), which in turn helps them to promote products and brands more efficiently to followers (Khamis et al., 2017). When they are perceived as big siblings or friends (Berryman & Kavka, 2017), their potential to affect followers in their attitudes and behaviors may be greater than if they were perceived as distant others to whom people can hardly connect (Martensen et al., 2018). 
Thus, in mediated spaces, parasocial relationships become a substitute for the interpersonal connection that serves as a precondition for opinion leadership as a situational, everyday phenomenon (Schäfer & Taddicken, 2015; Stehr et al., 2015). This argument is most strikingly made by Stehr and colleagues (2015) in their work on parasocial opinion leadership, in which they note that mass media personalities can act as opinion leaders and have sway on recipients by relying on parasocial relationships built with them. Influencers in particular focus on a communication style that is immersive and keep followers constantly updated about their personal lives (e.g., through vlogs), which reinforces ties that followers form with them (Ferchaud et al., 2018). In agreement with the traditional literature on this topic, Stehr and colleagues (2015, p. 990) note that parasocial opinion leaders exhibit certain traits, relating to “who one is, […] what one knows, and […] whom one knows”. We argue that these characteristics—i.e., being skilled communicators and socially well-connected—are inherent to influencers. Their parasocial opinion leadership can be assumed based on their high social connectedness and the gregariousness they show as media personalities who rely on building intimate relationships with their audiences. In their process model, the authors of the parasocial opinion leadership concept (Stehr et al., 2015) outline attitudinal change among opinion followers as a consequence of parasocial opinion leadership, but remark that behavioral outcomes are also possible. Thus, we posit here that influencers’ impact on young people’s participation can be theorized based on the role they play as opinion leaders guiding the way to political information in an environment which is often socially curated. 
Content characteristics that are specific to influencers may further augment this effect. Influencers are dependent on their ability to persuade followers to take certain actions to succeed in their role as product promotors (Enke & Borchers, 2019). The mobilizing character of their communication may also transport to how they convey political information. By encouraging their followers to become politically active—thus functioning as recruitment agents (Verba et al., 1995)—or modeling respective behavior (Bandura, 1971), they may directly raise participation among these individuals. In this context, it is useful to differentiate between online and offline political participation. Based on prior research, online political participation can be described as less effortful than offline political participation (e.g., Kim et al., 2017). In this light, it remains unclear whether influencers, as political actors who operate on social media, can also directly encourage young people to engage in more cost- and time-intensive forms of political participation that take place offline. Review of existing literature leads us to suppose that influencers can indeed raise both online and offline political participation among this age group. First evidence suggests that influencers’ political content may fuel online participation during election campaigns among adults (Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2022). Given that adolescents and young adults are influencers’ main audience group (Berryman & Kavka, 2017), we expect that their mobilizing effect in the online realm extrapolates to youth. Furthermore, considering research on links between social media use and offline political participation (Kim & Ellison, 2022), as well as influencers’ promotion of political activities such as voting (Goodwin et al., 2020), we expect that influencers can also stimulate offline political behavior. Taken together, influencers’ parasocial opinion leadership—providing access for youth to political information in mediated spaces—and elements specific to their content—such as demonstrating reproducible participation behavior—lead to the following hypothesis:
H1: Following political influencers predicts young people’s a) online and b) offline political participation over time.
Internal Political Efficacy as an Explanatory Mechanism
Research investigating youth political participation has underlined the importance of accounting for possible changes in political engagement to determine why young people do or do not become politically active (e.g., Andersen et al., 2021; Moeller et al., 2014; Verba et al., 1995). This construct is defined as the “intrinsic motivations, abilities and attitudes”, which condition the “outreaching and behavioural component of political involvement” (Andersen et al., 2021, p. 15). In the civic voluntarism model (Verba et al., 1995), engagement is one of the three components that explains people’s civic and political participation. Besides engagement, resources and recruitment—as mentioned above—additionally play a role in predicting whether citizens invest in political behavior.
