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Political participation is a constituent of development and a mechanism
shaping the institutional quality that underpins long-run growth. Yet, the
emergence of digital political intermediaries and their developmental
consequences has not been systematically assessed. This study maps
the intellectual and conceptual structure of research on digital political
participation and situates it within the participation—institutions—growth
chain. A mixed review design combines bibliometric analysis with a
systematic literature review following PRISMA 2020, applied to 173
Scopus-indexed documents (2006—2026) analyzed in VOSviewer. The
field is forming rapidly but remains fragmented across 156 sources and
46 countries, with a marked production—-influence asymmetry: the
Global South produces 43.4% of documents but receives only 14.3% of
citations. Four structural deficits and a near-total disconnection between

influencer and development literatures indicate that digital participation
has ambivalent implications for institutional quality, especially in
developing countries. The study delineates digital political participation
as a distinct bibliometric object within an economic-development
perspective.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Economic development is no longer understood merely as capital accumulation and output growth,
but as the expansion of citizens' capabilities and freedoms, within which political participation
occupies a constitutive position (Sen, 1999). In this framework, citizens' capacity to engage in political
processes is not merely an instrument toward material welfare but a dimension of human
development in itself, and simultaneously a mechanism that shapes a nation's institutional quality
(Sen, 1999; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). Inclusive political institutions tend to generate inclusive
economic institutions, whereas extractive institutions that exclude broad participation deter
investment, impede innovation, and ultimately depress long-run growth (Acemoglu & Robinson,
2012; Acemoglu et al., 2001). Any fundamental transformation in how citizens participate politically
therefore carries non-negligible consequences for development trajectories, particularly in
developing countries whose institutional quality is still forming and highly sensitive to changes in
patterns of citizen engagement.

Over the past decade, the way citizens access political information and decide on their
engagement has been reorganized by actors who occupy no formal position within political
institutions. Social media influencers, whose prominence originated in lifestyle, gaming, and
entertainment content, have increasingly turned to political subjects, addressing millions of followers
on elections, policy controversies, and social justice claims (Riedl et al., 2021; Suuronen et al., 2022;
von Sikorski et al., 2025). In Austria, following political influencers has been shown to increase online
participation, which in turn predicts higher offline participation over time (Dekoninck & Schmuck,
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2022). In Nigeria, social media served as a principal arena of political contestation for young people
during the 2019 general elections, granting them agency that conventional party structures did not
(Obisesan, 2022). In Indonesia and in a four-country comparison including Hong Kong and Serbia,
the same mediation structure through political interest and efficacy has been reproduced among
young adults (Venus et al., 2025; Munzir et al., 2025). The phenomenon therefore recurs across
institutional settings that differ substantially in party strength, media freedom, and electoral
competitiveness.

The urgency of situating this phenomenon within a development perspective has intensified
because its consequences now extend beyond individual attitudes into institutional and electoral
outcomes. Political parties adapt their messages and policy positions in response to influencer-
shaped opinion during campaigns (Ding et al., 2023), and comparative analysis indicates that social
influencers may affect election outcomes through their function as digital opinion leaders (Kliver,
2025). Because electoral outcomes and party responsiveness are the mechanisms through which
institutional accountability operates, these findings place digital political intermediaries directly within
the causal chain of development: actors who influence who holds power and how that power is held
accountable also influence the quality of the institutions that determine economic performance (Ding
et al., 2023; Kluver, 2025).

This intermediation, however, is ambivalent in ways that are precisely consequential for
institutional development. On one hand, influencers can broaden participation by mobilizing citizens
previously marginalized from conventional political channels, thereby strengthening the basis of
accountability (Obisesan, 2022; Reinikainen et al., 2025). On the other hand, political disinformation
circulated through influencer channels is not merely transmitted but actively legitimated through
identifiable discursive strategies that render falsehood credible (Igwebuike & Chimuanya, 2021); the
monetisation of political speech creates a regulatory gap in which the strongest constitutional
protections attach to content produced under undisclosed commercial incentives (de Gregorio &
Goanta, 2022); and state-aligned actors have incorporated influencer communities into influence
operations (Boichak, 2023). The impact of digital participation on institutional quality—and hence on
development—therefore cannot be assumed to be unidirectional, but must be determined empirically
according to the institutional context in which it operates.

