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Introduction: This study investigates social media–based political participation among Generation Z in North Sumatra, a multicultural region representing Indonesia’s sociocultural diversity. The research integrates a modified UTAUT model with connective action theory to explain how technological factors shape political engagement in digital environments.

Methods: Data were collected from 500 university students and analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The model assesses the effects of performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions on behavioral intention and actual political participation, with political awareness tested as a moderating variable.

Results: The findings show that behavioral intention significantly mediates the relationship between technological determinants and political participation. Political awareness strengthens or weakens these relationships, and higher levels of political awareness are associated with lower intention to use platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Twitter, and Facebook for political activities. The results also reveal the emergence of third spaces or hybrid activism that blend online and offline participation.

Discussion: These results demonstrate that social media enables flexible and decentralized political engagement while highlighting the complex role of civic awareness in shaping digital political behavior. The integrated framework advances the literature on digital politics by explaining how personalized political expression, technology use, and civic awareness interact to influence democratic participation in multicultural contexts.
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1 Introduction

Digital technology has opened up a broader space for the study of digital politics, even evolving into a fundamental basis in political communication (Chadwick and Howard, 2009). Digital politics refers to the use of digital technology, particularly the Internet, for various political purposes, ranging from communication with voters to political campaigns and interactions with constituents (Berghel, 2016). This phenomenon has drawn attention from both academics and practitioners in politics, particularly digital politics in the realm of social media (Karatzogianni et al., 2023; Situmorang and Ritonga, 2025). In digital politics, digital technology serves not merely to support predetermined political goals but also creates new spaces for action that can alter structures and patterns of power (Coleman and Freelon, 2015). Digital politics enables greater transparency and interaction between politicians and the public but also brings challenges such as the potential misuse of information, privacy violations, and data manipulation.

One of the critical topics in digital politics is participation. Research on digital politics since the 1990s has shown that digital technology, especially social interaction platforms, creates opportunities for political participation (Koc-Michalska and Lillker, 2019). Political participation encompasses all activities of citizens aimed at influencing the selection of government and/or its actions (Finch, 1974). According to Milbrath and Goel (1977), political participation refers to citizens’ actions intended to influence or support the government and politics. Conversely, an increasing number of studies have conceptualized political participation by emphasizing activities that are exclusive to the digital realm, such as hashtag activism (Berg, 2017; Earl et al., 2013; Micó and Casero-Ripollés, 2013).

However, alongside the development of digital technology, the concept of participation in politics faces challenges. The development of newer and non-conventional forms of participation is necessary (Lu et al., 2023; Ohme et al., 2018). Previously, Van Deth (2014) highlighted the conceptual ambiguity in defining political participation. Some researchers adopt stricter definitions, leading to conclusions that political engagement is declining, while others use more inclusive definitions and observe a shift in forms of participation. This gap underscores the need for updated definitions and operationalization of political participation in digital spaces that systematically accommodate newer forms of engagement without excessively diverging from the fundamental concept of political participation. Citizen participation in politics has always been a hallmark of democracy (Hooghe, 2014).

On the other hand, political participation requires rational political awareness, as seen in Indonesia. Studies show an increase in the involvement of Generation Z in political participation within digital spaces. Gen Z, representing the largest demographic cohort, constitutes a strategically important group that requires a comprehensive understanding, particularly regarding their political learning processes, influencing factors, and engagement patterns that differ significantly from previous generations (Parmelee et al., 2022). As digital natives, Generation Z represents an emerging political force with a distinct perspective on power structures (McCargo, 2021). Gen Z is recognized for their active participation and concern for political issues, as well as their role as catalysts for collective action through digital technology (Deckman, 2024).

Data indicates that interactions in digital spaces are often filled with political discussions. However, these discussions can sometimes lead to hate speech, hoaxes, or forms of participation that threaten political engagement, such as intimidation, violence, or even attempts to silence dissenting voices in the digital public sphere. It is essential to cultivate awareness of participating in every political process as citizens with responsibilities toward their country. Political awareness must be fostered based on rationality, involving knowledge and informed decision-making. Political awareness, in the context of election campaigns, refers to the extent to which an individual pays attention to politics and understands the political information they receive (Claassen, 2011). Political awareness influences intentions and political participation.

However, awareness and participation in the public sphere are highly complex. A deeper understanding is required of how technology influences individual behavior in digital spaces for political participation. Individuals, shaped by unique backgrounds and experiences, often hold biases toward technology (Venkatesh, 2022). One conceptual framework that can be used to understand and predict behavior is the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT). UTAUT serves as a conceptual framework for understanding technology adoption (Alam et al., 2020; Williams, 2021). However, studies on integrating the UTAUT model into digital spaces to understand individual behavior remain scarce. Contextual nuances and varying influences affect technology acceptance (Rouidi et al., 2022). Additionally, political participation is multidimensional, encompassing various activities within the digital public sphere or “digital agora,” where citizens can share opinions, build alliances, and collectively influence political processes (Koc-Michalska and Lillker, 2019). Although digital technology has become an integral part of political participation, research on understanding individual behavior, particularly among Generation Z, is still limited. Venkatesh (2022) emphasizes that research agendas related to technology should address diversity and individual characteristics across various contexts.

Generation Z, known as “Digital Natives” or the “iGeneration,” born between 1997 and 2012 (Turner, 2015), has grown up and interacted in a highly connected and digitized environment that shapes their behavior, preferences, and interactions (Szymkowiak et al., 2021). They possess high digital literacy and are more efficient in analyzing and evaluating information from various online sources (Livingstone and Third, 2017), including political information. They tend to use social media to share political views, stay informed about political developments, and engage in political discussions (Andersen et al., 2020; Amin and Ritonga, 2024). Generation Z holds significant potential for active participation through social media and other online platforms. However, they are also vulnerable to negative political information.

