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Many contemporary social movements have been 
curated on social media. For example, although the 
Occupy Wall Street protests against economic inequality 
rarely appeared in legacy media in its early days, the 
movement attracted 4,300 Twitter mentions on its first 
day and soon produced an average of 10,000 to 15,000 
posts an hour (DeLuca et al., 2012). Likewise, within 
just 24 hr of its first post, the #MeToo movement gener-
ated 53,000 tweets and retweets discussing personal 
experiences of sexual violence, drastically sparking the 
public’s interest in sexual harassment (Kaufman et al., 
1991). This fast diffusion suggests that, with minimal 
effort, cost, and risk, social media can enable fast dis-
semination of user-generated activism within wide-
reaching social networks (Milan, 2015). People no 
longer need to put up flyers, secure financial resources, 
or coordinate mass gatherings to promote and support 
a cause, suggesting an immense potential of social 
media to enable grassroot movements without formal 
structures or organizations.

Nonetheless, social media activism is insufficient to 
produce real social change if it exists only online. Peo-
ple can discuss and express support for social issues 
online however much they want, but unless they are 

able to actualize their values into real-world behavior, 
such as voting in elections and donating or volunteering 
for social causes, change will be limited. Online and 
offline activism must therefore go hand in hand for 
societal and structural change to flourish. To this end, 
numerous studies have investigated the relation 
between online and offline activism. Much of this focus 
has been on whether people’s social and digital media 
use as well as participation in online activism affect 
subsequent offline political and civic participation.

One important limitation of the current literature, 
however, is that most evidence is correlational, which 
prevents inferences about causality and fails to provide 
an understanding of the social-psychological mecha-
nisms by which social media technologies may affect 
offline activism. Moreover, important gaps remain in 
our theorizing about the psychological impact of social 
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media algorithms, which we define as built-in functions 
that shape how users consume content, act online, and 
interact with others. For example, do social media algo-
rithms moderate offline civic participation by curating 
the information users receive? Do the algorithms affect 
offline civic participation by eliciting seemingly minor 
actions such as liking and sharing posts? How do social 
media algorithms influence the type of networks people 
create, and what is their role in motivating offline civic 
participation? Furthermore, under what circumstances 
and for which users do social media algorithms 
strengthen or undermine their motivation for offline 
civic participation? This article highlights these impor-
tant social-psychological questions by discussing the 
relevant literature on formation and change of social 
attitudes and behaviors, proposing potential mecha-
nisms based on existing social-psychological theories 
and offering theoretically informed suggestions for 
using social media algorithms to motivate offline civic 
participation. We also suggest several avenues for future 
research that may advance our understanding of the 
interplay between social media algorithms and offline 
civic participation.

The Relation Between Social Media 
Use and Offline Civic Participation

Given the salience of social media on highlighting and 
spreading awareness of social issues including eco-
nomic inequality, reproductive rights, racism, and cli-
mate change, numerous works have gauged the 
magnitude of this impact and asked whether social 
media use translates into offline social and political 
activism (Lee & Hsieh, 2013; Schumann & Klein, 2015).

On the one hand, some scholars have criticized 
social media activism as slacktivism or clicktivism 
(Cabrera et al., 2017). People may be willing to change 
their profile photos, like a post, or comment to support 
social causes without doing more (Lee & Hsieh, 2013) 
or translating their display of public support for a cause 
into real-life action (Kristofferson et al., 2014). Loosely 
tied individuals who support similar causes and yet lack 
formal leadership, structure, and hierarchy may have 
little identification with the cause or the group, let 
alone a sense of accountability sufficient to motivate 
actions offline (Gladwell, 2010).

Another possibility is that low-threshold digital prac-
tices such as liking a Facebook group page may sub-
stitute offline contributions for that group (Schumann 
& Klein, 2015) because of at least two reasons. First, 
online participation may provide an opportunity for 
moral licensing, whereby prior good deeds lift off the 
burden of future good deeds (for a meta-analysis, see 
Blanken et al., 2015). Second, as people attach greater 
value to more effortful actions (Festinger & Carlsmith, 

1959), online activism involving little effort may be 
ineffective in sustaining people’s interest and concern 
on important social issues over time. Nonetheless, many 
of the studies suggesting negative effects of online 
activism on offline civic participation have been con-
ducted in controlled laboratory settings (e.g., N. Kim 
et al., 2023; Sachdeva et al., 2009; Tan et al., 2019) and 
have typically examined short-term behavioral out-
comes, which limits their ability to explain how long-
term exposure to and use of social media could 
influence people’s motivation to engage in offline col-
lective actions. Thus, the effects in real-life contexts 
could be weaker and less long-lasting than these exper-
iments suggest.

