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Abstract 

The study examined the mediating role of social capital in affecting the relationship of use of 

social media via mobile devices and online political engagement in discussing national 

defense policy. An online survey of Taiwanese college students (N= 807) revealed that 

relational use of mobile Facebook is positively related to online political engagement, which 

was mediating by bonding social capital. As predicted, informational use is positively related 

to bridging social capital. However, informational use of mobile Facebook is not a significant 

predictor for online political engagement. The findings imply that using mobile Facebook for 

relational purpose can enhance national defense policy engagement through bonding social 

capital. 

 

Keywords: Mobile social media, social capital, political engagement, national defense issue, 

the volunteer military system policy 
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How Does Mobile Social Media Use Influence Political Engagement Concerning National 

Defense Policy? Examining the Mediating Role of Social Capital 

The convergence of mobile and social media is the new trend worldwide. More 

importantly, mobile phones and social media have changed the way people interact and 

collaborate with each other in daily life (Ellison, Lampe, & Steinfield, 2009). With the 

growth in mobile devices, and constant investment in wireless infrastructures, society is 

becoming more and more mobile (Basole, 2004). Social media is emerging, from 7 percent in 

2005 to 76 percent in 2015 in the United States (Perrin, 2015). In addition, mobile internet 

access has surpassed that of by computers in 2014 (Chaffey, 2017). Statistics revealed that 

nearly 80 percent of social media time spent on mobile devices, and Facebook dominates 

social media in engagement (Sterling, 2016). North America leads the world with mobile 

social media penetration rate of 58 percent, followed by East Asia with 57 percent 

(Mei-Pochtler, 2017a).  

Scholars found Facebook (Ali, 2011; Conroy, Feezell, & Guerrero, 2012; Valenzuela, 

2013) and mobile communication (Campbell & Kwak, 2010, 2011, 2012; Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, 

& Valenzuela, 2012; Park, Kee, & Valenzuela, 2009) have emerged as powerful tools for 

civic and political engagement. Wei and O’Boyle (2016) analyzed the trend in Asia, and they 

found the research about mobile social media had shifted from a technological device and 
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social platform, and then to a political tool. There are many activists such as the Arab spring 

protests in the Middle East, and the Sunflower Movement and the Umbrella Revolution in 

Asia, the mobile social media plays a visible role. The mobile social media becomes a 

globally popular information and news platform for politics. However, this study differs from 

other studies concerning broad civic and political engagement, it focuses on the political 

engagement in national defense policy. Why? As Pion-Berlin and Trinkunas (2007) argued, 

civil and political society are relatively silent on the issues of national defense, unlike 

national economic, education, or health care policies that got more concerns. Most 

importantly, national defense policy is related to territorial sovereignty and integrity of a 

nation, and it is a fundamental constitutional obligation for every state of the region 

(Pion-Berlin & Trinkunas, 2007).  

In recent years, the implementation of the volunteer military system is the main defense 

policy in Taiwan (National Defense Report Editing Committee, 2015). The volunteer military 

system is a consensus reached through Taiwan's democratic transition and social 

multi-polarity. It is also a governmental near-term policy, as well as a significant reform in 

the establishment of Taiwan's national defense in history (Z. J. Lin, 2010). In order to adapt 

the changes for high-tech warfare and needs of the high-quality manpower, the military 

services shifted from mandatory service system to volunteer military system gradually (Guo, 
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2013). The volunteer military system based on human resource program, and focuses on 

human quality rather than quantity to create a highly professional military force (Ko, 2012). 

Besides, it can relieve birthrate-declining and aging society we are facing (Hai, Wang, Chang, 

Hsiao, & Liu, 2015). More importantly, it would influence several fields not merely the 

military itself, the impact will be felt from national manpower, redistribution and utilization 

of resources, modification and readjustment of law and institutions, change and development 

of socio-economy, and even consolidation of social morale (Z. J. Lin, 2010). How to promote 

the volunteer military system, and encourage citizens to engage in such national defense 

policy seems critical for the government and the Ministry of National Defense (MND). 

Therefore, informed by past research that mobile social media contributed to civic and 

political engagement, this study attempted to examine political engagement concerning the 

defense policy of volunteer military system.  

