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Abstract

This study investigated the extent to which social media platforms Facebook, WhatsApp,
Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok influence political participation in Akwa Ibom North-East
(Uyo) Senatorial District, Nigeria. The study was guided by the Uses and Gratification
Theory, Reinforcement Theory, and Social Learning Theory, which provided a theoretical
foundation for understanding how social media engagement shapes political behavior. An Ex-
post Facto Research Design was adopted, utilizing both questionnaires and Key Informant
Interviews (KII) as data collection instruments. A total of 550 respondents (268 males and 282
females), all aged 18 years and above, were randomly selected to represent eligible adult
voters within the senatorial district. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and
Pearson Product Moment Correlation, and hypotheses were tested at the 0.05 level of
significance with 528 degrees of freedom. The results of the five hypotheses indicated a
significant relationship between the use of each social media platform and political
participation. In all cases, the null hypotheses were rejected, affirming that each of the
selected platforms positively influenced political engagement. Based on these findings, the
study concludes that social media plays a critical role in enhancing political participation
among citizens in Akwa Ibom North-East Senatorial District. Social media platforms serve
not only as channels for political communication but also as tools for mobilization, civic
education, public discourse, and real-time engagement during elections. In light of the study's
findings, it is recommended that the Government, Political Parties, Opinion Leaders, the
Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), and Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) should actively promote and support the use of social media during electioneering
periods. By leveraging these platforms, political actors and stakeholders can foster greater
transparency, improve voter awareness, and strengthen democratic participation.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media has become a pivotal tool in shaping political
engagement within democratic societies. Democracy,
widely regarded as the most effective form of governance
globally, relies heavily on elections the fundamental
process through which representatives are selected to serve
the interests of a broader community or nation. In
democratic systems, the legitimacy of any government is
rooted in the consent of the people, which is why
democracy is often described as the government of the
people, by the people, and for the people.

Elections in democratic nations are expected to be
inclusive, transparent, competitive, periodic, and credible.

According to Chukwu (2007), Nigeria’s democratic
experience is relatively young when compared to
established democracies in the Western world. However,
the 2011 general elections marked a significant milestone
in Nigeria’s democratic journey, especially in the context
of the growing use of digital tools in political processes.
Udejinta (2011) noted that a key feature of that election
cycle was the prominent role of social media, particularly
Facebook, in facilitating political interaction among
candidates, political parties, and voters.

This shift was exemplified by former President Goodluck
Jonathan, who utilized Facebook to announce his
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presidential bid on September 15, 2010. His message
reached over 217,000 followers at the time, and within 24
hours, his follower count increased by 4,000. By the
election day, April 16, 2011, over half a million people had
followed his page. Other presidential contenders, including
Alhaji Mohammed Buhari (CPC), Nuhu Ribadu (ACN),
and Alhaji Shakarau (ANPP), also leveraged various social
media platforms to engage with citizens and build support.

Beyond the presidential race, candidates across all levels
from gubernatorial to local government made extensive use
of platforms like Facebook to spread their political
messages, rally supporters, and mobilize voters. Prior to the
rise of digital media, traditional media such as radio,
television, newspapers, and magazines dominated public
discourse. However, these conventional channels often
restricted public involvement due to limited airtime and
space for citizen voices.

Critics of traditional media, including Graber (1976),
Fallows (1996), and Blumler & Gurevitch (1995), as cited
in Abubakar (2011), argued that political communication
through these outlets often relied on paid advertisements
filled with superficial slogans, contributing to public apathy
and disinterest in politics. These critics believed that the
lack of substantive discussion on policy and governance
issues discouraged meaningful public participation in
democratic processes.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The primary aim of this research is to explore how social
media influences political engagement in Akwa lbom
North-East Senatorial District, Nigeria. The specific
objectives are to:

i. Assess the impact of Facebook usage on political
participation within the district.

ii. Examine the influence of WhatsApp on citizens’
political involvement in the area.

iii. Investigate how Twitter usage affects political
engagement in Akwa Ibom North-East.

iv. Determine the extent to which Instagram
contributes to political participation in the district.

v. Explore the role of TikTok in shaping political
awareness and engagement among residents.

vi. Recommend strategies to enhance the positive
impact of social media on political participation in
the district.

RELATED LITERATURE

This centered on the review of literature relevant to this
study and theoretical framework to bring out the findings of
other researchers to bear and it was done under the
following sub-variables. The emergence of social media
has significantly transformed human communication across

various spheres. As Arrington (2006) pointed out, although
social media is a relatively new technological innovation,
its short history has already presented complex research
challenges due to its rapid evolution and the limited
duration from which comprehensive data can be drawn.

