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Internet and social media use and political
knowledge: Evidence from Turkey
Simge Andı, S. Erdem Aytaç and Ali Çarkoğlu

Department of International Relations, Koç University, Istanbul, Turkey

ABSTRACT
What are the implications of citizens turning to online sources for news and
information about politics? As the Internet and social media have become
popular sources of news and information about politics, there has been
a growing interest in understanding how this trend affects political knowl-
edge. In this article, we analyze the effects of the Internet and social media use
on the Turkish electorate’s political knowledge drawing on an original, nation-
ally representative survey fielded in 2015. We find that Internet use is posi-
tively associated with higher levels of political knowledge among the Turkish
electorate, even after controlling for several relevant factors. At the same time,
however, social media users are more likely to be misinformed and more likely
to be opinionated about politics than non-users. Overall, the effects of the
Internet on political knowledge seem to be multi-faceted and depend on
which platforms people resort to getting their news.

KEYWORDS Internet; social media; political knowledge; misinformation; Turkey

The Internet and social media have become essential sources of news and
information about politics for voters in both developed and developing countries
(Bialik & Matsa, 2017). In the Mediterranean region, the percentage of individuals
citing online platforms including social media as sources of news reached 68% in
France, 94% in Greece, 78% in Italy, and 85% in Spain (Newman, Fletcher,
Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Nielsen, 2018).1 In Turkey, the percentage of adults
citing such platforms as their primary source of news has increased from 32%
to 39% between 2015 and 2018. As such, online platforms and social media now
comprise the second largest source of news in the country, closely following the
share of television with 48% (Yanatma, 2018). The relevance of online platforms
for getting informed about politics is only expected to increase as younger
cohorts replace older ones, given the popularity of social media as a news source
among younger individuals (Gottfried & Shearer, 2017; Newman et al., 2018).

What are the implications of citizens increasingly turning to online sources
for news and information about politics? This trend might have significant
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consequences for citizens’ political knowledge due to two particular features of
online sources. First, the Internet substantially reduces the cost of accessing
news and information about politics. Thus, the widespread use of the Internet
may lead to an increase in the overall levels of political knowledge by giving
citizens unfettered and easy access to a variety of quality content (Bimber &
Davis, 2003; Xenos & Moy, 2007). Second, unlike most traditional media plat-
forms, the Internet provides users with opportunities to produce and dissemi-
nate material without any editorial oversight (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). As
such, the Internet may actually lower the bar for news quality and facilitate the
spread of misinformation through the easy dissemination of rumors, fake news,
and conspiracy theories, especially through social media platforms (Del Vicario
et al., 2016; Vosoughi, Roy, & Aral, 2018). During the 2016 U.S. presidential
election campaign, for instance, 115 fake pro-Trump and 41 fake pro-Clinton
stories were shared over 30 and 7.6 million times on Facebook, respectively
(Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). Some examples include fake stories that link Hillary
Clinton to a child abuse ring or stories that claim Pope Francis endorsed Donald
Trump during the 2016 US Presidential campaign (Guess, Nyhan, & Reifler,
2018). Thus, the net impact of online news upon political knowledge could
be positive and hence contribute to a better-informed citizenry, or it could be
negative, helping to create a misinformed citizenry that is moved based on
rumors, fake-news and conspiracy theories.

In this study, we explore the relationship between political knowledge and
the use of online sources for news and political information by analyzing
original data from the 2015 Turkish Election Study (TES 2015). The Turkish
case is appropriate to consider this question for two reasons. First, Internet
penetration in Turkey is not as widespread as traditional media consumption,
and the significant variation in the population with respect to Internet use
facilitates the estimation of its effects. Second, even though the relationship
between the media and politics has always been contentious in Turkey
(Bayram, 2010), the tenure of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve
Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) since 2002 brought even more concerns about press
freedom (Çarkoğlu, Baruh, & Yıldırım, 2014; Yeşil, 2014). In 2014, the Freedom
House lowered the status of the press in Turkey from ‘Partly Free’ to ‘Not Free,’
citing government pressure over mainstream media owners (Freedom House,
2014).2 In such an environment, many opposition-minded individuals turn to
the Internet for news, and social media use is also very prevalent with 63% of
adults using such platforms (Mitchell, Simmons, Matsa, & Silver, 2018; Poushter,
2016). Given the overall popularity of social media platforms such as Facebook
and Twitter, pro-government actors also try to disseminate government-
friendly online content and manipulate online debates (Freedom House,
2017). Therefore getting news from online sources, including social media, is
a very familiar activity to most Internet users.
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We embedded questions in the pre-election survey of TES 2015 about
individuals’ use of online sources of information, a battery of political knowl-
edge items, and other relevant factors such as political interest, partisanship,
traditional media use, and demographics. Two features of our research design
are noteworthy. First, we distinguish between generic Internet use and use of
social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. This allows us to analyze
the impact of social media on political knowledge separately from that of
generic Internet use. Second, rather than relying on a simple ‘informed’ vs.
‘uninformed’ dichotomy of political knowledge, we measure misinformation as
well. By identifying correct, incorrect, and ‘not sure’ answers to our political
knowledge questions, we are able to distinguish between a lack of political
information and being misinformed (see, e.g., Barabas, 2002; Dancey &
Sheagley, 2013; Mondak, 1999; Kuklinski, Quirk, Jerit, Schwieder, & Rich, 2000,
among others), and investigate the effects of generic Internet and social media
use on these different aspects of political knowledge.