Because Facebook is the most popular social media worldwide on mobiles platforms, 

this study focuses on mobile Facebook use. Statistics showed Facebook had 1.94 billion 

monthly active users, and 1.74 billion mobile users in 2017 (Mei-Pochtler, 2017b). In 

addition, it has also received considerable attention and academic researches on various 

perspectives of Facebook use (Steinfield, Ellison, & Lampe, 2008; Warren, Sulaiman, & 

Jaafar, 2015). 
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The current study explores mobile Facebook use in the social context which social 

capital has been seen as key characteristics in scholarship on political engagement. Recent 

studies found social capital played an important role between mobile social media use and 

political engagement (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012; Warren et al., 2015; Zhong, 2014). In 

addition, research on political engagement from social capital concept in the mobile social 

media context are limited (Warren et al., 2015). To further contextualize the study, the study 

focuses on viewpoints of the patterns of mobile Facebook use, rather than intensity and 

frequency. As Campbell and Kwak (2011) argued “A related stream of research examining 

media use and civic life has shifted emphasis to how people use media, rather than simply 

how much (p. 264).” Besides, this study aims to offer new insights into how Facebook use is 

shaping the landscape of political engagement by examining national defense policy 

regarding the volunteer military system policy in Taiwan. 

Specifically, the volunteer military system policy is not likely to other national defense 

polices, and it would be a carrier choice for male and female adults. In addition, college 

students are not only the main users of social networking sites (Xie, 2014), but also suitable 

for recruitment because of high education and expertise (National Defense Report Editing 

Committee, 2015). Therefore, this study concerns how college students use mobile Facebook 

to influence online political engagement in national defense policy, and the mediating role of 
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social capital. 

Literature review and hypotheses 

Mobile Social Media Use: Relational Use and Informational Use 

Mobile social media refers to software, applications, or services that allow users to 

connect with others and to share information via mobile devices (Humphreys, 2013). And Ha, 

Kim, Libaque-Saenz, Chang, and Park (2015) more precisely described mobile social media 

from social networking sites perspective, and defined as enable the use of social network 

services through personal mobile devices, especially smartphones. Moreover, the boundaries 

of online social media and mobile social media are increasingly blurred (Humphreys, 2013). 

They are similar because users can exchange of information and resources through networks 

which are provided with the necessary support (Ha et al., 2015). However, the distinctive 

difference between mobile social media and online social media is mobility that enables users 

to use social media without limitation of time and space. Mobility brings human beings a new 

field of “media ecology,” and communication with the existing patterns even as they may 

very well come to dominate the landscape (Smith, 2013). Wei (2013) also pointed out that 

mobile devices swept the world in a very short period of time, and mobile communication 

technologies have meaningful implications for media, communication, community, and social 

institutions.  
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The uses and gratifications theory has been used as a key theory for explaining the use 

of media, from traditional media to mobile social media (Campbell & Kwak, 2010; Ha et al., 

2015; Wei & Lo, 2015). The uses and gratifications theory assumes that users are aware of 

their social and psychological needs and often seek media to fulfill them (Blumler & Katz, 

1974). Most studies suggested that fundamental purposes for using the mobile social media 

include both social and instrumental dimensions, namely, relational use and informational use 

(Campbell & Kwak, 2010; Jansen, Sobel, & Cook, 2011; Ji et al., 2010; H. Lee, Kwak, 

Campbell, & Ling, 2014; Oh & Syn, 2015; Tanta, Mihovilović, & Sablić, 2014).  

Specifically, relational use is defined by using mobile Facebook to develop, manage and 

maintain relationships with acquaintances (Froget, Baghestan, & Asfaranjan, 2013; C. S. Lee 

& Ma, 2012; H. Lee et al., 2014). Previous Facebook researches found user mainly adopted 

Facebook to maintain existing offline relationship rather than to develop new relationships 

(Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006; Pempek, Yermolayeva, & Calvert, 2009; Ray, 2006). 

Facebook enables users to facilitate interaction with their own communities of friends 

(Davenport, Bergman, Bergman, & Fearrington, 2014), stay in touch with friends or family 

they seldom meet (Ray, 2006), and obtain information about social events in their social 

circles (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010; Tanta et al., 2014), moreover, peer pressure and social 

connectivity are key reasons to join Facebook (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010). Furthermore, 
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with the pervasive and connective attributes of mobile social media, it has emerged as a 

channel for political discourse engagement among network ties (Campbell & Kwak, 2011). 

More importantly, Facebook provides a public sphere allows users to share and 

exchange information. Informational use indicates that using mobile Facebook to seek 

relevant and timely information they need, e.g., news and public affairs (Froget et al., 2013; 

C. S. Lee & Ma, 2012; H. Lee et al., 2014). Kim, Hsu, and de Zuniga (2013) found 97 

percent users viewed social networking sites as an information source. Facebook fulfilled 

users’ potential information needs and enhance to future information seeking while they share 

contents (Low, Goh, & Lee, 2010), and Newsfeeds can provide a place for opinions 

collection and suggestions from their network (Valentine, 2013). In addition, C. S. Lee and 

Ma (2012) argued mobile news increased social, economic and political importance in 

society because people diffuse it via their networks to larger global virtual communities. 

