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Since its inception, the National Collaborative 
for Health Equity (NCHE) has dedicated its 
programs and activities to creating health 

equity in the United States by ending racial and 
ethnic health inequities. NCHE’s leadership, 
staff, and consultants always recognized that 
ending racism requires achieving and sustaining 
meaningful progress toward this goal. Beginning 
in 2020, NCHE joined over 150 other nonprofit 
and philanthropic organizations in leveraging 
the pillars of the Truth, Racial Healing, and 
Transformation (TRHT) Framework to inform 
programs, policy research, and action. These five 
pillars (Narrative Change, Racial Healing and 
Relationship Building, Separation, Law, and the 
Economy) offer a comprehensive and holistic 
conceptual framework for action to end racism 
and jettison the deeply embedded belief in a false 
hierarchy of human values.

NCHE’s vision is embodied in our name.  
We work in collaboration with others to help our 
nation achieve health equity. NCHE’s mission 
is to promote health equity by harnessing 
data, developing leaders, and catalyzing 
partnerships across the many sectors that share 
responsibility for creating a more equitable and 
just society. As NCHE continues to collaborate 
with others, we implement three key strategies: 
(1) Supporting Leaders, (2) Applying Data 
Research and Information, and (3) Expanding 
the TRHT Movement. NCHE equips institutions 
and leaders to work effectively with and 
within historically marginalized and excluded 
communities, providing tools to help improve the 
social, economic, and environmental conditions 
that shape health. We help organizations and 
communities to envision and actualize an 
America that has faced and redressed historic and 
contemporary effects of racism in all its forms. 

I am pleased to present this new collection 
of briefs offering insights into each TRHT 
pillar. Leaders, practitioners, and researchers 
can utilize these resources committed to 
overcoming the unique racial history and 
legacy of the United States.

The original organizations that participated in the 
design phase of TRHT in 2016 were included in a 
platform created by the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, 
Connected Communities. Based on prelimi-
nary Connected Communities research, these 
participating organizations and representatives 
from over 150 nonprofit entities could reach 
over 189,000,000 people in the United States. 
A lot has happened since 2016. The momentum 
continues to increase for the expansion of local 
and national efforts to address and heal from the 
historic and contemporary effects of racism. 

While the potential of reaching almost 200 
million people has yet to be realized, recent 
surveys suggest that tens of millions are aware 
of the effort, and the work continues to expand. 
As the momentum has increased, resistance and 
backlash to this progress grows. The resources 
or tools provided in these briefs can help 
leaders, practitioners, and researchers maintain 
momentum in the face of resistance. 

There are many consequences of chronic 
exposure to structural racism and racial 
discrimination. The most insidious consequences 
are disease and health inequities. Our failure to 
effectively address and redress America’s legacy 
of racial hierarchy has economic costs that reach 
well into trillions of dollars for our society. But it 
is communities of color that bear the lion’s share 
of the burden of the costs of failing to eliminate 
racism and its consequences. The courageous and 
dedicated work of leaders in communities across 
America provides hope that we will succeed in 
overcoming racism. We offer these resources as 
support for these ongoing efforts. 

Sincerely,

Gail C. Christopher
Executive Director
National Collaborative for Health Equity
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1.
Introduction

This report is directed to leaders in the health equity and racial and 
social justice arenas, providing a foundation for best practices and a 
basic roadmap for the use of social media and other digital platforms, 
including information on existing pitfalls and the use of propaganda 
and disinformation. 

Social media and other digital platforms 
are powerful and influential channels for 
disseminating 21st-century narrative change. 
Numerous digital channels are used as positive 
forces to stimulate social movements. According 
to researchers Steven Gordon, Rodrigo Sandoval-
Almazan, and J. Ramon Gil-Garcia, social 
movements that are driven by digital channels 
usually follow a model involving connections 
between many people who have a common 
interest, grievance, or experience a specific trigger. 
These connections lead to both organization and 
media response followed by a deliberate plan for 
physical action. Social movements are tools in the 
continuous fight for social change, which can also 
mean political change or reform. Social change 
can occur when a social movement’s objective 
has been met in whole or in part by a change in 
behavior or beliefs. (Gordon, 2015; Sandoval-
Almazan & Gil-Garcia, 2014). 