Unlike the conventional Internet use, social networking
platforms offer interactive environments that promote
dynamic discussions and interpersonal connections.
Merriam-Webster (2011) defines a social network as a
digital platform that enables individuals to connect based
on shared interests, educational backgrounds, or
geographical locations. This evolution aligns with Marshall
McLuhan's (1964) prophetic idea of a "global village" a
world where events in one region are instantly accessible to
audiences everywhere through digital communication.

In the modern era, individuals can engage with global
events, access news, and connect with others from the
comfort of their homes. Commenting on this
transformation, Adibe and Odoemelam (2010) noted that
new communication technologies have significantly
enhanced global awareness and connectivity. This
corresponds with Baran's (1998) perspective, which argued
that as media eliminates geographical barriers, human
interactions intensify, leading to new, meaningful
relationships.

Globally, individuals and groups now utilize digital
platforms to mobilize large populations for causes ranging
from humanitarian campaigns to political movements. In
political contexts, social media serves as a powerful tool for
civic engagement and participatory democracy. Okoro and
Dirim (2009) emphasized the importance of media in
fostering open discussions on matters of public interest,
making it a key driver of political involvement.

Adelabu (2011) attributed former U.S. President Barack
Obama’s 2008 electoral success in part to his strategic use
of Facebook, which enabled him to mobilize millions of
supporters. The digital revolution has changed political
communication, allowing politicians to gauge public
opinion before campaigns begin, craft targeted messages,
and present themselves more informally and accessibly.
Through social media, politicians can exhibit personal traits
such as humor and openness, enhancing public perception
and relatability.

Moreover, social media encourages citizens to participate
in political discourse by sharing views, engaging in debates,
and expressing opinions on political content. This form of
engagement supports democratic values by creating a
digital "public sphere" where citizens can scrutinize
political candidates and hold them accountable.

In Nigeria, the influence of social media on politics became
notably prominent during the 2011 general elections.
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Nnadozie (2007) observed that platforms like Facebook and
Twitter were utilized extensively by politicians, civil
society groups, and even the Independent National
Electoral Commission (INEC). Volunteers worked with
INEC’s social media teams, facilitating real-time updates
and public feedback.

Nigerian politicians also used bulk SMS, voice messages,
and Facebook pages to appeal to voters. As previously
mentioned, President Goodluck Jonathan announced his
candidacy via Facebook, becoming the second most
followed world leader online after Barack Obama
(fanpagelist.com). Civil society initiatives such as "Enough
is Enough Nigeria,” "Reclaim Naija," and "I am Lagos"
empowered citizens to report electoral misconduct through
multimedia formats, which helped promote transparency.

News organizations also embraced these tools. Outlets like
Channels TV, Punch, and 234 Next used social media to
gather reports and share real-time updates. Adibe,
Odoemelam, and Orji (2012) highlighted how apps like
Revoda, developed by activist Gbenga and his team,
enabled voters to instantly report irregularities during
elections. Reports were collected and sent to electoral
authorities and international observers, facilitating
unprecedented transparency.

Other initiatives, like Reclaim Naija, used SMS and email
to create live maps of trouble spots, while Twitter activists
shared warnings about electoral violence or bomb threats.
Omenugha (2011) claimed this surge in social media usage
contributed to what many called the freest and fairest
elections in Nigeria’s history.

However, Adeyaju and Harana (2011) presented a
counterargument, cautioning that social media also allowed
the rapid spread of inciting and inflammatory content,
which fueled post-election violence, especially in northern
Nigeria.

In summary, social media platforms serve as digital
meeting points where users exchange ideas, share opinions,
and connect across geographical and cultural divides. As
Chatora (2012) noted, their interactive features make them
fundamentally social. Mayfield (2008) described social
media as participatory, open, and built for engagement,
while Nation (2010) distinguished them from traditional
media like newspapers by emphasizing their user-driven
nature. Adibe, Odoemelam, and Orji (2012) similarly noted
that these platforms allow individuals to share ideas and
collaborate in ways that significantly impact political
engagement.

Reinforcement Theory

As outlined by Luthans (2009), reinforcement theory posits
that human behavior is heavily shaped by environmental

factors and their resulting consequences. Among these,
positive reinforcement stands out as one of the most well-
supported concepts in both political sociology and
psychology. This theory is particularly useful in analyzing
how individuals engage with social media content that
resonates with their existing views, and how reinforcement
mechanisms can maintain or strengthen patterns of
communication.

