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Abstract

Focusing on the portability revolution, this theoretical paper explores how smart devices
and their associated visual and algorithm-driven social networks have become highly
impactful socialisation agencies, especially for youth. Integrating secondary data with
various mass communication theories, the study introduces an original set of conditional
propositions to interpret the contemporary digital environment. The framework suggests
that social networks’ influence expands as the educational efficacy of traditional socialisa-
tion agencies decline, and that they tend to develop a more global social knowledge but do
not equally promote pluralism. As heirs to the visual culture inaugurated by television,
these platforms exert pervasive structural pressures that risk constraining critical thinking
and in-depth analysis under specific exposure conditions, despite their inherent democratic
potential. Rather than asserting deterministic outcomes, the model specifies generative
mechanisms and moderating factors, showing how platforms may saturate social knowl-
edge with slogan-like, rapid, and uncritical information, regardless of the specific content
being addressed; consequently, even the ethical dimension risks becoming increasingly tied
to the trends they establish. Ultimately, the study presents the “follower” construct as a
Weberian ideal-type and heuristic limit-case: a modern iteration of the mass-man, a tool to
map potential risks of simplified, emotional, and polarizing mainstream communication.

Keywords: digital media environment; youth socialisation; slogan-like communication;
fast uncritical knowledge; pluralism; coercive power; mainstream; followers

1. Introduction: Topic, Aim and Research Question
The present paper presents theoretical interpretative hypotheses aimed at fostering

knowledge and understanding of the cultural processes and dynamics that characterize the
contemporary social reality, which is increasingly digital and immaterial. It is a conceptual
theory-building study drawing on observation, secondary data, and a comprehensive liter-
ature review that mostly aims to rediscover, reuse, and reframe key concepts and theories
developed during the last century, when television dominated and mass communication
studies flourished, while acknowledging and discussing the most recent studies.

The study specifically tackles the topic of socialisation from a proper sociological per-
spective, which identifies the concept as the internalization of norms, i.e., the behaviours,
beliefs, ideas and cultural values, that make individuals adapt to and integrate into the
social community and world they have to live in. Given that, within the broader personal
experience of socialisation, the new generation of visual and algorithm-driven social net-
works1 are rapidly gaining the status of socialisation agencies that constantly confront
traditional ones, the study has the general aim of identifying how the fundamental process
of socialisation is changing within the new digital environment. The interpretative hy-
potheses presented and discussed throughout this research were merged into a descriptive
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model of the contemporary socialisation process. Termed “digital socialisation”, this model
is designed to address the topic of how people learn, understand, internalize and reproduce
social norms through standardized, highly visual digital formats.

Other scholars have already used the term “digital socialisation” in prominent em-
pirical and review papers, albeit with slightly different meanings, depending on different
disciplinary frameworks and perspectives. These intersect with the sociological domain,
yet do not examine it in a thorough manner. Previous studies have primarily focused on
the perception of risks and opportunities related to the use of digital media [1] or on online
interactions [2] rather than on the complex process of norm internalization that occurs
through the use of new and social media.

Hence, the majority of recent research tackling the topic of socialisation presents
mostly a psychological focus on the individual; though this represents a necessary starting
point for any analytical generalization, novel theories or models about how new processes
impact cultures and societies as systems remain lacking. Socialisation is mostly understood
in terms of relational competence, which is only one dimension of a more complex learning
process aimed at the subject’s understanding of and adaptation to the social world. How
individuals acquire the knowledge used to navigate society and what kind of knowledge
emerging media forms tend to generate or promote remain a matter of collective interest
and have not been sufficiently addressed or investigated.

This study as a whole draws on the theoretical assumptions that media condition the
culture of a given society and that the cultural dimension is central to societal development.
Since individual agency is likewise recognized as central within sociological discourse
and its timeless actor–structure dialectic, it is essential to examine precisely the systemic
limits within which participatory action—including individual learning and knowledge
construction—operates today. While taking individual agency as a given, the primary
aim of this work is therefore to explore how forms of participation are conditioned by the
contemporary digital individual–structure dialectic. Thus, the proposed model operates as a
critical heuristic to analyse structural constraints alongside—and not in denial of—individual
agency and social contexts. Consequently, conceptualizing the “follower” as the ideal-
typical possibility of individuals who end up merely following rather than questioning
ideas, opinions, tastes, behaviours and attitudes is not meant to negate individual agency
or active appropriation; rather, it delineates the material, structural, and architectural
boundaries that condition usage, thereby constraining, and at times putting at risk, critical
thought, authentic relationality, and that very agency.

From the advent of the World Wide Web to the new media system we are confronted
with today, it appears that the boundaries among cultures and societies are progressively
being eroded: new media are moulding, indeed, globally shared attitudes, behaviours,
and an increasingly global collective imaginary—albeit with very different consequences
according to different contexts—as well as a global economy. Given these premises, the
research presents some deductive reasoning aimed at answering the main research question:
whether and why socialisation through social media implies a more global, yet less pluralistic,
social knowledge2. The study hence collects secondary data and theoretical arguments on
how these networks and forms of media condition our informal learning processes and
cognition, both in terms of how we process information and what we ultimately believe,
while they regulate public opinion, and eventually introduces the theoretical ideal-type
of the “follower”, which is conceptualized as a possible outcome and social product of
increasingly digital socialisation processes.

It is worth noting at the outset that secondary data are used strictly as a descriptive
baseline to frame usage trends, while the social-psychological literature provides the the-
oretical context for potential psychosocial outcomes. Furthermore, the aforementioned
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ideal-type of the follower is not intended as a generalized description of contemporary iden-
tities. Rather, it represents a plausible contemporary tendency, substantiated by the analysis
presented throughout this paper. Nevertheless, as this remains a theoretical hypothesis
itself, it warrants further empirical investigation. While prior conceptualizations by the
Author introduced the initial ideal-type of the follower from a descriptive perspective, the
present manuscript extends this scholarship in three fundamental ways: (i) it formulates
an integrated, multi-level theoretical model of digital socialisation linking micro, meso,
and macro dynamics; (ii) it specifies four conditional, testable theoretical propositions
(P1–P4), complete with generative mechanisms, moderators, and falsification criteria; and
(iii) it grounds these theoretical arguments in updated secondary empirical data from
Eurobarometer and Pew Research Center surveys.

2. Methodological Approach: Propositions, Materials and
Theoretical Framework

As already stated, the research presented is a conceptual deductive theory-building
study. Its primary objective is to address the research question by proposing explanatory
propositions and constructing a consistent descriptive theoretical model of contemporary
socialisation, derived both from argumentative reasoning and a critical discussion of
counterarguments found in the literature.

2.1. Theoretical Propositions

The central arguments of this paper are formulated as theoretically specified, condi-
tional propositions (P1–P4) rather than empirical hypotheses. Designed to provide a testable
framework for future research, each proposition delineates the specific analytical level,
exposure factor, theoretical outcome, underlying generative mechanism, key moderators,
and explicit falsification criteria, alongside observable implications for future research3.

• Proposition 1, P1 (meso—institutional level)

- Exposure: daily use and increasing pervasiveness of visual, algorithm-driven social
media architectures.

- Outcome: diminishing educational efficacy and institutional legitimacy of traditional
socialisation agencies (e.g., family, formal education).

- Generative mechanism: round-the-clock availability alongside short, slogan-like con-
tent and algorithmic curation provides users with instant gratification and establishes
uncritical knowledge construction pathways that compete with, and often undermine,
the deliberative pace of traditional agencies.

- Key moderators: this structural shift primarily relates to high-density digital environ-
ments and increasing smartphone access among youth.

- Reverse causality note: while platform reliance accelerates institutional erosion, the
initial retreat or perceived inefficiency of traditional agencies simultaneously drives
youth toward digital platforms, creating a reciprocal feedback loop.

- Falsification criterion: P1 would be falsified if high daily social media exposure were
empirically shown to systematically reinforce or leave unaffected youth adherence to
and trust in traditional educational institutions.

- Observable implications: variations in institutional trust and educational adherence
relative to daily platform use and exposure metrics.