Moreover, mobile news consumption via apps was found to be positively related to political 

involvement and engagement (Wei & Lo, 2015). Also, discussion networks can influence 

various aspects of political life, from informal talk (Gil de Zúñiga, Veenstra, Vraga, & Shah, 

2010) to civic and political participation levels (Campbell & Kwak, 2011). 

Shah, Kwak, and Holbert (2001) and Wellman, Haase, Witte, and Hampton (2001) also 

revealed different media use, like information acquisition and community building are 
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positively related to civic and political participation, whereas entertainment has a negative 

impact on engagement. Of particular interest in current study is the mediating effect of social 

capital between the relationship of mobile Facebook use and political engagement. Therefore, 

in current study, the patterns of mobile social media use can be considered as a predictor of 

engagement in political affairs while users tried to maintain their relationship or seek 

information via social network.  

The Two Dimensions of Mobile Social Media Use – Relational Use and Informational 

Use – Will Separately Build Diverse Social Capital 

This study examines the effects of social media use on social capital in the mobile 

communication contexts. Social capital consists of emotional and informational resources 

within individuals’ network ties (J.-H. Lin, 2015). Moreover, previous studies further found 

that the patterns of social media use is also related to individuals’ participation in political 

engagement and social capital (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012; Warren et al., 2015; Zhong, 2014). 

 Social capital is defined as “the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded 

within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an 

individual or social unit (p. 243)” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). However, the term of social 

capital has been a controversial and slippery concept (Williams, 2006). Social capital can be 

be explained by a cause or an outcome (Coleman, 1988; N. Lin, 1999; Putnam, 2000; 
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Williams, 2006), or be examined by different levels of individual or societal-group 

viewpoints (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; N. Lin, 1999; Putnam, 1993, 2000). Although N. 

Lin (1999) viewed social capital as a cause which works to diffuse information, accelerate 

decision-making process, access to resources, and reinforce identity. Most scholars viewed it 

as an outcome (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000; Williams, 2006). The functions of social 

capital, such as providing emotional support, useful information, and enable to mobilize 

others, can be measured (Coleman, 1988; Williams, 2006). Thus, this study viewed social 

capital as a positive outcome derived from embedded resources in mobile social media users’ 

network. 

At individual level, social capital is referred to the size of social network, accumulation 

of past relationship, and the strategic locations and positions within social structure (Bourdieu, 

1986; Coleman, 1988). In this way, social connections allow individuals to get actual or 

virtual profit via their social networks. According to Putnam (2000), individual social capital 

can be further classified into bonding and bridging social capital, and these concepts are 

related but not mutually exclusive. Bridging social capital is inclusive and defined as people 

can broaden their horizons of viewpoints, have more opportunities to acquire information and 

resources via their social ties, but less emotional support due to weak linkages (Ji et al., 2010; 

Williams, 2006). By contrast, bonding social capital is exclusive and defined as people can 
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gain strong emotional and substantive support through their closer connections such as 

families and close friends (Ji et al., 2010; Putnam, 2000; Williams, 2006). Besides, these 

concepts are equivalent to Granovetter (1973) study of the type of relationships. Bridging 

social capital is related to weak ties, while bonding capital is often related to strong ties 

(Williams, 2006). 

This study focuses on individual level of social capital. In recent studies, scholars 

examined the relationship between social media use and social capital from individual 

perspectives (Antheunis, Vanden Abeele, & Kanters, 2015; Chen & Li, 2017; Ellison, 

Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Ji et al., 2010; J.-H. Lin, 2015; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2010). 

Furthermore, social media use and individual social capital is positively related to political 

engagement (Hampton, 2011; Warren et al., 2015; Zhong, 2014).  

The patterns of bonding and bridging social capital is well-demonstrated in fields of 

Facebook use based on Williams (2006) study. Past empirical studies revealed that intensity 

of Facebook use is positively related to bonding and bridging social capital (Antheunis et al., 

2015; Ellison et al., 2007; J.-H. Lin, 2015), and various features of Facebook have different 

influence on bridging and bonding social capital (Antheunis et al., 2015; E. Lee, Kim, & Ahn, 

2014; Vitak, 2012). However, the current study aims to examine the mobile social media use 

of two dimensions, relational and informational use, in building bonding and bridging social 
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capital. Previous studies suggested that searching for professional information from people 

whom seldom meet and following new trends by using social networking sites (including 

Facebook) are positively associated with formation of bridging social capital (Ji et al., 2010; 

Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2010).  