In fact, meta-analytic evidence synthesizing decades 
of work on the association between digital media use 
and online/offline civic participation paints a different 
picture. Table 1 summarizes the findings from these 
meta-analyses. Specifically, Skoric et al. (2016), who 
analyzed 22 studies of the relation of social media use 
with online and offline civic participation, found that 
social media use has moderate positive associations 
with both online (r = .37) and offline (r = .33) civic 
participation. Chae et al. (2019), who analyzed 63 stud-
ies examining the relation between Internet use (includ-
ing social media) and online and offline political 
participation, found similar results. Internet use had a 
small to moderate positive influence on both online (r = 
.33) and offline (r = .18) political participation, and 
these associations were stronger for more recent studies 
(conducted between 2009 and 2014; r = .30) than older 
ones (conducted between 1997 and 2008; r = .18–.19). 
Two meta-analyses (Boulianne, 2020; Boulianne & 
Theocharis, 2020) examining specific behavioral out-
comes (e.g., contacting officials, discussing politics with 
others, volunteering, and protesting offline) again 
found a weak but positive relation (r = .14) across dif-
ferent countries. However, the correlation between digi-
tal media use and offline civic behavior was stronger 
for more recent studies (correlation between study year 
and effect size r = .32), suggesting that the role of social 
media activism on motivating similar offline actions has 
become more prominent over time. All in all, though, 
the small to moderate effects suggest effects that are 
likely to occur only under some conditions, creating a 
need for understanding what processes moderate the 
associations between online and offline participation.

Theorizing About the Social-Psychological 
Mechanims of the Influence of Social 
Media on Offline Civic Participation

Despite many strengths, the prior empirical evidence 
has painted an incomplete picture of why the associa-
tions between online and offline participation varies 
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and has been silent on the psychological processes at 
stake. To this end, we next propose a framework with 
three psychological mechanisms by which social media 
and their operating algorithms may enhance people’s 
motivation to engage in offline civic participation, 
including (a) curating information, (b) promoting gen-
eralized action goals, and (c) building social capital. 
Figure 1 depicts these psychological processes, which 
are discussed presently.

Our framework considers multiple pathways through 
which the social media environment may shape behav-
ioral outcomes in the domain of civic participation, 
including those that are attitudinal, motivational, and 
relational. To begin, the types of information people 
consume on social media are largely curated by social 
media algorithms, and yet there is a considerable dis-
agreement as to whether social media algorithms limit 
or diversify users’ information consumption (e.g., 
Grimes, 2017; Guess et al., 2018). Even more, when or 
why limiting or diversifying information affects attitudes 
and offline actions is also unclear. On the basis of find-
ings from a recent systematic review (Lorenz-Spreen 
et al., 2023) and meta-analysis (Terren & Borge, 2021), 
we recognize that social media algorithms can expose 
users to information that confirms and thus strengthens 
their preexisting attitudes but also provides more oppor-
tunities for encountering uncongenial information. The 
ultimate impact of congenial and uncongenial informa-
tion depends on the motives of users and whether one 
considers users’ exposure decision or attention.

Next, we discuss how social media algorithms may 
affect people’s general motivational state to subse-
quently influence offline civic participation. Specifically, 
we propose that social media affordances are pro-
grammed to reward actions (e.g., posting, sharing, liking 
posts) over inactions and may thus instill generalized 
action goals among habitual users. Low-effort public 
displays of supporting social causes on social media 
may in turn increase meaningful offline actions through 
the established social-psychological mechanisms on 
action priming, action positivity, and action continuity.

Last, we discuss the relational functions of social 
media and propose that social media algorithms may 
build the necessary social capital that lubricates offline 
civic participation. Specifically, one unique benefit 
social media environments provide is the ease in which 
people can build and sustain relationships with other 
people. The types of relationships people build on 
social media transcend time and space because they 
are organized according to shared interests and values 
instead of shared physical locations. We therefore dis-
cuss the processes by which social media affects social 
capital and consequently offline civic participation.