• Proposition 2, P2 (micro—cognitive level)

- Exposure: continuous engagement with social media platforms as powerful socialisation
agencies optimized for rapid scroll-through, visual primacy, and immediate gratification.
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- Outcome: promoting the reproduction and diffusion of a “fast uncritical social knowl-
edge”, leading to a downward levelling of analytical depth.

- Generative mechanism: structures privileging speed over depth and emotion over
analytical thinking encourage low-effort cognitive processing, reducing reflective
engagement with complex social issues and outsourcing analytical synthesis to plat-
form curation.

- Key moderators: this effect is clearly moderated by the users’ active engagement with
other socialisation agencies, including legacy media and news coverage, prior critical
media literacy, and measurable educational attainment.

- Falsification criterion: P2 would be falsified if intensive long-term use of vi-
sual/algorithmic feeds were found to improve or maintain dispositional capacity
for complex textual analysis and critical evaluation.

- Observable implications: decreased engagement with long-form textual argumenta-
tion, decreased attention-span and increased reliance on digital content.

• Proposition 3, P3 (micro—relational level)

- Exposure: high engagement with performative, low-effort, image-based, and slogan-
like content.

- Outcome: may predict a decreased dispositional empathy, heightened communicative
self-referentiality, and a structural impoverishment of interpersonal relationships.

- Generative mechanism: algorithmic feedback mechanisms (primarily likes) as well
as image and selfie-based content privilege performative identity staging, while
information overload reduces deep emotional resonance and reflective engagement
with others.

- Analytical separation: empathy (emotional resonance), self-referentiality (ego-centric
performance), and relational quality (depth of offline ties) are treated as distinct
variables linked within this single generative pathway.

- Key moderators: presence of face-to-face peer networks and situated offline commu-
nicative practices.

- Falsification criterion: P3 would be falsified if high-frequency visual social media
usage were demonstrated to increase dispositional empathy scores and deepen inter-
personal conversational patience offline.

- Observable implications: lower dispositional empathy scores and increased communica-
tive self-referentiality among high-frequency users of visual/algorithmic platforms.

• Proposition 4, P4 (macro—societal level)

- Exposure: the aggregation of uncritical reproduction of social knowledge (P2) and
micro-relational self-referential habits (P3) within increasingly digital algorithmic
environments (P1).

- Outcome: erosion of deliberative pluralism and exposure diversity through the estab-
lishment of a dominant stream.

- Generative mechanism: as individual users continuously consume, like and reproduce
fast, uncritical content, algorithmic aggregation converts these micro-level cognitive
practices into a macro-level, standardized, highly reactive “dominant stream”, while
micro-level relational practices miseducate users and undermine genuine dialogue.
Rather than eliminating divergent perspectives, digital environments tend to erode
the communicative disposition required to engage with opposing viewpoints.

- Key moderators: platform design (slow/collaborative vs. fast/algorithmic) and public
sphere regulations.
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- Falsification criterion: P4 would be falsified if algorithmic content aggregation across
major platforms systematically enhanced exposure diversity and strengthened public
willingness to engage in structured deliberative dialogue across ideological divides.

- Observable implications: increased prevalence of low-effort, reactive, and slogan-
based communicative exchanges; decline in structured, deliberative dialogue and
reflective engagement within broader public discourse; and corresponding decrease
in the usage and social centrality of legacy media.

2.2. Literature Selection

While socialisation is considered a foundational concept in sociology, it remains insuf-
ficiently investigated within contemporary digital research. Among the scientific studies
published over the past two decades following the widespread adoption of smartphones,
relatively few sociological inquiries have addressed socialisation as a structured learning
process driven by platform agencies rather than merely a relational dynamic. Specifically,
there is a distinct gap in understanding social media platforms as proper digital agencies of
socialisation and formal transmitters and enforcers of norms comparable to families, educa-
tional institutions, peer groups, or traditional mass media. This literature gap underscores
the compelling need to thoroughly articulate and examine the theoretical propositions
outlined above.

Conceptualising digital media as a socialisation agent does not contradict the mediati-
zation paradigm; rather, it represents its logical sociological extension. As the framework
of deep mediatization developed by Couldry and Hepphighlights, digital media are not
merely external tools or environmental background factors shaping traditional socialisation.
By providing the very infrastructure, symbolic codes, and relational architectures through
which social life is enacted, digital environments acquire an agentive capacity. They operate
as a pervasive, cross-cutting socialisation agent that continually overlaps with, re-mediates,
and at times disrupts established institutional actors such as the family and the school.

Given the conceptual nature of this study, rather than a systematic review protocol, a
critical narrative review approach was adopted to examine the role of visual social media
as novel agencies of socialisation. Studies were selected through a targeted, conceptual
sampling strategy aimed at identifying the core theoretical frameworks and empirical evi-
dence addressing the new mechanisms of socialisation involving knowledge construction
and norm internalization.

To ensure a robust and interdisciplinary foundation, the selection of sources was
guided by the following parameters:

• Search strategy and databases: the relevant literature was retrieved through structured
searches across major academic databases (Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar)
conducted between September 2024 and June 2026.

• Representative search strings: combinations of key concepts across media studies, rela-
tional sociology, and social psychology were employed using Boolean operators: (“digital
socialisation” OR “socialisation agency” OR “norm internalization”) AND (“visual
social media” OR “algorithm-driven platforms” OR “TikTok” OR “Instagram”) AND
(“youth” OR “cognition” OR “empathy” OR “pluralism”).

• Time frame and language criteria: priority was given to empirical and platform-
specific research in the form of the peer-reviewed literature in English and Italian,
published between 2010 and 2026, to capture the architectural evolution of modern
mobile and algorithmic platforms.

• Citation-chaining procedures: forward and backward citation-chaining was system-
atically applied to foundational theoretical texts to trace the conceptual lineage of
media effects into contemporary digital environments.
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• Screening logic and inclusion criteria: sources were selected based on their explicit
theoretical or empirical contribution to understanding norm internalization, social
knowledge construction, and individual agency. Studies purely focused on commer-
cial marketing, technical platform architectures, or e-learning tools were excluded.

• Corpus size and composition: a total retained corpus of approximately 110 sources was
assembled, eventually comprising foundational media theory (~25%), contemporary
empirical studies on youth, social media platforms, and well-being (~50%), and
sociodemographic report datasets (~25%).

• Method for identifying contrary evidence: search protocols explicitly incorporated
terms such as “networked activism”, “online agency”, “participatory culture”, and “digital
support groups” to ensure the deliberate inclusion of counter-evidence highlighting
user agency and positive digital practices.

2.3. Theoretical Framework

As indicated in the description of the corpus composition, while the main focus
remains on the contemporary literature, foundational sociological and communication
theories have been integrated as necessary analytical benchmarks, constituting the study’s
overall theoretical framework.

Theories from the first mass communication era—from Technological Determinism [3–5]
to Cultivation theory [6,7], and from Lippmann’s Public Opinion theory [8] to the Agenda-
Setting [9] and Spiral of Silence [10] models—proved to be useful explanatory tools for
understanding contemporary socialisation processes, understood as “social knowledge
construction” through digital media. The overarching conceptual repertoire derived from
these sources supported the development of the proposed model, alongside relevant
secondary data from psycho-social research by Turkle [11,12] and Twenge [13]. These
constitute the theoretical framework within which the present research is situated and from
which it develops.

Additionally, select neuroscientific perspectives [14–16] are referenced not as empirical
proof of structural neurological changes but as broader interdisciplinary frameworks to
contextualize potential behavioural and attentional shifts. Technological determinism [3–5]
was precisely meant to show how the balance between the senses and the balance between
perception and rationality both change according to the dominant medium used by the
members of social community. The aforementioned selected evidence from neuroscience
tends to confirm this long-debated sociological assumption, claiming that the brain is
characterized by a plasticity that allows it to constantly reorganize and re-learn how to
work [16]: ultimately, the brain seems to get used to the routines we propose to it and to be
able to reconfigure itself on the basis of neuronal activities.

