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The article discusses the role of digital media use in societal transformations, with a specific
focus on the emergence of micro-identities. It also explores the extent to which such
transformations entail increasing the risk of societal disintegration—defined as the erosion of
established social structures, values, and norms. Our contention is that the distinctive
attributes of digital media, coupled with the myriad expanding opportunities of use they
afford, harbor the potential to fragment and polarize public discourse. Such tendencies jeo-
pardize public trust in democratic institutions and undermine social cohesion. The intricate
interplay between media usage and polarization synergistically contributes to the formation
of micro-identities, characterized by their narrow and emergent nature. These micro-iden-
tities, in turn, manifest themselves through in-group self-determination often to the detriment
of the broader social fabric. Thus, various micro-identities may actively contribute to the
actual atrophy of the implicit rules and procedures hitherto deemed the norm within society.
By addressing these multifaceted issues, typically confined within distinct disciplinary silos,
this analysis adopts a multidisciplinary approach. Drawing from perspectives in political
science, sociology, psychology, and media and communication, this paper offers in-depth
analyses of the interactions between social processes and media usage. In doing so, it
contributes substantively to the ongoing discourse surrounding the factors driving societal
disintegration.
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Introduction

he prevailing discourse among scholars identifies social

and political polarization as a critical element contributing

to the global “democratic recession” and the escalating
populist discontent evident in both mature democracies such as
the United States and France, and emerging ones like Poland and
Hungary (Svolik, 2019; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). This heigh-
tened polarization poses a persistent long-term risk, as the
underlying mechanisms may pave the way for real-world radi-
calization and extremism, reinforcing a pervasive narrative of
intolerance and social disintegration' —characterized by the ero-
sion of social structures, values, and norms. Numerous scholars
have cautioned that the unique features of social media and
digital platforms®, coupled with their ever-expanding capabilities,
have the potential to fragment and polarize public discourse
(Kozyreva et al, 2020; Lewandowsky et al, 2013; 2023). This
potential fragmentation, in turn, stands as a threat to public trust
in democratic institutions and the stability of social cohesion
(Mihailidis & Viotty, 2017; Strombiack et al,, 2022; Tornberg,
2022; Yarchi et al.,, 2021).

In this paper, we focus on the intricate interplay between media
usage and polarization, elucidating the resultant emergence of
diverse micro-identities. These micro-identities are characterized
by their narrow and emergent nature, marked by distinct epis-
temic realities, unwavering internal support for their ideology and
activities, and in-group self-determination at the expense of the
broader society (Fukuyama, 1992; 2019). As a result, we regard
social media and digital platforms as catalysts of polarization,
functioning as sorting mechanisms that expedite the process of
micro-identity formation and their noticeable differentiation
from outgroups. Nonetheless, it appears that the mechanism
potentially explaining the influence of social media use on the
dynamic progression from individual psychological needs to
shared narratives, and, in turn, to network processes with
potential societal impact is incomplete and largely insufficient
(Bor & Petersen, 2022).

A lens on these dynamics, however, was provided by the
COVID-19 pandemic, during which the impact of media usage
on various social processes became evident. Specifically, the use of
media platforms served to mobilize and activate the gathering of
potential followers within specific groups. Initially, these plat-
forms facilitated the emergence of distinct microgroups for var-
ious purposes including social support and community exchange.
However, a notable subset of these groups was fueled by con-
spiracy theories (Dow et al., 2021; Latikka et al., 2022). Subse-
quently, the pandemic’s capacity to impede human interactions in
the real world was compounded by the effect of retreating into,
and being cocooned within, safe digital bubbles comprised of
micro-identities. Prominent examples of such communities
include antivaxxers, Incels, conspiracy theorists, and extreme
religious groups (Campbell & Golan, 2011; Yang et al,, 2021).
Throughout the protracted lockdowns and extensive social dis-
tancing, social media and digital platforms, which had already
established themselves as alternative (or additional) social spaces
catering to individuals seeking alternative (or additional) iden-
tities and a sense of community, began to supersede and supplant
traditional family, neighborhood, and peer communities (Guess
et al,, 2021). This enclosure within micro-identities represents a
somewhat paradoxical outcome resulting from the weakening of
human connections and the escalating societal fragmentation
witnessed in recent years (Stromback, 2015).

While the topic itself is not entirely novel, the role of social
media use in these social processes remains only partly elucidated
(Lewandowsky et al., 2020; Theocharis et al., 2023). Moreover, the
socio-cognitive underpinnings of (social) media-related phe-
nomena are seldom considered (Liiders et al., 2022). Therefore, in
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this paper, we present an integrative theoretical framework
detailing how individuals’ motivation and processes of social
influence may interact with media use, giving rise to virtual
loyalties (micro-identities), and the construal of parallel social
realities that lack cohesion with the larger community. Fig. 1
illustrates our concept, depicting the interconnectedness of dif-
ferent ideas and outlining the theoretical functional relationships
that can be tested through a research program. These topics,
frequently explored within individual social science disciplines,
are approached in this paper through a multidisciplinary lens.
Additionally, we outline potential avenues for future research and
propose recommendations to mitigate the polarizing and disin-
tegrating effects of social media and digital platform use.