This study focuses on digital political participation as intermediated by influencers, treating
it as a distinct analytical object rather than social media use in general, and situates it within the
participation—institutions—growth chain. The scope covers Scopus-indexed scholarly literature
published between 2006 and 2026 that examines influencers, content creators, or digital opinion
leaders in relation to political, civic, or electoral processes, together with literature that explicitly links
digital media to economic development, governance, and institutional quality. The study does not
examine commercial influencer marketing, nor political communication by institutional actors except
where compared against influencers. This delimitation is necessary because the field employs the
terms political influencer, social media influencer, digital opinion leader, and content creator without
settled distinctions, so that findings published under different labels may or may not concern the
same phenomenon (Harff, 2025; Rothut, 2025; von Sikorski et al., 2025).

The research gap is twofold. Substantively, although the literature on influencers and
participation is expanding rapidly, no systematic assessment situates it within an economic-
development framework, leaving open the question of whether digital participation strengthens or
erodes the institutional quality that sustains growth. Structurally, the literature is produced across at
least four disciplines whose research fronts may not be in contact, so that contradictions between
findings cannot be resolved without mapping the field's structure as a whole. Both gaps can be
addressed only through an approach that simultaneously maps the field's architecture and
synthesizes its substantive claims. This study is further distinguished from recent development-
oriented reviews—including work on fiscal decentralization, institutional quality, and regional
growth—Dby its specific focus on digitally intermediated political participation rather than on fiscal or
administrative mechanisms of development.

The novelty of this study lies in three features. First, to the author's knowledge, it is the first
review to delineate digital political participation as a distinct object of bibliometric analysis while
framing it within an economic-development perspective, rather than subsuming it within broader
social media research. Second, it applies a multi-query search strategy with identifier-based

ProBisnis, Vol.17, No. 3 July 2026: pp 2011-2030



ProBisnis : Jurnal Manajemen ISSN 2086-7654 O 2013

deduplication, a protocol designed for fields whose terminology has not stabilized, which addresses
the recall problem that single-query designs create when the same phenomenon carries multiple
labels. Third, it integrates conceptual, intellectual, and social structural mapping with substantive
thematic synthesis, permitting the identification of structural deficits—such as the disconnection
between research fronts—that neither method could establish alone.

The theoretical framework of this study rests on an established causal chain in economic
development that links political participation to economic growth through institutional quality as an
intervening variable. The first link positions political participation as a constituent of development:
citizens' freedom to engage in collective choices is part of human development rather than merely
its instrument (Sen, 1999). The second link connects participation to institutional quality: broad
participation constrains elite extraction, strengthens accountability, and fosters the inclusive political
institutions that are a precondition for inclusive economic institutions (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012;
Acemoglu et al., 2001). Institutions in this sense are the rules of the game that determine transaction
costs, incentive structures, and the security of property rights, which in turn shape decisions on
investment and innovation (North, 1990). The third link connects institutional quality to growth: cross-
country evidence shows institutional quality to be among the most robust determinants of long-run
growth, often outweighing geography and trade integration (Rodrik et al., 2004). In developing
countries specifically, fiscal decentralization is one of the principal institutional channels connecting
local accountability to growth, though its effectiveness depends heavily on institutional quality and
citizen participation (Bahasoan et al., 2025). It is into this chain that the political-influencer
phenomenon must be situated, as a new mechanism that may either strengthen or weaken the
participation—accountability linkage on which development depends.

