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Abstract 

The ever-expanding reach and grasp of social media and its tendency to increasingly dominate 

most of our lives makes it an important aspect to study and understand in detail. This literature 

review attempts to keep track of the changes in social media and the academic literature 

surrounding it, in order to comprehend how this new technology has changed our lives and 

how it impacts various sectors of our economy and political governance structures. Ironically, 

the domain of academic research itself like other disciplines is reliant on and has been 

increasingly changed by the impact of social media. Social media is ubiquitous and all-

pervasive in its reach, touching all fields from medicine, mental and psychological health, 

poverty-alleviation measures, governance, political economy, voting behaviour, marketing and 

branding strategies and surveillance techniques to name a few. A historical review of the origin 

and evolution of social media, from platforms bringing people together to platforms that shape 

the social and political narrative, needs to be undertaken through a critical lens. This literature 

review aims to accomplish this task. 
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1. Introduction 

“Man is by nature a social animal; an individual who is unsocial naturally and not accidentally 

is either beneath our notice or more than human. Society is something that precedes the 

individual.” ---- Aristotle 

 

The CEO of Facebook Mark Zuckerberg was named TIME Magazine’s Person of the year in 

2010, and he promised that Facebook would radically alter the way in which humans 

communicate and connect, and vastly improve the lives of people. The utopian vision was that 

Facebook wanted “people to find what they want and connect them to ideas they like online”. 

Mark Zuckerberg has repeatedly reiterated that his company is committed to serving the 

“common good” and has even included that in his company’s slogan. Other similar platform 

owners were quick to capitalize in this direction while designing their corporate mantras and 

promotional slogans, such as “Do no evil” (Google), “Making the Web more social” 

(Facebook) and “Capture and Share the World's Moments” (Instagram). The narrative being 

offered was that of a benevolent halo merging with an efficient corporate halo. Rather than fall 

into the binary of either accepting or rejecting these lofty statements, we in this literature review 

are more interested to deconstruct how and whether these stated goals and objectives have been 

achieved and the various technologies that the platform owners have used to achieve such 

goals. The pessimistic view is that with the complete and utter sway that social media platforms 

have achieved through their technological and big data usage, they are in fact now the new-age 

leviathans that are an unaccountable and unelected source of power (van Dijck, 2013). A 

dystopian vision of the future entails a “synthetic technocracy” in which technology and social 

media companies increasingly dominate and shape both political and cultural narratives and 

control increasing aspects of the daily lives of ordinary citizens to the point that they are 

completely dependent on these platforms. Ironically, this literature review itself would not have 

been possible were it not for the digital archives and the technological ease that the information 

and communications technology revolution has brought about. Even as we write this review, 

the world of social media is changing so rapidly with addition of new platforms, introduction 

of new applications by existing platforms and death or merger of unsuccessful platforms with 

those more successful, that providing a static view of this phenomenon is nearly impossible. 

Nonetheless, we would attempt to provide a historical and dynamic view of the evolution and 

proliferation of social media, based on the reasonable assumption that another tweaked 
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interface or the addition of a new app would not fundamentally change the relevance of this 

literature review. 

There have been previous literature reviews focusing on some specific aspects of social 

media and how it affects certain segments and industries around us such as medicine, mental 

and psychological health, marketing and branding strategies, medium of education and 

knowledge dissemination, gaming industry, propaganda techniques, political visibility and 

brand formation. While we acknowledge the invaluable contributions that these studies have 

made, none of them had a specific focus on the evolution of social media platforms and how 

they have morphed into a prominent determinant of political discourse in modern societies. 

Our review also seeks to enquire whether such a change was organic --- necessitated by market 

and cultural demands or inorganic ---- whether it was deliberately engineered to play a vital 

role in democratic processes. 

2. Has connectivity seeped into our culture now? 

Social media defined in academic literature as “a group of Internet-based applications that build 

on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and 

exchange of user-generated content” (A. M. Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), has grown by leaps 

and bounds over the decades since its “official birth” into becoming an indispensable part of 

modern life. To explain the ubiquity of social media, let us imagine its influence on any average 

family situated in any part of the globe. Facebook helps to maintain a network of friends and 

acquaintances that we would have lost otherwise. Wikipedia is a rich treasure trove of 

information on varied topics, and it also encourages specialist contributions to the maintenance 

and updating of information on its pages. There is YouTube providing video services, LinkedIn 

for business networking, Twitter for micro-blogging purposes and Skype for long distance 

communication. There are also niche websites such as Pinterest, Amazon, Discord, Instagram 

and countless other websites and social media platforms that have inundated the professional 

and personal lives of ordinary citizens across the globe. 

In December 2011, a staggering 1.2 billion users worldwide, 82 percent of the world’s 

Internet population over the age of fifteen logged on to a social media site, a steep rise from 

the mere 6 percent documented in 2007. However, in recent decades, companies have become 

more interested in the data of their users rather than the community which the users enjoy. This 

has led to the proliferation of algorithms primarily aimed at making brands profitable in the 

marketplace through social media advertising. This has also charted out a path for content 
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creators to monetize their content on social media websites. The spread of social media has 

also taken two distinct pathways, namely the spatial influence pathway that looks at geographic 

proximity and the community influence pathway that looks at cultural proximity (Kamath et 

al., 2012). 

