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Abstract
We investigate how inequalities in political media use develop throughout election
campaigns, and in particular whether social media use helps counterbalance traditional
news consumption gaps. Using a four-wave individual-level panel survey of the
Norwegian 2017 national election campaign, we run a series of latent growth models
to investigate whether differences in news consumption based on gender, age, educa-
tion, and political interest increase or decrease during campaigns. We find that news
consumption gaps are either stable or converge throughout the campaign.
Importantly, social media provides political information to those groups that use tra-
ditional media channels the least and thereby reduce overall gaps in political media
consumption. In this way, election campaigns, to some extent, equalize inequalities
in political news consumption when it matters the most.
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Introduction

In order to make informed choices on Election Day, citizens need information about
the alternatives running for election and the important issues of the day. The news
media is the most vital provider of such information, and by following the news,
people keep themselves updated (Holbert 2005; Barabas and Jerit 2009). In this
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way, the news media also link citizens to the political public sphere, connecting citi-
zens and political elites (Norris 2000: 25–8). From a normative perspective then, it
is important that citizens of representative democracies follow news about politics
and current affairs in the period leading up to an election (Dahl 1998; Schudson
1998; Zaller 2003).

Political news consumption is, however, not distributed equally between citizens.
Previous research demonstrates that motivational factors (i.e., political interest) gener-
ate systematic differences in media consumption. Such inequalities, in turn, are related
to sociodemographic characteristics, such as gender, age, and education (Esser and
Steppatt 2017; Norris 2000). We know, however, little about how election campaigns
influence these news gaps. A vast body of research on electoral campaigns provides
vital knowledge about outcomes such as political participation (Holt et al. 2013),
vote choice (Bartels 2006; Claassen 2011), political knowledge (Holbrook 2002;
Hansen and Pedersen 2014; van der Meer et al. 2016), and political trust (Hooghe
and Stiers 2016). Although political media use is sometimes included in this body
of research as an explanatory variable, it is rarely the object of study itself. In this
article, we switch the focus from studying the effects of political media consumption
to examining how and why inequalities in political news consumption change
during election campaigns. As news consumption is essential for citizens’ abilities
to make informed political choices and for their involvement in politics as such, we
need to know more about how these differences develop in the period leading up
the election. By studying political media use as a dependent variable in a campaign
setting, this study offers crucial insights into citizens’ linkages to the public sphere
during the period when most citizens have the greatest opportunity to influence
public policy.

The existing theoretical and empirical work, we argue, enables the formulation of
two competing arguments. On the one hand, the exceptional level of media choice
available amid contemporary electoral campaigns may facilitate the reinforcement of
pre-existing differences in political media consumption (Tichenor et al. 1970; Prior
2005), suggesting a divergence pattern throughout election campaigns. On the other
hand, groups that usually show little interest in politics may pay more attention to
the news in periods when political alternatives are clearly articulated, information is
easily accessible, and the political stakes are high. In other words, the political involve-
ment of the “monitorial citizen” (Schudson 1998; Zaller 2003) amid electoral cam-
paigns may level out pre-existing differences in media consumption, suggesting a
convergence pattern during campaigns.

Importantly, the divergence and convergence trajectories described above might
differ between traditional media and social media. Social media is distinct in that
news exposure is curated by user behavior, other individuals in their networks, and
algorithms (Thorson and Wells 2016). Some contend that these characteristics
reduce the amount of selective news exposure, and increase the amount of incidental
exposure to political news (Fletcher and Nielsen 2018; Wojcieszak et al. 2021). If
this is the case, news use on social media may balance out the inequalities in news con-
sumption typically found on traditional platforms (e.g., Holt et al. 2013; Stier et al.
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2022; Newman et al. 2018). Building on these insights, we investigate to what extent
social media news consumption acts as a leveler, counterbalancing traditional news
consumption gaps at election times.

To study these matters we utilize the Norwegian Election Campaign Study of 2017
(NECS). The NECS is a four-wave individual-level panel survey that includes ques-
tions about news consumption on a broad range of media outlets. We take advantage
of the panel structure of the data by running a series of latent growth models. These are
panel-data models used to describe and explain changes over time in a given phenom-
enon of interest, such as individuals’ media use during election campaigns (Singer and
Willett 2003).