In the context of social media and political engagement,
reinforcement theory highlights how user behavior is
influenced by the consistent exposure to agreeable content.
It operates as a limited-effects communication model,
suggesting that while media may not drastically alter
attitudes, it does reinforce existing beliefs. A key premise
of the theory is that individuals are naturally inclined to
seek out information that supports their current perspectives
and tend to retain content that confirms what they already
believe. Conversely, information that challenges their
views is often met with resistance, as people generally
experience discomfort when faced with the need to revise
or abandon their established beliefs.

Criticism

A major criticism of reinforcement theory is that it over
simplifies human behaviour by focusing solely on external
rewards and punishment neglecting internal and emotions,
motivation, thoughts and emotions, which can significantly
influence actions, it also fail to account for individual

differences and can potentially undermine intrinsic
motivation when relying heavily in extrinsic reward

Social Learning Theory

Social Learning Theory, initially introduced by B.F.
Skinner in the 1940s and later expanded upon by Albert
Bandura, explains how individuals acquire new behaviors
through observation, interaction, and imitation within a
social environment. The theory asserts that learning is not
solely dependent on direct experience or reinforcement;
rather, it can occur simply by observing the actions of
others and the outcomes of those actions, even without
immediate reproduction of the behavior.

In the context of social media, this theory becomes
increasingly relevant. Users often observe videos, images,
audio clips, and text-based content that portray political
ideas, actions, or campaigns. Through repeated exposure to
such media, individuals may internalize these behaviors
and become motivated to engage in political processes.
Social Learning Theory thus expands on traditional
behavioral approaches by incorporating cognitive and
environmental influences, highlighting how internal
thought processes and external social cues interact to shape
individual behavior.
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This framework provides valuable insight into how social
media can influence political participation, particularly in
Akwa lbom North-East Senatorial District, where users
may adopt political attitudes and behaviors by observing
peers, influencers, and political figures online.

Criticisms of Social Learning Theory

Despite its strengths, Social Learning Theory is not without
limitations. Critics argue that it places too much emphasis
on environmental and observational factors, while often
neglecting the role of innate biological influences on
behavior. Additionally, the theory struggles with the
empirical measurement of cognitive processes involved in
observational learning, making it difficult to validate
certain assumptions. It also tends to overlook individual
differences, such as personality traits and emotional
responses, which can influence learning outcomes.
Moreover, the theory may not adequately consider the
impact of cultural variations on behavior, potentially
limiting its generalizability across different social settings.

Theoretical Synthesis

This study adopted Uses and Gratifications Theory,
Reinforcement Theory, and Social Learning Theory as
complementary frameworks to explain the relationship
between social media use and political participation in
Akwa Ibom North-East Senatorial District, Nigeria.

Each theory contributes uniquely to understanding this
phenomenon:

i. Uses and Gratifications Theory highlights the
active role of individuals in selecting media to
fulfill specific informational, emotional, or social
needs.

ii. Reinforcement Theory emphasizes how repeated
exposure to agreeable content reinforces existing
political beliefs and behaviors.

iii. Social Learning Theory explains how political
behaviors and attitudes can be learned through
observing others on social media platforms.

Although each theory has its limitations in scope such as
limited attention to cultural context, cognitive complexity,
or biological factors they collectively provide a well-
rounded understanding of how social media influences
political engagement. Together, these theories offer a
strong conceptual foundation for analyzing digital political
participation in contemporary democratic contexts.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The findings from Hypothesis One indicate a significant
relationship between the use of Facebook and political
participation in Akwa Ibom North-East Senatorial District,
Nigeria. The study established that Facebook being one of
the most widely used social media platforms plays a crucial

role in shaping political engagement. Its influence is
evident in various areas such as the dissemination of
political information, facilitation of public discussions,
mobilization of citizens, and shaping of voting behaviors.

These findings are consistent with the work of Adibe,
Odoemelam, and Orji (2012), who also noted Facebook's
capacity to provide users with extensive access to political
content. The platform enables political parties, media
organizations, and civic groups to share news articles,
videos, and real-time updates that keep users informed
about political developments, policies, and candidates.

Similarly, the findings of Citron and Franks (2014) study
supports the result of this study. The findings of this study
maintained that Facebook’s event feature is widely used to
organize political rallies, protests, and other events. This
tool helps coordinate activities and mobilize supporters. In
addition, political campaigns used Facebook to reach
voters, share campaign messages, and solicit donations.
Targeted advertisement allows campaigns to reach specific
demographics effectively. Facebook supports grassroots
political movements by providing a platform for organizing
and spreading messages without the need for traditional
media.

