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Abstract: Participation in the political process is the fundamental right and responsibility of a
citizen. Online political participation has gained popularity as it is convenient and effective. Political
crowdfunding helps political candidates and parties pledge funds, usually small, from a large
population and seek support through marketing campaigns during elections. In November 2020,
when there were presidential elections in the US and the world was facing a global pandemic from
COVID-19, political crowdfunding was a helpful method to communicate the political agenda and
seek funding. The study aims to examine the intentions of US citizens to participate in political
crowdfunding amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The study will integrate two models—the theory of
planned behavior and civic voluntarism model—to check intentions and, in addition, the influence of
COVID-19. The data were collected from 529 respondents from the US before the elections. The data
were analyzed through a partial least squared structural equation modeling technique with SmartPLS
3.2. The results suggested that political efficacy and online community engagement have a positive
influence on the intention to participate in political crowdfunding. Further, all three factors of TPB
have a significant positive influence on intention. The perceived threat variable of COVID-19 does
impact the attitude towards political crowdfunding. The study will be helpful for crowdfunding
platforms and political contenders to examine the factors that can help them to seek maximum funds
from the public and, at the same time, examine the effectiveness of their political communications.

Keywords: crowdfunding; Elections 2020; COVID-19; intentions; US; CVM; TPB

1. Introduction

The main concept of crowdfunding is driven by micro-finance and crowdsourcing,
with more specific usage for fundraising (Mollick 2014). Crowdfunding projects are most
well known in the entrepreneurship sector because it allows entrepreneurs to raise funds
from the public. Crowdfunding for political purposes gained people’s attention when
Barack Obama managed to secure more than USD 700 million in 2008 through what they
called grassroots fundraising. However, this campaign was not the first to exploit the
power of technology and communication for promotion (Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez
2011). However, people can relate to the Obama campaign as the most successful political
crowdfunding campaign. Based on this, we use the term political crowdfunding to define
the use of crowdfunding for political purposes. Research shows that the reliance on small
donors may help democratize the electoral process by expanding the scope of political
participation for citizens and level the playing field for incumbents, challengers, and open-
seat candidates (e.g., Culberson et al. 2018), especially for female candidates (Heberlig and
Larson 2020). Political crowdfunding has become a widely accepted political norm, not
only in the US but also in other countries. For example, John Tsang raised more than USD
500,000 within 48 h for contesting Hong Kong’s leadership elections through the Kickstarter
project (The Straits Times 2017).
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As political crowdfunding is a new social phenomenon in the social media age, few
studies have been conducted to investigate the key factors predicting people’s intent to
participate in political crowdfunding (e.g., Kusumarani and Zo 2019; Baber 2020). The
2020 US presidential election happened when the US and the rest of the world were facing
the global COVID-19 pandemic. We found one study that links political support and risk
perception of COVID-19, by Barrios and Hochberg (2020). They found that those who
are in favor of Trump showed lower perceptions of risk during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, as people’s political attitudes and participation are suggested to be affected
by the pandemic, these links have not gained much attention from researchers. This study
seeks to be the first to understand the intention of citizens to donate small amounts to
support presidential candidate campaigns amid the COVID-19 pandemic by using the 2020
US presidential election as the main focus. We believe that the present study can bring
new insight into how the COVID-19 pandemic is affecting political attitudes and behavior,
which can be helpful for countries that are scheduled to go for elections in the future.

To understand what factors drive citizens’ intention to participate in political crowd-
funding, we chose a robust model, named the civic voluntarism model (CVM). The CVM
posits that people participate in politics because of the availability of resources, psycho-
logical engagement, and opportunities (Verba et al. 1995). This theory has been applied
to different contexts, such as youth and college students’ participation in politics (Kim
and Khang 2014; Kirbiš et al. 2017), among older adults (Nygård and Jakobsson 2013) and
crisis periods (Guo et al. 2021). Furthermore, we found studies that used CVM to explain
civic participation in different countries (e.g., Nygård and Jakobsson 2013; Sheppard 2015).
Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez (2011) stated that the Obama 2008 campaign, which was
facilitated by social media and Web 2.0 tools, promoted active civic engagement and helped
to raise money.

To our knowledge, no research applies CVM to identify the determinants of political
crowdfunding in US presidential elections and a pandemic context. Our research seeks
to address the gap. This study also draws upon the theory of planned behavior (TPB)
as the most common model, which comprises three factors—attitude, subjective norm,
and perceived behavioral control—to test people’s intentions in performing a particular
behavior. We further found studies that applied the TPB in the context of crowdfunding
and established the relevance of this robust model to test the intentions of contributors
to participate in crowdfunding campaigns, as well as the intentions of project owners to
raise the funds through this novel method (e.g., Shneor and Munim 2019; Chen et al. 2019;
Baber 2020). The present study is probably the first survey research project to integrate the
CVM and TPB to predict U.S. citizens’ intentions to participate in political crowdfunding,
in a very competitive US presidential election and during the global COVID-19 pandemic.
The TPB will help to understand the intentions towards crowdfunding and CVM will
aid in predicting the socio-economic factors accentuating civic engagement. Furthermore,
we added social distancing efficacy as one of the influencing factors that affect people’s
attitudes toward political crowdfunding during the pandemic. The integration of these
two models will help to develop a framework that will cover both the information system
theory and political participation theory. Our empirical study will test, via PLS-SEM, the
robustness of our integrated model and identify what key determinants predict online
citizens’ intent to engage in political crowdfunding in the US Election 2020 and COVID-19
pandemic.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Building