Digital world: algorithmic exposure and online active
behavior

In the current online climate, it may be difficult to recall that, just a
decade or so ago, in 2009, following Barack Obama’s victory in the
US presidential election, and after the Arab Spring of 2010, many
social researchers, and most journalists, foresaw the triumph of, or
at least the gradual diffusion of, democracy throughout the world.
These prognostications emphasized the pivotal role of the younger
generation, particularly digital natives (Prensky, 2001), whose
engagement in political discourse taking place on social media sites
like Facebook and Twitter, was deemed decisive for the demo-
cratization process (for an overview, see Persilly & Tucker, 2020).
Undoubtedly, social media does empower freedom of expression,
enabling citizens to question and critique political decisions while
advocating for their rights. Hence, the expectation was that social
media and online forums would—and ought to—serve as plat-
forms for fostering and protecting democracy by encouraging and
allowing individuals to take informed, rational political decisions
(Jennings & Zeitner, 2003; Lorenz-Spreen et al.,, 2023).

It has been over a decade since those optimistic forecasts, and
while internet-based pro-democratic activities certainly do have their
place, the actual implications of social media use have, in several
respects, proven to be much less promising than initially envisioned
(Bail, 2021; Persilly & Tucker, 2020). What has transpired since
those heady days is that pro-democratic movements, and their social
significance, have started to wane in comparison to the impact of a
type of messaging that shakes our democratic foundations and
counters a sense of civic community. One of the many ongoing
concerns being voiced revolves around the management of digital
information disseminated to millions of citizens, primarily overseen
by a handful of decision-makers or highly politically motivated
individuals, who typically operate beyond the oversight of State or
international institutions (Kozyreva et al., 2020; Lewandowsky et al.,
2020; Lewandowsky & Pomerantsev, 2022; Leiser, 2019).

However, the flow of information in social media is not solely a
deliberate top-down process; it is molded by a multitude of fac-
tors and forces. In reality, its currents are also shaped by the
structural network mechanisms of the attention economy,
wherein attention, or people’s focus and engagement, are regar-
ded as valuable and limited resources (Wu, 2017). In this context,
individuals’ attention is treated as a commodity that can be
captured, sold, and traded, much akin to traditional economic
resources such as money or goods (Ali et al., 2021). In the digital
realm, where there is an overabundance of information and
content, businesses and individuals must distinguish themselves
and effectively engage users. Techniques like personalized
advertising, clickbait, and social media algorithms are employed
to capture and retain people’s attention in this competitive
environment (Bail, 2021). Additionally, the flow of information is
affected by the dissemination of misinformation/disinformation,
impacting users’ views and attitudes, often irrespective of users’
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Fig. 1 Internet-based micro-identities as a driver of societal disintegration: theoretical model. The interplay between digital media use, socio -

psychological process and its societal consequences.

intentions, especially in the domain of politics (Bail, 2021;
Benkler et al., 2018; Bennett & Livingstone, 2021; Strombick,
Boomgaarden et al., 2022).

Nevertheless, individuals are not mere passive recipients of data,
buffeted by these digital media currents; rather, they actively engage
with these platforms. Indeed, users, driven by salient motives,
actively search for specific information, and connect with like-
minded individuals (Escobar-Viera et al., 2018; Thorisdottir et al.,
2019; Webster, 2014). This heightened use of social media expands
people’s opportunities to inform and express themselves, share
opinions and engage in communication with each other, thereby
enabling them to develop novel multiple social ties (Tucker et al.,
2017). While this phenomenon holds the potential to strengthen
democratic processes, it also harbors a dark side.

Firstly, the advent of digital media has significantly weakened
the influence of traditional media, thereby hollowing out the once-
shared “common space” which served as a meeting ground where
individuals from various societal segments and differing back-
grounds could encounter each other, learn about one another, and
access reliable and verified news reports about politics and society
(Strombick, Boomgaarden et al., 2022; Persilly & Tucker, 2020).
This holds despite the unclear extent to which news audiences have
actually fragmented (Castro et al., 2022; Fletcher & Nielsen, 2017),
with variations across countries and media systems. It is note-
worthy, however, that social relationships and interactions play a
significant role in shaping individuals’ perspectives.

Whereas, in the past, community engagement and discussions
may have acted as balancing factors, today, people often derive
their identity and meaning from online sources (Praet et al,
2022). The issue at hand extends beyond a simple contrast
between digital media and traditional media, and, in any case, an
in-depth comparison of the two lies beyond the scope of this
paper. Here we focus on digital media platforms that offer the
transformative potential for the creation of alternative identities,
structures of relationships, and the construction of meaning.

Secondly, and of equal significance is the prevalence of mis-
information and intentionally false and/or misleading informa-
tion strategically disseminated on digital media platforms in a
targeted manner in order to cause maximum impact (see

overview by Ecker et al., 2022). Thirdly, social and digital media
use has facilitated the expansion of politically alternative or
partisan media seeking to advance specific political goals and
narratives, catering to individuals searching for attitude-
confirming news and views (Benkler et al., 2018; Holt et al,
2019). Lastly, it has become easier than ever for people to seek out
and find information that confirms their pre-existing beliefs,
reinforcing their current identities rather than broadening their
knowledge and perspectives (Sunstein, 2007; for overview see
also: Kossowska et al., 2022). Interestingly, media usage may have
a detrimental impact on individuals’ tolerance for uncertainty and
breed mistrust in the media, potentially having deleterious effects
on society in the long term (Guess et al., 2021; Loxton et al,
2020). This holds true not least because attacks on news media
are prevalent on certain platforms and digital media (Egelhofer
et al,, 2022; Figenschou & Ihlebaek, 2019).