The UTAUT model can explain how individuals behave with technology. UTAUT, developed from the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), is a widely used theoretical framework for understanding and predicting individual acceptance and adoption of new technology (Davis, 1985; Venkatesh et al., 2003). UTAUT includes several key constructs that influence the intention and behavior of technology use (Jain and Jain, 2022; Venkatesh, 2022). Although UTAUT is one of the most commonly used theories to explain adoption and use at the individual level (Tseng et al., 2022; Venkatesh, 2022). Its versatility allows researchers to explore various factors that can impact technology adoption, including individual differences, cultural influences, and system characteristics. Individual differences in technology adoption are a key factor enabling researchers to explore intention behavior in technological adoption.

Studies utilizing the UTAUT framework to understand political behavior in cyberspace are still limited, especially in explaining how technological factors specifically influence the political participation of Generation Z. Various social media platforms enable political participation as articulated by Lee et al. (2022), Theocharis et al. (2023), and Saud and Margono (2021). However, each social media platform possesses distinct functions and effects within the context of political participation, including TikTok as an “asymmetric” medium that allows users to follow accounts unilaterally (Durotoye et al., 2025). Digital platforms extend individual connections to actual participatory behavior in various interconnected and collaborative forms (Hansson et al., 2024; Showden et al., 2025). Kim and Kim (2025) affirm that social media fosters democratic connectivity and freedom of expression.

However, in the context of the digital realm in politics, it remains underexplored. Psychological aspects in UTAUT studies on social media remain underexplored (Lai and Beh, 2025; Naranjo-Zolotov et al., 2019), more specifically, political-psychological aspects (Huda and Amin, 2023). Theories about digital politics are often formed in response to social events that defy expectations or even appear contrary to traditional social patterns. Social events or phenomena that challenge existing assumptions or predictions (counter-intuitive social events) prompt researchers to reconsider or revise existing theories about how digital technology interacts with politics (Karpf, 2017). Although digital technology has opened new opportunities for political participation, understanding its long-term effects on political behavior in digital spaces requires further study, particularly regarding its influence on Generation Z and how digital technology can be positively utilized to enhance healthy and inclusive political engagement. There is a need to update the concept of political participation to encompass newer and more unconventional forms of participation. Additionally, the UTAUT and UTAUT2 models, which are widely used to understand technology adoption and usage, are still rarely integrated into research on political participation in digital spaces.

The research contribution expands the theory of digital politics, which often evolves through reflection on events that appear to challenge the logic of collective action or established political norms, as observed in the phenomenon of connective action within social media networks (Karatzogianni et al., 2023). This study contributes by explaining how Generation Z’s political participation through social media, supported by political awareness, can be understood within a theoretical framework. The researchers integrate the UTAUT model and the theory of connective action to explain political participation, where political expression increasingly becomes personal and is intensively mediated by digital technology (Bennett and Segerberg, 2009).

UTAUT is employed to explain technology acceptance at the individual level for political participation. However, to understand how the aggregation of individual participation can become flexibly coordinated digital political movements, connective action theory (CAT) is required. CAT theory is capable of explaining digital mobilization without formal organizational structures yet remains effective and sustainable, particularly in the context of online network utilization (Kasimov, 2025). CAT elucidates how online and offline elements interweave to form a third space termed hybrid activism (Showden et al., 2025). Online platforms expand reach, while offline interactions strengthen affective experiences and community proximity.

These two theories, each with its strengths in explaining individual behavior, when combined, provide a more comprehensive understanding of how technology, particularly social media, influences Generation Z’s engagement in political processes.

The research objectives are formulated based on the following research problems.

RQ1: How is the change in Generation Z's participation in politics based on behavioral according to A Modified UTAUT Model.RQ2: Does political awareness moderate the determinants of behavioral intention for Generation Z.




2 Literature review and hypothesis


2.1 Connective action theory as a foundation

The theory of connective action was developed by social scientists to understand how technology has transformed the way we perceive and analyze social movements (Bennett and Segerberg, 2015);. This theory seeks to revise the traditional logic of collective action within the context of a digital era characterized by personal political expression and hyper-mediation. Lower costs enable the formation of action networks with ease, facilitated through action frames, which can be disseminated as media, symbols, or objects via communication technologies (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012). Connective action explains the movement from fluid digital participation toward offline collectivity (Bernroider et al., 2022; Showden et al., 2025). However, connective action pays less attention to the distinctions between various internet technologies, limiting its ability to account for how interactions between specific technologies and human users can shape political action (Pond and Lewis, 2017). Furthermore, although connective action can strengthen political participation, it also poses significant risks to democracy (Bennett and Livingston, 2025).


2.1.1 The unified theory of acceptance and use of technology in digital politic

“Performance expectancy (PE)” reflects an individual’s belief in the capability of a system to deliver benefits in achieving performance objectives (Venkatesh et al., 2016; Venkatesh et al., 2012; Jain and Jain, 2022; Tseng et al., 2022). Performance expectancy plays a crucial role in shaping individuals’ intentions to participate in politics. It is one of the key constructs considered in the UTAUT2 model to predict intentions and behaviors, including the intention to engage in political participation. In various contexts, the acceptance of the UTAUT2 model in predicting intentions is relatively high, with PE representing a form of confidence in the use of technology that will contribute to goal achievement (Kabra et al., 2017). Individuals who believe that technology will enhance their performance in the political context are more likely to be motivated to participate, ultimately influencing the dynamics of political participation within society.


