@ ’ACADEMIC

Social Media Influence On The Society

Posted on November 2, 2018

Introduction

Social media has transformed communication, information distribution, education, commerce, political
participation, entertainment, and identity. It is not one technology with one effect. Platforms differ in
design, audience, moderation, privacy, recommendation systems, and business models, while
outcomes depend on who uses them, what content they encounter, why they participate, and what
offline support they possess. The same service can connect an isolated person to community and
expose another person to harassment or manipulation (Sunstein, 2017; Tuten & Solomon, 2017).

The original essay highlighted communication, education, emergency information, and business
opportunity. A contemporary analysis must also examine algorithmic amplification, misinformation,
creator labor, surveillance advertising, privacy, political polarization, mental health, and platform
responsibility. It is more accurate to describe social media as an infrastructure that redistributes
power than as a neutral tool that simply needs censorship.

Communication and Social Connection

Social media reduces the cost of maintaining relationships across distance. Families, diaspora
communities, professional groups, patients with rare conditions, and people with shared interests can
communicate rapidly. Users can express identity, organize events, exchange advice, and document
experiences that traditional media may ignore. These networks can provide belonging, especially for
people who lack supportive communities locally (Sunstein, 2017).

Connection, however, is not identical to intimacy. Public metrics such as likes, shares, follower counts,
and visible response times can turn communication into performance. Misunderstanding increases
when context, tone, and nonverbal cues are missing. Constant availability may create pressure to
reply, while blocking, public shaming, rumor, and coordinated harassment can make social conflict
persistent and searchable.

Platform architecture influences behavior. Features that reward rapid reaction may privilege outrage
over reflection. Private groups may support trust but also shield harmful communities from scrutiny.
Design choices are therefore social choices, even when companies describe them as simple
engagement tools (Sunstein, 2017).
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Education and Knowledge Sharing

Social platforms support informal learning through demonstrations, lectures, study communities,
language practice, professional discussion, and access to experts. Educators can share resources and
communicate with learners, while students can collaborate beyond classroom hours. During
emergencies, social tools can maintain contact when physical institutions close (Yates & Paquette,
2011).

Social media is not the same as a formal learning-management system, and an online video is not
automatically reliable instruction. Popularity can be mistaken for expertise, sources may be absent,
and short-form content can oversimplify difficult subjects. Students need media literacy: checking
authorship, evidence, date, conflicts of interest, original context, and independent corroboration.
Educators also need clear rules for privacy, accessibility, assessment, and communication boundaries.

Algorithms personalize exposure based on past behavior. This can help learners discover relevant
material, but it can also narrow the range of perspectives they encounter. Educational use should
therefore combine discovery with deliberate searching, trusted libraries, primary sources, and
opportunities for critical discussion (Sunstein, 2017).

News, Emergencies, and Misinformation

Social media can distribute eyewitness reports and urgent instructions faster than traditional
broadcasting. During disasters, posts may identify damaged roads, missing people, shelter needs, and
local hazards. Public agencies can correct rumors and direct residents to official resources. The 2010
Haiti earthquake demonstrated how networked information could support responders, although later
emergencies have also shown the difficulty of verifying crowdsourced claims (Yates & Paquette,
2011).

Speed creates vulnerability. Old images can be presented as current, fabricated accounts can imitate
officials, and emotionally charged falsehoods may spread before verification. Recommendation
systems can amplify content because it produces engagement, not because it is accurate.
Coordinated influence operations and generative tools make manipulation easier and cheaper
(Sunstein, 2017).

The solution is not indiscriminate government control of speech. Effective responses include verified
emergency accounts, transparent corrections, friction before forwarding, clear provenance,
independent fact-checking, media education, researcher access to platform data, and proportionate
enforcement against impersonation, fraud, threats, and coordinated inauthentic behavior. Restrictions
should respect law and human rights because vague “false information” rules can be used to silence
legitimate criticism.
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Business, Marketing, and Creator Economies

Businesses use social media for advertising, customer service, recruitment, market research,
community building, and direct sales. Small firms can reach audiences without purchasing traditional
mass-media campaigns, and customers can compare products and communicate publicly about
service. Professional networks also connect job seekers, employers, freelancers, and clients (Tuten &
Solomon, 2017).

Access is not unlimited or free. Organic reach can change when platforms modify algorithms, and
businesses may become dependent on a service they do not control. Advertising systems require
expertise, content production, measurement, and compliance. Fraudulent reviews, counterfeit
products, impersonation, and influencer conflicts can damage consumers and legitimate sellers.

Influencers and creators form a labor market with uncertain income. A small minority earn substantial
revenue, while many provide unpaid content that generates advertising value for platforms.
Sponsorship disclosures, intellectual-property rights, harassment protection, and transparent payment
systems are therefore important. Businesses should not treat engagement as the only outcome;
conversion, retention, customer value, brand trust, and social harm must also be assessed (Tuten &
Solomon, 2017).

Politics, Public Opinion, and Polarization

Social media lowers barriers to political speech and organization. Activists can document abuse,
mobilize supporters, raise funds, and communicate without relying on established media. Candidates
and public agencies can address citizens directly. Marginalized groups can challenge dominant
narratives and create archives of experience (Sunstein, 2017).