The dawn of a new type of networked communication happened in 1991 when Tim-

Berners Lee connected hypertext technology to the Internet, and this was the official invention 

of the World Wide Web. The next radical and noteworthy shift happened when online services 

changed their focus from offering channels for networked communication to becoming full-

fledged two-way interactive vehicles for networked sociality and marked the advent of Web 

2.0 (Castells et al., 2009; Manovich, 2009). Web 2.0 withstood the test of time and proved itself 

to be a stable and functional infrastructure capable of handling unforeseen circumstances; it 

earned the trust of users who moved more and more of their daily activities to these online 

environments. However, these activities were programmed by the online services with a 

specific objective in mind rather than being a passive medium. This started the movement of 

providing a customized service to the user base rather than simply providing a utility --- a 

similar analogy would be moving from just delivering water through a pipeline network to now 

providing branded bottled water. From just being conduits for social activity, websites and 

platforms now function as applied services. Whereas this benefited the userbase in terms of 

ease of using the Internet, on the other hand it made these platforms increasingly difficult to 

tinker with or change. 

There has been a radical change with the advent of social media communication 

platforms that had not existed before. Any offhand remark made in a social media platform is 

kept documented for eternity. These have long lasting and profound effects. In fact, even 

recruiters checked on the social media platforms of potential candidates for any kind of red flag 

in the past. On the flip side, taking advantage of the facelessness and anonymity provided by 

the social media platforms, online targeted harassment and abuse have also proliferated. 

Moreover, the cultural norm of using the brand itself as a verb is a testimony to the success and 

popularity of the social media platforms. Googling is the most common example; tweeting 

comes close second. On the other hand, with technology changing rapidly, many social media 

platforms have also vanished into oblivion. 

We can safely say that social media platforms (at least the successful ones) have been 

actively dynamic in nature rather than being a onetime finished product. The tweaks and 
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changes come in response to primarily the needs of the users’ and the demands of the owners’, 

but also as a response to competitor platforms and companies, the larger technological, 

economic and political landscape in which they operate (Feenberg, 2009). Rather than 

individually list all social media platforms and their evolutions, it is more prudent analytically 

to categorize them into different classes. The first and major type is called “social network 

sites” (SNSs) comprising mainly those websites that facilitate interpersonal contact, both on an 

individual level or on a group level. Personal and professional ties are strengthened, and 

geographical and cultural boundaries are overcome to an extent. Some of the prominent sites 

are Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Google+. The second type comprises sites categorized for 

“User Generated Content” (UGC). Examples include YouTube, Instagram, Wikipedia and 

Myspace. These sites have the primary aim of promoting cultural activity and fostering 

creativity and provide a medium for the exchange of professional and amateur content. The 

third type includes trading and marketing sites (TMSs) such as Amazon, eBay, Craigslist and 

Groupon. These sites provide a platform for the buying, selling and exchanging of finished 

products. Another emerging category is that of play and game sites (PGS), a recent genre with 

popular and addictive games such as Farmville, The Sims Social, Word Feud, and Angry Birds. 

However, it is important to remember that the above classification of different types of social 

media platforms is far from exhaustive.  Overall, it is undeniable that all these different types 

of social media platforms have in totality engulfed almost every aspect of our lives. 

Thus, detailing the above evolution of social media platforms over the years seems to 

suggest our lives have become intertwined with it and the question of connectivity seeping into 

our lives can be said in the affirmative resoundingly. In the offline world, people who are “well-

connected” are presumed to have influential friends with the quality of connections being the 

primary source of their reputation rather than quantity. However, the online world seeks to 

quantify “connectivity”; in the sense that it uses the popularity principle: the sheer number of 

followers one has and can maintain. This causes a chain reaction where people prefer to 

associate themselves with these owners of large followers to stay abreast of the issues 

concerning this network. An interesting area of research which the literature may not have been 

able to pursue is what explains the evolution from the quality-centric world of influence to the 

current quantity-centric form in the online world; whether this evolution was organic or was it 

engineered by the current political-economic power structure. 
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3. Platforms as socio-economic structures 

When we study social media platforms, we would be looking at two aspects: namely the actor-

network theory (ANT) and the political economy of networks. Now both of these theories 

generally have non-overlapping domains of operation. ANT is primarily concerned with how 

networks of technologies and people coevolve together, whereas the political economy of 

networks is more concerned with the economic and legal-political climate that is conducive for 

such social media platforms to emerge and prosper. ANT, developed by Bruno Latour, Michel 

Callon, and John Law affirms the relationship between people and technologies as both 

material as well as semiotic. ANT also considers both the human and non-human aspects in 

this co-evolution, whose combined efforts help to give shape to this interactive process (Latour, 

2013; see also Malvezzi & Do Nascimento, 2020; Sayes, 2014; Whittle & Spicer, 2008). 

Sociologist Manuel Castells using the framework of economics, political science and law has 

given us the political-economic context which is most conducive for social media platforms to 

become powerful industrial players and even start influencing policy matters (Castells, 2010; 

Stark & Castells, 1997; Webster & Castells, 1998). In his later works, he adds on to say that 

Web 2.0 is a continuing power struggle between users who value creative and communicative 

freedom and the owners of the social media platforms trying to curb and bring into control the 

newly acquired technological power of the users. In his analysis he also ties in institutional 

agency in his theory and concentrates on identifying the “concrete social actors who are power 

holders” in any particular scenario and “examine their global networking and their local 

workings” (Castells, 2021). When he talks of institutional actors, it involves both the 

government and corporations engaged in takeovers, mergers, lawsuits or regulations, and 

involves various political grassroots organizations that are using social media to curb 

governmental and corporate overreach. 