Engagement consists of several pre-dispositional variables, which have been found to be connected to political participation (e.g., Andersen et al., 2021; Barkan, 2004), such as individuals’ political knowledge, interest, or efficacy. The latter concept is conventionally described as two-dimensional. Whereas internal political efficacy signifies “feelings of self-competence to understand and participate effectively in political processes” (Park, 2015, p. 704), external political efficacy refers to “beliefs about the responsiveness of governmental authorities and institutions to citizen demands” (Niemi et al., 1991, p. 1408). Young adults are typically discerned as the age demographic that feels the least politically self-efficacious (e.g., Winchester et al., 2014), which may be a result of their young age: Youth fathom that they have yet to acquire the skills which equip them for political involvement (Andersen et al., 2021). Low confidence in their political competencies may in turn explain low youth voter turnout (Soler-i-Martí, 2015). However, there is evidence that political media use can make people, and youth in particular, feel more politically capable, and thereby indirectly motivate them to participate in politics (Andersen et al., 2021). While early research in this area indicated that internal political efficacy is driven by exposure to news media in general (e.g., Newhagen, 1994), more recent findings imply that effects differ depending on the medium in question. Moeller and colleagues (2014) found that reading newspapers and engaging in political discussions online raised internal political efficacy among first-time voters, while watching TV did not have this effect. Concerning social media, Halpern and colleagues (2017) discovered that Twitter use in particular predicted internal political efficacy, due to high degrees of political expression on this medium. These studies also derived internal political efficacy as a predictor of political participation (Halpern et al., 2017; Moeller et al., 2014), building upon Finkel’s (1985) identification of a unidirectional relationship between these variables. 
Although influencers rank highest in the category of people to whom young generations pay most attention for news (Newman et al., 2021), following political influencers may actually decrease young people’s external political efficacy, considering that some influencers exhibit their frustration with political parties (Allgaier, 2020), thereby fueling followers’ political cynicism (Schmuck et al., 2022). However, by covering comparably ‘soft’ political issues (Newman et al., 2021) and educating their followers on politics (Maares & Hanusch, 2020), political influencers may well be able to facilitate access to an otherwise ‘complex’ domain, thus strengthening followers’ internal political efficacy. In addition, they resort to infotainment (Zimmermann et al., 2022), a presentation of politics that can raise people’s faith in their political self-competence: Late night show viewers reported higher levels of internal political efficacy than people who had been exposed to hard news, because the former was presented in a light, entertaining and humorous manner (Baumgartner & Morris, 2006). Again, influencers’ role as communicators who approach politics from laypeople’s perspective may determine the consequences of being exposed to their content: Due to influencers’ lacking expert status in politics, their content may appear more forthright and subjective (Manning et al., 2017; Zimmermann et al., 2022). These qualities distinguish them not only from other mediatized opinion leaders but can explain why influencers may excel in strengthening young people’s relationship to politics (Schäfer & Taddicken, 2015). Influencers are attainable role models whose enthusiasm for political issues may be seen as an inspiration and, yet, realistic aspiration by followers, who may consequently be strengthened in their own political competencies (Martensen et al., 2018). Influencers may thereby raise internal political efficacy among youth audiences, explaining the impact on their political participation. We hypothesize:
H2: Following political influencers predicts young people’s internal political efficacy, which is subsequently related to online and offline political participation.
The Moderating Role of Perceived Simplification of Politics 