Digital channels can also be used as extremely 
harmful instruments for the proliferation of 
propaganda, disinformation, and conspiracy 
theories designed to continue the spread and 
solidifying of the false belief in a hierarchy of 
human value. Propagating this false belief is a 
centuries-old strategy, one that uses identity 
politics, racial grievance, and “culture wars” to 
forge divisions between working-class, middle-
class, and low-income Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Color (BIPOC), on the one hand, and 
White populations, on the other, for the sole 
purpose of keeping wealth, power, and control 
in the hands of the few (that is, prosperous 
White supremacists). 

“Narrative Change” is a foundational pillar of 
the Truth, Racial Healing and Transformation™ 
(TRHT) framework and methodology developed 
and launched in 2016 by the W. K. Kellogg 
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Foundation (WKKF) under the leadership of  
Dr. Gail C. Christopher, formerly Senior Advisor 
and Vice President for WKKF and TRHT.  
Dr. Christopher remains a champion of TRHT 
and, as the Executive Director of the National 
Collaborative for Health Equity (NCHE), is 
continuing this critical work alongside WKKF 
across the United States. 

The methodology of TRHT is a “transformational 
and sustainable systems change” (W.K. Kellogg 
Foundation, 2023, p 23). The essential founda-
tional pillar of Narrative Change gives space to 
building a “collective understanding of the truth 
of a community’s shared history” through story-
telling, as well as being deliberate in strategizing 
and executing a plan(s) to ensure that the broader 
community is not only aware of these truths, but 
also believes them to be true. Social media and 
other digital platforms are integral to expanding 
the reach of this collective understanding and 
also sustaining belief in these truths. 

Collectively, social media may be defined, 
according to the Merriam-Webster dictio-
nary, as “forms of electronic communication 
(such as websites for social networking and 
microblogging) through which users create 
online communities to share information, ideas, 
personal messages, and other content (such as 
videos).” Other types of digital platforms that are 
significant in the dissemination of information, 
true or false, include search engines – defined 
as “computer software used to search data (such 
as text or a database) for specified information”; 
podcasts – defined as music or talk content 

“made available in digital format for automatic 
download over the Internet”; and blogs – defined 
as websites that are “online personal reflections, 
comments, and often hyperlinks, videos, and 
photographs provided by the writer.”1 
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2.
Summary:  
Narrative Change 
for Social Change 

Positive narrative change is the process of “challenging dominant 
narratives and constructing alternative narratives that promote 
social justice and equity” (Jenkins, 2018). 

Narrative change challenges and transforms 
the dominant narratives supporting systemic 
injustices and inequities by creating and sharing 
narratives that challenge the status quo and 
promote sensitivity, understanding, and unity 
in the face of diversity. The implementation of 
narrative change is an essential instrument for 
advancing social development.

The strength of narrative lies in its ability to alter 
our worldview and affect our beliefs, attitudes, 
and behaviors. Using narratives, we can make 
sense of complex information and give our 
lives meaning. Personal experiences, cultural 
norms, and prevalent societal viewpoints may 
influence narratives.
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Ways Narrative Can  
Influence Us
Narratives can influence how we think, feel, decide, and 
act through a variety of means, including those listed here. 

 z Shaping our perceptions: Narratives can alter how 
we perceive individuals, groups, and issues. For 
instance, stories portraying certain groups as inher-
ently violent may birth stereotypes and prejudices.

 z Having an emotional effect: Narratives can elicit 
strong feelings like empathy, dread, and rage that can 
alter our attitudes and behaviors. Stories that portray 
individuals as the victims of inequity, for instance, 
can evoke compassion and motivate readers to take 
action to stop injustice.