Moreover, Papacharissi and Mendelson (2010) pointed out mobility is a significant 

predictor for bridging social capital. On the other hand, previous studies showed that 

maintaining existing relationship and managing social activities through social networking 

sites (including Facebook) are positively associated with formation of bonding social capital 

(Ji et al., 2010; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2010). Chen and Li (2017) found that relational 

use of mobile social media, e.g., communicative use and self-disclosure, is positively related 

to bonding social capital. In addition, college students are the main population of using 

mobile Facebook (Xie, 2014). Therefore, hypotheses are developed as follows: 

H1: Informational use of mobile Facebook among Taiwan college students will be 

positively related to bridging social capital. 

H2: Relational use of mobile Facebook among Taiwan college students will be 

positively related to bonding social capital. 

Social Capital and Political Engagement 

Secondly, this study examines the effect of mobile Facebook use on political 
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engagement. Political engagement is referred to three elements of political information, 

political participation, and political trust (Norris, 2000). People would attention political news, 

follow and discuss politics or public affairs, join in political activities, and trust the political 

system (Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013; Norris, 2000; Van Oorschot, Arts, & Gelissen, 2006). The 

internet and social media makes online political engagement different from offline political 

engagement (Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013). The internet provides an informative sphere for 

political engagement so that people have more opportunities to encounter recruitment and 

mobilization information (Perez, 2008). Gibson and Cantijoch (2013) pointed out online 

political engagement is more multidimensional than offline political engagement, for instance, 

people can express their opinion by discussing, posting, forwarding, and embedding political 

information online whereas people only have face-to-face discussion to express offline. 

Therefore this study differs from past studies concerning broad political engagement by 

focusing on the political engagement concerning national defense policy —the volunteer 

military system policy.  

Recent studies have shown a positive relationship between informational use and 

political engagement especially by mobile phones (Campbell & Kwak, 2010; Kwak, 

Campbell, Choi, & Bae, 2011; H. Lee et al., 2014; Wei & Lo, 2015). Findings revealed that 

using mobile phones to exchange information, seek out information of public affairs, and 
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read news increase involvement of political activities. The function of Facebook Group is a 

strongly predictor for offline political engagement among online political groups (Conroy et 

al., 2012). On the other hand, findings are confused that whether relational use is positively 

related to political engagement. Kwak et al. (2011) found relational use, e.g., call to say ‘hi,’ 

text to chat, and discuss personal matters, ware not correlated with political engagement. 

However, H. Lee et al. (2014) showed that using mobile phones for maintaining personal 

social ties was positively related to political engagement. Therefore, the following hypothesis 

and research question are forwarded: 

H3: Informational use of mobile Facebook among Taiwan college students will be 

positively related to online political engagement concerning the volunteer military 

system policy. 

RQ: What is the relationship between relational use of mobile Facebook and online 

political engagement concerning the volunteer military system policy among 

Taiwan college students? 

Finally, social capital is a critical component of healthy and democratic societies (Xie, 

2014). Previous studies in relation to social capital showed that social capital plays the 

mediating role of social media use and political engagement (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012; 

Warren et al., 2015; Zhong, 2014). Also, mobile communication has become a channel for 
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political engagement among social network relationship (Campbell & Kwak, 2011). Thus, 

this study will explore the mediating role of social capital between the relationship of mobile 

Facebook use and political engagement. Previous empirical studies found relational use and 

informational use are positively related to bonding social capital and bridging social capital, 

separately (Ji et al., 2010; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2010). Therefore, this study proposed 

more hypotheses: 

H4: Informational use of mobile Facebook among Taiwan college students will be 

positively related to online political engagement concerning the volunteer military 

system policy with bridging social capital as a mediator. 

H5: Relational use of mobile Facebook among Taiwan college students will be 

positively related to online political engagement concerning the volunteer military 

system policy with bonding social capital as a mediator. 

 Figure 1 shows the research model of this study, in which the research question and 

hypotheses are highlighted (see Figure 1). 