Crowdfunding (CF), which was only regarded as an alternative method of financing,
now triggers increased awareness in society, while it is also an effective marketing tool
for campaign owners (Konhäusner et al. 2021a; Fanea-Ivanovici and Baber 2021). Political
marketing through digital networks has created a better level of democratic participation,
civic engagement, and social activism (Khairiza and Kusumasari 2020). As the costs of paper
and printing increased and the reluctance of advertisers to place ads in print publications,
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people shifted to independent print media using CF platforms to finance their projects
(Le Masurier 2012). This implies the dynamic role of CF in helping the media for raising
funds and also becoming a source of new information (Baber and Fanea-Ivanovici 2021).
Sayedi and Baghaie (2017) even suggested that CF is now being increasingly used as a
marketing tool, rather than a source of funding. Only limited research has been conducted
on marketing practices, specifically crowdfunding, and their effect on the efficiency of the
campaign (Konhäusner et al. 2021b). The present study will explain the effectiveness of
crowdfunding as a communication channel for politicians and parties to communicate
their political agenda and, at the same time, seek financial donations from the public. We
assume that a higher intention to participate in crowdfunding campaigns implies that
people believe that CF campaigns are effective means to receive communication from
political players. It will be interesting to check the intentions of people to participate in CF
through CVM and TPB models in the presence of the COVID-19-pandemic factor for the
first time.

2.1. Resources

People need resources to participate in civic activities (Brady et al. 1995; Verba et al.
1995) in the form of finance, time, and technology. Levin-Waldman (2013) measured
financial resources by the level of income that individuals have and found that it is related
to their intention to engage in civic participation. An opposite finding of the strength
of income on political participation through crowdfunding was reported by Oni, Oni
et al. (2017), and Kusumarani and Zo (2019). According to the findings, resources are
significant but not the most influential factor in people’s decision to contribute to a political
crowdfunding campaign. This is understandable because of the nature of crowdfunding,
which requires less money to participate.

Even though as little as USD 1 is needed to participate in a crowdfunding campaign,
the COVID-19 pandemic affected people’s financial resources (Li and Mutchler 2020; Clark
et al. 2021). We argue that in the political crowdfunding context during COVID-19, financial
resources will remain a significant factor, following Igra et al. (2021). Based on this logic,
we argue that the form of financial resources will positively influence people’s intention to
participate in political crowdfunding during a pandemic. This will force people to set their
priorities to fit the situation.

Time acts as a resource that is used by citizens to exercise civic participation. To
participate in politics, citizens need to spare their time, such as voting, listening to debate,
and consuming news. To measure time as resources, we can ask individuals the time
allocated for political activity by hours spent (Brady et al. 1995). During the lockdown and
social distancing measurement, studies reported an increase in the amount of free time
that people have (Colizzi et al. 2020; Liu et al. 2020), allowing people to have more time to
attend online education (Liu et al. 2020). As time as a resource is required to participate
in politics, we see that the pandemic will actually push people to participate in politics in
the form of crowdfunding. The 2020 US presidential elections that were conducted during
COVID-19 are unique because citizens were required to avoid public places and rallies.

In the political crowdfunding setting, technology as a skill is needed to log on to the
Internet and participate in a crowdfunding campaign. This is in line with previous research,
which found that Internet usage directly affects political participation (Tolbert and McNeal
2003; Bakker and Vreese 2011; Lee 2016; Campante et al. 2017). The availability of internet
technology allows citizens to be politically knowledgeable, increase communication capa-
bility, and create a virtual public sphere, in which citizens can gather (Polat 2005; Campante
et al. 2017). Therefore, the skillful use of Internet technologies should facilitate people’s
political behavioral intentions to participate in politics, including political crowdfunding.
On this basis, the following hypotheses are proposed:
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Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Resources in the form of finance will influence US citizens’ intention to
participate in political crowdfunding.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Resources in the form of time will influence US citizens’ intention to
participate in political crowdfunding.

Hypothesis 1c (H1c). Resources in the form of technology will influence US citizens’ intention to
participate in political crowdfunding.

2.2. Political Interest

People’s level of interest in politics can be briefly understood as Political Interest.
This level of interest affects voting behavior, political contributions, and other political
activities (Carter 2006; Ritter 2008; Kirbiš et al. 2017). Research on the effect of political
interest in the crowdfunding context was conducted by Kusumarani and Zo (2019).
They found that the level of political interest affects people’s intention to participate
in political crowdfunding. This result was then confirmed by Baber (2020), who used
Indian adults as respondents.

A good crowdfunding campaign is characterized by the detailed information that
a campaigner puts on the campaign’s main page (Koch and Siering 2019). A standard
crowdfunding campaign page consists of a description section, in which the campaigner
can put details related to the campaign. People with political interest will be expected to
find more information regarding political crowdfunding campaigns from the information
being given on the crowdfunding platform and from different information sources. Based
on this logic, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Political interest will influence US citizens’ intention to participate in
political crowdfunding.

2.3. Political Efficacy

Political efficacy is a concept that represents a measure of efficacy related to actions
within the current political system (Tausch et al. 2011). Clarke and Acock (1989) use the
definition of political efficacy as “how individuals feel that their political action does have,
or can have, an impact upon the political process”. There are two types of political efficacy
that researchers explore: internal and external efficacy. Internal efficacy is how politically
skillful a citizen is to influence the political system, while external efficacy is how citizens
see governments responding to political issues (Clarke and Acock 1989).

The availability of Internet technology is suggested to be related to a citizen’s political
efficacy (Kenski and Stroud 2006). The reason for this is that the Internet allows citizens
to find information about political events and issues. The perceived political efficacy of
individuals can affect the way people are more critical of certain politicians because they
think that they could do a better job (Rico et al. 2020). Political efficacy has been consistently
shown to be a significant, positive predictor of online/offline political participation (Yang
and DeHart 2016) and voting intent/behavior (Um 2018). Thus, we are proposing the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Political efficacy will influence US citizens’ intention to participate in
political crowdfunding.

