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Abstract

The roles of YouTube videos and YouTubers for getting information about political and societal topics are becoming gradually
more important to young people. Quantitative research about young people’s use and perception of YouTube-videos and their
potential effects on opinion formation is sparse though. This cross-sectional quantitative study addresses this empirical gap. We
examined young people’s analytic-critical evaluations of YouTubers and their videos about political and societal topics (YTPS-
videos), and how these are affected by the young people’s age and gender. We analysed questionnaire data of 562 participants and
divided them into three different age groups. Overall, the participants reported a moderate watching frequency of YTPS-videos.
They also rated YTPS-videos as moderately credible and considered specific characteristics of YTPS-videos and their producers as
being moderately indicative for fake news. When comparing to traditional TV news, YTPS-videos were perceived as more
entertaining, emotional, funny, exciting, modern, and motivating but also as more subjective and manipulating. Regarding
YouTubers, the participants ascribed them an important role model function, but criticised them for handling it rather irresponsibly.
Concerning opinion formation processes, the participants reported of a rather unimportant role of YTPS-videos for their learning
about political and societal topics. They also perceived themselves as less influenceable than other peers and younger people. Still,
they prefer talking with friends instead of teachers about YTPS-videos. Age and gender also had effects on various scales. These
results deliver essential data for future research and educational measures and opened up unexplored areas in this research field.
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Introduction on how young people use and perceive such videos and how

they perceive the potential effects of such videos on their opin-

Social media is an important information source for young peo-
ple (Gangadharbatla, Bright, & Logan, 2014; Kaspar & Miiller-
Jensen, 2019), and YouTube seems to be especially relevant.
Young people consume YouTube-videos to obtain new infor-
mation and forming their own opinion (Schmidt, Holig, Merten,
& Hasebrink, 2017). In this context, the role of YouTube crea-
tors and their videos on political and societal topics become
gradually more important (Lewis, 2020). However, research

< Daniel Zimmermann
d.zimmermann @uni-koeln.de

Department of Psychology, University of Cologne,
Richard-Strauss-Str. 2, 50931 Cologne, Germany

Department of Educational and Social Sciences, University of
Cologne, Gronewaldstr. 2, 50931 Cologne, Germany

3 Grimme-Institut, Eduard-Weitsch-Weg 25, 45768 Marl, Germany

Published online: 18 November 2020

ion formation is sparse, primarily quantitative approaches. The
present study aims to fill this empirical gap by exploring (1) how
intensively young people watch YouTuber videos about politi-
cal and societal topics (YTPS-videos), (2) how young people
evaluate YouTube creators (YouTubers) and the content of their
videos, (3) how young people perceive their influenceability by
YTPS-videos, (4) with whom and via which channels they com-
municate about the content of YTPS-videos, and (5) how these
aspects are affected by young people’s age and gender.
Importantly, in the present study, YTPS-videos are not restricted
to a specific format (e.g., commentary, interview, report) and
cover any kind of news about political or societal events being
of potential interest to the audience.

Intensity of YouTube Usage

In April 2020, YouTube had the second-highest number of
active users worldwide after Facebook, making it the most
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popular and most important online video platform to date
(Statista, 2020). Nearly two-thirds of 12- to 19-year-old
German teenagers indicated YouTube as their favourite online
platform in 2019 (MPFS, 2020), with 90% of them watched
videos on YouTube regularly. Similar results were found in
Britain (Jiménez, Garcia, & de Ayala, 2016) and Israel (Zilka,
2018). Also, Zilka (2018) found significant gender and age
effects regarding preferred media content. Consequently, and
concerning the present study, the question arises how inten-
sively young people watch YTPS-videos and how this is re-
lated to their general YouTube usage intensity, visiting fre-
quency of YouTuber channels as well as gender and age:
RQI. How frequently do young people of different age and
gender watch YouTube and how intensively do they
watch YTPS-videos in particular?

Evaluation of YouTubers and YTPS-Videos

When it comes to the evaluation of YouTubers and the content
of YTPS-videos, credibility is one central aspect. Beyond a
positive relationship between the perception of media credi-
bility and news consumption (Nelson & Kim, 2020), credibil-
ity affects the persuasiveness of media content. The Source
Credibility Model (cf. Lowry, Wilson, & Haig, 2013) empha-
sises that the source of a message and its perceived expertise
and trustworthiness are determinants of the message’s persua-
siveness and perceived usefulness, as shown for various sce-
narios in the context of social media (e.g., Djafarova &
Rushworth, 2017; Lou & Yuan, 2019). Besides, credibility
was also found to be positively related to the general liking
of YouTuber videos (Xiao, Wang, & Chan-Olmsted, 2018).
Moreover, the evaluation of the credibility of online informa-
tion depends on the recipient’s age. For example, college stu-
dents perceived online information as more credible and ver-
ified them more rarely than older adults did (Metzger,
Flanagin, & Zwarun, 2003). Hence, we examined the follow-
ing research question concerning Y TPS-videos:

RQ2a. How do young people of different age and gender
evaluate YTPS-videos’ credibility, how much do
they like these videos, and how are these variables
correlated with watching frequency?

The Source Credibility Model stresses the importance of
the message’s source for its persuasiveness. However, the
‘source’ can refer to both the video and the YouTuber who
produces and promotes the video. The question arises which
characteristics of YTPS-videos and YouTubers young people
use when evaluating credibility aspects and when checking for
fake news. This question is particularly important in the con-
text of videos about political and societal topics. Some studies
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have already examined (non-)credibility in terms of fake news
during periods of a political election. Grinberg, Joseph,
Friedland, Swire-Thompson, and Lazer (2019) and Guess,
Nagler, and Tucker (2019) examined the sharing of and expo-
sure to fake news on Twitter and Facebook, respectively, dur-
ing the 2016 United States presidential campaign. The authors
found that mostly conservative, older people were most likely
to be engaged in fake news sources.

When it comes to the detection of fake news on social
media, previous research often examined characteristics of
news content which might be indicative of fake news, such
as linguistic- and visual-based content features of news (Shu,
Sliva, Wang, Tang, & Liu, 2017). However, young people’s
strategy to detect fake news is still unclear. A first qualitative
study delivered some hints: Hugger et al. (2019) found that
young people’s credibility evaluation of the content of YTPS-
videos appears to be strongly interlinked with perceived au-
thenticity of the YouTubers; the perceived authenticity seems
to be promoted by perceived individuality and autonomy of
the YouTuber but is compromised by an increasing
professionality of editorial work and news presentation. The
present study hence further explored the characteristics of
YTPS-videos that young people use to assess the news’
validity:

RQ2b. Which characteristics of YTPS-videos do young
people of different age and gender consider indica-
tive of fake news?