The results suggest that election campaigns mostly have a mitigating effect on
overall gaps in political media use. Well-known differences based on age, gender, edu-
cation, and political interest either narrow or remain stable throughout the campaign.
As for social media use specifically, we find that the young, women, and the less edu-
cated are the most active users, and these gaps increase throughout the campaign.
Social media thus seems to act in a countervailing manner, providing the most political
information to those who use traditional media news channels the least. In the conclud-
ing section, we critically discuss these results in terms of the quality of knowledge and
informational gains obtained on social media platforms.

Theory

News Consumption Gaps in Campaigns—Divergence or Convergence?

A long line of research attributes variability in citizens’ media use to a combination of
opportunity, motivation, and ability (e.g., Luskin 1990). Opportunity refers, in
this context, to the availability of media content, motivation to people’s interest
in seeking out this content, and ability to how skilled people are in retrieving
and comprehending information. This trifold model of political behavior is
known as the OMA framework. Motivation—political interest—is commonly
viewed as the most important factor in explaining differences in news consump-
tion at the individual level (Luskin 1990; Prior 2019). Numerous studies confirm
that the politically interested consume more news than those who are less politi-
cally interested (Lecheler and de Vreese 2017; Shehata and Strömbäck 2011;
Strömbäck et al. 2013).

During election campaigns, the opportunity structure for political media consumption
changes dramatically (Strömbäck and Kaid 2008; van Aelst et al. 2012). Modern election
campaigns are intense communication environments in which voters must filter through
an ever-increasing stream of political information on both traditional outlets and social
media (Owen 2017; Ørmen 2019). Figure 1 visualizes this changing political informa-
tion environment in the case of the Norwegian 2017 parliamentary election. The
graphs track the absolute number of news articles about the party leaders (black line)
and the prime minister and opposition leader (dotted line) immediately before and
during the campaign in four major news outlets. Evidently, the amount of content
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available about politics increases almost exponentially throughout the campaign and
peaks on Election Day.

We are interested in how inequalities in political media consumption develop in this
changing information environment. Based on previous research, we formulate two
competing arguments. First, a divergence argument building on the seminal work of
Tichenor et al. (1970) predicting that inequalities in media consumption will increase
throughout the campaign. Second, a convergence argument based on Schudson’s
(1998: 311–12) idea of the monitorial citizen predicting that gaps in media consump-
tion will narrow throughout the campaign. As we will see, although the two theoretical
arguments have contrasting empirical implications, political interest is central to both
perspectives.

Starting with the divergence argument, Tichenor et al. (1970) argued that, when
mass media information in society increases

… segments of the population with higher socioeconomic status tend to acquire this infor-
mation at a faster rate than the lower status segments, so that the gap in knowledge
between these segments tends to increase rather than decrease. (159–60)

Figure 1. Political news coverage during the 2017 Norwegian election campaign. The number
of news stories mentioning all the party leaders and the prime minister and opposition leader in
four major news outlets (Aftenposten, NRK, TV2, VG). Source: https://www.retriever.no.
Analysis by the authors.
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Tichenor et al. (1970: 161–62) point to several factors that explain this develop-
ment, but they highlight individuals’ motivation to seek out relevant information
through selective exposure as the key factor (see also Stroud 2017). The role of indi-
vidual motivation is also prominent in more recent work on media consumption in
“high-choice environments” (Prior 2005, 2007). The transition to high-choice media
environments has provided users with endless opportunities to find content matching
their individual preferences. Anyone interested in politics can consume almost limitless
amounts of news, while those more interested in entertainment, it is claimed, can
devote their time entirely to non-political content (see Haugsgjerd et al. 2021 and
van Aelst et al. 2012 for a discussion). Following this line of thought, during cam-
paigns, the politically interested have even more opportunities to follow the news
cycle, while the uninterested can easily avoid content about the election.
Collectively, these perspectives lead us to expect greater differences in political
media consumption throughout campaigns.

The convergence argument builds on Schudson’s (1998: 311–12) idea of the monito-
rial citizen, which is based on the notion that people pay more attention to political news
when the circumstances require it. That is, less interested groups that usually pay little
attention to politics may devote more of their attention to the news in periods when polit-
ical alternatives are clearly articulated, the political stakes are high, media coverage is
intense, and information is easily accessible (Zaller 2003). Those who are more interested
in news and politics, who already consume large amounts of political news on a regular
basis, may have fewer opportunities during campaigns to increase their already intense
media consumption. Granted, Schudson’s original theory does not pertain to elections
specifically but rather to extraordinary circumstances that attract citizens’ attention.
Because national elections constitute extraordinary informational environments with
high political stakes, wemay expect that thosewho normally pay little attention to politics
boost their news consumption during these periods. Indeed, some studies give credence to
this assertion. For instance, Jerit et al. (2006) find that increased coverage of a topic on
television benefits all educational groups equally (see also Hansen and Pedersen 2014;
Holbrooke 2002; Ytre-Arne and Moe 2018).