Several factors can predispose young people to changes in their attitudes and behavior as a result of following (political) influencers. In marketing research, scholars have noted that illusionary ties to influencers experienced by followers, i.e., parasocial relationships, can increase susceptibility to their influence (e.g., Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2020). Furthermore, favorable influencer traits, such as trustworthiness, may contribute to influencers’ credibility (Berryman & Kavka, 2017). Aside from these factors, perceptions of specific dimensions of influencers’ opinion leadership may determine the efficacy of influencers’ political messages. In line with Stehr and colleagues (2015), we propose that, beyond advice-giving and exertion of influence, parasocial opinion leaders may fulfill certain functions for recipients that differentially affect outcomes of exposure to their content. Stehr and colleagues (2015) name orientation, arousal of interest and information and reduction of complexity as capacities of parasocial opinion leaders. Inspired by this conceptualization, we propose that certain ascribed opinion leader qualities of political influencers function as boundary conditions for the outcomes of their content on young people’s political engagement. In other words, when influencers fulfill certain roles for followers within their opinion leadership, their ability to impact young people’s political attitudes and behaviors may be enhanced. Here, we postulate that followers’ perception of political influencers as individuals who can render politics less obscure increases their susceptibility to the impact of influencers’ political communication. This construct is coined perceived simplification of politics and defined as “perceptions of the presentation of politics in a clear and comprehensible manner that is easy to interpret and process” (Schmuck et al., 2022, p. 2). Under the pretext of ordinary citizenship, influencers can relate to politics without using a professional jargon and keep explanations of political processes simple (Riedl et al., 2021). Thus, rather than just contextualizing news in the sense of the two-step flow of communication, they also help make it more understandable for their audiences. This quality also differentiates them from politicians or journalists, whose political information may be negatively received by young adults, because they find it hard to comprehend (Bischof & Senninger, 2018), or due to preexisting bias toward these groups (e.g., Eveland & Shah, 2003). Specifically in this age group, easy-to-understand political information is sought out (Schwaiger et al., 2022). Young people demand comprehensible news content—and may receive it from influencers in particular, who can approach political topics from the perspective of a regular citizen. 
Overall, the degree to which followers perceive influencers to simplify politics for them may crucially determine whether exposure to political content of influencers results in higher internal political efficacy. Although PSP can be related to political cynicism, simultaneous positive consequences for political engagement are also possible (Schmuck et al., 2022). Considering that internal political efficacy and political cynicism are not mutually exclusive (Baumgartner & Morris, 2006), it is plausible that PSP can render exposure to influencer content conducive to young people’s political engagement. More specifically, PSP may determine the link between exposure to the political part of influencers’ content and followers’ internal political efficacy. The association between the perceived intricacy of politics and internal political efficacy is straightforward: When policies and political processes are obscure, individuals can become overwhelmed with politics (Craig & Maggiotto, 1982). Self-assurance in their capacity to understand and efficiently participate in politics would consequently be weakened. However, when influencers are perceived as capable to reduce this complexity, following them can have a positive effect, in that it may result in young people’s increased internal political efficacy. For instance, following an influencer who addresses the European elections will more likely result in higher internal political efficacy, if the influencer is perceived to explain this topic comprehensibly. PSP thus serves as a boundary condition of the positive effect of following political influencers on internal political efficacy. Therefore, we pose the following hypothesis: 
H3: The relationship between following political influencers and internal political efficacy is moderated by followers’ perceived simplification of politics by influencers.
Method
