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Abstract
Social media influencers have become an indispensable part of social media, informing audiences, especially young ones,
about various topics, such as beauty, lifestyle, or food. Recently more political influencers have emerged, and regular
influencers have increasingly taken positions on political and societally relevant topics, including climate justice and gender
equality. Yet, empirical evidence on how both types of influencers are perceived by their audiences and how they might
impact young audiences regarding political action is scarce. Hence, the present study set out to investigate adolescents’
and young adults’ use and perception of social media influencers in the context of political information dissemination,
opinion formation, andmobilization.With the help of qualitative interviews of young people in Germany (16–22 years), we
show that while the mainstream media seems to still be the primary source of political information, influencers focused
on politics are increasingly used to make sense of this information. The presumed impact ranges from amplifying the
effects of existing opinions to opinion formation and changes in voting intentions based on the assessment provided by
the influencer. Regular influencers who talk about political topics occasionally are not perceived as reliable sources of
political information.
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1. Introduction

So‐called influencers have become an indispensable part
of social media, especially in the lives of adolescents
and young adults. These communicators use online plat‐
forms, such as YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok, to inform
their followers about various topics and to promote
products through partnershipswith companies. Previous
research on influencers has mainly been concerned
with marketing (e.g., Durau, 2022; Enke & Borchers,
2019) and has occasionally examined the spread of prob‐
lematic beauty ideals (e.g., Lowe‐Calverley & Grieve,
2021; Naderer et al., 2022). However, over the last
couple of years, a new trend of political activism has

emerged. On the one hand, an increasing number of
political and/or social activist influencers have appeared,
who focus on political and societally relevant topics
and attempt to initiate social change (Duckwitz, 2019).
On the other hand, more “regular” influencers are tak‐
ing a stand on political issues, such as gender equality,
climate justice, and sustainable lifestyles (Byrne et al.,
2017; Chwialkowska, 2019), even though this is not their
primary focus. The potential of social media influencers
(SMIs) as opinion leaders is increasingly recognized by
political actors, both in the context of elections as well
as by single politicians seeking to increase their popular‐
ity among a younger audience. Influencers’ popularity,
reach, and impact combinedwith the youth’s demand for
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political information that is age‐appropriate, entertain‐
ing, and comprehensible makes SMIs an important, yet
understudied research topic in political communication.

Hence, the present study set out to investigate the
role of influencers in shaping the political opinions of
adolescents and young adults and to explore potential
mobilizing effects, especially in the context of elections.
In particular, we were interested in how often adoles‐
cents and young adults come across political informa‐
tion in the context of influencer communication and how
they perceived influencers’ impact on themselves and
others in this context. Based on a theoretical framework
that draws from digital opinion leadership and incidental
news exposure, we conducted 12 qualitative interviews
with adolescents and young adults (16 to 22 years) in
Germany regarding their use and perception of influen‐
cers’ content in the context of political information dis‐
semination, opinion formation, and mobilization.

2. Theoretical Framework

Social media have become an integral part of people’s
everyday lives. In 2022, around 4.62 billion people were
estimated to use social media, which is more than half
of the world’s population (We Are Social et al., 2023).
Especially in younger age groups, the use of social
media, in general, and social networks, in particular, is
widespread. In Germany, where this study was conduc‐
ted, more than 98% of adolescents use social media,
with social networks such as YouTube and Instagram
being among the most popular (Medienpädagogischer
Forschungsverbund Südwest, 2022). When it comes
to information about politics and news, adolescents
predominantly turn to online and social media to
find information. When asked how they inform them‐
selves about daily news topics online, search engines
(39%), Instagram (30%), and TikTok (25%) were the
three top answers, with news apps (16%) and online
newspapers (15%) only being of secondary importance
as sources (Medienpädagogischer Forschungsverbund
Südwest, 2022). In a similar study, Hasebrink et al. (2021)
found that non‐journalistic sources like influencers play
a slightly more important role in adolescents’ inform‐
ational media use than journalistic sources, while the
opposite is true for young adults. In addition, even though
both age groups judge journalistic sources to be more
important for opinion formation than non‐journalistic
ones, the latter also seems to play a substantial role, espe‐
cially for younger audiences that are not politically inter‐
ested. In this context, we set out to explore how adoles‐
cents and young adults come across news and political
information provided by different types of SMIs and how
this might relate to political action.