Our results highlight the divergent effects of the Internet and social
media use on political knowledge. We find that Internet use is indeed
positively associated with higher levels of political knowledge among the
Turkish electorate, even after controlling for several relevant factors such as
political interest, education, partisanship, and following traditional media. In
contrast, social media users are more likely to give a higher number of
incorrect answers to our factual questions, and they are also more likely to
give a lower number of not sure responses. In other words, ceteris paribus,
those who use social media are more likely to be misinformed, but simulta-
neously are more confident of their incorrect knowledge about politics. We
see this tendency as an inclination to be opinionated about politics.

These findings point to nuanced consequences of the citizens’ use of online
sources for news and information about politics. The easier accessibility and
greater choice of content provided by the Internet seem to result in higher
levels of political knowledge among Internet users. Thus, as Internet penetra-
tion continues to increase in developing countries like Turkey, wemight expect
an increase in the overall levels of political knowledge in such contexts. Yet at
the same time, social media can be a source of political misinformation. Recent
concerns about social media being a platform to spread propaganda and
misinformation (e.g., World Economic Forum, 2013), deliberately or not, do
appear to be justified, and efforts to establish platforms and mechanisms to
check and confirm the validity of online news and social media posts are steps
in the right direction in this regard.3

Political knowledge and online sources of information

In this section we briefly review the literature about the effects of using online
sources of information on citizens’ political knowledge, which reports rather
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ambiguous findings. One of the criteria for democratic governance set forth by
Robert Dahl is ‘enlightened understanding’ – that each member of the polity
should have ‘equal and effective opportunities for learning about the relevant
alternative policies and their likely consequences’ (Dahl, 1989, p. 37). This criter-
ion calls for an informed citizenry about politically relevant issues, be it about
how government works, about the state of the economy, or about the candi-
dates for office. Higher levels of political knowledge are associated with higher
support for democracy and increased political participation (Delli Carpini &
Keeter, 1996; Galston, 2001; Neuman, 1986; Verba, Burns, & Schlozman, 1997).

Despite the importance of an informed citizenry for democratic govern-
ance, research suggests that citizens’ general levels of political knowledge
are poor (Bartels, 1996; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; De Vreese &
Boomgaarden, 2006; Jennings, 1996). There are also large differences in
political knowledge across different subgroups of citizens: higher levels of
education, political interest, and following traditional media outlets of news-
papers and radio are associated with higher levels of political knowledge
(Galston, 2001). There is a debate in the literature about the consequences
of citizens’ generally low levels of political knowledge for democratic gov-
ernance, e.g., whether they can make up for their lack of political knowledge
by using cognitive shortcuts or heuristics (Bartels, 1996; Dancey & Sheagley,
2013; Popkin, 1994).4

In addition to the rather broad consensus that the mass public is mostly
uninformed about politics, scholars have also pointed to a distinction
between being uninformed and being misinformed (Delli Carpini & Keeter,
1996; Kuklinski et al., 2000; Mondak, 1999). While an uninformed individual is
merely unaware of some factual political phenomena, the misinformed are
‘not just in the dark, but wrongheaded’ as they hold factually inaccurate
beliefs (Kuklinski et al., 2000, p. 793). One could argue that the conse-
quences of a large number of citizens being misinformed are more ominous
for democratic governance than them being uninformed: Misinformed indi-
viduals would be more likely to act and make political decisions based on
their erroneous beliefs, and they might also be relatively unlikely to change
their beliefs when presented with accurate information (Dancey & Sheagley,
2013; Kuklinski et al., 2000; Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). In empirical research,
respondents’ degree of being misinformed is typically judged by the num-
ber of incorrect answers they give to factual questions (e.g., Dancey &
Sheagley, 2013; Mondak, 1999; Mondak & Canache, 2004).

With the rapid increase in the use of the Internet, there has been
a growing interest in understanding the relationship between political
knowledge and Internet use. In the relevant literature, it is possible to find
theoretical arguments and evidence for contrasting propositions: that the
Internet use is associated with higher levels of political knowledge, that
there is no overall effect, or the use of the Internet leading to lower levels of
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political knowledge and/or higher levels of misinformation. This picture
reflects the complexity of the relationship between Internet use and political
knowledge, and the heterogeneity of the content and suppliers of online
sources of information and Internet users.