Ha2: Performance expectancy has an influence on Re-Use Intention of Social Media for Political Participation.


Effort expectancy refers to the level of ease or comfort associated with using a particular technology system (Venkatesh et al., 2012; Kabakus et al., 2023; Tseng et al., 2022). Effort expectancy significantly influences the intention to participate in politics. When individuals perceive that using technology for political activities is easy and requires minimal effort, they are more likely to engage. EE is associated with how easily or difficultly users can interact effectively with technology, including ease of navigation, understanding functions, and clear interaction with the system. This leads to the following hypothesis:


Ha3: Effort expectancy has a significant influence on Re-Use Intention of Social Media for Political Participation.


Social influence also significantly impacts the intention to participate in politics (Harris et al., 2023; Dekoninck, 2022). Social pressure or support from surrounding individuals, the effort to align behavior with social norms within a group, and access to information from trusted sources shape political opinions and beliefs, thereby influencing the intention to engage in politics. Individuals tend to adopt political views that align with their social environment to feel accepted and become part of specific social groups, supporting actions and political views that resonate with their group’s identity. SI is reflected by the presence of influencers who enhance individual confidence in following the behavior of significant others in technology adoption for political participation (Harff and Schmuck, 2024). Based on this perspective, the hypothesis proposed is:


Ha4: Social influence has a significant influence on Re-Use Intention of Social Media for Political Participation.


Facilitating condition refers to the extent to which an individual believes that the necessary resources and technological support are available to enable usage (He and Li, 2019; Venkatesh, 2022; Venkatesh et al., 2012). Facilitating conditions can encourage political participation, encompassing access to information, political education, and necessary resources for effective engagement, such as transportation to polling stations or access to online platforms for participating in political discussions. Camilleri and Camilleri (2023) suggest that facilitating conditions reflect the extent to which individuals believe that technological resources are readily available to support their use.


Ha5: Facilitating conditions have an influence on Re-Use Intention of Social Media for Political Participation.




2.1.2 Political participation in the digital world

The concept of political participation has evolved with changing times. In traditional circles, political participation was often associated with active actions aimed at influencing government decisions. However, many scholars now agree that political participation does not necessarily have to manifest in overtly political acts such as protests. As previously stated, a substantial amount of research has utilized the notion of political participation to encompass non-traditional political activities, such as protests, and even various forms of civic engagement that may not be overtly political (Theocharis and Van Deth, 2017). Moreover, the concept of political participation has broadened with the emergence of the digital era (Carlisle and Patton, 2013; Fox, 2014). Gibson and Cantijoch (2013) contend that the Internet ‘expands the repertoire of participatory actions.

According to Ruess et al. (2021), some academics argue that online and offline forms of participation should be viewed as interchangeable. This perspective is common among those who adhere to the concepts of political participation from the pre-Internet era and those who are skeptical about the novelty and political quality of digital participation. As e-voting is not widely implemented in many countries, online political participation, in the strict sense of participating in political representative elections, is not feasible for practical reasons. Therefore, online and offline political participation are distinct (Ruess et al., 2021). Conversely, an increasing number of studies have conceptualized political participation by emphasizing activities that are exclusive to the digital realm, such as hashtag activism (Berg, 2017; Earl et al., 2013; Micó and Casero-Ripollés, 2013). Consequently, arguments are attempting to differentiate online and offline political participation conceptually (Gibson and Cantijoch, 2013). Social media has emerged as a political tool that enables individuals to actively participate in the political process and exert influence on political decisions (Chinedu-Okeke and Obi, 2016; Lawrence, 2023; Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan, 2012).


Ha6: Political participation in the digital space is influenced by Re-Use Intention of Social Media for Political Participation.


The intention to participate in politics may not necessarily reflect political participation. Intention requires reinforcement through persuasive strategies and knowledge built through individual interaction with internet technologies such as social media (Kanagavel and Chandrasekaran, 2014). However, intention is an important predictor of behavior. Intention is generally defined as the tendency to perform a particular behavior. Intention serves as an input for potential behaviors that arise from positive affective responses. Acceptance of the role of technology, based on the specific differences between various platforms and digital tools, as well as generational factors, influences how users interact, form intentions, and engage in participation.


Ha7: Re-Use Intention of Social Media mediates the influence of performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions on political participation.




2.1.3 Political awareness in digital politics

Political awareness refers to a genuine interest in the political domain and to following and understanding political events, respectively (Zagidullin et al., 2021). In the context of digital politics, political awareness refers to an individual’s understanding and attention to political issues related to digital technology, social media, and online information. Political awareness encourages individuals to feel that they must participate in politics. Political awareness is linked to electoral campaigns, where political awareness is defined as “the extent to which an individual pays attention to politics and understands what he or she has encountered” (Claassen, 2011). Political awareness influences how campaigns and strategies are conducted. This indicates that an individual’s political awareness is crucial in elections.

Political awareness determines the extent to which individuals accept political campaign messages and encourages more intensive interaction through social media, leading to the intention to participate. Political awareness can be specifically categorized into knowledge of electoral fraud (Reuter and Szakonyi, 2015), which encourages individuals to become more deeply involved through existing social media. Online social media can be an especially powerful tool for spreading information about electoral fraud. Social media serves as a platform for expressing political aspirations or viewpoints. Political awareness drives users’ engagement in expressing political opinions and their intention to participate in politics. Political awareness determines attitudes and intentions to use technology for political participation (Zagidullin et al., 2021; Figure 1).

[image: Flowchart illustrating factors influencing the reuse intention of social media for political participation, affecting political participation. Key factors include performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, facilitating conditions, and political awareness, all leading to reuse intention.]