Collectively, these transformations have contributed to an
escalating divergence in the selection of media sources, which is
further amplified through the use of algorithms across groups,
based on factors such as individuals’ interests and attitudes. These
dynamics may culminate in the formation of homogeneous clus-
ters that insulate individuals from opposing perspectives, ultimately
contributing to the polarization of opinions and their drift towards
more extreme positions. Descriptors such as “echo chambers”
(Jamieson & Cappella, 2008; Bruns, 2019), “filter bubbles” (Pariser,
2011) and “balkanization” (Sunstein, 2007) have been employed to
encapsulate this process and its potential outcomes.

Surprisingly, research indicates that the majority of individuals
do not reside in enclosed echo chambers or filter bubbles (e.g.,
Arguedas et al., 2022; Barnidge et al., 2023; Terren & Borge-Bravo,
2021; Guess et al,, 2021). In fact, cross-cutting exposure is more
prevalent than selective exposure to attitude-consistent and selective
avoidance of attitude-challenging information (for a recent review,
see Arguedas et al,, 2022). Numerous factors have been identified
that may (or may not) contribute to the creation of conditions
conducive to echo-chamber formation, including discussion fre-
quency, the presence of neutral or politicized topics, homophily
(McPherson et al, 2001), group or network homogeneity (e.g.
Strauf3 et al, 2020; Lorenz-Spreen et al, 2023), and affective
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polarization (Iyengar et al., 2019). Building upon McLuhan’s ideas,
Venturini (2022) suggests that digital media, with their emphasis on
real-time communication, reintroduce oral-like characteristics into
our primarily text-based, literate society. The speed and immediacy
of digital communication platforms foster a sense of shared pre-
sence, participation and develop quasi-tribal bonds, allowing people
to instantly connect, share information, and build collective iden-
tities, in a way not unlike the practices of oral cultures. Further-
more, cross-cultural variations may exist, with some countries
experiencing more fragmented and polarized on-line media envir-
onments and media use compared to others (Castro et al., 2022;
Fletcher & Nielsen, 2017; Humprecht et al, 2020). Counter-
intuitively perhaps, it turns out that exposure to diverse viewpoints
does not necessarily lead toward moderation and away from
polarization (Bail, 2021; Térnberg, 2022).

Social instability may stem from deficits in socially shared
beliefs or from disagreements and conflict over the control of
narratives, resources and/or power structures. Conflict can esca-
late as a result of polarized beliefs and attitudes, coupled with
heightened perceptions that the current status quo is inap-
propriate and inadequate, or even that the extant power struc-
tures themselves are illegitimate (Guinote, 2017). The
intensification of social movements in recent years through social
media use, spanning from climate change to religious and poli-
tical activism, exemplifies the constant striving to dominate the
social landscape and even ascend to power.

Micro-identities as drivers of societal disintegration

While further research is essential to fully understand the phenom-
ena of echo-chambers/filter bubbles and their antecedents, a crucial
step towards understanding the role of social and digital media in the
processes contributing to social instability involves the development
of various micro-identities (see Lorenz-Spreen et al, 2023). The
concept of micro-identities traces its lineage back to the works of
Fukuyama (2019, 1992) and Tonnies (1887/1993), albeit indirectly in
the latter case. In light of their contributions, a micro-identity can be
defined as a subjective sense of belonging to an exceedingly narrow
group, where members are bound together by their identification
with specific elements of social reality and a fervent belief in their
own uniqueness. In some cases, such groups assert possession of
arcane knowledge hidden from the ignorant masses, who remain
unaware of it, or claim to have undergone unique subjective
experiences inaccessible to others. In the digital realm, micro-
identities typically manifest as temporal and emergent entities with
distinct epistemic realities, unwavering internal support for their
ideology and activities, and in-group self-determination (Liiders
et al, 2022). Such identities are often formed around fragmented,
composite ideas and belief systems (Gartenstein-Ross et al.; 2023).

As emerging micro-identities and their new corresponding
micronarratives continuously unfold, concurrently, established
ones endure and undergo further evolution. This perpetual evo-
lution occurs as individuals seek a sense of belonging, meaning
and purpose within their worldviews. In other words, it is crucial
to underscore that micro-identities do not inherently preclude the
coexistence of other identities or affiliations, encompassing those
rooted in religious, ethnic, and national contexts.

However, it is conceivable that a single micro-identity (among
many identities) may take precedence and incite radical actions
(Berger, 2018). For instance, a follower of fundamentalist Islam in
Europe may construct their identity on the basis of Wahhabi
ideology, viewing themselves as a “true Muslim”. The existence of
this micro-identity, in theory, does not clash with the broader
concept of Muslim identity, even though the majority of Muslims
do not adhere to this radical Wahhabi version of Islam or may
openly reject it. Still, this commonality with conventional religiosity
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by no means prevents this radical group from pursuing further
action of its own; in fact, they may simply perceive other Muslims
as being “unaware of their true identity” and work towards “raising
their awareness” (e.g. Rashid 2003, Firro 2018). Evidently, two
parallel processes are at play: the formation of a Muslim (minority)
community across national borders (previously existing mainly in
theory as the umma), and the emergence of distinct micro-identities
within the community itself. Enhanced social media use not only
accelerates but even materializes these types of processes, enabling
them through its transformative capabilities. Notably, not only
emergent groups but also traditionally separatist and closed ones
(such as ultra-Orthodox groups in Israel) were found to navigate
the benefits and dangers offered by social media by providing
strongly regulated “safe spaces” (digital enclaves) for their members,
attempting not only to maintain, but also to strengthen their
enclaved culture via social media use (Campbell & Golan, 2011).