	We used data from a two-wave panel survey (NW1 = 1007, NW2 = 496) with late adolescents and young adults aged 16 to 25 years in Germany. The study was part of a larger survey project on the topic of social media influencers, in which additional constructs unrelated to this study were assessed. A large private survey institute (i.e., Dynata) recruited the sample between July/August 2020 (Wave 1, W1) and October/November 2020 (Wave 2, W2, i.e., with a time lag of three months). The completion rate was 82.2%. Inclusion criteria for the survey were providing consent, age range between 16 and 25 years—as in this age group, influencers are an important news source (Newman et al., 2021)—and the use of at least one social media platform. In W1, 1007 participants (50% women, Mage = 21.06, SD = 2.68; 0.4% no formal education, 11% still in school, 36% primary or (higher) secondary school degree, 42% specialized or higher educational degree after higher secondary school, 10% university degree) took part in the survey, of which 496 (50% women, Mage = 21.29, SD = 2.64 with corresponding education levels as in W1) remained in the panel in W2. Therefore, the retention rate was 49.3%. Tests for systematic panel attrition revealed no significant differences regarding relevant demographic, independent, and dependent variables (see Table A4). The data, the appendix and the script used for the analyses in RStudio can be found on OSF: https://osf.io/rnj5g/.
Measures
All items for the independent, dependent, and moderating variables were assessed on a 5-point Likert scale (see Table A1 for an overview of all items).
Measures of main variables. To measure following political influencers, participants were first given a definition of influencers—described as individuals “who have many followers and regularly express their opinions on certain topics in posts, videos and images” and “who have become famous on social media and whom one usually does not know personally.” Upon being provided with examples of influencers, participants were asked to what extent influencers whom they followed (and who had addressed politics at least once before; see Appendix A1) covered political issues. The instrument (M = 2.32, SD = 1.17, r = .71 at W1, M = 2.31, SD = 1.19, r = .76 at W2) consisted of two items (e.g., “I follow influencers who mainly comment on political issues”). We measured online political participation (M = 2.36, SD = 1.01, α = .88 at W1, M = 2.37, SD = 1.03, α = .89 at W2) with seven items based on Vissers and Stolle (2014), asking participants in which online political activities they had engaged during the previous three months (e.g., “expressed my opinion on a political topic on a social media platform through liking/commenting/sharing”). Likewise, we gauged offline political participation (M = 2.18, SD = 1.06, α = .89 at W1, M = 2.21, SD = 1.06, α = .89 at W2, Vissers & Stolle, 2014) during the previous three months with six items, e.g., “joined a political party or a political movement.” We used three items (e.g., “I can easily understand and assess important political issues”) by Niemi et al. (1991) to measure internal political efficacy (M = 3.06, SD = 1.01, α = .80 at W1, M = 3.11, SD = 1.00, α = .81 at W2). Participants who followed influencers who had at least once before addressed politics were asked to assess to what extent they felt influencers simplified politics for them. The measure (M = 3.06, SD = 1.05, α = .87 at W1, M = 3.07, SD = 1.01, α = .86 at W2) for perceived simplification of politics featured four items (e.g., influencers “explain political issues in a way that I can understand them”; Schmuck et al., 2022). 
Covariates. Besides gender and age, we included intensity of following influencers in general and uses of different media for political information—politicians’ posts, media posts and friends’ posts on social media as well as radio, television, print and online news—as control variables (see Table A1), as they have previously been found to strengthen internal political efficacy (e.g., Moeller et al., 2014).  
Data Analysis
We used path analysis to test the first two hypotheses, exploring the relationship between following political influencers, internal political efficacy, and political participation. We not only controlled for autoregressive effects and exposure to different channels or media for political information, but also accounted for a possible main effect of the suspected moderator.[footnoteRef:1] Second, multiple regression analysis was used to investigate the interaction effect and thus hypothesis three. We mean-centered the predictors before producing interaction terms. We controlled age, gender, intensity of general exposure to influencers and exposure to different channels for political information in all analyses.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  We also included offline political participation at W1 as a predictor of online political participation at W2 and online political participation at W1 as a predictor of offline political participation at W2, as the inclusion of these variables yielded in a significantly better model fit (∆χ2 = 36.74, p < .001).]  [2:  Education was dummy-coded and added to the analyses but was neither significantly related to the dependent variables nor changed the significance of any other results. A comparison of models showed that the inclusion of education in the analyses did not significantly improve model fit (∆χ2 = 2.05, p = .73), which is why we kept the more parsimonious model.] 