Previous studies (Fuchs, 2014; Citron and Franks, 2014)
suggested that Facebook can influenced voter’s turnout. For
instance, reminders to vote and posts from friends who have
voted can motivate others to participate in elections.
Targeted political ads can persuade undecided voters.
Campaigns used data analytics to tailor messages to
specific voter segments, potentially swaying their opinions.
Continuous exposure to political issues on Facebook can
increase users' awareness and understanding, potentially
leading to more informed voting decisions.

WhatsApp and Political Participation

The findings of hypothesis two revealed that WhatsApp
significantly relate with political participation in Akwa
Ibom North-East Senatorial District, Nigeria. The result
showed that WhatsApp, a widely used messaging app,
plays a crucial role in promoting political participation. Its
features facilitate information dissemination, mobilization,
organization, and engagement among users. The result of
this study is in tandem with the works of Bakshy, Messing
and Adamie (2015) that argued that WhatsApp allows users
to share text messages, images, videos, and links instantly.
This facilitates the rapid dissemination of political
information among individuals and groups. The result
further showed that users can create broadcast lists and
groups to send messages to multiple people simultaneously.
Political activists and organizations often use these features
to share news, updates, and campaign materials quickly.
The app supports multimedia content, enabling the sharing
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of speeches, rallies, and political advertisements. This
multimedia approach can be more engaging and persuasive
than text alone.

The result of this study, supports Chen and Sharma (2018)
findings that stated that political parties and activists used
WhatsApp to organize events such as rallies, protests, and
town hall meetings. The app's group chat feature, allows for
effective coordination and communication among
participants. WhatsApp is a powerful tool for grassroots
movements. It enables activists to connect with supporters,
share strategies, and coordinate actions without relying on
traditional media channels. Political organizations used
WhatsApp to remind supporters about voter registration
deadlines, share registration links, and provide information
on how to register for vote.

Again, Castells (2015), reported in his work that WhatsApp
enables direct communication between political figures and
the public. Politicians can engage with constituents, answer
questions, and gather feedback through personal or group
chats. Users can form groups to discuss political issues,
debate policies, and share opinions. These groups can foster
a sense of community and encourage political engagement.
Influential users, such as political leaders, journalists, and
activists, can use WhatsApp to share their views and engage
with followers, potentially shaping public opinion.

Bode et al, (2014) demonstrated in their study that
WhatsApp is used to educate voters about candidates,
policies, and election procedures. Informative messages
and videos can help demystify the voting process and
encourage participation. Also, Political organizations used
WhatsApp to remind supporters to vote on Election Day.
Messages can include polling station information, voting
hours, and the importance of casting a ballot. In related
development, messages from friends and family members
about voting can have a strong influence on individuals.
Personal reminders and discussions about voting can
motivate people to participate in elections.

Twitter and Political Participation

The findings of the third hypothesis revealed that, Twitter
significantly relate with the political participation in Akwa
Ibom North-East Senatorial District, Nigeria. The findings
of previous studies (Allen, Ekwugha and Chukwulete,
2011), showed that Twitter allows users to receive and
share real-time updates on political events, debates, and
news. This keeps the public informed and engaged.
Politicians and government officials used Twitter to
communicate directly with the public, sharing their
policies, views, and updates without the filter of traditional
media.

Akinwunmi (2011) showed that, Twitter is used to organize
political campaigns, protests, and rallies. Hashtags like

“Black Lives Matter” or “Me Too” have mobilized
millions. It empowers grassroots movements by providing
a platform to reach a broad audience, gather support, and
coordinate actions. Twitter encourages public discourse on
political issues, allowing people to voice their opinions,
debate, and discuss with others globally. Hashtags can
bring attention to specific issues, creating a sense of
community and urgency around political causes. In this
vein, politicians are held accountable as their statements
and actions are publicly scrutinized. Sutton (2015), opined
that, users can challenge and fact-check politicians in real
time. In addition, ordinary citizens can report on political
events and issues, providing an alternative to mainstream
media.

Fuchs (2014) observed that, Twitter serves as an
educational tool by spreading information about political
processes, candidates, and issues, increasing political
literacy. During elections, Twitter campaigns can provide
information on voting procedures, polling locations, and
deadlines, encouraging voter’s turnout. Twitter serves as an
educational tool by spreading information about political
processes, candidates, and issues, increasing political
literacy. Anaeto, Onabanjo and Osifeso (2008) reported that
during elections, Twitter campaigns can provide
information on voting procedures, polling locations, and
deadlines, encouraging voter turnout. Politicians and
organizations can crowd source ideas and feedback from
the public, making the political process more inclusive and
participatory.