Methods 

Sample 

This study is to measure the online political engagement concerning the volunteer 

military system policy, and 18-28 years old male and female are the target of recruit 
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respondents. Taiwan’s Facebook penetration is on the third place in Asia (Internet Usage 

Statistics: The Internet Big Picture, 2017). According to Facebook statistics, about 20.6 

million internet users by 2017 in Taiwan, and the number of Facebook users total 18 million 

people, the penetration is up to 88.0 % among internet users. In addition, the mobile-based 

internet penetration is up to 77.3 percent in 2016 (TWNIC, 2016). Taiwan provides an ideal 

case for studying the mobile Facebook use. This study used an online survey of Taiwan 

college students based on these considerations: First, college students received higher 

education and most of them own expertise that can meet the need for recruitment. Secondly, 

Social networking sites (e.g. Facebook) are important tools for college students to maintain 

and develop social capital (Xie, 2014). Prior to the formal survey, a pilot survey was done by 

46 college students to test the validity and reliability of the questionnaire. The formal online 

survey was administrated in 3 colleges respectively in the northern, central, and southern 

region in Taiwan from December 2016 – January 2017.  

Of 910 responses, this study excluded 103 responses due to non-mobile Facebook users 

and unfinished reports, finally selected 807 as valid responses. The respondents included 

more females (63.6%) than male (36.4%). Most of them fell into the age of 19 – 34 (98%). 

The mean age of participants was 22.52 (SD = 4.01). There were no significant difference in 

gender on daily use of social media (t(805) = -1.125, p = .261), and frequency use of 
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Facebook (t(805) = .538, p = .591). In terms of daily use of social media (including Facebook, 

Google+, Instagram etc.), respondents ranged from reporting 0 to 17 hours daily with the 

average duration being 4.04 hours (SD = 2.61). About 39.8% (n = 321) of participants used 

social media 3 hours or more and less than 5 hours per day, and 30.8% (n = 249) used social 

media 1 hours or more and less than 3 hours per day, and 27.4% (n = 221) more than 5 hours 

per day, shows that Taiwan college students are heavy users of social media. When asked 

about frequency use of Facebook, about 97.4% (n = 768) selected “everyday,” only about 

2.5% (n = 20) selected “once a week,” and the remaining .1% were recoded as “once a 

month.” The characteristics of the respondents are shown in Table 1. 

Measurement of Key Variables 

 Informational use of mobile Facebook. The measures were modified from C. S. Lee 

and Ma (2012) and Froget et al. (2013) to fit the context of mobile Facebook. It was 

measured by 6 items, including “To get information I need;” “To search for information I 

need;” “To find out things I need to know;” “To get answers to specific questions;” “It helps 

me to store useful information;” and “To keep up to date on the latest news and events” on 

mobile Facebook. All items were used a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to 

7 = ‘‘strongly agree’’ (M = 2.83, SD = .97), and achieved an overall Cronbach’s alpha of .87. 

 Relational use of mobile Facebook. The measures were modified from C. S. Lee and 
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Ma (2012) and Froget et al. (2013) to fit the context of mobile Facebook. It was measured by 

4 items, including “I can interact with friends when sharing news;” “To keep in touch with 

friends;” “It is effective to exchange ideas with friends;” and “To keep in touch with friends 

or relatives who live far away.” All items were used a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = ‘‘strongly 

disagree’’ to 7 = ‘‘strongly agree’’ (M = 2.34, SD = 0.86), and achieved an overall Cronbach’s 

alpha of .76. 

 Online bonding social capital. The measures were modified from Ahmad, Mustafa, and 

Ullah (2016) to fit the context of mobile Facebook. It was measured by 5 items, including 

“There are several people on mobile Facebook I trust to help solve my problems;” “The 

people I interact with on mobile Facebook would put their reputation on the line for me;” 

“The people I interact with on mobile Facebook would be good job references for me;” “I 

know people on mobile Facebook well enough to get them to do anything important;” and 

“The people I interact with on mobile Facebook would help me fight an injustice.” All items 

were used a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to 7 = ‘‘strongly agree’’ (M = 

3.60, SD = 1.11), and achieved an overall Cronbach’s alpha of .86. 

 Online bridging social capital. The measures were modified from Ahmad et al. (2016) 

to fit the context of mobile Facebook. It was measured by 4 items, including “I am willing to 

spend time to support general community activities on mobile Facebook;” “Interacting with 
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people on mobile Facebook gives me new people to talk to;” “I interact with people from 

different racial or ethnic backgrounds on mobile Facebook;” and “I interact with people who 

are mostly the different gender as me on mobile Facebook.” All items were used a 7-point 

Likert scale from 1 = ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to 7 = ‘‘strongly agree’’ (M = 3.22, SD = 1.09), and 

achieved an overall Cronbach’s alpha of .83. 