Nevertheless, to avoid any deterministic misunderstanding, thereby acknowledging
the aforementioned centrality of individual agency, it must be emphasized at the outset that
digital environments are not monochromatic spaces of passive consumption, nor does this
framework overlook users’ active engagement. Sociological research extensively demon-
strates that individuals actively appropriate digital media, leveraging online networks for
mutual support [17–20], identity experimentation—as Turkle herself argued in 1995 [21],
alongside boyd [19] and Buckingham [22]—and collaborative learning [23,24], as will be
discussed later. However, acknowledging user agency does not negate the structural asym-
metries embedded in platform architectures, formats, and use. The theoretical framework
proposed here adopts a critical, dialectical lens: rather than endorsing a technological-
pessimistic stance, it specifically isolates the format-related, algorithmic, and normative
constraints that may condition contemporary and future agency and socialisation dynamics.
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The dynamics theorized to shape the process of digital socialisation—which this paper
aims to illustrate—require further empirical investigation to fully map how digital media
interact with other social institutions or agencies across diverse organizational contexts
(such as democracies versus authoritarian regimes or open societies versus closed societies).
Understanding the specific conditions under which social media and related socialisation
dynamics become actually dominant remains a task for future research; however, this
study provides the necessary theoretical foundation for further development. While an
exploratory empirical study has been initiated as part of this theoretical research, it is
currently in its embryonic stage. Consequently, it does not contribute to the empirical
evidence of this paper, which relies on the secondary analysis of representative survey data
from the Pew Research Center and the Eurobarometer Survey, integrated with empirical
evidence from the peer-reviewed sociological and psychosocial literature discussed below.

Having established both the empirical limitations and the theoretical framework and
having formulated the core hypotheses, the remainder of this paper is structured topically
to fully develop and discuss the proposed model. Rather than separating the conceptual
exposition from its subsequent discussion, the manuscript adopts an integrated thematic
approach. The two following sections are organized around specific key themes, directly
embedding the critical discussion and potential counterarguments within the relevant
conceptual domains.

3. Understanding Social Media as a Powerful Socialisation Agency
In this section, social media platforms are individuated as socialisation agencies,

through a reasoning meant to argue about (i) what socialisation is, through a comparison
with the concept of education and introducing the concept of person as formulated within
Italian relational sociology patterns and (ii) why social media frameworks are so powerful
as socialisation agencies.

In particular, as previously outlined, visual and algorithmic-driven social media are
considered. Among them, Instagram, Tik Tok, and YouTube are the most used by North
American [25–28] and European audiences [29].

3.1. Education and Social and Individual Knowledge

As a starting point, it is crucial to clearly define the notions that underpin the reasoning.
Research on socialisation processes cannot disregard the key concepts of education and
knowledge, nor can it assume their interpretation and meaning to be univocal. Rather, it is
essential to stipulate the specific meaning of the terms that structure this argument.

For the purposes of this study, education is conceptualized as the construction of
individual knowledge mediated by social knowledge (the array of social norms and in-
stitutions structuring culture). However, education is not merely a process; it is also an
action in its own right. In fact, as an individual process, education equates to the subject’s
learning, which occurs through their direct or indirect, formal or informal exposure to
the actions of another actor—it is concretized through instruction, which we significantly
term instru-action.

Indeed, the learning process never occurs entirely or exclusively within the individ-
ual; rather, it always unfolds in relation to external stimuli and guiding actions. Even
when the element of individual action appears to be absent or lacking, the process always
relates to that semiotic heritage—that shared and internalized symbolic-normative hori-
zon (comprising, primarily, language, cultural norms, and values), which coincides with
social knowledge.

Knowledge itself is, of course, a complex philosophical concept that engages with
ontology, thought and language [30,31], and the relationship among the three universes of
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real things, ideas, and words. Without delving into an exhaustive philosophical discussion of
the concept and into the long history of the theory of knowledge, we assume the empiricist
perspective introduced by John Locke [31], according to which meaning is a mental state
of the subject, and things only possess a nominal essence, as reality, in its true essence,
lies beyond human reach, whereas ideas are culturally developed. Nonetheless, they do
not perfectly coincide across different subjects’ interpretations: only names grant them a
socially recognizable substance.

Hence, within each subject, knowledge consists of both personal perceptions of reality
and social constructions or conventions previously established by others in order to convey
and represent reality itself. Individual knowledge is the result of both formal educational
practices and informal learning processes, with social knowledge serving as a structural
precondition for both (Figure 1).

SOCIAL 
KNOWLEDGE

INDIVIDUAL 
KNOWLEDGE

Shared and 
internalized 
symbolic-
normative 
horizon

Culture, 
norms,
social 

institutions

Formal 
instruction 

actions 

Informal 
learning 

processes

Stimuli 
and 

guiding 
actions

Perception of  
reality, subscribed 
norms and values 

+ hard 
knowledge, soft 

skills

EDUCATION

Figure 1. The educational process. This figure illustrates education as a combination of formal
actions and informal learning, which serve as inputs. Social knowledge acts as the mediator, and
individual knowledge constitutes the outcome.

3.2. Socialisation and the Person: The Relational Sociology Framework

Individual knowledge may be broadly conceptualized as the personal cognitive and
cultural repertoire acquired from a heritage of norms and social institutions, which is
transmitted via socializing agencies. The pivotal process of socialisation fundamentally
aligns with the educational process. Yet, instead of focusing on its learning outcomes in
terms of knowledge, skills and competences, though mediated by culture, it centres on the
subjects’ adaptation to the social environment they have to live in, i.e., on that educational
outcome that can be precisely assessed as the internalization of certain cultural norms and
values, stemming from the progressive integration of social factors into the individual’s
personality, which ultimately drives either conformity, rejection or innovation of those very
social elements (Figure 2).

SOCIALIZATION ADAPTATION

Shared and 
internalized 
symbolic-
normative 

horizon

Culture, 
norms,
social 

institutions

Formal 
instruction 
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Informal 
learning 
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Stimuli 
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guiding 
actions

Perception of  
reality, subscribed 
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+ hard 
knowledge, soft 

skills

PERSON

Figure 2. The socialisation process. The educational process is examined from a more sociological
perspective, wherein the individual is viewed as the subject interacting with formal and informal
educational stimuli provided by various agencies; socialisation acts as the subsequent internalisation
of social knowledge, and personal adaptation to culture and society constitutes the expected outcome.
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However, personality itself cannot be assessed independently of the social environ-
ments within which it develops. The concept of personality that socialisation brings into
play also needs to be understood as being both genetically and socially determined. Vin-
cenzo Cesareo, the eminent sociologist associated with the Italian school of “Sociology of
the Person” and a key proponent of so-called “relational sociology”, significantly developed
the concept of the person as comprising four essential elements: uniqueness, relationality,
historicity, and concreteness [32,33].

The person is unique, unmistakable, and original, while the individual is plural,
replaceable, and general, defining the person solely through their membership to a species
(mankind). Indeed, a person’s uniqueness is established by the historical and cultural
differences that distinguish them from their peers and from the abstract concept of the
individual. In other words, the person exists as a function of their relationality (relational),
shaped by equally unique and unmistakable bonds. The person is historical, because their
relational and creative experience unfold over time, and (past) time shapes their present
consciousness, agency, vision, and future projection. By virtue of all these conditions, the
person is concrete. In his own words, “Relationality projects the uniqueness of the person
onto the spatial plane and represents the continuity between the social (external) and
personal (internal) dimensions. Relationality is constitutive of the person; it refers to their
peculiar communicative and dialogic dimension. That is to say, there is no self-sufficient
‘I’ to which relations are extrinsically added; rather, relationality inherently belongs to the
person, being natively connate to them” [33].

This passage clearly highlights the status of socialisation as a fundamental process for
the development of personality. Indeed, socialisation involves all the relationships that lead
individuals to adopt certain values, to imitate certain behaviours, and to internalize certain
cultural and social norms, thereby turning the individual into something more specific
and more concrete, which is precisely what constitutes a person. Socialisation agencies
structure the abovementioned relationships, making them possible and conditioning their
evolution in relation to the conventional values they refer to. This is true for agencies such
as the family, the school, and peer groups, as much as it is for traditional mass media, new
media, and social networks today.

3.3. The Social Power of New Media

New media, by definition, comprise a diverse group of mass media that use the internet
as their primary conduit. Among these, the “newest” and most widely used by younger
audiences—who rely on them for all purposes, from entertainment to information—are
social networks and apps, whose new generation is mostly visual and algorithm-driven.
In addition, television and the press maintain websites and profiles on social networks to
engage with their audiences. Collectively, these platforms are identified as social media.

