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Abstract

This study investigates how social media use (SMU) influences civic engagement
(CE), focusing on the mediating roles of civic engagement attitudes (CEA) and
behaviours (CEB). Using survey data from 403 working women respondents
from India and partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM)
analysis, the research finds that SMU—measured through integration into social
routines (ISR) and social integration and emotional connection (SIEC)—affects
CE only indirectly, via CEA and CEB, with no direct effects. These results highlight
context-specific, gendered pathways to civic participation, shaped by cultural and
socio-economic factors. The study offers policymakers insights into leveraging
social media to foster CE by targeting underlying attitudes and behaviours.
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Introduction
The advent of social media has fundamentally altered how individuals engage

with civic and political issues. Platforms like Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter
(now X) have transitioned from mere communication tools to vital spaces for
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political discourse, activism and community mobilisation (Gil de Zuiiga et al.,
2012). While prior research has established a general link between social media
use (SMU) and civic engagement (CE) (Boulianne, 2015). In India, where internet
penetration has surged to over 880 million users,! social media has become an
indispensable medium for civic discourse. However, working women, who often
juggle professional, domestic and social responsibilities, may experience digital
CE differently than the general population. Most quantitative studies examining
SMU have traditionally focused on behavioural metrics, while neglecting the
emotional dimensions of platform engagement (Jenkins-Guarnieri et al., 2013).
The Social Media Use Integration Scale (SMUIS), developed by Jenkins-
Guarnieri et al. (2013), addresses this gap through its two core constructs: social
integration and emotional connection (SIEC) and integration into social routine
(ISR). ISR refers to the habitual use of social media as part of daily life,
characterised by frequent platform visits, ritualised checking and passive content
consumption (LaRose, 2010; Xenos et al., 2014). In contrast, SIEC captures the
affective dimension of digital engagement, encompassing strong-tie networks that
offer emotional support, a sense of belonging to online communities, and
meaningful relational investment (Berger & Milkman, 2012; Kim et al., 2013).
Civic engagement attitudes (CEA) includes internal efficacy, civic duty and
interest in public affairs (Blais & Achen, 2019), while civic engagement behaviours
(CEB) involves tangible actions such as signing online petitions or attending
community meetings (Barnard, 2012; Bode, 2016). Research shows that online
participation often leads to offline action (Boulianne, 2015), forming a continuum
of engagement that is both habit-forming (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015) and socially
contagious through network effects (Centola, 2010). For working women, digital
platforms can help lower the threshold for initial civic involvement, offering
accessible, low-effort entry points that can evolve into sustained patterns of
participation over time.

When examined through the integrated lens of role strain theory (Goode,
1960), uses and gratifications theory (UGT) (Katz et al., 1973) and social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 1986), ISR and SIEC reveal complex pathways to CE that are
particularly salient for working women navigating multiple social roles.
Additionally, working women face unique challenges in civic participation due to
several reasons. First, time scarcity—balancing work and caregiving
responsibilities leaves little time for traditional civic activities (Hilbrecht et al.,
2013). Second, social media offers low-effort ways to engage, like sharing posts
or signing petitions, which fit better into their busy, fragmented schedules (Arora,
2019). Third, emotional labour often spills over into digital spaces, where online
networks serve both as support systems and platforms for civic involvement
(Vickery, 2018).

The role strain theory (Goode, 1960) posits that individuals experience stress
when multiple societal roles conflict. For working women, social media may act
as a CE equaliser, reducing participation barriers through micro-acts (e.g., sharing
posts, signing petitions) that fit into fragmented schedules (Hilbrecht et al., 2013),
providing asynchronous engagement (civic discussions can occur outside work
hours) and fostering peer accountability (online communities reinforce civic
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identity), as supported by Tufekci (2017). Additionally, UGT by Katz et al. (1973)
helps explain why working women turn to social media for civic purposes—
whether for informational needs (ISR) or emotional validation (SIEC). Empirical
evidence supports that frequent users encounter more civic opportunities (Xenos
et al., 2014), as well as emotionally engaged users participate more (Boulianne,
2019). Finally, social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) informs how CEA and
CEB mediate these relationships, shaping sustained civic participation.

Despite these theoretical foundations, critical gaps persist in the literature.
First, while prior studies highlight social media’s role in CE, few examine
gendered differences, particularly among working women in non-Western
contexts. Second, the mediating mechanisms—how attitudes and behaviours
translate digital use into action—remain underexplored. Third, regional studies on
digital CE in India’s northeastern states, such as Sikkim, are scarce, despite their
unique sociocultural dynamics. This study seeks to address existing research gaps
by testing key hypotheses grounded in role strain theory, UGT and social cognitive
theory. The research is guided by two central questions that explore the relationship
between SMU and CE among working women in Sikkim. The first research
question (RQ1) examines the direct impact of SMU on CE. It asks: How do ISR—
and SIEC influence the overall CE of working women? This question explores
whether frequent and emotionally meaningful use of social media translates into
increased civic participation in reality. The second research question (RQ?2)
investigates the mediating role of CEA and CEB in this relationship. Specifically,
it asks: How do CEA and CEB mediate the effects of ISR and SIEC on overall CE?
This aims to uncover whether it is through shifts in attitudes (e.g., increased civic
interest or efficacy) and behaviours (e.g., petition signing or community
involvement) that SMU leads to sustained civic participation.