A straightforward expectation of increased Internet use is that it should lead
to higher levels of political knowledge. After all, the Internet has rendered the
production of, and access to, political information much faster and cheaper
compared to traditional media (Flaxman, Goel, & Rao, 2016). Citizens can look
up for information any time they want, and the vast diversity of online news
sources increases the likelihood that one will be exposed to different view-
points on any given issue. In addition, users of social media can easily share
their preferred content with their network and interact with other social media
users, facilitating deliberative democratic practices (Halpern & Gibbs, 2013). In
line with these arguments – even though the size of the effect varies – several
studies report a positive association between the use of online sources of
information and political knowledge (e.g., Bimber & Davis, 2003; Gottfried,
Hardy, Holbert, Winneg, & Jamieson, 2017; Groshek & Dimitrova, 2011; Drew
& Weaver, 2006; Xenos & Moy, 2007). Pointing out the importance of social
media on political learning, Bode (2016) shows that people can recall the
information to which they are exposed in these environments.

Skeptics of the knowledge-enhancing role of the Internet point out that
a positive association between Internet use and political knowledge may not
necessarily imply a causal effect. Richey and Zhu (2015) provide two succinct
arguments that the Internet might have no impact on political knowledge.
First, there is the problem of selection bias in observational studies: those
with higher levels of political interest are more likely to turn to online
sources of political information, suggesting that they would display rela-
tively higher levels of political knowledge regardless of Internet use. Second,
the time spent with the Internet might replace political learning with tradi-
tional sources of information. This dynamic would have an adverse effect on
individuals’ political knowledge especially among those who use the
Internet for entertainment purposes.

Richey and Zhu (2015) take advantage of a quasi-random assignment of free
Internet access by a survey firm in the U.S. to potential survey respondents who
have never had Internet access before in 2008. This in effect creates two groups,
one of which used the Internet for some time and the other waiting for their
turn. They report that ‘after using the Internet for more than nine months, new
users do not demonstrate greater political interest, political knowledge, or
efficacy, when compared to the control group’ (p. 397). As the authors concede,
however, it is not clear to which larger population this result could be general-
ized since those without Internet access are not representative of the general
population. Dimitrova, Shehata, Strömbäck, and Nord (2014) also report that
digital media use is associated with weak effects on political knowledge.
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Prior (2005) also points to the heterogeneous effects of Internet use on
general knowledge levels in the population. He argues that it is important to
make a distinction between people who like to follow political news and
others. While the former would take advantage of increased choice and
easier access to information provided by the Internet and hence become
more informed, this might not be the case for individuals in the latter group.
Prior notes that ‘ . . . those who prefer nonpolitical content can more easily
escape the news and therefore pick up less political information than they
used to’ thanks to the ‘high-choice environment’ provided by the Internet
(p. 577). Therefore, the Internet might actually increase the gap in political
knowledge across different subgroups of the population. He provides evi-
dence in this direction from a representative survey in the U.S.

A third argument about the effects of Internet use on political knowledge
is that it could actually lead to higher levels of misinformation among the
public (e.g., Lee & Xenos, 2019). The Internet is rife with incorrect informa-
tion, given that any content can quickly spread among users without any
editorial oversight or fact-checking (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). The
increased easiness of access to information also raises the possibility that
citizens will expose themselves to news sites that intentionally or uninten-
tionally report incorrect information (Silverman & Singer-Vine, 2016). In
particular, social media plays a vital role in disseminating false content
(Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Del Vicario et al., 2016; Vosoughi et al., 2018).
Conspiracies, hoaxes, scientific or political falsehoods reach large audiences
on social media sites. For example, false rumors spread via social media sites
like Twitter three times faster than true rumors (Vosoughi et al., 2018).
Moreover, efforts to correct or debunk misinformation on social media
sites often prove to be futile (Shin & Thorson, 2017). Corrections can backfire
and end up strengthening misperceptions especially if the correction is
politically incongruent to the individual (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010).

