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Abstract

The proliferation of information technology has led to a unique cyber world that paved the way to a borderless
communication space between communities. The advent of social networking sites (SNS) such as Facebook,
Twitter, Instagram, LinkdIn, and others causes the spread of a belief or doctrine in the cyberworld without
requiring the communities to interact face to face. The phenomenon has instigated varied reactions among the
public especially youths who are using social media to express their political opinion. Therefore, this study seeks
to examine Malaysian youths’ perception towards the national political climate through social media which is
Facebook. The method of study is through field observation and in-depth interview with youths aged between 15
to 30 years old. This study utilises the Media Dependency System Theory introduced by Ball-Rokeach (1985).
The study concludes that youths are predisposed to use Facebook as the stage for political expression. This
finding is supported by the interview with the respondents that showed youths’ predisposition to use social
media, frequency of news source, and events criteria as the reasons for them using Facebook as a political stage.
Keywords: Youth; Facebook; Media Dependency System Theory; political expression, social media

1. Introduction

The history of technology and communication in Malaysia in beginning focused on the development of the
organisation and record, data, and file management administration system before moving on to the field of
research and communication (Andan Hussein & Kamaliah Siarap, 2000). The widespread use of Internet has
made workflow management easier and inadvertently disseminated various government policies and plans to the
people (Latiffah Pawanteh & Samsudin A. Rahim, 2010). In other words, the use of information and
communication technology in the country has developed along with the development of the country’s
communication technology policy and is still going strong today.

Now, the emergence of new media has become an important channel for the dissemination of national
policies. The nature of new media which uses devices such as video, audio, weblog, and social media is valuable
as an agent of communication because it is accessible, user-friendly, and cost effective (Dizard, 2000). New
media is more predominantly used by consumer groups rather than traditional media such as print, broadcast,
and interpersonal media (Siti Ezaleila & Azizah Hamzah, 2011). Furthermore, new media has been said to
successfully create and interactive and inclusive community.

An online communication phenomena that is fast gaining popularity today is social media, especially
Facebook. This situation makes it easier for indivuals to express their opinions on political issues in the
cyberspace. In Malaysia, this new dimension becomes a catalyst for the cyber community to share opinions and
contributes to online political participation. Today, internet-based democracy has opened a new communication
channel between communities to exchange opinions and spread information. Habermas stated that logical
thinking and dialogue culture are what encourage discourse in cultivating a democratic public (Papacharissi
2009). According to Habermas, there are two condtions that must be observed for an ethical discussion which are
maintaining respect for others and observing politeness when talking. This is because the patterns of thought
behaviour on a person and language use are also facing a new medium with the existence of cyberspace.
However, cyberspace has become significant in its role as a medium to express opinions on the ruling sect.

The new media has become popular among youth today because of its information democracy system. This
is because new media is seen as an unconstrained online source for the growth of political ideas among youth.
This statement is in line with the opinion of Himelboim et al (2012) who among others said that with of the
internet, political interest among youth has increased because there is the growth of ideas among the users of the
internet itself. Noris (2003); Tkach-Kawasaki (2003); and Samsudin A. Rahim (2010) said that there is a
significant relationship between political activity and new media users and this relationship is based on the
continuation of offline to online communication between users.

Malaysia’s open sky policy especially in information and communication technology has been seen to have
an impact on the existence of non-authority zone (cyber) like Facebook, blogs, Twitter, and Wordpress for
people to have their say. In fact, the amalgamation of information technology and information dump has
attracted social media users to share their information and opinions on political issues, leading to an increase in
political participation among youth, which can be considered a threat since it is open to misuse by people who
seek only to further their own agenda.

This progressive younger generation seeks reformational change for a better society and country. Therefore,
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their youthful idealism becomes the catalyst for activism that is becoming more controversial and negative. As a
result, negative sources which authenticity could not be proven are capable of shaping readers’ perceptions and
influence some people’s opinions. The perception of expressing opinions about the government has manifested
into writing form to attack certain quarters through social media.

Therefore, the space for information information democracy especially through new media has increased
participation among users especially youths. In line with research done by Mohd Fuad Mat Jali & Junaidi Awang
Besar (2012) who found that youth selection habits are different than adults because adults are more interested in
reading daily newspapers, watching news, listening to news on the radio, etc. Holt et. al (2013) said that the
internet medium is being used as a platform for political participation by youth. He said that youth political
participation refers to youth behaviour or activitities that have an impact on a country’s political landscape. The
effects include change in the legislation and enactment of public policies in the country. Additionally, online
political participation among youth also has the potential to indirectly influence the public in making their choice
on policymakers in a country.