The three broad routes we propose in Figure 1 are 
not independent but rather rely on each other. For 

example, algorithms curate information to attract users’ 
attention and increase the chances that they will act on 
the information and form connections with others who 
share similar interests even if they have different atti-
tudes. Furthermore, the actions and social media net-
works of users provide new input for algorithms to 
update and optimize how they curate user information. 
These processes also depend on people’s motivations, 

Table 1. Effect Sizes From Meta-Analyses Examining the 
Association Between Digital Media Use and Civic (Political, 
Prosocial) Participation

Effect category
Effect size

(r)

Relation between social media use and online/
offline civic participation (Skoric et al., 2016; 
22 studies)

 

 Average coefficient .37
 Coefficient for prosocial participation .24
 Coefficient for political participation .37
 Coefficient for online civic participation .37
 Coefficient for offline civic participation .33
 Coefficient for expressive social media use .41
 Coefficient for informational social media use .37
 Coefficient for relational social media use .15
 Coefficient for reputational social media use .05
 Coefficient for entertainment social media use .03

Relation between Internet use and civic 
participation (Chae et al., 2019; 63 studies)

 

 Average coefficient .22
 Coefficient for social media use .29
 Coefficient for general (nonsocial media)  

 Internet use
.17

 Coefficient for online political participation .33
 Coefficient for offline political participation .18
 Coefficient for prosocial participation .20
 Coefficient for informational Internet use .27
 Coefficient for noninformational Internet use .19
 Coefficient for studies conducted between  

 2009 and 2014
.30

 Coefficient for studies conducted between  
 2003 and 2008

.18

 Coefficient for studies conducted between  
 1997 and 2012

.19

Relation between digital media use and offline 
civic participation among young adults 
(Boulianne & Thoecharis, 2020; 106 studies)

 

 Average coefficient .14
 Coefficient for political digital media use .20
 Coefficient for nonpolitical digital media use .06

Relation between digital media use and offline 
civic participation over time and across 
countries (Boulianne, 2020; 243 studies)

 

 Average coefficient .14
 Correlation between study year and  

 coefficient
.32
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such that people motivated to seek accurate informa-
tion should be more attentive to curated contents that 
are uncongenial. Likewise, through social media par-
ticipation, people with a high need to belong may accu-
mulate more social capital for offline action than people 
with a low need to belong (Reich & Vorderer, 2013).

How Social Media Algorithms May 
Affect Offline Civic Participation 
Through Curating Information

Forming attitudes about societal issues is the first criti-
cal step in people engaging in social actions, and the 
type of information people consume inevitably influ-
ences this process. The emergence of social media sub-
stantially expanded the pool of information available 
to the public and has become a regular source of infor-
mation for many (Walker & Matsa, 2021), thereby shap-
ing the public opinion on social matters. Nonetheless, 
because people’s capacity to process large amounts of 
data is limited (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Halford et  al., 
2005; Keogh & Pearson, 2017; Marois & Ivanoff, 2005; 
Mintz et al., 2021), social media algorithms have evolved 
to curate information for users. As an example, social 
media algorithms personalize users’ newsfeed by rec-
ommending information and contents that align with 

users’ interests and save the time users would otherwise 
spend to search, identify, and verify information. How-
ever, whether this information curation limits or diversi-
fies information consumption has been debated for 
more than a decade (Dubois & Blank, 2018; Grimes, 
2017; Grisham, 2021; Guess et al., 2018; Roberts, 2019), 
and the ultimate impact of each effect is likely to 
depend on the goals of the individuals processing infor-
mation online.

One systematic review and one meta-analysis 
recently summarized the relevant research and drew 
conclusions about the impact of social media on users’ 
information consumption. According to Lorenz-Spreen 
et al. (2023), although social media links users to like-
minded others who can thus form homogeneous social 
clusters (see Cota et al., 2019; Guerrero-Solé & Lopez-
Gonzalez, 2019; Koiranen et al., 2019), they also diver-
sify users’ newsfeed and information exposure (see 
Fletcher & Nielsen, 2018; Strauß et al., 2020; Yang et al., 
2020). Similarly, a meta-analysis by Terren and Borge 
(2021) found that although studies using digital trace 
data show that social media present predominantly con-
genial information (see Bessi et  al., 2016; Williams 
et  al., 2015), studies relying on self-report measures 
show that users often report seeing uncongenial infor-
mation (see Dubois & Blank, 2018; Hampton et  al., 

User Input and
Other Moderating Factors 

•  User motivation for using social media
•  Active vs. passive use

•  Observability and accountability
•  Content characteristics

Promoting Generalized
Action Goals 
•  Action priming
•  Action positivity
•  Action continuity

Offline Civic Participation

Information Curation
•  Exposure to congenial information

     strengthening pre-existing attitudes
•  Attention and intentional seeking of

    counter-attitudinal information

Social Media Algorithms

Building Social Capital
•  Sharing of resources including

    knowledge and skills
•  Well-developed social capital

    leading to more organized offline
    collective actions

Fig. 1. Psychological mechanisms involved in the positive influence of social media algorithms on offline civic participation.
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2011). Together, the relevant evidence suggests that 
social media algorithms can reinforce users’ current 
interests through personalized curations while simulta-
neously providing opportunities for diverse information 
consumption. This combination of factors, we argue, 
may potentially benefit offline civic participation.

