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Abstract. The impact of Internet use by males and females on their political participation in China is studied. On the
basis of comparing the data of the Chinese General Social Survey for 2011 and 2021, the propensity score matching model is
constructed. It is found that Internet use has no significant impact on females’ political participation, but reduces the rate of
males’ participation in the political life of the country. The results of the study demonstrate the limits of Internet technology

use in the process of political participation in China.

Keywords: political participation; Internet use; Chinese General Social Survey; CGSS; China; gender differences; tech-
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Introduction

Political participation is an important part in the
process of democratic political construction and an in-
dicator to evaluate the development of modern politics.
Therefore, studying political participation has become
a significant topic in today’s academic discourse. At the
same time, under the background of the global digital
age Internet, a technology with epoch-making conno-
tations, has profoundly changed the way people live
and work. Among them, the relationship between the
daily use of the Internet technology and the active po-
litical participation process has long been a controver-
sial topic. As an important source of information, main-
stream communication medium and virtual anonymous
public space, the Internet provides the users with con-
venience in obtaining political information, cultiva-
ting political views and participating in politics. Tech-
nological optimism states that the decentralised nature
of Internet technology can expand the channels for its
users to obtain and exchange political information and
strengthen their political perception [1], thereby pro-
moting social public discussion, which will help acce-
lerate the process of political participation [2]. How-
ever, there is also a view that the long-standing digital
divide has not only caused an imbalance in Internet
political participation, but also that the ubiquity and
anonymity of the Internet allow false information, ir-
rational emotions, and even racism and terrorism to
spread rapidly on the Internet, thereby inducing par-

ticipants to engage in radical or criminal behaviour [3].
In addition, the increasingly commercialised and enter-
taining Internet media is also constantly eroding the
daily public sphere. Both Internet optimists and pes-
simists agree that its use has profoundly affected peop-
le’s political behaviour. As Internet technology enters
the 5G era, this impact will only increase. Therefore, re-
flection on the Internet influence on the political par-
ticipation is a necessary and urgent issue in social and
political research.

Another aspect to be explored is the impact of the
Internet use on gender political participation. Traditio-
nally, females’ political participation rates have been
significantly lower than males’. In addition, females’
political participation behaviour has been continuous-
ly influenced by traditional culture. The problem is to
review whether Internet use can promote people’s po-
litical participation. Answer to this question can enrich
the current status of research on political participation
in a digital society and further expand theoretical foun-
dation for political participation. To this end, based on
the data of 2011 and 2021 Chinese General Social Survey
(CGSS), the authors constructed the propensity score
matching model and simultaneously adopts the nearest
neighbour matching strategy (1 : 1), the near neighbour
matching strategy (1 : 4), and the kernel matching stra-
tegy to more accurately estimate the net impact of Inter-
net use on political participation of males and females.

Literature review

As the main way to realise citizens’ political rights, po-
litical participation plays an important role in the func-
tioning of the political and social system. Its continuous
expansion also witnesses the socialisation process of poli-
tics. The scholars defined political participation as the ac-
tivities of civilians trying to influence government deci-
sions [4, p. 36]. Political participation indicates the degree
of influence of ordinary citizens on the political deci-
sion-making process [5]. According to Chinese scholars,
political participation demonstrates that ordinary citizens
participate in political activities through legal means, thus
affecting the state of the political system [6]. Referring to
existing literature, the term «political participation» in
this article emphasises the ability of citizens to legally use
their power to participate in political activities, excluding
any illegal channels, first of all, in elections and voting.
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There are studies that examine if detail the various
factors that influence political participation and their
mechanisms of action from aspects such as gender, age,
household registration, education level, income level
and political status [7-9]. However, there are relative-
ly few studies on the relationship between the Internet
use and political participation, and most of them ignore
gender differences. From the perspective of technolo-
gical optimism, as the underlying technology of the digi-
tal age, the Internet, provides a public space for political
information. It can also break through the limitations of
the political participation. The Internet should be able
to stimulate the political participation interest of users
who are indifferent to political information, so that they
will have more opportunities and willingness to parti-
cipate in political activities.
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However, even the most optimistic scholars of tech-
nological optimism dare not assert that the use of the
Internet has no negative impact on political participa-
tion. In fact, even without considering the digital divide,
the use of the Internet also has great hidden dangers.
For example, the use of the Internet is likely to lead to
an increase in cynicism, causing the public to be indiffe-
rent to politics and inhibiting the political participation.
In fact, not only can the information in the Internet
space not guarantee objectivity, accuracy and balance,
but the Internet space even inherits and strengthens
the shortcomings of various traditional media. Thus,
selective exposure is considered to be the cause of so-
cial and political polarisation at the media level, and
this effect is further strengthened by the Internet tech-
nological advantages such as convenience, immediacy,
openness, sharing, interactivity, diffusion, and decen-
tralisation. At the same time, the increasing commercia-
lisation of the media development is also a threat for
political activity. Once the news value is replaced by the

consumption value, all kinds of soft news and fake news
will be spread wantonly in the Internet space. Since the
Internet space gives its users a high degree of freedom
to choose information, this will further strengthen the
negative effects of political participation caused by se-
lective exposure.