FIGURE 1
 Proposed model.



Ha8: Political awareness moderates the influence of performance expectancy on Re-Use Intention of Social Media for Political Participation.
Ha9: Political awareness moderates the influence of effort expectancy on Re-Use Intention of Social Media for Political Participation.
Ha10: Political awareness moderates the influence of social influence on Re-Use Intention of Social Media for Political Participation.
Ha11: Political awareness moderates the influence of facilitating conditions on the intention to participate in politics.






3 Case and methodology


3.1 Research approach

This study adopts a quantitative causal approach to test hypotheses derived from integrating UTAUT2 and connective action theory. Following Sekaran and Bougie (2016), causal research aims to examine cause-and-effect relationships. The approach is suitable for analyzing how technological factors influence political participation, with intention as a mediator and political awareness as a moderator.

The hypothetico-deductive model develops and tests theory-driven hypotheses through Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). SEM enables the simultaneous analysis of multiple latent variables and their interrelations. This design is appropriate for validating a modified UTAUT2 model in the context of digital political participation among Generation Z in North Sumatra.



3.2 Population and research sample

The research population consists of social media users from Generation Z students pursuing higher education in North Sumatra Province, Indonesia. The chosen design is appropriate for the homogeneous population base and research context. The sample selection is in accordance with the research objectives and conducted through simple random sampling, with a sample size in line with (Hair et al., 2019), which suggests a range between 200 and 500 samples for the maximum likelihood estimation method. The sample size for this study is 500. After determining the sample size, the author established the representation quota for universities, including both public and private institutions’ students, based on proportional student enrollment (Quota sampling). Additional criteria included students who had not yet begun their final thesis and were at least in their third semester. Inclusion criteria were determined based on proportional university origin. Subsequently, the researcher collected data using non-probability sampling where the researcher selected the most accessible or nearest subjects or units to participate in the research (Convenience Sampling). To reduce subjective bias in data collection, the researcher provided explanations to data collectors regarding inclusion and exclusion criteria, including the importance of collecting data at different times and different locations within each campus.



3.3 Measurement

The measurement of variables is adapted to the context. Performance Expectancy (PE) is developed based on (Venkatesh et al., 2003) and consists of four statements, including: “Using social media will help me participate in politics more quickly,” and “Using social media will increase my efficiency in political participation.” The Goodness of Fit (GOF) values, which indicate the correspondence between data and model, were satisfied with GFI = 0.99, AGFI = 0.99, and CFI = 0.994. The PNFI value > 0.6 was 0.642.

Effort Expectancy (EE) is developed based on (Venkatesh et al., 2003) according to the context, with statements like: “My interaction with social media for political participation will be clear and easy to understand,” and “It will be easy for me to become skilled in using social media for political participation.” The results of individual model testing demonstrated that GOF values were satisfied, for example GFI = 0.987, RMR = 0.16, IFI = 0.99, and CFI = 0.991. The PNFI value was 0.682.

Social Influence is measured based on Venkatesh et al. (2003) with three indicators: “People whose opinions I value would prefer me to use social media,” “People who are important to me think that I should use social media,” and “People who influence my behavior think that I should use social media.” The model testing results demonstrated that GOF values were also adequate, namely RR = 0.00, GFI = 1, CFI = 1, and PNFI = 0.72.

Facilitating Conditions are adopted by Venkatesh et al. (2003) with four indicators: “I have the necessary resources to use social media (FC-1),” “I have the necessary knowledge to use social media,” “I can get help from others when I have difficulties using social media-based IT,” and “I can consult the Government Help Centre if I have difficulty using social media.” The testing results demonstrated that the original UTAUT instrument had adequate GOF values. GFI was 0.99, AGFI was 0.924 with TLI value of 0.968 and CFI of 0.995.

To measure the intention to adopt social media according to context, intention is operationalized as the degree to which an individual formulates conscious plans to adopt technology that functions as a facilitator for Generation Z’s political aspirations in the future. The author integrates the perspectives of Venkatesh et al. (2003) and Venkatesh and Davis (2000) regarding intention with political participation intention developed based on Kabra et al. (2017) with statements such as: “I intend to use social media systems in the future for participation in politics,” and “I predict I would use social media-based IT in the future.” Individual testing results demonstrated adequate GOF values. GFI was 0.98, NFI was 0.993, IFI was 0.99, TLI was 0.96, and CFI was 0.994.

Political awareness refers to Bartle (2000), consisting of dimensions like factual political knowledge, perceived level of interest in politics, and policy knowledge. Political participation measurement is based on Kanagavel and Chandrasekaran (2014), with a focus on online participation (6 statements) and offline participation (5 statements). Individual testing results demonstrated adequate GOF values. CMIN/DF was 2.949, GFI was 0.978, NFI was 0.99, IFI was 0.993, TLI was 0.985, and CFI was 0.993.

This comprehensive questionnaire is structured into three principal sections. The first section is dedicated to collecting demographic data from respondents, encompassing information such as their university of origin, hometown, field of study, organizational involvement, and monthly living expenses. The second section focuses on evaluating the online political participation of students, delving into their preferred social media platforms, frequency of usage, and the utilization of social media as a political tool. Lastly, the third section investigates behavior and political participation through social media channels. Each question within the survey is measured using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

The survey was conducted directly at each campus by enumerators, utilizing the Google Form platform instead of traditional paper questionnaires. The data collection process started in July 2024 and ended in August 2024. During the field data collection process, enumerators successfully gathered data from a total of 504 respondents distributed across various campuses. Once the data were collected through Google Forms, the research proceeded to the subsequent phase, involving coding and analysis.