 z Influencing/guiding our decision-making: 
Narratives can aid decision-making by outlining 
issues and presenting a particular point of view or 
solution. Stories that depict climate change as a threat 
to humanity’s survival, for instance, can motivate 
individuals and decision-makers to take action.

 z Establishing cultural norms: Narratives can create 
cultural norms by repeating beliefs and ideals. For 
instance, stories emphasizing independence and hard 
work can reinforce this behavior so that it becomes a 
cultural norm. 

 z Mobilizing for social change: Narratives can 
organize social change movements by enticing group 
action and advancing a shared long-term objective. 
Story significantly affects how we perceive ourselves, 
others, and our environment. As a result, people 
may be inspired to act and support social change by 
reading or hearing stories that promote social justice 
and racial equity. 

We must strive to challenge and change dominant 
narratives by promoting social justice, healing, racial 
equity, and prosperity for all. “Narrative is one of our 
best instruments for shaping our worldview, influencing 
public opinion, and sparking social and societal change” 
(Hansen, 2020b). 

Examples of Successful Shifts 
in Narrative Change
Following are just five examples of movements that have 
brought about significant social and policy change in the 
United States (and beyond) by changing the narrative. 

 z Marriage equality: Over the past 10 years, activists 
have been successful in shifting much of the discourse 
regarding same-sex marriage from one of morality and 
tradition to one of equality, privacy, and civil rights. 
Legalization of same-sex marriage in many countries 
was a result of this narrative change. 

 z #MeToo movement: The #MeToo movement 
reframed the discussion surrounding sexual assault 
and harassment by emphasizing women’s equality, 
how widespread the problem is, and how important 
it is to believe and support survivors. By changing the 
narrative, many local and state governments, as well as 
the federal government, have been able to persuade 
people and change laws (i.e., Title IX) governing sexual 
harassment and assault.

 z Civil Rights Movement: The Civil Rights Movement 
of the 1960s was influential in garnering national 
public support in opposing the dominant narrative of 
White supremacy and segregation by promoting an 
alternative narrative of racial justice, equality, fair-
ness, and empathy. Public support helped to drive the 
enactment of federal policies that decreased discrim-
ination and segregation. 

 z Climate Change: Environmentalists have successfully 
shifted much of the narrative about environmental 
problems and climate change over the past few decades 
from passivity and inaction to urgency and action. With 
this shift in the narrative, the use of sustainable prac-
tices in environmental policy has increased.

 z Black Lives Matter: The Black Lives Matter move-
ment has changed how racism and police violence 
are perceived by highlighting the systemic nature of 
the problem, the importance of addressing structural 
inequalities, and insistence that systemic racism is part 
of the conversation in all areas of our lives. This narra-
tive shift has helped to mobilize support for police 
reform and raise awareness of racial inequity across 
much of the United States.
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Techniques for Implementing 
Narrative Transformation
Narrative transformation can be implemented using a 
variety of techniques, including these four: 

 z Creating and disseminating alternative narratives: 
Narrative change can be supported through fictional 
works, docudramas and documentaries, mass media 
(including digital channels), and marketing campaigns 
that highlight different points of view and experiences.

 z Creating groups and alliances: Working with individ-
uals and groups from different backgrounds is effec-
tive in expanding the reach of narrative change. By 
establishing coalitions and partnerships, social justice 
can be pursued with a united voice and common 
objectives, incorporating and amplifying unheard 
voices, encouraging healthy dialogue between diverse 
groups, and ensuring that diverse perspectives are 
represented in decision-making.

 z Interacting with the media: Media of all kinds signifi-
cantly impact public opinion and legislation. Therefore, 
interacting with media is an excellent way to bolster 
shifts in the narrative and actively contest dominant 
narratives throughout their platforms.

 z Using narrative to promote empathy and under-
standing: Telling stories can be a powerful tool for 
fostering empathy, perspective-taking, and under-
standing among individuals and groups with varied 
points of view. This can involve sharing personal 
experiences, creating forums to share insights, and 
supporting media presenting different perspectives 
and experiences. 