Micro-identity can be also interpreted as a type of social
identity based more on the sense of being separate from the vast
majority of people rather than on the sense of belonging to a
specific minority group (see also Térnberg, 2022). Unlike identity
broadly understood (Tajfel, 1979), micro-identities occur not only
in the context of a person’s relationship to themselves (self-
identification), but above all, in the context of the relationship to
other people and the values and attitudes they represent. Hence,
we observe the specific phenomenon of building a micro-identity
on the foundation of opposition to or even hostility towards
specific groups, ideologies, values, etc., and not solely on the basis
of attitudes and values shared with others (Gerbaudo et al., 2023;
Gartenstein-Ross et al.; 2023; Tornberg, 2022). This is evident in
the phenomenon of micro-identity groups, such as anti-vaxxers,
being relabeled as anti-Ukrainian groups in online forums
(Dauksza & Sepioto, 2022). Similarly, individuals initially iden-
tified as black nationalists may adopt various racist and mis-
ogynist ideologies (Gartenstein-Ross et al., 2023).

The genesis of novel identities, notably the burgeoning pre-
valence of micro-identities, has coincided with an accelerated rate in
technological advancements particularly within the sphere of social
media and digital platform use (Higgins et al., 2021; Strombick,
2015). This technological trajectory has engendered precipitous and
widespread interactions across a global communication network. As
a result, the social fabric of modern states and nations is undergoing
an incremental transformation, which, though often imperceptible,
wields the potential to eviscerate the conventional conception of the
State itself. Furthermore, the confluence of economic, political and
cultural challenges, entwined with the dynamism of demographic
changes and immigration flows, has the power to instigate a per-
vasive sense of insecurity among individuals (Eatwell & Goodwin,
2018). These multifaceted challenges collectively contribute, albeit
incrementally, to the attenuation of public conviction in the efficacy
of the traditional model of the State.

An exemplar of this complex interplay is that of partisanship,
commonly conceptualized as a social identity (Tajfel, 1979). Indi-
viduals often cultivate a partisan identity that increasingly aligns
with other social cleavages, such as ethnicity, gender, age, and place
of residence, rendering it susceptible to salient fluctuations in the
political landscape (West & Iyengar, 2022). At the same time,
micro-identities can be rooted in prominent events that trigger a
cascade of dissemination of information and commentary in social
media, giving rise to the emergence of narratives and novel
narrowly-defined identities (Scharfbillig et al., 2021). A case in point
is evident in the context of EU integration, where entities like the
Polish right-wing neo-paganist group ‘The Association for Tradi-
tion and Culture “Niklot™ and the nationalist Slavic Movement of
Polish Nationalists “Zadruga” have forged networks with neo-pagan
nationalists from Nordic and Germanic countries. Likewise, the
Polish radical party “Konfederacja” (The Confederation — Freedom
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and Independence), predominantly comprising individuals openly
opposing mandatory vaccines and pandemic-related restrictions,
exemplifies a micro-identity centered around COVID-19 narratives.
Finally, the ideological policies of the once-ruling PiS party (Law
and Justice Party) staunchly advocates for a “Christian Europe” and
actively endeavors to build temporary, or more enduring, alliances
with anti-Muslim parties in Western Europe, such as the National
Rally in France, and Alternative for Germany (AfD) in Germany.
This illustrates the intricate interplay between partisan narratives
and ethnic identity, organized around, in this latter case, religion.

Notably, the aforementioned process extends beyond individuals
or groups with specific religious or ideological affiliations; it
encompasses those lacking such denominators as well. This phe-
nomenon is particularly observable in the emergence or intensifi-
cation of new social movements in the post-COVID era, alongside
the reinvigoration of traditional movements (e.g, neo-Luddites,
incels, conspiracy theorists, antivaxxers etc.) in newly-reformulated
incarnations. These instances further exemplify the manifestation of
the overarching process across diverse social contexts.

Socio-psychological underpinnings of micro-identity

In the preceding sections, this paper primarily explored the process
of micro-identity development and its potential ramifications on
societal disintegration through a socio-political and media lens.
However, it is plausible that the factors driving societal disin-
tegration also possess a strong motivational component, with
research indicating a crucial role for the frustration of fundamental
human needs (e.g., Kruglanski, 2019, 2021; Fiske, 2018; Pratto
et al,, 2006). When fundamental needs such as significance, cer-
tainty, belongingness, or freedom remain unfulfilled, individuals
may undergo a motivational imbalance that that propels them
towards specific ideologies and radical affiliations (see for overview:
Kruglanski et al, 2021). As a consequence, unmet needs can
amplify the effects of general mechanisms, such as the influence of
digital media compared to traditional media, and play a substantial
role in the phenomenon of societal disintegration.