2.4. Political Awareness

Political awareness or knowledge is the degree to which people are deliberately
exposing themselves to political issues, become knowledgeable of and/or understand the
political institutions, processes, issues, events, and actors (Ran et al. 2016). In this study, we
gauged both the objective and subjective political knowledge of our participants by asking
two factual questions and three questions of self-assessment, as exemplified by previous
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studies (e.g., Leonhard et al. 2020). Political marketing is more effective to the target
audience who are politically aware and knowledgeable. In fact, highly knowledgeable
individuals utilize the information better, share with other people, and aid in their decision
making (Falkowski and Jabłońska 2019).

Most scholars agree that people’s political knowledge is derived from online and
offline news media uses (e.g., Eveland et al. 2005; Pasek et al. 2006). After testing six
different models on two-wave panel data, Eveland et al. (2005) concluded that American
participants’ news use and political discussion led to their political knowledge. Pasek et al.
(2006) explored the influences of 12 different uses of mass media and political awareness on
civic activity. Their study found that political awareness is highly associated with exposure
to informational media. People with higher civic activities are also found to have a higher
awareness of politics. Previous researchers found that political awareness had significantly
affected people’s political attitudes and behaviors, including voter turnout and political
crowdfunding (Zaller 1990; Pasek et al. 2006). Larcinese (2007) found that an increase
of one standard deviation from the mean of British voters’ political knowledge raised
the probability of voting by at least 5%, with other variables controlled. Baber’s (2020)
study identified political awareness as a positive, significant predictor of their intention to
participate in political crowdfunding. In line with past research, the following hypothesis
was proposed:

Hypothesis 2c (H2c). Political awareness will influence US citizens’ intention to participate in
political crowdfunding.

2.5. Online Community Engagement

Citizens generally surround themselves with individuals who share similar political
opinions and attitudes (Huckfeldt et al. 2004). The presence of the Internet has allowed the
creation of various platforms for citizens to engage with one another as a community with
similar interests; for example, Facebook, which has risen to be the most well-known social
media platform, in which people can encounter like-minded individuals to discuss politics
(Kushin and Kitchener 2009; Vesnic-Alujevic 2012; Enli and Skogerbø 2013). Towner and
Muñoz (2016) suggested that social media platforms are positively linked to Baby Boomers’
political engagement in an online environment.

Engagement to an online community can be defined as the passion of people to
contribute as an act that is perceived as beneficial to oneself (Ray et al. 2014). When
people are engaged in the community, either online or offline, they are also opening up
opportunities for increased knowledge and awareness (Ryu et al. 2005; Malik and Haidar
2020). People are known to be motivated to join the online community because of the
shared interest they have with other members (Ridings and Gefen 2006), as well as to
acquire and exchange knowledge (Apostolou et al. 2017).

The effect of community engagement has been shown to have an effect on political
participation (Conroy et al. 2012; Vissers and Stolle 2014; Hyun and Kim 2015; Kim and
Chen 2016). For instance, exposure to like-minded individuals is found to be affecting
the political participation of active blog users (Kim and Chen 2016). Using Facebook and
Twitter users in South Korea, Hyun and Kim (2015) reported a link between interactive
social media use with offline political participation. During the pandemic, young people
turned to social media, both as consumers and producers of political content (Booth et al.
2020). According to the same research, young people in the US find election information on
social media higher compared to 2018. Therefore, it is interesting to examine the following
hypothesis.
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Hypothesis 3 (H3). Online community engagement will influence US citizens’ intention to
participate in political crowdfunding.

2.6. Attitude

Attitude is defined as an appraisal measurement that represents a person’s evaluation
of the entity in question (Fishbein and Ajzen 1977). Attitude towards crowdfunding plays
an important role when people decide whether or not to contribute to a crowdfunding
campaign (Kochenash 2016). The relationship between attitude and behavioral intentions
has been confirmed by various studies (e.g., Vabø and Hansen 2016) and particularly, in the
technology usage intention (e.g., Luqman et al. 2018). Lacan and Desmet (2017) suggested
a positive attitude towards the crowdfunding platform significantly increased respondents’
intentions to participate in the campaigns. Shneor and Munim (2019) found that attitude
strongly influenced the financial contribution intention in reward-based crowdfunding.
Baber (2019a) found that the experience of computer and technology, financial market
experience, and influence of reference groups positively contributed to Indians’ attitude
towards crowdfunding. Chen et al. (2019) suggested that attitude towards crowdfunding
has a positive relationship with the money donations in crowdfunding. Hence, it is
posited that:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Attitude towards crowdfunding will influence US citizens’ intention to
participate in political crowdfunding.

2.7. Subjective Norm

Subjective norms are people’s perceptions of social pressure from significant others
to perform a behavior (Sheeran et al. 1999). The major source of social influence comes
from close reference members, such as family members, friends, and neighbors (Wan
et al. 2017). Subjective norms are a strong predictor of behavioral intention, working
along with attitude (de Vries et al. 1988). Moon and Hwang (2018) defined subjective
norm as the extent of influence of an individual’s close reference members on individuals’
decision to participate in crowdfunding. Towner and Muñoz (2016) found that even in
virtual relationships and observing the political activities of their reference groups on
social media, Baby Boomers no longer feel isolated from online politics and, instead,
feel more associated. Baber (2019b) found the influence of family and friend reference
groups strongly influences the behavioral intention of an individual to participate in
crowdfunding. Some studies established the role of social influence on the judgment
to participate in crowdfunding projects (Cecere et al. 2017). So far, the results about the
relationship between subjective norms and participation in crowdfunding campaigns
are mixed. For example, studies from Moon and Hwang (2018) and Shneor and Munim
(2019) found a positive significant relationship between subjective norms and intention,
which contradicts with the results of Chen et al. (2019), in the case of donation-based
crowdfunding. Therefore, it will be interesting to understand this relationship in the US
elections’ context:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Subjective norms about crowdfunding will influence US citizens’ intention to
participate in political crowdfunding.

