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The POPC Citizen: Political Information in the Fourth Age of Political Communication
1. Introduction

A woman checking messageswer phonewhile standingnext to a newspaper rack. A girl
waiting in line scrollingdown the Facebodimeling, stumblingupon a video clip explaining the
outcome of the recent US presidential electidgngoung man playing a game on kablet with
TV newsrunning in another windowl hese are just three everyday scenarioslthstratehow
today’s “permanently onlinggermanently connectedPOPC)communication environmehis
createchew conditions for the access to and consumptigroliical information: A myiad of
options to choose fromegardinghe form andcontentof communication makaseasy to
acquirepolitical informationcontinuouslyput alsoto avoidpolitical contengiven themany
other interestingptions to do onlineAt the same time, social networking sites (SNS) have
made it more difficulto abstain completely from political informatioas they oftepush news
to unsuspecting useM/ith the permanemntotential activation ofocial tieghrough SNS and
instant messaging servicéise political information of citizen®ias becomembedded inttheir
mediated social netwoskvhose memberke, share, and comment onThe implications of
widespreadligitizationand nedidization for the political domain are so profound and far-
reaching thathey inspiredlayBlumler (2016) to announce théurth age of political
communicatiotf Political communication in thiurth age is characterized byet more
communication abundance” (p. 24) compared tptieeedingages, particularly due to new,
mobile access devicéisat have ledo anever more intenseompetition for audience attention.
The fact that thenternet has gone mobiteinforces developmenti had initiatedmuch earlier
Mobility increases the frequency of communication and thuféa@encyof situations in which
more orless conscious choices regarding the medium and content of communication are
necessaryBecause people often initiate and process digital communicatiparallel withan
ongoing “offline life;] communication actsiay alsdbecome more impulsive and autdiogvan
Koningsbruggen, Hartmann & Du, this volume) and attention paid to content becomes more
superficialthan in the past.

However, the affordances of a POPC media environment affect more thtrejusty people
selecand process political communicatidn this chapter, we propose that the POPC

environment interacts with the individual characteristicsittéenswith profound implications
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for some of the mosimportant communicationutcomes for a wellunctioning democracy such
as political knowledge, involvement, and participation. Prior (2007) demonstratediagyrow
importance opeople’s entertainment preferencesadsis their appetite for serious news in
high-choice media environments. Vdaild on hisinsightsand argughat weltknown predictors
of news useljke the preference for news relative to entertainnoepolitical interestwill
become even more importamder POPC conditions and in a high-choice and bighulation
environment. Put simply, a person not interested in anything political does ntdakilye
motivation, butalse—morethan ever—the necessityo follow and elaborat on the news,
becausehere aralwaysmoreappealingnessages enjoyonline and on the go. In addition,
personal characteristics such as a general disposition to be distracted &&imtafknann,
2016 maybecome more influentiah the political information processthe seemingly
unlimited number of options to communicate aeceiveinformationas well as greater
technologyenabledstimulaion through pusimessages are likely to cause new variation among

citizens concerning their routine contact with political news

The goal of this chapter is to describe how the POPC environment operates in taridem wit
personal characteristics to influence people’s exposure to and processingaa paiormation.
In describing the political consequences of the POPC phenomertakena social
psychological perspective and focus on the individual level (for a more socidlpgisgective
see the chaptdry Vromen, Loader, and Xengthis volume). V¥ sketch the psychological
contours of the contemporary “POPC citizen” and outline recent developmeiitzans’use of
mobileinformation and communication technologiéSTs) for political information which

have consequences for theidividual civic competencies as well as democracy at large.
2. “Political” Characteristics of the POPC Environment

In the lastdecades, our media environment has changed drastically. Mobile phones have been a
catalyst for this development as they enabled us to be permanently online anaepésma
connectedKlimmt, Hefner, Reinecke, Rieger, & Vorderer, this volume). Its ceatnamponent

is the modern smartphone as a device that bundles new and traditional mass medigit@.g., di

TV and radio, newspaper content, music, and video) together with interpersonal coriorunica
channels (e.g., SNS, email, and texting). These various media, services, and feaatioas

usedatvirtually any time, in any placend even simultaneously. And because the smartpilsone
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a steady companion, this flow of mediated cues seems to neither have an endrndviarsta
than anything else, this higihoice high-stimulationPOPC media environment produces a high
load of information and continuous affordances for the Wssiead instant messages,
newsletters in the mailbox, the online game to be continued, or the never-ending updatss, t
retweets, or link shares of online news pages and social network gimsaH areopportunities
and obligationgor information, communication, and entertainment at the same time. Recent data
show that today digital media are one of the most important and most frequensisegicce
sources of news, second only to television (e.g., Holig & Hasebrink, 2013; PewdReSeante,
2016). The POPC environment has created a whole new context in which political irdarimati
produced, disseminated, and received. Accordingly, the mechanisms throughh&hich
information environmentay beof political importance may be changing dramaticalywell
Especially the aspects of permanence w@nduity raisethe probability that individuals get

intentionally or incidentally in touch with political information
3. Exposure to Political Information in a POPC Environment