In order to seek the answers to the research questions, the remainder of the
article is organised as follows: ‘Literature Review’ section highlights the literature
review, followed by research gaps and hypotheses formulation; ‘Methodology’
section sheds light on methodology and data collection, followed by findings and
discussion in ‘Results and Findings’ and ‘Discussion and Implications’ sections.
‘Conclusion’ section provides a concluding remark, with scope for future studies.

Literature Review

The use of social media platforms has become increasingly popular in recent
years, providing individuals with new avenues to engage with one another and the
broader community. The concept of CE has been studied extensively in political
science, sociology and other social sciences. Research has shown that social
media platforms can be a powerful tool for promoting CE. One way that social
media can encourage CE is by providing individuals with access to information
about political and social issues. Studies have found that social media platforms
can increase political knowledge and awareness among users (Njeru, 2021; Siyal
& Brohi, 2022). Social media also allows individuals to connect with others who
share similar interests and values, enabling the formation of online communities
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centred around specific issues or causes. Another way that social media can
promote CE is by providing a platform for political participation and deliberations
on any issue of common interest to the members. Social media platforms like
Twitter and Facebook can be used to share political opinions, mobilise others to
support a particular cause, and organise protests and rallies. Social media has also
been used to encourage voter turnout, with some studies finding that social media
can increase voter turnout by as much as 2% (Bond et al., 2012).

The relationship between SMU and CE can be founded on the grounds of role
strain theory (Goode, 1960), uses and gratification theory (Katz et al., 1973) and
social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) in the extant literature.

Role Strain Theory

Goode (1960) elucidates why working women may develop distinct patterns of
SMU for civic purposes. The theory’s emphasis on competing role demands helps
explain how ISR emerges as a compensatory mechanism—routine SMU enables
civic participation despite time constraints (Hilbrecht et al., 2013). This aligns
with findings that individuals with higher ISR scores demonstrate greater CE
(Ahmed & Gibreel, 2021; Shukla & Murari, 2023), as habitual platform use
provides efficient access to civic content within limited time budgets. Research
demonstrates that ISR significantly impacts CE by increasing incidental exposure
to civic information by 37% (Fletcher & Nielsen, 2018). This creates what
scholars term ‘ambient awareness’ of social issues through continuous, low-level
exposure to political content in everyday scrolling (Vitak etal., 2011). Interestingly,
studies show ISR’s effects on CE often surpass those of deliberate news seeking
(Song et al., 2020). This suggests that for time-constrained working women, the
passive absorption of civic content through routine SMU may be particularly
significant. The algorithmic amplification of political content in personal feeds
further enhances these effects, making CE an almost inevitable byproduct of daily
digital routines (Gil de Zuiiga et al., 2012).

uGTt

Katz et al. (1973) complement this perspective by identifying the specific needs
fulfilled through social media engagement. SIEC reflects the emotional
gratifications sought by working women—the desire for community belonging
and social support that may be lacking due to role conflicts (Kim & Kim, 2022).
UGT helps explain why emotionally-connected users (high SIEC) show stronger
CE (Setiawan et al., 2021; Valenzuela et al., 2009), as these platforms satisfy
needs for social integration that traditional civic channels cannot provide amidst
busy schedules. Research indicates that SIEC enhances willingness to participate
in civic actions by 42% (Boulianne, 2019), primarily through fostering a collective
identity that is crucial for sustained engagement (Tufekci, 2017). For working
women, SIEC may be particularly impactful. Marginalised groups often rely on
emotionally supportive online communities as safe spaces for civic discourse
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(Vickery, 2018). The sense of belonging and mutual care in these digital networks
can lower psychological barriers to participation that might otherwise deter
women facing multiple role demands (Hilbrecht et al., 2013).

Social Cognitive Theory

Bandura (1986) bridges these perspectives by explaining the psychological
mechanisms translating media use into civic action. The theory’s constructs of
observational learning and self-efficacy are key to understanding the mechanism
of how ISR facilitates CEA through repeated exposure to civic content (Bandura,
1986; Valenzuela et al., 2009) and how SIEC strengthens CEB by building
participatory confidence through social reinforcement (Gil de Zuiiiga et al., 2012;
Vitak et al., 2011). Research demonstrates that CEA mediates 58% of social
media’s effect on participation (Skoric et al., 2016), developing through
observational learning in digital spaces (Bandura, 1986). Notably, CEA often
proves more influential than demographics in predicting engagement (Verba et al.,
1995). For working women in Sikkim, this suggests that even with time constraints,
positive civic attitudes cultivated through social media could significantly impact
participation levels. The development of these attitudes through digital platforms
may follow different pathways than traditional civic socialisation.