Accordingly, the study pursues four objectives: to map the global development of research
on digital political participation, including publication trends and the most productive sources,
authors, countries, and institutions; to identify the conceptual structure of the field through keyword
co-occurrence, overlay, and density visualisation; to synthesise the substantive findings thematically,
examining theories, methods, variables, convergences, divergences, and limitations; and to
formulate research gaps and a future research agenda grounded in those gaps, with emphasis on
implications for institutional quality and development. These objectives are pursued across a corpus
of 173 Scopus-indexed documents. The contribution is both theoretical—identifying digital political
intermediation as a new mechanism modulating the participation—institutions relationship—and
practical, demonstrating that the governance of digital political information and investment in citizen
digital literacy are components of the institutional-development agenda rather than merely questions
of media policy. For Indonesia and other developing countries pursuing fiscal decentralization and
the strengthening of local accountability, this understanding is relevant because accountability that
functions at the local level is a principal transmission channel from institutional quality to inclusive
economic growth (Acemoglu et al., 2001; Rodrik et al., 2004; Bahasoan et al., 2025).

2. RESEARCH METHOD
This study applies a mixed review design that integrates quantitative bibliometric mapping with
qualitative systematic synthesis, conducted in accordance with the PRISMA 2020 statement. The
rationale for combining the two is methodological rather than additive. Bibliometric analysis produces
a reproducible aggregate account of how a field is structured but cannot explain why particular
findings diverge; systematic review supplies interpretive depth but, applied alone to a rapidly
expanding field, risks selective coverage. Combining them allows the field's architecture and its
substantive claims to be assessed together, which is a precondition for identifying structural deficits
such as disconnection between research communities that neither method could establish alone.
Scopus was selected as the sole bibliographic source for three reasons: it provides broader
coverage of social science and non-Anglophone communication scholarship than comparable
databases; it exports structured metadata suitable for bibliometric procedures; and restricting the
search to a single database avoids the record-reconciliation errors that arise when merging sources
with incompatible metadata schemas. The search proceeded in two complementary stages on 24
July 2026. The first stage captured the political-influencer literature through three graduated Boolean
queries combining influencer constructs ("social media influencer”", "political influencer”, "digital
opinion leader", "content creator”) with participation constructs ("political participation”, "civic
engagement”, "political engagement"). The second stage captured the development intersection
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through queries combining digital-media and participation constructs with development and
governance constructs ("economic development”, "economic growth", "governance”, "institutional
quality”, "developing countries"). A multi-query strategy was adopted because the field's vocabulary
is unsettled, so that a single query systematically under-retrieves work using other labels.

Deduplication was performed on the Scopus Electronic Identifier (EID) rather than on titles,
because several records carry bilingual titles that title-based matching fails to recognize as
duplicates. Six documents identified as statistical-method papers or off-topic items were removed at
the screening stage. The inclusion criteria were: documents examining influencers, content creators,
or digital opinion leaders in relation to political, civic, or electoral processes, or explicitly linking digital
media to development and governance; publication between 2006 and 2026; document types
comprising article, review, book chapter, book, conference paper, and editorial; and Scopus indexing.
No language restriction was applied, since such a restriction would eliminate the Ibero-American and
Southern European contributions that the corpus shows to be substantial.

The final corpus comprises 173 unique documents combining 119 political-influencer
documents and 54 digital-development documents, drawn from 156 sources and 46 countries,
published between 2006 and 2026. Of these, 141 documents carry author keywords and form the
basis of the co-occurrence analysis. Because the development-stage records were exported without
a cited-reference field, bibliographic coupling and co-citation analyses were not conducted on the
combined corpus; the analysis focuses on performance, conceptual structure, and social structure,
which do not require cited references. Analysis was conducted in VOSviewer using the Scopus CSV
reader with full counting. A purpose-built thesaurus file was applied before mapping, merging
orthographic and morphological variants of the influencer construct and consolidating development-
related terms; without this step, the field's central concepts fragment into peripheral nodes and
disappear from the map's core. Keyword co-occurrence used a minimum occurrence threshold of
three; clustering used the Louvain method at resolution 1.00. Thematic synthesis followed an
abductive procedure in which themes were derived from the cluster solution and validated against
full-text reading. The full identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion process is reported in the
PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
Corpus characteristics and the integration of two literatures
The final corpus of 173 unique documents combines two Scopus searches: 119 documents from the
political-influencer search and 54 documents from the development-intersection search that explicitly
links digital media with economic development, governance, and institutional quality. This
combination is not merely additive but a synthesis of two scholarly conversations that have run in
parallel: the political-communication literature that studies influencers as actors of persuasion, and
the digital-economy and e-government literature that studies technology as an instrument of
development. The corpus spans 2006 to 2026, a longer range than the influencer literature alone,
because the digital-economy and electronic-governance literature has deeper historical roots. A total
of 156 documents (90.2 percent) were published since 2020, and 75 documents (43.4 percent) in
2025-2026, so the corpus remains dominated by recent work despite its deeper foundations. This
temporal profile matters for development analysis because it shows that the linkage between
digitalized participation and institutional development has become an intensive object of study only
within the last five years. Hence, evidence on its long-run consequences is still in an early stage of
formation.