.For POPC usera multiplicity of information flows intersect, compete, and feed into one

another, leading to a dizzying array of channels and opportunities throughtidyamayget

exposed to political information. The contemporary political information ecatoggreasingly
complex and contingent (Thorson & Wells, 2016), and the affordances of smartphones and other
mobile ICTs as well agthe POPC mindset of many citizens today contribute significantly to that

complexity and contingency the reception of political news.

Recent assessments of audiences for political news in coamgriegevealthat the
consumption of political information is becoming increasingly integrated intB@RC media
routines of citizens, at lem countries with high internet penetration rates. In 201B5)0st
countries of Western Europe as well as in the US, aroupe#@ntof citizensused their
mobiles for consuming news and almost as many indicated they were asgigrsedia as a
gateway to political information (Hélig, Nielsen, & Schrgder, 2016). Indeed, Skveddia show
that 2015 was the first time that citizens accessed online newdneguientlyvia mobile
devices than viatationarycomputers (Westlund, 2016).



These changes towards the use of mobi® technological bedrock of the POPC condition—
for political information are significant in several ways. Mobile devaresoften, and
increasingly (Westlund & Fardigh, 2015), used for cnoeslia news consnption and as a
complement to traditional sources of news (Damme, Courtois, Verbrugge, & Marez, 2015).
While much of the content consumed on the go on mobile devices is content prodlegatipy
newsmedia (Wolf & Schnauber, 2015), the technological affordances of mobile |@ducEs
importantinequalities in media activities, decreasing potential benefits for those iagcies

web primarily on handheld devices (Pearce & Rice, 2013). Indeed, research showtizenat c
accessing the news through mobile devices do so more expansively, but also ma@atiyperf
(Westlund, 2016).

The increasing exposure to news anywhere, at any time through mobile onlindriregia
about several prohtes related to their technological makeMmnbilescome with smaller
screens, which limits choice, reading ease and, consequently, the avemgpdnt reading an
article as well as the amount of learning frtita news Their connections to the internate
oftenslower than those atationarycomputers, which malgadto higher defection rates during
news consumption and a lower probability of users returning to news sites, &gfebiay
rarely use newdVioreover, mobilenternet connections are more costhd are likely to remain
so into the foreseeable future (Dunaway, 20Mhile mobilelCTs open up new times and
spacegor news consumption (Struckmann & Karnowski, 201l6¢se opportunities are seized
particularlyby those who arbettereducated and generate higher incomes, at least when it
comes to highguality journalistic news conteithorson, Shoenberger, Karaliovan &

Fidler, 2015).

Given this reproduction of weknown inequalities in political information with regard to
education and income, some have concluded that the proliferation of mobile online
communication has led to the emergence of a mobile internet undé¢helbssharacterded by
diminished levels of political engagement (Napoli & Obar, 2014; also Dunaway, 2016). This
assessmersieemso be more validhan the occasionglexpressedptimism regarding citizen

engagement through news exposure on mobile media (Martin, 2015, 2016).

A specificPOPGCrelated phenomem that recentlyhasgarnered particular attention by political

communication researcharsayevenaggravate the outlined developmente increasing



proclivity, especially among younger citizens, to rely on purely incideptasrexposure for
their political informationThe“news finds me’(NFM) expectation underlying such behavior
may be seen as a product of the permanent salience and vigilance associat&DWG a
mindset and enabled by mobile ICT. But while vigilant NFM use of mobiles mdydea
occasionalinanticipated informatimal engagements with political information, its primary
effects appears to be a more apathetic stemeardthe political world: Adopting an NFM
posture in reaction to POPC conditions leads to gradual decreases in politieat el
knowledge, which, in turn, makes people engage less in political participation (Gil dmRifi
Diehl, 2016). Even worse, incidental news exposwseeh as that anticipated by hiyti-M
individuals—benefits the political participation pfrticularlythosecitizens that are already
interested in politics (KimChen, & Gil de Zufiga, 2013ee also Tewksbury, Weaver &
Maddex, 2001), which may deepen political divides. Importantly, this conclusion maythet t
same exterdipply toincidental newxposure via SNS/@leriani & Vaccari,2016). One
possibles that SNSusersdo not have many choices once they have decided &r*ent
particular SNS (Bode, 2016). On Facebook, for example, posts of friends are lissagiea
column contenstreamso that users are virtually forced to at least take note of every pest—
one with political content or without. Howeveas a result of “learning” algorithms of the SNS
politically uninterestediserswill find progressively fewepolitical messagesntheir SNS
because—the lesanterest in ané&éngagement witpolitical postsheyhavedemonstrated in
the pastthe less content of this kind will be displayed to ti{&horson & Wells, 2016).