Although the frustration of any and all fundamental needs,
experienced at both individual and group levels, can potentially
trigger this process, the loss of significance” in particular emerges as
a key factor (see Jasko et al,, 2020). Consistent with the 3 N theo-
retical framework proposed by Kruglanski et al. (2019), individuals
and groups harbor a fundamental need to feel respected, recognized
and valued. Hence, they are highly sensitive to any experience of
diminished significance stemming from relative deprivation,
humiliation, rejection, unfair treatment, failure, loss of social
standing, and other related factors. In essence, any form of dis-
advantage encountered at the personal or group membership level
can intensify individuals’ and groups’ motivation to grapple with
factors perceived as serious threats, often compelling them to search
for or develop beliefs that satisfy these needs (in the form of new
narratives), and establish or engage with communities comprising
individuals who share this perceived experience of diminished
significance (networks, micro-identities).

Extending beyond its roots in marginalized narratives, the
concept of micro-identities reveals its versatility, contributing
valuable perspectives to a broader societal canvas. In a study
conducted by Hochschild (2016) involving Trump supporters and
Tea Party members, whose average income was slightly above the
median, it was shown that many of these individuals had pre-
viously concealed their true feelings, mainly to align with societal
norms of political correctness, as they saw it (Hochschild, 1979;
2012). This behavioral pattern is widespread, as individuals fre-
quently align with societal and emotional norms, sometimes
suppressing their authentic emotions. These emotional norms are
often shaped by the expectations prevailing within their social or

professional circles, commonly termed “feeling rules”, while the
conformity to these rules is a type of “emotional labor”
(Hochschild, 1992). Feeling rules are unwritten social norms that
dictate how individuals should feel and express their emotions in
accordance with societal and cultural expectations, and the efforts
made to adhere to these rules often leads individuals to suppress
their unmet desires, fearing being labeled as racist, homophobic,
or sexist by society at large. Joining groups like the Tea Party
provides an avenue for these individuals to connect with like-
minded people and to express feelings and frustrations that
societal norms discourage. As Hochschild notes, “their sense of
being invisible and forgotten was the foundation of Trump’s
appeal” (2016, p. 683). Similarly, in the United Kingdom, the
sense of diminished control and significance drove many voters
to endorse Brexit. Feeling unseen and overlooked, and experi-
encing a loss of control (as revealed by the British Election Study,
2015), they elected to embrace patriotism and anti-immigrant
sentiments as a means of reclaiming a sense of worth.

In this way, micro-identities help individuals navigate their sup-
pressed feelings, providing a platform for them to express them-
selves and connect with others who share similar sentiments. This
phenomenon underscores the profound impact of ‘feeling rules’ and
emotional labor on people’s choices and affiliations, and how these
factors can contribute to larger social and political movements.

Moreover, a network of like-minded others validates and rein-
forces these narratives by forming a consensus regarding their
content. This network, in addition, bolsters individuals’ behavior
through social approval, subsequently elevating their status and
acceptance, thereby enhancing their overall significance. It is
essential to note that perceived threats to fundamental needs and
values may or may not have an actual concrete basis in reality.
Nonetheless, these feelings, baseless or not, can still generate a
sense of community among those who share similar emotional
experiences. This has been found to be the case among individuals
identifying with ethnic majority experiencing unease, loss and
insecurity in a rapidly changing world, and seeking refuge in the
private sphere of a “home” characterized by exclusivity, particu-
larity, and distinctiveness (Duyvendak, 2011). As mentioned ear-
lier, this holds particular relevance not only for members of
minority groups, who often perceive themselves as disadvantaged
(Fox & Warber, 2015), but also for other groups, such as white
men, who may feel threatened by societal changes. For instance, a
cross-sectional study examining the first and second generation of
Muslim immigrants in the US provided support for this thesis by
demonstrating a positive relationship between marginalization and
the loss of significance (i.e., low self-worth), which, in turn, posi-
tively predicted support for (1) radical interpretations of Islam and
(2) fundamentalist groups (Lyons-Padilla et al., 2015).

A substantial body of evidence indicates that individuals, upon
adopting a selected ideological narrative that offers the potential
to reconstruct their sense of significance, security, and other
related needs, are likely to be motivated to seek out others sharing
the same beliefs and out-groups (Berger, 2018). Furthermore,
shared perceptions of threatened needs, regardless of their accu-
racy, provide the conditions for individuals’ sense of identity to be
compromised. This, in turn, promotes the development of soli-
darity within an existing group, even if it may have previously
been of minor importance and negligible in terms of size. These
shared perceptions can also contribute to the expansion of these
groups, or even serve as catalysts for the emergence of entirely
new ones. Such groups typically coalesce around religious and
socio-political views, with a greater tendency to lean towards
radical ideologies over liberal ones, even if initially these radical
views had not necessarily been fully crystallized.

Subsequently, the process of societal disintegration can unfold
as a result of the development of these various micro-identities,
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each marked by its own unique identity, strong intragroup con-
nections, the construction of its own epistemic reality, and
unwavering internal support for its ideology and actions
(Belanger et al., 2014; Kruglanski et al., 2021). Importantly, the
aforementioned groups, despite being characterized by their dis-
tinct identities and intragroup connections, are not necessarily
small in size. Instead, they can exist as numerical minorities,
relatively speaking, within their broader social context. Interest-
ingly, many of the dynamics outlined here find considerable
support in social identity theory (e.g., Huddy, 2001).