Exposure to congenial information 
that strengthens preexisting attitudes

Most current recommendation algorithms are designed 
to link users to contents that match their interests. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that social media users 
are predominantly exposed to congenial information 
on social media platforms (see Bessi et  al., 2016;  
Williams et al., 2015). Although social media algorithms 
that increase exposure to congenial information are 
often blamed for negative biases and political polariza-
tion (Ali & Eriyanto, 2021; Stroud, 2010), the same algo-
rithms may also offer some benefits when it comes to 
promoting offline civic participation. First, social media 
algorithms allow users to form stronger attitudes by 
increasing exposure to attitude-confirming information. 
Stronger attitudes are evaluations held with confidence, 
supported by a knowledge base, predictive of future 
behavior, and easier to defend (Howe & Krosnick, 2017; 
Krosnick, 1989). By definition then, stronger attitudes 
that trigger polarization may also heighten the deter-
mination to act (Luttrell & Sawicki, 2020; Theodorakis, 
2016), which is a prerequisite to invest in offline social 
activism (Wilson & Hill, 2023).

Second, social media algorithms often expose users 
to other people who share similar interests or pursue 
similar actions (Kaiser & Rauchfleisch, 2020; Lindström 
et  al., 2021). Knowing others who perform similar 
behavior can promote political actions by increasing 
political efficacy, which is the belief that the group’s 
actions can succeed at changing political outcomes (C. 
Chen, Bai, & Wang, 2019; Velasquez & LaRose, 2015). 
Last, social media algorithms provide users with more 
opportunities to express their attitudes and receive 
positive social feedback within a homophilic environ-
ment. Repetitive expression of attitudes often increases 
public commitment to an action and thus strengthens 
attitudes and intentions to execute the actions (Down-
ing et al., 1992; Fazio, 2020; Fazio & Sherry, 2020; Tesser 
et al., 1995). Positive social feedback about an action 
can also make people evaluate the action even more 
positively (Carr et  al., 2018), feel happier and more 
satisfied with the action (Zell & Moeller, 2018), and 
become more likely to repeat the action in the future 
(Lindström et al., 2021). All in all, the online environ-
ment operated by computer algorithms that promote 

congenial information is likely to reinforce attitudes 
and intentions for offline actions, in which users receive 
attitude-confirming information, are linked to similar 
others, and rewarded for expressing personal attitudes. 
Thus, an abundance of congenial information may 
increase users’ motivation to engage in behaviors that 
are consistent with users’ attitudes.

The degree to which exposure to congenial informa-
tion strengthens behavioral enactment should also 
depend on the motivations of social media users. In 
particular, the motivation to defend one’s attitudes, 
which leads to polarization, is stronger for value-rele-
vant issues such as political or religious ones. Accord-
ingly, using social media to read news leads to a 
stronger and more positive impact on political partici-
pation than using social media for entertainment (Chae 
et  al., 2019). Likewise, political uses of social media 
(e.g., sharing political views online, discussing politics 
with others, and signing e-petitions) promote offline 
civic participation more than nonpolitical uses of social 
media (Boulianne & Theocharis, 2020). Thus, social 
media algorithms may increase civic participation more 
for political or religious topics or users chronically 
interested in those issues.

Attention to uncongenial information

Even though algorithms generally promote exposure to 
congenial information (see Bessi et al., 2016; Williams 
et al., 2015), people who consume online news actually 
attend more to uncongenial content (Fletcher & 
Nielsen, 2018). Moreover, because social media algo-
rithms often pair relevant extremist content with coun-
termessages, people may receive countermessages 
even when they actively seek congenial information 
(Schmitt et  al., 2018). Such incidental exposure to 
uncongenial information can increase users’ correct 
knowledge about civic and political issues (Allcott 
et al., 2020; Kleinberg & Lau, 2021), in turn increasing 
their interest in (Moeller et al., 2018) and motivation 
for (Bond et al., 2012; Lelkes, 2020) constructive politi-
cal actions.