A second relevamthenomenon in media exposure patterns relatB@®®Cis the tendency to

use “secondcreens,’ consumingpolitical news eventsgia an additionalveb-connected device
attended to in parallel to@mimary media source. Such behaviors have been cast as a new form
of online political engagement that may also translate into offline political particigattbuivic
engagement (Gil de Zufiga, Gar&tardomo, & McGregor, 2015; Vaccari, Chadwick, &
O'Loughlin, 2015). However, if looked at more closely from an informagtimeessing

perspective, the multitasking nature of the reception situations produced lscokeai-usenay

well lead to diminished cognitive benefits of expeto the news (Jeong & Hwang, 20B&e

next section

4. Processing political information in a POPC environment



The POPC environment may not only influence citizens’ exposure to political informfoait
alsohow individualsprocesghe news Two characteristicef the POPC environmentay
influencein particularhowthe POPC environmennpactsthe wayindividualsprocessolitical
information bothwith likely consequences f@olitically relevant outcomes such as political
knowledge and participatiol) Theabundance of variegated contentalmost any conceivable
topic made availabl® people through theobile internetanytime and anywherand(2) the
social embeddednesslafge portions opolitical contentavailableto citizensthroughsocial
media With regard to the abundant availability of information and communication opti@ns
PORC media ecology, wmayexpect that multitasking while processing political information
becomes the norm rather than the exceptituititasking, however, tends to reduce productivity
in fulfilling the primary task (in this case: processing news)diieds learning negatively (e.g.,
Chen & Yan, 2016; Junco & Cotten, 2012; Wood et al., 26&@ alsahe chaptes by David and
by Xu & Wang this volume). A recent study demonstrated thatgeneral frequency of media
multitasking (i.e., engagg in additionaimedia activities such as text messaging, watching TV
or using SNS) during exposure to pickl news is negatively associated with genpdditical
knowledge, bupositively related to subjective politicahowledge (Ran, Yamamoto & Xu,
2016). Multitaskinghewsusersthus not only learn lesghile following the newsthey also seem

to overestimateheir knowledge.

We mayassume, howevethatpeople will differ in the degree to which they translate the
affordances of OPCenvironmeninto multitaskingbehavior as a function of thgiersonal
characteristicdndividual polychronicity, for example, has been proposed personality trait
that reflects the preference for multitask{gpposki & Oswald, 2010). Individuals high in
polychronicityprefer to perform multiple threads of tasks at a time ratherdhigronesingle
task.A polychronic individual, hence, will more likely engage in parallel activiiethe same or
a activate an additional screen while watching the néwstherrelevantand probably related
individual characteristits thegeneral distractibility (Forster & Lavie, 201&yhich influences
how easilyindividuals become sidetracked from pursuing their primary goal. The more
distractible, onenay assume, the higher the probability that individuals will get disturbéueby
permanenbpportunity to access multitudes of unrelated contereésgage in alternative
communication activitiedzor exampleeasily distractibleisersshould be more pne to react to



messagecoming inon ther mobile phone whiléheyread an online newspaper article

(Reinecke & Hofmann, 2016; Klimmt et al., this volume)

There is, however, also an argumfemta more optimistic outlook regdingthe news processing
of politically uninterested citizen#t relates to thesocial embeddedness of political information
in a POPC environmemientioned earliein SNS and mobile online applications, much news
content diffuses through sharing: Friends forwaetlia messagés their circles of relevant
others and thus create a social context to news iteamsequentlyasPOPCusershold greater
knowledge about whicpolitical articles their friends and network members are readghgh
videos they are watching amdhich petition they are signing, thegaybase their selection of
content more and more on the selection of their friendsin other words, the POPC emironme
may magnify the social dimension of news consumption, with political infosmaervingas
prepaation for anticipatedpolitical) talk with friends, colleagueand acquaintance$he
amount of effort people expend prepamg for political interactions with others kgeeking out
news also increasé¢heir elaborative processj and political knowledge (Beaudoin & Thorson,
2004) This socially induced effect even outsizes learreffgcts due to a motivation to achieve
surveillanceof the social world and obtain guidanme political issue¢Eveland, 2001).fithe
POPC environment in fact produces more freqtreggels of such anticipatedhteraction
motivations in citizens through the presentation of informatiothempoliticalinteress of
relevant others, users’ motivation to elabosateially relevanpolitical news could increase.
This effect would of course apply to all individuals independetheif political interest.
Because of its general mechanistcould, however, possibly contribute to alleviating gaps
between the politichl more and lesgvolved. On the other side, the likelihood for such an
effect dependsery muchon the political interesif one’ssocial netwok andits members’