Gender and CE in Digital Spaces

Working women navigate CE through distinct patterns shaped by their social
position. Time scarcity affects 72% of working women’s participation (Hilbrecht
et al., 2013), leading to a preference for digital conveniences, like mobile
engagement (Arora, 2019). Safety considerations also play a role, with many
women preferring private digital spaces for sensitive civic discussions (Vickery,
2018). Research consistently demonstrates that gender significantly influences
how individuals engage with civic issues through digital platforms (Xenos et al.,
2014). Women tend to participate in civic activities that align with their social
roles and community networks, often favouring grassroots mobilisation over
formal political processes (Schlesinger & Heldman, 2001). Studies show that
women are more likely to engage in what Treré (2018) terms ‘quiet activism’—
sharing content, signing petitions and participating in local community groups
rather than high-visibility political debates. Feminist Standpoint Theory claims
that women’s CE reflects distinct lived experiences and priorities (Harding, 2004).
The emotional dimensions of SMU appear particularly salient for women’s CE.
According to Vickery (2018), women frequently utilise digital platforms to build
emotional support networks that subsequently facilitate civic participation. This
aligns with findings that SIEC scores correlate more strongly with CE among
women than men (Kim & Kim, 2022).

Research suggests that there is a strong relationship between SIEC, ISR, CEA
and CEB (Shukla & Murari, 2023). The individuals who reflect higher levels of
engagement at social media platforms; have higher levels of SIEC and more ISR
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and are more likely to engage in civic activities and have positive civic attitudes
(Ahmed & Gibreel, 2021; Kim & Kim, 2022; Setiawan et al., 2021; Valenzuela
et al., 2009). These patterns suggest that working women may develop innovative
strategies to balance civic participation with other responsibilities. Digital platforms
appear particularly well-suited to support these adaptive approaches, offering
flexible, low-risk avenues for engagement that accommodate complex schedules.

Research Gaps and Hypotheses

The literature reveals several critical gaps that this study addresses. First, a limited
understanding exists of how CEA and CEB operate differently for ISR versus
SIEC pathways. Second, a few studies specifically examine working women’s
digital CE, despite their unique constraints and opportunities. Third, the Himalayan
states’ sociotechnical dynamics remain understudied in CE research. By
integrating role strain theory with digital media scholarship, this study develops a
comprehensive model of working women’s CE in Sikkim. The research contributes
to broader theoretical conversations while addressing regionally specific
knowledge gaps about digital participation patterns in India’s northeastern states.

Overall, the literature on social media and CE suggests a complex relationship
between the two, with both positive and negative impacts depending on various
factors, such as age, education, political interest, and the broader political and
social context. Besides, the mediating role of CEA and CEB, can be pivotal in
understanding these complex dynamics. Based on the literature review, the research
questions are translated into six specific hypotheses, as shown in Table 1, that will
be tested empirically.

Table I. Formulation of Hypotheses and Empirical Support.

Expected
Hypothesis Theoretical Basis Outcome Empirical Support
H,:ISR — CE (+) UGT (habitual use) Routine use Xenos et al. (2014)

H,:SIEC — CE (+)

H;: ISR — CEA — CE

H,: ISR — CEB — CE

Hq: SIEC — CEA —
CE
Hq: SIEC — CEB —
CE

UGT (social-emo-
tional needs)

Social cognitive
theory

Behavioural rein-
forcement

Observational
learning

Network account-
ability

increases CE

Stronger ties —
More CE

Attitudes
strengthen ISR-CE
link

Past actions sus-
tain CE

Emotional bonds
shape attitudes

Peer influence
sustains CE

Boulianne (2015)

Valenzuela et al.
(2009)

Skoric et al. (2016)
Kim et al. (2013)

Tufekei (2017)

Note: CE: Civic engagement; CEA: Civic engagement attitudes; CEB: Civic engagement behaviours;
ISR: Integration into social routines; SIEC: Social integration and emotional connection; UGT: Uses
and gratifications theory.
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Figure |. Proposed Research Model and Hypotheses.

Based on the above hypotheses, a conceptual research model is depicted in
Figure 1.

Methodology
Research Context: Why Working Women of Sikkim?

This study focuses on Sikkim, a state with one of India’s highest female labour
force participation rates, that is, 68.6%,? to examine how social media facilitates
CE amid competing role demands. The choice of Sikkim as the research setting is
deliberate and significant for several reasons. As one of India’s smallest states
with a population of approximately 600,000, Sikkim presents unique sociocultural
characteristics that influence CE patterns. The state’s matrilineal traditions in
certain communities, combined with its high female workforce participation,
create a distinctive context for examining gender dynamics in digital civic
participation. Moreover, Sikkim’s rapid digital transformation, with internet
penetration growing from 27% in 2011 to over 65% in 2023, provides an ideal
setting to study emerging digital civic practices. Working women in Sikkim
represent a critical demographic for several reasons. First, their high labour force
participation suggests greater economic agency that may correlate with CE.
Second, the time constraints they face from balancing work and family
responsibilities make them particularly reliant on efficient forms of civic
participation, with social media offering potentially ideal solutions. Third, their
experiences can provide valuable insights for other regions undergoing similar
social and digital transformations. These intersecting trends of SMU and civic
participation, especially among working women, create a unique context where
working women must navigate complex digital landscapes while balancing
multiple social roles and responsibilities.
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Measurement and Scales

In this study, the SMU is captured using an SMU integration scale developed by
Jenkins-Guarnieri et al. (2013). It included two reflective constructs, namely
SIEC and ISR, for assessing the working women’s perception of SMU. SIEC
and ISR refer to the extent to which individuals feel connected to and involved
in social networks and routines, respectively. Involvement of individuals in
civic activities, that is, CE, can be reflected by CEA and CEB, like volunteering
for community projects, attending a community meeting to discuss local
community problems, donating items for their local neighbourhoods, and
working for a social group in the community (Kim & Ball-Rokeach, 2006).
CEA refers to an individual’s beliefs and values regarding CE and the importance
of participating in civic activities. CEB refers to an individual’s actual
involvement in civic activities such as volunteering, voting or participating in
community events.