Groups and Organizations that 
Can Help Change the Narrative

 z Social movements: Social movements can be 
powerful drivers of positive narrative change and the 
creation of new societal norms by organizing large 
numbers of people around a common cause. Social 
movements can also fuel the changing of laws, passing 
new legislation, and backing like-minded candidates 
for local, state, and federal office.

 z Media Organizations: By presenting biased view-
points and false narratives as truth, a number of 
conservative media organizations are undermining 
narratives that promote social justice principles. To 
combat this tactic, other media organizations can 
prioritize diverse voices and perspectives and create 
new media channels that broadcast alternative, 
positive, and true narratives that reflect the voices of 
underrepresented groups and social organizations.

 z Institutions: Government agencies, corporations, and 
educational institutions can sway public opinion and 
promote change by supporting policies and legis-
lation that uphold social justice ideals. Government 
agencies can back laws and regulations that challenge 
the status quo and promote social justice ideals. 
Corporations, for instance, can promote diversity and 
inclusion through their culture, hiring practices, and 
marketing strategies. Educational institutions can do 
the same by including a range of perspectives and 
experiences in their curricula. 

These are just a few strategies that can be used in real-
world situations to promote narrative change. One must 
be deliberate, strategic, and persistent in challenging 
dominant narratives and replacing them with narratives 
that are authentic, compassionate, and persuasive. 
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3.
Social Media Prioritization  
of Dissemination of  
Narrative Change 

Traditional mass media has always been a powerful tool 
for communication and a driver of social change. However, 
social media can be vastly more powerful for both good and, 
unfortunately, strategically deceitful agendas. 

Social media is a subgroup of digital media, 
which in turn is a subdivision of mass media. The 
Oxford Learner’s Dictionary broadly defines mass 
media as “sources of information and news such 
as newspapers, magazines, radio, and televi-
sion, and the Internet [emphasis added] that 
reach and influence large numbers of people.”2 
Current thought divides mass media into digital 
media and traditional media. For our purposes, 
digital media will signify anything that uses the 
Internet for distribution, including social media. 
Traditional media will signify anything that oper-
ates on a schedule, including printed newspapers, 
magazines, books, radio, and television. 

There are several significant distinguishing 
elements between traditional media and 
social media: 

 z Social media supports two-way communication 
while traditional media does not. 

 z Social media can reach many more people 
than traditional media. 

 z Social media is used by billions of people 
to instantaneously share messages, mobile 
recordings, live streaming, and other media. 

 z Social media allows for and encourages 
user-generated content. 
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Social media is designed to reach massive 
amounts of people, hence it is considered a mass 
medium. Current statistics around social media 
are staggering. Highlights provided by Kepios, a 
digital data analysis firm, indicate that there are 
currently 4.76 billion users of social media around 
the world and an increase of 137 million users 
in the past year alone.3 According to Statista, 
another well-known data analysis organization, 
the number of U.S. social media users in 2022 
of 302 million almost reaches the number of 
Internet (digital) users of 307 million4 (Petrosyan, 
2023a, 2023c). Interestingly, it has only been 
since 2018 that the usage rate of digital mass 
media overcame the rate of traditional media 
(Petrosyan, 2023c). The Covid-19 pandemic 
undoubtedly accounted for a sharp increase in 
2020. Nonetheless, digital media usage is still 
increasing every year. As of 2023, users engage 
with digital media almost twice as much per day 
(8 hours, 20 minutes) as they do with traditional 
media (4 hours, 75 minutes) (Petrosyan, 2023c). 