As shown in Figure 1, even though information cura-
tion can increase incidental exposure to congenial 
information, attention and intentional information 
searches are likely to favor uncongenial information. 
To begin, even when people who are motivated to 
defend their attitudes seek congenial information, they 
pay greater attention to uncongenial information. They 
also seek uncongenial information when they are moti-
vated to hold accurate attitudes (Hart et al., 2009). For 
example, for issues that elicit accuracy motivation, such 
as science or health, social media users may actively 
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seek and find diverse information that could change 
their attitudes and ultimately the course of their offline 
actions. In such situations, because social media algo-
rithms learn users’ information-seeking habits (Berman 
& Katona, 2020), interest in uncongenial information 
should promote future presentation of uncongenial 
information.

Whether exposure to uncongenial information pro-
duces activism is not a simple question because the 
impact of information depends on people’s reaction to 
it. People exposed to uncongenial information may still 
experience attitude polarization because they critically 
scrutinize counterattitudinal information (Dawson 
et  al., 2002; Ditto et  al., 1988; Druckman & Bolsen, 
2011; Lord et al., 1979; Slothuus & De Vreese, 2010). 
Thus, a social media user may form stronger attitudes 
after using social media simply because they downplay 
any uncongenial information they encounter. Alterna-
tively, users may actually change their minds and even-
tually support or cease to support a cause offline.

How Social Media Algorithms May Affect 
Offline Civic Participation Through 
Promoting Generalized Action Goals

Social media algorithms curate information, but cura-
tions cannot be done without prior user input. Algo-
rithms need data on what contents users click, like, 
comment, and share, as well as with whom users con-
nect and interact, to continuously personalize user con-
tent and recommendations. Hence, because the 
operating mechanisms of social media algorithms rely 
on users’ prior actions, social media platforms are typi-
cally designed to motivate and sustain actions through 
predefined tools that enable people to easily express 
emotions, exchange messages, and share information 
with just a few clicks (Gerlitz & Helmond, 2013). In this 
way, social media not only serves as a gateway for 
receiving new information but also to readily act on it 
by discussing information, disseminating posts, and 
creating social circles of like-minded others. We there-
fore propose that social media and their algorithms may 
reinforce the link between online and offline actions 
by promoting generalized action goals personalized to 
each individual user. The various mechanisms associ-
ated with promoting generalized action goals appear 
in the middle of Figure 1 and involve action priming, 
action positivity, and action continuity.

Action priming

Environmental cues can effectively shape our behaviors 
through goal priming (Chartrand & Bargh, 1996; Dai 
et  al., 2023; Weingarten et  al., 2016). For example, 

encountering cues related to action (e.g., words such 
as do and press) or inaction (e.g., words such as rest or 
sleep) can instill general action or inaction goals that 
guide the amount of motor or cognitive effort people 
put in upcoming behaviors (Albarracín et  al., 2008, 
2011). Specifically, action primes have been shown to 
promote faster behavioral responses, greater consump-
tion of food, more idea generation, and more persis-
tence on challenging tasks (Albarracín et  al., 2008; 
Weingarten et al., 2016). Social media are similarly filled 
with action cues, as only observable actions taken by 
their users can be seen and prompt responses by other 
users. For example, Facebook or Instagram sends noti-
fications when a friend takes some action (e.g., creating 
a new post, liking your post, sending you a message) 
but not when a friend remains inactive. Similarly, social 
media encourage reading, liking, and commenting rather 
than abstaining from bullying other users (Giumetti & 
Kowalski, 2022; Whittaker & Kowalski, 2015). Hence, 
social media users, who are regularly presented with 
personalized action cues, may adopt a generalized 
action goal, especially when they habitually use social 
media. These high-level, general action goals may then 
instill lower level and individual-specific action goals, 
such as participating in an offline protest on a matter 
important to them. To illustrate, the use of more active 
language on social media has been shown to be associ-
ated with lower HIV rates in U.S. counties (Ireland 
et al., 2016), suggesting that general actions goals can 
be conducive to taking more proactive steps in offline 
contexts. Nevertheless, the degree to which these action 
cues instill lower level specific offline action goals 
remains unclear and needs empirical research.

Action positivity

People tend to associate actions with positivity, such 
that they generally evaluate actions more positively 
than inactions, consider actions as being more inten-
tional than inactions, and expect actions to bring about 
more positive outcomes than inactions (Albarracín 
et  al., 2019). These differences occur even for trivial 
actions such as pressing a button or flipping a switch 
and in the absence of knowledge about the outcomes 
of those behaviors (Dai et  al., 2023; Sunderrajan & 
Albarracín, 2021). In addition, repetitively pressing a 
key when seeing an object induces more positive atti-
tudes toward the object than not pressing a key in 
response (Z. Chen, Holland, et al., 2019). All in all, the 
trivial actions that people perform on social media may 
increase support for political causes. Initially low-effort 
engagement such as clicking or commenting on a post 
may be sufficient to increase people’s positive attitudes 
and promote their engagement on related issues. 
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Algorithms may further reinforce the association 
between action and positivity by recommending con-
tents that previously engaged users and strengthen 
positive attitudes. Such a mechanism might be tested 
by measuring social media users’ attitudes and behav-
ioral intentions concerning offline actions immediately 
after they do and do not perform the low-effort online 
actions.