3.1. Ownership of social media 

When discussing about social media platforms, it becomes instrumental to dissect and discuss 

the ownership model of these platforms. It is undeniable that each and every platform that 

emerged was a commercial entity from the beginning. However, the ownership status of many 

such platforms started out as user-centered, collectively owned and in general non-profit 

enterprises. These slowly morphed over time to become corporate owner centered and for-

profit organizations as they grew in size. Around this time, Silicon valley saw the emergence 

of the partnership model of ownership of social media platforms. Partnerships centered around 
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agreements between digital media companies or Application Programming Interface (API) 

based services and the social media platforms to get access to each other’s data streams and 

also collaborate on some new emerging technology or interface (Nicoli & Paltrinieri, 2019; 

Nocke et al., 2007). Facebook was quick to capitalize on such opportunities and soon had ties 

with music-streaming website Spotify and video-chatting website Skype. These partnerships 

provided multiple benefits; firstly, it provided a seamless experience for users and secondly it 

made the databases mutually profitable. Partnerships also took the form of vertical integration 

(Bakos & Katsamakas, 2008; Teece, 2018): online social media platforms collaborating with 

traditional media, particularly in the publishing and television industries. One particularly 

successful example of such partnership is during the Olympic games of 2012 in London when 

broadcasting rights were shared between Facebook and NBC. 

3.2. Governance of social media 

End-user License Agreements (EULAs) or Terms of Service (ToS) are a special kind of 

contractual agreement imposing restraints and obligations that users of any particular social 

media platform have to agree to before they can use it. EULAs and ToS are peculiar in the 

sense that they are not themselves laws yet are legally binding in areas such as property rights, 

privacy, identification and sanctions for misconduct on such platforms. Social media 

companies thus have the unilateral power to set norms for privacy and proper behaviour and 

language on their platforms, barring users who break rules like posting explicit racist and sexual 

content (Madejski & Bellovin, 2011). With so much power in the hands of social media 

companies to regulate speech and amplify certain political content, these ToS have come under 

legal scrutiny in recent times (Grimmelmann, 2009). 

3.3. Business models of social media 

The change in the governance model of social media has gone hand in hand with the change in 

the business model of social media itself. The last decade particularly has seen shift in the 

cultural industry from goods to services; social media companies were quick to capitalize on 

this trend by brainstorming new ways to monetize this online creativity. During most of the 

twentieth century, the cultural industry drew its main source of revenue from the mass 

production of homogenized consumption goods be it books, records or films (Lucht, 2010). 

Traditionally, there have been three main avenues to generate revenue from these cultural 

products: either the profits from sales of goods such as CDs, DVDs or books, or from 

subscription fees charged on TV programs, video rental and cinema and lastly from 
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advertisement. Cultural and entertainment content could be sprinkled with advertisements 

catering to the tastes and preferences of the viewing audiences. 

The internet, particularly the Web 2.0 platforms, brought about a revolution in this 

dominant market of mass-reproduced cultural goods. The entirety of the product category 

became virtual overtime. This led to an initial problem because the prevalent cultural norm did 

not see downloads as “products” and hence it was difficult to monetize them. One of the very 

early successful attempts was that of Apple’s iTunes that actually sold downloads of songs and 

managed to generate revenue from them. The industry tried hard to change the prevalent 

cultural norm and packaged legal downloads as saleable objects in the public perception. This 

was a gradual change as aesthetic judgement and sentimental values came into the equation. In 

the earlier days, CD’s being more efficient in terms of capacity were still thought of as being 

inferior to vinyl records. Thus, cultural norms have evolved dramatically with time, and we 

have witnessed newer digital incarnations with every passing year. Downloads were still 

thought of by the general audience to be more “tangible” and hence more product-like than 

something like streamed content. 

There was another major obstacle in front of social media companies. The prevalent 

cultural norm was again that of user participation and access to free content and services. It 

was quite a leap to revamp the business model to subscription fees and make the user base 

agree to it. The UGC sites were the first to experiment with a subscription model, offering 

unlimited access for a low monthly fee. Then came the so called “freemium” model, whereby 

a “free” model was run along with advertisements and limited features, and an advertisement-

free model with full features for “premium” users. Now the business model of social media has 

been throughout the ages toeing a very thin line between maintaining the trust of the user-base 

and the monetizing intentions of the owners (Clemons, 2009). If users feel that they are being 

manipulated or exploited, they simply quit the site, causing the platform to lose its most 

important asset. 

Now initially the social media companies took a leaf out of the business models of the 

traditional media, whereby advertising paid for the free content that was being enjoyed by the 

users. However, economies of scale became economies of scope, and social media companies 

in collaboration with advertising agencies had to pay close attention as to how to navigate and 

capture the full potential of the “attention economy” (Doyle, 2014; Vukanovic, 2009; see also 

Abidin, 2016; Ciampaglia et al., 2015; Falkinger, 2007; Goldhaber, 1997; Pielot et al., 2015; 
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Tufekci, 2013). Conventional advertising strategies appealing to mass audiences no longer 

applied to a world dominated by user-generated content and social networking; in online social 

environments populated by “friends,” users neither expected nor tolerated commercial 

activities. Hence for the first few years, social media platforms avoided the use of pop-up ads, 

out of fear of massive user discontentment. Gradually their business model evolved to 

incorporate more personalized and customized advertisements that not only reduced user 

discontentment but rather were useful to the users. 