Previous research has shown that users of political websites that favor a
political party over others are more likely to believe incorrect information
that supports their own political party (Garrett, Weeks, & Neo, 2016). Political
misperceptions may be amplified on social media sites where users are likely
to form groups that consist of individuals with similar political dispositions
and receive likeminded information (Halberstam & Knight, 2016; Sunstein,
2001). These so-called ‘echo-chambers’ facilitate fast circulation of incorrect
information as users share such content with their network (Del Vicario et al.,
2016; Sunstein, 2001, 2017). As Del Vicario et al. (2016) demonstrate, the
clustered nature of social media sites may be contributing to political
misinformation among users. Moreover, echo-chambers may contribute to
misinformation by facilitating repeated exposure to and endorsements of
false information by users’ social network (Garrett, 2017). The more frequent
individuals see a false claim being made and endorsed by those in their
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echo-chamber, the more likely that they will believe that false claim.
Increasing polarization contributes to more segregated communities on
social media, hence facilitating the spread and persistence of
misinformation.5

Misinformation on social media can be initiated by the political figures and
exacerbated by bots and trolls. For example, a fact-checking organization in
the US showed that 70% of Donald Trump’s claims included false information
during the 2016 presidential campaign (Lewandowsky, Ecker, & Cook, 2017).
With the help of bots and trolls, misinformation led by politicians can easily
reach many users on social media sites. These fake and automatized user
accounts, also occasionally employed by governments, can exacerbate the
information environment on social media by intentionally spreading incorrect
information (Bradshaw & Howard, 2018; Ferrara, Varol, Davis, Menczer, &
Flammini, 2016). Facebook stated that there are approximately 60 million
bots on the platform, while a study on Twitter shows that between 9% to 15%
of Twitter users may be bots (Varol, Ferrara, Davis, Menczer, & Flammini, 2017;
Shane & Isaac, 2017). The influence of Russian bots and trolls in the 2016 US
presidential election has been widely discussed (Tucker et al., 2018). Scholarly
studies also show foreign attempts to influence social media users in other
Western countries during election campaigns (Bradshaw & Howard, 2018).

The effects of Internet and social media use on political knowledge are
ambigious in authoritarian regimes as well. On the one hand, increased
Internet and social media use could make it difficult for the regimes to control
flow of information and thereby facilitate political engagement and awareness
(Miner, 2015; Reuter & Szakonyi, 2013). However, authoritarian leaders could
also take control of these platforms and use them to tighten their grip on
opposition movements (Deibert & Rohozinski, 2010; Howard & Hussain, 2011;
Morozov, 2011). As seen in the aftermath of Arab Spring in Egypt or Gezi
protests in Turkey, social media could become a tool for increasing the pressure
on opposition through regulation or defamation and terrorism charges for
sharing opinions (BBC, 2018; DW, 2018). Moreover, given the ease in dissemi-
nating content on social media, authoritarian regimes can use social media
platforms for spreading propaganda and false news, which may deteriorate the
political information environment. In democracies with a relatively free press,
citizens can find reliable information from the traditional media outlets. In
authoritarian regimes, however, these media outlets are typically controlled
by the regimes, and thus the citizens of these countries could find themselves
in a media environment where both the traditional and social media are
manipulated with unreliable information that the regime supporters produce
and spread (Lowen, 2018).

Given these different theoretical arguments and evidence about the
effects of Internet use on political knowledge, more data from different
contexts would be helpful to understand the political implications of how
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individuals receive information in the digital age. As Tucker et al. (2018, p. 7)
point out, we need ‘better estimates of the effects of exposure to informa-
tion and disinformation online’ as well as more research to see whether the
findings from the U.S. hold true for other contexts. In the following, we
contribute to the accumulation of knowledge in this area by analyzing
original data on the effect of the internet and social media usage on political
knowledge in Turkey. We do this by distinguishing generic Internet use from
social media use, and by measuring not only how informed individuals are,
but also how, if at all, misinformed they are as well.

The Turkish context

The Turkish context constitutes a suitable case for our research question for two
reasons. First, the Internet penetration rate in Turkey is not as high as in
developed countries so that we do have a meaningful variation in the popula-
tion concerning Internet use.6 The Turkish Statistical Institute reports that as of
2015, the time of our fieldwork, the Internet was available to about 56% of the
population (Turkish Statistical Institute, 2016). The fact that there is a sizeable
population without access to the Internet facilitates the estimation of any
effects of Internet use on various outcomes, such as political knowledge.

Second, even though Internet access is not as widespread as traditional
media penetration, especially that of TV, the use of social media is extremely
popular among Turkish Internet users. About 87% of adult Internet users (or
those who report having smartphones) in Turkey state using social media,
making Turkey one of the top five emerging countries regarding social
media usage (Poushter, 2016). In line with this, about 55% of Internet
users in our sample said that they used social media every day, and about
87% reported using social media at least once a week.7 The popularity of
social media renders it as a meaningful platform to get informed about
politics in Turkey.