willingness to (digitally) communicate about the news (Thorson & Wells,)2016

Another positive effect of today’s media ecology and people’s POPC mindset cabat beey
open upnewopportunitiedor citizens to engage political talk and deliberation onlin&ocial
media offer new low-effort opportunities to paipate in politicalopinion expressioand

debate, becaudkere are always opportunities to like, share and comment news, to talk about
politics and deliberatd he POPCenvironmenimaythus strengthen the degrees to which

citizens process theews collectively (e.gGraham, 2015; Halpern & Gibbs, 2018)l t his may



stimulate at least situationadlitical awarenesgsuch as in the case of breaking hpybfile

news stories)obutmayalsolead to greater, possibly sustairgditical interest, discussion,
knowledge, and participation (Ahmed, 201Hpwever, here again, the degree to which these
benignconsequences of POR@vironments transpire likely depends on individual

predispositions (e.gtheir political interest more strongly than in the pROPC world
5. Conclusion

The POPC phenomenon relates closely to what has been introduced as thegiooftholitical
communication. It ien erahat is, for the first time ihistory,characterized by a permanignt
available, ubiquitous, and borderless system of political information and discoutisis. |
chapter, we have outlined bailell-establishe@ndrather speculative consequenoéghe
POPC environment on exposure to #meprocessing opolitical news Under conditions of
“abundant choice” (Webster & Nelson, 20liégividual characteristics such mormational
preferencesmotives, and personality traitedividual mediated sociadetworks, and
individuals’ perceptions and interpretations of their media environment are gainnilyience
on people’sverydayexposure to political news. The plethora pportunities for citizento
acquire information, tparticipae in political discussions arattivismis unprecedented
Citizens today can accepslitical informationfrom different sources and dlifferent modes at
almost anytime and anyplace. Moreover, there are plenty of opportunitisstsolitics with
others online and participate in the political process little effort.

However the reality ofsocigolitical life often looks differentCitizensrarely exploitthe new
opportunities (Norris, 2001). The reasaaslikely be found within the POPC environment: Not
only does the mobile internet offeermanent access political information; it also offers
entertainmentifeworld content that is not primarily political (suchwaesather forecasor

public transportatiomformation) and opportunities for digital interpersonal communication.
Today’s citizens are thus constantly confronted aithyriad ofoptionsfor readng, watding,

to searcing or otherwise engaging with information and communicat{ur brief overviewof

the literature reinforcstheseconcerns. Moreover, due to the growing importance of personal
preferences and interests, gaps between the pdiitintdrested and uninterested segments of
societyregardingtheirexposure to and processing of neams likely toincrease rather than

decreasén the future. In addition, new factors suctcaizens’individual distractibility come



into play in ahigh-choice high-stimulationenvironmentharacterized by a ceaseless stream of

incoming messages.

In contrastthis environment islsoprone to promotencidentalencounters witlmewsbits,
especially in SNS$Bde, 2016). Furthermore, due to the faeit ta lot of political information
on the internet is shared, liked, and commented on watheral network, social norméke a
perceived civic duty to keapformed(Poindexter & McCombs, 2001) or social motives for
being ready to discugsirrent eventsan stimulate news consumptidrhis, once more,
indicates the growing importance of curation procesgesuted byYsNS butalsoby algorithms
of web applications (Thorson & Wells, 2016).

The currenPOPC media environment is one that is no longer characterizebdyocityzens

being faced with a greaumbermmediachanneldo chosefrom. Instead, it is one in whicin
everincreasinghumber of citizens seBelects into a media environment characterized by high
stimulation through permanent informationtiZensin the fourth age are not only required to
make more media choices at a faster pace but@fsavigate the increasirayersupply of
information and communication opportunities under conditiorignitfed human capacities to

progessinformation.

We have god reason to believe that how richpolitical informationpeople's individual media
environmentwill be and how productively they will react to them will, more thaeanlierages

of political communicationdepend otheir individual characteristiesthar personal qualities,
bothinnateand obtainedwWhile systematic empirical study of these tendencies is laekidg
sorely neededve may, for the time beinguggest that the current move into a POPC world will
tend to aggravate individual inequalities in political knowledge and participagiter than

reduce them.
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