What are the reasons for regarding this process as inherently
hazardous? Robust research demonstrates that individuals, when
confronted with the thwarting of fundamental needs such as
significance, certainty, and freedom, frequently cultivate a desire
to hold accountable and punish those responsible (or those per-
ceived as responsible) for their distress (Friedland, 1992). While
the use of violence is generally proscribed and socially con-
demned, it becomes permissible when framed within an ideolo-
gical context, as it provides moral justifications for its deployment
against particular out-groups (Berger, 2018; Kruglanski et al,
2019). This implies that ideological narratives serve two vital
functions. Firstly, ideologies operate as shared belief systems
prescribing behaviors deemed necessary for fulfilling one’s needs
(such as the attainment of personal significance), often linked to
violence against perceived adversaries from ethnic, religious or
social outgroups. Secondly, these ideological narratives furnish
moral justifications so as to render the use of violence against
outgroup members acceptable, or even commendable.

Returning to the subject of social media, it is clear that the
process of developing micro-identities can occur independently of
social media usage. Still, it is imperative to recognize that social
media platforms possess the potential to enhance, turbocharge,
and expedite the entire process (see Cinelli et al., 2021; Gaudette
et al, 2021). This amplification fuels an ongoing social process
that disrupts diverse societies by consolidating an ever-expanding
array of issues into a single, widening social and cultural chasm.
To illustrate this, our theoretical model is presented in Fig. 1,
depicting a schematic representation of theoretical functional
relationships amenable to testing through a research program.

This whole phenomenon can be largely attributed to the
interplay between individuals’ motivation and cognitive biases,
processes of social influence, and their engagement with social
media, contributing to the formation of virtual micro-identities,
and the construction of parallel yet divergent social realities
which lack cohesiveness with the broader community (Higgins
et al,, 2021; Stromback, 2015; Térnberg, 2022). So, while it is true
that social media usage can supply short-term fulfillment of
individuals’ fundamental needs for security, belonginess, freedom,
and significance (Chen et al,, 2015), in the long term, it may also
give rise to serious deficiencies (Kozyreva et al., 2020).

To complicate matters, media usage serves multiple purposes,
functioning not only as a means for individuals to satisfy their
frustrated needs, but also as a potential influencer of the need
frustration-satisfaction process (Slater, 2015). A case in point is
observed in online networking, which grants various groups,
institutions, and companies a favorable strategic position by
enabling the surveillance and data-mining of selected groups of
citizens, thereby allowing them to exercise control over various
aspects of human life. Additionally, personal information shared
on digital platforms may also be publicly and permanently dis-
played, potentially leading to victimization or social exclusion of
individuals and groups. The prevalence of selective self-
presentation is rampant on social media, and can induce nega-
tive social comparisons related to one’s accomplishments, abil-
ities, or appearance (Vogel et al., 2014). Therefore, over the long
term, the use of social media may contribute to the perception,

6

among some, that their fundamental needs are under threat,
needs such as their personal security and certainty, their sense of
freedom, and/or to their sense of significance, i.e., a basic desire to
achieve a sense of respect (Kruglanski et al., 2019).

The experience of having one’s needs for security, freedom and
significance frustrated, whether it be due to external conditions or
media usage, or both®, has the potential to trigger a range of
extreme in-group social influence and epistemic processes, mani-
fested in ideological narratives. These processes involve motiva-
tional and cognitive processes such as (dis)confirmation bias,
closed-mindedness, reluctance to accept available knowledge or
evidence, and the polarization of beliefs, emotions, and action
tendencies (Strombéck, Wikforss et al., 2022). This can contribute
to the formation of digital propaganda feedback loops, the wide-
spread dissemination of fake news and disinformation (Benkler
et al,, 2018), the validation of extreme or ill-informed beliefs, and
the radicalization commonly seen within certain minority groups
susceptible to such influences (Berger, 2018). Notably, this tendency
is further exacerbated when individuals eschew traditional and non-
partisan mainstream news media outlets.

Concerning the ideological narratives circulating within and
between these groups, we must acknowledge that these are not
autonomous entities floating in a social vacuum; they necessitate
validation and acceptance within and by their corresponding social
networks. Individuals thus actively seek out social networks aligned
with and endorsing their ideology, valuing actions which contribute
to the group’s objectives. It seems plausible that a shared perception
of threats to one’s fundamental human needs would be conducive to
strengthening the existing social bonds in a group, or facilitating the
development of groups, even if they were previously insignificant in
size. This sense of threat can even lead to the inception of entirely
new groups, based on religion, political and/or social convictions.
Conversely, in the absence of such social contact, individuals may
browse and graze on the “free market of ideas”, empowered by the
widespread digitalization of information, allowing them to choose or
“refine” the appropriate ideological, religious, and cultural narrative
for themselves. Moreover, individuals may be susceptible to per-
suasion by their social network via digital tools, especially if they lack
firm convictions in their own beliefs.