One of the likely reasons for the popularity of socialmedia in Turkey is the tight
control of traditional media by the government, as it is typical of competitive
authoritarian regimes. During the AKP era (post-2002 period), pro-government
businesses acquired many mainstream media companies, allowing the AKP to
have a strong influence (Çarkoğlu et al., 2014; Yeşil, 2014). The country’s last big
independent media conglomerate was bought by a pro-government business in
2018, allegedly using public bank loans (The Economist, 2018). Reflecting the grip
of the government on themedia, there have been cases inwhich several different
newspapers ran the same headline vocalizing the government’s interests (Yılmaz,
2016). Journalists who criticized the government have been fired, and several
defamation cases were opened against others by President Erdoğan (Freedom
House, 2016). As a result of all these developments, Reporters without Borders
ranked Turkey 157th out of 180 countries regarding press freedoms in 2018 (RSF,
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2018). It should not come as a surprise that in such a media environment, many
opposition-minded individuals turned to social media for news (Behrouzian,
Nisbet, Dal, & Çarkoğlu, 2016).

The use of social media is not only popular among opposition-minded
individuals but also among those who support the AKP and Erdoğan. The
AKP is known to have a large-scale social media operation to produce
government-friendly content (Hunter, 2015). Many social media ‘trolls’ cre-
ate and promote pro-government content on a daily basis and intimidate
journalists and those users with a critical view of the government or its
policies (Kızılkaya, 2015). According to a 2018 report, Turkey is among the
countries that cyber troops operate to contribute to social media manipula-
tion (Bradshaw & Howard, 2018).

Our fieldwork, to be detailed in the next section, was carried out ahead of
the 7 June 2015 general elections in Turkey. During this period, the Turkish
party system had four major players. The incumbent AKP, a conservative,
pro-Islamist party had won pluralities in all of the three legislative elections
(2002, 2007, 2011) since its founding in 2001, and had been holding the
majority of seats in the parliament ahead of the election. The main opposi-
tion party during the incumbency of the AKP was the social democratic,
secularist Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP). Other
opposition parties in the parliament were the Nationalist Action Party
(Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP) with a right-wing, Turkish nationalist ideolo-
gical outlook and the Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halkların Demokratik
Partisi, HDP) with roots in the Kurdish nationalist movement.

One of the primary campaign themes of AKP was changing the country’s
system of government to presidentialism. Such a transition was especially
favored by President Erdoğan, the de facto leader of the AKP, while all three
opposition parties in parliament were opposed to it.8 Erdoğan’s arguments
for a transition to presidentialism comprised of cherry-picked periods of
crises of the then-existing parliamentary system and a belief that the pre-
sidential system would usher a period of rapid development (Aytaç,
Çarkoğlu, & Yıldırım, 2017; Kemahlıoğlu, 2015). During the election cam-
paign, Erdoğan visited a dozen of cities to conduct rallies and tried to
convince voters to give a large majority of the seats in the parliament to
the AKP so that the required constitutional amendments could be made.
The questions to measure voters’ political knowledge in our survey revolved
around this theme and the electoral process in Turkey.

Data and measures

We use data from the pre-election survey of TES 2015 that comprises of
face-to-face interviews with a nationally representative sample of 2,201
respondents between 19 March and 26 April 2015. The sampling procedure
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starts with the Turkish Statistical Institute’s (TUIK) NUTS-2 regions.9 The
target sample was distributed according to each region’s share of the
urban and rural population using current records of the Address-Based
Population Registration System (ADNKS). Next, TUIK’s block data were
used with block size set at 400 residents, and twenty voters were expected
to be interviewed from each block. Selection of individuals was made by the
reported population of 18 years or older in each household according to
a lottery method.10

The measurement of the dependent variable of our study, political knowl-
edge, is a contested issue as scholars express concern about the content
validity of the items used to measure political knowledge (Delli Carpini &
Keeter, 1996; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1993). A critical component of political
knowledge appears to be the knowledge of how the government works. This
may include ‘the structure,’ ‘values’ and ‘the elements’ of the government
(Neuman, 1986, p. 186). For example, Delli Carpini and Keeter (1993, pp.
1182–1183) underline that ‘the institutions and processes of the government,’
as well as knowledge on ‘history’ and political ‘alignments’ are important for
measuring political knowledge. In our survey, we use eight questions in line
with this approach (see Table 1). As we highlighted earlier, one of the key
political debates in Turkey ahead of the June 2015 general election was
whether the country should adopt a presidential system of governance instead
of then-existing parliamentary one through a constitutional change. Our
knowledge items consist of statements related to this debate and the electoral
system in Turkey. Respondents were presented with these statements and
asked to indicate whether they think the statement was right or wrong. The
answer categories included ‘definitely wrong,’ ‘probably wrong,’ ‘I am not sure,’
‘probably right,’ and ‘definitely right.’