Results
The path model exhibited good fit (χ2/df = 0.50, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.02, RMSEA = .00, 95% CI [.00, .08]). H1a and H1b stated that following political influencers would be associated with higher online and offline political participation among young people. This hypothesis was confirmed, as there was a significant relation of following political influencers with higher online (b = 0.10, SE = 0.04, p = .009) and offline political participation (b = 0.09, SE = 0.04, p = .033) over time—even when internal political efficacy was controlled. However, following political influencers at W1 did not predict internal political efficacy at W2 (b = 0.07, SE = 0.04, p = .082). In addition, internal political efficacy was unrelated to both online (b = 0.06, SE = 0.04, p = .129) and offline political participation (b = -0.001, SE = 0.04, p = .986) over time. Thus, H2 could not be supported.[footnoteRef:3] Regarding the expected moderator, H3 was supported: At medium to high levels of PSP in W1 (above 3.24, see Figure 1), the relationship of following political influencers in W1 with internal political efficacy in W2 was significant (b = 0.07, SE = 0.03, p = .024).  [3:  We also ran alternative models testing internal political efficacy (W2) as a mediator of the relationship between following political influencers (W1) and online and offline political participation (W2), finding no indirect effects, neither on online (b = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [-.002, .05]) nor on offline political participation (b = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [-.002, .04]) via internal political efficacy. However, we did find a significant moderated mediation effect of following political influencers (W1) on online (b = 0.04, SE = 0.02, 95% CI: [.01, .07]) and offline (b = 0.03, SE = 0.01, 95% CI: [.01, .06]) participation (W2) via internal political efficacy (W2) moderated by PSP (W1). ] 