In regard to the race demographics of users, the 
Pew Research Center reports that as of April 2021, 
69% of the White population in the United States 

said they used social media, compared with 77% 
of the Black population and 80% of the Hispanic 
population. Further, the research shows that the 
user percentages based on income are fairly equal 
across the board, with 69% of people earning 
less than $30K, 76% earning between $30K and 
$50K, 65% earning between $50K and 75K, and 
78% earning more than $75K. Interestingly, the 
percentages of users by level of education is also 
similar: 64% of people with only a high school 
degree using social media, compared with 76% of 
people with some college and 77% of people with 
a college degree (Pew Research Center, 2023). 

While consumption of each digital and social 
media channel also depends on specific demo-
graphics (discussed in more detail later in this 
report), these statistics underscore that social 
media, and all digital media, is the main draw of 
people’s attention today. Further, these numbers 
imply that social media is not going away anytime 
soon, if ever. Therefore, for disseminating the 
narrative change critical to sustaining social 
movements and creating social change, social 
media will continue to be priority channels in 
reaching people worldwide. 

Current statistics around social media are 
staggering. There are currently 4.76 billion users 
of social media around the world and an increase 
of 137 million users in the past year alone. 
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Brief History of Mass Media
To provide context for a better understanding of the 
power of mass media, it is important to look at a brief 
timeline of the history of modern mass media in the 
United States, including a few selected illustrative 
historical events in which mass media played a pivotal 
role, both positive and negative.5 

 z 1440: Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing 
press in Germany. This moment is widely considered 
the beginning of modern mass media. Printing was 
primarily a local enterprise during this period and 
was instrumental in the development of the daily 
newspaper.6 

 z 1690: The first newspaper, Publick Occurrences, was 
printed in the American colonies.

 z Early 1800s: William Koenig invented the steam-pow-
ered printing press, which allowed for the mass 
production of printed works and the ability to spread 
beyond local areas (Groom, 2021). 

 z 1827: The same year that New York State abolished 
slavery, the Black Press began with the publication 
of the first Black-owned and operated newspaper, 
Freedom’s Journal, born out of the rampant dispar-
agement of Blacks in the mainstream press. A group 
of African American New Yorkers, including John 
Russwurm and Samuel Cornish (editors), founded 
Freedom’s Journal.7

 z 1844: Inventor Samuel Morse, with funding from 
Congress, was the first to create a long-distance 
electric telegraph system, stringing a wire between 
Washington, D.C., and Baltimore, in hopes of wiring 
the entire United States. Around the same time, Morse 
also developed what became known as Morse Code, 
representing the alphabet and the decimal number 
system, for messages sent over this electric telegraph. 
His iconic and prescient first message sent through 
that first long-distance wire was, “What hath God 
wrought?.”8 While many believe that Morse was the 
inventor of the electric telegraph, in fact, a man named 
George Louis Lesage invented the first electric tele-
graph in 1775. However, it used multiple wires and was 
too unwieldy to have widespread use.9,10 

 � Civil War period (1861–1865). Newspapers and 
the electric telegraph were instrumental in getting 
information out quickly to the public. Notably, the 
messaging put out in the South and in the North 
differed markedly in tone and content, including 
papers in the South falsely reporting battle outcomes 
and casualty reports. It became clear that newspapers 
deeply affected public opinion.11

 � Reconstruction (1863–1877). Before emancipation, 
the southern slave states barred enslaved people from 
reading and banned the publications of any Black Press 
from being distributed in those states. However, after 
emancipation many more Black newspapers came into 
being due to the freed Black population clamoring 
for education, literacy, as well as the growth of Black 
communities.12 During Reconstruction, 16 African 
Americans were elected to the U.S. Congress and 
more than 600 held offices in state government, with 
hundreds more in local governments across the South. 
Reconstruction inspired the birth of the Fusion Party 
in North Carolina, which joined Republicans (the more 
progressive party at the time and the primary party of 
the Black population) and the Populist Party (predom-
inantly working-class White farmers). These develop-
ments culminated in the upward mobility of both Blacks 
and Whites, including African American government 
officials, and expansions in basic human rights, voting 
rights, education, and other opportunities, as well as a 
reduction in the wealth gap (Faulkner, 2016). 

