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Abstract

Research on engagement has always been central to the social science of digital media. Not only has
it generated significant theoretical innovations, it has impacted democratic practice across the world.
But after the upheaval caused by the global turn toward examining social media’s dysfunctional
impacts, where stands the field? Discussing recent work while contextualizing it within the field’s
key assumptions of the past thirty years, I consider what is gone and what remains in the research
on digital engagement. I begin by developing a simple interpretive framework that marries the three
main components of a field that are prone to extinction with a three-part temporal perspective on
why fields wither or evolve. Putting this framework to use, I present five arguments, as follows: the
assumed context of general, neutral social media platforms is going; the assumption that online self-
expression is a largely unquestionable social good is gone; previously underdeveloped models of
online influence are receding, though key challenges remain; digital networks remain crucial for
collective action, even as the field has shed its rosier assumptions; work that interrogates the
complex entanglement of digital technologies, everyday life, and socio-political identities is
undergoing a much-needed revival.

Andrew Chadwick is Professor of Political Communication in the Department of Communication
and Media at Loughborough University. www.andrewchadwick.com
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What is gone and remains in digital engagement research?

September 10, 2024. The second live-televised presidential debate of the US election campaign is in
full flow. Seventy-four million Americans watch, eager to learn about the differences between
Republican Donald Trump and Democrat Kamala Harris.

Twenty-nine minutes in, Trump says something extraordinary—one of #he most extraordinary
things ever said in the history of the televised debates. Following vague remarks about immigration’s
impact on American towns, he says of Haitian migrants, “In Springfield, they’re eating the dogs. The
people that came in. They’re eating the cats. They’re eating—they’re eating the pets of the people
that live there.”

The statement is entirely false. ABC News debate anchor David Muir retorts that journalists have
contacted Springfield’s authorities to check the claim that migrants are “eating the pets” and found
no evidence.

Still, Trump ignores Muir and doubles down. Muir then repeats his fact check. Harris laughs and

calls Trump’s remark “extreme,” but fails to say it is false. The debate moves on to the next topic.

Xk >k

Toward the end of this chapter, in light of the themes it covers, I will return to this notorious
event in the 2024 presidential campaigh—a moment when a blatantly xenophobic falsehood found
an instant route to 74 million Americans via the lips of one of their most senior politicians. I will do
so because the confluence of forces that created Trump’s “they’re eating the pets” remark illustrates
all too well what those who research digital engagement must grapple with today. Once in the
vanguard of optimistic social-science contributions to understanding—and informing—the future of
democracy, where stands this field now? What is gone and what remains in the research on digital

engagement?
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Extinction in Research Fields

Broadly, we can think of three parts of a research field that are prone to extinction: its ontological
assumptions, its main objects of analysis, and its analytical conclusions. Beyond this, we have some
guidance from political theorist Jon Elster (1985: 186—188). When taking stock of Marxist
philosophy in the decisive late-1980s period, he offered some pithy insights into why fields wither.
Time changes everything. What was once considered comprehensive and accurate can become
partial or misleading. The accumulation of different kinds of evidence matters. So too do faulty
assumptions, wishful thinking, or over-selectivity during the germinal stages.

What follows below is not a declension narrative. It is the opposite, for at least two reasons. First,
due to the changes I sketch out, research on digital engagement is today more holistic and more
relevant, conceptually, empirically, and methodologically, than at any time in the past quarter of a
century that I have spent writing about it. Second, as will become obvious, recognizing what is gone
always opens up creative space for new ontological assumptions, new objects of analysis, new

analytical conclusions, and even recognition of valuable approaches once occluded.

What is gone?