Table 1. Summary of key findings and their interpretation from a development perspective

Aspect Description

The combined corpus of 173 documents (2006—2026) unites the political-influencer
literature (119) and the digital-development literature (54). Output surged to 48

Key Findings documents in 2025. Production is dispersed across 156 sources. Co-occurrence yields
four clusters, with a development cluster (developing countries, civic engagement, e-
government, digital economy) emerging organically alongside the influencer cluster.

The digital-media—participation association reproduces the established meta-analytic
pattern. At the same time, the development literature adds an institutional dimension:
ICT and electronic governance are associated with accountability, though effects
depend on the developed-versus-developing context.

Comparison with
Previous
Research

A sharp production—influence asymmetry: the Global South produces 43.4 percent of
Phenomena and documents but receives only 14.3 percent of citations. Digitalized participation is most
Explanations consequential precisely in developing countries, yet knowledge authority remains
concentrated in the North.

The integration reveals that the influencer literature and the development literature
barely cite one another, so the potential of digital participation for institutional
development remains under-theorized.

Preliminary
Conclusions

Citation distribution and the cross-literature intellectual base

The combined corpus has accumulated 15,870 citations, but this figure is heavily influenced by four
canonical works that bridge the two literatures and carry exceptionally high citation counts: a seminal
work on the challenges and opportunities of social media (11,254 citations), a study of social media
use for news and its links to social capital and civic engagement (1,482 citations), a meta-analysis
of social media use and participation (982 citations), and an early study of connections between
internet use and political efficacy and participation (585 citations). The presence of these four works
is itself a finding: they are the intellectual foundation linking digital media to social capital and civic
engagement—precisely the constructs that bridge participation with development. After these four
outliers are excluded, the corpus mean falls to 9.3 citations per document with a median of 2,
consistent with a field whose majority of documents remain young. The combined-corpus h-index is
23, and 54 documents (31.2 percent) remain uncited.

This heavily skewed distribution—with the three most-cited documents absorbing 86.4
percent of citations—must be interpreted cautiously and not as evidence of a settled intellectual
hierarchy. The extreme concentration instead reflects that both literatures rest on a handful of cross-
disciplinary foundational works that long predate the recent publication surge. At the same time, the
majority of documents that constitute 43.4 percent of the corpus in 2025-2026 have not yet had time
to accumulate citations. For economic development, this composition implies that the conceptual
bridge between digital media and development rests on the social-capital and civic-engagement
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scholarship of the 2010s. In contrast, its application to the institutional context of developing countries
is recent and not yet cumulatively validated.

Productivity structure: Lotka's and Bradford's laws

Author-productivity analysis following Lotka's law reveals a highly dispersed structure. Of 415 authors
in the combined corpus, the great majority contributed exactly one document, with only 20 authors
contributing two or more and only four contributing three or more. Schmuck leads with four
documents, followed by Reinikainen, Harff, and Kumar with three each. This near-degenerate
distribution is a sign of a field that has not yet institutionalized: no productive, sustained research
groups have formed to mark a mature specialism, and merging the two literatures does not alter this
picture because both are young and fragmented.

Source-dispersion analysis following Bradford's law reinforces this conclusion. The 173 documents
are dispersed across 156 sources, a documents-per-source ratio of only 1.11, and only 14 sources
contain two or more documents. The absence of a clear core zone means there is no set of journals
a researcher could monitor to remain current, so literature discovery must rely on database querying
and citation tracing. More importantly for this study, the dispersion spans two disciplinary families—
political-communication journals such as Political Communication and Javnost on one side, and
technology-and-development journals such as Technology in Society on the other—confirming that
different scholarly communities approach the same object without a shared journal infrastructure.
This fragmentation is a structural obstacle to the accumulation of cumulative knowledge about the
role of digital participation in development.