3.4 Impact of social media on traditional business models 

The decision making of a business has traditionally been highly influenced by shareholders as 

is evident in the extant literature. Various theories of shareholder activism and the dominant 

and sometimes negative role shareholders play in the business decision making led to the 

widening of the definition to include the words “stakeholders” as influencing the company 

decisions (Frooman, 1999). Stakeholder considerations were thought of to provide sustainable 

business solutions keeping in mind the needs of both the community and ecology apart from 

investors, customers and suppliers (Jurgens et al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 1997). Now 

stakeholders themselves are subdivided into primary and secondary stakeholders. Primary 

stakeholders such as customers, suppliers, creditors and shareholders have long held more 

leverage over the company’s decision making because they had (or were perceived to have) 

more legitimacy, power and even urgency in their requests. However, with the advent of ICTs 

and social media, this equation is fast changing. Secondary stakeholders such as general public, 

activist groups and the larger community in general are increasingly finding a more and 

stronger voice for their concerns (Heavey et al., 2020). However, how much that increased 

voice is leading to on ground changes and pressure in the actual decision making of the firms, 

filtered through the huge torrent of information flow on social media, is a subject of debate 

amongst academics. 

Celebrities and business tycoons with a huge number of followers who offer their 

opinions on social media are found to influence the valuation and stock prices of companies. 

In fact, the public opinion and sentiment about a lot of current events are adequately reflected 

in social media. There is literature to support that sentiment analysis of twitter data to gauge 

the public mood can reveal significant correlations with the Dow Jones Industrial Average 

Index (Pagolu et al., 2017). In 2021, social-media coordinated trading actions of several retail 

investors of a video-game company GameStop (GME) shook the financial world when they 
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caused the price to rise rapidly resulting in huge financial losses for the institutional investors. 

This was an unprecedented event precisely because of the decentralized and coordinated 

buying of GME stock by retail investors on such a huge scale which would have been 

impossible without social media and other app-based connection making (Anand & Pathak, 

2022). 

Social media has also radically altered how emerging business leaders now advertise their 

companies, their products and their values (Olanrewaju et al., 2020). From crowdfunding to 

raising awareness for social and “ecologically sustainable” products, entrepreneurs have been 

the most successful in using ICTs and social media in particular to expand their business and 

reach out to a wider audience (Secundo et al., 2021). Many small business owners and 

housewives who have been unaware of how to engage with their target audience are now 

finding increasing usage of social media as a mechanism to diversify and expand their business 

and also collect venture capital for the same (Brahem & Boussema, 2022; Lupa-Wójcik, 2020). 

The rise of digital platform economy with big data, cloud computing and new algorithms 

is poised to change the very structure of our economy (Kenney & Zysman, 2016). Whether the 

change will be beneficial or harmful will ultimately depend not so much on these technologies 

per se, but on how these technologies are used. A dystopia or utopia may prevail if we hear the 

pessimists or the optimists on this subject. But nonetheless, with the supremacy of the free 

market economy now firmly established, it is left for us to decide how the markets should be 

structured and for whom; who are the winners and losers; what are the rules of competition and 

whether anyone is excluded from competing; the path we take to innovation; and lastly, what 

we actually value in a society so that communities, workers and clients are not harmed but 

rather a sustainable environment is created (Fumagalli et al., 2018; Hoang et al., 2020; Kenney 

& Zysman, 2020). Thus, if an outright utopia in the midst of these rapid socio-technological 

changes cannot be constructed, at least any kind of dystopia from emerging and engulfing our 

society can be prevented. 

In this section we have summarized the literature on the ownership patterns of social media 

companies, their governance structures, their business models and lastly, how these new-age 

business models are influencing the “so-called” business models of traditional sector 

companies. Only when we study the constitutive elements of social media companies in 

isolation, can we predict the direction in which the overall company would be going and under 

what impulses it would be operating. Related to the discussion on business models, an 
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interesting question that the literature may not have pursued is essentially what are the 

technological, economic, legal and political underpinnings that guide social media platforms 

to engage in competition or partnerships? The reason why this question is relevant is because 

we see both of these phenomena co-existing in the online world. However, the real difficulty 

in answering questions of this nature appropriately is that it requires interdisciplinary research 

cutting across information technology, economics, law and political communication to name a 

few. 

4. Social media and dissemination of information 

4.1 Social media and knowledge transfer mechanisms 

Organizations, in line with established research, have generally come to the conclusion that 

internal knowledge transfer is beneficial to the company at large. The literature also shows that 

these benefits accrue along the parameters of efficiency, innovativeness, lesser tendency to 

make mistakes and more ability to self-correct and identify good feedback (Argote & Ingram, 

2000). However, knowledge is inherently sticky, in the sense that the person who holds 

knowledge may be difficult to identify in the absence of strong social ties. Moreover, he/she 

may be unmotivated to spread that knowledge to someone unknown because it would require 

a lot of effort to do so, or maybe because he/she perceives that transferring knowledge may 

lead to loss of social status and power. It may also be the case that the complexity of the 

knowledge leads to difficulty in transferring it, or that there are structural barriers in the 

organization that impede the ability of people to find the right people with expertise (Argote et 

al., 2000).  

Again, research has shown that knowledge seekers, when confronted with the stickiness 

of knowledge and uncertainty in the ways to attain it, never directly approach the knowledge 

center and wait for some time before approaching. In the meanwhile, they try to attain 

knowledge from secondhand sources or try to identify where is the knowledge source. And this 

is the point where social media comes in very handy. It acts as an excellent lubricant in the 

process of knowledge transfer. Through ICT and social media, the knowledge seekers can 

increase their ambient awareness and thereby obtain knowledge by just observing the actions 

of the knowledge source through social media, without having to know them or approach them 

directly (Leonardi & Meyer, 2015). This helps immensely in reducing the knowledge stickiness 

that is inherent in organizations and can help facilitate knowledge transfer amongst people with 

even weak social ties. 
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4.2 Why do people contribute to social media? 

