IPS survey: Local mass media websites rise in importance during

GE; older voters turn to social media, instant messaging
There was a decline in the proportion of voters who tapped traditional media.

Grace Ho
Straits Times, 8 Oct 2020

Digital platforms, like local mass media websites, surged in importance during this year's
general election that many have dubbed an "Internet election", according to a survey
commissioned by the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS).

At the same time, there was a decline in the proportion of voters who tapped traditional media,
such as television, print and radio, for information at least once a day, compared to GE2015,
said IPS senior research fellow Carol Soon, who presented the survey findings at an online
forum on Internet and Media Use on Thursday (Oct 8).

Social networking sites like Facebook and instant messaging (IM) platforms such as
WhatsApp were the two most popular modes of political engagement among the 2,018 voters
surveyed.

The forum was organised by the IPS, which a week ago, presented the findings of its survey
on the GE2020 results at a similar forum.

The think tank had conducted similar polls after the 2011 and 2015 general elections.

In GE2020, the People's Action Party's (PAP) vote share shrank by almost nine percentage
points to 61.24 per cent, compared with the 2015 election.

The July 10 election also saw the Workers' Party (WP) make another breakthrough by beating
the PAP to win Sengkang group representation constituency - its second GRC.

GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES

Debunking the myth of a digital divide among generations, the Baby Boomers - those aged 56
and older in the survey - used IM the most to learn more about political parties and candidates.

But people's primary reasons for voting, rather than Internet use, were the strongest predictor
of how they voted, said Dr Soon. Reasons such as "l always voted for the same party" and
"party's track record" mattered more to those who voted for the PAP.

"Having alternative views in Parliament" and "dislike for one party" mattered more to those
who voted for opposition parties.

The two camps also diverged in how they engaged online.

Those who voted for the PAP visited online websites of Singapore mass media, such as The
Straits Times, Lianhe Zaobao and CNA, while those who voted for the opposition engaged
with the political parties and candidates via their social media platforms such as Facebook
and Instagram.



GREATER TRUST IN LOCAL MASS MEDIA
Overall trust in the Singapore mass media rose, compared with 2015.

But younger voters had significantly lower levels of such trust, compared with the sandwiched
generation (36 to 55 years old) and Baby Boomers.

They were also more likely to turn to social media to express their opinions when they did not
trust what was reported in mass media.

The increase in trust was greater for older respondents.

They also had the most political knowledge, based on the correct answers they scored in a
list of questions posed by the survey.

However, younger voters also gained the most political knowledge, compared to 2015.

"This points to the need to encourage not just active citizenry, but informed citizenry," said Dr
Natalie Pang, a senior lecturer at National University of Singapore's Department of
Communications and New Media, and a member of the research team.

SWING VOTERS

Those who voted for the PAP in 2015, but voted for the opposition in 2020 were more likely to
be men.

They were also more politically active, having signed a petition in the last six months or
attended opposition e-rallies.

This group was least concerned about the quality of candidates and parties' track record, and
more concerned about having alternative views in Parliament.

Those who switched sides to the PAP this year cited the quality of candidates as their biggest
concern.

They were generally uninterested and inactive in politics, and attended e-rallies the least.

Swing voters did not differ from non-swing voters in their use of mass media and social media,
said NUS Department of Communications and New Media Associate Professor Zhang Weiyu,
a member of the research team.

"What influenced their swing had more to do with wanting alternative views in Parliament, and
little to do with using social media," she added.



Information-seeking (% of respondents)

N Never

N Once a week or less A few days a week
I About once a day I Several times a day
NOTE:

*Mean scores: 1 being least used, and 5 being the most used.
Number of respondents = 2,018

Mean
Online websites of SG mass media scores™

15.0 16.7 26.7 18.7 3.17

—
o
@
<.
[
S
E

[d
o
S

187 18.1

SG online-only news and information websites
21.0 18.8 18.7 17.2

N
©
N

Social networking sites
284

Instant messaging platforms
326 14.8 125 234 279

Online websites of foreign mass media
14.9 LN 2.43

Print newspapers

40.7 16.9 235

YouTube sites of individuals/groups

437 R 2.21

20
5]
=
5}

46.7 18.4 219

Online discussion forums
62.6 12.8 7.3 5.

-
o
©

~N

1.81

and candidates (% of respondents)

Mean
scores*

28.0 19.5 278

38.9 14.8 2.56

= w

=3

2 8,

Q

3 o

- -]
[}

- ° E

1] o

2 =

Q <. T

5 3

@ «Q

o &

I

3 3

o

S

3

"

Political parties and candidates' TV and radio broadcasts

31.6 237 183  5.8pX:x]
YouTube
36.7 20.8 RN 2.40

Political parties’ and candidates’ websites

Tl
©o
£y

=
HP
(o]

Political party brochures and newsletters 19
445 340 62 REY
E-mail

Online meeting platforms (e.g. Zoom) 20
755 100 [7ils.4 RE

Source: INSTITUTE OF POLICY STUDIES
STRAITS TIMES GRAPHICS



The key takeaway, said Dr Soon, is that instant messaging was the only platform that saw
similarly high levels of adoption across all the age groups surveyed.

But older voters were more passive in their instant messaging activity, she added.

They used it to learn about the general election and candidates, but did not actively belong to
messaging groups or discuss politics with other people.

"Their content could be quite different from what younger voters are circulating," she said.

"They could either be sharing screenshots, or be on the receiving end of messages from
political parties, such as through WhatsApp channels."