Based on the above discussion, our first research question is whether inequalities in
political news consumption based on political interest diverge or converge during elec-
tion campaigns (RQ1).

Sociodemographic Differences in News Consumption

Previous research documents systematic differences in political media use between
sociodemographic groups (see Esser and Steppat 2017 for a review). In regard to
gender, the pattern is clear: women tend to consume less news than men do
(Benesch 2012; Cohen 2013). Regarding age, older cohorts typically consume more
news than younger cohorts do, but this is mostly restricted to the use of traditional
media outlets (i.e., newspapers and television) (see Elvestad and Phillips 2018).
Education is also a central predictor of media use, but this relationship is less straight-
forward than is often assumed (Esser and Steppat 2017). The highly educated tend to
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consume most news through newspapers, while the evidence is more mixed regarding
TV news (Shehata and Strömbäck 2011).

As far as we know, there are no previous studies on how these differences in news
consumption between sociodemographic groups develop throughout election cam-
paigns. We know from existing research, however, that the highly educated, men,
and older cohorts tend to be more politically interested than groups with lower educa-
tion, women, and younger cohorts (Prior 2019). We also know that political interest is
important in order to understand the abovementioned differences in political media use
between socio-demographic groups (Benesch 2012; Webster 2014). The question,
however, is—as discussed in the previous section—whether the high-information envi-
ronment of contemporary election campaigns mostly boosts the media appetite of polit-
ically interested groups (i.e., the highly educated) or triggers news consumption
motivations among those who were less interested to begin with.

Our second and third research questions are therefore whether news consumption
gaps between sociodemographic groups increase or decrease throughout election cam-
paigns (RQ2), and whether these developments can be attributed to variability in polit-
ical interest between the groups (RQ3).

Social media as a Leveller?

In recent years, social media has emerged as an important news source (Fletcher and
Nielsen 2018; Newman et al. 2018). More specifically, social media act as intermedi-
aries between news outlets and citizens, as political information on these platforms is
diffused and flows through active nodes in networks (Karlsen 2015; Stier et al. 2022;
Wojcieszak et al. 2021). Consequently, news exposure on social media is curated by
users’ behavior, other individuals in their networks, algorithms, and the interaction
between these factors (Thorson and Wells 2016; Thorson et al. 2021). One scholarly
tradition has focused on how social media therefore might increase individualized
media diets and news avoidance, as algorithms potentially strengthen the effect that
predispositions has on media consumption (Prior 2005, 2007; Kümpel 2020; Möller
et al. 2020). Following this line of thought, social media will likely contribute to
increased gaps in news consumption during election campaigns, strengthening the
divergence argument we developed above.

Another perspective, however, argues that social media curation contributes to
more diverse content exposure (Thorson and Wells 2016) and increases incidental
news consumption (Fletcher and Nielsen 2018; Bergstrøm and Belfrage 2018)1

that often leads to intentional news use (Nanz & Matthes 2022). From this perspec-
tive, social media will likely increase the levels of news consumption, also for groups
less motivated to consume news (see e.g., Stier et al. 2022; Wojcieszak et al. 2021).
Consequently, when the amount of news diffused on social media increases amid
election campaigns (de Leon et al. 2021), people who use these platforms the
most, will be more exposed to news. Following this line of thought, social media
could strengthen the convergence argument and reduce traditional news consumption
gaps during campaigns.2
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Empirical studies indeed suggest that social media, to some extent, balance out dif-
ferences in participation in civic and political life (Boulianne 2015), including news
consumption gaps typically found in traditional news outlets (Holt et al. 2013).3

General usage patterns also support this notion: younger cohorts use social media
for news more frequently than older cohorts (Shehata and Strömbäck, 2021), while
the legacy news audience is aging (Westlund and Weibull 2013; see e.g. Esser and
Steppatt, 2017 for a discussion). Studies have even found a reverse gender-gap on
social media because women use this platform for news more often than men do
(Bergstrøm and Belfrage 2018).

Building on these insights, we assess the possibility that traditionally low-
consumption groups increase their social media consumption the most during the
period leading up to an election. Hence, our final research question is whether social
media use during the course of a campaign acts as a leveler, counterbalancing tradi-
tional news consumption gaps (RQ4).