Action continuity

When people form positive attitudes toward their past 
actions, these attitudes can also guide future behaviors 
(Albarracín & Wyer, 2000) by eliciting biased scanning 
( Janis & King, 1954) and self-perception processes (Bem, 
1967, 1972). People rationalize their past actions by gen-
erating detailed thoughts about the reasons for doing so 
when they have the ability and motivation to think about 
their behavior or simply infer that they like the behavior 
they performed even in the absence of cognitive ability 
and motivation (Albarracín & Wyer, 2000). In fact, the 
influences of behavior on attitudes have been demon-
strated in several domains, including physical activity 
(Wang & Zhang, 2016), sexual behavior (Turchik & 
Gidycz, 2012), gambling (Dahl et al., 2018), and proso-
ciality (Ferguson & Bibby, 2002; Hamid & Cheng, 1995). 
For example, past environmentally friendly behaviors 
(e.g., buying eco-friendly products, attending ecology-
related meetings) have a direct and independent influ-
ence on future environmentally friendly behaviors 
(Hamid & Cheng, 1995). Similarly, having signed an 
online petition for racial justice may promote participa-
tion in an offline Black Lives Matter protest.

Action continuity is partly driven by self-consistency 
motives, as people strive to maintain a consistent view 
of themselves (Swann, 1990; Spencer-Rodgers et  al., 
2009). Specifically, unless people have external reasons 
for engaging in a particular behavior (e.g., getting paid 
a large sum of money to execute a behavior), they often 
infer internal attitudes and beliefs from their actions 
(Bem, 1967; Swann, 1990). A case in point is the foot-
in-the-door effect, whereby accepting a smaller and low-
effort request can increase the acceptance of larger and 
high-effort requests in the future (Burger & Guadagno, 
2003; Souchet & Girandola, 2013). Likewise, social 
media algorithms may create personalized opportunities 
to act with minimal effort and risk, and these actions 
may in turn facilitate higher effort and riskier behaviors. 
Accordingly, the gateway effect of online activism sug-
gests that social media activism can be a critical gateway 
for younger people to build awareness, learn the impor-
tance of civic engagement, and develop their identities 
as engaged civilians (Y. Kim et al., 2017; Middaugh et al., 
2017). Future studies should empirically test whether 

these outcomes of simple actions may then fuel motiva-
tion for offline actions and whether self-perception and 
biased scanning are at play.

Of course, the magnitude to which social media algo-
rithms promote generalized action goals may depend 
on several factors, including whether people use social 
media actively or passively. When people passively use 
social media, the algorithms lack sufficient input to 
generate actionable items personalized to each user, 
and users may participate less both online and offline. 
Indeed, users who actively consume information, 
expand social networks, and share opinions are more 
likely to also participate in offline political actions than 
users who do not (Smith, 2013; Yu, 2016). Furthermore, 
platforms with more actionable functions, including 
tools that enable people to express their thoughts and 
feelings in more diverse manners (e.g., personalized 
interface, emojis) may promote action goals more than 
platforms that lack such tools. Although there has been 
some work on how active versus passive social media 
use is associated with offline civic participation, future 
work should explore these nuanced questions.

How Social Media Algorithms May 
Affect Offline Civic Participation 
Through Building Social Capital

Even when people form strong attitudes about a social 
cause and are motivated to take action in support of or 
against the cause, the implementation of offline collec-
tive action may depend on having the relevant social 
capital. Social capital refers to social networks built on 
shared norms and trust (Carbone, 2019; Putnam, 2000) 
and enables people to effectively share and disseminate 
benefits, whether in the form of knowledge, resources, 
or skills, within the networks (Ostrom & Ahn, 2009). 
For this reason, social capital can enhance people’s 
ability to solve collective-action problems. To illustrate, 
higher levels of social capital in U.S. states are associ-
ated with lower crime rates, better health, and greater 
civic equality (Putnam, 2001). Higher social capital, 
represented by more bridging and linking within social 
networks, also heightens collective action toward com-
munity development in underprivileged regions of the 
United States (H.-Y. Kim, 2018).