 z The 1870s: Invention of the telephone (Bell) and 
phonograph (Edison).

 z 1877: The Compromise of 1877 is considered the 
end of Reconstruction. In order to get Southern 
Democrats to vote for him, then presidential 
candidate Rutherford B. Hayes made an (unholy) 
agreement with them that he would withdraw all 
federal troops from the South, thereby ending the 
protection of the rights of African Americans.13

 z 1894: Invention of radio. 
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 � Wilmington Massacre (1898). While the Compromise 
of 1877 was the official end of Reconstruction, 
Wilmington, North Carolina, was the largest city in that 
state and still had a thriving majority Black commu-
nity. North Carolina had 13 Black elected officials 
in its House of Representatives and sent four Black 
Republicans to the U.S. Congress between 1875 and 
1899. The Fusion Party had also caused the massive 
defeat of the Democratic Party in the state elections, 
including a Republican governor, meaning that the state 
was now led by a multiracial government of both Black 
and White working-class citizens with all working-class 
citizens’ power, influence, and wealth increasing.14 

 The Democratic Party strategically created a “White 
Supremacy Campaign” in order to persuade White farmers 
in the Fusion Party to vote with the Democrats for the 
purpose of taking over the next election (Faulkner, 2016). 
Wilmington was their primary target. The Democrats 
wrote and published a Democratic “Hand Book” to whip 
up White anger toward the Black population, explicitly 
promoting fears of being controlled by Black power and 
claiming that Blacks would take away their White women 
(Democratic Party (N.C.), State Executive Committee, 
1898). In short, the Democrats used the media as their key 
tool, including The News and Observer newspaper, at that 
time a White Democratic megaphone. With the knowledge 
that many White farmers were illiterate, the newspaper 
cleverly ran racist political cartoons throughout 1898, 
which emulated these two feared themes. 

 These themes also surfaced throughout the national 
media. Many believe that the final spark to work-
ing-class White anger was when Alex Manly, the owner 
of Wilmington’s African American newspaper, the Daily 
Record, wrote that “white women who had liaisons 
with black men did so voluntarily and enthusiastically” 
(Neuman, 2021).15 As a consequence, every seat that was 
up for election that year went to a White person. However, 
Black economic influence did not end, and several Black 
men remained in elected government seats. 

 As part of the White Supremacy Campaign, the Democratic 
Party also drafted a “White Declaration of Independence”16 
which gave “white men a large part of the employment 
heretofore given to negroes[.]” The White Declaration of 
Independence was printed daily in Democratic-controlled 
newspapers. White men descended on Wilmington, 
burned down the Daily Record building, and proceeded to 
massacre a multitude of Black citizens while thousands of 
others fled. They then ousted the democratically elected 
local government. Democrats printed more cartoons 
in their newspapers depicting the White Democrats as 
victorious and the Blacks as the instigators. Jim Crow laws, 
already spreading throughout other Southern states, and 
requiring segregation and onerous voting restrictions that 
prevented Blacks from voting and being in office, became 
the rule of law in North Carolina. It would be 90 years 
before another Black Congress member was elected.17 

 z Early 1900s–2000s: Known as the Golden Age of 
Television, Radio, and Cinema.

 z 1923: First news magazine – TIME – printed.

 z 1943: First mainframe computer is invented.

 z 1950: First time black and white television is 
mass distributed. 

 z 1960: FM radio becomes popular. 