2.1. Social Media Influencers as Digital Opinion Leaders

Social networks enable all kinds of users to create and
share all kinds of information with others, although a

majority of users can be described as passive (e.g., brows‐
ing other profiles without engaging in social interac‐
tions; Verduyn et al., 2017). In this social network con‐
text, a new group of communicators has emerged, the
so‐called SMIs (Hudders et al., 2020). The range is some‐
where between ordinary users and celebrities, which
earned them the nickname “micro‐celebrities” (Senft,
2008). Influencers use their outreach to inform their fol‐
lowers about specific topics and allow them to peek into
their everyday life (Freberg et al., 2011). The combination
of broad outreach along with a supposed closeness to
their followers as “one of them” makes influencers espe‐
cially successful, which has attracted companies seeking
to use them as a marketing tool (Enke & Borchers, 2019).

Definitions of influencers differ with regard to the
research focus. In marketing, influencers are defined by
their commercial orientation and their number of follow‐
ers (e.g., Enke & Borchers, 2019; Hudders et al., 2020).
Freberg et al. (2011, p. 90) define influencers as “a new
typeof third‐party endorserwho shapeaudience attitudes
through blogs, tweets, and the use of other social media.”
Schach (2018, p. 31) describes them as individuals who,
due to their digital network, personality strength, topic
expertise, and communicative activity, have perceived
credibility regarding certain topics and can make them
accessible to a broad group of people through digital chan‐
nels. In media effects research, influencers are defined by
their core element, which involves exerting influence over
others in specific areas (Grenny et al., 2013).

In this regard, SMIs can be conceptualized as what
Lazarsfeld et al. (1944) called “opinion leaders,” espe‐
cially because they possess two central characteristics
that are deemed to make opinion leaders successful—
charisma and communicative competence, described by
Katz (1957) as the “who one is” dimension—as well as
their content‐related expertise (“what one knows”; Katz,
1957). Regarding the latter, opinion leaders can be distin‐
guished bywhether they possess expertise in single areas
(monomorphic opinion leaders) or on multiple topics
(polymorphic opinion leaders; Merton, 1949; Richmond,
1980). Thus, SMIs as opinion leaders can be conceptu‐
alized as semi‐professional communicators, who range
somewhere between friends and role models, which is
why followers are more likely to trust their recommend‐
ations (Freberg et al., 2011; Stehr et al., 2015). So far,
studies have shown that influencers are capable of affect‐
ing brand attitudes and purchase intentions, especially in
the context of typical influencer topics, such as fashion
and lifestyle (Casalo et al., 2018; Hudders et al., 2020).
However, it remains unclear whether these effects trans‐
late to political information and thus to opinion forma‐
tion and political activism in this context.

2.2. From Beauty Influence to Political Mobilization:
Social Media Influencers as Change Agents?

Previous research on SMIs hasmostly focused on the con‐
text of advertising and marketing (e.g., Enke & Borchers,
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2019; Hudders et al., 2020; Schouten et al., 2019),
involving topics such as fashion, lifestyle, or food (e.g.,
Qutteina et al., 2019; Wiedmann et al., 2010). Marketers
have recognized the potential of influencers as a mar‐
keting tool due to their persuasiveness and trustworthi‐
ness as well as their strong connection to their audi‐
ences. In the context of brand endorsement, Durau
(2022, p. 2012) refers to SMIs as change agents “who
have the ability to shape and change their follower’s
behaviors with their content.” In this study, we are
interested in whether the impact of influencers also
translates to political news, and thus, whether influen‐
cers are capable of impacting the political opinions of
adolescents and young adults and, based on that, their
political actions. In recent surveys of German adoles‐
cents and young adults, more than half reported using
social media as a weekly news source, with about
25% indicating it is their main news source (Hölig &
Behre, 2021; Medienpädagogischer Forschungsverbund
Südwest, 2022). However, it remains unclear where
social media stems from, what role influencers play in
the dissemination of information, and how they can con‐
tribute to the political mobilization of members of this
age group. Thus, in this study, we explore whether SMIs
can also function as change agents in the political sphere,
with the potential to mobilize young audiences.