Additionally, young people seem to use traditional TV
news as a reference to evaluate the credibility and the news
value of YTPS-videos. Hugger et al. (2019) found that in
order to assess the credibility of YouTubers and YTPS-videos,
young people at the age of 15 to 16 reported that they compare
YouTube with traditional mass media such as TV news,
which are perceived as more objective and reliable. The au-
thors speculate that this result may indicate a relatively low
ability of young adolescents to analyse and reflect media con-
tent critically. In contrast, young adults explicitly perceived
the mixing of personal opinions and objective information in
mass media more strongly, indicating a significant role of the
user’s age on media criticism. Though, it is unclear how this
result pattern is quantitatively represented:

RQ2c. How do young people of different age and gender
evaluate YTPS-videos compared to traditional TV
news?

Besides the video itself, its producer plays a vital role as an
information source. Recent research supports this claim: Lou
and Yuan (2019) found influencer’s trustworthiness, attrac-
tiveness, and similarity to their followers being factors that
positively affect followers’ trust in the messages and
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postings. Xiao et al. (2018) found that the trustworthiness and
the social influence of YouTubers affect the perceived infor-
mation credibility on YouTube. Furthermore, Balaban and
Mustdtea (2019) showed that attractiveness, trustworthiness,
expertise, and similarity are essential factors affecting the per-
ceived information credibility, at least in Romania and
Germany. The evaluation of these factors may be additionally
moderated by the gender of both the media user and the
influencer (Todd & Melancon, 2018).

Moreover, recent studies shifted their focus to the per-
ceived role model function of influencers. To put it briefly,
recipients tend to identify more with, feel more similar to, and
trust influencers more than celebrities (Schouten, Janssen, &
Verspaget, 2020). In a recent literature review, De Veirman,
Hudders, and Nelson (2019) stressed the importance of
influencers as relatable and approachable role models, as chil-
dren are willing to build (parasocial) relationships and to iden-
tify with them, which in turn can lead to the adoption of the
influencers’ behaviour and opinion. In contrast, Martinez and
Olsson (2019) showed in their qualitative study that children
are capable of critically reflecting upon YouTubers, regarding
their celebrity status and commercialisation especially.
Interestingly, the degree of reflexivity differed between chil-
dren. Thus, children do not seem to be a homogenous group
when it comes to critical perceptions of YouTubers.
Moreover, young people and women tend to have more trust
in other people on social media, as compared to older people
and men, respectively (Warner-Sederholm et al., 2018).
Consequently, with regard to young people’s capability of
media criticism in the context of YTPS-videos, we asked the
following question:

RQ2d. To what extent do young people of different age and
gender perceive YouTubers as reliable and responsi-
ble role models?

Learning with and Perceived Influenceability by YTPS-
Videos

According to the core idea of uses-and-gratification models,
people use media to satisfy particular needs such as the need
for information and they hence actively link need gratification
to media choice. Kaspar and Miiller-Jensen (2019)
summarised that uses-and-gratification models “usually as-
sume that media recipients have certain psychological and
societal needs (and associated motives), eliciting specific ex-
pectations about how mass media can fulfil these needs and
leading to corresponding behavioural patterns of media use in
order to obtain the desired gratifications at the end” (p. 2). So,
it can be assumed that users might watch YTPS-videos spe-
cifically for acquiring new information and expand content-
specific knowledge. Several studies highlighted the use of

YouTube for learning purposes concerning students’ academ-
ic learning (Moghavvemi, Sulaiman, Jaafar, & Kasem, 2018),
teenagers’ knowledge and skill acquisition (Pires, Masanet, &
Scolari, 2019), and as an informal learning tool for children
(Dyosi & Hattingh, 2018). Use motives also seem to differ
between genders, with men showing more information-
seeking intentions when using social networks than women
(Krasnova, Veltri, Eling, & Buxmann, 2017). Accordingly,
we examined the following research question:

RQ3a. How important do young people of different age and
gender perceive YTPS-videos for knowledge acqui-
sition about politics and societal topics?

In addition to the purposeful and intentional use of
YouTube for knowledge acquisition (RQ3a), it is unclear as
yet how young people assess the general potential of YTPS-
videos to (unintentionally) influence their opinion formation.
In recent years, a similar realm of this process was frequently
examined under the terms of dispositional and situational ad-
vertising literacy in the field of marketing (Hudders,
Cauberghe, & Panic, 2016): The ability to critically reflect
upon advertising depends on the recipients’ coping skills.
These skills thereby include recognising, analysing, and eval-
uating persuasion attempts as well as choosing an effective
coping strategy against them. Interestingly, media literacy
seems to improve with age (De Jans, Hudders, &
Cauberghe, 2018), because older children (ten to eleven years)
are better in detecting commercial attempts and brand place-
ments than younger children (seven to eight years) (Hudders
& Cauberghe, 2018). Besides, eight- to twelve-year-old chil-
dren did not show the same level of media literacy as 18- to
30-year-old adults (Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg,
2010). In contrast, results of previous studies show that even
older adolescents show engagement in the activities of
influencers instead of critically reflecting upon them (van
Dam & van Reijmersdal, 2019). However, they perceive
themselves as capable of understanding advertising and being
somewhat resistant to it (De Jans et al., 2018).

Furthermore, psychological research in several domains
revealed that one’s influenceability by mass media is often
perceived as less pronounced than the influenceability of
other peers. This phenomenon has been labelled the third-
person effect in communication (Davison, 1983). The
third-person effect describes the persistent phenomenon
that people perceive communication effects on others as
stronger than on oneself. This phenomenon applies to a
variety of communication forms, including social media
effects and online news perception (e.g., Banning &
Sweetser, 2007; Houston, Hansen, & Nisbett, 2011;
Schweisberger, Billinson, & Chock, 2014). We thus ex-
pected similar results with respect to YTPS-videos and
explored the following question:
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RQ3b. How strongly do young people of different age and
gender perceive their own as well as other young
people’s influenceability by the content of YTPS-
videos?