Conceptual structure: convergence of influencer and development themes

The conceptual structure of the combined corpus, derived from keyword co-occurrence across the
141 documents carrying author keywords, resolves into four clusters forming a single fully connected
component (Figure 2). This full connectedness carries special meaning in the context of merging two
literatures: rather than forming two separate archipelagos, the influencer vocabulary and the
development vocabulary are integrated within a single conceptual network, indicating that the
conceptual bridge between them exists even if it has not yet been systematically developed through
cross-citation.
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Figure 2. Keyword co-occurrence map of the combined corpus — four clusters **
The first and largest cluster centers on social media and combines democracy, influencer marketing,
digital democracy, digital activism, civic engagement, and—most notable for this study—developing
countries. The appearance of the developing-countries node alongside democracy and civic
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engagement within a single cluster is empirical evidence that the development dimension has fused
into the conversation rather than being artificially appended. The second cluster centers on social
media influencers and political communication, containing Instagram, artificial intelligence, TikTok,
Generation Z, digital media, and virtual influencers, representing the strand that treats influencers as
communicative actors while absorbing emerging technology. The third cluster centers on political
participation and contains youth, political influencers, political interest, political efficacy, and political
socialization—the individual-level theoretical core linking exposure to participatory behavior. The
fourth and smallest cluster contains Twitter/X and Facebook, the residue of the platform-descriptive
phase.

Table 2. Most frequent author keywords in the combined corpus
Keyword Occurrences Cluster

Social media 52 1

Social media influencers 38

Political participation 24

Political communication 14
Youth 11
Political influencers 10
Twitter/X

(oo}

Instagram

Democracy

Political interest

Politics

Digital democracy

Influencer marketing

Artificial intelligence

Facebook
TikTok

Generation Z

Developing countries

Civic engagement
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Digital activism

The overlay visualization in Figure 3 maps each node by its average publication year and reveals a
temporal gradient spanning a longer range than the influencer literature alone. Development- and
governance-themed nodes tend toward earlier average years, reflecting the historical roots of e-
government and digital-economy scholarship, whereas influencer, Generation Z, TikTok, and
artificial-intelligence nodes cluster in the most recent years. This gradient traces an intellectual
trajectory meaningful for development: the field began with technology-for-governance research in
the 2010s, then shifted toward the study of digital persuasion actors and their consequences for
participation. This shift implies that scholarly attention has moved from technology as an
administrative instrument toward human actors as drivers of participation. This transition opens new
questions about how digital political intermediation affects institutional quality.
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Overlay Visualization — Korpus Gabungan (gradien 2015-2026)
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Figure 3. Overlay visualization of the combined corpus — temporal gradient 2015-2026 **

The density visualization reinforces this reading by marking regions of research concentration. High-
density regions form around social media, social media influencers, and political participation, which
constitute the field's stable core. Sparse regions surround developing countries, e-government,
digital economy, artificial intelligence, and disinformation—precisely the nodes most relevant to
institutional and developmental questions. This is a consequential mismatch: the concepts carrying
the greatest development weight occupy the least-developed regions of the conceptual map. For a
development-economics audience, this indicates that scholarly energy has not yet been directed
toward the questions most decisive for institutional quality and inclusive growth, and that a deliberate
research program linking digital participation to development outcomes would occupy largely open
conceptual territory.