In many ways then, the most critical element of 
social media algorithms in enabling activism may be 
their ability to build the social capital needed to engage 
in social matters. Social media algorithms have notice-
ably lowered the barriers to making new social con-
nections (Manago & Vaughn, 2015) and allow people 
to organize their social circles on the basis of personal 
interests and preferences (Fang et al., 2014). For exam-
ple, YouTube’s channel-recommendation algorithms 
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foster a large number of highly homophilous communi-
ties in both the United States and Germany (Kaiser & 
Rauchfleisch, 2020). Frequent interactions with others 
who share similar values and opinions can build trust 
and foster a group identity that translates into offline 
actions that protect and support the values of the col-
lective (Hogg, 2016; Tajfel & Turner, 2004), even in the 
absence of the formal structures or the hierarchies that 
typically exist in offline group actions.

In addition to social media algorithms allowing users 
to form social networks that share interests, social 
media algorithms can also create heterogeneous social 
circles through extended networks. For example, young 
adults who frequently use social media are more likely 
to communicate with people from different sociodemo-
graphic backgrounds and others with different opin-
ions, increasing their social capital in support of their 
offline civic engagement (Kim & Kim, 2022). Similarly, 
frequent social media use is associated with heteroge-
neous discussions (Kim et al., 2013) and thus an expan-
sion of interests that can affect offline civic engagement. 
Thus, social media algorithms can create distant ties 
that further contribute capital and facilitate action in 
different domains (Brown & Konrad, 2001; Granovetter, 
1973, 1983).

Last, unlike offline behaviors, which are often pri-
vate, many activities that occur on social media are 
easily observable to others. Algorithms allow users to 
see what others in their social circles like, comment on, 
and share, all in real time. Social media algorithms also 
highlight content that has received a high volume of 
user reactions by posting popular content on users’ 
feeds. This social-monitoring function of algorithms 
may go beyond simply encouraging users to express 
their views but also to sustain and reaffirm them beyond 
online contexts. For example, users may post their 
proof of vaccination or disclose participation in a pro-
test to get support and recognition from their networks. 
These factors combined may provide an ideal environ-
ment for people to build social capital and exchange 
necessary resources to subsequently engage with soci-
etal issues in various forms. In fact, the positive associa-
tion between social media and social capital has been 
frequently observed. Specifically, the use of Facebook 
among seniors is positively associated with bonding 
social capital through sharing and receiving emotional 
support (Erickson, 2011). Social media use also leads 
to more organized efforts to manage shared knowledge 
through enhanced social capital (Bharati et al., 2015). 
Finally, frequent users of social media were more will-
ing to engage in social participation when they belonged 
to well-developed networks (Hwang & Kim, 2015).

Several factors could contribute to the quality of 
social capital people build on social media, with one 

being the type of content shared within the networks. 
Specifically, emotional content tends to spread more 
rapidly and widely among people than nonemotional 
content. For example, legacy media with emotional con-
tent are more likely to be shared across cultures and 
languages (Berger & Milkman, 2012; Guerini & Staiano, 
2015). Similarly, on social media, emotional content is 
more likely to be shared than nonemotional content 
(Hansen et al., 2011; Heimbach et al., 2015) in a variety 
of areas, including sensitive social topics such as gun 
control, same-sex marriage, and climate change (Brady 
et al., 2017, 2020). Indeed, information conveying emo-
tions may be considered as being more diagnostic of 
immediate changes or threats in an environment and 
therefore capture people’s attention more, especially 
when they convey negative emotions such as anger or 
fear (Pessoa, 2009; Tannenbaum et al., 2015). Regardless 
of the valence, sharing of emotions also contributes to 
more bonding of interpersonal relationships (Fischer & 
Manstead, 2008; Peters & Kashima, 2007), producing 
tighter social networks online. In this regard, the more 
emotional content consumed and shared within social 
media networks may be more beneficial in creating 
more tightly knit social capital, thereby increasing the 
likelihood that people would take more actions, includ-
ing those that are offline, to express and protect the 
values shared by one’s group. Thus, extending the cur-
rent literature on the association between sharing of 
emotions and information diffusion, future work could 
also explore how the level of emotions and the type of 
emotions shared among networks on social media affect 
subsequent offline actions and why.

Accountability is also an important factor determin-
ing social capital. Specifically, collective actions can go 
awry when the responsibility to take action is diffused 
among group members (Martin & North, 2015), when 
members free-ride on others’ efforts (Shiue et al., 2010), 
and when people do not feel that their impact is notice-
able (Gram et al., 2019). Because these factors are pres-
ent in situations that favor anonymity and decrease 
commitment to the group, there are clear limits to the 
potential for social media networks to sustain civic 
participation. Indeed, social media networks are often 
fluid because users can freely join and leave circles 
without strings attached and accountability is low. How-
ever, future research may ascertain whether structures 
that mimic the structure of offline networks can increase 
civic participation, particularly in the long run.