The five Big Tech giants that own these media were founded with vastly different
objectives, and their profiles continue to diverge in many respects. Nevertheless, they have
increasingly converged through their shared role in managing content. They are not merely
corporations that produce and distribute technological products; rather, they function as
cultural industries [34] that shape the collective imaginary in many different ways.

As evidenced above and as Figure 3 shows, the media act as agencies of sociali-
sation, i.e., as transmitters of values, beliefs, and norms that organize society and its
associated institutions (cultural role). Sociological theorists have argued that media can
either reinforce [35,36] or change and innovate [17,18,37] the dominant models within a
society. This outcome largely depends on the specific medium, as some are materially and
constitutionally better suited to reproducing established knowledge, while others have
proven to capable of giving voice to subcultural expressions.
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Indeed, the media function as specific technologies: their material and communica-
tive affordances shape not only how individuals acquire and construct their individual
knowledge, but also how they develop and maintain their social relationships.

Last, but not least, the media constitute a system [35,36,38], in the proper sociological
sense: an organized set of social institutions distinct from the surrounding environment
and aimed at fulfilling specific collective needs and functions (social role). The specific aim
of the media system is ensuring access to facts that would otherwise remain unknown to the
majority of the members within a given community or society [8]. However, providing this
access—which is the essence of gatekeeping—is not a neutral task. Media content creators
decide which content people engage with, and their perspective inevitably influences the
audience’s views, preferences, tastes, habits and customs: in short, the media system is
responsible for shaping so-called public opinion.

AGENCY
•TRANSMITTER of  the values, 
beliefs, norms that organize society 

TECHNOLOGY

• CONDITIONS the way individuals 
acquire their knowledge and develop
their social relationships 

GATEKEEPING
• REGULATE the access to facts and 

interpretations of  facts

Figure 3. The power of media. The three fundamental dimensions of social media power as agencies—
agency, technology, and gatekeeping—with the latter understood as the regulation of access to facts
and information (public affairs).

According to Walter Lippmann’s insightful and far-sighted analysis of the concept, an
opinion is said to be public first and foremost when it concerns public affairs and, secondly,
when it is widely disseminated. In this regard, mass media ranging from the press in the
British and North American contexts—the latter discussed by Lippmann—to electronic
and broadcast media (from cinema to radio and television) across the globe (primarily in
Western countries) function precisely as disseminators of facts and their interpretations.

Since reality in one’s mind is nothing more than a representation of actual events, a
concept Lippmann famously defines as a “pseudo-environment” [8], individuals who lack
direct access to facts, relying instead on mediated information, are not actually interacting
with reality but only with a representation of it constructed by social leaders. In Lippmann’s
analysis, these leaders are primarily identified as journalists and other actors with direct
access to the political environment. Through their agency, the general public gain access to
facts that would otherwise remain invisible and to interpretations that would otherwise be
inaccessible. Yet, this dynamic prompts the main research question: in our hyper-mediated
social environment, are we actually interacting with a more pluralistic social knowledge
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through new media? Or are social media just producing a more global dissemination of a
specific body of social knowledge?

The (partial and never definitive) answer emerges from a series of arguments. The first
is that the attributes listed above (agency, technology and system) represent distinct forms
of power inherent to communication media. Since knowledge and culture are understood
as a continuous social construction, like any other social reality [39,40], and as the result
of both cultural supply and demand, then cultural-media products possess the power to
influence those preferences, tastes, habits, customs and eventually the identities of the
audiences, too (or they would not be transmitters of role models), just as audiences can,
in turn, influence media products. User agency and all the legacy from the limited effects
theories [37,41,42] is undeniable. Users do have the possibility and the power to choose what
to see, what to understand about the content they are confronted with, what to remember,
what to value.

But—and here comes the second argument—which power is stronger than the other?
How much power do new media have in determining social knowledge and culture? In
driving, at least, the audience’s informal education itself towards a less critical attitude?
Are they the kind of structures in which individuals can find themselves trapped? This is a
question of individual creative agency confronting the coercive power of social structures—
a classic binary opposition in sociology, a discipline that can itself be understood as a
dialectic between the two visions of individualism and collectivism. Consequently, a
straightforward answer remains elusive. Furthermore, this should not be regarded as
a definitive answer, as it is subject to constant shift due to historical contingencies and
depends on the specific medium under consideration. Thus, we argue that new and social
media may wield a greater influence than earlier media forms.

To understand why, we must examine the concept of social power, a multifaceted notion
that addresses the fundamental question of “who has power in society?” (third argument).
Social power entails a greater availability of resources for those in positions of social
leadership—be they individuals, groups, elites [43]4, or institutions. These resources may
include right, force, wealth, authority, authoritativeness and, indeed, access. Media—and
professionals operating in the media—possess greater power than ordinary users, because,
at the very least, they control the resource of access. Consequently, even though they align
with audience tastes and profiles to optimize the communication of their broadcast content,
this reasoning ultimately suggests a certain structural dominance over the audience. As
previously outlined, this study’s primary theoretical assumption is that while user agency
is undeniable, it is essential to examine how the contemporary digital individual–structure
dialectic shapes participatory dynamics. As much as people’s personal opinions arise
from the individual’s interaction with the social environment—giving rise to the so-called
pseudo-environment—the media themselves produce a distinct pseudo-environment. In
a highly media-saturated social reality, this constructed environment is precisely what
individuals are most likely to rely on when developing their own opinions, attitudes, and
values: social media are social leaders to us.

It could be argued that social media actually turned the top-down leadership model
into a bottom-up dynamic, drawing on the aforementioned legacy of the limited effects
paradigm, whose premises postulate the autonomy and the agency of users, finding its
contemporary equivalent in Henry Jenkins’ concepts of convergence culture and collective
intelligence [18]. However, while collective intelligence represents a robust, deliberate
form of bottom-up knowledge production and is believed to be able to foster social in-
novation, the architectural design of contemporary platforms prioritizes a different kind
of engagement. Platform affordances encourage speed over depth. Consequently, while
collective intelligence persists within specialized niches, the broader, shared digital space
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is increasingly shaped by the frictionless circulation of ‘short-form’ content, with all the
implications discussed in the subsequent section. In this framework, convergence cul-
ture does not necessarily lead to a democratization of knowledge; rather, it provides the
behavioural raw material (such as “fast likes”) that algorithms process to perpetuate a
dominant, superficially appreciated stream of information.

Other counter-arguments are found in Castells [44], who has illustrated how contempo-
rary digital networks enable users to bypass traditional gatekeepers, generating horizontal
counter-power and grassroots mobilization driven by shared emotional states. This per-
spective aligns with a non-coercive view of media effects, emphasizing that audiences do
possess the capacity to construct alternative spaces of resistance. Nevertheless, as Couldry
and Hepp [45] argue through the concept of deep mediatization, the contemporary social
world is structurally dependent on digital infrastructures. In this light, user agency does
not exist in a vacuum; rather, it is exercised within corporate architectures. As Gillespie [46]
points out, platform governance and algorithmic curation act as the invisible “custodians”
of public discourse, systematically rewarding speed, simplicity, and engagement. Indeed,
the typical format of social media actually acts as the invisible custodian of public discourse,
at times unveiling what official narratives omit, but generally flattening the discourse to
the most superficial patterns, which are easily consumed. Consequently, while networks of
outrage and hope demonstrate that users can collectively subvert dominant narratives, the
overarching infrastructure tends to absorb these decentralized efforts.

The theoretical hypotheses presented here suggest that social knowledge is increas-
ingly constructed through social media and that socialisation itself predominantly occurs by
the means of social networks. If these networks rely on formats and platform designs [47]
that tend to discourage critical, in-depth analysis of content, then younger generations
are less likely to learn how to exert their diagnostic, critical, oppositional power. This is
ultimately why, given both the potential and actual time spent online, new media can be
seen as exceptionally pervasive agencies that function as highly powerful social leaders
for individuals.