Still, under the influence of traditional gender cul-
ture, females are often confined to the private sphere
and gradually shaped into the role of family caregivers.
At present, the gender awareness of a large number of
females in China has not yet completely broken away
from the traditional culture of this country, while males
in China are shaped into more independent and compe-
titive roles, and their social activities are more concen-
trated in the public sphere rather than in virtual world.
Thus, Internet influence on males and females can dif-
fer. Based on the above analysis, the authors of study
hypothesised that the Internet use significantly reduced
males’ political participation, but has no significant im-
pact on females’ political participation.

Materials and methods

The study materials are the data of CGSS for 2011
and 2021, which allows effective comparative analy-
sis. The study sample for 2011 was 1477 males and
1394 females and for 2021 was 1898 males and 1873 fe-
males. The CGSS questionnaire was designed and comp-
leted by the employees of Renmin University of China.
The sampling method used was a multi-stage stratified
probability proportional to size random sampling me-
thod, which comprehensively covers all provinces (mu-
nicipalities and autonomous regions) in mainland Chi-
na, and comprehensively and systematically collects
multi-level data on individuals, families, and society.

The dependent variable is the political participation,
which refers to the political participation and beha-
viour of the respondents. The CGSS measures the rate
of political participation through the following ques-
tion: «Did you vote in this neighbourhood/village com-
mittee election?» The answer options for this question
are «yes» and «no». In this study, «yes» is assigned to 1,
«no» is corresponds to 0.

The independent variable is the Internet use, which
refers to the frequency of Internet use by respondents.

The CGSS measures Internet use through the following
question: «<How often do you use the Internet in your
daily life?» The answer options for this question are
«frequent use» and «infrequent use». In this study, «fre-
quent use» is corresponds to 1, «<infrequent use» is assig-
ned to 0.

Based on the actual design of the CGSS question-
naire and referring to existing research [3; 7-9], gender,
age, ethnicity, years of education, annual personal in-
come, household registration, marriage, father’s years
of education, father’s political status, mother’s years of
education, and mother’s political status were selected
as control variables.

In order to avoid the problem of sample self-selecti-
on bias caused by a series of individual characteris-
tic variables such as gender and age, this study chose
the propensity score matching model to estimate the
impact of Internet use on political participation, and
adopts the nearest neighbour matching strategy (1 : 1),
the near neighbour matching strategy (1 : 4), and the
kernel matching strategy to ensure that the estimation
results are more accurate and effective.

Results and discussion

The results of descriptive statistical analysis pre-
sented in table 1 show in terms of the dependent vari-
able that in 2011, 47.33 % of male respondents and
42.68 % of female respondents participated in poli-
tical activities. Males were more willing to participate
in political activities than female respondents, and the
difference between them was statistically significant
at the 5.0 % significance level. In 2021, 54.95 % of male
respondents and 48.26 % of female respondents partici-
pated in political activities. As can be seen, the rates of
male respondents and female respondents participating

in political activities have been effectively improved. Also
the males were still more willing to participate in politi-
cal activities than females, and the difference between
them was statistically significant at the 0.1 % signifi-
cance level. In terms of the independent variable, in 2011,
only 24.17 % of male respondents and 23.03 % of female
respondents frequently used the Internet for political
participation. There was no statistically significant dif-
ference between them. In 2021, 65.70 % of male respon-
dents and 71.12 % of female respondents frequently used
the Internet for political participation. Compared with
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2011 rates, the rates for 2021 increased markedly, with
a considerably higher proportion of female respondents
frequently using the Internet for political participation.
The difference between them was also statistically sig-
nificant at the 0.1 % significance level. This analysis
shows that there are overall significant differences in

dependent variable and independent variable between
male and female respondents. However, in order to ans-
wer whether Internet use has a significant impact on
political participation from a gender perspective, it is
necessary to further verify the results through the pro-
pensity score matching model.