Methods

Case Selection and Data

We use the Norwegian Election Campaign Study (NECS), which consists of four
rounds of individual-level panel data from the 2017 Norwegian parliamentary election
campaign. In Norway, parliamentary elections are fixed and occur on the second
Monday in September every fourth year. The election campaign begins immediately
after the end of the summer break, in mid-August (see, e.g., Hopmann and Karlsen
2021; Skogerbø and Karlsen 2021). Election campaigns receive massive media atten-
tion, and the party leaders participate in televised debates regularly. Norway has a
media system characterized by a dominant public service broadcaster, and relatively
high levels of news consumption, including news consumption on social media
(Skogerbø and Karlsen 2021).

The NECS were collected through four web surveys in collaboration with
Statistics Norway. The surveys were conducted before the election campaign,
during the election campaign (twice), and immediately after the election. Each
round of fieldwork lasted approximately one week.4 The NECS is based on a repre-
sentative probability sample drawn from the official Norwegian electoral roll by
Statistics Norway. Out of a gross sample of 10,000 respondents, 4,033 (40% response
rate) participated in the first round. Only those respondents who participated in the
first round were contacted again in the subsequent rounds. In the second round,
2,274 (56% response rate) respondents participated, and 2,157 (54% response rate)
respondents participated in the third round. Ultimately, 1,836 (46% response rate)
respondents participated in the final round. 1,555 respondents participated in all
four rounds.5 Since attrition makes the sample less representative for each wave,
we run our analysis on both the full sample (i.e., an unbalanced panel), allowing
us to use as much as possible of the information in the data (see Singer and Willett
2003: 146–59 for a discussion), and on a balanced panel including only individuals
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present in all four waves (see Table A10 and Figure A2 in the supplementary infor-
mation file).

Research Design

We analyze the NECS data by means of latent growth models (Singer and Willett
2003). These are panel-data models used to describe and explain changes over time
in a given phenomenon of interest, such as individuals’media use during election cam-
paigns.6 We use a multilevel approach with random intercepts and random time trends.
In this approach, each individual is conceived of as the upper level in the data hierarchy
(level two), while observations of each individual are conceived of as the lower level
(level one). A basic growth model can be represented by the equation

Yit = β0i + β1iTime + εit (1)

where the outcome variable Y (frequency of political media use) for a particular unit (i)
at a particular point in time (t) is modeled as a function of an intercept and time. In
latent growth models, each individual has their own intercept, as well as their own
slope (or rate of change) over time. This allows us to separate two types of variation
in media use: variation in individuals’ media use before the campaign started,
located at level two (individuals’ starting level), and within-individual changes in
media use throughout the campaign, located at level one (individuals’ growth rate).

Individuals’ starting level of media use can be represented by the equation

β0i = γ00 + γ01Z + μ0i (2)

where β0i is the intercept from equation (1), γ00 is an intercept, Z is a variable that
affects initial media use levels, γ01 is the effect of Z on initial media use, and μ0i is
the unexplained variance in person i’s starting level. This part of the growth model
facilitates the study of whether people in different groups (based on gender, age, edu-
cation, and political interest) used the same amount (and types) of media to seek polit-
ical information before the parliamentary election campaign began in 2017.

Individuals’ rate of change over time (their growth) is represented by the equation

β1i = γ10 + γ11Z + μ1i (3)

where β1i is the slope parameter from equation (1), γ10 is an intercept, Z is a predictor of
the rate of change in media use, γ11 is the effect of Z on the rate of change in media use,
and μ0i is the unexplained variance in person i’s growth rate. This part of the growth
model facilitates the study of whether different groups’ (based on gender, age, educa-
tion, and political interest) changes in media use throughout the campaign differ from
one another.7
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Measurements

We measure our dependent variables—the frequency of political news consumption—
by constructing news consumption indexes based on the following question: “How
often have you heard/seen/or read news stories about the election on [channel] this
last week?” The respondents were presented with five response categories. In total,
we asked about the respondents’ use of eleven outlets (see Table A1 in the supplemen-
tary information file for an overview). We used these questions to construct three
indexes capturing the respondents’ self-reported (i) overall consumption of political
news, (ii) consumption of political news on social media, and (iii) consumption of
political news in traditional news outlets (TV, radio, and newspapers).