Following the revolution triggered by the advent of the internet, that of portability
marked a major watershed. Regarding the crucial element of media exposure [6,7], social
media are potentially available 24 hours a day on smart mobile devices, with an average
active use time of 5 to 6 hours a day. In fact, according to data from the Gallup Familial
and Adolescent Health Survey, U.S. adolescents spend an average of 4.8 hours per day on
social media platforms, with usage increasing to 5.8 hours daily among the oldest teenagers
(aged 17) [48]. Concurrently present on the same screen, private communications (instant
messaging, telephone calls, e-mails), social networks, e-commerce apps, television, radio
and the digital press collectively construct an environment that has integrated into daily
routines more deeply than any prior medium—each of which was previously isolated on
its own dedicated device.

As Figure 4 illustrates, this distinctly digital socialisation may condition other so-
cialisation agencies by constructing the reality in which they operate—thereby acting as
all-encompassing and influencing, to a far greater extent than any previous medium. When
confronted with an environment dominated by image-based, short, and over-stimulating
content, traditional socialisation agencies may become less effective, as they rely on con-
versation, reading, and longer attention spans. Echoing McLuhan’s argument that schools
act as intellectual penitentiaries, traditional socialisation agencies risk losing their appeal,
leaving them unable to counter or even balance the potentially negative effects of social
media on social knowledge construction.

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16100350

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16100350


Societies 2026, 16, 350 13 of 26

DIGITAL SOCIAL MEDIA, 
visual\virtual places 

SCHOOL

ETHNIC 
GROUP \
SOCIAL 
CLASS

PERSONALITY

PEER groups

SPORT \
Associations

FAMILY

Figure 4. New media pervasive pseudo-environment. Serving as a heuristic visual framework rather
than a deterministic causal model, this diagram illustrates how digital media are likely to construct
an infrastructural environment that overlaps with and conditions other socialisation agencies.

3.4. New Media Pervasiveness and the User-Generated-Content Era

As a result, new media are profoundly transforming traditional socialisation processes,
becoming among the most important and impactful agencies and rendering the entire
process increasingly digitally mediated, especially for the youngest audience.

Capable of reaching an audience wider than that of any previous medium, and being
globally spread—albeit with significant issues related to the digital divide—with no or few
boundaries and limitations, the internet and the new generation of communication and
information platforms are potentially the unprecedented disseminators of both facts and
their interpretations. Not only are they rapid channels able to connect opposite sides of
the world, and to make what happens on the one side of the globe known to the other, but
their intrinsic, technological and material properties also imply greater user exposure to
them. Last but not least, what will be probably remembered as the defining legacy of social
networks—the ultimate consequence of the portability revolution—is of having ushered in
the era of the user-generated content.

The element of pervasiveness, thus, precisely refers to these three elements: (i)
widespread diffusion of new media; (ii) their being portable and potentially constantly
available; and (iii) most of all, their being actively usable.

Now, the active role of users as generators of content may well support agency
theory conclusions. As previously discussed, it is undeniable that users can produce
forms of social innovation through social media, as evidenced by activism, Wikipedia,
open-source communities, and mutual-aid groups [18,20,24,44]. However, the material
characteristics of the medium imply certain constraints: platforms still act as drivers, while
users remain users.

Furthermore, other critical elements need to be incorporated to this argumentation.
When cinema, radio and television entered the public sphere as mass communication tools,
we all entered an age of globally shared images and imaginaries, i.e., culture became increas-
ingly visual [49–51]. Traditional learning processes based on oral communication, reading
and understanding skills had to confront the multidimensionality of reality reproduced by
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the multimedia experience. Given that new media are an evolution of electronic media, the
character of being multimedia, i.e., a composite language made of both audio and visual
content, images and writing, where the visual element is predominant, is in their DNA;
intertextuality is the other, newer, characterizing trait, referring to the already mentioned
fact that these forms of media are all present at the same time on the same material support,
thus conditioning the ways they are used, experienced, enjoyed.

Ultimately, the interplay between visual dominance, intertextuality, round-the-clock
availability, and the active role of users as content producers has fostered the establishment
of the aforementioned image-based narrative communication model, characterized by the
shortest forms of verbal communication, which social networks borrowed in particular
from the world of television advertising: social networks actually took this logic to the
extreme, with a slogan-like communication applied to all types of content, not only to
emotional narratives but also to referential ones, i.e., those concerning public affairs and
political and ethical issues involving critical debates. This is actually the very reason why
some talk about the “emotional audience” [52,53].

The possibility of an authoritative, critical and argumentative dimension is reduced,
delegated to personal and autonomous in-depth analysis initiatives promoted elsewhere—
hopefully by other agencies of socialisation—while images penetrate the mind with their
suggestive power.

Consider the argument that the family and modern educational institutions are failing
to function effectively or are falling short of their educational roles. The intersection of
these shortcomings with the pervasive nature of new media allows the latter to serve as
a substitute for traditional socializing agencies rather than merely supplementing them.
It is not a surprise that adolescents from cultures where the power of family is stronger
experience a less influential digital socialisation [54]5, even though a single study makes
just a case and not a law. However, it establishes, at least, a proposition to be tested
and thus reinforces the one here proposed as P1, according to which the pervasiveness
of social media is inversely correlated with the educational effectiveness of traditional
socialisation agencies.

4. A More Global but Less Pluralistic Social Knowledge Through
Digital Socialisation

Having established the foundational premises—namely the recognition of social media
as a particularly powerful and pervasive agency of socialisation—this section aims to
thoroughly discuss the central propositions P2 and P3 presented in the second paragraph
by presenting supporting empirical secondary data and theories, while simultaneously
addressing and debating potential counterarguments. The ultimate objective, as previously
stated, is to understand whether and how social media may be producing a form of social
knowledge that is indeed more global, yet less pluralistic, thus establishing final theoretical
proposition P4.

As a matter of fact, personal opinions are more likely to be similar when they refer to
the same sources rather than being developed through diverse direct personal experience.
Of course, a broad and vast experience of public affairs is at least unlikely to be thoroughly
direct in a complex society, which needs to be led by representative institutions; thus,
a mediated access to facts is generally better than no access at all. The representation
of the diversity of personal experiences and views is precisely what information and
communication media systems are called to realize, through guaranteeing pluralism [55].

Nevertheless, although decades of legislation in representative democracies have
intended to make this guarantee effective, and despite the evidence that the internet and
new media seem to have implied, the passage from a one-to-many mass communication
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model to a many-to-many model, the theoretical hypothesis here advanced is that the so-
called digital socialisation dynamics seem to be, precisely and paradoxically, an obstacle to
pluralism, for they are producing less critical humans. Let us consider why and how.

4.1. Fast Uncritical Knowledge and Values Turning into Trends

In line with preceding media forms, the cultural role of new media as transmitters
of norms, values, and beliefs comprises three sub-functions, conceptualized as the “Three
I model” [56]: (i) the dissemination of information, positioning media as key information
providers; (ii) the shaping of the imaginary through visual narratives; and (iii) the facilitation
of innovation by crowdsourcing social needs and new product ideas. These sub-functions are
not mutually exclusive but are in constant overlap; thus, the imaginary is also constructed
through information—itself deeply visual—and innovation is driven by both. Although
this innovation potential is undeniable, and many educational opportunities could arise
from the judicious use of the internet and social media [57], their everyday use does not
seem to involve the enhancement of social knowledge.

In fact, the information and imaginary that people receive from social media are fun-
damentally fast: short forms of content articulation like the mostly visual posts, including
multimedia reels, evidence how the production of knowledge is fast; consuming practices
such as scrolling down very diverse newsfeeds, likes, and reposts, are fast, too, and ulti-
mately superficial, to the extent of becoming automatisms. It is the individuals’ way of
responding to the so-called “abundance catastrophe” [58], assessable as an information
overload [59] that makes them progressively more indifferent and less empathic; they
cannot bear it and cannot clearly distinguish reality from fiction, actual information from
disinformation and misinformation. Social networks can be metaphorically defined as
the “fast-foods of knowledge”. In this framework, the continuous interaction between
individual actors and platform affordances gives rise to distinct digital practices (such as
continuous presence, algorithmic scrolling, or selective exposure). Crucially, the effects
of these practices do not remain isolated within online spaces; rather, they dynamically
spill over into and rearticulate social interactions across offline domains, including family
relations, peer networks, and the public sphere.