The effect of social media on the lives of people is cyclical because people in turn are active 

on social media and contribute to it. This raises an interesting question as to why non-

commercial users of social media contribute to it when they do not get any kind of financial 

remuneration from it. The literature on this topic has suggested two main incentives --- intrinsic 

utility and image related utility (Toubia & Stephen, 2013). However, some of the recent 

literature has suggested that image related utility takes precedence over intrinsic utility in most 

of the cases (Bitzer et al., 2007; Nov, 2007). 

4.4 Student learning styles and social media usage 

There has been considerable research regarding the gaps in traditional teaching mechanisms 

that could not cater to the differing and divergent learning styles of some students. Social media 

and its varied applications can cater to students’ differing learning styles both in terms of pace 

and in terms of collaborative projects (Balakrishnan & Gan, 2016). The Myers–Briggs Type 

Indicator (MBTI), Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (LSI), and the Felder–Silverman Learning 

Style Dimensions are three predominant and widely cited learning models. In all of these 

models there is research to show that social media can augment at least one dimension or many 

in each of these models to provide a more holistic approach to learning (Barrot, 2021; 

Greenhow & Lewin, 2016; Vanwynsberghe & Verdegem, 2013). The recent Covid crisis has 

turned into an unwitting natural experiment where both teachers and students in first world 

countries as well as third world countries have had to adapt to the changing needs and demands 

of an “online” teaching mechanism (Katz & Nandi, 2021; Tkacová et al., 2022). This has 

propelled the rise of ICTs to better engage students along with the many challenges that people 

have faced while adapting to a digitized platform. How the equilibrium of educational content 

will finally rest after the crisis is over and how even premier institutes would change their 

pedagogy and delivery mechanisms is something that only the future can tell (Greenhow et al., 

2019; Sasikala et al., 2021). 

4.5 Social media and the proliferation of authorship 

The introduction section of this literature review stated that ICT and social media has had a 

profound effect on the way we are writing, archiving and searching for academic papers. The 

academic world and the publishing industry in general have been revolutionized by the way 

ICT and social media have made accessible to us certain tools and modes of communication 

that were previously not even dreamt of (Miranda et al., 2016). In order to understand the 
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magnitude of this change, let us imagine the number of authors that have published their work 

beyond their immediate surroundings. The number estimated stands no more than 300 million 

before the advent of ICT and social media. Google books had undertaken the humongous task 

of digitizing all books ever written in the history of mankind. In August 2010 they declared 

that they have documented 129,864,880 books to have been published over the entire history 

of mankind. This brings the total number of journalists and academic authors over the history 

of mankind to a figure in the order of tens of millions (The number of forgotten or missing 

authors from previous periods in human history are of a very small magnitude to alter this 

calculation in any meaningful way). 

But now suddenly with the advent of ICT and social media, the number of people who have 

access to public authorship has exploded to 2 billion people (here authors have been defined in  

(Miroshnichenko, 2018) 

a way to include people who can publish their views beyond the reach of their personal 

contacts). Thus, in a time of twenty years, which is a mere blink of an eye in the historical 

context, greater number of authors have come into the picture than that of the previous 600 

years of literary civilization.  
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Three revolutions have taken place in human history regarding authorship and 

publishing. The first was the advent of the demotic script of Ancient Egypt in seventh century 

BC, which opened the doors of writing and authorship to the common people. The gatekeepers 

of knowledge at that time, namely the temples and palaces, lost their monopoly over the 

dissemination of knowledge. 

The second revolution occurred with the invention of the printing press in 1445 by 

Johannes Gutenberg. The cost of printing multiple copies of a book drastically went down, as 

a result people across the Western hemisphere had access to copies of the Bible and other 

ancient texts. This dealt another blow to the gatekeeping of knowledge in certain select hands. 

The third revolution that is emphasized by current literature to be of similar proportions 

is that of the advent of ICT and social media in the dissemination of knowledge. ICT and social 

media have made it extremely easy to access archives, reports and information from all across 

the globe for research functions at our fingertips. Also, social media has given individuals the 

ability to share their thoughts and opinions across the various digital platforms. It is evident 

that the underlying narrative connecting all the above revolutions is the weakening of the 

dominant gatekeeping mechanisms and gradual democratization of the publishing and 

authorship phenomena (Vance et al., 2009).  

In this section we have discussed the invaluable role that social media has played in the 

dissemination of information since its birth. It has facilitated knowledge transfer in 

organizations, it has encouraged people to contribute voluntarily to the repository of available 

information and knowledge, it has aided student learning and has led to an exponential growth 

in authorship unparalleled in human history. Although social media may have attempted to 

make gatekeepers of knowledge redundant, the gatekeepers are not giving up this battle without 

a fight given the recent trend to rein upon misinformation, using the rationale of the value of 

gate keepers as saviours of the citizenry separating out knowledge from confusion. The 

explosion of information that social media platforms have provided has enabled the 

gatekeepers to make this argument more effectively.  

5. Online media and digital footprint  

The advent of ICT and particularly social media has brought the discussion of digital footprints 

to the forefront (Greysen et al., 2010). There is adequate literature in social psychology 

discussing criminal records and criminal history of a particular person and how he/she 

thereafter can never have a blank slate when it comes to job applications, passport and 
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international travel, security clearance and child adoption to name a few areas. For the general 

population, social media has ensured that writings and pictures posted online remain available 

for eternity and people can access them. Thus, prospective employers and even credit card 

companies do nowadays run a background check of the social media accounts of the applicants 

to weed out suspicious or abnormal activities (Azucar et al., 2018; Berg et al., 2020). 