The assumed context of general, neutral social media platforms is gone

Early waves of research on digital engagement had clear assumptions about the differences
between the affordances of broadcasting and print and those of digital media (e.g., Bennett &
Segerberg, 2013; Chadwick, 2007; Tufekci & Wilson, 2012). But less attention was trained on the
differences between digital platforms and how these differences—particularly design factors,
incentive structures, and algorithmic sorting—structure collective action in different ways. Much of
the research back then had a distinct neswork imaginary (Jagoda, 2016: 8—16) informed by online life as

it looked during the early expansion of the internet and web from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s
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(e.g., Castells, 2012). The key assumptions, imported from the era before social media platforms,
were that digital media were instrinsically horizontal, enabled connections between activists with
roughly equal power, and would diffuse across societies and globally without limits, as new actors
joined constantly expanding networks of connection.

Opver the last decade, these assumptions have been eroded. Platform design and algorithmic
differences—and their contestation and subversion—now deeply shape the experience of political
engagement (Bonini & Treré, 2024). But we also face a much more fragmented scene. Globally, we
have seen the rise of new platforms such as the encrypted personal messaging giant WhatsApp, the
short-video sharing giant TikTok, and Telegram. Older, first wave platforms such as Facebook and
X (Twitter between 2007 and 2023) are stagnating and, of course, those older platforms differ greatly
from their earlier incarnations or have deliberately siphoned off existing user bases, as is the case
with Meta-owned Threads (launched 2023). The new Generative Al platforms including ChatGPT
(2022), Midjourney (2022), and Claude (2024) attract large numbers, further undermining the
assumption that Google is the general platform for search.

Perhaps more consequential across the West are the newer niche platforms catering to specific
political identities. Bitchute (founded 2017), Gab (2016), Rumble (2013), Gettr (2021), and Truth
Social (2022) attract conservatives and the far right. Bluesky (founded 2021) attracts the liberal left.
Add in regime differences that shape platform access—think China and Russia—and it becomes
clearer that the classic Arab-Spring-era vision of the global, or more aptly “glocal,” platform for
circulating universal emotional narratives could be in decline. The realities of this context make it
increasingly difficult to imagine the emancipatory online movements once forecast to be a logical
universal development of social media (Bennett & Segerberg, 2013; Howard & Hussain, 2011).

Unfortunately, the new fragmented niches are useful for sustaining what have been termed “anti-
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publics” (Davis, 2021). They also undermine global campaigns for a better information environment
(IPIE, 2024).

A remarkable product of fragmentation has been the broadly unexpected rise of what we might
term the ideological platform mogul. This is the most acute evidence to date of the decline of general,
neutral social media. In the West, the founding of Truth Social in 2022 by Trump is an obvious
example but the evolution of Twitter/X is the most significant.

When Elon Musk acquired Twitter in 2022, reports focused on his dismantling of its trust and
safety team. But this obscured what turned out to be a deeper long-term shift. Under Musk, X built
a new political-economy infrastructure based on advertising “revenue sharing” (Williams, 2024).
“Verified” paying subscribers with above-average followings could now monetize sensationalism.
Musk fused this with his own “free-speech” absolutist right-wing proprietor influence and amplified
right-wing disinformation.

Silicon Valley platform companies spent two decades telling regulators that social media were not
“publishers.” Yet by the mid-2020s, Musk, with his frequent personal interventions in election
campaigns via biased and false information he posted to his 200 million followers, together with a
skewed X algorithm that prioritizes posts from those in the ad revenue sharing scheme, showed the
world an alternative future. A once-general platform can become an ideological publisher in the
service of its owner’s beliefs and a broader international movement of the right and far right. This
new infrastructure played a key role not only in spreading misleading claims (for example about non-
citizen voting) in the 2024 US campaign, but also promoting Musk’s America PAC’s $1m a day cash
prize draw encouraging Trump supporters to register to vote in seven key states. It promoted the
Islamophobic disinformation that sparked and sustained the UK’s 2024 racist street violence; the
worst the country had seen since the 1970s (Ellison et al., 2024; Centre for Countering Digital Hate,

2024).
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The assumption that online self-expression is a largely unquestionable social good is gone

We have finally seen the end of the problematic orientation of benign neutrality toward online
expression (Chadwick, 2019). Forged by the internet’s origins in the US, this often distracted
attention from considering who engages, with what ideological ends, and with what consequences
for liberal democratic norms of authenticity, rationality, and tolerance. The legacy of underplaying
the importance of illiberal, reactionary motivations and political goals initially made it difficult for
digital engagement research to adapt to the rise of online misinformation, disinformation, and
malinformation (MDM) in the mid-2010s (Chadwick, 2019).