Social structure and the North—-South knowledge asymmetry

Country co-authorship analysis in Figure 4 maps the collaboration structure of the combined corpus
across 46 countries. The map shows the United States as a dominant node connected to several
partners, with tightly connected Western European groups. At the same time, many Global South
countries—including Nigeria, Indonesia, India, Tanzania, and Kazakhstan—tend to be weakly
connected or stand apart. This structure has serious development consequences, because cross-
country collaboration is a principal channel of research-capacity transfer, and its absence indicates
that developing countries research their own phenomena in isolation, disconnected from the global
knowledge network that sets the field's agenda and standards.
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Figure 4. Country co-authorship map of the combined corpus (Global North vs South) **

This asymmetry is sharpest when production is compared with influence (Figure 5). Global South
countries contribute 43.4 percent of document appearances but receive only 14.3 percent of
citations. In other words, although the phenomenon of digitalized participation and digital
development is most consequential precisely in developing countries—where conventional
institutions are weak and digital technology becomes a primary rather than supplementary channel—
the knowledge produced from those contexts receives far less recognition in the global scholarly
conversation. This production—influence asymmetry is a manifestation of the epistemic asymmetry
that has long concerned economic development: the authoritative centers of knowledge production
remain in the North even as the object of study lies in the South. Indonesia, which occupies a
productive position with seven documents yet is nearly absent from the most influential works, faces
both a challenge and an opportunity—a challenge because it demonstrates the marginality of
Southern voices, and an opportunity because it reveals an untapped contribution niche for
researchers able to connect Southern contexts to the global theoretical conversation. For the
development agenda, this asymmetry is not merely a matter of academic fairness but a substantive
obstacle: digital-governance policy in developing countries tends to be designed on evidence from
Northern contexts whose institutions differ fundamentally.
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Figure 5. North—South production—influence asymmetry, combined corpus **
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Comparison with previous research and explanation of contradictions

To strengthen the validity of the results, the findings of this study were compared with relevant prior
literature. The comparison shows substantial consistency at the level of substantive findings and a
significant difference at the level of field structure. Substantively, the corpus reproduces the
established pattern that digital political exposure is associated with increased participation indirectly,
more strongly online than offline and more strongly among younger users, and this convergence
strengthens confidence in the influencer-specific results (Dekoninck & Schmuck, 2022; Harff &
Schmuck, 2023; Venus et al., 2025). The development literature adds an important layer: research
on whether information technology promotes democracy similarly in developed and developing
countries finds that the effect depends on institutional context, so the same digital instrument
produces different participatory consequences according to a country's initial institutional conditions.
The phenomena emerging from the analysis are only partly consistent with theoretical expectation,
and the inconsistencies are explicable with clear development implications. First, the authenticity
advantage attributed to influencers proves conditional, disappearing where expertise is the relevant
credibility criterion (Hubner & Watts, 2024; Harff & Schmuck, 2024; Harff, 2025); this matters for
development because if influencer power rests on similarity rather than expertise, the quality of the
policy information they circulate is not guaranteed. Second, cross-country variation in effect
magnitude contradicts the assumption of a uniform mechanism; the explanation lies in institutional
context, since the effect of digital participation varies inversely with the strength of conventional
political intermediation (Obisesan, 2022; Munzir et al., 2025; Venus et al., 2025). This proposition is
an important theoretical contribution for economic development: it implies that the impact of
digitalized participation on institutions is greatest precisely in developing countries where formal
institutions are weakest, so both the potential for strengthening and the risk of eroding accountability
are highest there. Third, the digital-development literature and the influencer literature barely cite one
another despite addressing the same mechanism—digital intermediation of participation—signaling
a disconnection between scholarly communities that impedes integrated understanding.

Four structural deficits and their consequences for institutional development

Based on this series of findings and interpretations, four preliminary conclusions can be drawn
regarding research gaps and priorities, all bearing on the capacity to assess development impact.
The causal deficit is the most immediate: most evidence rests on cross-sectional self-report designs,
while causal designs such as experiments and panel studies are scarce. Hence, the claim that digital
participation affects institutional accountability is not causally established. The mechanism deficit
follows: the authenticity mechanism on which explanations rest is the least directly tested. The level-
of-analysis deficit leaves individual-level and collective-level findings unreconciled, when a bridge
between them is needed to understand how individual participation aggregates into the institutional
pressure that affects development. The normative and integrative deficit is most fundamental: the
literature treating digital participation as a development opportunity and the literature treating it as a
democratic risk proceed in parallel without cross-citation, as confirmed by the merging of two barely
overlapping corpora in this analysis.