Table 1
Descriptive statistics of variables
Variable Sample mean for 2011 Sample mean for 2021
Males Females Value difference Males Females Value difference
Political participation 0.473 3 0.426 8 0.046 5" 0.549 5 0.482 6 0.0669"
Internet use 0.2417 0.230 3 0.011 4 0.657 0 0.711 2 -0.054 2"
Age 46.798 9 44.307 8 249117 51.3198 48.546 7 277317
Ethnicity 0.945 2 0.960 5 -0.0153 0.9389 0.9375 0.001 4
Years of education 10.065 7 9.698 0 0.3677" 10.681 2 10.538 2 0.143 0
Annual personal income 2.489 6 1.4912 0.998 4™ 7.294 4 3.833 1 3.4613"
Household registration 0.498 3 0.504 3 -0.006 0 0.4457 0.480 5 -0.034 8"
Marriage 0.8389 0.8350 0.003 9 0.759 7 0.774 2 -0.0145
Father’s years of education 5.558 6 5.8630 -0.304 4 5.523 2 5.9770 -0.4538"
Farher’s political status 0.177 4 0.182 2 -0.004 8 0.147 5 0.1500 -0.002 5
Mother’s years of education |~ 3.382 5 3.690 1 -0.307 6 3.6196 41271 -0.5075"
Mother’s political status 0.029 1 0.036 6 -0.007 5 0.024 8 0.0315 -0.006 7

Notes: 1. Symbol * stands for p < 0.05. 2. Symbol ** stands for p < 0.001.

Table 2 reports the average treatment effect on the
treated (hereinafter — ATT) of Internet use on political
participation using the nearest neighbour matching stra-
tegy (1 : 1), the near neighbour matching strategy (1 : 4),
and the kernel matching strategy, taking gender differen-
ces into account. The results show that in both 2011 and
2021 before data matching is completed, Internet use sig-
nificantly reduced the political participation of male re-
spondents and female respondents. After data matching is

completed, Internet use only affected male respondents’
political participation in 2021, but had no significant im-
pact on female respondents’ political participation. It was
found that the sample has a serious problem of sample
self-selection bias. If the traditional regression method
is used directly, it will result in biased estimation. There-
fore, it is very reasonable for this study to choose buil-
ding the propensity score matching model to estimate the
impact of Internet use on political participation.

Table 2

ATT on the impact of Internet use on political participation from a gender perspective

2011 2021

Matching strategy Males’ ATT Females’ ATT Males’ ATT Females’ ATT
Unmatched | Matched |Unmatched| Matched |Unmatched| Matched |Unmatched| Matched
Nearest neighbour | -0.1956 | -0.0310 | -0.2388 | 0.0127 | -0.1245 | -0.2064 | -0.1297 | 0.0542
1:1) (0.0299) | (0.0690) | (0.0308) | (0.0659) | (0.0239) | (0.0713) | (0.0253) | (0.0741)
Near neighbour -0.1956 | 0.0261 | -0.2388" | 0.0016 | -0.1245 | -0.1699 | -0.1297 | 0.0296
(1:4) (0.0299) | (0.0570) | (0.0308) | (0.0585) | (0.0239) | (0.0659) | (0.0253) | (0.065 1)
Kernel -0.1956" | 0.0112 | -0.2388" | -0.0128 | -0.1245" | -0.1756 | -0.1297" | 0.005 6
(0.0299) | (0.0550) | (0.0308) | (0.0575) | (0.0239) | (0.0607) | (0.0253) | (0.0561)

Notes: 1. Values in brackets indicate standard errors. 2. Symbol * stands for p < 0.001. 3. Symbol ** stands for p < 0.01.

Specifically,in 2011, Internet use had no significant
impact on the political participation of both male and fe-
male respondents. In 2021, Internet use still had no sig-
nificant impact on female respondents’ political partici-
pation, but it significantly reduced male respondents’
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political participation. In 2021, the ATT parameter es-
timates of Internet use on male respondents’ political
participation under the above three matching strategies
are —0.206 4, -0.169 9, and -0.175 6 respectively, and
they are all statistically significant at the 1.0 % signifi-
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cance level. Frequent the Internet use made the political cantly reduce males’ political participation, but had no
participation rate of male respondents drop significant- significant impact on females’ political participation,
ly to 16.99 % indicating that Internet use did signifi- which verifies our hypothesis.

Conclusions

Based on the CGSS data in 2011 and 2021, this study political participation: Internet factor had negatively influ-
found that in 2011, Internet use had no significant impact  enced this participation, and only impact of other factors
on the political participation of either males or females. made possible to keep males’ political participation on the
In 2021, Internet use still had no considerably impact on level of level of 20.64 %. This empirical result needs fur-
females’ political participation. However, it reduced males’  ther researching to verify whether it is valid only for China.
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