Even though educational attainment has increased substantially in many national
contexts over the decades, social knowledge no longer depends solely on schools, uni-
versities, families, social groups or subcultures; rather, it relies primarily on global mass
media. Smart devices and apps have simplified our lives and, among other daily activ-
ities, have facilitated precisely how we stay informed about what happens around us:
individuals increasingly consume the news via social media platforms, and, in particular,
the vast majority of digital natives report social media platforms as their main source for
news consumption, as shown by the Pew Research Center [25–28] and Eurobarometer [29]
surveys. Therefore, not only do these datasets reveal a high degree of exposure to social
media (Table 1), as previously noted, but they also demonstrate that visual feeds, such as
Instagram or YouTube, are the preferred medium (Table 2), used for both self-entertainment
and news consumption (Tables 3–5).

The data presented in Tables 1–5 are compiled from public datasets published by the
aforementioned Pew Research Center [26–28] and Eurobarometer [29]. Figures represent
weighted percentage estimates derived from nationally representative survey samples of
U.S. adults, U.S. teens (aged 13–17), and EU youth (aged 16–30). Percentages across rows or
platform categories do not necessarily sum to 100% due to multiple-choice response formats.
Full sampling details, field dates, exact question wordings, and weighting procedures are
specified in the primary source reports cited in the References.
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Table 1. The frequency of news consumption on social media among U.S. adults from 2020 to 2025.
Data represent the percentage of respondents within each yearly survey who reported obtaining
news with varying frequencies.

Frequency 2020 (%) 2021 (%) 2022 (%) 2023 (%) 2024 (%) 2025 (%)

Often 23 19 17 19 25 21

Sometimes 30 29 33 31 29 32

Rarely 18 19 20 19 18 19

Never 29 32 29 31 28 27
Data Source: Pew Research Fact Sheet on Social Media and News [27].

Table 2. The frequency of social media platform use among U.S. teens aged 13–17, revealing high
daily exposure to visual feeds (YouTube, TikTok, Instagram). While Table 2 illustrates overall platform
exposure, this pervasive usage directly conditions how young users access public affairs content; as
further detailed in Tables 3 and 4, social media have indeed become a primary pathway for news
consumption among youth. Data represent the percentage of respondents reporting daily engagement
formats. Total daily usage is summarized in bold in the NET Daily column.

Platform Almost
Constantly (%)

Several Times
a Day (%)

About Once a
Day (%)

NET Daily (%)

YouTube 15 39 18 73

TikTok 16 34 7 57

Instagram 12 28 10 50

Snapchat 13 27 8 48

Facebook 3 10 8 20
Data source: Pew Research Center, Report on Teens, Social Media and Technology [26].

Table 3. Percentage of U.S. adults who often or sometimes obtain news from select platforms,
disaggregated by age group. Consistent with the aforementioned suggestion, younger users (age
18–29) rely on new media for news consumption substantially more than older users.

Platform Ages 18–29 (%) 30–49 (%) 50–64 (%) 65+ (%)

Social Media platforms 76 63 46 28

Television 47 51 74 87

Radio 33 46 52 44

Print 18 22 23 37
Data Source: Pew Research Center, Essay on Young Adults and the Future of News [28].

Table 4. Trends among European Youth (EU citizens, 16 to 30 years old). The data highlight a
consistent trend where social media platforms are preferred over television and online news platforms
for news consumption.

Information Source / Platform EU27 (%)

Social media platforms (e.g., Instagram, TikTok, etc.) 42

TV 39

Online press and/or news platforms 26
Data Source: Eurobarometer Youth Survey [29].
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Table 5. Visual formats and algorithm-driven platforms show the highest information usage rates
compared to most traditional ones.

Specific Social Media Platforms

Instagram 47

TikTok 39

YouTube 37

Facebook 27

X (Twitter) 21
Data Source: Eurobarometer Youth Survey [29].

The aspect of news consumption, as revealed by the data, is particularly relevant, as
it suggests that by relying on these rapid, visually driven formats for more complex and
articulated content—such as public affairs issues—individuals are delegating the capacity
for synthesis to the platforms, a faculty that should instead emerge from a more critical and
deeper engagement with the information. Consequently, analytical processes seem to have
been outsourced to technology, increasingly capable of replicating processes once executed
through complex, rational thought. Ultimately, delegating human functions to devices does
not merely impoverish daily life, it can structurally condition our logic and reason [14].
With the advent social media 2.0—i.e., the highly visual generation of social networks such
as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube—social knowledge production and consumption became
increasingly fast, as Figure 5 shows.

Saturated with image-based, slogan-like and uncritical social knowledge, social media
represent the primary pathway through which not only behaviours and attitudes, but
also ideas and values, spread as trends. To examine this mechanism in greater depth, it is
evident that social media serve as powerful transmitters of trends, given the great audiences
they are able to reach. If this process affects not only the aesthetic dimension, but also
encompasses the ethic dimension, then cultural change becomes increasingly subject to
the trend-shifting group dynamics described by Georg Simmel as early as 1910 [60], rather
than drawing on individual critical thinking.

Simmel argued that trends develop because of two natural human tendencies: imita-
tion and differentiation. Lower groups or social circles imitate the behaviours and attitudes
of the nearest higher circles in order to differentiate themselves from those perceived as
“lesser”. Equally, people now imitate more appealing or better presented ways of thinking
as necessarily more correct, smarter, or ultimately more progressive, in order to achieve
differentiation from those perceived as “lesser groups”, but without critically evaluating
the actual sources, opposing viewpoints, or arguments in favour and against. This risk
should be understood as both a socialisation and educational matter as much as a cultural
and structural one. Indeed, it spreads as a common practice, becoming increasingly un-
questionable, since people tend to take for granted the social practices and environment
they happen to live in [39], the social world into which they are “thrown” [59]. As the
generation that witnessed the transition from analogue to digital communication, we bear
a particular responsibility to question these practices and to foster critical digital education
among the digital natives.

Now, if the reproduction of knowledge through new media tends to be uncritical,
it matters little how many voices can find space on these platforms thanks to the user-
generated content: the result remains a multitude (of followers) replicating the voice of
very few (influencers).
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Figure 5. Fast knowledge. This analytical map illustrates the theoretical feedback loop between
platform affordances (visual primacy, slogan-like formats) and user practices (automatic scrolling,
low-effort engagement), outlining structural conditions for uncritical knowledge reproduction rather
than verified empirical causality. Even complex content is constrained by a visual format where
textual and discursive elements are reduced to slogan-like snippets. This very content is consumed
by users who are constantly overloaded with information and whose consumption practices tend to
become automatic and uncritical.

4.2. The Like Ethic and a New Definition of Mainstream: The Some-to-So-Many Reformulation

The basic prodromal form of imitation is appreciation, which is the main practice, or
ethic, on social networks. The “like ethic” eventually determines trends itself: it involves
the subject’s appreciation of something on the basis of that short, image-based, pervasive
communication; the subjects’ fast likes perpetuate the construction of the fast uncritical
knowledge described above, as they drive the algorithm to suggest similar superficial
content. Although tailored to every single user, the algorithm tends to prioritize highly
engaging, interactive media over authoritative content.

Within this framework, “mainstream” can no longer be easily addressed as “the most
traditional stream” but rather as “the dominant stream”—the one that collects the most
trending, influential and appealing topics on social media. This stream eventually emerges
from fast superficial communication, influencers’ content, followers’ fast likes, and the
workings of algorithms and AI, representing the contemporary version of the mechanisms
of accumulation and consonance that Elisabeth Noelle Neumann accounted for in her
research on the Spiral of Silence [10]. The interaction between superficial human agency
(represented by followers’ “fast likes”) and non-human agency (algorithmic curation)
generates a new configuration of consonance. Consequently, those who fail to conform to
short-form formats or trending topics are relegated to the margins of visibility, echoing the
dynamics described in classical theory. On the contrary, the most trending topics, views,
behaviours, attitudes, and values on social media—i.e., the mainstream—are likely to
become the main outputs on the web through search engines, as well as prominent sources
for AI training and elaboration. Consequently, they may ultimately influence the legacy
media agenda or gain legitimacy from it.
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At this juncture, several potential counterarguments must be addressed. A prominent
strand of contemporary media literature implicitly suggests that a unified mainstream no
longer exists, given that users are presented with highly personalized feeds that potentially
confine them within so-called echo chambers. Sunstein argued that internet users actively
select content and profiles that align with their pre-existing beliefs, thereby driving group
polarization and radicalization—a process he attributed fundamentally to deliberate human
agency [61,62]. Eli Pariser’s filter bubble thesis updated this perspective by shifting the focus
toward algorithmic agency, illustrating how automated curation constructs individualized
informational enclaves [63].