In addition to these main results, we found that PSP moderated the link between following political influencers and offline political participation: At medium to high levels of PSP in W1 (above 3.22, see Figure 2), following political influencers in W1 significantly increased offline political participation in W2 (b = 0.06, SE = 0.03, p = .04, see Appendix, Table A2). Moreover, we found the use of online media for political information in W1 to be significantly positively related to internal political efficacy in W2 (b = 0.09, SE = 0.04, p = .014, see Table 1). Reading newspapers was positively associated with offline political participation (b = 0.08, SE = 0.04, p = .042, see Table 1), while general exposure to influencers was negatively related to offline political participation over time (b = -0.08, SE = 0.03, p = .025, see Table 1). 
Discussion
In this study, we investigated how following political influencers is related to young people’s political participation. In this context, we explored, for the first time, internal political efficacy as an explanatory mechanism as well as perceived simplification of politics as a potential boundary condition of these relationships. Results from a two-wave panel study showed that young people who follow influencers who largely discuss political issues participate more in politics over time. This finding supports the notion that influencers, as parasocial opinion leaders (Stehr et al., 2015), can shape behaviors of their followers. We also found that among participants who felt that influencers simplified politics for them, young people’s internal political efficacy was significantly linked with following political influencers. Their easy explanations of political issues can thus facilitate access to politics. 
Furthermore, offline political participation was predicted by the interaction of following political influencers and PSP. Influencers who discuss political topics comprehensibly thus also seem to be able to directly impact their followers’ political behavior, which is a striking finding against the background of persistent concerns about low political interest and participation among youth (e.g., Winchester et al., 2014). While the communication of politicians may seem detached and motivated by strategic decisions (Manning et al., 2017), influencers’ way of addressing political topics might appear more attractive to young people (see also Zimmermann et al., 2022).
We also found that general exposure to influencers was associated with lower levels of offline and online political participation, which might be explained by influencers’ primary focus on entertainment-oriented content for which most youth may follow them (Croes & Bartels, 2021). However, when followers perceive influencers’ content to be mostly focused on politics, these communicators can provide an informal pathway to politics that youth otherwise have difficulty accessing—which supports the notion that the prominence of political topics in influencers’ communication determines whether young people’s internal political involvement is affected. Our findings also suggest that influencers can be valuable sources of political information for young people and raise followers’ internal political efficacy beyond the impact of other, more traditional forms of political information use. In fact, we showed that besides following political influencers, only online news use was significantly positively related to internal political efficacy. This result adds to the observation that online environments are young people’s primary source of political information (Andersen et al., 2021), with influencers gaining increased importance (Newman et al., 2021). Political information from influencers and online news media can be considered key sources that can help young people understand and feel capable of participating in politics.
Simultaneously, this result contradicts earlier findings (Moeller et al., 2014) showing that exposure to online news only slightly raised young people’s internal political efficacy, while reading newspapers was more strongly related to this outcome. This discrepancy may be explained by the changing media environment, in which news are increasingly prepared to align with the affordances of social media environments (Newman et al., 2021), such as a stronger focus on visuals that might especially appeal to youth. Yet, in line with previous research (Bakker & de Vreese, 2011), our findings revealed that reading newspapers was connected to higher offline political participation over time. 
Surprisingly, results of this study did not support previous findings that situated internal political efficacy as a predictor of political participation (e.g., Moeller et al., 2014; Park, 2015). An interpretation of this result relates to the notion that being “politically […] efficacious is likely to lead to political participation in society but does not necessarily do so” (Andersen et al., 2021, p. 14). This reading is supported by another result of our study: Exposure to political influencers was directly related to political participation at the second time point, without internal political efficacy as an intermediary. Although we do not find political efficacy to be a mediating mechanism in this context, similar study designs with greater time lags may produce an indirect effect in line with extant research (Andersen et al., 2021; Moeller et al., 2014), as it may simply take longer for youth to translate feelings of political self-competence into action. In addition, we note that, under certain circumstances, internal political efficacy may serve as a mediator between following political influencers and political participation, since we found a conditional indirect effect via internal political efficacy when efficacy and participation were measured at the same time point. Here, it may be helpful to distinguish types of political influencers with divergent communicational capacities (such as the skill to present political issues in a comprehensible fashion), that explain differential outcomes on young people’s political engagement. Our test of perceived simplification of politics as a boundary condition in this study represents a starting point in this regard and a vital contribution to the literature.
However, overall, the lack of internal political efficacy as a standalone mediating mechanism suggests that influencers seem to primarily have a talent to mobilize short-term and cause-related political action, which has been found to be a defining characteristic of participation among the young generation (Andersen et al., 2021). Young people’s change in political participation may thus mainly be explained by influencers’ role as parasocial opinion leaders in socially curated flows of information (Stehr et al., 2015; Thorson & Wells, 2016), rather than by young people’s previous internal motivations (i.e., internal political efficacy). An additional reason for increased political participation among people who follow influencers with a focus on politics may be rooted in characteristics of influencers’ political content: The mobilizing aspect of influencers’ communication may determine political participation among this age group. By integrating clear participation cues into their political content, and thus acting as recruiters for political action in the sense of Verba and colleagues (1995), influencers may directly raise political participation of their young followers. Influencers’ encouragement of political activities in ‘the real world’ (such as voting) would also explicate why we do not only discover a link from following political influencers to online political participation (Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2022), but also to offline political participation (Kim & Ellison, 2022). To further scrutinize this relationship, it may be helpful to include moderators in future research which tap into young people’s perceptions of influencers’ direct advice-giving pertaining to political participation. In this context, it may also help to reconcile the notion of mobilization/recruitment, that is part of the civic voluntarism model (Verba et al., 1995), with parasocial opinion leadership (Stehr et al., 2015), as mobilization may be understood as a characteristic of influencers’ communication that drives which opinion leadership function they fulfill for recipients.