We compute two different versions of our three dependent variables. First, as we
have an unequal number of outlets within each channel, our main approach is based
on taking the maximum value of the outlets within a given channel (TV, radio, news-
papers, and social media). Using television consumption as an example, if a respondent
watched the main commercial alternative (TV2) news several times a day but the
public broadcaster (NRK) news only once a week, the television variable takes the
value from the main commercial alternative item (several times a day). We then
compute a mean index of the four constructed channel variables. Second, as this
first approach may be susceptible to ceiling effects, we also compute standard additive
indexes based on all eleven outlets in our questionnaire. The likelihood of ceiling
effects is smaller using this second approach as the distribution on this index has
flatter tales than the distributions on the single items (fewer have extreme values at
T1). Nevertheless, we cannot rule out the possibility that the results to some extent
are affected by ceiling effects. We run all analyses on both versions of our dependent
variables and report additional results in the supplementary information file (see
Table A11 and Figure A3).

Regarding our explanatory variables, political interest is measured by the standard
item in the literature (Prior 2019).8 Gender is a binary variable taken from the
Norwegian official registry. The respondents’ levels of education are divided into
three categories—primary school, secondary school, and university—and this informa-
tion is also based on the official registry. Age is categorized into three groups: 19–29,
30–59, and 60+ .9

Analyses

We begin by investigating our first and second research question, that is, whether news
consumption gaps based on political interest (RQ1) and sociodemographic character-
istics (RQ2) diverge or converge during electoral campaigns. More precisely, we use
the NECS data to run a series of bivariate latent growth models using age, education,
gender, and political interest as explanatory variables. These four explanatory variables
are each regressed on the total news consumption index. The results from these four
models are presented in Table 1.10
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Table 1. Explaining Overall Political Media Consumption (1–5). Latent Growth Models.

Total media use

Gender Education Age
Political
interest

Fixed effects
Initial status Intercept 2.20** 2.09** 1.94** 1.33**

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.06)
Male (ref: female) 0.18**

(0.03)
Secondary education
(ref: primary)

0.22**
(0.04)

Higher education (ref:
primary)

0.28**
(0.04)

Age: 30–59 (ref: 18–29) 0.30**
(0.04)

Age: 60+ (ref: 18–29) 0.64**
(0.04)

Little politically interested
(ref: not)

0.49**
(0.06)

Somewhat politically
interested (ref: not)

1.17**
(0.06)

Very politically interested
(ref: not)

1.71**
(0.07)

Change rates Early campaign (ref:
before campaign)

0.46** 0.42** 0.42** 0.35**
(0.02) (0.04) (0.04) (0.09)

Late campaign (ref: before
campaign)

0.57** 0.48** 0.51** 0.43**
(0.02) (0.04) (0.04) (0.10)

After election (ref: before
campaign)

0.70** 0.67** 0.73** 0.40**
(0.03) (0.05) (0.05) (0.13)

Male * early campaign −0.09**
(0.03)

Male * late campaign −0.15**
(0.03)

Male * after election −0.14**
(0.04)

Secondary education *
early campaign

0.02
(0.04)

Secondary education *
late campaign

−0.02
(0.05)

Secondary education *
after election

−0.12*
(0.06)

Higher education * early
campaign

−0.02
(0.04)

(continued)
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Table 1. (continued)

Total media use

Gender Education Age
Political
interest

Higher education * late
campaign

0.02
(0.05)

Higher education * after
election

0.01
(0.06)

30–59 * early campaign 0.06
(0.04)

30–59 * late campaign 0.06
(0.05)

30–59 * after election −0.02
(0.06)

60+ * early campaign −0.12**
(0.04)

60+ * late campaign −0.16**
(0.05)

60+ * after election −0.26**
(0.06)

Little interested * early
campaign

0.19*
(0.10)

Little interested * late
campaign

0.17
(0.11)

Little interested * after
campaign

0.40**
(0.14)

Somewhat interested *
early campaign

0.03
(0.09)

Somewhat interested *
late campaign

0.02
(0.11)

Somewhat interested *
after campaign

0.18
(0.13)

Very interested * early
campaign

−0.17+

(0.10)
Very interested * late

campaign
−0.21+

(0.11)
Very interested * after

campaign
−0.03
(0.14)

Variance
components

Level 1 Within person 0.03** 0.03** 0.03** 0.03**
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

(continued)
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As discussed in the methodology section, latent growth models partition the varia-
tion in the dependent variable into two parts, providing two sets of coefficients. The
“initial status” coefficients reported in the upper half of Table 1 explain inter-individual
variation. Specifically, they show the frequency of political news consumption in the
different groups before the 2017 campaign began (the first time point in the data).
The “change rate” coefficients reported in the lower half of the table show intra-
individual variation. Specifically, they indicate at what rate and in what direction polit-
ical media consumption changed for each group for each time point throughout the
panel (one survey wave is one time point).