Crucially, this study contends that it is precisely this algorithmic agency that sustains
the existence of a dominant stream. Because algorithms systematically prioritize and amplify
highly engaging and visible content, algorithmic selection occurs prior to human choice.
Logically, this conceptualization helps address the controversy between Sunstein and
Garrett [64]; while the latter empirically demonstrated that echo chambers are not hermeti-
cally sealed enclaves—as users do not systematically avoid alternative viewpoints—the
algorithmic primacy over visibility explains how a pervasive, dominant stream persists.

Importantly, while human agency within social media spaces can successfully dilute
or challenge this dominance through active engagement—albeit with the counter-effect
of polarization that worried Sunstein—the underlying mainstream flow remains highly
concentrated and standardized across the broader web ecosystem, from search engines to
generative AI environments, where algorithmic filtering precedes any user intervention.
Therefore, the feed personalization within filter bubbles does not preclude the existence
of a mainstream: if mainstream content is “fragmented” and channelled into millions of
personalized bubbles—depending on the subject, more or less superficial choices and their
subsequent algorithmic processing—it loses its original function of universal information,
yet it retains its role as the dominant stream of information.

As the final result of these complex dynamics, the communication model, which was
believed to be many-to-many, appears instead to be closer to a “some-to-so-many” pattern,
where the most polarized voices are broadcast to a mass of uncritical reproducers, namely
the followers.

This evidence is further reflected by the macro-social reality that new media infras-
tructure is concentrated in fewer private hands, those of the aforementioned five Big-Tech
corporations within digital capitalism [65]. Although this aspect will be further outlined
and discussed in the conclusions, it is worth pointing out immediately that the definition
of “follower” is not intended as a judgment toward any ideology or position. Rather, it
serves as an analytical tool to examine how social knowledge develops and spreads in the
digital environment. In this framework, followers are characterized as uncritical, because
posts—their main source of information—rely on a self-contained, image-based, inherently
slogan-like format, which is inadequate for the information needs of a complex society. By
relying solely upon them, the risk of impoverishing critical thinking increases, unless other
socialisation agencies actively intervene.

4.3. Impoverished Relationships

Not only is critical thinking at risk but interpersonal relationships are as well: digi-
tal socialisation entails more than merely confronting a world of (predominantly visual)
content—trending behaviours, attitudes, uses, customs, and values. Indeed, the innovative
power of new media has introduced the “sharing function”—the act of sharing emotions
and thoughts—thereby establishing a new way of experiencing social relationships and
engaging with the other. As previously noted, this represents the most thoroughly inves-
tigated dimension of socialisation, particularly within psycho-social research, which has
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generated useful empirical conclusions to support this theoretical model building, such as
those from Turkle [11,12] and Twenge [13].

Notably, the qualitative empirical insights introduced by Sherry Turkle find notable
parallels in the macro-psychosocial research of Jean Twenge. Analysing extensive longitu-
dinal datasets, Twenge demonstrates that the saturation of the smartphone market around
2011–2012 coincided with a marked decline in youth face-to-face interactions. These trends
suggest that digital engagement may displace real-world relationality, thereby depriving
individuals of the interpersonal “training ground” essential for empathy. Her findings
highlight strong, albeit not definitive, statistical correlations between screen time, perceived
loneliness, and anxiety.

While these empirical frameworks offer compelling accounts of digital displacement,
the contemporary literature [66] emphasizes that such correlational findings must be
interpreted with nuance—highlighting that technology’s psychosocial impact depends
heavily on context, distinguishing between active and passive use, platform dynamics, and
individual vulnerabilities. This suggests that digital communication can indeed supplement
rather than outright replace offline relationships. Indeed, the central theoretical hypothesis
advanced here is that the broader personal experience of socialisation—specifically the
perceived absence or diminished efficacy of traditional socialisation agencies, including
legacy media—drives the shift toward standardized, highly visual digital formats. In
such cases, digital socialisation takes over, potentially eroding the cognitive and emotional
patience required to negotiate offline relationships, which inherently remain slow, non-
algorithmic, and devoid of instant gratification.

Screen time increasingly competes with face-to-face interaction: the influence exerted
by new media is, first and foremost, a matter of time and priorities. As a consequence of
high levels of screen exposure, individualism may grow, consistently with what Cesareo
argued in his studies about narcissism. Conversely, introspection may diminish: indeed,
the fast content overload, or “abundance catastrophe” [58], tends to anesthetize both critical
and self -reflection.

Significantly, not only do social relations become increasingly mediated by social
networks, but dynamics that shape digital interaction also permeate the realm of unmedi-
ated reality. This spillover begins with self-perception itself, which appears increasingly
data-driven: in this light, the “quantitative self” emerges as an ideal-type developed to
describe contemporary identities [67], like the “follower”.

Above all, confronting through a screen-mediated interaction serves as a defence
mechanism that tends to absolve the subject of responsibility. This dimension of avoided
responsibility [11] is believed to shape a general attitude toward the other, at times legitimiz-
ing an openly aggressive posture that polarizes social conflicts [68]. This dynamic fosters
not only the phenomena of cyber bullying and hate speech (which are admittedly driven
by a plurality of factors, among which this psychological shielding must be accounted for),
but also the radicalization and polarization of public debate and the public sphere. Indeed,
moral freedom and a sense of responsibility towards the other diminish; furthermore, the
aforementioned information overload has the extra consequence of confining individuals
increasingly within their echo chambers [62,63], thereby fuelling a vicious circle that drives
further radicalization and polarization. Within this framework, the relationship between
public figures and audiences, as well as between adversarial audiences themselves, is
increasingly characterized by informal, aggressive and violent communicative practices.

The immediacy that characterizes content management ultimately seems to shape
the managing of interpersonal relationships as well, thereby undermining both empathy
towards the other and a critical disposition toward digital content. In Turkle’s perspective,
the way social media steer social relationality also conditions people’s inner desires, which
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boil down to establishing mere connections rather than fostering genuine relationships,
intimacy, authentic conversation [12], and meaningful engagement. As noted, this shift also
impairs individuals’ capacity to reflect upon the self and upon their authentic personal and
social needs, eventually reducing introspection. Paradoxically, the more inter-connected
we become, the less empathy we develop.

While consumers themselves often perceive social networks and applications merely
as pastimes or diversions, these media ultimately serve to fill an unfulfilled need for
companionship and connection—a need that remains paradoxically unmet precisely due to
the ubiquity of these platforms. Significantly, Lovink [47] argues that social media platform
design is intrinsically structured to foster a nihilistic attitude and a form of structural
boredom among users, which might (hopefully) eventually guide them elsewhere. Unable
to bear the information overload, the subject nevertheless squanders time on endless
scrolling, failing to invest sufficient effort into distinguishing fact from fiction, or verified
from unverified sources, in order to build proper, meaningful, and durable knowledge.
Instead, individuals risk becoming progressively less willing to process and deepen their
understanding of content implications and the complexity of human experience, ultimately
rendering them more indifferent and less empathetic.

5. Conclusions
The primary contribution of this study is the articulation of a theoretically motivated

model, a set of conditional propositions, and a structured agenda for future empirical inquiry.

5.1. The Ideal-Type of the Follower

The so-called ideal-type of the “follower” [50] formulated herein is not intended
as a deterministic empirical generalization of contemporary youth; rather, it serves as
a critical heuristic benchmark to identify the potential risk factors associated with fast,
algorithmically curated digital socialisation. It appears as a possible outcome emerging
under the specific conditional dynamics and processes described above.

Long before the advent of digital media, Ortega and Gasset theorized the concept
of “mass-man” [69]; similarly, “massification” theorists and scholars of the Frankfurt
School developed the idea of an atomized subject within mass society [34]. While these
serve as historical antecedents, the follower is not intended as a deterministic, inevitable
consequence of contemporary communication and socialisation but rather as an extreme
analytical limit-case.