3.4 Common biased method

To reduce Common Method Bias (CMB) in this study, several important steps were taken by the researcher. First, data collection for exogenous and endogenous variables was separated over three weeks: the first week for exogenous variables, the second week for mediating variables, and the third week for endogenous variables. Additionally, the researcher provided clear instructions in the questionnaire and ensured that respondent identities remained anonymous to reduce social desirability bias. Statistical techniques such as Harman’s Single Factor Test or Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) were used to identify the presence of CMB. The researcher also avoided using both positively and negatively worded statements in the questionnaire to prevent response patterns and acquiescence bias (the tendency to agree with statements). Respondents were informed that their answers would only be used for research purposes and were not directly related to the study, ensuring that no risks were associated with their participation in this study.



3.5 Research data analysis

The steps in data analysis using covariance-based SEM according to Hair et al. (2019) are: (1) Defining individual constructs, (2) Developing the overall measurement model, (3) Designing a study to produce empirical results, (4) Assessing the measurement model validity, (5) Specifying the structural model, (6) Assessing structural model validity, (7) Hypothesis testing. For moderation hypothesis testing, the researcher used the SPSS 23 Proceed program.




4 Findings


4.1 Defining individual constructs

The number of items and dimensions have been based on references that have been proven valid (with a validity value > 0.30) and reliable (with a reliability value > 0.70). With these results, the instrument is considered appropriate and can be used in the main research. The individual GOF test results indicate that the variable constructs align with the field data. Each construct has a GOF value that shows acceptance as a concept that can be used in the research.



4.2 Developing the overall measurement model

The test results of each indicator are related to its latent variables with varying levels of correlation (Figure 2).

[image: A complex path diagram illustrating a structural equation model. It features latent variables (PE, EE, SI, FC, PP, PA, Int) connected by arrows indicating relationships. Observed variables, like PE1, EE1, SI1, FC1, PA1, and PP1, are linked to latent variables. Various coefficients, such as.43,.52, and.97, are displayed, representing the strength of relationships. Circles represent latent variables, while rectangles represent observed variables and error terms. The diagram reflects interactions within the model.]

FIGURE 2
 Measurement theory model (CFA). confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) results.


The results of the CFA model testing indicate that the observed data align with the hypothesized relationship model. The relationship between observed variables and latent variables is consistent with expectations based on theory. The observed variables adequately represent the theoretical constructs (PE, EE, SI, FC, Int, PA, PP). Performance Expectancy (PE) has an impact on Intention (Int) with a path coefficient of 0.32. This coefficient reflects the direct influence of one latent variable on another. The factor loadings show that most indicators strongly correlate with their respective constructs, indicating a valid measurement structure. The correlations between constructs suggest that the concepts are interrelated, potentially supporting a larger theoretical framework. The results of the construct validity tests(Convergent Validity, Discriminant Validity, Nomological Validity) are acceptable.

The factor loadings are acceptable (> 0.5). The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values are acceptable, for example, Performance Expectancy (PE) has an AVE of 0.573, which means that changes in Performance Expectancy (PE) as a latent variable can be explained by its observed variables (indicators) by 57.3%, indicating adequate explanatory power. The Composite Reliability (CR) values are greater than 0.7, with Performance Expectancy (PE) having a Composite Reliability of 0.951. The results of the Discriminant Validity test show that each observed variable constructed in the study measures a unique construct and does not overlap with other latent variables. The Nomological Validity is acceptable because the model demonstrates relationships between constructs that are consistent with existing theory. According to the testing results in Table 1, the Fornell-Larcker criterion results demonstrate that the square root of AVE is higher than the inter-construct correlations. For example, the square root of EE is 0.757, which is greater than the correlations between constructs in the study. As an illustration, the correlation between FC (Facilitating Conditions) and SI (Social Influence) is 0.52. The square root of AVE for SI is 0.869 and for FC is 0.807. Both values (0.869 and 0.807) are greater than 0.52. The Fornell-Larcker criterion is satisfied.


TABLE 1 Standardized factor loadings, average variance extracted, composite reliability s, discriminant validity.


	Latent variable
	Indicator code
	Discriminant validity
	Int
	PP
	PA



	PE
	EE
	SI
	FC

 

 	Performance expectancy (PE) 	PE1, PE2, PE3, PE4 	0.757 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	Effort Expectancy (EE) 	EE1, EE2, EE3, EE4 	0.00 	0.830 	 	 	 	 	


 	Social influence 	SI1, SI2, SI3 	0.13 	0.04 	0.869 	 	 	 	


 	Facilitating condition (FC) 	FC1, FC2, FC3, FC4 	0.11 	0.04 	0.52 	0.807 	 	 	


 	Political participation intention (INT) 	Int1, Int2, Int3, Int4 	0.04 	0.11 	0.16 	0.15 	0.857 	 	


 	Political participation (PP) 	P1–PP11 	0.05 	0.01 	0.14 	0.09 	0.05 	0.947 	


 	Political awareness (moderation) (PA) 	 	0.00 	0.03 	0.00 	0.00 	0.04 	0.01 	0.702


 	Average variance extracted 	 	0.573 	0.869 	0.755 	0.651 	0.735 	0.897 	0.503


 	Composite reliability 	 	0.951 	0.914 	0.895 	0.838 	0.922 	0.909 	0.911




 



4.3 Designing a study to produce empirical results (sample size, estimation model, i.e., MLE, missing data; identification problems)

The Maximum Likelihood Estimation (MLE) estimation model is used with a sample size greater than 200, by the requirements of this method. The data are normally distributed with a p-value of 0.4021 (p > 0.05), indicating normal distribution. There is no missing data, and no identification issues hinder the testing process using Covariance-Based SEM. The test results also show that the data are normally distributed and exhibit linearity. Additionally, no outliers were found, allowing the analysis to proceed without any data-related constraints.