For ease of interpretation, we plot the predicted levels of political media consump-
tion by gender, age, education, and political interest with 95 percent confidence inter-
vals in Figure 2. Thus, the figures illustrate each group’s level of media consumption
before the campaign started and their subsequent development until Election Day.

Overall, Figure 2 shows that gaps in news consumption either narrow or remain
stable during the course of the campaign. In the period leading up to the campaign,
we see a social stratification pattern similar to what is often found in previous research
(Esser and Steppat 2017). Women consume less political news than men, those with
lower education levels consume less news than those with higher education levels,
young people consume less news than the elderly, and the politically interested
consume more news than the less interested. These initial gaps in media use,
however, vary considerably in size. While the initial status gender coefficient is rela-
tively small (0.18, p < 0.01), initial differences based on political interest amount to
almost two entire scale points (1.71, p < 0.01) on the five points scale.

Table 1. (continued)

Total media use

Gender Education Age
Political
interest

Level 2 In initial status 0.53** 0.53** 0.49** 0.36**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)

In rate of change 0.21** 0.21** 0.21** 0.21**
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Covariance −0.29** −0.30** −0.25** −0.19**
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Goodness-of-fit Log lik. −10,692 −10,623 −10,567 −10,075
N Observations 10,165 10,126 10,165 10,154

Number of individuals 3,948 3,926 3,948 3,939
Waves 4 4 4 4

Standard errors in parentheses.
+

p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.
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Then, during the campaign, all groups increase their news consumption, but not to
the same degree. First, the gender gap closes. All three change rate coefficients captur-
ing changes in gender differences are negative and significant, (t2-0.09, p < 0.01;
t3-0.15, p < 0.01; t4-0.14, p < 0.01), and as Election Day approaches, women therefore
consume the same amount of news as men. Second, the educational gap between those
with high levels of education and those with low levels of education remains stable.
However, the group with low levels of education catches up with the group with
medium education levels towards the end of the campaign (t4-0.12, p= 0.04). Third,
news consumption gaps based on age narrow. Specifically, the elderly (60+ ), who
consume the most news before the campaign starts, have a less steep curve (t2-0.12,
p= 0.01; t3-0.16, p < 0.01; t4-0.26, p < 0.01) than the young adults (19–29), who con-
sumes the least news to begin with. Fourth, differences between the least and the most
politically interested remain stable throughout the campaign (p > 0.05). However, even
those who are not politically interested increases their absolute news consumption in
the period leading up to the election (t2-0.35, p < 0.01; t3-0.43, p < 0.01; t4-0.40, p
< 0.01).

Figure 2 demonstrates that political interest is key to understanding variation in
news consumption in an election campaign setting. This finding raises the question
of the extent to which the sociodemographic gaps in political media use also evident
in Figure 2 are shaped by differences in political interest (RQ 3). In order to assess

Figure 2. Total news consumption before and during the campaign by gender, education, age,
and political interest (based on Table 1).
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this question, we show in Figure 3 the gaps in news consumption by gender, education,
and age after controlling for political interest.11

The results (Figure 3) indicate that most of the sociodemographic differences in
news use evident in Figure 2 are strongly related to political interest (see Table A8
in the supplementary information file for complete results). First, we see that the
gender gap in news consumption disappears entirely: the confidence intervals for
men and women overlap at every time point. Second, the differences between educa-
tional groups are also clearly related to political interest. The gap between the three
groups disappears both before and during the campaign when political interest is con-
trolled for (p > 0.05). Political interest does not, however, explain age differences to the
same extent. Here, the gap between the youngest and the oldest age group, though
smaller, remains intact (the confidence intervals do not overlap) and resemble the
pattern we see in Figure 2. We return to this latter result in the discussion.

Thus far we have analyzed people’s overall news consumption. However, previous
research made us suspect that developments in social media and traditional media may
differ from one another. In order to find out, we compare usage patterns on social media
and traditional media platforms (RQ4) and present the results in Figure 4 (see Table A6
and A7 in the supplementary information file for complete results).