Further gaps are geographic, technological, and populational, each carrying development
weight. The sharp North—South asymmetry means policy evidence for developing countries derives
largely from contexts whose institutions differ. Generative artificial intelligence and virtual
influencers—emerging as new nodes in the conceptual map—remain unexamined for their
consequences for the integrity of public information. Electronic governance and the digital economy
are studied separately from influencer participation, though both are faces of the same digital
transformation. Accordingly, future research should prioritize four directions: linking evidence on the
effects of digital participation to measurable indicators of institutional quality and development
outcomes; jointly modelling opportunity and risk as dual outcomes of the same digital transformation;
cross-regime research treating institution type as a variable; and strengthening Global South
research capacity so that the contexts where the phenomenon is most consequential are no longer
marginalised in knowledge production. From an economic-development perspective, these four
priorities are preconditions for determining whether the digital transformation of participation
strengthens or erodes the institutions that sustain inclusive growth.
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4. CONCLUSION

This study set out to map the structure of global research on digital political participation, to
synthesise its substantive findings, and to situate it within the participation—institutions—growth chain
central to economic development. The objectives have been met. The field has produced, across 46
countries and at least four disciplines, a body of work that establishes a cross-nationally replicated
finding: exposure to political influencer content is associated with increased participation among
young people, operating indirectly through political interest and internal efficacy, more strongly online
than offline. Because political interest and efficacy are micro-precursors of the participation that forms
accountability pressure, this finding positions digital intermediation as a mechanism that potentially
modulates institutional quality. Merging the influencer literature with the digital-development literature
in a corpus of 173 documents reveals that the two address the same mechanism yet barely cite one
another.

The findings show both similarities and differences with previous studies. They are
consistent with the established literature on digital media and participation at the level of substantive
effects, which strengthens their credibility. They differ sharply at the level of field structure, since prior
bibliometric mappings report concentrated production. In contrast, this field remains dispersed across
156 sources with a single established research group and minimal replication. The reason is
developmental rather than substantive: this is an emerging domain still forming its vocabulary,
methods, and theoretical commitments, with the majority of its literature less than eighteen months
old.

The scientific significance of these results lies in what the mapping reveals about the field's
limitations for answering development questions. Four structural deficits were identified—causal,
mechanism, level-of-analysis, and normative—and a sharp North—-South production—influence
asymmetry, in which the Global South produces 43.4 percent of documents but receives only 14.3
percent of citations. Together these establish that the field's principal limitation is not insufficient
evidence within established paradigms but insufficient contact between the evidence it already
possesses and insufficient representation of the contexts where the phenomenon matters most.
The implications are theoretical and practical for economic development. Theoretically, the study
positions digital political intermediation as a new mechanism in the relationship between participation
and institutional quality. It proposes that its impact varies inversely with the strength of conventional
intermediation, so its leverage and its risks are greatest in developing countries with weak institutions.
Practically, it documents a regulatory gap in which the strongest constitutional protections attach to
monetized political speech, and demonstrates empirically that regulatory scholarship and effects
research are not in contact, so policy is being formulated without the evidence that should inform it.
For developing countries pursuing fiscal decentralization and the strengthening of local
accountability, this implies that the governance of digital political information and citizen digital
literacy should be treated as part of the institutional-development agenda, consistent with evidence
that the effectiveness of decentralization depends on institutional quality and citizen participation
(Bahasoan et al., 2025).

The study has limitations. Reliance on a single database excludes grey literature and non-
indexed regional scholarship, likely under-representing Global South research. The corpus's
temporal concentration means citation-based analyses reflect exposure time more than influence.
Because the development-stage records lacked a cited-reference field, co-citation and bibliographic
coupling were not conducted on the combined corpus. Future research should extend the corpus to
additional databases with a documented merge protocol. It should prioritize designs that isolate
whether the influencer construct explains anything beyond political-content exposure, that jointly
model opportunity and risk, that link platform behavior to institutional outcomes, and that treat
algorithmic curation and generative artificial intelligence as variables—all as preconditions for
determining the net contribution of digital political intermediation to the institutions that sustain
inclusive economic growth.
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