2.8. Perceived Behavioral Control

Perceived behavioral control signifies a subjective degree of control over an action
of the behavior itself in the situation and is regarded as the direct predictor of behavioral
intention (Ajzen 2002). When a person has significant control over their actions, the in-
dividual will have strong intentions to complete a particular behavior (Webb et al. 2013).
Self-efficacy and perceived behavioral control can be interchangeably used, both opera-
tionally and conceptually, and can strongly predict the intention of an individual (Lee and
Kim 2017). Baber (2020) found perceived behavior control insignificant in predicting the
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intentions of Indian citizens to participate in political crowdfunding. Stevenson et al. (2019)
suggested a negative relationship between self-efficacy and the funder’s decision-making
performance through the funder’s searching efforts. However, self-efficacy has been found
as a significant determinant of financial contribution intention in crowdfunding projects
(Shneor and Munim 2019).

Hypothesis 6 (H6). Perceived behavior control about crowdfunding will influence US citizens’
intention to participate in political crowdfunding.

2.9. Social Distancing during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Infectious viruses spread in the community through close contact with infectious per-
sons (Fong et al. 2020). Social distancing and lockdown reduce the transmission and delay
the peak by spreading the cases over a long period to relieve stress on the healthcare system
(Fong et al. 2020). Lewnard and Lo (2020) stated that it is the responsibility of politicians
and state administration to enforce social distancing measures and not to discriminate
against anyone for following the public safety rules. However, it is a useful strategy until
a vaccine is developed. Social distancing measures include the closing of schools, malls,
workplaces, and other gathering places and events (Fong et al. 2020). Krimmer et al. (2020)
suggested that elections during the pandemic could increase the number of infections in
the population by promoting social interaction in closed spaces. Online set-up during the
pre-electoral process is the best solution to mitigate the risk of virus spread (Landman and
Splendore 2020).

A survey conducted during national lockdown in 15 European countries revealed that
the lockdown increased people’s voting intention (Bol et al. 2021). This is understandable,
because during the elections, moving to remote voting is one of the best options available
and changes should be made to the electoral process to adapt to a pandemic situation
(James 2020). Hence, we believe that social distancing norms in place will enhance the
attitude of people towards crowdfunding so that they do not have to participate in offline
pre-electoral activities. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis for the first time:

Hypothesis 7 (H7). Social distancing efficacy will influence the attitude of US citizens towards
crowdfunding.

3. Method
3.1. Instrument

The survey questionnaire was developed based on past studies. The items were
adapted and modified to fit into the context of crowdfunding and US politics. The items
for the resources (financial, time, and technology) were borrowed from the study of Oni
et al. (2017). Other measures include political interest (Bimber 2014), political efficacy
(Niemi et al. 1991), political awareness (Bartle 2000; Wang and Shen 2018), online commu-
nity engagement (Han et al. 2019), attitude (Baber 2020), subjective norms and perceived
behavior control (Shneor and Munim 2019), social distancing efficacy (Kleczkowski et al.
2015), and intentions (Kusumarani and Zo 2019). The model of the study was integrated
and constructed based on previous studies from Kusumarani and Zo (2019), Oni et al.
(2017), and Baber (2020), as shown in Figure 1. As the elections occurred in the middle of a
pandemic, the effect of social distancing was an important variable to be tested during the
COVID-19 crisis. A record number of people chose to mail in their votes to avoid the risk
of catching infection before Election Day, which slowed down the vote count eventually.
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Figure 1. The proposed model of political crowdfunding attitude, intention, and behavior.

3.2. Data Collection

A pilot study of 44 participants was conducted by one co-author among his under-
graduate students and colleagues at a public state university in the United States. The
feedback of the pilot study and changes were incorporated in the final questionnaire. The
questionnaire was published through Amazon Mechanical Turk with a location within the
US and a screener was used to make sure that only U.S. citizens filled in the questionnaire.
The survey was administered from October 19 to October 27, 2020, before Election Day
(November 3) in the United States. We collected around 711 responses; however, after the
normalization of data, 529 responses were retained for further analysis. The participants
consisted of 63.7% males, 36.1% females, and 0.2% other. The majority of the respondents
were White (Non-Hispanic) (73%) followed by Black or African American, Asian or Pacific
Islander, and others. The respondents were from the various age groups, making the
sample diverse: 20–30 years (44.8%), 31–40 years (26.7%), 41–50 years (15.5%), and above 50
years (13%). The respondents mostly had a 4-year college graduate degree (71.3%) followed
by a Master’s degree or professional degree (15.1%). The majority of their annual house
income ranged from USD 50,001 to USD 100,000 per year (53.9%), whereas more than
one-third fell into the bracket of USD 10,001 to USD 50,000 (35.9%). The respondents had
already donated some amount of money to political campaigns for different political parties
during this election. Some of them had never donated but the majority of the respondents
were very frequent in their political donations, as shown in Appendix A.

To check the non-response bias, the sample was divided into two groups, 264 each
after ordering the sample according to the time of response. The first group represents the
responses received early and the second group responded late. Non-response bias is the
imprecision of the results when people who do not respond to the survey, or who are not
part of the sample, might have responded otherwise than those who answered the survey
(Maitland et al. 2017). This method is known as the wave test, which holds the assumption
that those who respond unwillingly or relatively late are more likely to bear the qualities
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of non-respondents. An independent sample t-test was conducted on the demographic
variables—age and gender—to compare the differences across the two groups. Levene’s
test for homogeneity of variances shows that there is no significant difference in terms
of homogeneity of variances between the early and late responses for each demographic
variable (age-F-value: 0.948, p: 0.576 and gender-F value: 0.011, p: 0.989). Therefore, the
collected data sample is not influenced by non-response bias.