 Online political engagement. The current measures were revised from Gibson and 

Cantijoch (2013) to fit the context of engaging in national defense policy. It was measured by 

8 items, including “Signed up as supporter for the volunteer military system online;” “Used 

online tools to promote the volunteer military system;” “Joined political group on SNS for the 

volunteer military system;” “Posted political comments on SNS about the volunteer military 

system;” “Forwarded content (jokes, news) about the volunteer military system;” “Embedded 

content about the volunteer military system on my blog or Facebook;” “Online contact with 

MND for the volunteer military system;” and “Discussed the volunteer military system 

online.” Five response options were given in line with the items for online political 

engagement: (1) Always, (2) Often, (3) Sometimes, (4) Seldom, and (5) Never. All items (M 

= 4.81, SD = .49), and achieved an overall Cronbach’s alpha of .95. 

An exploratory factors analysis was employed to verify the construct validity of the 

measures. Table 2 shows the results of the exploratory factor analysis. A principal component 
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procedure with Varimax rotation was performed to identify 5 factor dimensions, including 

informational use of mobile Facebook, relational use of mobile Facebook, online bonding 

social capital, online bridging social capital, and online political engagement. All of the factor 

loadings were greater than .50 with no cross loading items, indicating that every solid factor 

contains good correlations between the items (Costello & Osborne, 2005). 

Controls: Participants also answered demographic variables and media use variables, 

including gender, age, daily use of social media, and frequency use of Facebook, which were 

covariates in the analysis. 

Findings 

The present study performed SPSS (Version 22.0) and PROCESS macro (Model 4) to 

test the mediating effect of social capital, and direct effect of mobile Facebook use on social 

capital and on online political engagement. Using this analytical approach, if the 

corresponding bias-corrected bootstrap-confidence interval (CI) does not contain zero, it 

represents statistically significant (Hayes, 2009). Results of the analysis were showed in 

Table 3, and mediation model was depicted in Figure 2. 

The Effects of Social Capital on Mobile Social Media Use 

Firstly, informational use of mobile Facebook significantly predicted bridging social 

capital (β= .471, SE = .036, p <.01), accounting for 19.4% of the variance. Thus, H1, which 
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stated that informational use of mobile Facebook among Taiwan college students would be 

positively related to bridging social capital, was supported. On the other hand, relational use 

of mobile Facebook was a significant predictor for bonding social capital (β= .493, SE 

= .042, p <.001), accounting for 17.4% of the variance. Thus, H2, which stated that relational 

use of mobile Facebook among Taiwan college students would be positively related to 

bonding social capital, was also supported. 

The Direct Effects of Mobile Facebook Use on Online Political Engagement 

 The results revealed that informational use of mobile Facebook was not a significant 

predictor for online political engagement (β= .032, SE = .020, p >.05, 95% CI = [-.007, .070]). 

Thus, H3 was not supported. In addition, results of the analysis indicated a statistically 

significant, negative direct effect of relational use of mobile Facebook on online political 

engagement (β= -.060, SE = .021, p <.005, 95% CI = [-.101, -.018]). Thus, providing answer 

to RQ. Relational use of mobile Facebook was inversely related to online political 

engagement concerning the volunteer military system policy among Taiwan college students. 

The Mediating Effects of Social Capital 

 The predicted mediating role of social capital was tested using PROCESS macro (Model 

4), and the mediating procedure uses bootstrapped 95% bias-corrected CIs to test the 

mediating effects in the model. Analysis related to H4 found bridging social capital was not a 
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significant mediating effect between informational use of mobile Facebook and online 

political engagement (β= .010, SE = .007, p >.05, 95% CI = [-.005, .023]). Thus, H4 was not 

supported. However, the mediating analysis confirmed that there was a statistically 

significant positive indirect effect of bonding social capital (β= .042, SE = .010, p <.05, 95% 

CI = [.025, .064]). Therefore, H5, which expected that relational use of mobile Facebook 

among Taiwan college students would be positively related to online political engagement 

concerning the volunteer military system policy with bonding social capital as a mediator, 

was supported. 