 � Voting Rights Act of 1965. The murder of Jimmie Lee 
Jackson in Marion, Alabama, on February 26, 1965, by 
White state troopers prompted Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr., John Lewis, and other civil rights leaders to call for 
a voting rights march from Selma to Montgomery on 
March 7, 1965, an event that would become known as 
Bloody Sunday. On that day, state troopers unleashed 
tear gas and violently attacked peaceful protesters. 
Television cameras caught the attack, which major 
networks broadcast on the news across the country. 
For the first time, nearly 50 million Americans saw the 
atrocities with their own eyes. Outraged, thousands of 
Americans from all backgrounds traveled to Alabama in 
support of African Americans and joined them on March 
21, 1965, for the second Voting Rights March of 1965, 
also from Selma to Montgomery. With the shift of public 
opinion and huge pressure from around the country, 
Congress passed the Voting Rights Act later that year, 
protecting every U.S. citizen’s right to vote without 
oppression. President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Act 
on August 6, 1965 (Lowery, 2015). 

 z 1969: Internet prototype (ARPANET – Advanced 
Research Projects Agency Network) developed by the 
U.S. Department of Defense (Jennings, 2021).

 z 1971: Ray Tomlinson invents electronic mail (e-mail) 
for ARPANET (2021).

 z 1973: First cellular phone call made by mobile phone 
inventor and Motorola engineer, Martin Cooper.

 z 1975: First machine called a personal computer is 
developed by Ed Roberts. 

 z 1983: Cell phones are put on sale to the public for the 
first time.

 z 1990: World Wide Web invented by Sir Timothy 
Berners-Lee (Mass Media in the United States, 2023; 
NIMCJ, 2019).

 z 1992: Text messaging invented (Lemzy, n.d.).
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First Social Media Sites – Key Dates18 

 z 1997: Social media begins with the launch of Bolt and 
Six Degrees, the first social networking sites. 

 z 1998: Friendster, for online dating, launches  
(founder: Jonathan Abrams).

 z 2003: Launch of LinkedIn (business networking) 
and Myspace (friend network). In 2013, Myspace 
rebranded to become a music social network.

 z 2003: Facebook launches (founder: Mark Zuckerberg).

 z 2005: Reddit (founders: Alexis Ohanian and Steve 
Huffman) and YouTube (Founders: Steve Chen et al.) 
launch (Hosch, 2023).

 z 2006: Twitter launches (Founders: Jack Dorsey, et al) 

 � November 4, 2008 – Barack Obama made history as 
the first African American elected President of the 
United States. Obama has been called the “Social Media 
President.” He was the first occupant of the White House 
to use the relatively new social media channels to get his 
messaging out to millions. His campaign’s catchphrases 
in the 2008 campaign—“Change We Can Believe In” and 

“Hope” (Blake, 2012)— became widely popular across the 
country, largely through these social channels, including 
text messaging, e-mails, social networks, and online video. 
His social channel reach was staggering compared to his 
competition. Obama’s numbers during his first campaign 
as compared to those of his opponent, John McCain: 

 — Obama’s website traffic was twice the size of 
McCain’s, with 8.5 million monthly visitors on 
MyBarackObama.com and 400 thousand blog posts 
on 2 million profiles. Obama also had thousands 
of volunteer groups with their own sites and 
70 thousand fundraising hubs. 

 — Obama had 5x more Facebook friends than McCain. 
In addition, he had 5 million friends on 15 social 
networking sites.

 — Obama had 4x more YouTube viewers than 
McCain, with 2 thousand official YouTube videos 
that users watched more than 80 million times 
plus 442 thousand user-generated videos on the 
YouTube platform. (The Social Pulpit, 2009)

 Obama also had 13 million people on his e-mail list and 
3 million on his text messaging list (The Social Pulpit, 
2009: Barack Obama’s Social Media Toolkit, 2009)

 � Donald Trump and Twitter. During his 2016 campaign 
for the White House and throughout his presidency, 
Donald Trump used social media, specifically Twitter, in 
ways never before seen. During his presidency, Trump 
tweeted more than 25 thousand times, averaging 18 times 
per day (Vazquez, 2020). Moreover, President Trump 
increased his use of Twitter every year he was in office. For 
example, he tweeted and retweeted 1,415 times in October 
2020 alone. In addition, as per the Washington Post’s Fact 
Checker team analysis from January 2021, Trump made 
more than 30.5 thousand false or misleading claims over 
the span of his presidency, and the pace of those false-
hoods increased dramatically over time, with 10 thousand 
false and misleading claims made during his last five 
months in office alone (Kessler et al., 2021). 