3.3. Measurement Model

Partial Least Square (PLS) structural equation modeling (SEM) approach was used to
test the hypothesized relationship, using the SmartPLS software. PLS-SEM is convenient for
testing a research framework where it is important to test the dependencies of the variable,
the structure is complex, and data may lack normality. PLS-SEM is more useful in the
earlier phases of theory development, as it helps in exploration and theory development,
provides more accurate estimates with small sample sizes, is more likely to result in model
convergence when studying many observed and/or latent variables, and it is more suitable
when models are complex (Hair et al. 2020). The factor loadings of all thirteen variables
were estimated as shown in Table 1. All the values of factor loadings exceeded the accepted
minimum value of 0.70 (Hair et al. 2019), except the items of Fin01, Tech01, and Engage05,
which were deleted for further analysis.

To check the reliability and validity of the items in the constructs, Cronbach’s alpha
and composite reliability were estimated. All constructs met the recommended threshold
value of 0.70 (Hair et al. 2019) as shown in Table 1. Therefore, reliability for all factors is
established. To test the validity of data, which means that items measure the variable they
were meant to measure. The AVE (Average Variance Extracted) was calculated and all
values ranged from 0.549 to 0.840, higher than the acceptable value of 0.50 (Hair et al. 2019).
The variance inflation factor (VIF) values help to evaluate the collinearity of the formative
indicators. Ideally, the values of VIF should be around 3 or lower (Hair et al. 2019). Hence,
our data does not suffer from the multicollinearity problem.

Table 1. Measurement Model.

Construct Item Code * Factor
Loadings

Cronbach’s
Alpha

Composite
Reliability

Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) VIF

Finance

Fin01 Deleted 0.711 0.874 0.776

Fin02 0.886 1.436

Fin03 0.875 1.436

Time

Time01 0.812 0.762 0.863 0.678 1.468

Time02 0.827 1.579

Time03 0.831 1.607

Technology

Tech01 Deleted 0.769 0.864 0.680 1.597

Tech02 0.879 1.517

Tech03 0.788 1.612

Tech04 0.804 1.597

Political Interest

PoliInterest01 0.774 0.797 0.868 0.622 1.511

PoliInterest02 0.831 1.808

PoliInterest03 0.815 1.757

PoliInterest04 0.732 1.445
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Table 1. Cont.

Construct Item Code * Factor
Loadings

Cronbach’s
Alpha

Composite
Reliability

Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) VIF

Political Efficacy

Efficacy01 0.804 0.796 0.868 0.621 1.684

Efficacy02 0.766 1.510

Efficacy03 0.799 1.607

Efficacy04 0.783 1.574

Political Awareness

PoliAware01 0.756 0.795 0.859 0.549 1.519

PoliAware02 0.755 1.596

PoliAware03 0.747 1.589

PoliAware04 0.706 1.349

PoliAware05 0.739 1.610

Online Community
Engagement

Engage01 0.808 0.811 0.876 0.638 1.758

Engage02 0.767 1.590

Engage03 0.822 1.774

Engage04 0.798 1.634

Engage05 Deleted 1.758

Attitude

PoliCrowdAtt01 0.819 0.887 0.917 0.687 2.258

PoliCrowdAtt02 0.828 2.300

PoliCrowdAtt03 0.836 2.196

PoliCrowdAtt04 0.826 2.189

PoliCrowdAtt05 0.836 2.149

Subjective Norm

SubNorm01 0.852 0.889 0.923 0.750 2.408

SubNorm02 0.877 2.765

SubNorm03 0.881 2.553

SubNorm04 0.854 2.045

Perceived
Behavioral Control

PBControl01 0.829 0.847 0.896 0.684 1.914

PBControl02 0.865 2.001

PBControl03 0.840 2.051

PBControl04 0.771 1.752

Social Distancing
efficacy

PHC1901 0.736 0.710 0.837 0.632 1.332

PHC1902 0.839 1.430

PHC1903 0.806 1.418

Intention

PoliCrowdIntent01 0.914 0.905 0.940 0.840 2.877

PoliCrowdIntent02 0.915 2.819

PoliCrowdIntent03 0.921 3.088

* See measurement items of respective codes in Appendix B.

To test the divergent validity of the items, which means that each item measures a
different thing from the other items in different constructs, Fornell–Larcker criteria were
used to test the divergent validity, as shown in Table 2. The square root of all AVEs on the
diagonal is higher than any correlation between constructs; therefore, divergent validity
is established (Fornell and Larcker 1981). The HTMT ratio further supported divergent
validity as all values are below the acceptable maximum threshold of value 0.85 (Henseler
et al. 2014).
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Table 2. Fornell–Larcker Criterion to assess discriminant validity.

Constructs FIN TIME TECH POIN POEF POAW OCE ATT SBN PBC SDE INTE

Finance (FIN) 0.881

Time 0.602 0.823

Technology (TECH) 0.38 0.391 0.825

Political Interest (POIN) 0.441 0.51 0.463 0.789

Political Efficacy (POEF) 0.558 0.646 0.49 0.632 0.788

Political Awareness (POAW) 0.508 0.581 0.572 0.574 0.658 0.741

Online Community
Engagement (OCE) 0.528 0.619 0.448 0.593 0.582 0.62 0.799

Attitude (ATT) 0.452 0.506 0.273 0.486 0.523 0.425 0.495 0.829

Subjective Norm (SBN) 0.381 0.474 0.21 0.448 0.486 0.363 0.68 0.68 0.866

Perceived Behavioral
Control (PBC) 0.47 0.566 0.37 0.446 0.594 0.56 0.467 0.665 0.579 0.827