Among control variables, daily use of social media was inversely related to bridging 

social capital (β= -.029, SE = .013, p <.05) and bonding social capital (β= -.037, SE = .014, 

p <.01). Gender (β= .189, SE = .075, p <.05) and age (β= .021, SE = .009, p <.05) were 

positively related to bonding social capital. In addition, gender (β= .206, SE = .036, p <.01; 

β= .201, SE = .035, p <.005) and frequency use of Facebook (β= .290, SE = .093, p <.01; 

β= .266, SE = .091, p <.01) was positively related to online political engagement. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The current study aims to understand how social capital mediates the relationship of 

mobile Facebook use and online political engagement concerning a new and controversial 

national defense policy in Taiwan. We also sought to identify how the patterns of mobile 
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Facebook use work while users build their social capital and engage in political affairs online. 

This study explored the effects of the two types of mobile Facebook use: informational 

use and relational use. The results demonstrated that informational use and relational use can 

positively form bridging social capital and bonding social capital, respectively. These results 

are consistent with the previous studies’ findings (Chen & Li, 2017; Ji et al., 2010; 

Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2010). However, the results of this study found informational use 

of mobile Facebook was not significantly related to online political engagement, while 

relational use of mobile Facebook was negatively related to online political engagement. 

From the literature, using mobile social media for searching information may provide more 

chances to encounter public affairs and political information, and further increase the 

engagement of politics (Campbell & Kwak, 2010; Kwak et al., 2011; H. Lee et al., 2014; Wei 

& Lo, 2015). We speculate that this resulted from our operational measure of political 

engagement. The past empirical studies focused on civic engagement or politics concerning 

public issues and controversial issues, however, national defense policy obtained less 

concerns by the public, especially among college students. People need to actively to search 

information about national defense policy rather than gain information accidentally. On the 

other hand, relational use of mobile Facebook would predict less online political engagement. 

Although previous studies provided diverse findings when examining relational use (Kwak et 
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al., 2011; H. Lee et al., 2014), the current results showed negative effect. We speculate that 

less interest in national defense policy is the main cause. Kwak et al. (2011) found using 

mobile phone to maintain relationship was negatively related to political engagement while 

those users with less interest in politics. 

Specifically, the results from this study demonstrated that bonding social capital played 

a more important role in enhancing the online political engagement concerning national 

defense policy. However, the bridging social capital did not have a significant mediating 

effect on online political engagement. Consistent with what has been found in previous study, 

the relationship between social media use and political engagement was mediated by bonding 

social capital (Zhong, 2014). While examining our research model, we found bonding social 

capital is a major factor to attract mobile Facebook users to engage in national defense policy. 

Although people mainly use mobile Facebook for relational purpose would result in less 

concern about national defense policy, bonding social capital can reverse this causal 

relationship and make difference. That is, while those users can receive strong emotional and 

substantive support from their close ties, their relational use of mobile Facebook would have 

positive effect on engaging in national defense policy. We speculate that some people 

concerned and discussed about this policy because they wanted to join the army. In this case, 

the support from their families or close friends seemed important for mobile Facebook users 
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to engage in. On the other hand, inconsistent with the finding presented by Zhong (2014), we 

didn’t find a mediating effect of bridging social capital. In line with prior discussion, national 

defense policy is a specific domain of politics and relatively silent to other political policies 

(Pion-Berlin & Trinkunas, 2007).  

To conclude, this study contributed to deeper understandings of the patterns of mobile 

Facebook use and the mediating role of social capital in political engagement. This study 

measured political engagement of national defense, rather than broad political issues and 

civic affairs. Also, we examined the mediating role of individual social capital as it relates to 

mobile Facebook use and online political engagement. As Warren et al. (2015) noted, while 

we examine the effect of social media use on political engagement, we should examine from 

social capital perspective. Our empirical results found the negative association between 

relational use of mobile Facebook and political engagement, however, adding a key variable 

of bonding social capital reverses to positive association. This relationship showed the	

importance of bonding social capital, and further indicated that not only societal-group level 

but also individual level social capital can play a mediating role.  

This study examined Facebook in the mobile context as increasing population of mobile 

users. Similar to prior research (Ji et al., 2010; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2010), the results 

also supported the positive correlation between the patterns of mobile Facebook use and 
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social capital by using mobile Facebook. In practice, the volunteer military system policy is 

not a short-term policy, but an important reform for Taiwan’s national defense. Especially, 

Taiwan faces many global security challenges from cross-strait relationship with China to 

south sea sovereignty issues with southeast countries (National Defense Report Editing 

Committee, 2015). The supports from the public and high quality manpower become the 

major issues for Taiwan government and the Ministry of National Defense. The current study 

shed some light on this purpose, indicating that mobile Facebook is an efficient tool for 

supporting national defense policy, and bonding social capital can enhance the engagement in 

national defense affairs among college students. 