Practical implications
Are we in a position to proactively address the identified chal-
lenges? Our review yields several recommendations. One proposed
approach, as articulated by Lewandowsky & Pomerantsev, 2022,
involves the pursuit of a “better Internet” grounded in democratic
principles. This would entail enabling users to gain an improved
understanding of how their data is utilized, especially during
electoral processes. The authors advocate for heightened online
transparency and user control while preserving anonymity. In
addition, they propose endowing users with the right to discern
whether their interactions involve genuine individuals or political
campaigns. Achieving this necessitates more stringent controls on
data brokers, enhanced oversight of tech companies’ social
experiments, and greater algorithmic transparency, including
explanations for any adjustments being instituted. Regulatory
authority is advocated to monitor efforts combating discriminatory
practices. It is crucial, however, to recognize that, as delineated
earlier, the Internet acts as a facilitating environment rather than
the root cause of micro-identity emergence. Consequently, reg-
ulations for the Internet should be viewed as supplementary
measures addressing symptoms of social fragmentation rather than
silver bullets aimed at the underlying causes.

Alternatively, as Fukuyama (2019) suggests, exerting influence
over a narrative that is deemed to be advantageous and uni-
versally applicable to diverse communities within a country,

| (2023)10:955 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-023-02441-z



REVIEW ARTICLE

primarily for practical reasons rather than ideological con-
siderations, stands a viable strategy. This type of narrative,
representing the lowest common denominator for audiences/
recipients of varied cultural and social identities with differing
political views, should focus on an inclusive sense of national and
civic identity. Communication at various levels should uphold
this narrative for the successful maintenance of contemporary
political and social order. Key reasons for doing this include
ensuring physical security in societies facing the atrophy of social
structures, fostering a quality of governing that prioritizes public
services over divisive ideological politics, promoting a wide radius
of trust facilitating economic and political participation, and
constructing robust social safety nets to mitigate economic
inequalities. Building such a basic and widely promoted narrative
around national-civic identity makes liberal and inclusive
democracy itself possible (Fukuyama, 2019) and constitutes a
fundamental basis for a pluralistic society, without which further
measures would be challenging or even impossible to implement
(Peters & Witschge, 2015). The more detailed structure of such a
narrative would vary greatly depending on the cultural conditions
of each country, differing in the United States, in West Europe, in
Central-Eastern Europe, and in the Global South (Heller, 2022).

An illustration of such a narrative can be found in the concept of
South Africa’s Rainbow Nation (Baines, 1998), a term coined by
Archbishop Desmond Tutu and later popularized by Nelson
Mandela, which envisions a nation with diverse racial and cultural
backgrounds coexisting harmoniously after apartheid. Similarly, the
EU narrative emphasizes the idea of European citizens conjoined in
a union that transcends national borders, promoting a shared
European identity while respecting member state diversity. Another
example is the phenomenon of Solidarnos¢, a mass democratic
social movement in communist Poland, which united various
ideological groups across society under the banner of freedom,
equality, solidarity, truth, patriotism and dignity (Bakuniak &
Nowak, 1987). It played a key role in ending communism in Poland
and Eastern Europe. This narrative approach was also successful in
the 2023 parliamentary elections in Poland, where the Democratic
Opposition, consisting of three party blocs, ranging from the left to
the moderate center-right, promoted an inclusive sense of national
and civic identity, both directly during election meetings and
extensively on social media, thereby effectively contributing to a
decisive election victory (Zerka, 2023).

Still, it would behoove us to recognize the limitations of sin-
gular efforts—be they individual, social, or political—since such
endeavors, in and of themselves, cannot alone effectively coun-
teract the process of societal disintegration if people’s funda-
mental needs languish in neglect. Thus, it is imperative to instill a
sense of importance, significance, and value, both in the digital
realm and in the physical world, for individuals who experience
exclusionary or contemptuous treatment (whether actual or
perceived). Additionally, it is essential to establish a sense of both
actual and symbolic safety for those who feel threatened and
actively promote an inclusive narrative in the political sphere,
which can effectively deter radical content dissemination on
social media. Achieving these objectives requires a thorough
consideration of the values and identities of individuals and
groups in the political process, as well as ensuring citizen parti-
cipation in decision-making and policy development.

Introducing a proactive stance, Kruglanski and colleagues (2018)
put forth actionable strategies for intervening in the three elements
of the 3N model. The first of these involves the restoration of
motivational balance in vulnerable individuals and groups. Evidence
suggests that we can steer individuals away from radical movements
by addressing the motivational imbalance that drove them towards
extremism in the first place. This can be accomplished by offering
alternatives for personal meaning, as well as by addressing certain

life dimensions such as security, job opportunities and emotional
ties. Secondly, promoting ideological disillusionment based on
evidence that radicals and/or terrorists often abandon extremism
when they become disillusioned with their ideological narrative,
specifically the moral values that legitimize violence. Hence, gen-
erating dissonance between certain violent schemas and alternative
values can reduce legitimation of violence and/or promote breaking
up the microgroup itself. Thirdly, endorsing alternative social net-
works that are inclusive and pro-social to hinder social fragmen-
tation and encourage or strengthen ties within society. Importantly,
these proposed interventions can be implemented at different levels
(primary, secondary and tertiary prevention) to promote universal
prevention or rehabilitation actions that aim to demobilize people
and reintegrate them into society. The challenge for the future lies
in understanding how the digital space can contribute to these
processes, requiring collaboration between supranational institu-
tions, states, and large technology companies to legislate and
implement actions that foster safe spaces for the common good.