Constructs, Variables and Operational Definitions

SIEC

SIEC is represented by four items in this study. The construct is drawn out from
the SMUIS, along with another variable, namely ISR (Jenkins-Guarnieri et al.,
2013). SIEC originally consists of six items; however, items SIEC 1 and 5 have
been removed due to poor factor loading. The items in SIEC describe the
integration and emotional connection of individuals with social media and the
people who use it. It consists of items such as [ feel disconnected from friends
when I have not logged into my social media accounts, and I get upset when I can't
log on to my social media accounts.

ISR

Similar to SIEC, ISR is also drawn out as a dimension from the SMUIS, and the
items describe the engagement and frequency of use of social media. ISR is
represented by four items and consists of items such as / enjoy checking my social
media accounts and Using social media is a part of my everyday routine.

CEA

CEA is drawn out from a Civic Engagement Scale developed and validated by
Doolittle and Faul (2013), consisting of two dimensions, that is, CEA and CEB.
CEA consists of eight items and refers to the personal beliefs and feelings that
people have about their involvement and their perceived ability to make a
difference in the community. Three items, namely CEA 1, 5 and 7, have been
removed from the scale due to poor factor loading in the construct.

CEB

CEB refers to the actions that people take to actively engage and make a difference
in their community. CEB consists of six items. CEB 5 has been removed from the
construct due to poor factor loadings.



Murari and Shukla 9

CE

CE in this study refers to the actual posts, information, updates, videos and
others received over social media and actions taken by the people in reality for
the betterment of society as a whole. It is an overall process of believing that
one can make a difference in enhancing their community through social media.
Initially, we included the six dimensions of CE, namely civic sense (such as
being polite; showing consideration to the elderly and other needy people; not
littering on streets, keeping public property clean; smoking only at designated
places and others), social issues of public concern (such as poverty, inequalities,
gender issues, illiteracy, public health, unemployment, bullying, people with a
disabilities and others), environmental issues (such as stopping the use of
plastic, switching to renewable energy resources, saving electricity and water,
recycling waste, lowering consumerism, buying energy-saving and water-
saving appliances, using chemical-free products, plantation and others),
community volunteering activities (such as the organisation of blood donation
camps and free medical camps, raising funds and resources during disasters,
planting trees and teaching poor children free of charge), political participation
(such as influence others, e.g., elected representatives and policy makers while
they make decisions of public concern; protests, strikes, boycotts, online
petitioning, e-campaigning, blogging and others), and protection of cultural
heritage (such as tangible culture—buildings, monuments, landscapes, books,
works of art and artefacts; intangible culture—folklore, traditions, language and
knowledge) in our scale. But while checking reliability and validity, two
dimensions, that is, environmental issues and protection of cultural heritage,
were dropped due to poor results. Thus, four variables of CE related to civic
sense, social issues of public concern, community volunteering and political
participation were assessed on a 5-point Likert scale with anchors as 0: do not
receive, 1: receive the information, 2: receive the information and share with
others, 3: share with others and ask them to take action, 4: engage myself
and ensure others participation for assessing the overall active or passive
engagement in civic activities for the betterment of the community. Table 2
summarizes the sources of constructs and items included under each. The final
results of reliability and validity of constructs and variables are shown in
Tables 3-7.

Table 2. Constructs, Iltems and Sources of Scales.

Concepts/Constructs Items Source

SIEC and ISR SIEC: 6,ISR: 4 Jenkins-Guarnieri et al.
(2013)

CEA and CEB CEA:8,CEB: 6 Doolittle and Faul (2013)

Civic engagement Four items Self-developed and vali-
dated

Note: CEA: Civic engagement attitudes; CEB: Civic engagement behaviours; ISR: Integration into
social routines; SIEC: Social integration and emotional connection.
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Sampling Design

The study employs a quantitative research design to provide a comprehensive
understanding of research questions and the testing of hypotheses. A structured
survey was administered to 403 working women across Sikkim’s five districts,
employing stratified sampling to ensure representation across urban and rural
areas, different economic sectors, and age groups. The sample size of 403 working
women was determined based on statistical considerations aimed at ensuring
reliable and generalisable findings. The selection aligns with widely accepted
practices in survey research, where a sample size of approximately 400 provides
a 95% confidence level with a margin of error of about +£5% for a population
proportion estimate. This level of precision is considered adequate for social
science research, especially when drawing conclusions about patterns, behaviours
or attitudes (Lakens, 2022). The survey measured all key constructs (ISR, SIEC,
CEA, CEB and CE) using validated scales adapted to the local context. The
demographic details of the sample are given in Table 3.

Table 3. Demographic Details of Working Women.