Since then, significant waves of new scholarship have rolled forward. For example, researchers
have examined how online engagement such as sharing false conspiracy theories (Starbird et al.,
2023), artificially boosting online popularity metrics (Ross et al., 2021), promoting dog-whistle
racism to strategically evade moderation (Akerlund, 2022), and deceptive trolling, humor, and irony
(Woods & Hahner, 2019) cultivate the spread of false beliefs, mutual distrust, and hatred.
Papacharissi well-summarized the shift. Technologies, she wrote, can make “voices louder, but loud
voices don’t always lead to democracy. They often lead away from it” (2021: 18).

The violent right-wing attacks on the US Congress on January 6, 2021 further undermined the
orientation of benign neutrality toward online engagement. An angry network of vigilantes, incited
by social media posts from then-outgoing president Trump and some of his most radical supporters,
including far-right militia groups the Oath Keepers and the Proud Boys, arrived in Washington on
the day the 2020 election count was to be officially certified by then vice president Mike Pence.
Inflamed by a toxic mix of extreme partisanship and baseless (QAnon conspiracy theories circulating
online, which falsely claimed the Democrats had “fixed” the election, the aim was to force Pence,

using guns if necessary, to disallow the certification and declare Trump, not Joe Biden, the next
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president. Seven people lost their lives as a result of the attacks, which saw about 10,000 rioters
enter the Capitol grounds. More than 1,200 people were eventually charged with federal crimes
(Betz, 2024). In light of Trump’s re-election in 2024, examination of January 6’s genesis and
aftermath will continue, and digital engagement’s prominence in the analyses is a sign of how much
the field has shifted (e.g., McCabe et al., 2024; Starbird et al., 2023; White et al., 2024).

These shifts integrate concerns about hidden, automated influence operations (Howard, 2020)
but also broader ethical perspectives. The previous valorization of the assertion of opinion is being
displaced by a concern with digital engagement’s role in producing vulnerability and social harms,
and how these could be mitigated by a new “duty of care” for online platforms across the European
Union, the UK, Australia, Canada, and Brazil, to name but a few (e.g., Gorwa, 2024: 114-144;
Woods, 2019). A still broader revisionism is underway, which situates inciteful online conspiracy
narratives of both the right and the left (consider the repeated assassination attempts on Trump
during 2024 as further evidence puncturing the myth that the US is a universally tolerant, peaceful,
and inclusive society ((Fung, 2024; Nacos et al., 2024). It has often been said that internet culture is
propelled by “the Californian ideology” (Schneider, 2023) but the opposite coast’s contribution to
ideology is often forgotten (Chadwick, 2006: 32—-37, 83—103). If the sacrality of online self-
expression is over, this also means the end of glib narratives (e.g., Morris, 1999) of the internet’s
alignhment with the supposedly peace-loving self-governance of the fabled New England town hall

meeting.

Underdeveloped models of online influence are going, though key challenges remain
A happy accident of the explosion of MDM scholarship in recent years is that research on digital

engagement has developed much richer, empirically-informed understandings of znfluence.
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Like the other shifts, this involves a partial reversal of the network imaginary that inspired
internet scholarship’s early expansion, when questions about the impact of meanings on individuals
and groups were often neglected. That approach was understandable at the time. Social-
constructionist theories of the “active audience” from the field of cultural studies were well-
established by the early 2000s but still had surprisingly little to say about the internet. In the nascent
research on digital engagement, useful phrases such as “the people formerly known as the audience”
(Rosen, 2012) and incisive concepts such as “produsage” (Bruns, 2008) were proposed as
corrections to the previously dominant assumptions of broadcast-era mass communication research,
whose foundations looked shaky when social media gathered momentum in the late 2000s. It was
important then to show that digital media should be understood not simply as additional carriers of
meaning but as technologies of quasi-organization (Bennett, 2003). This was an important move
from what media messages do to people to what people do with media technologies (e.g., Couldry,
2012). Research in science and technology studies, which had expanded from the 1980s onward,
deeply questioned the mass communication paradigm’s assumptions about representation and
message effects, inspiring valuable new perspectives on affordances and the materiality of
communication technologies (Lievrouw, 2014). These have recently become resurgent in the
mainstream of interpretive digital media studies globally (see below for more on this). The network
imaginary also inspired the “computational social science” research that took off from the early
2010s.