4.4 Model evaluation


4.4.1 Assessing the measurement model validity

The test results for overall fit show that each GOF criterion is met as can be seen in Table 2. As follows:


TABLE 2 The goodness of fit index.


	Measurement type
	Measurement
	Stage 1
	Correction
	Conclusion

 

 	Absolute fit measures 	p-value- 	0.000 	0.001 	Moderate


 	RMSEA 	0.092 	0.067 	Fit


 	GFI 	0.787 	0.905 	Fit


 	Incremental fit measure 	NFI 	0.891 	0.952 	Fit


 	TLI 	0.911 	0.953 	Fit


 	RFI 	0.892 	0.934 	Fit


 	CFI 	0.920 	0.960 	Fit


 	AGFI 	0.748 	0.925 	Fit


 	Parsimonious fit measure 	PNFI 	0.814 	0.813 	Fit


 	PGFI 	0.664 	0.692 	Moderate




 

The results of the first-stage test indicate that the model is not yet fit. Improvements were made following Hair et al. (2019), and the model showed significant improvement in almost all fit indices. In the final stage, the model achieved a good fit, meaning the data aligns with the model constructed in the research. The overall improved model is now fit and suitable for use, with most fit metrics reaching ideal values. Only a few metrics remain moderate, but this does not diminish the overall quality of the model fit (Table 3).


TABLE 3 Construct correlation matrix (standardized).


	Path
	Estimate
	S.E.
	C.R.
	
p


 

 	Int 	<−-- 	PE 	0.120 	0.061 	2,443 	0.015


 	Int 	<−-- 	EE 	0.384 	0.045 	9,271 	***


 	Int 	<−-- 	SI 	0.194 	0.061 	2,793 	0.005


 	Int 	<−-- 	FC 	0.163 	0.063 	2,320 	0.02


 	PP 	<−-- 	Int 	0.195 	0.029 	4,872 	***


 	PP 	<−-- 	FC 	0.264 	0.032 	5,345 	***


 	PP 	<−-- 	PE 	0.351 	0.045 	7,024 	***




 




4.5 Hypothesis testing

The results of the relationship test indicate a relationship between variables with varying levels of influence strength.

Next, are the results of the mediation variable test as can be seen in Table 4.


TABLE 4 Mediation test (standardized).


	Path
	Estimate
	Sobel Test/ZScore
	Conclusion

 

 	PP 	<−- 	Int 	<−-- 	PE 	0.023 	2.19 	Partial significant


 	PP 	<−- 	Int 	<−-- 	EE 	0.075 	4.27 	Partial significant


 	PP 	<−- 	Int 	<−-- 	SI 	0.038 	2.41 	Partial significant


 	PP 	<−- 	Int 	<−-- 	FC 	0.032 	2.1 	Partial significant




 

The results of the mediation test indicate that Intention acts as a partial mediator. Although the mediation effect is partial, its significance shows that Intention plays an important role as a mediator, while these independent variables can also have a direct effect on political participation. Effort Expectancy (EE) shows the strongest mediation effect through Intention, with the highest Z-score value (4.27), indicating that EE plays a more significant role in enhancing Intention, which ultimately impacts Perceived Performance.

The results of the moderation test can be seen in the Figure 3.

[image: Scatter plot showing the relationship between performance expectancy and intention, categorized by political awareness levels: low (blue), moderate (green), and high (gold). Trend lines and equations included. Low awareness has the highest R² value (0.231), indicating stronger correlation compared to moderate (0.035) and high (0.029) levels. Each category has its own linear equation indicating the trend.]

FIGURE 3
 Results of the moderation test 1.


According to the test results, political Awareness, Performance Expectancy, and Intention. For the group with low political awareness, Performance Expectancy strongly influences Intention, whereas, for individuals with moderate to high political awareness, the use of technology does not strengthen the intention to participate in politics (Figure 4).

[image: Scatter plot showing the relationship between effort expectancy and intention, categorized by political awareness levels: low, moderate, and high. The linear equations are y = 0.58 + 0.8*x for low, y = 2.34 + 0.36*x for moderate, and a different slope for high. R-squared values are 0.377 for low, 0.529 for moderate, and 0.112 for high.]

FIGURE 4
 Results of the moderation test 2.


The study results indicate that users with low and moderate Political Awareness show a stronger relationship between Effort Expectancy and Intention, whereas, for those with high Political Awareness, the ease of use factor is less significant in strengthening the intention to participate in politics. For individuals with high Political Awareness, Effort Expectancy has a weak influence on Intention. The ease of using technology is less emphasized. Users may focus more on aspects such as ethical values, political implications, or the social impact of using technology when forming their intention to participate in politics. On the other hand, there is the formation of spaces that constitute a combination of online and offline hybrid activism among Gen Z (Figure 5).

[image: Scatter plot showing the relationship between social influence and intention, categorized by political awareness levels: low (blue), moderate (green), and high (yellow). Each category has a distinct trend line with respective R-squared values of 0.347, 0.231, and 0.067. Equations for moderate and low awareness trend lines are shown as y=2.57+0.26x and y=1.29+0.55x, respectively.]

FIGURE 5
 Results of the moderation test 3.