For each statement and respondent, first, we determinedwhether the respon-
dent answered the question correctly, incorrectly, or said s/he was not sure.11

Next, we sum the total number of correct, incorrect, or ‘not sure’ answers for each
respondent as three separate variables. We divided these variables by the
number of questions (eight) to get the respondent’s share of correct, incorrect,
and ‘not sure’ answers. This way it is possible to measure not only the degree of

Table 1. Questions used to measure political knowledge.
A parliamentary majority of two-thirds is required to change the Constitution. (Correct)
According to the Constitution, the president must cut all his/her ties with political parties, and
therefore cannot pursue a campaign during the election. (Correct)

It is constitutionally forbidden for the president to preside over the Council of Ministers. (Incorrect)
The general election threshold in Turkey is the highest in the world. (Correct)
The president can veto laws passed by the parliament only once. (Incorrect)
Independent candidates in general elections are not subject to the electoral threshold. (Correct)
The judiciary is presided by the president or the parliament in the majority of democracies.
(Incorrect)

The majority of the world’s democracies have a parliamentary system. (Correct)
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a respondent’s political knowledge but also how misinformed s/he is. The
average values of the shares of correct, incorrect, and ‘not sure’ answers were
0.34, 0.18, and 0.48, respectively. That is, on average, a respondent answered
about one-third of the questions correctly.

The key independent variables in our analyses are Internet and social media
use. We asked our respondents how frequently they used the Internet. About
56% of the respondents stated that they do not use the Internet; about 32% said
that they use it every day, and the rest gave answers ranging from ‘less than once
a month’ to ‘two-three times a week.’12 We construct the variable Internet use
based on these answers, with values between zero (no use of the Internet) and six
(daily use). A similar variable is constructed to measure the use of social media
(Table 2): About 61% of our respondents indicate that they never use social
media such as Facebook or Twitter, and about 24% say they use them every day,
with the rest again between ‘less than once a month’ and ‘two-three times
a week.’ The variable Social media use takes values between zero (no use of
social media) and six (daily use). Our analytical results do not change if we
employ binary measures of the Internet and social media use (i.e., one for
respondents using the Internet/social media daily, zero for others).

We use several control variables for factors that might account for
different levels of political knowledge across individuals. A set of demo-
graphic controls include respondents’ gender (Female), age in years (Age),
years of formal education (Education), and a binary variable for respondents
living in urban areas (Urban). Women might be less informed than men in
general given the gender-relevant inequalities in access to sources of infor-
mation, and they might also be more likely to give ‘not sure’ responses as
women have been reported to be less likely to guess in surveys (Mondak,
1999). We also control for age since the elderly might be expected to be
relatively more informed, and young people are more likely to use online
sources of information. Education is among the determinants of political
knowledge (Galston, 2001; Mondak, 1999), and individuals living in urban
areas are likely to have easier access to sources of information, both tradi-
tional and online, and hence display higher levels of political knowledge.

The second set of controls includes respondents’ political interest, traditional
media consumption, and partisanship. Respondents were asked to indicate

Table 2. Social media usage.
Social Media Usage Frequency Percent

Never 1,349 61.32
Less than once a month 20 0.91
Once a month 20 0.91
2–3 times a month 47 2.14
Once a week 67 3.05
2–3 times a week 172 7.82
Daily 525 23.86
Total 2,200 100.00
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how closely they follow news about Turkish politics in general (Political interest),
with answer options ranging from ‘not closely at all’ (coded one) to ‘very
closely’ (coded five). They were also asked to indicate how frequently they
followed news from newspapers and television on a seven-point scale ranging
between ‘never’ (coded zero) to ‘every day’ (coded six). This question was asked
separately for newspapers and television so that we added up answers given to
these two questions to have a measure of traditional media use (Traditional
media). We expect those respondents with higher levels of political interest and
traditional media consumption to display higher levels of political knowledge.
Finally, partisanship is a relevant factor for political knowledge. While partisans
could have more knowledge about politics given higher levels of interest and
involvement, they could also be relatively more misinformed due to motivated
reasoning (Lodge & Taber, 2013). We know that partisans are more likely to
accept information that is in line with their party preferences and reject
information that contradicts their preferred party’s position (Jerit & Barabas,
2012). Moreover, partisanship might also shape the ideological composition of
the sources of information that individuals follow. In our survey, we asked
respondents whether they favored, or were a ‘fan’ of, a specific party in an
open-ended fashion. We created a binary variable, Partisan, for respondents
who name a party in response to this question. Descriptive statistics of the
variables used in the analyses are presented in Table 3.