Final Note and Future Directions

Despite interest in the influence of social media on civic 
participation (Boulianne, 2020; Skoric et al., 2016), the 
current literature has lacked a comprehensive theory 
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of psychological mechanisms as well as empirical tests 
of the psychological processes at play. Thus, the main 
goal of this article was to provide a theoretical frame-
work that can explain how social media and their algo-
rithms influence offline civic participation and when. 
In doing so, we aimed to provide novel insights that 
could encourage future empirical work on this topic.

Our analysis focused on three processes: curating 
information that can shape people’s attitudes and values, 
instilling action goals that motivate people to act, and 
building relevant social resources to implement offline 
collective actions. According to our framework, at work 
is a combination of exposure to congenial information 
and social circles that reaffirm and strengthen prior atti-
tudes, attention and intentional seeking of uncongenial 
information and social circles that diversify people’s 
interests and build relevant social capital, and social 
media structures that reward and reinforce active par-
ticipation in discussions. Importantly, however, the 
user’s goals and online habits matter, and these factors 
still depend on the users’ motivations to defend their 
attitudes and beliefs, form accurate beliefs, and be 
socially integrated (Albarracín, 2020).

It may seem like a paradox that social media and 
their algorithms can reinforce people’s existing attitudes 
while also diversifying their information pool. However, 
as suggested by a recent systematic review (Lorenz-
Spreen et al., 2023) and meta-analysis (Terren & Borge, 
2021), such effects are not contradictory and can indeed 
coexist. Humans have inhabited environments with de 
facto congenial information way before the advent of 
social media and their algorithms (see Dahlgren, 2019; 
Dubois & Blank, 2018; Fletcher et  al., 2021; Garrett, 
2013; Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2011; Guess et al., 2018; 
Sears, 1968), but social media afford more opportunities 
to encounter, seek, and pay attention to uncongenial 
information not available in other environments.

Our analysis nonetheless has several limitations. 
Although it relies on established psychological theo-
ries, it does not necessarily reflect empirical findings, 
and thus several mechanisms outlined in this article 
need to be examined in future work. For example, no 
work has examined how social media use influences 
people’s generalized action goals, specifically whether 
people who more frequently use social media have 
more action-oriented goals than people who do not. 
In addition, no work has examined whether the emer-
gence or popularity of social media has increased gen-
eral action goals in society, which inevitably has 
implications for civic participation. Likewise, although 
past research has considered how online social net-
works influence activism, future work could examine 
whether different structures of online social networks 
are more or less conducive to motivating and sustain-
ing civic participation than others.

Furthermore, this article did not consider different 
types of civic participation because it may include both 
political and nonpolitical ones. Some collective actions 
can even be antidemocratic rather than civic, as is the 
case when they propagate extremist beliefs or insur-
rections. The aim of this article was to propose possible 
mechanisms underlying the variable association 
between social media use and offline civic participation 
found in recent empirical studies and meta-analyses 
(e.g., Chae et al., 2019; Skoric et al., 2016). Distinguish-
ing between civic and antidemocratic participation or 
exploring the potential mechanisms of antidemocratic 
actions is beyond the scope of this article (Cnaan & 
Park, 2016; Dixon & McKeown, 2021). However, given 
the importance and practical relevance of this topic, 
we look forward to future work on the specific impact 
of social media algorithms on actions that undermine 
democratic regimes.

Last, social media platforms do not operate on unified 
algorithms because different platforms program their 
algorithms differently. Therefore, future research should 
examine whether certain algorithms are more beneficial 
in motivating civic participation. Most social media algo-
rithms are currently designed to filter out information 
that falls below a utility threshold for individual users to 
avoid presenting irrelevant information. With such algo-
rithms, users will see information only if they expressed 
interest in it through likes, comments, and shares, pos-
sibly leading them to consume congenial information 
only. For example, if an algorithm presents liberal users 
with exclusively liberal content and conservative users 
with exclusively conservative content, then this algorithm 
could easily limit the heterogeneity of information, which 
may hurt civic participation. One alternative is to exclude 
content that falls below a threshold of a minimum 
acceptable quality to thus avoid displaying low-quality 
information. For example, if an algorithm excludes low-
quality articles and channels equal proportions of high-
quality liberal and conservative content, then high 
quality and diversity of information will both be pre-
served. Examining the impact of these different types of 
algorithms on how people consume information and 
make civic decisions warrants attention in future work.
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