The study has several limitations. First, the study is limited in scope that we aimed to 

explore online political engagement. However, online political engagement is different from 

offline political engagement (Gibson & Cantijoch, 2013), and some further criticize online 

political engagement as “slacktivism.” The term “slacktivism” is referred to “low-risk, 

low-cost activity via social media whose purpose is to raise awareness, produce change, or 

grant satisfaction to the person engaged in the activity (p.3 )” (Rotman et al., 2011). Although 

Y.-H. Lee and Hsieh (2013) found a consistency effect between online petition and offline 

petition, there is no empirical studies found online political engagement can be equivalent to 

offline engagement of national defense. Therefore, future research can include offline 
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political engagement and compare the different effect.  

Also, the results collected the data from mobile Facebook users. Although Facebook is 

the ideal case for study in Taiwan, there are other forms of newer mobile social media such as 

Line, Instagram, to name a few. For instance, Line is the second popular mobile 

communication application and reached 87.1% penetration rate in Taiwan (FIND, 2017). 

From the results, we found that relational use and bonding social capital are major variables 

for political engagement. Thus, we suggest future study can investigate the effects of Line 

application. 
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Table 1 
Sample Characteristics (N = 807) 
Variables Frequency Percent (%) Mean SD 
Gender     

Male 294 36.4   
Female 513 63.6   

Age   22.52 4.01 
daily use of social media    4.04 2.61 
  less than 1 hour 16 2.0   

1 hours or more ~ less than 3 hours 249 30.8   
3 hours or more ~ less than 5 hours 321 39.8   
5 hours or more ~ less than 7 hours 117 14.5   
More than 7 hours  104 12.9   
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Table 2 
Exploratory factor analysis 
 
 
Items 

Factor loading 
Factor 

1 
Factor 

2 
Factor 

3 
Factor 

4 
Factor 

5 
Informational use of mobile Facebook      
To get information I need 0.84     
To search for information I need 0.84     
To find out things I need to know 0.80     
To get answers to specific questions 0.75     
It helps me to store useful information 0.67     
To keep up to date on the latest news and 
events 

0.53     

Relational use of mobile Facebook      
To keep in touch with friends  0.83    
I can interact with friends when sharing 
news 

 0.78    

It is effective to exchange ideas with friends  0.73    
To keep in touch with friends or relatives 
who live far away 

 0.51    

Online bonding social capital      
people well enough to get them to do 
anything important 

  0.84   

People would help me fight an injustice   0.82   
People would put their reputation on the 
line for me 

  0.78   

people would be good job references for me   0.74   
people I trust to help solve my problems   0.55   
Online bridging social capital      
interact with people from different racial or 
ethnic backgrounds 

   0.84  

gives me new people to talk to    0.82  
interact with people different gender as me     0.72  
willing to spend time to support general 
community activities on mobile Facebook 

   0.52  

Online political engagement      
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Embedded content on my blog or Facebook     0.90 
Used online tools to promote     0.89 
Posted political comments on SNS     0.88 
Forwarded content (jokes, news)     0.86 
Signed up as supporter online     0.86 
Discussed online     0.85 
Online contact with MND     0.83 
Joined political group on SNS     0.79 
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Table 3 
Unstandardized model coefficients, direct and indirect effect 
 Outcome variable 
Predictors Bridging social capital Bonding social capital 
Control variables   
Gender .106 (.072) .189 (.075)* 
Age -.006 (.009) .021 (.009)* 
Daily use of social 
media 

-.029 (.013)* -.037 (.014)** 

Frequency use of 
Facebook 

-.158 (.189) -.119 (.196) 

Independent variables   
informational use .471 (.036)** ─ 
Relational use ─ .493 (.042)*** 
 R2 = .194*** 

F(5, 801) = 38.654*** 
R2 = .174*** 

F(5, 801) = 33.818*** 
Direct effect of mobile Facebook use on online political engagement 

 β SE t p CI 
Informational use .032 .020 1.619 .106 [-.007, .070] 
Relational use -.060 .021 -2.818 .005 [-.101, -.018] 

Indirect effect of mobile Facebook use on online political engagement 
 β Boot SE Boot CI 
Informational use .010 .007 [-.005, .023] 
Relational use .042 .010 [.025, .064] 
Note. CI = Confident interval. Standard errors are in parentheses. *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p 
<.001.  
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Figure 1. Research model 

Note. Dotted lines mean social capital plays a mediating role between mobile Facebook use 
and online political engagement.  
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Figure 2. PROCESS analysis of the mediation model 

Note. *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001. 

 

 