Analyses

Table 4 below presents a multivariate analysis of the impact of the Internet and
social media use on political knowledge in Turkey. The models take the shares
of correct, incorrect, and not sure answers as the dependent variable in models
(1), (2), and (3), respectively. We see that there is a positive and statistically
significant relationship between Internet use and share of correct answers to
our political knowledge questions, even after controlling for relevant factors

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of variables used in the
analysis.
Variable Mean Min Max

Correct answers 0.34 0 1
Incorrect answers 0.18 0 0.75
Not sure answers 0.48 0 1
Internet use 2.42 0 6
Social media use 2.04 0 6
Female 0.55 0 1
Age 42.4 18 91
Education 7.51 0 15
Urban 0.79 0 1
Political interest 2.74 1 5
Traditional media 7.81 0 12
Partisan 0.69 0 1
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such as education level, living in urban areas, political interest, traditional media
consumption, and partisanship (Model 1). This effect is substantively important
as well: Compared to an individual who does not use the Internet, a daily
Internet user’s share of correct answers increases by five percentage points on
average (0.009*6 = 0.054), ceteris paribus. Models (2) and (3) suggest that there
is no statistically significant relationship between Internet use and share of
incorrect and not sure answers

The effects of social media use on political knowledge are entirely differ-
ent from those of Internet use. While using social media is not associated
with higher or lower levels of correct answers (Model 1), those who use
social media are more likely to give incorrect answers (Model 2), and less
likely to give not sure answers (Model 3). An individual using social media
every day has on average four percentage points higher share of incorrect
answers (0.007*6 = 0.042) and seven percentage points lower share of not
sure answers (0.012*6 = 0.072) in her response set compared to someone
who does not use social media, ceteris paribus. Our use of the term ‘opinio-
nated’ refers to this tendency of the social media users to give less ‘not sure’
answers on average.

These results about the effects of the Internet and social media use on
political knowledge reveal an unusual pattern. Internet use alone is asso-
ciated with higher levels of political knowledge, as evidenced by the higher

Table 4. Internet and social media use and political knowledge in Turkey.
(1) (2) (3)

Dependent
variables:

Share of correct
answers

Share of incorrect
answers

Share of ‘not sure’
answers

Internet use 0.009** −0.003 −0.004
(0.003) (0.002) (0.005)

Social media use 0.004 0.007** −0.012**
(0.003) (0.002) (0.004)

Female −0.066*** −0.036*** 0.103***
(0.010) (0.007) (0.014)

Age 0.002*** 0.0004 −0.002***
(0.0003) (0.0002) (0.0005)

Education 0.008*** 0.004*** −0.012***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002)

Urban 0.026* 0.008 −0.034*
(0.011) (0.008) (0.016)

Political interest 0.040*** 0.022*** −0.062***
(0.004) (0.003) (0.007)

Traditional media 0.007*** 0.002 −0.010***
(0.002) (0.001) (0.002)

Partisan 0.016 0.014* −0.029*
(0.009) (0.007) (0.014)

Constant 0.021 0.052** 0.922***
(0.024) (0.017) (0.034)

Observations 2,087 2,087 2,087
R-squared 0.26 0.13 0.27

OLS regressions with robust standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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share of correct answers among Internet users in our analysis after control-
ling for several relevant factors. This observation is in line with the argu-
ments that by rendering access to a variety of news sources easier and
cheaper, the Internet might positively contribute to the knowledge levels of
citizens. At the same time, however, we see that social media use has an
opposing effect in this regard: social media users are more likely to be
misinformed and more likely to be opinionated, as indicated by a higher
share of incorrect answers and a lower share of not sure responses. It is likely
that the ease and speed of the propagation through the social media of
politically relevant material that is not subject to editorial oversight, contain-
ing incorrect information unintentionally or deliberately, plays a vital role in
this result.13

Other variables in the model have effects that are largely in line with
predictions from the literature. Women on average give less correct answers
but also less incorrect answers than men, and they are also substantially
more likely to give unsure answers. Age, living in urban areas, and following
the traditional media (newspapers and TV) have positive effects on the share
of correct answers and adverse effects on the percentage of unsure answers.
As discussed earlier, traditional media outlets with some editorial oversight,
though with varying levels due to the increased polarization of the media,
might be positively contributing to the political knowledge of citizens.
Elderly individuals might be more likely to follow traditional media outlets,
and the easier access of individuals living in urban areas to such media
might explain the effects observed.

Finally, those with higher levels of education, more interest in politics,
and partisans display a similar pattern with respect to political knowledge:
they give relatively more correct and incorrect answers on average (though
the effect of partisanship does not reach conventional levels of statistical
significance for correct answers), and are less likely to say they are not sure.
Higher levels of education and interest in politics seem to endow individuals
with a certain sense of self-confidence so that they give less unsure
responses. While they give more correct answers than the less educated
and those who are not interested in politics, their share of incorrect answers
is also higher – though the effect sizes of education and interest in politics
on correct answers seem to be about twice the effects on incorrect answers.
These results imply that even relatively highly educated Turkish voters do
not tend to scrutinize the information they encounter and are likely to pick
up false information that is disseminated in the media.