The issue becomes even more serious for practicing professionals such as academics, 

medical practitioners and government personnel. The personal and the professional side of 

people tends to become entangled in a mess when they provide opinions on social media 

unrelated to their profession. A momentary lapse in judgement by an individual, affiliated to 

an institution, in the form of some unprofessional online content posted on a social media 

platform may have a tendency to create a negative perception about their institution itself. The 

unintended negative consequences resulting from such permanent digital footprints have led 

individuals to be more careful by way of creating disclaimers that their personal opinions 

shared online are not the official positions of their affiliated institutions or that they cannot be 

legally held accountable for the “advice” they are sharing online (Surmelioglu & Seferoglu, 

2019). Social media platforms also determine whether a particular person is capable of being 

perceived as a thought-leader or opinion maker or “influencer” based on their digital footprint 

(Jansen & Hinz, 2022). 

Thus, most of the footprint that we leave on social media and that we regret later are often 

instinctual and momentary reactions. But this is a feature and not a side-effect of social media. 

Even when we click a “like” or a “dislike” button, we are favoring an instant gut reaction that 

reveals our emotional evaluation. Thus, even popularity along with infamy on social media can 

be manipulated using this human emotional plain. And to what extent political parties and 

corporations are already doing it is a question for future research? 

6. Social media and privacy issues 

A corollary of the targeted advertisements mentioned earlier in this literature review pivots on 

the central issue that social media usage is “free” for the consumer. With this mindset, the 

consumer has unwittingly transformed himself/herself into the product. Thus, their preferences, 

political ideologies, shopping patterns, travel preferences are monitored, and advertisement 

agencies are eager to know this information which in turn provides the social media companies 

advertisement revenues (Trepte, 2021). Social media companies are also busy developing 

algorithms to keep their consumers “hooked” onto their products (Eyal, 2014). 
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Sharing such personal sensitive information with advertisement agencies has obvious 

privacy concerns. With an onslaught of high-profile legal cases that the social media platforms 

are embroiled in, this aspect has increasingly come under scrutiny with various privacy laws 

slowly being introduced (Boyd & Crawford, 2012). 

Many social media platforms and apps nowadays make sharing of location and contact 

information a pre-requisite for using their platforms. Users have an option to not use these 

platforms on such terms. However, users often do not have the luxury to make a conscious 

choice regarding their privacy in many social media platforms which often surreptitiously 

extract the personal data of their userbase and sell them to advertisement companies with an 

implicit user consent. Legal matters with respect to privacy are still playing catch-up in many 

countries. Moreover, we also observe the tendency of certain social media companies who have 

understood the importance of privacy protection of their users as a source of competitive 

advantage. What is the future of privacy in an online world is not an easy puzzle to solve, and 

we expect to see the academic literature in this domain to continue at a rapid pace. 

7. Social media, censorship and cancel culture 

Free speech is a concept that has been guaranteed to the citizens of most liberal democratic 

countries by their respective Constitutions. Yet the looming threat of censorship in social media 

platforms prevails over this discourse (see, for example, Luqiu, 2017; Ng et al., 2021; Rozali 

et al., 2020; Slutskiy, 2021; Tai & Fu, 2021). The social media companies in their defence posit 

that they are fighting misinformation, dis-information and conspiracy theories that are floated 

through the web (Guiora & Park, 2017; Niemiec, 2020). Yet it is undeniable that with the 

massive power and influence that social media companies yield; they have emerged as special 

interest groups that can lobby and support political parties. Thus, by selective exposure of 

viewpoints and censoring opposing viewpoints, social media companies can censor and filter 

opinions according to their interests (Conway et al., 2015).  

This is not only applicable to the area of politics alone. From academia to newspaper 

editors (see Anderson-Lopez et al., 2021; Mueller, 2021; E. Ng, 2020; Peña & Cabarcas, 2021; 

Velasco, 2021) people have been cancelled and de-platformed for voicing the wrong and 

“politically incorrect” opinions. Even people who have cited academically established truths 

have been hounded in social media because they do not conform to the general cultural 

consensus. This also has a worse effect in the sense that it provides a scenario whereby people 

start self-censoring themselves for fear of losing their jobs and social reputation (see Ahuja & 
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Kerketta, 2021; D. Clark, 2020; Saint-Louis, 2021; Tandoc et al., 2022; Waani & Wempi, 

2021). This creates a vicious cycle whereby people are afraid to express their true opinions and 

provide a counter voice to the “dominant narrative”.  

The anonymity of social media is a huge boon because it allows people to express their 

opinions freely without fear of discrimination and repercussions from competent authorities. 

But the flip side to it is that anonymity and lack of face-to-face interactions make political 

discussions more extreme, abusive and give rise to the phenomenon of internet trolls and hate 

speech (Zezulka & Seigfried-Spellar, 2016). Social media bots have been increasingly used to 

give more “clicks and views” to certain narrative stories whereas other viewpoints may be 

deliberately obscured or relegated to censorship (Cantini et al., 2022; Orabi et al., 2020). 

There is an important balancing act in the social media space that should be discussed and 

reviewed before we as a society can come to a conclusion. On one hand we have spread of 

misinformation, such as anti-vax campaigns and other conspiracy theories along with hate 

speech and online harassment that need to be regulated; on the other hand, if the power to 

decide and censor opinions not favourable to the social media companies is maintained, they 

become an Orwellian nightmare where they can accuse and cancel people of “wrong think” 

(see Barraza, 2021; Bouvier, 2020; Cook et al., 2021; Strossen, 2020; Thomas, 2020). An 

abundance of information need not always lead to public interest and sometimes it may become 

a target for malicious groups to weaken the democratic process of neighbouring countries. 

What is the path forward for society in this regard is still an open question and we expect to 

see more research in this area. 