Social Distancing Efficacy
(SDE) 0.408 0.41 0.532 0.391 0.508 0.603 0.439 0.34 0.513 0.513 0.795

Intention (INTE) 0.463 0.588 0.303 0.536 0.622 0.51 0.564 0.749 0.694 0.73 0.378 0.917

4. Results

In PLS-SEM, the goodness of fit of the estimated model is assessed differently than
covariance-based SEM (CB-SEM). For the robustness of the projected results, we assessed
two models—one without the control variable and the latter with them. The latter model
included age, gender, and party affiliation as control variables to examine if there will be
any change in the relationship. For all the control factors, dummy variables were created,
e.g., Democratic member was given ‘1’, Republic affiliation ‘2’, and so on. Most of the
hypothesized relationships are statistically significant at 1% and 5% levels. There is a
positive effect of political efficacy on intention (β = 0.112, p < 0.05), online community
engagement on intention (β = 0.095, p < 0.05), attitude on intention (β = 0.288, p < 0.05),
subjective norms on intention (β = 0.195, p < 0.05), perceived behavioral control on intention
(β = 0.285, p < 0.05), and social distancing efficacy on attitude (β = 0.340, p < 0.05) (see
Table 3). Therefore, our results supported hypotheses H2b, H3, H4, H5, H6, and H7. To
further evaluate the goodness of fit of the estimated model, the R2 values of attitude and
intention are 0.115, and 0.724, respectively, as shown in Figure 2. This implies that variance
in attitude towards crowdfunding and actual behavior are explained by factors other
than social distancing efficacy, whereas 72% of the variance in the intentions is explained
by the given factors of the study. This indicates that the structural model has moderate
explanatory power of predicting variables. The following variables were shown to have
no significant influence on the intention: resources (finance, time, technology), political
interest, and political awareness. All the positive relationships were retained in the control
variable model, except social distancing efficacy, which turned out to be insignificant.
Further, no significant influence of three demographic control variables was found on the
behavioral intention.

Table 3. Path coefficients.

Original Model Control Variable Model

H# Path Relationship β T-Value p Values β T-Value p Values Remarks

H1a Finance → Intention −0.036 1.047 0.295 −0.032 −1.032 0.303 Not- Supported

H1b Time → Intention 0.067 1.563 0.118 0.065 1.807 0.071 Not- Supported

H1c Technology → Intention −0.066 1.705 0.089 −0.055 −1.793 0.074 Not- Supported
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Table 3. Cont.

Original Model Control Variable Model

H# Path Relationship β T-Value p Values β T-Value p Values Remarks

H2a Political Interest →
Intention 0.059 1.487 0.137 0.058 1.747 0.081 Not- Supported

H2b Political Efficacy →
Intention 0.122 2.609 0.009 0.124 3.265 0.001 Supported

H2c Political Awareness-
→Intention 0.001 0.024 0.981 0.010 0.261 0.794 Not- Supported

H3 Online Community
Engagement → Intention 0.095 2.104 0.036 0.099 2.821 0.005 Supported

H4 Attitude → Intention 0.288 5.912 0.000 0.289 7.918 0.000 Supported

H5 Subjective Norm →
Intention 0.195 4.871 0.000 0.192 5.651 0.000 Supported

H6 Perceived Behavioral
Control → Intention 0.285 5.763 0.000 0.296 7.991 0.000 Supported

H7 Social Distancing Efficacy
→ Attitude 0.340 8.491 0.000 −0.040 −1.260 0.208 Supported

Age → Intention 0.012 0.526 0.599

Gender → Intention −0.019 −0.789 0.430

Party Affiliation →
Intention 0.005 0.224 0.823
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5. Discussion

As one of the first empirical studies, the current research integrated the Civic Volun-
teerism Model and the Theory of Planned Behavior to examine U.S. citizens’ intention to
participate in political crowdfunding in an extraordinary presidential election year, with
the global COVID-19 pandemic. Our survey results confirmed the good explanatory power
of the TPB in the context of political crowdfunding for U.S. Elections. The findings are
consistent with previous studies that applied the TPB to predict crowdfunding (e.g., Kuo
and Wu 2014; Moon and Hwang 2018; Shneor and Munim 2019), and in accordance with
the most recent study on political crowdfunding in India (Baber 2020). Specifically, our
study shows that U.S. participants’ perceived behavioral control, subjective norms, and
attitudes toward political crowdfunding positively predicted their intent to participate in
political crowdfunding. Future researchers are strongly recommended to incorporate those
important factors when investigating U.S. citizens’ intention to donate to political cam-
paigns for elections at local, state, and national levels. In addition, the present study further
established the link of attitude–intention–behavior in the context of political crowdfund-
ing, as shown in several meta-analyses of TPB studies (e.g., Armitage and Conner 2001).
Moreover, we detected the mediating effects of many key variables on our participants’
political crowdfunding behavior through their intention, including political efficacy, online
community engagement, attitude, subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, and social
distancing efficacy. It is advisable to draw upon the TPB when future electoral studies focus
on actual campaign donation behavior. Under the special circumstances of the COVID-19
pandemic, U.S. citizens’ political crowdfunding attitudes were positively influenced by
their social distancing efficacy. It is not surprising that many American people are more
likely to favor online political activities, including political crowdfunding, if they believe
firmly that social distancing is a very effective measure to prevent COVID-19 spread and
they feel confident in practicing social distancing. Political crowdfunding as a growing
trend is further evidenced by the hugely successful online fundraising efforts of Biden’s
and Trump’s teams in Election 2020.