Conclusion

As the Internet and social media have become popular sources of news and
information about politics formany individuals, the importance of understanding
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the political consequences of this trend cannot be overstated. The ease of access
and the difficulty of implementing editorial oversight to published online mate-
rial set clear differences between the traditional and new media. Exploring the
political repercussions of increased use of online sources for news about politics
is not just an academic exercise but has practical policy relevance for many high-
stake elections.

In this paper, we provided evidence about how the Internet might affect
citizen’s political knowledge and levels of misinformation using an original,
representative survey fielded in Turkey – a context where the tight control
of the traditional media outlets have led many people to turn to online
sources for political news. Our analysis indicates that there is a positive
association between Internet use and political knowledge, after controlling
for several relevant confounders. However, we also find that using social
media is positively associated with being misinformed, and negatively asso-
ciated with giving ‘not sure’ answers. Thus, concerns about the social media
platforms being a conduit for the spread of misinformation seem to be
justified, and social media users appear to be more confident about what
they think they know. Social media – once seen as a tool for democratiza-
tion – may indeed serve as a conduit, intentionally or unintentionally, that
confounds citizens’ understanding of political issues. Overall, the effects of
the Internet on political knowledge are multi-faceted and depend on which
platforms people resort to getting their news. Although we observe social
media users to be more misinformed and opinionated about politics, we do
not know whether and how the effects might be different across different
social media platforms.

The results that we report have significant repercussions for democratic
governance. As more people depend on the social media to get political
news, the ideal of ‘enlightened understanding’ (Dahl, 1989), that is an
informed citizenry about politics, seems to be increasingly threatened.
Moreover, while an uninformed individual might be hesitant to act or decide
on any given issue, we might expect misinformed individuals to have no
qualms about basing their decisions on what they think they know. Given
the increasing importance of social media as a news source, there is a real
danger that political attitudes and behavior of the masses are increasingly
motivated by inaccurate information that is deliberately or inadvertently
spread through the social media.

More qualitative and quantitative research on the content available on
social media and online news sources would benefit, and complement, the
analysis presented here. A pertinent research area is about the dynamics of
how people self-select themselves to different online sources of information.
Our research suggests that there might be a simultaneous process in which
some Internet users get more informed about politics while others are
misinformed, thus it is crucial to pinpoint the sources of this heterogeneity –
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for instance, whether the amount or type of the education one gets makes
a difference. Furthermore, to establish causality between Internet use and
political knowledge, more experimental research is called for to manipulate
exposure to different media platforms exogenously and observe any
changes in levels of political knowledge. Finally, different conceptualizations
of political knowledge and how they are affected by Internet use could be
another avenue of research.

Notes

1. In some other countries of the region, the percentage of adults who use social
media reached 77% in Israel and 49% in Tunisia as of 2019 (Taylor & Silver, 2019).

2. For example, the report mentions that dozens of journalists were fired or
forced to resign because of their sympathetic coverage of the Gezi protests.

3. See, e.g., factcheck.org.
4. Prior and Lupia (2008) argue that existing measures fail to capture relevant

political search skills and hence are likely to underestimate people’s capacities
for informed decision-making.

5. There is a growing literature claiming that the prevalence of echo-chambers
on social media is overrated. See, for example, Barberá, Jost, Nagler, Tucker,
and Bonneau (2015), Garrett (2017).

6. Internet penetration rates reach about 90% in countries like the UK or US, for
example (Pew Research, 2018; Office of National Statistics, 2018).

7. These figures correspond to about 24% and 35% of all respondents in our
survey, respectively.

8. During this period, the chairman of the AKP was Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoğlu, yet Erdoğan was still considered to be the ultimate decision
maker in the party.

9. NUTS 2 stand for ‘Nomeclature of Territorial Units for Statistics’ which is
a standard for dividing regional units for statistical purposes in Europe
(https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background).

10. If that individual could not be reached, the same household was visited up to
three times until a successful interview was conducted and no substitution was
applied. The interviews were conducted by Frekans Research (www.frekans.com.
tr). The research was supported by the Open Society Foundation-Turkey, Koç
University, and the Ohio State University School of Communication.

11. We included non-responses to statements into the ‘not sure’ category.
12. Not surprisingly, Internet use is more prevalent among younger, better edu-

cated, and urban respondents. Individuals living in lesser developed regions of
the country (e.g., Eastern and Southeastern Anatolia) report lower level of
Internet use as well. These patterns suggest that Internet use in Turkey is likely
going to increase with younger cohorts replacing older ones and rising levels
of education and economic development.

13. One might speculate that this ease and speed of dissemination of information
through the social media renders the platform particularly appealing to popu-
list politicians who prefer direct linkages with their constitutes. See Aytaç and
Elçi (2019) for an overview of populism in Turkey.
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