8. Social media and mental health

Psychological well-being measured along the parameters of self-esteem, life satisfaction, and 

happiness is inversely correlated with the amount of time a person spends on social media 

(Twenge et al., 2018). In nationally representative yearly surveys of United States’ 8th, 10th, 

and 12th graders from 1991–2016 with a sample size of over 1 million, it has been 

demonstrated that adolescents spending more time on electronic devices and social media for 

browsing, texting or gaming purposes have significantly lower psychological well-being than 

people who spend time amongst Nature doing outdoor activities such as sports or exercise, 

homework, religious services or even in-person face to face interaction (Barlett et al., 2012; 

Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Social media addiction particularly amongst the youth of a country’s 

population is becoming a serious concern for many countries (Huang, 2017). 
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 It is an undeniable fact now that social media is intrinsically intertwined with our lives 

and its reach has penetrated almost every daily activity that we perform. However, we need to 

bring about a balancing act so that we do not become over-dependent on social media. This is 

a process that is more detrimental to the youth generation of a country with computer gaming 

and social media addictions topping the list of psychological ailments that are plaguing our 

generation. Whether we use social media as an instrument to bring about wonders in our lives 

or whether we succumb to our base impulses while using such a technology, only time can tell. 

9. Social media and the electoral process 

Social media has had a profound effect on representative democracy and the electoral process 

in various countries. Social media has broken several traditional barriers when it comes to 

direct participatory democracy by again weakening the gatekeepers of knowledge in the 

traditional media industry who shaped and influenced voter opinion disproportionately 

(Dumitrica, 2016). However, academic literature is divided on the future implications of this 

process. “Cyber-optimists” are hopeful of the future and see the advent of social media and 

ICT in general as a phenomenon that will cut-off all intermediaries and enable direct, informed, 

participatory and deliberative democracy (Berry, 2004; Gellman, 1997; Hindman, 1996; 

Morris, 2001). “Cyber-Dystopists” on the other hand take a cynical view that the predominance 

of ICT and social media are bound to pose challenges to democracy and freedom. They are of 

the view that proliferation of social media will mean that with no authorities to verify the 

authenticity of news, fear mongering and demagogues may gain the upper hand (Carnegie, 

2007; Ikenberry & Sunstein, 2001; Streck, 2013; Sunstein, 2009; Wresch, 2001). These authors 

contend social media to be a very effective mechanism in propagating an opinion in the 

citizenry through repetitive and targeted advertisements. There is another view in academic 

literature that says that the impact of social media on the electoral process will be very minimal, 

termed as “normalization” or “business as usual” theory (Margolis & Resnick, 2012). This 

theory argues that other factors such as campaign finance, bureaucratic support, grassroots 

level campaigning and support of mainstream media would be the determining factors for a 

political party to win an election rather than its presence and usage of social media. 

Finally, the reinforcement theory of political participation states that the main 

determinant of online political participation of any political party is determined by its past 

offline behaviour (Zang et al., 2019).  This means that social media and ICT will not open new 

avenues for people who previously did not have support of traditional media sources, rather 
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the parties who were already dominant in previous offline channels can bolster their presence 

through an additional tool (Bošnjak et al., 2008). A related question to the foregoing discussion 

is what prompts Congressional members to adopt digital technologies to communicate with 

their target audiences? Literature suggests that electoral vulnerability is a very poor predictor 

of whether any political party will adopt ICT and social media for its political campaign. Rather 

factors such as whether they belong to a minority party, whether their political party commands 

its members to do so and the demographics of the Congressional district are better predictors 

of whether the party will use social media and ICT for campaigning purposes (see Ahmed et 

al., 2017; Bergsson, 2014; Gruzd & Roy, 2014; Spierings & Jacobs, 2014; Stieglitz et al., 2012; 

Williams & Gulati, 2013; Yarchi & Samuel-Azran, 2018). 

9.1 Social media and political rumour circulation 

The life cycle of a social media political rumour is an interesting field that has seen relatively 

less research. The papers that have attempted to study this phenomenon, its propagation 

mechanism, its durability in the public memory and the eventual closure when it is either 

proved or disproved has thrown up some interesting points (Zubiaga et al., 2016). The resolving 

time for a true rumour is much higher as compared to that of a false one. Political rumours in 

their unverified stage gain many shares and reshares, perhaps because of their shock value, and 

even prominent news organizations have been found to reshare the same at some stages 

(Zubiaga & Ji, 2014). Users are also found to be more supportive of unverified rumours as 

compared to true stories which contributed to increased amplification and durability in the 

public space (Bordia, 1996). 

9.2 Social media and civic participation  

Whether social media and ICT in general help people to increase their individual social capital, 

civic engagement and political participation is a research question that has been addressed both 

on an anecdotal level (Costanza-Chock, 2008) and on an empirical level (Gil de Zúñiga, 2012). 

Arguments have been put forward both in support of and against the above proposition. The 

favorable viewpoint is that social media encourages civic participation across the rural and 

urban divide, across diverse communities and makes the voters more politically aware of the 

manifestos and electoral promises of their representatives (Nah et al., 2021). There is also 

support in the literature for the counter hypothesis that social media predominantly weakens 

relationship ties and allows people to engage in shallower relationships, distracts people 
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through mindless activities from actual and genuine public affairs and thereby leads to societal 

and political disengagement (Hodgkinson, 2008).  