Yet what was often missing during that germinal period of digital engagement research was the
older, mass communication paradigm’s concern with demonstrating empirically how media exposure
makes a difference to how individuals and groups form attitudes and identities. In the mid-2000s,
when “user-generated content” and “Web 2.0” exploded online, that kind of thinking all seemed

old-fashioned, rejecting it almost a badge of honor.
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But over recent years, the field has changed decisively under the weight of new scholarship that
tackles head-on the mechanisms of influence online. Part of this has involved reviving the pre-
internet research’s focus on top-down, elite production of meaning. Part of it has involved
modifying the digital engagement research in order to understand how “people formerly known as
the audience” act selectively, in concert with elites, in integrated assemblages of meaning-making.
These loosely coordinated—but coordinated nevertheless—digital entities influence perceptions far
beyond those who participate in them (e.g., Amit-Danhi et al., 2024; Reese & Chen, 2022).

Beyond this, older questions of who, when, why, and how, have now been joined by with what
effect. The reappraisal of influence has benefited from the belated but decisive growth of interest in
digital engagement among cognitive and social psychologists. While the overwhelming focus of this
development has been MDM (e.g., Pennycook, et al., 2018), the recent influx of psychology
researchers into the field has sparked a general boom in designs that allow for causal claims about
online exposure’s influence on attitudes and behavior at the population level (Murphy et al., 2023).
Key challenges remain, of course. A dialogical framework suited to digital media (Pingree, 2007),
which assumes that an act of public expression can reshape the beliefs and behavior of the addresser
as well as the addressee (Chadwick et al., 2017; Wells & Friedland, 2023) is ignored in the
psychology research. The growing use of survey experiments and, when data permit, online field
experiments can create over-confidence in findings’ generalizability. Sometimes individual
psychological variables are over-emphasized and too little attention is paid to the materiality of
technologies and platform design: the forces digital media studies scholars make it their priority to
decipher. The quality data required to make causal claims in field experiments are incredibly difficult
to acquire or compromised by the self-serving goals of the platforms (Bagchi et al., 2024). And the
psychology research in MDM tends to frame long-term solutions as simple one-off stimulus-

response interventions. But there is little doubt that, overall, the causal turn in research on digital
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engagement has enabled important work, especially on MDM. It is now difficult to imagine the field

without it.

What remains?
Digital networks remain crucially important for post-organizational collective action

As I argued above, time’s passing eroded some key assumptions of the network imaginary in
digital engagement research. And yet, empirical analysis of the consequences of digital networks as
organizational or, more aptly, post-organizational forms of collective action is clearly alive and well.

In the 2010s, the growth and consolidation of large-scale general social media platforms proved a
fecund context for a succession of new movements. Their organization, such as it was, relied on
platform design affordances for signaling unity and numbers, particularly but not exclusively
hashtags (Clark, 2024; Jackson et al., 2020). While the global Women’s Marches of 2017, the
#MeToo movement, Black Twitter, and Black Lives Matter have roots in local organizing cultures,
their ability to spread rapidly and inspire engagement around the world was unimaginable without
digital media.®

Yet abandoning the orientation of benign neutrality toward digital expression (Chadwick, 2019)
has created a newly-expansive range of empirical cases to consider. However, this shift has only
reinforced the ongoing importance of focusing on digital networks’ role in social and political
power. Long at the heart of studies of engagement (e.g., Bimber, 1998), it remains so even as the
ideological variety of cases has expanded and the field shed many of its rosier assumptions.