Instagram and Political Participation

The findings of this hypothesis suggest that, Instagram
significantly relate with the political participation in Akwa
Ibom North-East Senatorial District, Nigeria. Instagram,
with its visually-driven platform and vast user base,
promotes political participation through several unique
mechanisms. Bakshy, Messing and Adamie (2015) in their
study reported that, politicians, activists, and organizations
used informations, graphics, charts, and images to simplify
complex political issues and make them more accessible.
Furthermore, powerful images from events, rallies, and
protests can evoke emotional responses and drive
engagement.

Politicians and activists can use Instagram Live to
broadcast speeches, rallies, and Question and Answer
(Q&A\) sessions in real-time, fostering direct interaction.
Instagram Stories can be used to share quick updates,
behind-the-scenes looks at campaigns, and calls to action,
maintaining continuous engagement (Akinwunmi, 2011).

Politicians and organizations collaborate with influencers,
to spread their messages more effectively. Users can
interact  directly with politicians, activists, and

UKR Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (UKRJAHSS). Published by UKR Publisher




organizations, asking questions and engaging in discussions
(Alexis, 1969).Organizations and activists create
educational content on political processes, voter’s right, and
issues, increasing political literacy. Politicians and
organizations used Instagram highlights to keep important
information accessible for a long-term (Adibeet al, 2012).

TikTok and Political Participation

The findings revealed that TikTok significantly relate with
the political participation in Akwa Ibom North-East
Senatorial District, Nigeria. TikTok's format of short
engaging videos allows political messages to spread rapidly
and widely, which often goes viral. TikTok encourages
users to create their own videos on political topics, fostering
a sense of ownership and active participation (Akinwunmi,
2011). Political messages are often embedded in memes,
challenges, and trends, making them more relatable and
engaging. Activists and organizations create educational
content that simplifies complex political issues, which
informed about voting rights, and explains policies. TikTok
is used to share tutorials on how to register to vote, find
polling locations, and participate in civic activities (Allen,
Ekwugha and Chukwulete, 2011).

Conclusion

This study investigated the relationship between social
media platforms specifically Facebook, WhatsApp,
Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok and political participation
in Akwa Ibom North-East Senatorial District, Nigeria. The
primary objective was to assess the extent to which these
social media platforms influence political engagement
among residents of the district. Based on the findings, the
study revealed that:

i. [Facebook use significantly influenced political
participation in Akwa Ibom North-East Senatorial
District, Nigeria.

ii. The use of WhatsApp significantly influenced
political participation in Akwa Ibom North-East
Senatorial District, Nigeria.

iii. The use of Twitter significantly influenced
political participation in Akwa Ibom North-East
Senatorial District, Nigeria.

iv. The use of Instagram significantly influenced
political participation in Akwa Ibom North-East
Senatorial District, Nigeria.

v. TikTok use significantly influenced political
participation in Akwa Ibom North-East Senatorial
District, Nigeria.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, the following
recommendations are proposed:

i. The Government, Political Parties, Opinion
Leaders, the Independent National Electoral
Commission (INEC), and Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOSs) should actively promote the
use of Facebook for political engagement. This can
be achieved by providing electorates with access to
digital tools such as laptops, smartphones, and
affordable internet data, especially during
electioneering periods.

ii. INEC, the Government, and Political Parties
should integrate WhatsApp as a core
communication tool during elections by creating
and managing dedicated groups and platforms for
real-time updates, voter education, and
mobilization of electorates.

iii. NGOs, Government agencies, Political Parties,
Opinion Leaders, and INEC should collaborate to
effectively utilize Twitter as a platform for sharing
timely election-related information, promoting
transparency, and encouraging greater citizen
participation in the electoral process.

iv. Political Parties, Opinion Leaders, Government,
Independent National Electoral Commission
(INEC) and Non-governmental Organizations
(NGOs) should provide electorates with cash,
laptops and android phones to enable them used
Instagram to participate in politics during elections

v. Stake-holders, Government, Senators
Representing  various  Senatorial  Districts,
Religious Leaders, Opinion Leaders and Non-
governmental Organizations (NGOs) should
empower all the electorates with cash, free laptops
and subscription, six months to an election, to
enable them wused TikTok efficaciously to
participate in electioneering processes.

Government should ensure there is constant electricity
supply in Akwa Ibom North-East Senatorial District to
enable residents power their phones and laptops and make
use of social media that will enhance political participation.
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