9.3 Social media and personalized politics 

Academic literature has noticed a trend of increasing social fragmentation and declining group 

loyalties in today’s world (W. L. Bennett, 2012). This has given rise perhaps unintentionally 

to the proliferation of personalized politics over collective action frameworks. Many have 

viewed the rise of personalized style of politics as something that would ultimately determine 

and dominate the political framework of our times (see L. W. Bennett, 2011; W. L. Bennett, 

1998; W. L. Bennett & Lagos, 2007). Social media plays a crucial role in this context. With 

personalized and targeted advertisement campaigns that aim at breaking the population at large 

into demographics, tastes and preferences, political leanings and party affiliations, political 

campaigns are seen to be adopting more ICT and social media to influence and reach out to 

their target audience (W. L. Bennett & Segerberg, 2011, 2012). 

9.4 Social media and polarization 

In ancient times, tribes were primarily construed based on common ancestry and geographical 

proximity (Fukuyama, 2013). However, with increasing modernization, fellowships among 

humans began to be formed with respect to shared values, customs, ideologies and viewpoints. 

Yet friendships and gatherings of this sort until recently were still constrained by geographical 

considerations. The world of social media has revolutionized the way users interact with like-

minded people from across the globe, enabling them to be part of global communities and 

groups that share their values, customs and traditions (Esteban & Ray, 2008). 

In the political sphere academic literature takes two differing views on this issue. Based 

on sociological theories and empirical evidence in different countries, a strand of the literature 

argues that social media has in fact exacerbated the politically homogenous group formation 

and ideological conformity in recent times. Due to lack of necessity of physical interactions 

with people of opposing viewpoints, it is increasingly becoming easier to remain in an echo 

chamber bubble in social media; shielded from opposing political and ideological views (see 

Donkers & Ziegler, 2021; Gillani et al., 2018; Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021; Lewandowsky et 

al., 2017; Van Bavel et al., 2021). Social media platforms by way of curating content and 

targeting advertisements based on individual political preferences is found to be one of the 

main reasons contributing to this polarization (Belcastro et al., 2020; Levy, 2021; Tucker et al., 

2018). However, Bail et al., 2018; Barberá et al., 2015; Messing & Westwood, 2014 have found 
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no conclusive empirical evidence on the issue whether social media has contributed to 

increased polarization and echo chamber formation compared to traditional media outlets. 

9.5 Social media and political fake news 

Cheap and widespread newsprint in the early 19th century had led to fears that partisan 

newspapers would reach a wider audience and the trust that official news channels held would 

be diluted. There is also a view that this led to weakening of the powers of the press as a check 

on the official ruling class (R. L. Kaplan, 2002). The twentieth century first saw the advent of 

radio and then television as broadcasting mediums. In the political sphere this evolution in the 

media space led to the fear that policy debates would revolve around style rather than substance. 

In the world of television, it was argued, charismatic or “telegenic” candidates would have an 

edge over candidates who are better leaders but are less presentable and are less polished 

(Bagdikian, 2007; Lang & Lang, 2018). ICT and social media have made it possible to relay 

news with no significant third-party filtering, editorial judgements or fact-checking. This also 

ensures that any single individual or organization with no previous track record or political 

experience, by way of blogging or creating influential YouTube videos or social media content 

are able to have a political reach rivalling that of existing media establishments such as CNN, 

New York Times and Fox News (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). 

We come to the economics of fake news next. Ideally the media would try to gather and 

communicate true signals about the nature of the world and the consumers in turn would benefit 

from accurately inferring the state of reality. Fake news visualized as distorted signals can 

attain an economic equilibrium for some specific reasons (Mullainathan & Shleifer, 2005). 

These signals are of course less costly to gather and communicate than genuine news, and there 

is no way for an average consumer to infer the veracity of this news without incurring 

considerable costs themselves. Consumers also enjoy partisan news and news that confirms 

their biases and political ideologies, becoming a vicious cycle. It has its negative repercussions 

in the form of people losing trust in that media outlet when such news articles have been 

debunked (Gentzkow et al., 2015; Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2006, 2011). Thus, both private and 

social costs are imposed because consumers are confused about the true state of the world, and 

it negatively distorts the electoral process as the voters do not have true knowledge about the 

candidates they plan to vote on. 

This section has tried to summarize a large volume of literature intersecting social media 

and the electoral process. Yet most of the literature surveyed has focused on OECD and 
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developed countries; the global south and developing countries have been subject to a lot lesser 

examination in this regard. Moreover, how generalizable are the results of this literature within 

a country’s citizenry differentiated by culture, race, ethnic and educational backgrounds require 

further investigation.  

10. Conclusion

In retrospect during the early 1970’s, computers and information technology were generally 

seen as instruments of control in the hands of giant corporations or Orwellian bureaucratic 

governments. In fact, to position themselves differently, Apple computers in 1984 marketed 

their Macintosh computer as a symbol of user empowerment and rebel amongst the powerful 

computer industries. The irony in this was not lost on some people like biographer Walter 

Isaacson who understood that the Macintosh was itself a controlled and closed system and 

resembled “like something designed by Big Brother rather than by a hacker” (Isaacson, 2011). 

Yet the social media companies could successfully position themselves in the zeitgeist that they 

were working for user empowerment and public good to balance out the excesses of Big 

Government and large corporations. 

The academic literature on social media is vast, but we hope that this literature review 

serves to tie some threads together to give a comprehensive picture. In the foreseeable future, 

social media will continue to increasingly permeate and mediate people’s lives. The future is 

not for us to predict with accuracy but knowing the origin and development of social media 

will help us to navigate our lives around it better. How social media affects the electoral 

outcomes of countries has become a serious concern amongst legislators and academics of late 

(Effing et al., 2011; Ross & Bürger, 2014). Social media may serve as the most prominent 

instrument of democracy in the years to come, or it may become the instrument for surveillance 

and control for the Leviathan state that it would help to create and maintain. Future research 

on these questions may help to illuminate us in our political journey. 
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