Demographic

S.No.  Variables Categories Frequencies Percentage

| Age Young adults 179 444
Middle adults 199 494
Older adults 25 6.2

2 Marital status Married 204 50.6
Unmarried 192 47.6
Separated/widowed/ 7 1.7
divorced

3 Education Up to secondary 36 8.9
Senior secondary 82 20.3
Certificate/diploma 46 1.4
Undergraduate 87 21.6
Postgraduate 128 31.8
Above postgraduate 24 6

4 Occupation Self-employed 77 19.1
Private job 128 31.8
Government job 198 49.1

5 Annual income Less than | lakh 191 474
1-2 lakhs 73 18.1
2-5 lakhs 86 21.3
5-10 lakhs 42 10.4

Above |0 lakhs | 2.7
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Tools for Data Analysis

This study employs partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-
SEM) to analyse the complex mediation relationships between SMU (ISR/SIEC)
and CE through attitudinal (CEA) and behavioural (CEB) mediators. Given our
sample size of 403 working women in Sikkim, PLS-SEM is particularly
appropriate as it performs robustly with smaller samples compared to covariance-
based SEM (Hair et al., 2019). Besides, PLS-SEM does not assume multivariate
normality, making it more suitable than traditional SEM approaches for analysing
our data (Hair et al., 2019). This characteristic is particularly valuable when
studying behavioural phenomena in natural settings, where perfectly normal
distributions are uncommon (Ketchen, 2013).

Results and Findings

The descriptive statistics in Table 4 reveals several key patterns in the data: SIEC
shows moderate engagement (M = 3.11, SD = 0.80), while ISR demonstrates
slightly higher and more consistent incorporation into daily life (M = 3.31,
SD = 0.53). Both CEA (CEA: M =5.71, SD = 1.33) and CEB (CEB: M = 5.12,
SD = 1.33) exhibit high means with substantial variability, though the lower
behavioural scores suggest potential barriers in translating attitudes into action.
The CE composite (CE: M = 2.63, SD = 0.68) indicates moderately positive
participation levels. All constructs show good response variability without floor/
ceiling effects. This implies that the ISR-CEA-CEB-CE progression aligns with
Social Cognitive Theory’s emphasis on observational learning leading to
attitudinal and behavioural change (Bandura, 1986). The moderate SIEC scores
support role strain theory’s prediction of limited emotional bandwidth for working
women (Goode, 1960). The high but variable CEA/CEB scores reflect UGT’s
premise of diverse media gratifications (Katz et al., 1973)

The correlation analysis in Table 5 reveals that while social media ISR and
SIEC are moderately interrelated ( = .446, p < .01). However, their individual
associations with CE components are relatively weak but statistically significant
(ranging from r = .146 to .189, p < .01), suggesting that these digital behaviours

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for Constructs.

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Dev.
SIEC 403 1.00 5.00 3.1141 0.79606
ISR 403 1.00 5.00 3.3145 0.53182
CEA 403 1.00 7.00 5.7109 1.32799
CEB 403 1.20 7.00 5.1151 1.33452
CE 403 1.00 4.00 2.6290 0.68120
Valid N 403

Note: CE: Civic engagement; CEA: Civic engagement attitudes; CEB: Civic engagement behaviours;
ISR: Integration into social routines; SIEC: Social integration and emotional connection.
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Table 5. Correlation Among Constructs of the Study.

SIEC ISR CEA CEB CE
SIEC |
ISR A446+* |
CEA 146+* 169%* |
CEB . 189+ .186** 578%* I
CE 0.063 0.056 260%* 217+ |

Notes: **Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). CE: Civic engagement; CEA: Civic
engagement attitudes; CEB: Civic engagement behaviours; ISR: Integration into social routines;
SIEC: Social integration and emotional connection.

contribute modestly to CEA and CEB. Notably, the strongest relationship emerges
between CEA and CEB (r =.578, p <.01), indicating that positive civic attitudes
are closely tied to actual participation, while both CEA (» = .260) and CEB
(r =.217) show moderate but significant correlations with overall CE. Crucially,
neither ISR nor SIEC demonstrates a meaningful direct correlation with
CE (r = .056 and .063, respectively), reinforcing the path analysis findings that
social media’s influence operates primarily through the mediation of attitudinal
and behavioural factors rather than through direct effects, highlighting the
importance of fostering both civic-minded perspectives and participatory habits
to effectively translate digital engagement into meaningful civic action.

Measurement Model Evaluation

PLS-SEM was employed to assess both the measurement and structural models,
as the framework is relatively complex, composed of both reflective and composite
constructs (Ketchen, 2013). Initially, attention was focused on ensuring the
reliability and validity of the reflective constructs (SIEC, ISR, CEA, CEB and
CE). Next, the reliability and convergent validity of the reflective measurement
models were assessed. Here, we considered the outer loadings of the items
associated with each construct. Further, composite reliability (CR) and average
variance extracted (AVE) were investigated. To establish reliability and convergent
validity, the loadings, CR and AVE values should surpass 0.7, 0.7 and 0.5,
respectively. Nonetheless, loadings between 0.5 and 0.7 remain acceptable if CR
and AVE values reach the aforementioned threshold (Hair et al., 2019). Table 6
provides an overview of these results for all reflective constructs, demonstrating
that reliability and convergent validity are established for the respondents.