On the other hand, our findings for the CVM are not very consistent with previous
studies of political participation (e.g., Guo et al. 2021; Kim and Khang 2014) and political
crowdfunding (Baber 2020; Kusumarani and Zo 2019). The resources (finance, time, and
technologies) did not play an important role for our participants when contributing to
political campaigns in the US context. Only one motivation factor—political efficacy—
emerged as a positive, significant predictor of our respondents’ political crowdfunding
intention, whereas political interest and political awareness are proved to be insignificant.
The mobilization component of the CVM is validated by the finding that their online
community engagement positively predicted their political crowdfunding intent. As 75.2%
of our participants reported to have donated less than USD 100 to political campaigns,
financial resources should not be an inhibiting factor for small donors in U.S. political
elections. It suggests that many middle-class U.S. citizens can afford political contributions
under USD 100, as 53.9% of them reported an annual family income of USD 50,000+. Time
is not a problem for political campaign contributions either as Internet technologies have
allowed U.S. citizens to transfer their money in a few seconds. Our sample came from
Amazon Mechanical Turk workers and we can safely assume that they are familiar with
online technologies and social media platforms. Hence, technological skills are not a deal
breaker for our respondents to participate in political crowdfunding. Political interest did
not influence political crowdfunding intent, which can be partly explained by the fact that a
majority of our sample identified as Republicans and Independents closer to the Republican
Party (56.5%). Many Republican and Trump voters refrain from expressing their political
views in either public or private settings (e.g., Yang et al. 2020) but they feel free to show
their support online by contributing funds to Republican and Trump’s campaigns secretly.
Good political knowledge or awareness does not seem to be essential for the participation
of political crowdfunding, considering that many active online participants of politics are
U.S. citizens without a college degree, such as Trump supporters. It is also possible that the
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direct effects of political interest and political awareness were subsumed or fully mediated
the effect of the political efficacy of our participants on their political crowdfunding intent.

As we can apply the TPB to predict U.S. citizens’ political crowdfunding attitude,
intent, and behavior, political campaign organizers, communicators, and activists should
target their marketing campaigns to those online adults who expressed favorable attitudes
and willingness to donate to a political cause or campaign. It is more cost efficient and
effective to appeal to them than to recruit other people who have no awareness of political
crowdfunding as the conversion rate will be much higher. Inspired by the predictive power
of subjective norms in this study, political campaign organizers and communicators should
leverage social influence (peer pressure and parental influence) with the help of social
media to solicit political campaign donations online. For example, if possible, we can show
potential donors how many of their friends on Facebook/Instagram/Twitter/YouTube liked
or even donated to a particular political campaign. In addition, online referrals of political
fundraisers should be encouraged as we know that like-minded individuals tend to cluster
in online communities. Because of social distancing and stay-at-home recommendations
during the COVID-19 pandemic, political actors were forced to move online for many
political activities, such as campaigning and fundraising. The new political norm seems to
have been widely accepted by the American people. Therefore, the conformity appeal of
doing the right thing (expected by others) might work well in political marketing campaigns.
At the same time, we should not overplay the social influence card, as our participants like
to feel that they are in control. It will be a good idea to provide prospective donors with
a variety of choices, such as in-kind contributions, small amounts (USD 1 to USD 5), and
the purchase of merchandising products. The fundraisers that are intended to empower
potential donors should work better than normal ones if they allow people to decide when,
where, and how to contribute to any political campaign.

5.1. Research Implications

To broaden the target audience of online political fundraising efforts, campaign or-
ganizers, communicators, and activists should monitor and recruit active participants of
online groups, forums, and listservs to participate in their political crowdfunding and to
serve as viral agents for their digital ads. We know that online community engagement
positively predicts U.S. citizens’ political crowdfunding intent. It also suggests that online
social networks and/or online social capital might be instrumental for communicating
political interests among the public, which traditional media was doing before. Political
marketing campaigns and fundraisers will be more effective and efficient if organizers
and activists could seek out social media micro-influencers who have accumulated a wide
network of friends or followers. Thus, communication and promotion will reach a large
audience. Political efficacy turns out to be an important predictor of U.S. citizens’ political
crowdfunding intent. Political campaign organizers, communicators, and activists should
care about whether their potential small-dollar donors are well informed and confident
about political participation. Political marketing campaigns would work better if they were
informative, inspiring, and encouraging. We should not underestimate the wisdom of our
target audience and we should assure them that their campaign contributions will make a
huge difference in political elections. Political campaign organizers, communicators, and
activists should feel encouraged for their future political crowdfunding efforts, as financial
resources, time, and technologies are not really barriers for prospective small donors and
political crowdfunding, indeed, can help us democratize the political process. Thus, they
should cover all ground and try to reach people from all walks of life. Television, radio,
out-of-home media, and print media should be considered as marketing platforms, in
addition to the Internet and social media.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research

Although previous studies established that the reliability and validity of Amazon
Mechanical Turk samples are better than student samples and convenience samples (e.g.,
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Sheehan 2017), our sample is not a nationally representative sample of U.S. citizens and
future researchers should try to recruit participants from a national probability sample or
at least a national panel.

From CVM’s perspective, only two factors are found to be significant, while other
factors, such as perceived resources, political interest, and political awareness, were in-
significant. Future studies should dig deeper on why this happens and compare it with a
post-pandemic and non-pandemic setting.

Future studies should incorporate additional predictors, such as news media use,
social media use, online social network size, online social capital, and previous political
experiences. Further research should be conducted to investigate whether the integrated
model predicts citizen’s actual behavior of political crowdsourcing, such as their online
donation behavior or their administration of online political fund raisers.

Longitudinal studies can be conducted to assess the long-term effects of those key
factors on people’s political crowdfunding attitude, intent, and behavior. Experimental
research should be undertaken to test the antecedents of political crowdfunding attitude,
intent, and behavior, such as the polling averages of candidates, the framing of political
issues, and different rational and emotional appeals.