These advantages coexist with polarization, harassment, propaganda, and fragmented public
attention. Users may encounter content selected to maximize engagement, and political actors can
microtarget messages to different groups with limited public scrutiny. False claims about elections,
public health, minorities, or violence can move from fringe communities into mainstream debate.

It is inaccurate to say algorithms alone cause polarization, because social division exists offline and
users actively choose networks. Yet platform incentives can intensify conflict. Transparency about
political advertising, recommendation systems, bot activity, and enforcement is necessary.
Democratic societies also need independent journalism, civic education, and institutions capable of
earning trust (Sunstein, 2017).
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Privacy, Data, and Surveillance

Social media companies collect information from profiles, posts, clicks, location, devices, contacts,
and inferred interests. Users may understand that a post is public without understanding how their
behavior is combined for advertising or prediction. Data can also be accessed through breaches,
third-party applications, legal demands, or abusive partners.

Privacy requires more than a long terms-of-service document. Platforms should minimize collection,
use age-appropriate defaults, provide meaningful controls, limit retention, protect messages and
sensitive data, and explain automated decisions. Users should use strong authentication, review
permissions, avoid unnecessary location sharing, and consider the permanence of content. The
burden, however, cannot rest entirely on individuals because platform design determines what
choices are realistic.

Youth Mental Health and Development

Young people use social media for friendship, creativity, identity exploration, and support. It can be
especially valuable to youth who feel isolated. At the same time, the U.S. Surgeon General’s advisory
concluded that available evidence does not allow society to treat social media as sufficiently safe for
children and adolescents. Risks include disrupted sleep, cyberbullying, unwanted contact, compulsive
use, harmful comparison, exposure to self-harm or eating-disorder content, and pressure around
appearance (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Surgeon General,
2023/2025).

Effects vary. Time alone is an incomplete measure because active communication with supportive
friends differs from passive exposure to hostile or idealized content. Age, developmental stage,
existing mental health, family relationships, and platform features change the outcome. Correlation
also does not automatically prove causation, since distressed youth may use social media differently
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Surgeon General, 2023/2025).

Protection requires shared responsibility. Families can establish technology boundaries and model
healthy use; schools can teach digital literacy and provide reporting routes; clinicians can ask about
online experiences; platforms can prioritize safety, privacy, and independent research; and
policymakers can establish age-appropriate standards. Removing all access may also remove support,
so interventions should be proportionate and responsive to the young person.

Inequality and Representation

Social media can democratize visibility, but attention remains unequal. Language, disability access,
bandwidth, device quality, and algorithmic bias influence who is heard. Harassment
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disproportionately affects women, racial and religious minorities, LGBTQ+ people, journalists, and
public figures from marginalized groups. Automated moderation may miss coded abuse or incorrectly
remove reclaimed language and political documentation.

Digital participation also depends on infrastructure. People without reliable internet or devices may be
excluded from education, employment, and public services that assume constant connectivity. Social
policy should therefore address affordable access and accessibility while preserving offline
alternatives.

Governance and Responsible Use

A healthy social-media environment requires action at several levels. Users need verification habits,
security practices, empathy, and boundaries. Organizations need evidence-based policies, crisis
plans, disclosure rules, and protection for employees who manage accounts. Platforms need
transparent moderation, appeals, researcher access, safety testing, privacy by design, and incentives
that do not reward foreseeable harm.

Governments should enforce consumer protection, competition, privacy, child safety, and criminal law
through clear standards and due process. Broad censorship powers can undermine the expression
and accountability that make social media valuable. Governance should focus on conduct and
systems—fraud, exploitation, data misuse, discriminatory design, and opaque amplification—rather
than granting authorities unlimited power to decide which opinions are acceptable.

Research Challenges and Avoiding Simple
Causation

Research on social media is difficult because platforms, algorithms, and user habits change faster
than many studies can be completed. Self-reported screen time is often inaccurate, companies
restrict independent access to data, and “social media use” may combine very different activities.
Researchers must separate platform, content, interaction type, duration, developmental stage, and
prior health. Randomized experiments can answer some questions but may be impractical or
unethical for long-term harms (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Surgeon
General, 2023/2025).

Public debate often moves from association to certainty. A correlation between heavy use and
depression may reflect harm from use, greater use by people who are already distressed, or both.
Uncertainty should not justify inaction when credible risks exist, but policies should be evaluated and
revised rather than built around a single alarming statistic.
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Conclusion

Social media has expanded connection, learning, emergency communication, entrepreneurship, and
political voice, but it has also intensified surveillance, misinformation, harassment, comparison, and
dependence on opaque platforms. Its influence is neither wholly positive nor wholly negative.
Outcomes emerge from platform design, business incentives, institutional rules, user practices, and
social inequality (Sunstein, 2017; Tuten & Solomon, 2017). The most effective response is not simple
censorship or individual self-control. It is a layered system of digital literacy, safety-conscious design,
transparent governance, privacy protection, independent research, and meaningful accountability.
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