Thus, the variability and frequency of internet use among youth have opened up an avenue of research into
the perception of political issues and willingness to participate in political discussion on social media among
youth. From the perspective of Media Dependency System Theory, the goals of an individual and the internet’s
ability to fulfil those goals may have an influence on user activity in the online environment. This research will
focus on looking at the predisposition of some youth to express their political opinion on Facebook while others
refrain from it, and to look at their willingness to participate and interact on political issues in social media.

Research Questions
Some research questions have been outlined for this research which are:
1. What is the youth’s perception of the political climate on Facebook?
2. How is their perception of the political climate and shape their willingness to express their political
opinion on Facebook?

Research Objective
The general objective of this research is to explore why some youth choose to express political opinion while
others choose not to. Specifically, the research objectives are:
1. To see the extent of youth perception on the political climate (volume and tone of political discussion)
on Facebook.
2. To identify the youth’s perception of the political climate and their willingness to participate in political
expression on Facebook.

2. Literature Reviewed

2.1 Social environment for political talk

Much attention has been given to factors that encourage political discussion, especially factors that lead to the
discussion involving different political viewpoints (Mutz, 2006). Research that have been done on the extent of
public discussion on politics and how different social situations influence the content of the discussion have
shown mixed results (Kwak, Williams, Wang, & Lee, 2005; cClurg, 2006; Wyatt, Kim, & Katz, 2000). Some
ethnographical research have found that political discussion is difficult to do and rarely done (Eliasoph, 1998),
while other research found a high rate of casual political talk (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1987; Kim, Wyatt, & Katz,
1999). One of the reasons for this disparity is that some social situations encourage political discussion while
others are the opposite. Social pressure to maintain peace by encouraging individuals to be friendly makes
political discussion a risk, especially if there are differing partisanship and opinions (Eveland & Hively, 2009;
Klofstad, Sokhey, & McClurg, 2013; Mutz, 2006). Even though many theories of democracy highlighted the
importance of exposure to different viewpoints as democratic practice, the variability in online discussions is
frequently seen as a negative indicator in political talk (Klofstad et al., 2013), and in some form, can inhibit
political participation and create more disagreement (Knoke, 1990; Mutz, 2006; Nir, 2011). Most of the
information on variability discussion networks come from studying groups who socialise face to face and
interest-based communities (e.g., Eliasoph, 1998; Mutz, 2006; Wojcieszak & Mutz, 2009; although see Kim,
2011). Even though there are many studies on the use of social networking sites (SNS) by activists (Bode, Vraga,
Borah, & Shah, 2014; van Laer & van Aelst, 2010), there is still a shortage of research on the functions of SNS
as a place for political talk. Thus, this paper will give a short summary on how sites such as Facebook are more
suitable for political talk compared to other, more easily understood contexts.

2.2 Facebook is an appropriate platform for politics

Bode et, al. (2013), has invented the concept of “political SNS use” or the use of political social media network
that means using social networking sites for political purposes like displaying their chosen political party or
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becoming a fan of a political figure. According to them, the use of political social media network is unique to
social media and is different from other online political participation because it not only enables individuals to
exchange information, they can also display any affiliation they have with any political parties. In fact, the
tendency of social political media network use has lower costs and barriers, and its location in social media
further differentiates it from traditional political participation.

The research by Mutz (2006), for instance, stated that online media enables individuals to participate with
others with the same political opinion and at the same time this participation in a homogeneous commentary
‘echo chamber’ will further encourage political participation. For example, during the 2003 Iraq war, those who
feel that their opinion is different from the mainstream media have turned to the internet to obtain information
and as a source of discussion and expression that eventually led to anti-war activism (Hwang et al, 2006).
Therefore, the internet is seen to have widened the influence of political expression and as place where
individuals may seek information. Expressing opinions in the public sphere, as seen in the political social media,
has uniquely influenced youths to participate more, compared to the traditional political situation.

Weinstein (2014), meanwhile, stated that social media is a platform that enables someone to display their
own persona as it allows users to control and change the presentation of their self as anyone they want. For the
younger generation who consider their political expression or participation as an integral part of their self
identity, political expression on social media has become a way for them to accurately show their desired self
image, in line with their offline image and values. According to Marwick & Boyd (2011), youths, especially
those involved in offline political activities will bring aspects of this identity into their online lives by posting
about issues that they care about in social media. However, worries about negative reactions may cause youths
including those who care about political issues to refrain from airing their opinions in the online sphere. Kim &
Geidner (2008) found that users with high political behaviour in social media scored high marks in the civic
responsibilities and related self efficacy matrix, while Vitak et, al. (2011) found that political action in Facebook
is closely related to offline political disagreement. Therefore, political expression on social media may
strengthen a person’s self-identification as a political actor.