An alternative discussion of the direct effect we find on political participation relates to the idea that “interactive” and “peer-based” deliberation on political topics in influencers’ communities may make young people aware of participation opportunities, motivating them to participate in politics (Kahne & Bowyer, 2018, p. 473). Last, the observation that political participation increases with the degree that influencers talk about politics might be ascribed to learning effects from intentional exposure to more educational political content (Bode, 2016). We suggest that other types of political engagement—such as political knowledge—should hence be tested as mediators in future research to explore how following political influencers may relate to political participation. 
Limitations and Future Research
Of course, this study has some limitations. First and foremost, we have no knowledge about the exact political content (e.g., style, tonality, ideological leaning) young people were exposed to. Yet, for the first time in extant research, we focused on the proportion of political content in influencers’ communication by asking whether the influencers young people follow mainly address political topics. Therefore, although influencers might have differed regarding other characteristics, they were homogenous with regard to their focus on politics. This emphasis is important, given the negative relationship we find of exposure to non-political influencers with offline participation. Meanwhile, the items used to measure following political influencers were only shown to those participants who had been exposed to political content from influencers at least once—with political content being very broadly defined (see Appendix A1). These cases were excluded in the analyses using listwise deletion. However, additional analyses, for which missing values for this variable were coded as 1, showed that the main results did not change in direction or significance, indicating that listwise deletion likely did not impact the main findings (see Table A5). In either case, we would argue that the use of listwise deletion was reasonable in this case, as people who do not see political content from influencers at all cannot adequately answer questions which delve further into the qualities of influencers’ political communication.
Furthermore, the panel attrition in this study was around 50%, which can be explained by the fact that we worked with a survey institute to achieve a quota-based sample of youth representative of gender and ages in this population. However, tests for panel attrition did not reveal any systematic bias. Still, future studies in this area should use other recruitment techniques, which ensure a higher retention rate (e.g., collaborations with schools). Moreover, in future studies, three-wave studies may be useful to better examine the stepwise relationship between following political influencers, young people’s internal political efficacy and political participation. However, this study provides an important starting point and first evidence on the links between these variables.
We also note here that our exploration of the role of parasocial opinion leadership functions in strengthening effects of following political influencers was non-exhaustive. Future research should consider other moderators besides perceived simplification of politics which could explain under which conditions there are (different) outcomes from being exposed to their political content. 
Implications
Our study has several theoretical and practical implications. First, our conceptualization of political influencers and their parasocial opinion leadership represents an important contribution to the existing literature. In this study, we outlined influencers as (parasocial) opinion leaders, who act as intermediaries in processes of social information curation, and mapped out one of the conditions—perceived simplification of politics—under which following political influencers can raise young people’s political involvement. This study thus also emphasizes the persistent relevance of the two-step flow of communication in today’s media environment, which not only enables political information sharing by people’s actual social contacts, but also by media personalities (and especially influencers) with whom many build intimate one-sided relationships (Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2020). Second, by treating ‘following political influencers’ on a continuum, which is a clear strength of this study, we demonstrated that influencers encourage political participation among youth when they perceive politics to be a central focus of influencers’ communication. Third, our findings suggest that explaining political topics in a light fashion strengthens young people’s political self-competence, which may also be a valuable avenue for other political actors to facilitate young people’s access to politics, and accentuate the need for differentiating between distinctive functions that influencers may fulfill for followers.
While simplification of politics certainly has its benefits, it may also have adverse outcomes when it lacks contextualization or facticity (Abidin et al., 2021). In schools and among parents, awareness should thus be raised that simplification of politics is a trademark of political influencers, which, despite its apparent advantages, can potentially be an indicator of poor quality of their political information. Even when their content is factual, influencers’ political simplification may have a direct negative side-effect on youth, in that they become more politically cynical (Schmuck et al. 2022): Influencers’ light approach to discussing politics may lead youth to depart from traditional sources of political information, as influencers’ easy communication “exhibit[s] the aloofness of the political elite” (Bischof & Senninger, 2018, p. 474). Not only on the level of style may influencers position themselves as an alternative to traditional political communicators, but also by employing anti-mainstream narratives or criticizing news media and political parties (Lewis, 2020), which may consequently result in higher mistrust toward such institutions among youth (Soler-i-Martí, 2015). A systematic content analysis of political influencers’ content may help identify populist traits of influencers’ messages and explore linkages with simplification of politics.
	Nevertheless, the outlook of this study is mainly optimistic. When politics are addressed in an attractive fashion, young people’s political efficacy and participation are malleable. On the one hand, influencers can be a potential instrument for political educators and actors to raise young people’s political efficacy and involvement, as they prove to be well-equipped to engage youth with politics. On the other, political and media stakeholders can also treat influencers’ qualities as a guide for their own political communication. Online news media seem to already have taken a step in the right direction and found ways to appeal to young people, as exposure to their content seemed to make this age group feel more politically self-efficacious.
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Table 1
Results of Path Analysis with Internal Political Efficacy, Online and Offline Political Participation as Dependent Variables
	