To the extent that the socialisation of this subject is heavily mediated by digital plat-
forms, its hypothetical ethics, cultural traits, and eventual educational needs are synthesised
in Figure 6.

In line with Weberian methodology, as an ideal-type, the “follower” does not aim
to comprehensively describe individuals in contemporary society, nor does it presume
to offer a value judgment or an absolute generalization. Instead, it serves as a purely
heuristic baseline—a potential analytical framework indicating a risk factor related to the
core theoretical hypothesis of the widespread diffusion of a fast, less critical—and less
pluralistic—social knowledge.

The outlined scenario suggests potential underlying factors that may contribute to the
previously described impoverishment of relationships and the gradual transformation of
the human element. This shift is theorized to coincide with three key phenomena, identified
by Vincenzo Cesareo as highly characteristic of contemporary narcissistic identities [70]:
desensitization toward the concept of moral freedom, a disinterest in existential questions,
and a conceptualization of social action as the mere projection of positive self-images rather
than a meaningful connection to the (significant) other. Consequently, we witness the rise
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of individualism, “presentism”, and a form of substitutive interaction delegated to social
media. Absorbed in their own self-contemplation, followers live in an immediate present,
lacking both historical memory and future orientation; within this framework, social media
emerge as the most pervasive and contemporary tools for feeling connected to the world.

 

UNCRITICAL REPRODUCTION OF NORMS

Traditional 
agencies 

INEFFICIEN
CIES
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INDIVIDUALISM as reduction of the human element 
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memory
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contemplation and self-contemplation of 
images
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interaction

ACTION as projection of 
positive images of the self

Figure 6. The ideal-type of the follower. The pre-conditions of the potential rise of followers are
identified in the widespread diffusion of digital media, alongside systemic inefficiencies within
traditional agencies such as family. Based on these premises, interest and time may be diverted
to the online dimension; the substantial impact of information overload can foster the uncritical
reproduction of social knowledge, while individualism and narcissism may emerge as the outcome of
relational impoverishment. This heuristic scheme synthesizes the boundary conditions and theoretical
dimensions of the “follower” construct. The figure maps potential risk factors and analytical limit-
cases of digital socialisation, strictly distinguished from active, strategic, or participatory forms of
digital engagement.

Therefore, the ideal-type of the “follower” directly contrasts with Cesareo’s conceptu-
alization of the “person” [33]. While relational sociology anchors the subject in the four
core dimensions of uniqueness, relationality, historicity, and concreteness, the “follower”
reverses this logic. Uniqueness gives way to standardized fungibility, genuine relationality
is replaced by algorithmically mediated connectivity, historicity shrinks into the immediate
present of the feed, and concrete lived experience is displaced by digital dematerialization.

Given the proposed research question of whether digital and social media are intro-
ducing new forms of social knowledge, more global but less pluralistic, the theoretical
model and hypotheses developed suggest that, while new-media positive innovative power
mostly concerns technological tools that can serve social innovation (activism, sharing
economy and knowledge, open-source communities, mutual-aid groups), these media risk
overwhelming individuals and their critical power, thereby exposing them to the coercion
of dominant trends—whose nature is at least half algorithmic—in both aesthetic and ethical
dimensions of social life. This might be worrying, for it suggests that the processes through
which especially the youngest acquire their social knowledge and develop their opinions,
personality and relational abilities, are device-driven more than human-driven.

5.2. Limitations and Further Developments

Despite its being a theoretical model, the follower is argued to capture some key
characteristics of contemporary identities, as constantly confronted with a world of visual
stimuli. Furthermore, it acknowledges the growing tendency to perform and stage one’s
life—a reality with which individuals frequently struggle—and to comment on public
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affairs without sufficient knowledge. Future qualitative empirical research is intended to
precisely investigate these two dimensions.

As previously stated, the outlined ideal-type is itself a theoretical proposition and
hypothesis: as such, it requires further and deeper empirical investigation to test its explana-
tory potential across diverse cultural and social contexts. Specifically, we need to under-
stand under which specific organizational and cultural conditions the outlined traits—the
acritical reproduction of social knowledge, individualism, presentism and narcissism—are
most likely to arise. Organizational conditions encompass the efficiency and inefficiency
of the traditional socialisation agencies mentioned above; this includes examining insti-
tutions such as the family and the school, which are themselves increasingly entangled
in digital socialisation. Such empirical inquiry is necessary to gather evidence of both the
actual dominance of digital media over other socialisation agencies—characterized by user
attention and time being diverted from physical to virtual spaces—and the heightened
coercive power exerted by mainstream social media platforms. In operational terms, the
observable implications listed alongside the statement of theoretical propositions could
serve as topics and variables to be tested in future empirical research, including variations
in trust towards traditional socialisation institutions; engagement with long-form textual
argumentation and structured, deliberative dialogue; and dispositional empathy scores
among high-frequency users of visual/algorithmic platforms.

Moreover, the structural reasons why digital media are dominant or, instead, other
agencies are more effective in counter balancing the potential negative effects of a deeply
digital socialisation, and how, are to be investigated: this calls for empirically—particularly
qualitatively—testing this framework within the liberal democracies where it was con-
ceived, while also extending the analysis to different political contexts, including author-
itarian regimes. The adaptability of these propositions to non-Western or lower-density
digital settings constitutes a crucial direction for future empirical research as well.

The concept of the digital divide [71] itself should be reassessed not only in relation to
the mere availability of digital media but rather in relation to the availability and effective
action of other agencies of socialisation to counter-balance the negative effects of a mostly
digital education and socialisation, i.e., fast reading, “scrolling down”, decreased attention
span, the absence of in-depth analysis, the lack of curiosity and self-questioning, less
empathy and more narcissism, rising individualism and indifference, increased risks of
violence and misperception of reality. Reassessing the concept of the digital divide within
this perspective constitutes another objective of future research.

Ultimately, policy-oriented research is needed to determine how public efforts can
best support traditional socialisation agencies in achieving this desirable counterbalancing
effect, thereby making the call for a critical digital education both concrete and action-
able. While a detailed policy analysis lies beyond the scope of this study, the proposed
framework strongly resonates with major international initiatives, such as the EU Digital
Education Action Plan 2021–2027 [72] and the UNESCO Media and Information Literacy
framework [73].

In this light, fostering critical digital citizenship represents a major challenge and a
fundamental prerequisite for safeguarding the relational dimension of individuals in the
digital age.
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Notes
1 To ensure conceptual clarity from the very outset, this study clarifies the intended meaning of each specific term related to the

digital and social realm, as these terms are employed throughout the text with distinct analytical functions:

• “New media” designates the overall ecosystem of digital devices and content.
• “Social media” refers to the broader landscape of interactive platforms.
• “Social networks” strictly denotes platforms centred on user networking dynamics.
• “Visual” and “algorithm-driven” qualify the current generation of image- and video-centric platforms (e.g., TikTok,

Instagram), distinguishing them from earlier text-based networks.
2 To analytically disambiguate these terms, the following should be noted:

(i). Globality refers strictly to transnational geographic reach—the infrastructural capability of digital networks to circulate
content borderlessly—rather than an assumed cultural convergence or harmonized values.

(ii). Pluralism is decomposed into four distinct dimensions: source pluralism (ownership/platform diversity), viewpoint
pluralism (availability of diverse perspectives), exposure diversity (actual range of encountered viewpoints), and
deliberative pluralism (the communicative capacity and cognitive disposition to engage reflectively with opposing
arguments). The core research question specifically addresses the potential erosion of deliberative pluralism within fast,
algorithmically curated digital environments.

3 In terms of scope and boundaries, the theoretical framework and propositions (P1–P4) developed herein specifically apply to
high-density digital environments among youth within Western contexts (primarily the EU and US). As discussed in Section 5.2,
evaluating the adaptability of these propositions to non-Western or lower-density digital settings constitutes a crucial direction
for future empirical research.

4 Used in a broader sense, the word elite is synonymous with “high position” and is attributed to all those social groups who
have more, achieve more, count more, can do more. . .have more power, not only by right but just in fact—that is to say, more
force, more authority\authoritativeness, more wealth, deservedly or undeservedly—from lobbies to economic conglomerates to the
media system.

5 Of course, family counter-influence may be repressive or, rather, constructive; here we are advocating for the second type to be
promoted at the social level.
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