Future directions

While research on the role of digital media use in social trans-
formations involving the creation of micro-identities has yielded
substantial insights, it is encumbered by several limitations.
Firstly, a notable proportion of studies reviewed here often rely on
convenience samples, which may not faithfully represent the
broader population. Consequently, the generalizability of findings
is constrained, necessitating the inclusion of more diverse samples
to attain a comprehensive grasp of (micro)group identity.

Furthermore, micro-identity and media usage are markedly
contingent on various factors, including cultural, societal, and
temporal elements. The majority of studies fixate on specific con-
texts, usually the US or Western Europe, confining the applicability
of their findings. Hence, a more comprehensive examination across
diverse social and cultural contexts is warranted. The analyses will
be more generalizable if studies in other regions such as in Central-
East Europe or in the Global South are conducted. Similarly, a
predilection for investigating mainstream or readily accessible online
communities is discernible in many studies, resulting in a neglect of
the experiences and dynamics of underrepresented or marginalized
groups. Thus, future research should prioritize inclusivity and
representation of a broader spectrum of communities.

Presently, a sizeable portion of the research on media usage,
micro-identity formation or social disintegration are mostly
correlational in nature. While these associations provide valuable
insights, ascertaining causality and dynamicity remains a daunt-
ing task. In order to elucidate causal relationships, longitudinal or
experimental investigations are needed. The paucity of research
on the enduring effects of media usage on micro-identity is
currently conspicuous. Investigating the development of these
relationships over time is imperative for a more profound com-
prehension of the implicated dynamics.

The precise measurement of micro-identity and media usage
can be tricky since self-report measures are susceptible to biases;
this highlights the necessity for more objective, uniform and
standardized measurements across studies to facilitate meaningful
comparisons. In addition, research has predominantly con-
centrated on the adverse or potentially deleterious aspects of
micro-identity and media usage; more attention should be given
to the beneficial implications, such as the pivotal role of online
communities in offering support and nurturing a sense of
belonging. Lastly, the ever-evolving digital landscape poses a
perennial challenge, making it arduous for research to keep pace
with the latest platforms and technologies. Staying abreast of the
most recent digital developments is indispensable for scrutinizing
the influence of media usage on micro-identity.
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In summary, it is worth bearing in mind that while research
into the psychological and social processes underpinning micro-
identity and media usage is making commendable progress,
addressing these limitations is imperative for the attainment of a
more comprehensive and accurate understanding of these com-
plex phenomena.

Conclusion

At the micro level, modern political culture is marked by the
fusion of a given individual’s opinion and what they perceive to
be their singular, permanent, and authentic self (Alvarez, 2017;
Fukuyama, 2019). This intricate process is outlined above. At the
macro level, however, the process of emerging social media usage
and its possible repercussions are intertwined with financial cri-
ses, international conflicts and internal tensions, in a way that co-
creates and interprets the physical reality we experience. These
dynamics empower various groups, increasingly autonomous and
independent of state structures, to establish their own spheres of
activity and interaction. As social disintegration continues,
reflected in the pervasive omnipresence of the internet, we risk a
deterioration in social trust, particularly in times of crisis, and
especially when democratic institutions are perceived to be inef-
ficient and/or pursuing their own or partisan interests, rather
than working for the public good.

In the face of these conditions, the online environment opens
the door to the formation of communities distinct from, and
acting as alternatives to, the centralized State. This may ultimately
constitute a leading cause of the atrophy of social structures,
undermining the shared rules and norms that underpin society.
Greater understanding of these phenomena may help in the
creation of strategies to maintain harmonious and sustainable
societies.
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Notes

1 In our paper, we have used Durkheim’s notion of disintegration (Durkheim, 1973; see

also Acevedo, 2005; Lukes, 1977), to describe the breakdown or fragmentation of social

structures, values, norms, and institutions that are essential for the cohesion of a

community or a larger society. The disintegration of society occurs when the cohesion

and integration among individuals and groups deteriorate, leading to a state where
self-interest prevails, and a sense of control and restraint is seemingly lost. The erosion
of trust, cooperation, and a shared sense of purpose is the result. (e.g., Scheiring &

King, 2023; Klitgaard & Fedderke, 1995). Manifestations of societal disintegration can

be observed through the weakening of social norms and values, fragmentation of social

groups, decline in institutional effectiveness, and the presence of economic disparities

and inequality (Scheiring & King, 2023).

In this paper, the term social media and digital platform use refers to engagement with

online platforms, websites, or applications that enable individuals, organizations, or

communities to communicate, connect, share content, and interact in a digital

environment (Brennen & Kreiss, 2016).

This perspective is not limited to a motivational analysis, as it resonates with similar

views across various academic fields, i.e., political science (e.g., Fukuyama, 2019),

economics (Case & Deaton, 2020) and philosophy (Sandel, 2020), shedding light on

the interconnectedness between dignity, recognition, economic conditions, and social
dynamics.

4 The sense of diminished significance is often rooted in socio-cultural and
environmental factors, a condition that can be exacerbated by media usage. The
intertwining of external conditions, such as economic instability, political unrest, or
societal inequalities, with media exposure has the potential to amplify the perception
of insigniﬁcance. For instance, economic downturns or political turmoil may engender
heightened feelings of insecurity and disempowerment among individuals, making
them more susceptible to media content that resonates with these emotional states.
Social media, with its persuasive storytelling and capacity to shape narratives, can
validate and consolidate these feelings.
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