3. Methodology

In this study, the researcher has chosen to apply a qualitative method which is the in depth interview. The
purpose of a qualitative interview is to explain the meaning of the main theme and understanding it in relation to
the phenomena being studied (Kvale, 1996). For the purpose of this research, the researcher uses semi-structured
questions in the interview process with the informants to get more accurate and specific information. The
researcher goes through the questions based on interview with the informants. Other than questions related to
disagreement, this study was also developed to see the difference in political talk. This study involved youths
aged between 15 and 30 years old who consists of Facebook users that display partisanship tendencies towards
either the government or opposition. Informant selection involves youths who can specifically give an overview
on their exposure to political issues and their reaction towards political content posts on Facebook. The interview
process invoves audio recording which was taken with the informant’s consent. The researcher uses thematic
analysis to identify the coding patterns appropriate for the interview process.

4. Results

4. 1 Research Finding

The collection of research data was done using face to face interview. The researcher asked general questions on
the respondents’ background as a preface to the interview. Then the interviewer studied and talked about the
content of the respondents’ Facebook page to have a wider perception on the presentation of their opinion on the
political climate on Facebook. The interview questions are based on the research objectives which are to
discover important elements for identifying their perception of political content on Facebook.

The themes that have been identified are social media faftor, news source frequency, and the event criteria that
have been analysed by the researcher to have answered the research questions. All the informants have given
their feedback and given what the interview required during the session.

4.2 Social media factor

The research findings showed that there are issues that can easily become viral among the public with a platform
like Facebook. Furthermore, all the informants admitted that Facebook is a source for political information that
are rarely openly discussed in mainstream media. The Facebook platform is a fast and convenient way for
informants to discuss political issues or to obtain and share information. Political issues are no longer
confidential issues that are only discussed by certain groups, since Facebook has given its users power to freely
air their ideas. Facebook usually spontaneously posts information without being asked by users because the
application that allows information sharing among users in Facebook itself is free. The openness seen in
Facebook has allowed the political expression process to be fully observed by the users.
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4.3 Frequency of news source

Informants 1, 2, 7, and 8 rely on Facebook every day as a source for current news. Furthermore, they also use
Facebook to get news on politics. Facebook becomes a platform to process political information faster. The
political information in this alternative media comes with picture or video evidence which can sometimes be
difficult to see in the mainstream media, which is tightly controlled by those with their own agenda. Informants
were more inclined to believe information from Facebook to answer their questions on the political crisis that has
swept the nation. Evidence in the form of pictures and video are enough to give a picture of the political
phenomena in the country.

4.4 Event criteria

All the informants are interested in political issues and information that serves alternative ideas for the public to
get their political information through Facebook. Basic issues in the country attract the public’s attention and
these issues will become more interesting if openly discussed on Facebook. Whatever issues or events that occur
inside or outside of the country will quickly be discussed on Facebook. The question of the authenticity of the
issues is not a fundamental question since the issues that are debated will become true with the sharing of
information from the public. Informants can keep their conviction on an issue or other wise and this all depends
on the information source that can be found on Facebook’s newsfeed.

Discussion and conclusion

Results from the analysis showed that the youth mindset that contribute to them expressing their opinion on the
government or opposition through social media which is Facebook is influenced by the change in the structure of
the society that is driven by education that raises awareness on consumerism, human righta, and use of
technology. Indirectly, this also proves that the cyberspace is seen as increasingly important and relevant for
youth to express their opinions and collect opinions on the government or opposition. It is clear that the obvious
and implied connection between realities of technology and media use with the social realities of the society on
political issues had permeated the political landscape in Malaysia. The youth’s acceptance of the new media
characteristics has inadvertently driven the use of the media as an information source that provides the fastest
information on political issues.

As a conclusion, the Facebook phenomena among youth have proven the existence of freedom of speech in
social media in order to fight for their right and to fulfil their wants and needs. This research has helped explain
the phenomena of new media use in the country’s political landscape and explain its role as a stage for youth to
express their political ideas. The purpose of this research medium is to refer to the role of the new media in
influencing the youth’s participation in politics. Basically, the idea of political participation can influence readers
to join in the online political stage. The researcher hopes this paper has given a clear picture on the use of new
media and politics among youth.
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