Figure 4 reveals major differences between the social profile of news use on social
media and traditional media platforms. In fact, with respect to the sociodemographic
characteristics, the profiles are almost opposite. While men, the highly educated and

Figure 3. Total news consumption by gender, education, and age, controlling for political
interest (based on Table A8 in the supplementary information file).
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the elderly use traditional news media the most, women, the less educated, and the
youngest age group are the most active users of social media and these gaps widen
throughout the campaign. Women increase their news consumption to a greater
extent than men on both traditional media (t2-0.08, p= 0.01; t3-0.15, p < 0.01;
t4-0.12, p < 0.01) and social media (t2-0.10, p= 0.01; t3-0.15, p < 0.01; t4-0.19, p <

Figure 4. Comparing social and traditional media by gender, education, age, and political
interest (based on Table A6 and A7 in the supplementary information file).
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0.01). In traditional media, women almost close the initial gap to men, but on social
media, women move away from men creating a reversed gender gap. There are
small differences between educational groups on social media, but the group with
low education has a steeper rise than the group with middle education towards the
end of the campaign (t4-0.21, p= 0.01). As for age differences, the youngest age
group narrows the gap to the oldest group somewhat on traditional media (t2-0.10,
p= 0.04; t3-0.14, p= 0.01), while on social media the youngest group are the most
active news users, and increase their consumption compared to the elderly (t2-0.32,
p < 0.01; t3-0.47, p < 0.01; t4-0.42, p < 0.01). Finally, for political interest, the
pattern before the campaign started is similar to what we observed for overall news
consumption, and the gaps remain stable during the campaign for both traditional
and social media.

While it is no big surprise that the youngest age group is the most active users of
social media, the gender pattern on these platforms is more difficult to explain. We
can only speculate, but previous studies suggest that the traditional gender news gap
is partly due to women having less time to prioritize news (Benesch 2012). As dis-
cussed, news consumption on social media is curated (Thorson and Wells 2016) and
incidental (Fletcher and Nielsen 2018). Thus, on these platforms, users do not
necessarily need to set aside time to actively consume news (it will appear in their
feed). The reversed gender gap evident on social media might therefore reflect
general usage patterns on these platforms.

Discussion and Conclusion

We have investigated citizens’ linkages to the public sphere during a parliamentary
election campaign, asking whether pre-existing political inequalities in media use
are strengthened or reduced. Our results show that systematic differences in political
media use indeed exist and, to some extent, persist during campaigns. Overall, the
young, women, the less educated, and those that show little interest in politics
consume less news than the elderly, men, the highly educated, and the politically inter-
ested. However, all groups speed up their news consumption as Election Day
approaches. Importantly, high consuming groups do not increase their news use
more strongly than low-consuming groups. To the extent that we do see changing pat-
terns, news consumption differences become smaller: women increase their overall
news use to the extent that the gender gap disappears. The gap based on age also
becomes smaller during the course of the campaign. This type of convergence
dynamic suggests that politically less-attentive citizens are not permanently detached
from politics. Rather, echoing Schudson’s (1998) idea of the monitorial citizen: citi-
zens pay attention when political alternatives are clearly articulated, the political
stakes are high, and the political media coverage is intense (Zaller 2003).

The results also show that political interest is crucial to understanding sociodemo-
graphic differences in news consumption. When we control for political interest, the
gender gap disappears, and educational gaps narrow considerably. This finding
speaks to the general importance of motivation as a driver of news consumption
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(e.g., Luskin 1990; Benesch 2012; Webster 2014) and it suggests that political interest
is particularly important for news use during electoral campaigns. In her study from the
United States, Benesch (2012) found that political interest did not reduce the gender
gap in news consumption. Rather, the dual burden of job and children was the most
important driver. We can only speculate, but the campaign context of our study can
likely help us understand these different results. Moreover, the comparatively generous
Norwegian welfare state context might also reduce the importance of the job–children
burden crucial in the U.S. context. That being said, motivational factors do not account
for every social demographic difference in news use in our study. Age differences are
to a lesser extent based on political interest. This latter finding echoes the literature on
political participation, which shows that participation increases gradually as voters
become more integrated into society and take on various adult obligations through,
for instance, marriage, home ownership, and permanent employment (Highton and
Wolfinger 2001).