Following this, discriminant validity was examined and the results are shown
in Table 7. Here, the Fornell-Larcker criterion and heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT)
approaches were employed. Extant research suggests that acceptable HTMT
values can be lower than either 0.85 or 0.9. Table 4 shows that discriminant
validity was acceptable across the data. Further, as per Fornell and Larcker (1981),
the results demonstrate that the square root of the AVE for each construct is greater
than its correlation with all other constructs, again demonstrating discriminant
validity.



Murari and Shukla 13

Table 6. Reliability and Convergent Validity of Constructs.

Construct Type Items Loadings CR AVE
Civic engagement ~ Reflective CEl 0.675 0.809 0.518
(CE) CE2 0.627
CE3 0.697
CE4 0.858
Civic engagement  Reflective CEA2 0.760 0.884 0.606
attitude (CEA) CEA3 0.825
CEA4 0.853
CEA6 0.747
CEA8 0.695
Civic engagement  Reflective CEBI 0.756 0.897 0.636
behaviour (CEB) CEB2 0.821
CEB3 0.864
CEB4 0.800
CEB6 0.743
Integration to so- Reflective ISRI 0.882 0.884 0.656
cial routine (ISR) ISR2 0.759
ISR3 0.802
ISR4 0.792
Social integration Reflective SIEC2 0.782 0.872 0.631
and emotional SIEC3 0.847
connection (SIEC)
SIEC4 0.762
SIEC6 0.784

Note: AVE: Average variance extracted; CR: Composite reliability.

Structural Model Evaluation

Figure 2 shows the results of the hypothesis assessment for the sample data.
The results highlight that the direct effect of SIEC and ISR on CE is not
significant. However, results show a significant effect of SIEC on CEB, but not
on CEA of working women. ISR is found to be significantly connected with
CEA and CEB. Our results support that both CEA and CEB have a significant
linkage with CE.

In order to assess mediation effects, we applied the product of coefficients
approach (indirect effect), assessing the significance of indirect effects using bias-
corrected bootstrap confidence intervals (CIs). Table 8 reveals that the direct
effects of SIEC and ISR on CE (corresponding to hypotheses H, and H,) are
statistically insignificant. However, ISR exhibits a significant indirect effect on
CE via CEA at the 5% level of significance (H;), and SIEC demonstrates a
significant indirect effect on CE through CEB (H;) at the 10% level of significance.
These findings provide empirical support for hypotheses H; and H,, confirming
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Table 7. Discriminant Validity: Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) and (Fornell-Larcker).

CE CEA CEB ISR SIEC
CE 0.719)
CEA 0.335 (0.778)
(0.325)
CEB 0.260 0.705 (0.798)
(0.268) (0.593)
ISR 0.093 0.224 0212 0.81)
(0.082) (0.191) (0.185)
SIEC 0.109 0.162 0.205 0.537 (0.794)
(0.099) (0.134) (0.185) (0.442)

Notes: Values in parentheses show the results of discriminant validity as per Fornell-Larcker.
CE: Civic engagement; CEA: Civic engagement attitudes; CEB: Civic engagement behaviours; ISR:
Integration into social routines; SIEC: Social integration and emotional connection.

0.245 (0.000)

0.129 (0.048)

0.068 (0.207)

CE
0.123 (0.024)

Figure 2. Path Coefficients and p Value.

Source: Output generated by authors using SmartPLS

the mediating role of CEA in the relationship between ISR and CE, and of CEB in
the link between SIEC and CE.

The structural path analysis in Figure 2 reveals significant insights into how
social media usage patterns (ISR and SIEC) influence CE through the mediating
roles of CEA and CEB. There is a moderate positive effect of ISR (habitual SMU),
and it significantly enhances CEA (f = 0.154, p <.05). This implies that the more
frequently working women incorporate social media into daily life, the more
likely they are to develop positive attitudes towards civic participation. ISR also
has a modest but measurable impact on CEB (f = 0.129, p < .05), implying that
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Table 8. Testing of Hypotheses.

Original Std.
Hypothesis ~ Path Sample B Dev.  t-statistics pValues Result
H, ISR — CE 0.001 0.054 0.024 982  Not
supported
H, SIEC — CE 0.032 0.055 0.589 .577  Not
supported
Specific Indirect Effect
H; ISR — CEA 0.038 0.019 1.999 .046**  Supported
— CE
H, ISR — CEB 0.016 0.011 1.418 157 Not
— CE supported
H; SIEC — 0.017 0.013 1.276 202 Not
CEA — CE supported
H, SIEC — 0.016 0.009 1.704 .089*%  Supported
CEB — CE
Total indirect ISR — CE 0.054 0.022 2.477 0] 4%
effect SEC—CE 0032 0017 1892  .059*

Notes: * and ** indicate the significance at 10% and 5% level of significance. CE: Civic engagement;
CEA: Civic engagement attitudes; CEB: Civic engagement behaviours; ISR: Integration into social
routines; SIEC: Social integration and emotional connection.

habitual scrolling may lead to incidental exposure to civic content, prompting
small-scale actions (e.g., sharing posts, signing petitions).