Communication about the Content of YTPS-Videos

Finally, seeking the advice of others is a vital strategy to ver-
ify, evaluate and validate online information (Metzger et al.,
2003). People use interpersonal communication via social me-
dia to confirm their own opinion, to obtain personal recom-
mendations, or to orientate themselves by feedback systems
(Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). Thereby, some
sources are perceived as more trustworthy than others:
People prefer the recommendations and opinions of friends
and family. Indeed, online comments of users affect news
processing and credibility perception of news content and
sources (Duong, Nguyen, & Vu, 2020; Waddell, 2018a,
2018b). Referring to the communication channels, the use of
a particular communication channel apparently depends on
the type of friend (strong versus weak ties) and the communi-
cation subject (school subject versus no school subject) (Van
Cleemput, 2010). In line with that, when sharing emotions,
Flemish adolescents were found to prefer talking face-to-face,
followed by texting, calling, and posting on social networks
(Vermeulen, Vandebosch, & Heirman, 2018). Additionally,
males seem to tend to communicate more frequently via pub-
lic comments on YouTube videos but show less video-sharing
behaviour with others than females do (Khan, 2017).
Therefore, concerning YTPS-videos, we examined with
whom and via which channels young people of different age
and gender talk about the content of such videos.

RQ4a. With whom do young people of different age and
gender communicate about the content of YTPS-
videos?

RQ4b. Which channels do young people of different age and
gender use to communicate with others about YTPS-
videos?

Methods

Sample

We created both a pencil-paper and an online version of the
survey with the software Unipark (Questback, 2017). The
pencil-paper version was distributed among pupils of
cooperating schools and students of a large German universi-
ty. Written informed consent to participate was provided by
the pupils’ legal guardians/next of kin, and all of them
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participated voluntarily in this study in the context of formal
school teaching. An online version of the questionnaire was
additionally distributed via specific participant recruitment
groups on Facebook in order to reach groups of older people
with a serious interest in participating in scientific research.
After clicking on the link to open the study, we pointed out
that participation in the online survey required a minimum age
of 16 years, following the guidelines of the General Data
Protection Regulation of the European Parliament (GDPR,
2016). We also informed the participants that they could stop
the study whenever they want, and that completion of the
survey would indicate informed consent. We did not collect
any identifying personal data.

Overall 739 participants (577 pencil-paper, 162 online)
took part in the survey. We initially excluded 135 participants
(18.27%) from the analyses as they reported neither using
YouTube in general nor consuming YouTuber videos about
political or societal issues (YTPS-videos), further 7 partici-
pants (0.95%) for not completing the survey, further 11 par-
ticipants (1.49%) due to missing data regarding age or gender,
further 9 participants (1.22%) for defining their gender as
‘others’, which was an insufficient subsample for the
gender-related statistical analyses, and further 15 participants
(2.03%) for reporting being older than 35 years. Therefore, the
data of 562 participants (440 pencil-paper, 122 online) with
59.07% females were included in the analyses. The mean age
was Mg =18.87 (SD,q. = 4.86). The number of subscribed
YouTube channels reported by these participants showed a
median of 10. At the time of the survey, 55.0% of the partic-
ipants were pupils of secondary schools, 40.2% were students
of a University, and 4.8% attended neither of these. We divid-
ed participants into three different age groups to examine age
effects: Participants who were under the age of 16 and there-
fore not authorized by law to vote in Germany (n =205,
48.29% female; M,q.=14.39, SD . =0.64), young people
from 16 to 20 years of age (n =156, 62.18% female; M, =
17.64, SD,q. = 1.66), and participants older than 20 years of
age (range from 21 to 35 years) and therefore legally get full
criminal responsibility as an adult in Germany (n =201,
67.66% female; Mo, =24.39, SD g, = 3.34). The number of
participants slightly varied across the analyses due to occa-
sional missing data.

Questionnaire

The introduction of the survey included our definitions of the
terms “YouTuber” and their “YTPS-videos”. We defined
YouTubers as people who run their own YouTube channel
and upload regularly or irregularly self-produced videos on
YouTube. Thus, we clarified that the survey is not about
videos produced by professional news broadcasters that addi-
tionally disseminate their news via YouTube. We defined
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YTPS-videos as videos of any kind of format addressing po-
litical or societal topics.

We initially asked the participants to indicate a few demo-
graphical information: age, gender, school, previous gradua-
tion (if they already had one), and their occupational status (if
they were not attending any school). If not stated otherwise,
each of the following questions was answered on a 5-point
rating scale ranging from 1 (“not at all” or “never”) to 5 (“very
much” or “very often”).

First, we assessed participants’ YouTube usage intensity.
We asked them how intensively they use YouTube in general,
how frequently they watch YTPS-videos, and how frequently
they visit YouTuber channels on a 6-point scale (1 =“every
day”, 2 = “every week, but not every day”, 3 = “every month,
but not every week”, 4 = “every year, but not every month”, 5
= “less than once a year”, 6 = “never”), see Table 1.

Second, we assessed participants’ evaluation of the credi-
bility of YouTubers and their videos. As shown in Table 1, we
asked them to estimate the credibility of YTPS-videos in gen-
eral, how much they appreciate it when YouTubers present
their own opinion in their YTPS-videos, and to evaluate their
personal liking of YTPS-videos in general (—2 = “very nega-
tive”, 0 =“neutral”, +2 =“very positive”). Furthermore, the
participants rated several characteristics of YouTubers and
their videos they potentially regard as indicative of Fake
News (1 = “no indicator at all”, 3 = “medium indicator”, 5 =
“very strong indicator”). The full list of evaluated characteris-
tics can be seen in Table 1.

Third, participants compared Y TPS-videos with classic TV
news. To do so, they assessed 20 characteristics whether these
apply rather to YTPS-videos or to TV news (1 = “applies
much more to YTPS-videos”, 3 = “applies equally to both
formats”, 5 = “applies much more to TV news”).
Importantly, numeric markers were introduced for the analy-
ses but were not shown to the participants in order not to bias
their ratings. We only presented the verbal markers to the
participants. The full list of evaluated characteristics is pre-
sented in Table 2.