In particular, we are interested in two sorts of influ‐
encers and their respective impacts: (a) political influen‐
cers, who we define as influencers that primarily focus
on the dissemination of political and/or societally rel‐
evant information while having no or only a second‐
ary commercial interest, and (b) “regular” influencers,
who primarily focus on non‐political topics (e.g., fashion,
lifestyle, or travel) while also having a strong commer‐
cial interest. Regarding their content‐related expertise
on political topics, political influencers as monomorphic
opinion leaders can be distinguished from regular influ‐
encers, who may nevertheless include political or soci‐
etally relevant topics in their everyday communications
about other topics with a more commercial focus (e.g.,
beauty or lifestyle). While it can be assumed that follow‐
ers turn to the first group primarily for political informa‐
tion, followers of the second group might be exposed to
political information incidentally, that is, “while they are
not consciously looking for it” (Ahmadi & Wohn, 2018,
p. 2; see also Kümpel, 2022). The question arises as to
how followers evaluate this information and whether
they perceive such polymorphic SMIs as credible sources
of political information. We claim that incidental expos‐
ure to political and societally relevant topics through reg‐
ular influencers could be important for adolescents and
young adults, especially when they have no or little polit‐
ical interest. Several studies have shown that a majority
of internet users come across news incidentally via social
media, especially younger people (e.g., Hermida et al.,
2012; Purcell et al., 2010; Swart et al., 2017).

The present study set out to investigate the role of
SMIs in informing and mobilizing adolescents and young

adults in the political context. Specifically, we were inter‐
ested in how (often) adolescents and young adults come
across political information in the context of SMI com‐
munication and how they perceive influencers’ impact
on themselves and others, especially in comparison to
traditional sources, such as politicians or news. Three
research questions guide our empirical approach:

RQ1: How do adolescents and young adults
encounter political information through SMIs?

RQ2: What influence do they attribute to SMIs on
themselves and others in the political sphere?

RQ3: What potential do SMIs have when it comes to
the political mobilization of adolescents and young
adults?

3. Methodological Approach

To answer our research questions, 12 qualitative, semi‐
standardized guided interviews were conducted with
young people between the ages of 16 and 22 (see
Table 1). To ensure the intersubjective comprehensibil‐
ity of the study, a category‐guided approach was adop‐
ted. The category systemwas deductively developed and
operationalized in an interview guide, which was divided
into the following different blocks: media usage in gen‐
eral and for political information, influencer usage and
definition, the credibility of media and influencers, the
perceived impact of influencers regarding politics on self
and others, and general information.

For the recruitment of participants, a conscious selec‐
tion was carried out based on theoretical criteria of
age and gender while also aiming for some heterogen‐
eity in terms of formal education. We chose an age
range of 16 to 22 years because interviewees should
be of voting age to examine the relevance of influen‐
cers for their political actions, such as voting decisions
(it is possible to vote from the age of 16 in 11 of 16
German federal states; Kramliczek, 2020). Moreover, at
this age, increased usage of influencers (e.g., Berg, 2017;
Emde‐Lachmund & Klimmt, 2018) as well as an incip‐
ient political interest can be expected (Müller, 2017).
According to Lazarsfeld et al. (1944), many first‐time
voters do not yet have a consolidated political opinion,
so a higher influencer impact on their political opinions
and aligned political actions could be expected.

The initial search for potential participants was car‐
ried out by contacting young people on Instagram who
had commented under an influencer’s post and whose
profiles showed their age. This recruitment method
turned out to be very cumbersome, however, so we
switched to recruiting via third party‐contacts (Meyen
et al., 2011, p. 75). We asked acquaintances to make
suggestions for other participants based on the age
range and the prerequisite of influencer usage. However,
due to limited resources and time restraints, it was
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Table 1. Interviewee outline.

Number Alias Sex Age Profession

1 Johanna Female 16 Pupil
2 Sina Female 17 Pupil
3 Anna Female 18 Pupil
4 Lea Female 19 Student
5 Hannah Female 19 Student
6 Milena Female 20 Student
7 Hilla Female 22 Student
8 Tobi Female 16 Pupil
9 Marco Male 18 Apprentice
10 Emil Male 19 Student
11 Benjamin Male 21 Student
12 Michael Male 21 Student

particularly difficult to recruit male respondents aged 16
to 17 as well as people with a lower level of formal edu‐
cation. Since this study aimed to obtain initial insights
on youth’s perceptions of political information dissemin‐
ated by influencers, and due to the limited resources of
the study, the goal was to conduct eight to 12 interviews.
In practice, interviews were conducted until theoret‐
ical saturation was reached. We subsequently recruited
more interviewees from the 18–19‐year‐old age group
because their answers varied themost. Among other age
groups, theoretical saturation was achieved faster.