Scholars have increasingly turned their attention to the role of online networks in sustaining a
variety of metamorphosed or entirely new far-right and extreme-right movements in a diverse group
of countries including the US (e.g., Groypers, Oath Keepers, Proud Boys, QAnon), Germany (AfD,

Pegida), France (National Rally), the Netherlands (Party for Freedom), the UK (Britain First,

10
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Reform), Austria (FP), Spain (Vox), Brazil (Labour Renewal Party), Italy (FDI, New Force,
Loyalty Action, National Movement—Patriots’ Network), Japan (Netto-uyoku), Greece (Spartans,
Niki, Greek Solution), and Australia (True Blue Crew), to name but a few.

Some of these movements are organizational hybrids. They use digital technologies to blend
horizontalist social movement repertoires with the traditional elite-centric, top-down strategies of
political parties—a longstanding impact of the internet across the ideological spectrum, from far-left
to far-right, going back to the early 2000s (Chadwick, 2007). However, others are more radically
decentralized, often transnational in their outlook, and now use niche platforms or newly
ideologically-friendly hosts with large global reach such as Musk’s X or Durov’s Telegram. Such
quasi-organizations are dependent on digital affordances for coordinating street protest, vigilantism,
and violence; for recruitment and identity maintenance; for influencing professional news
organizations’ coverage (often through prominent individual influencers); and for injecting racist,
climate denialist, and anti-vaccination conspiracy theories into everyday spaces.

So central is digital engagement to these activities that today we ought to consider whether the
term “extreme right” means much without digital network engagement.” It seems meaningless now to
distinguish between a political right that favors “vertical or hierarchical organization” and a political
left that favors “horizontal political organization” (Bennett et al., 2018: 1660-1661). Equally, in
Western Europe and Scandinavia, in contrast with the US (think Fox News), public service media
norms mean the extreme right have had to become expert at digital networking due to (mostly)
being excluded from mainstream coverage. As mainstream public service media audiences continue
to decline in many countries, such digital network dependence will offer the extreme right greater,

not fewer, opportunities to generate engagement and grow.
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Understanding the complex entanglement of digital technologies, everyday life, and
identities remains

The 2010s dash for computational social science occluded eatlier research on how digital media
reconfigure relationships between everyday life and the formation of social identities. In the mid-to-
late-2000s, before “computational” research got going, influential work used detailed interpretive
accounts of people’s everyday encounters with the then fast-diffusing social media platforms. Much
that captured the imagination of researchers used qualitative methods: ethnography, case studies,
process tracing, and discourse analysis of how online expression was being reshaped by
technological design (e.g., Baym, 2010; boyd, 2008). Above all, however, this kind of research was
colored by the science and technology studies tradition I mentioned above (Lievrouw, 2014),
though it infused it with a new vitality. As digital engagement proliferated, it was necessary to think
like a technologist as well as a social scientist. This meant understanding, through close observation
of people’s actual behavior, how affordances were created in the dialectical interaction between
digital design and everyday adoption. Even if, as I have argued above, population-level
generalizations and causal accounts of influence were sidelined, the work built essential theory.

Fast-forward to the mid-2020s and this kind of close, interpretive approach to digital engagement
is thriving. It has been boosted by the growing importance of algorithmic surfacing and sorting (e.g.,
Bucher, 2018; Duffy & Meisner, 2022; Marwick, 2023) and the global growth of personal messaging
platforms, particularly WhatsApp, that partially and contingently integrate public and private
(Papacharissi, 2010) in ways that demand qualitative methods to decipher (Chadwick et al., 2023;
Marwick, 2023; Nemer, 2022). Ongoing extensions to the surprisingly generative idea of the social
media “influencer” (e.g., Stewart et al., 2023) and refreshing new aids for media literacy educators