Fourth, we assessed participants’ learning and perceived
influenceability by YTPS-videos. On the one hand, partici-
pants rated the importance of YTPS-videos for their learning
about politics and societal topics. We asked them how impor-
tant YTPS-videos are to them as a source of information, how
much they learn by watching such videos, and how strongly
they use the content of YTPS-videos for their opinion forma-
tion. We calculated a mean score across these items
(Cronbach’s o«=.811). On the other hand, participants
assessed how strongly they let themselves be influenced by
YTPS-videos and to what extent other people of the same age,
younger people, and older people are influenced by such
videos.

Fifth, we assessed the extent to which YouTubers are per-
ceived as role models. Participants rated several items

regarding their perception of YouTubers’ role model function.
The full list of items is presented in Table 3.

Finally, we examined participants’ communication about
the content of YTPS-videos. Participants rated the frequency
of talking with certain communication partners and the com-
munication channels they use. The full list of communication
partners and channels is presented in Table 4.

Analyses

All analyses were conducted using SPSS 27. In order to quan-
tify the extent of participants’ evaluations of YouTubers and
YTPS-videos as below-average, average, or above-average
compared to the scale’s midpoint, we conducted one-sample
t-tests. We analysed possible main and interaction effects of
age group (< 16 years, 16-20 years, > 20) and gender using
3 x2 ANOVAs. In case of a significant main effect of age
group, we performed pairwise comparisons (Bonferroni-
corrected familywise error rate). All tables display the means
and standard deviations for age and gender groups, indicate
the results of the one-sample #-tests, and present the results of
the ANOV As including pairwise comparisons for age groups.
Moreover, due to multiple testing and accumulated Type I
error, we further report Bonferroni-adjusted significance
levels for each set of #-tests and each set of ANOVAS associ-
ated with a research question. However, due to the explorative
nature of the present study and because several authors have
already pointed out that the Bonferroni method is unnecessar-
ily conservative in case of many tests and hence increases the
false-negative rate (e.g., Jafari & Ansari-Pour, 2019; Lee &
Lee, 2018), we also discuss effects being significant only in
the case of unadjusted significance levels. As the results are
the first of its kind, applying a stricter criterion could other-
wise obscure essential effects. Nevertheless, we additionally
indicate the more conservative (adjusted) significance levels
in the tables and figure for transparency reasons.

Results

YouTube Watching Habits (RQ1)

As shown by Table 1, the general YouTube usage intensity
was consistently rated as above average across age groups and
genders. Visiting frequency of YouTuber channels was con-
sistently under the scale’s midpoint, indicating an above-
average frequency due to reversed item coding (1 =“every
day”, 6 =“never”). The watching frequency of YTPS-videos
was stated to be either average or below average across
groups. Besides, males reported a higher general usage inten-
sity of YouTube, a higher visiting frequency of YouTube
channels, and a higher watching frequency of YTPS-videos.
The 16- to 20-year-old participants stated a higher usage
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Interaction
(gender x age)

Age group
differences

Main Effect

Age

Main Effect
Gender

Female

Male

Table 3  The perceived role model function of YouTubers
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Pairwise

>20 (3)

16202) >20(3) <16(1) 16-20(2)
MSD) M(SD) M(SD) M (SD)

M (SD)

<16 (1)

M (SD)

My

comparison  F

Ny

Ny

F

=.0083

adjusted p
1.540

=.0083
.023

adjusted p
3.780

=.0083

adjusted p

5.719

=.0014

adjusted p
3477

YouTubers as role models (RQ2d)
YouTubers have a role model function

.006

215

013

.010

.017

3817
(1.07)

3.947"

3477
(1.13)

2.97

3.43"1

3.647"

(0.90)

(1.16)
3.807"
(1.00)

(121
3.377

(1.06)
3.04

0.080 .777 <.001 23990 <.001 .079 1-2,1-3, 0257 774 <.001
2-3

3.85

3.47

YouTubers are important as role models

(1.18)

(1.15)

(1.24)
2.21

(1.13)

(1.16)

735 .001

0.307

836 <.001  3.832 .022 014

0.043

2367
0.75)
3.08

249"

2357
(0.84)
2.89

2297

2457

YouTubers show responsible handling

(0.65)
2.99

0.77)
3.09

(0.70)
2.90

(0.78)
2.97

of their role model function

YouTubers are aware of their

.897  <.001

0.109

n/a

115 .004 0.360 .698 .001

2.487

role model function
YouTubers are aware of their

(0.96) (0.88) 0.97)
3687 3427 3617

(0.99)

(1.05)
3.36"!

0.97)
3.66""

234 .005

1.458

608  <.001  1.499 224 .005 n/a

0.263

3.52

(1.03)

(1.03)
3.317"

(1.10)

2,651

(1.09)

(1.26)
3.10

(1.04)
2.87

influence on viewers
YouTubers are similar to music

831  <.001 25362 <.001 .084 1-2,1-3, 1453 235 .005
2-3

0.046

3.70

3.627

(1.30) (1.18) (1.22) (1.29) (1.09)

(1.34)

and movie stars regarding
their role model function

Asterisks mark the results of one-sample #-tests against the scales” midpoint of 3. *p < .05, *¥p < .01, **%*p < .001. ' The result of the r-test is not significant when applying the depicted Bonferroni-adjusted

significance level to the set of r-tests associated with the corresponding research question. ™ No post-hoc tests was applicable due to a non-significant main effect of age

intensity of YouTube compared to the other two age groups.
The over-20-years-old group stated a lower visiting frequency
of YouTuber channels than the other two groups (reversed
coding) but reported to watch YTPS-videos more frequently
than the under-16-year-old group. Since the scale measuring
the visiting frequency of YouTuber channels was rather ordi-
nal level, we also performed non-parametric analyses that ver-
ified the parametric results reported in Table 1.

Evaluation of YTPS-Videos and Fake News Indicators
(RQ2a, RQ2b)

Only the under-16-year-old males evaluated the credibility of
YTPS-videos above average (see Table 1), whereas each of
the other groups rated the credibility as either average or be-
low average (RQ2a). The appreciation of the presentation of
YouTubers’ own opinion in YTPS-videos was average or
above average, while the liking of YTPS-videos was rated as
above average (scale’s midpoint was zero). The over-20-year-
old evaluated YTPS-videos as less credible and reported a
lower appreciation of YouTubers’ own opinion than both
younger age groups. Further, they stated a lower liking of
YTPS-videos than the 16- to 20-year-old group. There was
no effect of gender. Additionally, we found significant posi-
tive correlations between the credibility evaluation and the
watching frequency of YTPS-videos for over-20-year-old
males, »=.283, p=.023, and females, »=.287, p<.001.
There were no significant correlations in the other age groups
regardless of gender, all s <.194, ps>.057. Besides, we
found significant positive correlations between the credibility
evaluation and the appreciation of the presentation of
YouTubers’ own opinion in all groups, with the highest values
for over-20-year-old males, »=.406, p <.001, and females,
r=.331, p<.001. Except for 16- to 20-year-old males, we
also found significant positive correlations between the cred-
ibility evaluation and liking of YTPS-videos in all groups,
with the highest expression for over-20-year-old males,
r=.374, p=.002, and females, r=.480, p <.001.