Consistent with UTAUT2, social influence has a different impact on the intention to behave based on the level of political awareness, which acts as a moderating factor. According to UTAUT2, factors such as experience or voluntariness can moderate the effect of social influence. Here, political awareness can be considered as a substitute for these moderating factors, influencing how responsive individuals are to social pressure. Individuals with high political awareness are more likely to rely on their personal beliefs or knowledge rather than being influenced by others in their intention to participate. In contrast, those with moderate or low political awareness are more responsive to social influence when it comes to their intentions (Figure 6).

[image: Scatter plot showing the relationship between facilitating condition and intention, categorized by political awareness levels: low, moderate, and high. Data points are color-coded, with trend lines and equations for each group. Low awareness has a line equation of y equals 1.84 plus 0.38x, moderate is y equals 2.39 plus 0.31x, and high is not specified. R-squared values are 0.287, 0.176, and 0.111 for low, moderate, and high awareness respectively.]

FIGURE 6
 Results of the moderation test 4.


In groups with low political awareness, adequate support or infrastructure strengthens the intention to participate. This may be because they require more assistance or encouragement from their surrounding environment to form an intention to engage in politics. In contrast, individuals with high political awareness tend to be less influenced by these external conditions, in line with the assumption of UTAUT2 that external factors are less important for individuals who are more independent or knowledgeable.




5 Discussion

Based on the results of the study, Performance Expectancy, Effort Expectancy, Social Influence, and Facilitating Conditions influence political intention and participation. Intention mediates the effect of the variables in the UTAUT model, and Political Awareness strengthens this effect. This is consistent with previous studies, such as Venkatesh et al. (2012), Jain and Jain (2022), and Tseng et al. (2022) which indicate that in the context of political participation, these influences remain consistent.

The analysis results show that the four factors in the UTAUT collectively have a positive and significant impact on the use of social media for online political participation. More specifically, the analysis reveals that Perceived Usefulness (PU) has a positive and significant effect in predicting the use of social media for political participation. This means that the higher Generation Z’s perception of the usefulness of social media for political activities, the greater their tendency to use it. Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) also proves to have a positive and significant effect; the easier social media is to use, the more likely Generation Z is to use it as a tool for online political participation.

Technology has facilitated the formation of action networks and the spread of political ideas. The concept of action frames is highly relevant in this context, where social media serves as a platform for various political narratives that can quickly spread and mobilize the masses, as proposed by Bennett and Segerberg (2012, 2015). Digital technology enables the formation of action networks at lower costs through action frames — media, symbols, or objects disseminated via communication technologies — making it easier for individuals to participate in social movements without relying on formal organizations. The differences between various internet technologies do not diminish the interaction between specific technologies and human users for political actions (Pond and Lewis, 2017). Technology adoption is based on perceived benefits (or ease of use) in encouraging an individual to use technology, in line with the UTAUT conceptual framework. This aligns with Harff and Schmuck (2024), Harris et al. (2023), and Dekoninck (2022) who articulated the important role of social influence in technology adoption for political participation. Social influence facilitates decentralized forms of participation consistent with connective action theory.

UTAUT explains how personal choices and expressions are made in the digital space. However, interactions between individuals can trigger collective action, even physically in the field. The results of this study provide insight into how technology, particularly social media, shapes the political participation landscape of Generation Z. Generation Z participants in the digital space are no longer bound by rigid personal identities or collective ideologies. Individuals are motivated to engage in political activities based on personal motivation, interests, or identities. Each individual can join actions or campaigns without feeling obligated to belong to a particular organization. Social media and digital platforms enable Generation Z to participate directly and spontaneously, spreading political messages and actions through personal connections, such as sharing on social media, without requiring formal structures or organizations. Their involvement is more temporary and flexible, depending on issues or campaigns they find relevant. Political participants from Generation Z tend to be more independent and inspired to act either individually or within networks.

Technology not only influences individuals personally but also triggers collective action based on shared views about relevant political issues, pressures, and the existence of virtual public spaces where people can connect with others who share similar political interests (Hansson et al., 2024; Kim and Kim, 2025; Lukito et al., 2024). Connectivity on social media becomes a form of collective action based on common political perspectives. Digitalization enables politically driven action that is more network-based and individual-oriented. In this form of action, participation occurs through direct connections between individuals, and the nature of the action is more flexible, decentralized, and personalized, in contrast to traditional collective action, which is more hierarchical and structured. This aligns with the study of Bernroider et al. (2022), who emphasize collective action based on connections within the digital space. Leong et al. (2020) argue that social media plays a crucial role in transforming and shaping the dynamics of collective action, offering new ways for individuals to interact, participate, and engage in social movements while confronting challenges related to commitment and the sustainability of relationships. However, collective action does not solely rely on resources and collective identities; it also depends on the dynamic relationships that evolve interdependently among individuals. This creates new forms of involvement that can either strengthen or weaken social movements. Therefore, movements and connectivity in the digital space are highly dynamic, causing political participation among Generation Z to be equally fluid.

Connective action facilitated by social media provides new opportunities for Generation Z to engage in politics in a way that is easier, more efficient, and personalized, in line with findings from UTAUT, which highlight the importance of perceived usefulness and ease of use in determining technology adoption. However, on the other hand, there is a high level of dynamism in the digital world, where individual participation is fluid. Political awareness not only strengthens the intention to participate in politics but also encourages collective action in politics. Social media platforms facilitate the formation of wide social networks, ease communication, and strengthen collective identity, thereby encouraging collective political participation. Therefore, to ensure the stability of choices and participation, understanding the political awareness of Generation Z is essential. Building political awareness should be the primary orientation, as it enhances the likelihood of sustained and meaningful political engagement in the digital age. This aligns with Naranjo-Zolotov et al. (2019) and Lai and Beh (2025) who explored psychological aspects to avoid the trap of technological solutionism in participation. Participation intention is not merely the result of technology perception, but also political trust and perception of government legitimacy (Huda and Amin, 2023). In this study, political awareness is conceptualized as a multifaceted construct related to psychological, cognitive, and social aspects that closely influences how Generation Z understands and interacts politically to support democratic governance processes. The study results open opportunities for developing new theoretical frameworks of UTAUT that are more adaptive in explaining young generation’s digital political participation through social media.