augment the revival (Phillips & Milner, 2023).
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Ironically, these are areas of inquiry where we might expect to find more scholars working with
computational methods. Skeptics might say the end of easy access to large-scale social media data
through Application Programming Interfaces (APIs)—common in the early days—has made
necessity the mother of invention and small-sample qualitative methods for studying digital
engagement simply reflect that reality. But the shift amounts to more than that. Arguably this kind
of work on engagement is flourishing today because so much social meaning is now produced in
digital environments that it becomes important to observe behavior in them in thick detail (Burgess
et al., 2022; Livingstone, 2019). The approach remains a highly effective means—perhaps #he most
effective—to explain how power flows from the public world into everyday practices—and back out
again. For this reason, understanding the complex entanglement of digital technologies, everyday
life, and identities has further untapped potential for examining many topics, including MDM and

generative Al

Closing exhibit: How online engagement created “they’re eating the pets”

And so, we return to where we began: Trump’s words that September 2024 night. Demonstrating
the ideas I have outlined regarding what has gone and what remains in the research on digital
engagement, I close with a brief account of the confluence of forces that enabled that extraordinary
moment.

Trump’s remarks were, of course, rooted in millennia of conspiracy theories that have harmed
many different minoritized groups across the world. But their proximate origin was six weeks before
the debate,' when members of the white-supremacist group Blood Tribe uploaded digital photos of
their swastika-toting march in Springfield, Ohio to the niche extreme-right platform, Gab. A Gab
user commented on the photos, claiming, without evidence, that animals were starting to

“disappear” in the town since the arrival of Haitian migrants. A few weeks later, on August 27, the
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open-floor period in a Springfield City Commission meeting featured brief remarks from a local self-
described social media influencer with 69,000 followers on Facebook. He claimed that Haitian
residents in the city were “grabbing up ducks, by their neck, and walking off with them, eating
them.” The city meeting was livestreamed and then archived on YouTube.

As the rumor spread, it mutated. A week after the city meeting, a Springfield resident posted to a
local private Facebook group on “Crime and Information” to say that her neighbor’s daughter’s
friend had supposedly seen her cat carved up and eaten by migrants. She provided no evidence, but
her post was then reposted to X, where Trump-supporting activist accounts, some automated,
others run by conservative online influencers such as Chatlie Kirk, reposted screen shots of the
message from Facebook and started to amplify it.

Then X’s majority-share proprietor, the multi-billionaire Elon Musk, used his personal X account
to amplify Kirk’s post to 199 million followers. These posts caught the attention of Republican
campaign managers and vice-presidential candidate, JD Vance. Using a priming-and-distancing
strategy now common in political disinformation, the morning of debate day Vance posted on X
that his office had received “many inquiries from actual residents of Springfield who’ve said their
neighbors’ pets or local wildlife were abducted by Haitian migrants.” He added, “It’s possible, of
course, that all of these rumors will turn out to be false,” knowingly distancing himself from
personal responsibility for spreading falsehoods to which he was drawing public attention.

In the meantime, Springfield city officials, acting in response to queries from news organizations,
issued a press release stating that rumors of pet eating were false. Undeterred, Trump supporters,
some of them “verified” accounts monetizing their activity through X’s recently-introduced ad-
revenue-sharing scheme, continued to promote the conspiracy theory, using visual generative-Al
platforms such as X’s Grok and Midjourney to create fake images depicting Trump protecting pets

from threat.
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Notes

' A full transcript of the debate is at
http://web.archive.org/web/20240917052032/https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/harris-trump-presidential-debate-
transcript/story?id=113560542

? Hashtag campaigns are taken for granted but have achieved remarkable global prevalence. See this Wikipedia entry,
though note also its outdated focus on liberal-left causes: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hashtag_activism

*>This reality is illustrated by the collection of reports and investigations on the website of UK anti-racism organization
Hope Not Hate: https://hopenothate.org.uk/research/reports-investigations/

*This brief account is based on fact-checking reports from NPR (Jingnan & Garsd, 2024) and NewsGuard (Howard &
Brewster, 2024), and my archiving of X posts at https://archive.is/HtAi6 and https://archive.is/ICwu9
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