Regarding characteristics of YouTubers and their videos
considered as potentially indicative of fake news (RQ2b), most
mean ratings were average or below average (see Table 1). As
an exception, the citation of information sources was consid-
ered as indicative above average by over-20-year-old males
and females. The extent of visible commercialisation of
YTPS-videos was considered as indicative above average by
under-16-year-old males as well as by 16- to 20-year-old and
over-20-year-old females. The ANOVAs did not find differ-
ences between males and females, but some main effects of
age group: The under-16-year-old group rated the YouTubers’
language style as a less strong indicator than the 16- to 20-year-
old group. Concerning the citation of information sources,
YouTubers’ attempt to be a role model, and the extent of per-
sonal advice given by the YouTubers, the under-16-year-old
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group perceived them as less strong indicators of fake news
than the over-20-year-old group did. Furthermore, we found an
interaction between age and gender regarding the extent to
which YouTubers’ express their own opinion in Y TPS-videos:
Females showed a higher rating than males in the group of the
under-16-year-old group, #202)=2.76, p=.006, d=0.386,
whereas no gender difference was found in the other two age
groups. There was also an interaction effect between age and
gender relating to the extent of visible commercialisation in
YTPS-videos, as females showed a higher rating than males
only in the 16- to 20-year-old group, #149)=2.03, p=.044,
d=0.343.

YTPS-Videos Versus TV News (RQ2c¢)

Participants rated whether several characteristics apply rather
to YTPS-videos or traditional TV news (RQ2c), see Table 2.
Ratings that significantly differed from 3 indicate that the
corresponding characteristic was attributed more to
YouTuber news (below 3) or more to TV news (above 3).
Overall, TV news was seen as more objective, facts-oriented,
informative, boring, credible, neutral, reputable, and profes-
sional, independently of participants’ age and gender. In con-
trast, YTPS-videos were generally seen as more subjective,
opinion-oriented, entertaining, emotional, funny, exciting,
modern, motivating, and manipulative. Both formats were rat-
ed as equally interesting. The characteristics “compact” and
“exhausting” were equally attributed to both news formats or
rather to TV news, depending on age and gender. Moreover,
the ANOVAs revealed some main effects of gender and age
group: In contrast to male participants, female participants
rated TV news as more objective, facts-oriented, informative,
exciting, credible, neutral, reputable, and compact, but they
rated YTPS-videos as more subjective, opinion-oriented,
emotional and manipulative. Regarding age, the over-20-
year-old group rated YTPS-videos as less opinion-oriented,
entertaining, and motivating than the other two age groups,
but they also rated TV news as less neutral. Besides, they also
perceived YTPS-videos as less exciting than the 16-20-year-
old group, and as less manipulative than the under-16-year-old
group. At last, they rated TV news as less exhausting com-
pared to the under-16-year-old group. There was no interac-
tion effect between age and gender on any of the characteristic
ratings.

YouTubers as Role Models (RQ2d)

According to participants’ perception, YouTubers have a role
model function, are important as role models, are aware of
their role model function and their influence on viewers, and
they are similar to music and movie stars regarding their role
model function (see Table 3). Corresponding ratings showed
an at least average mean value in all genders and age groups

@ Springer

(with one exception). In contrast, participants rather denied
that YouTubers show responsible handling of their role model
function. Moreover, females perceived a greater role model
function of YouTubers than males did. Regarding age effects,
the under-16-year-old group perceived a weaker role model
function but better responsible handling than the 16- to 20-
year-old group. Finally, the perceived importance of
YouTubers as role models and their similarity to music and
movie stars significantly increased from age group to age

group.

Learning and Influenceability (RQ3a, RQ3b)

Regarding the importance of YTPS-videos for participants’
learning about politics and societal topics (RQ3a), we found
below-average ratings independently of age and gender, all
18<—2.72, ps<.009, ds <—.354 (adjusted significance level
p =.0083). However, YTPS-videos were rated as more impor-
tant for learning by male participants (M =2.56, SD =0.91)
than by female participants (M =2.33, SD =0.93), F(1,
556)=17.28, p=.007,n," =.013. There were no further main
or interaction effects, all F's <2.59, ps>.076, np2 <.009.
Regarding the perceived influenceability by YTPS-videos
(RQ3Db), Fig. 1 shows participants’ assessments of how
strongly they let themselves be influenced and to what extent
other people of the same age, younger people, and older peo-
ple are presumed to be influenceable by such videos. Males
and females in all age groups consistently perceived their own
and older people’s influenceability as below average, whereas
younger persons’ influenceability was consistently rated as
above average. In contrast, the three age groups perceived a
different influenceability of other people of the same age (i.e.,
other peers): The under-16-year-old males, the over-20-years-
old males, and 16- to 20-years-old females rated them as av-
eragely influenceable. The over-20-year-old females reported
a below-average rating, and the other two groups an above-
average rating. Next, we extended our usual two-way
ANOVA to a 3 (age group) x 2 (gender) x 4 (valuation sub-
ject) ANOVA with valuation subject as a within-subject factor
(self vs. other people of same age vs. younger people vs. older
people) and perceived influenceability by YTPS-videos as
dependent variable. We also calculated Bonferroni-adjusted
pairwise comparisons in case of a significant main effect of
valuation subject. We found a main effect of valuation subject,
F(2.64, 1459.50)=894.23, p<.001, np2 =.618: The partici-
pants perceived themselves and older people as less influence-
able than younger people and people of the same age. Besides,
the influenceability of younger people was rated higher than
that of people of the same age. We found a main effect of age
group, F(2, 552)=5.32, p=.005, np2 =.019: The over-20-
year-old group estimated people’s influenceability lower than
the other two age groups. However, we also found an interac-
tion between age group and valuation subject, F(5.29,
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Fig. 1 Participants’ assessments 5

of the influenceability of m<16
themselves, other peers, younger 2 16-20
persons, and older persons by 4 > 20

YTPS-videos. Vertical lines
indicate the standard error of the
mean. Asterisks indicate the
results of one-sample #-tests
against the scales’ midpoint of 3.
"The respective test result is not
significant when applying the
Bonferroni-adjusted significance
level (p =.002) to the set of #-tests

w

38

Mean Perception Influenceability

male
Self

1459.50)=4.17, p<.001, npz =.015: The effect of age group
was only significant regarding the evaluation of other people
of the same age, F(2, 556) = 14.50, p <.001, 1,” = .050.