In line with previous studies on the importance of political awareness, such as Zagidullin et al. (2021) and Claassen (2011), individuals with high political awareness tend to have more independent motivation and intention to participate in digital politics. They are less reliant on external conditions or social influence and are instead driven by a deep understanding of political issues. In contrast, individuals with low political awareness require more support or facilitating conditions to form the intention to participate in politics. This reinforces the importance of political awareness in determining how an individual interacts with and participates in the digital political environment.

However, it must be understood that according to the moderation test results, the position of the moderating variable, namely political awareness, presents a paradox. The testing results demonstrate an increasing moderating effect that progressively diminishes as political awareness increases among Generation Z cohorts. This aligns with Showden et al. (2025) who argued that Generation Z creates spaces reflecting the integration of online and offline elements (third space) termed hybrid activism. Generation Z forms a third space that constitutes a combination of digital space and real action space for political participation. This condition weakens the intention to adopt social media for political participation. According to connective action theory, users connect the online world with offline real political participation such as field demonstrations as actual behavior without high intention to adopt social media technology for political participation. Actual political behavior becomes more tangible as political awareness increases. Online interactions expand reach through social media as articulated by Kim and Kim (2025).

This aligns with connective action theory as articulated by Bennett and Segerberg (2012) and Kasimov (2025) that political mobilization in the digital era no longer always depends on strong collective identities, formal organizations, or uniform struggle frameworks. Connective action enables individuals to act based on personalized individual action frames while remaining connected through digital technology (such as social media, forums, or online communication platforms). This condition causes the intensity of social media usage for political participation to decline. Resonance with particular messages, issues, or symbols that spread horizontally in digital spaces is actualized in the form of real participation. However, Generation Z’s participatory forms in the third space represent a double-edged sword. Without wisdom in using social media and understanding responsible political participation channels, the third space is vulnerable to disruption and may even become a space that undermines democratic order. However, social media and digital technologies can be powerful tools for those with high political awareness to voice their political aspirations, without relying on external factors that facilitate Generation Z’s participation in politics.



6 Conclusion, implications, and direction for future research

The main variables in the UTAUT model—Performance Expectancy, Effort Expectancy, Social Influence, and Facilitating Conditions—have a significant effect on political intention and participation, with Intention acting as a mediator and political awareness as a reinforcing factor. Technology plays a crucial role in forming action networks and spreading political ideas, in line with the concept of action frames. In the digital space, Generation Z tends to be more independent, focusing on issues that are personally relevant without being tied to collective ideologies or formal organizations. Social media enables spontaneous and flexible participation, making their political engagement more dynamic and based on personal interests or identities. Social media also supports collective action based on networks, where individuals connect in virtual public spaces to share political views. Unlike traditional hierarchical collective action, digital political action is more decentralized and personalized. Connective action on social media provides Generation Z with a more accessible and efficient way to participate in politics. Political awareness strengthens their intention to participate and triggers collective action, expanding social networks, reinforcing collective identities, and encouraging more inclusive and responsive political participation.

The Connective Action Theory and the UTAUT provide an excellent framework for understanding how technology, particularly social media, has revolutionized political participation, especially among younger generations like Generation Z. The integration of UTAUT and Connective Action Theory has the potential to expand the understanding of mechanisms for building collective action based on shared political orientations and views. The study’s findings offer a new analytical framework for understanding contemporary social movements based on a micro-level understanding of political intention and participation in line with the UTAUT model. The research helps us comprehend how technology can reshape the political landscape from the individual level to the macro level, influencing election outcomes. The dynamics of political participation in the digital space are more individualistic, decentralized, and network-based, highlighting the need for political awareness to moderate the use of technology for political engagement. These findings also contribute to a more adaptive and relevant theoretical framework for the digital era in examining political participation, particularly among younger generations who prefer more flexible and personal modes of engagement.

A deep understanding based on Connective Action Theory and UTAUT has significant implications for developing more effective communication strategies on social media. Political parties, non-profit organizations, and activists can leverage these findings to design content that is relevant, engaging, and easily comprehensible to increase youth engagement. Media literacy is essential for equipping young people with critical skills to evaluate the information they encounter on social media. This will help them become more informed and responsible digital citizens. For the government, social media can be optimized to shape public opinion and encourage political participation. Policies that support equitable access to technology and protect freedom of expression are crucial.

Given the research limitations that the study focused only on Generation Z students in North Sumatra, the results are less generalizable to other Indonesian regions with different social, cultural, and political conditions. Future research should investigate Generation Z across various provinces or cross-nationally with different cultures to achieve more comprehensive results. Data collection should not rely solely on self-report questionnaire surveys. Alternative data collection methods such as in-depth interviews or social media content analysis would provide more contextual understanding of political participation meanings. The research modified UTAUT by incorporating political awareness as a moderator and connecting it with connective action theory. However, political-psychological aspects such as political cynicism, institutional trust, or ideological orientation have not been fully accommodated, whereas these factors can influence digital political participation. The research did not differentiate in-depth characteristics of each platform (TikTok, Instagram, Twitter/X, Facebook) despite each medium having different algorithmic logic, audiences, and impacts on political participation. Comparative exploration of how different platforms affect political intention and actual participation is needed.
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