On the other hand, SIEC do not directly shape civic attitudes CEA (= 0.068,
p = .207). It means that, while emotional engagement fosters social bonding, it
may not necessarily translate into civic-mindedness unless reinforced by
informational exposure. The study confirms that SIEC in digital spaces
significantly drives CEB (f = 0.128, p < .05). It simply means that strong social
ties (e.g., WhatsApp groups, Facebook communities) motivate individuals to
participate in civic activities due to peer influence and collective identity. While
examining the mediating effects of CEA and CEB on CE, civic attitudes are the
biggest predictor of actual engagement, as shown by the CEA — CE (f = 0.245,
p < .001) path. CEB — CE path has a small but significant effect (f = 0.123,
p <.05), implying that the past civic actions reinforce future participation in line
with behavioural reinforcement.

Discussion and Implications

The structural equation modelling results reveal nuanced pathways through which
social media usage influences CE among working women in Sikkim, with findings
both supporting and contradicting existing theoretical expectations. The complete
rejection of direct effect hypotheses (H, and H,) aligns with recent literature
emphasising the mediated nature of digital participation (Boulianne, 2019),
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challenging earlier technological determinism that posited straightforward social
media effects. The significant specific indirect effect supporting /5 (ISR — CEA —
CE: p = 0.038, p < .05) confirms Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory,
demonstrating how routine platform use cultivates civic attitudes that ultimately drive
engagement—a pathway empirically validated in similar contexts by Valenzuela et al.
(2009). However, the non-significant mediation through CEB in H, contradicts
portions of the habit formation literature (LaRose, 2010), suggesting that while
routine use shapes attitudes, it may not automatically translate to participatory
behaviours without additional motivational factors among working women.

The borderline significant mediation in H, (SIEC — CEB — CE: = 0.016,
p < .10) partially supports role strain theory (Goode, 1960), indicating that
emotional connections may help working women overcome participation barriers
through behavioural channels, though the effect size remains modest. This finding
echoes Vickery’s (2018) work on gendered digital networks, but questions the
presumed strength of emotional ties in civic mobilisation (Tufekci, 2017). The
non-significant Hs pathway (SIEC — CEA — CE) particularly challenges uses
and gratifications assumptions about affective media experiences shaping civic
orientations (Kim et al., 2013), suggesting that emotional connections operate
more through behavioural than attitudinal routes in this population.

The significant total indirect effects (ISR — CE: g = 0.054, p < .05; SIEC —
CE: p=0.032, p <.10) collectively reinforce the ‘cognitive-first’ model of digital
engagement, where attitudinal transformations precede behavioural changes. This
pattern substantiates recent feminist revisions to CE theories (Schlesinger &
Heldman, 2001) that account for gendered media appropriation strategies.
However, the small effect sizes across all pathways suggest that digital platforms
alone constitute insufficient conditions for robust civic participation, aligning
with Schradie’s (2019) critique of technological solutionism. These results
collectively highlight the need for more situated theorising that considers both
platform affordances and the intersectional constraints facing working women in
transitional economies.

Further analysis highlights the role of SIEC in shaping both CEA and CEB,
with statistically significant path coefficients to CEA (5 =0.154, p <.05) and CEB
(8 =0.128, p <.05). These findings confirm that emotional bonds and community
integration positively influence civic disposition and action, aligning with
Jenkins-Guarnieri et al. (2013). Conversely, ISR shows no direct effect on CEA
(f = 0.001, p > .05), emphasising the need for additional psychosocial drivers.
Prior literature (Feeney & Porumbescu, 2021; Morrow & Scorgie-Porter, 2017)
supports this, indicating that social media catalyses CE primarily by enhancing
attitudes and relational ties, rather than through habitual use alone. Contrasting
findings by Bimber et al. (2012) further complicate the narrative, suggesting that,
in the absence of emotional engagement, online routines may have limited
participatory effects—highlighting the importance of context, demographic
variables, and the nature of civic activities.

While SMU does not directly influence CEA or CEB, it exerts an indirect
effect by strengthening SIEC, which subsequently fosters CE. This suggests that
social media functions as an enabler—facilitating emotional connectivity that
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drives civic outcomes. As Quan-Haase et al. (2008) point out, social media’s role
may be to modulate the intensity of participation rather than trigger it outright.
Accordingly, institutions and policymakers aiming to enhance civic involvement
should prioritise cultivating a sense of community through direct social contact—
such as local meetings and personal outreach—where social media complements,
rather than replaces, traditional engagement mechanisms.

Implications for Theory and Practice

The findings of this study offer several important theoretical implications that
advance our understanding of CE, particularly for working women in non-Western
contexts. First and foremost, the results challenge simplistic technological
determinism by demonstrating that SMU does not directly lead to CE. Instead, the
process is mediated through attitudinal and behavioural pathways, supporting more
nuanced theoretical frameworks that emphasise the complex interplay between
digital platforms and human agency. This aligns with recent critiques of direct
effects models and reinforces the need to examine the psychological and social
mechanisms that translate online activities into meaningful civic participation.

A key theoretical contribution emerges from the validation of sequential
cognitive-behavioural pathways, as predicted by social cognitive theory. The
strong mediation through CEA suggests that routine exposure to civic content on
social media primarily works by shaping individuals’ perceptions and beliefs
about participation before influencing actual behaviours. This finding has
important implications for intervention design, highlighting the need to focus on
content that cultivates civic-minded perspectives rather than simply encouraging
superficial engagement metrics. The weaker behavioural pathways further
emphasise that habitual platform use alone is insufficient to drive sustained civic
action without accompanying attitudinal change.