Communication about YTPS-Videos (RQ4a, RQ4b)

Concerning the participants’ communication partners regard-
ing the content of YTPS-videos (RQ4a), we found that partic-
ipants of both genders and all age groups reported a below-
average communication frequency with the presented com-
munication partners, but preferred communicating with their
friends instead of teachers, see Table 4. The ANOVAS re-
vealed that males communicated more often with friends
and classmates. Furthermore, the over-20-year-old group
talked with their family members (including parents, aunts,
uncles, grandparents) less often about the content of YTPS-
videos than the younger age groups did. We additionally
found two interactions between age group and gender: In the
16- to 20-year-old group, males communicated more often
with their family than females did, #153)=2.35, p =.020,
d =.390. Furthermore, males communicated more often with
their friends than females in the under-16-year-old group,
#(192.31)=2.36, p =.019, d =.328, and in the 16-20-year-
old group, #(154)=22.19, p =.030, d = .362.

In terms of the communication channels the participants
use when communicating about the content of YTPS-videos
(RQ4b), face-to-face communication was the most preferred
modus, see Table 4. All other channels were used relatively
rarely. We found several main effects of gender and age
group, but no interactions: Males, compared to females, com-
municated more frequently via YouTube comments,
Facebook’s news feed, E-Mail, Skype, and face-to-face. The
over-20-year-old group used the Facebook’s news feed and
phone calls more often, but they communicated via Snapchat
and Instagram less frequently about the content of YTPS-
videos than the other two age groups. Also, the over-20-
year-old group communicated via E-Mail and Skype more
often than the under-16-year-old group. Additionally, the
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Other peers younger persons older persons

16- to 20-year-old group talked face-to-face more frequently
compared to the other two age groups.

Discussion

The present study examined the role of YTPS-videos and
YouTubers for young people’s opinion formation on political
and societal topics.

First, we found that young people reported a generally high
YouTube usage intensity and a moderate watching frequency
of YTPS-videos (RQ1), indicating that YouTube was an im-
portant information source in our sample. While general usage
intensity was exceptionally high in the 16- to 20-year-old
group, the over-20-year-old group less often visited
YouTube channels but showed an even higher watching fre-
quency of YTPS-videos compared to the under-16-year-old
group. Notably, males reported an overall higher YouTube
consumption.

Second, participants’ responses reflected some critical per-
ceptions of YTPS-videos and YouTubers, as already found in
other subject areas (Martinez & Olsson, 2019). Though the
liking of YTPS-videos was relatively high, participants per-
ceived them as only moderately credible (RQ2a). The over-
20-year-old evaluated YTPS-videos as less credible and re-
ported a lower appreciation of YouTubers’ own opinion than
both younger age groups. Further, they stated a lower liking of
YTPS-videos than the 16- to 20-year-old group. These results
indicate that young people’s critical perception of YTPS-
videos increases with age, while there was no effect of gender.
Interestingly, credibility evaluation was positively correlated
with viewing frequency in the oldest age group. Also, we
found positive correlations between the credibility evaluation
and the appreciation of the presentation of YouTubers’ own
opinion in all groups, but the highest correlations were found
in the over-20-year-old group. Hence, credibility seems to
become a more critical factor for consumption frequency
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and media acceptance with increasing age, supporting previ-
ous findings (Nelson & Kim, 2020).

Third, participants moderately agreed to all characteristics
of YTPS-videos and their producers as being indicative of
fake news (RQ2b). This result also considerably varied be-
tween age groups. Again, the over-20-year-old group ap-
peared to be more critical than the under-16-year-old group
regarding the citation of information sources, YouTubers’ at-
tempt to be a role model, and the extent of personal advice
given by the YouTubers. Gender differences were negligible.
Very young people may struggle with the evaluation of online
news as already observed in previous studies (Flanagin &
Metzger, 2000; McGrew, Breakstone, Ortega, Smith, &
Wineburg, 2018; Metzger et al., 2003; Nee, 2019). This would
also underline the importance of a tool for reconnaissance to
improve media criticism in the context of fake news on
YouTube, as it was suggested by McGrew et al. (2018).
Young people could also refer to other characteristics than
those addressed in the present study and previously reported
by Hugger et al. (2019), for example design, graphics, and
multimedia content (Agosto, 2002; Shenton & Dixon, 2004;
Wobbrock, Hsu, Burger, & Magee, 2019).

Fourth, we found a very pronounced difference in partici-
pants’ evaluation of YTPS-videos compared to traditional TV
news (RQ2c). The latter was perceived as more objective,
facts-oriented, informative, credible, neutral, reputable, and
professional but also more boring, independently of partici-
pants’ age and gender. In contrast, YTPS-videos were gener-
ally seen as more entertaining, emotional, funny, exciting,
modern, motivating, but also more subjective, opinion-orient-
ed, and manipulative than traditional TV news, independently
of age and gender. This result pattern is compatible with the
findings of Elvestad, Phillips, and Feuerstein (2017) who sur-
veyed students from Israel, Norway, and the United Kingdom,
all reporting higher trust in traditional news media than in
social media. Such results may reflect a critical perception or
even scepticism of YTPS-news on the one hand. On the other
hand, it also indicates a rather uncritical perception of TV
news and only a little critical reflection on traditional journal-
ism processes. With respect to age, we found that the over-20-
year-old group showed a more balanced comparison between
traditional TV news and YTPS-news. Surprisingly, female
participants, compared to male participants, rated TV news
as more objective, facts-oriented, informative, exciting, cred-
ible, neutral, reputable, and compact, and they rated YTPS-
videos as more subjective, opinion-oriented, emotional, and
manipulative. We may speculate that this result pattern either
shows a higher capacity for media criticism in young females
or a greater orientation towards supposedly valid media stan-
dards. Future research should disentangle these possibilities in
more detail.