Before we started the interview phase from the 23rd
of October 2020 to the 6th of November 2020, we tested
the interview guide (see Supplementary File) for compre‐
hensibility and length. Before the interviews, the parti‐
cipants were briefed on how their data would be used
and informed about the study’s methodology. The inter‐
views lasted between 25 and 45 minutes. The first
two interviews could be held in person. The remain‐
ing ones were conducted via the online applications
Zoom and Teams due to the contact restrictions imposed
by the Covid‐19 pandemic. The interviews were recor‐
ded, transcribed, pseudonymized, and then analyzed
with the help of qualitative content analysis (Mayring,
2015), using a deductively formed and inductively adap‐
ted category system guided by the research questions
and the theoretical framework (Mayring, 2015, p. 86;
Meyen et al., 2011, p. 171). The analysis was conduc‐
ted using a coding frame that was developed based on
the category system to ensure a systematic approach
(see Supplementary File; Mayring, 2015). This coding
frame contained coding rules for each category with an
example and was inductively adjusted during the cod‐
ing process. The transcripts were analyzed using the soft‐
ware program MAXQDA. The semantic validity of the
coding frame in terms of coding rules, category defini‐
tions, and anchor examples was checked by senior sci‐
entists. Construct validity was ensured due to the partly
deductive creation of the coding rules (Mayring, 2015).
Reliability was increased by altering ambiguous categor‐
ies in the research process (Mayring, 2015), with the final

coding round using all of the added categories. Since
the content analysis was only conducted by one person,
intercoder reliability did not have to be tested (Mayring,
2015). Based on the evaluation, a user typology was
carried out according to Meyen et al. (2011). The cri‐
teria were developed based on the material and the‐
oretical framework to structure the results and predict
political mobilization potential. With this typology, every
person could be matched with a user type according to
the answers in the interview. In the first step, a table
was made for every person, including their answers in
the most important categories: political interest, polit‐
ical participation, influencer image, frequency of influ‐
encer usage, and information usage. In the second step,
these categories were extended by our evaluation of
each respondent regarding the perceived trustworthi‐
ness of influencers and the tendency to see influencers
as digital opinion leaders and to form parasocial relation‐
ships with them (factors that are known to strengthen
the potential impact of influencers on followers). In the
third step, we looked for similarities between the inter‐
viewees regarding these criteria, which led to a distinc‐
tion of four user types, which were named after the
usage motives (see Table 2). This process was carried
out several times to account for the heterogeneity of
the material and to finally develop separable user types.
After consolidating the types, the criteria of each type
were used to determine their potential to be politically
mobilized by influencers.

4. Results

4.1. Influencer Usage

The patterns of use give first indications of the potential
opinion leadership and mobilization power SMIs have
on adolescents and young adults. The reasons for fol‐
lowing influencers vary greatly. The respondents follow
influencers based on interest in the respective topic, for
sympathy reasons, entertainment, or political informa‐
tion. Three interviewees expressed an intentional use of
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influencers who voice political views and address top‐
ics that are socially and politically relevant. Further, as
expected, some interviewees reported incidental expos‐
ure to political views by influencers who have no political
focus but express political views or share political inform‐
ation nevertheless. This happened mostly during major
societal events, such as the Covid‐19 pandemic, when
many influencers commented on the lockdown meas‐
ures taken by the government. This unintended contact
with political views and information shows a potential
influence on followers that are not primarily interested
in politics. In addition, it indicates polymorphic opinion
leadership (Merton, 1949) on the part of the influen‐
cers that affects the interviewees with regard to mul‐
tiple topics.

4.2. Political Opinion Formation and Opinion Leadership

When it comes to political information and opinion form‐
ation, the interviewees use influencers as complement‐
ary sources, while their primary sources of political
information are mostly traditional mainstream media.
Influencers become important for information about top‐
ics that are not covered by traditional news broadcasts
but are deemed relevant for political opinion formation.
In addition, the respondents consult influencers when
they want to comprehend or evaluate information dis‐
tributed by traditional media. For example, one inter‐
viewee uses influencers to make sense of political news
from traditional outlets:

To think about it for yourself, is this good or is this not
so good, when you don’t have so much information
about it right now, I find it difficult. That’s why I find it
nice to hear from people with whom I know I always
agree, why is this good now, why is this bad now? (I5)

All interviewees reported forming political opinions
based on classic media sources because the information
is verified and controlled. In the second step, they seem
to follow influencers who align with their political views
and help them make sense of political news and how to
think and act upon it. Taken together, these cases show
the great potential of SMIs’ opinion leadership, such that
influencers add to what adolescents and young adults
learn from traditional news outlets and provide them
with complexity reduction as well as orientation (Stehr
et al., 2015). In this regard, some answers also point to
the fact that influencers might have a substantial impact
on how their followers think about a given political topic:

When the news tells you about the new EU agricul‐
tural reform, you might think to yourself: “Okay, that
sounds pretty good.” And then I would have to start
researchingmyself: Is it that good?What does it really
say? And that takes an incredible amount of time.
Then I look at Luisa Neubauer, and I know what she’s
doing is good and then she tells me: “This and this is

stupid, that’s why we don’t want it.” “Ah okay, then
we don’t want that.” (I5)

Regarding the perceived impact of SMIs on the political
beliefs of their audiences, the views of the respondents
diverge. Political influencers are perceived as more com‐
petent and reliable when it comes to political informa‐
tion than regular influencers. In particular, the political
information they provide is viewed as more trustworthy
and neutral if the respondents believe their primary
focus is on the dissemination and discussion of polit‐
ical and societally relevant information and not on pro‐
moting products. Nearly all the interviewees agreed that
influencers are more credible if they present reliable
information that is backed up by sources. Further attrib‐
utes identified in prior research that play a role in the
perceived credibility of influencers are likability, iden‐
tification, similar interests, the relevance of informa‐
tion, as well as similar political opinions (Casalo et al.,
2018; Cohen, 2001; Duckwitz, 2019; Hovland et al.,
1953). Additionally, seriousness and expertise, authenti‐
city, charisma, and consistency in the influencer’s way
of communicating are important to the respondents.
An example to which some interviewees referred is a
video on YouTube by German political influencer Rezo
in which he criticizes the German party CDU, the rul‐
ing party at that time (Rezo, 2019). The video was pub‐
lished right before the 2019 European elections and was
the most‐viewed YouTube video in Germany that year.
The respondents expressed the importance of consistent
communication by influencers regarding political inform‐
ation, suggesting that monomorphic opinion leaders are
deemed more reliable when it comes to political inform‐
ation. The interviewees believed that influencers’ effect
on political opinions is stronger when the audience anti‐
cipates serious content and substantial knowledge about
it, which is the case for political influencers rather than
regular influencers.

4.3. Mobilization Potential

Next, we consider the political mobilization potential of
influencers on the interviewed adolescents and young
adults. In particular, we were interested in how they
estimated the impact of influencers on their and oth‐
ers’ voting intentions. Regarding perceived influence on
others, most of the respondents indicated that younger
users are especially influenced in their political opin‐
ion formation and voting decisions since they represent
the largest user group of influencers. The interviewees
claimed that sympathy and identification with influen‐
cers as well as the perception of influencers as role
models account for this high level of impact at such a
young age. Further, people who mainly inform them‐
selves with the help of SMIs judge themselves to be par‐
ticularly susceptible to being politically mobilized since
they form a one‐sided and less objective political opin‐
ion. All the participants estimated that the strongest
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effect of influencers was on an age group that did not
include their age (either younger or older). This suggests
a third‐person effect (Davison, 1983), and this finding
should be examined further in follow‐up studies.

Looking at mobilization potential, the interviewees
indicated that the influencers’ political mobilization
power is indirect because the respondents frequently
have consolidated political opinions of their own.
Depending on the area of interest of the recipients, polit‐
ical opinions conveyed by influencers are perceived pos‐
itively or negatively. People who are interested in politics
and enjoy political information also enjoy being informed
by influencers, but mostly on issues that agree with their
own opinions. In this regard, one respondent stressed
that the mobilization potential of influencers is higher
for users who are particularly engaged in politics. In line
with research on classical opinion leadership (Lazarsfeld
et al., 1944), influencers are thus perceived to strengthen
rather than modify their young followers’ political opin‐
ions and voting intentions. One respondent noted this
influence in discussions about subjects related to their
interests and political views:

As I said, if the political orientation is similar. When
the topics are close to one’s heart. If you have already
read similar information that is taken up again. Then,
of course, that confirms your own orientation in the
first place. But also the feeling that you can trust this
person. Yes, so often these influencers are feminists
themselves. That’s why I always take everything seri‐
ously that is addressed there. Which is also related to
the fact that I find them credible. (I7)

This influence is perceived as stronger if there is continu‐
ous exposure to the influencer and his or her political
opinion. Thus, it seems that acceptance of the influen‐
cer’s opinion and trust is built over a longer period. One
respondent pointed out that algorithms also play a role
in the mobilization force of influencers since they can
intensify the amount of content a follower is exposed
to by an influencer: The more one consumes an influen‐
cer’s content, the more the algorithm displays this influ‐
encer’s content in the follower’s feed. In addition, influ‐
encers covering topics like environmental protection are
judged to have a higher influence on voting decisions, as
this topic is of high relevance for young people.