6. Conclusions

After testing an integrated model based on the TPB and CVM, the present study
demonstrated that the TPB model performed very well in predicting U.S. citizens’ polit-
ical crowdfunding attitude and intent, whereas two important components of the CVM
also emerged as key contributors—the motivation (political efficacy) and mobilization
components (online community engagement).

Political crowdfunding appears to have become an alternative funding resource in
political finance. During the pandemic, this sector was one of the many sectors that was
affected by the changes. Nevertheless, there are only limited number of studies that discuss
the effect through a political crowdfunding lens.

Throughout our literature review, we showed that the changes have the potential to
affect people’s intention to participate in political crowdfunding. However, our results are
somehow mixed, as not all aspects significantly affected people’s intentions to engage in
political crowdfunding.

The COVID-19 pandemic might have provided the friendliest environment for online
political crowdfunding and campaigning. Our result shows that social distancing measures
during the COVID-19 pandemic significantly improved people’s attitude toward crowd-
funding. Hence, we infer that political crowdfunding will thrive during any pandemic or
similar crises. We sincerely believe that online political crowdfunding and campaigning
can help democratize the political process and participation for all the people who have the
sacred right to vote.
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Appendix A

Frequency Percent

Gender Male 337 63.7
Female 191 36.1

Race American Indian or Alaska native 6 1.1
Asian or Pacific Islander 48 9.1

Black or African American 49 9.3
White (Non-Hispanic) 389 73.5

Hispanic or Latino 34 6.4
Racially mixed 2 0.4

Other 1 0.2
Age 20–30 237 44.8

31–40 141 26.7
41–50 82 15.5

Above 50 69 13.0
Education Less than high school 3 0.6

High School graduate 29 5.5
Some college or 2 year college 35 6.6

4 year college graduate 377 71.3
Masters degree or professional degree 80 15.1

Doctorate 5 0.9

Family Income Less than $10,000 11 2.1
$10,001 to $50,000 190 35.9
$50,001 to $100,000 285 53.9

$100,001 to $150,000 40 7.6
More than $150,000 3 0.6

Party Affiliation
A Democrat 175 33.1

A Republican 275 52.0
An Independent closer to the Democratic Party 38 7.2
An Independent closer to the Republican Party 24 4.5

An Independent closer to Neither Party 15 2.8
Other 2 0.4

Internet Use
1 to 30 min 7 1.3

31 min to 1 h 18 3.4
1 to 1.5 h 46 8.7
1.5 to 2 h 67 12.7
2 to 2.5 h 84 15.9
2.5 to 3 h 52 9.8
3 to 3.5 h 45 8.5
3.5 to 4 h 48 9.1
4 to 4.5 h 31 5.9
4.5 to 5 h 27 5.1

More than 5 h 104 19.7

During 2020, how much have you donated to political campaigns?
Less than 20 dollars 70 13.2

21–40 dollars 61 11.5
41–60 dollars 82 15.5
61–80 dollars 81 15.3

81–100 dollars 104 19.7
101–120 dollars 62 11.7
121–140 dollars 27 5.1
141–160 dollars 18 3.4
161–180 dollars 8 1.5
181–200 dollars 7 1.3

More than 200 dollars 9 1.7
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Frequency Percent

During 2020, how often have you made a campaign contribution online?
Never 51 9.6

About once a month 140 26.5
Several times a month, but not every week 103 19.5

About once a week 107 20.2
Several times a week 98 18.5

Every day 30 5.7

Appendix B

Item

Finance
I have money to access the internet
I have money to participate in political crowdfunding
I have money to donate for political activities.
Time
I have free time to participate in politics
I can spare time from my work to engage in the political process
I have time to engage in political crowdfunding campaigns
Technology
I know how to use a computer.
I use social media to participate in political discussions.
I know how to surf the Internet
I check political news and information through the internet
Political Interest
I engage in a discussion on political issues with friends/people around me.
I prefer to give my views on political issues.
I like to take part in the talk on political issues of my state and country.
I am mostly concerned about political issues of my state and country.
Political Efficacy
I consider myself well-qualified to participate in politics.
I feel that I have a pretty good understanding of the important political issues facing our country.
I feel that I could do as good a job in public office as most other people.
I think that I am better informed about politics and government than most people
Political Awareness
I have enough knowledge of the US politics
I am aware of the current political situation of the United States.
I have knowledge about the political parties - the Democratic Party and the Republican Party.
I know the number of seats in the United States House of Representatives.
I know the process of electing the local and national government.
Online Community Engagement
It is important for me to participate in the online community.
I give a lot of time and efforts to participating in the online community
I am highly interested in participating in online community discussions.
I can express myself better when I engage in the online community.
I support or disagree with other members of the online community.
Attitude
I like to contribute towards political crowdfunding campaigns.
It makes me feel good to contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
I believe it is beneficial for me contributing to political crowdfunding campaigns.
I have a positive perception of contributing to political crowdfunding campaigns.
I think it will be suitable for me to contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
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Item

Subjective Norm
People who are important to me think that I should contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
People who influence my behavior encourage me to contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
My family thinks that I should contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
My friends think that I should contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
Perceived Behavioral Control
My participation in political crowdfunding campaigns is within my control.
I think I will be able to contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
It is entirely my choice to contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
It is completely up to me whether or not I contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns.
Social distancing efficacy
To engage in social distancing (e.g., by avoiding public transport and social events) will lessen my chance of developing an
infectious disease.
I feel it would be necessary to engage in social distancing during times of infectious diseases.
I feel confident in my ability to engage in social distancing during times of infectious diseases.
Intention
I am interested in participating in political crowdfunding campaigns to support candidates for election soon.
There is a big chance that I will donate to political crowdfunding campaigns to support candidates in the next elections.
I certainly intend to contribute to political crowdfunding campaigns to support candidates for the next elections.
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