Fifth, participants ascribed YouTubers an important role
model function and a high awareness of their influence,
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independently of gender and age (RQ2d). In addition, they
criticised YouTubers’ rather irresponsible handling of their
role model function. The perceived importance of
YouTubers as role models and their similarity to music and
movie stars increased from age group to age group. De
Veirman et al. (2019) already stressed the importance of
influencers as relatable and approachable role models as chil-
dren are willing to build (parasocial) relationships and to iden-
tify with them. Thus, this is a critical mixture. On the one
hand, YouTubers are vital role models, but in contrast to tra-
ditional celebrities, the perceived distance is less pronounced,
increasing their potential effects on the young audience. As
found by Schouten et al. (2020), recipients tend to identify
more with, feel more similar to, and trust influencers more
compared to celebrities. Interestingly, participants of the pres-
ent study, independently of age and gender, also assumed that
YouTubers would be only moderately aware of their role
model function. To sum up, the participants seem to
(partially) understand and critically reflect on the
YouTubers’ roles and potential effects.

Sixth, the participants reported that YTPS-videos are rela-
tively unimportant for their learning about politics and societal
topics, but YTPS-videos were rated as more important for
learning by male participants than by female participants
(RQ3a). Therefore, purposeful and intentional use of
YouTube for the acquisition of political and societal knowl-
edge appears not prevalent. It would be interesting to see
whether there are nonetheless learning gains by consumption.
Indeed, unintentional learning has already been shown in ex-
perimental settings (e.g., Schmidt & De Houwer, 2012). Also,
are there differences in knowledge between males versus fe-
males? It would be an interesting direction for future research
to combine YouTube consumption with objective measures of
knowledge performance.

Seventh, young people consistently perceived themselves
as less influenceable than younger people and same-aged peo-
ple, and as influenceable as older people (RQ3b). Young peo-
ple seem to perceive themselves as relatively resistant to the
influences of YTPS-video content, although they are aware of
the YTPS-videos’ manipulative potential. This finding is sup-
ported by previous research focusing on influencer marketing
on YouTube, which came to similar results (Coates, Hardman,
Halford, Christiansen, & Boyland, 2020). Also, the fact that
participants perceived themselves as significantly less influ-
enceable by mass media than younger and same-aged people
is consistent with the well-known third-person effect
(Davison, 1983) and previous findings in the context of social
media and online news (Houston et al., 2011; Schweisberger
et al., 2014). Consequently, they overestimate their resistance
or underestimate that of other people.

Finally, we found that participants of both genders and all
age groups reported a below-average communication frequen-
cy about the content of YTPS-videos with usual
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communication partners, but preferred communicating with
their friends instead of teachers (RQ4a). That result is crucial
as it indicates that a critical debriefing and analysis of the
consumed content elude the formal educational contexts in
school, which might have a corrective effect on political edu-
cation processes. A possible explanation could be that the
roles of parents and teachers concerning online activities de-
crease with age during adolescence, while the one of peers
increases. This circumstance has already been shown by pre-
vious studies in the context of teenagers’ engagement in on-
line risks (Shin & Lwin, 2017). Another reason could be that
parents and teachers do not provide the appropriate room for
discussions about YTPS-videos. At the same time, face-to-
face communication was the most preferred modus when
communicating about the content of YTPS-videos (RQ4b).
This result may be interpreted as promising because this form
of communication provides an appropriate basis for
discussing complex issues. In contrast, some communication
technologies suffer from information transfer capacities (Daft,
Lengel, & Trevino, 1987) and may additionally be associated
with critical data security issues.

Practical Implications and Future Research

The results allow us to conclude about media education of
young people at school. Young people do not seem to discuss
the topics of YTPS-videos with their teachers in school often.
One possible question which arises in this context is whether
school plays a role at all when it comes to the consumption of,
discussion about, and critical reflection on YTPS-videos. It
could be difficult for schools and teachers to address such pri-
vate and niched consumption adequately. Media psychological
research may help to disentangle the situational and personal
obstacles counteracting the desirable discussion and compari-
son of individual standpoints. Importantly, social media plat-
forms such as YouTube and the topic of fake news have already
been included in course syllabi and are nothing new to be
inserted into classroom teaching. However, the critical question
is how these topics can be addressed in formal education in an
appropriate and target group-oriented manner. The present re-
sults indicate that formats focusing on peer-to-peer communi-
cation might be the key to success. It is also unclear to what
extent teachers actually make this content the subject of instruc-
tion and whether students are willing to talk about such content.
Content of YTPS-videos might be considered sensitive and
thus requires specific methods facilitating the discussion of sen-
sitive topics with young people (e.g., Hoppe, Wells, Morrison,
Gillmore, & Wilsdon, 1995). It should be noted that nowadays
school curricula already include media literacy as a learning
aim, but the approaches vary a lot between different schools
and countries (Zhang, Zhang, & Wang, 2020). For example, in
Germany, where the present study took place, no centralised,
standardised policy for media literacy exist. Thus, the critical

question is how specific content of new media, such as YTPS-
videos, can be integrated into formal education settings so that
this creates added value for students. Psychological research
can help to systematically examine the effects of media-based
learning formats, as recently shown in the context of commer-
cial video games (e.g., Riith & Kaspar, 2020).