Even though the interviewees mainly use traditional
media as a primary source of political information, there
is some evidence that some of them also explicitly use
influencers to make voting decisions. For example, I1
stated that she strongly relies on information provided
by theGerman YouTube vloggerMrWissen2Go inmaking
her voting decisions. In addition, she pointedout that she
sometimes finds it difficult to distinguish between pro‐
fessional media and influencers, as professional media
outlets, especially those targeting a young audience (the
YouTube vlogger MrWissen2Go belongs to the public
broadcasting service ZDF), often collaborate with influ‐

encers who discuss social and political issues. As an
example, she mentioned the Instagram channel Funk,
which belongs to the public broadcasting service in
Germany. This could point to a larger issue for young
people when it comes to judging the credibility of
a source.

As discussed in the previous subsection, the political
influencer Rezo (2019) can be identified as an example
of an influencer with mobilization power. His video was
published right before the European elections and influ‐
enced respondents with its well‐founded statements
based on reliable sources. It went viral and gained con‐
siderable media attention, causing other influencers to
release supporting statements (Peters, 2019). One inter‐
viewee, who was not yet eligible to vote in the 2019
European elections, stated that, after seeing this video,
“the CDU would have been out of the question for me.”
Another interviewee said that the video had influenced
her, although it only strengthened her political opinion.
Some interviewees stated the video was only one factor
in their decision to vote in the 2019 European elections,
along with information about the parties, reports in the
traditional media, conversations with their families, and
their political preconceptions.

In summary, the interviews suggested that the
impact of influencers varies greatly among individuals.
While there is some evidence that their messages can be
decisive for some, in general, we found their impact to
have an amplifying nature. Their perceived impact also
depends on classical opinion leader characteristics, such
as expertise and knowledge, likability, credibility, and
matching political views.

4.4. User Types

Based on the findings described above, we identified
four different user types whose political ideas and
voting choices are affected by influencers to varying
degrees: the Politics Enthusiast, the Versatile Interested,
the Entertainment Seeker, and the Commercial User
(see Table 2).

A political influencer has the largest impact on the
opinions of young users who are engaged in politics
and use political influencers intentionally. These would
be the Politics Enthusiast and the Versatile Interested
types. However, the latter is only somewhat influ‐
enced by the subjects the influencer discusses in terms
of political views and opinions. In the few instances
when regular influencers discuss politics, Entertainment
Seekersmay be persuaded to change their political views
as well. The Commercial User is more influenced by
product recommendations because these are the kinds
of topics discussed by the regular SMIs the Commercial
User follows.

The Politics Enthusiasts and the Versatile Interested
type have the highest mobilization potential since they
are influenced regarding their political views and voting
choices. For the former, this impact seems to amplify
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Table 2. User types and their characteristics.

User types

The Politics The Versatile The Entertainment The Commercial
Characteristics Enthusiast Interested Seeker User

Interviewee I5 and I7 I2, I3, and I10 I1, I8, I9, and I12 I4, I6, and I11

Political interest Very high High Medium Medium

Intended usage of Political Information Information and Diversion and Tips and
influencers inspiration entertainment recommendations

Image of influencers Influence and Information and Certain purposes, Brand ambassador
information of their influence on certain like the and product
audience, political topic areas entertainment of marketing
and non‐political an audience

Information usage Traditional media Traditional media Traditional media Traditional media
and SMIs and online media; and online media

complementary usage of SMIs
possible

Digital opinion Existent Existent in the used Possible in the Not possible, only
leadership subject area; rare usage of for product

potential for political SMIs recommendations
political SMIs

Trustworthiness High High for perceived High for perceived Low; higher for
expertise expertise sympathy and

identification

Political mobilization High; SMI with Medium; high for Low; existent for Very low; rare
potential similar political the reception of rare usage of confrontation with

opinions are used well‐founded political SMIs political SMI
information with expertise

rather than change their political views, whereas, for
the latter, influencers can help to make sense of polit‐
ical information and thus influence them in a certain dir‐
ection. For both types, political influencers function as
political opinion leaders who are attributed with expert
knowledge and credibility.