	Dependent Variables
	

	
	Internal Political Efficacy (W2)
	
	Online Political
Participation (W2)
	
	Offline Political Participation (W2)
	

	
	b (β)
	SE
	b (β)
	SE
	b (β)
	SE

	Internal Political Efficacy (W1)
	0.51 (.52)***
	0.04
	0.06 (.06)
	0.04
	-0.001 (-.001)
	0.04

	Online Political Participation (W1)
	-
	-
	0.32 (.31)***
	0.07
	0.13 (.13)
	0.08

	Offline Political Participation (W1)
	-
	-
	0.24 (.25)**
	0.07
	0.46 (.47)***
	0.07

	Following Political Influencers (W1)
	0.07 (.08)
	0.04
	0.10 (.12)**
	0.04
	0.09 (.10)*
	0.04

	PSP (W1)
	-0.04 (-.04)
	0.04
	0.05 (.05)
	0.04
	0.03 (.03)
	0.04

	General Control Variables 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gender (W1)
	0.06 (.03)
	0.08
	-0.09 (-.04)
	0.07
	-0.08 (-.04)
	0.08

	Age (W1)
	0.01 (.02)
	0.01
	0.004 (.01)
	0.01
	0.01 (.02)
	0.01

	Exposure to Influencers (W1)
	-0.02 (-.03)
	0.04
	-0.05 (-.06)
	0.03
	-0.08 (-.08)*
	0.03

	Media Use for Political Information 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Politicians’ Posts on Social Media (W1)
	0.01 (.02)
	0.04
	0.03 (.03)
	0.04
	0.02 (.02)
	0.04

	Media Posts on Social Media (W1)
	0.001 (.002)
	0.04
	-0.02 (-.02)
	0.03
	-0.03 (-.03)
	0.04

	Friends’ Posts on Social Media (W1)
	-0.02 (-.02)
	0.04
	0.02 (.02)
	0.03
	0.02 (.02)
	0.04

	Radio News (W1)
	0.01 (.02)
	0.04
	-0.01 (-.01)
	0.03
	0.001 (.001)
	0.03

	Television News (W1)
	0.02 (.02)
	0.04
	-0.01 (-.01)
	0.03
	0.02 (.02)
	0.04

	Print News (W1)
	0.02 (.03)
	0.04
	0.04 (.04)
	0.04
	0.08 (.09)*
	0.04

	Online News (W1)
	0.09 (.11)*
	0.04
	0.005 (.01)
	0.03
	-0.03 (-.04)
	0.03

	R2
	0.40
	
	0.50
	
	0.50
	


Note. N = 429. Individuals were excluded from the analyses that did not indicate to have followed influencers who talk about politics at least once. Standardized regression coefficients are indicated in brackets.
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
Figure 1
Relationship of Following Political Influencers with Internal Political Efficacy (W2) Moderated by Perceived Simplification of Politics
[image: ]Note. Panel A shows the relationship of following political influencers with internal political efficacy for moderator scores 1 SD below and above the mean. Panel B indicates Johnson-Neyman intervals of significance. Shaded regions indicate 95% confidence intervals. Regression included all control variables that were also used in the path model.


Figure 2
Relationship of Following Political Influencers with Offline Political Participation (W2) Moderated by Perceived Simplification of Politics
[image: ]Note. Panel A shows the relationship of following political influencers with offline political participation for moderator scores 1 SD below and above the mean. Panel B indicates Johnson-Neyman intervals of significance. Shaded regions indicate 95% confidence intervals. Regression included all control variables that were also used in the path model.
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