Another essential finding is that developments on social media are distinct from tra-
ditional media. On social media, the sociodemographic profile is almost the opposite of
what we find in traditional news outlets: the young, women, and to some extent, the
less educated are the most active users. These gaps are small or insignificant before
the campaign starts, but increase as Election Day approaches. Social media thus—to
some extent—counterbalances the inequalities found in traditional news outlets by pro-
viding most political information to those groups who use traditional media channels
the least. This finding is interesting as our study is conducted more than a decade after
the introduction of social media in general. Our results therefore suggest that Holt
et al.’s (2013) findings, that social media functions as a leveler with respect to news
consumption inequalities in election campaigns, were not just due to social media
being in its infancy in 2010 characterized by early adopters usage patterns (Rogers
1995). Our study shows that these patterns endure, which suggests that they are
related to inherent qualities of the media technology, and specifically, how the
network structure of social media enables curated flows (Thorson and Wells 2016).

The broader democratic implications of our findings, however, are not necessarily
positive. Several studies show that social media are less effective than traditional
news in informing citizens about politics and current affairs (Cacciatore et al. 2018;
Shehata and Strömbäck 2021; Lee et al. 2022: 47). This relates to how news consumed
on social media consists of a mix of content made by professional news providers and
alternative information sources providing low-quality news (Neudert et al. 2019).
Moreover, the news encountered online is not curated by news organizations, but
rather personalized and tailored to consumers’ specific desires (Thorson and Wells
2016). People also tend not to read full news stories online due to the overload of infor-
mation (van Erkel and van Aelst 2020). Finally, and importantly, a growing body of
research suggests that misinformation and disinformation are widespread on social
media (Allcott et al. 2019, Tandoc jr. et al. 2020), potentially misleading voters
about key policy issues (Bode and Vraga 2015). Taken together, although social
media create new linkages to the public sphere and include traditionally less active
groups in democratic politics, the informational consequences of news exposure on
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social media in campaigns are more problematic in terms of knowledge gains and unin-
formed political participation (Lee et al. 2022). This is an essential topic for future
research.

Although this study offers important insights into campaign dynamics, it has limi-
tations worth noting. For one thing, it relies on self-reports to measure people’s expo-
sure to news. Previous research shows that people tend to overreport their exposure to
both traditional news and news on social media (Prior 2009). As the focus of this article
is on relative differences between groups (and not absolute levels), overreporting is less
of a problem. However, it is possible that overreporting is not randomly distributed
between social groups. Still, although several demographic factors have been shown
to affect reporting accuracy, there is less agreement about the nature of these associa-
tions (Vraga and Tully 2020: 553). We, therefore, encourage future research to assess
campaign dynamics also with behavioral measures of news exposure.

Finally, similar studies from other countries are necessary to determine the extent to
which our findings are context-specific. In Norway, Internet penetration, social media
use, and online news subscription are comparatively high (Newman et al. 2018).
Moreover, the country is characterized by comparatively low levels of political and
economic inequality. These factors, together with a media system dominated by a
quality public broadcaster, providing citizens with quality news content in prime
time, may constitute a mix of factors preventing diverging patterns in political
media use. An important task for future research is to comparatively investigate the
political dynamics of contemporary electoral campaigns.

To conclude, the results show that all groups increase their political media use as
Election Day approaches and that we do not see increasing but rather somewhat
reduced gaps in news consumption. Elections campaigns, then, to some extent, equal-
ize inequalities in political news consumption when it matters the most.
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Notes

1. See (Thorson 2020) for a discussion of incidental news exposure on social media.
2. This echoes optimistic accounts of how new media technology has been thought to mobilize

new citizens from diverse social groups (Owen 2017).
3. But the evidence in this literature is mixed. Heiss and Matthes (2019) argue that incidental

exposure on social media reinforces participatory gaps.
4. The first round was fielded well before the campaign began (June 26 to June 30), the second

round early in the election campaign (August 15 to August 22), the third round toward the
end of the campaign (August 29 to September 5), and the final round immediately after
Election Day, September 11.

5. See Table A1 and A2 in the supplementary information file for details on the response rates.
6. See Haugsgjerd (2019) for a recent example of latent growth models.
7. All models are estimated with Stata 16 using the xtmixed command.
8. We only have information about political interest in the first round. We are interested in how

the campaign influence news consumption based on initial levels of political interest.
9. See Table A3, A4, and A5 in the supplementary information file for question wording, var-

iable coding as well as descriptive statistics for all variables.
10. The analyses using a balanced panel and the alternative dependent variable show similar

results (Table A10 and A11, and Figure A2 and A3).
11. We also run models where we include all the four explanatory variables simultaneously (see

Table A9 and Figure A1). The results are substantively the same as those reported in
Figure 3 and Table A8.
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