In the few instances when regular influencers discuss
politics, Entertainment Seekers may be persuaded to
change their political views as well. However, these users
mainly follow influencers for entertainment reasons, so
political mobilization is rather unlikely. The same is true
for Commercial Users, who seem to bemore focused and
thusmore persuaded by product recommendations than
political content.

5. Discussion

The current study set out to explore the potential of SMIs
in relation to the political socialization and mobilization
of young audiences. Through 12 qualitative interviews,
we investigated the perceived impact of both political
and regular influencers on political opinion formation
and political actions, such as voting intention. Our aim
thus was to look not only at the intentional use of SMIs
but also at incidental exposure to news and political

information through regular influencerswho take a stand
on political issues. In this regard, our findings point to
the fact that the role of political influencers should not
be underestimated. It is important to note that our data
were collected in 2020, and since then, several studies
on the relevance of SMIs for political action have been
published. While it would have been awkward to use
these studies for theoretical reasoning, we will refer to
them to discuss our findings in light of the current state
of research.

Regarding the use of political influencers, Knupfer
et al. (2023) showed that active engagementwith “green‐
fluencers” (SMIswith a special focus on sustainability and
environmental awareness) is positively related to differ‐
ent forms of environmental activism for German adoles‐
cents. However, due to the use of cross‐sectional data, it
remained unclear whether engagement with these influ‐
encers can increase such activities or whether adoles‐
cents already engaging in such activities aremore likely to
also follow greenfluencers. Our results point to the latter,
as political influencers are predominantly used by those
who are already politically interested. In linewith quantit‐
ative surveys, our results further confirm that traditional
media sources, such as quality (online) news outlets, are
still judged as more trustworthy for political information
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by young audiences, and political influencers are used as
a supplementary source that helps them make sense of
this complex information (Hasebrink et al., 2021; Hölig
& Behre, 2021). Thus, their impact seems to be lim‐
ited when it comes to opinion change. Further, most of
the interviewees reported following influencers who dis‐
seminate political or societally relevant information only
when their general political view aligns with their own.
In such cases, the impact of these influencers on one‐
self and others is evaluated as positive, while influencers
holding other political opinions are viewed negatively.
This confirms experimental findings by Naderer (2023),
who found that perceived similarity with the influencer
on political topics predicted the intention to take political
action. In this context, and in line with prior research on
public opinion leaders, influencers seem to be capable
of reinforcing rather than changing the audience’s atti‐
tudes and behaviors. However, some answers also indic‐
ated a rather strong impact of influencers on their follow‐
ers, especially on younger or undecided ones. The fact
that influencers take a stand on topics provided by legacy
media in a more neutral way can lead followers to form
opinions and take action based on the influencers’ eval‐
uation of a given topic. It is important to note that while
the stimulation of political action might initially seem
positive, it can also have detrimental consequences (for
example, the spread of conspiracy theories and extremist
views; Riedl et al., 2021).

In addition, our results indicate that most political
influencers as monomorphic opinion leaders who focus
primarily on political information are judged as credible
sources for political guidance. Meanwhile, regular influ‐
encers who take a stance on political or societally relev‐
ant topics only occasionally were viewed as less credible
and judged to lack the knowledge to present such top‐
ics reliably. Here, our findings are consistent with those
of Naderer (2023), who reported that such “unlikely”
sources of political informationmight still stimulate polit‐
ical action when there is a fit between one’s views and
those of the influencer. Similarly, Knupfer et al. (2023)
showed that a parasocial relationship with influencers
seems to be important for fostering political action for
individuals with little or no political interest (see also
Schmuck et al., 2022).

Certainly, this study has some limitations. First, our
results are based on 12 interviews with adolescents and
young adults in Germany, which limits the generaliz‐
ability of our findings, as we can only make assump‐
tions within the national context of Germany. Most
recent studies on this topic have also focused on young
Germans (e.g., Knupfer et al., 2023; Schmuck et al.,
2022), so cross‐national comparisons regarding influen‐
cers’ impact in different countrieswith divergent political
systemswould be helpful to broaden the results. Second,
due to limited resources, we were not able to conduct
substantially more interviews, and thus we could not
employ more quotation criteria (e.g., regional variety or
political orientation). Regarding our user typology, we