Besides, the implications of the third-person effect could be
addressed pedagogically. From a user-oriented perspective, an
underestimation of one’s own influenceability appears more
problematic than an overestimation of other people’s
influenceability by mass media. Because persuasive effects of
influencers on young people are evident (e.g., De Veirman
et al., 2019; Dehghani, Niaki, Ramezani, & Sali, 2016;
Sokolova & Kefi, 2020), such an underestimation could increase
young people’s vulnerability to persuasive attempts of YTPS-
videos. One possible countermeasure could be the discussion
with teachers in class. Teachers could help to pinpoint the rele-
vance of political and societal topics presented in the YTPS-
videos for the young people. As Schweisberger et al. (2014)
showed, the perceived effects of news stories on oneself are
higher for relevant news compared to non-relevant ones.
Additionally, the authors found that the third-person effect seems
to be smaller for high-relevant topics. Thus, pinpointing the rel-
evance of news for young people could raise awareness for the
persuasive effects of YTPS-video content. Furthermore, teachers
could explain the effects of social media and influencers on
young people as well as the implications of the third-person-
effect. Such educational measures might significantly improve
young people’s media literacy. However, we have to emphasise
that our results do not provide any information on whether the
third-person effect reflects young people’s underestimation of
their influenceability. Davison (1983) alternatively stated, “that
people will tend to overestimate the influence that mass commu-
nications have on the attitudes and behavior of others” (p. 3). In
accordance, Sun, Pan, and Shen (2008) showed that third-person
effects in terms of the perceived self-other asymmetry are larger
when others are perceived as particularly vulnerable. This finding
could indicate that the third-person effect instead represents an
overestimation of the influenceability of others. Also, only small
and inconsistent relations between the third-person effect and
behavioural intentions were found (Xu & Gonzenbach, 2008).
As a result, the question arises whether the third-person effect
found in the present study is of practical relevance at all. This
question should be clarified by future research before addressing
the third-person effect pedagogically in school. Alarming claims
of effects that do not exist should be avoided in the context of
media literacy education.

Our findings also form the basis for future quantitative studies.
We provide first quantitative results about young people’s use
and critical reflection of YTPS-videos. These results may facili-
tate deriving and testing concrete hypotheses, but our results also
open new directions for further research topics. Indeed, research
on the role of YTPS-videos on young people’s opinion formation
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regarding political and societal topics has been widely neglected
so far but appears very important given the high relevance of this
medium for the young generation. Besides, we found first and
strong evidence for gender and age differences in the use and
evaluation of YTPS-videos. Future research should consider
such differential effects and may also include personality traits.
Also, what are the antecedents and consequences of such gender
effects regarding media consumption, education, and political
orientation? Temporal changes in media literacy are also con-
ceivable. Up to now, no longitudinal studies are addressing this.
Such studies could clarify whether the age differences found in
the present study represent truly longitudinal changes or indicate
cohort effects. Finally, the findings also deliver first implications
and relevant aspects for the development and testing of educa-
tional programmes. Based on our results, such educational
programmes could address, for example, methods to verify
YTPS-news and online information, persuasive attempts of such
videos, as well as the critical reflection of users’ behaviour and
attitudes regarding YTPS-videos to foster media literacy.

Limitations and Prospects for Future Research

There are some more limitations of the present study which
should be considered when interpreting the results above.
First, we developed our research topics mainly based on re-
search from other subject areas and several older studies due
to a lack of thematically more specific research. As a conse-
quence, this study was mainly explorative. In addition, we
were also not able to use established and validated instru-
ments. As YouTube and YTPS-videos as a platform for infor-
mation gathering become more and more important, it would
be desirable to develop validated multi-item scales to assess
the specific aspects examined here. In this way, the constructs,
their relationships, their factorial structure, and their construct
validity can be researched in more detail. The present study
may provide the first basis for such projects. It should also be
noted that few results become not significant when applying a
more conservative, Bonferroni-adjusted significant level.
Moreover, we investigated pupils from a high school and
university students with a relatively high educational back-
ground in Germany. Besides, as participation in this study was
voluntary and the online version was distributed via specific
social media groups, the degree of a potential sample bias cannot
be finally estimated. In each case, the sample was rather homog-
enous. There is evidence that the ability for media criticism
varies between schools: For example, Hu and Kurokami
(2017) found differences in media literacy between pupils of
an urban and of a rural middle school in China. Pupils of the
urban middle school showed, among other things, higher critical
thinking skills. The authors mainly attributed this to the missing
curriculum and opportunities to explore and learn the appropriate
media use in rural middle schools. A further aspect of this
context of learning opportunities is that media criticism seems
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to be taught mainly within higher education. Schmidt (2013)
examined how media literacy is addressed in different levels of
the educational system in the US. The author found that media
literacy is most often addressed in higher education like univer-
sity and college compared to earlier school forms like Middle or
High School. Consequently, the results in the present study could
be different when investigating young people who attend a
school form at another educational level. Further, as media liter-
acy issues are mainly addressed in higher education, the higher
media literacy skills of our older age group could simply reflect a
higher number of passed learning opportunities. Consequently,
future research on media literacy regarding YTPS-videos has to
take school form and educational background into account.

Finally, in contrast to other accounts (e.g., Martinez &
Olsson, 2019), the present study did not focus on the perception
of a specific YouTuber and their videos. We did not specify the
source of the YTPS-videos consumed by the participants. As
the reported number of subscribed channels showed a median
of 10 in the present study, participants’ responses refer to a
rather general impression of YouTubers and YTPS-videos.
The present data thus provide a generalised picture that lays
the foundation for more differentiated studies in the future.
For example, as Lewis (2020) showed, some YouTubers rather
represent more extreme and reactionary political standpoints by
sensationalising mainstream news. As a result, the perception
and evaluation of YouTubers and YTPS-videos could vary,
depending on how the YouTubers’ political orientations are
perceived and how they match with the orientation of the indi-
vidual consumer. Indeed, perceived similarity with an
influencer can have positive effects on consumers’ trust in
influencer postings and on behavioural intentions (e.g., Lou &
Yuan, 2019). Additionally, the political orientation could be
more pronounced with increasing age. As a consequence, po-
litical orientations of both the consumer and the YouTuber
become more relevant with increasing age. Also, the specific
attributes of the videos might act as a moderator on perception
effects. In the present study, we purposefully covered a vast
range of YTPS-videos that was neither limited to specific po-
litical or societal topics nor to a specific video format. In gen-
eral, it is conceivable that the perception of YTPS-videos varies
across topics, genres, contents, stylistic choices, viewer groups,
report types, and commercial ties of the YouTubers. For exam-
ple, we found that commercialisation seems to be a relevant
aspect for young people when evaluating YTPS-videos. This
could in turn influence the persuasiveness of the video content.
Future research should disentangle the contribution of specific
attributes of YTPS-videos on young people’s perception.

To conclude, the present study was one first attempt to
bridge a vital research gap regarding young people’s
analytic-critical perception and evaluation of YouTubers and
YTPS-videos. We found significant age and gender effects
and a complex result pattern highlighting implications for both
future research and educational measures. This study provides
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a substantial basis for a better understanding of how young
people perceive and evaluate media content, media producers,
and their role in the media consumption process.
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