The study also reveals important gendered dimensions in how different types
of SMU affect CE. While routine use (ISR) significantly influences attitudes,
SIEC primarily facilitates behavioural participation. This distinction supports role
strain theory by showing how working women navigate civic participation within
their constrained time budgets, using different platform features for different
purposes. The findings suggest that emotional support networks may provide the
necessary confidence boost for time-pressed women to translate their civic
attitudes into action, even if they do not directly shape those attitudes.

Furthermore, the research challenges some universal assumptions in UGT by
demonstrating contextual variations in how emotional connections relate to civic
outcomes. In Sikkim’s unique sociocultural environment, SIEC appears to
function more as a behavioural enabler than an attitudinal driver, possibly
reflecting local patterns of gendered digital practice. This underscores the
importance of developing regionally sensitive theories that account for how
cultural norms and economic structures mediate technology’s social impacts.

Finally, the modest effect sizes across all pathways serve as an important
reminder of digital media’s limitations in overcoming structural barriers to civic
participation. While social media can facilitate certain forms of engagement, the
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small magnitudes suggest that it cannot compensate for systemic inequalities or
replace robust civic infrastructure. This finding supports more critical perspectives
on digital activism and cautions against technological solutionism, reinforcing the
need for holistic approaches that combine platform-based strategies with
institutional reforms addressing the root causes of participation gaps.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The present study has certain limitations, which need to be addressed. However,
this study is a novel attempt at identifying the aspect of CE among working
women in hilly geography and contextual settings. But we envision many other
promising areas in this field of study due to certain drawbacks in the evidence.
First, the study used a cross-sectional design for data collection, which might not
be sufficient for tracking the changing attitude of respondents towards CE by
social media usage. There are possibilities of attitudinal changes by the usage of
social media over a period of time, or with actual engagement in civic activities.
Capturing this requires a longitudinal framework of data collection. Thus, more
systematic research with longitudinal data collection and analysis could shed
more light on many unfolded aspects of CE.

Second, differences in employment status of women, such as time and pressure
at work, government versus private jobs, may also impact the usage of social
media, which in turn may impact civic sense or participation. Geographical
limitation of sampling is the third limitation of the study, adding more geographical
units may bring forth new insights into the study and make generalisation possible.
In this way, the study offers numerous directions for future researchers in terms of
a longitudinal survey, geographical expansion, adding variables like employment
status, gender, marital status, social norms, outcomes and many more. Apart from
this, studies can also focus on the usage of different social media platforms and
their influence on different types of CE activities.

Conclusion

This study provides compelling evidence that social media’s influence on CE
among working women in Sikkim operates through mediated, rather than direct,
pathways. While routine platform use (ISR) fosters civic attitudes (CEA) and
emotional connections (SIEC) enable civic behaviours (CEB), neither dimension
directly translates to overall CE without cognitive and behavioural mediation. The
findings support Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive Theory, wherein attitudes
(CEA) form first through exposure (ISR), behaviours (CEB) follow, influenced
by both routine use (ISR) and emotional ties (SIEC). Final engagement (CE)
depends on both attitudes and actions. Role strain theory explains gender-specific
patterns, indicating that working women benefit from low-effort civic exposure
(e.g., news feeds) due to time constraints. Emotional support networks help
overcome participation barriers. In countries, where gender disparity can easily be
observed in political, civil and social spheres, this study provides the basis and



Murari and Shukla 19

means for motivating half the population to actively participate and have their
voice in local governance and management. The findings challenge universalist
assumptions about digital participation, instead highlighting gendered, context-
dependent mechanisms shaped by role strain, cultural norms and regional socio-
economic factors.

The implications of these findings are multi-dimensional. For policymakers
and civil society actors, the strongest predictor of CE—attitudinal change—points
to the need for targeted civic education campaigns. Such efforts should promote
narratives of collective efficacy and local governance participation, particularly in
formats that resonate with women’s lived experiences. Moreover, since emotional
engagement via private channels like WhatsApp proved effective in prompting
civic behaviour, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and advocacy groups
should leverage these platforms to create safe, inclusive digital spaces. Time
constraints faced by working women must also be addressed through low-effort
engagement strategies such as micro-polls or voice note submissions, allowing
for flexible yet meaningful participation.

Forsocial media platform designers, the study advocates algorithmic interventions
that prioritise civic content visibility, especially for users demonstrating habitual
engagement patterns (high ISR). Features designed to enhance emotional
connection—such as community recognition badges or moderated group
discussions—could further reinforce SIEC and sustain civic involvement over time.
Employers, too, have a role to play. Initiatives like paid ‘civic hours’ can reduce the
conflict between professional duties and public participation, while digital literacy
training within the workplace can expand women’s perception of social media
beyond entertainment or networking towards civic use.

The research opens several avenues for future inquiry. Intersectional analyses
that explore how caste, class or rural-urban divides shape digital civic pathways
are essential. Comparing women across formal and informal work sectors could
also illuminate economic barriers to engagement. Platform-specific studies—
contrasting the effects of private (e.g., WhatsApp) versus public (e.g., Twitter/X)
platforms or visual-first environments like Instagram—will help refine content
strategies for different user bases. Longitudinal and experimental research can
assess the long-term impact of attitude-driven civic actions and test behavioural
nudges such as automated prompts or reminder notifications.
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