are confident that the four identified types are general‐
izable since all are based on several cases, but we can‐
not exclude the possibility that a larger sample would
yield additional and more refined user types. Since we
recruited via third‐party contacts in our environment,
we predominantly reached people over the age of 18
with a higher level of education. However, the interviews
revealed a broad range of answers regarding political
interest and the use of influencers, so we are confident
that our results and user types provide a coherent pic‐
ture. Our results also match those of other studies (e.g.,
Hasebrink et al., 2021), which found that adolescents
and young adults judge legacy media as more important
sources of political information and opinion formation.
However, interviewing younger people and people with
a lower level of education could offer evenmore detailed
and nuanced insights into the mobilization potential of
influencers. Another important aspect to note is that
our interviews took place during the Covid‐19 pandemic,
which represents a special case, particularly with regard
to how and how often regular influencers included polit‐
ical topicswithin their stories. Thus, this could have led to
a higher level of incidental exposure to political content
through regular influencers compared to other times.
It might be assumed that the role of regular influencers
in sharing political information becomesmore important
in the context of specific events (e.g., the Russian aggres‐
sion on Ukraine), which could be further investigated, for
example, through content analyses.

The empirical approach based on qualitative inter‐
views allowed us to dig deep into young audiences’ per‐
ceptions and evaluations of the political impact and
mobilization potential of SMIs, but it did not allow us to
capture the actual effect influencers have on adolescents
and young adults, even though our results are largely
in line with newer quantitative and experimental stud‐
ies (e.g., Knupfer et al., 2023; Naderer, 2023; Schmuck
et al., 2022). Especially regarding the dissemination of
political messages by regular influencers, it would be
fruitful for follow‐up studies to investigate whether their
credibility and impact in this area are as limited as sug‐
gested by our interviews or if these results can also be
partly attributed to social desirability. Further, we did
not define the different types of influencers for the inter‐
viewees but instead asked them for their assessments of
what constitutes an influencer in general and a political
influencer in particular. Hence, the influencer definitions
differed between the interviewees, which could have
led to differences in their evaluations of the perceived
impact of the influencer types. This is an ongoing issue
that should be kept inmindwhen researching influencers
since the platforms and platform actors change rapidly.
Accordingly, future studies should pay special attention
to who can be defined as a political influencer, what kind
of political information is disseminated, and how it is per‐
ceived by audiences. For instance, Suuronen et al. (2022)
showed that while only a small minority of Finnish influ‐
encers reported talking about formal politics, a majority

Media and Communication, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 3, Pages 164–174 171

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


engages in lifestyle‐related, societally relevant political
topics, such as health and nutrition. In addition, as Riedl
et al. (2021) pointed out, most political influencers also
engage in the promotion of commercial products, which
might reduce their credibility as political agents.

Taken together, considering the current state of
research, our findings have several implications both for
influencer communication as well as for political commu‐
nication in general. First, political influencers may affect
young people’s political ideas as digital opinion leaders
because young people perceive them as capable of dis‐
seminating information in addition to traditional media.
Even respondents who do not follow political influen‐
cers can be persuaded by their content if they see some‐
thing that strikes them as important and credible, such
as the video by the influencer Rezo before the European
election in 2019. Second, traditional media are still the
primary trusted source of political information, but social
media in general, and (political) influencers in particu‐
lar, seem to play a role in orientation and opinion forma‐
tion when it comes to the evaluation of the information
provided by news outlets. In this regard, one’s political
views and interests play a role in the usage of influen‐
cers to form political opinions and actions. Thus, the
political mobilization of young audiences through SMIs
is possible but varies among individuals. Mobilization
factors include the usage of social media as the main
information source, the algorithm of the social media
platform, and the political interests of the respondent.
Further, the mobilization power of influencers depends
on their credibility and the usage motives of their fol‐
lowers. Third, influencers, in general, may be especially
powerful in disseminating what Suuronen et al. (2022)
called lifestyle‐related politics: personally experienced
topics of general interest for society, such as nutrition,
health behavior, or sustainable lifestyles. Riedl et al.
(2021) argued that influencers’ power as social agents
lies in the way they present political topics: “Despite
meaningful content, political influencers still focus on a
casual, down‐to‐earth appearance tomaintain high cred‐
ibility among their followers. In that sense, political influ‐
encers make politics look easy.” While this might initially
seem like a good thing, a current study by Schmuck et al.
(2022) suggests that the “simplification of politics” can
be a double‐edged sword, as it can not only spark polit‐
ical interest but also foster political cynicism. Thus, future
research needs to focus on boundary conditions that
could explain when adolescents and young adults might
benefit from political communication through SMIs and
how literacy programs can address this new form of polit‐
ical communication.
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