 To different degrees, we have all experienced the conse-
quences of the former President Trump’s capricious 
authoritarian policies and his unchecked use of Twitter 
as his megaphone to unleash quick emotional outbursts 
(Fuchs, 2018). Trump used Twitter to spread conspiracy 
theories, to promote disproven and unfounded state-
ments about Covid-19 (which he put out as facts), to 
undercut anyone who angered him, to praise anyone who 
praised him (including authoritarian leaders of nations 
hostile to the United States), to whip his supporters 
into a frenzy, and more. All of this culminated in the 
January 6, 2021, insurrection and attempted coup of the 
U.S. Congress, intended to disrupt not only the peaceful 
transfer of power but also U.S. democracy, imperfect as 
it is. Trump was suspended from Twitter on January 8, 
2021, with a tweet from Twitter Safety, stating “After close 
review of recent Tweets from the @realDonaldTrump 
account and the context around them we have perma-
nently suspended the account due to the risk of further 
incitement of violence” (Donald Trump and Twitter, 2023). 
Until that day, he had more than 88 million followers 
who retweeted his tweets many times over to their own 
followers (Conger & Isaac, 2021) 
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Much research has been conducted and written 
about the effectiveness of both negative and 
positive emotional sharing through social media. 
The research shows that emotional sharing by our 
friends influences us greatly and therefore can 
drive social movements and change the course of 
historical events (Mayor & Bietti, 2021; Kim et al., 
2022; Brady et al., 2017). There is also a sense that 
social media is a purveyor of classical liberalism in 
that it allows for the working-class person’s voice 
to be heard and empowered, forcing transparency 
in the government and by people with power. 
Classical liberalism’s idea of individual freedom 
and limited government, however, can also be 
used in the negative as a hallmark of conservative, 
nationalistic beliefs and policies (Carter, 2018). As 
a result, social media has become a hodgepodge of 
many different opinions, facts, “alternative facts,” 
and realities. Further, social media is a capitalistic 
business. While constructed to allow for many 
voices, social media is also driven by profit-driven 
algorithms that decide what stories are told, how 
they are told, which groups are portrayed empa-
thetically, and which are not. 

As a consequence, history itself can be corrupted. 
There is a more profound and significant ongoing 
discussion about the prioritization of social 
media as primary sources for historians and the 
consequences thereof (Hamilton, 2014). In the 
past, mass media has undoubtedly influenced our 
memory of historical facts and continues to do so. 
Now, using social media as a primary source, with 
its “patchwork account of reality,” a historian’s 
ability to determine what is “reality” is quite 
problematic (Kalia, 2022). While we can only touch 
upon this critical area of discussion and research in 
this report, it is essential to be aware of the issues. 

Many tools exist that can help in determining 
whether or not information being spread 
is truthful. The nonprofit, nonpartisan, and 
international RAND Corporation, whose mission 
is “To help improve policy and decision-
making through research and analysis,”19 is a 
terrific central resource with a comprehensive 
database of tools currently available (and more 
in development) that can help target online 
disinformation, particularly in social media. 

Narrative Change via 
Social Media: Pros
There have been a number of positive social 
change events driven by social media in the last 
couple of decades. Most of these social change 
events have used #hashtag activism to advo-
cate for various causes by connecting people. 
Hashtags are a form of metadata tags that have 
been used since 1988, starting with the instant 
messaging platform “Internet Relay Chat,” for 
sorting messages, images, and content (e.g., 
videos) into groups (MacArthur, 2021). It was not 
until 2007 that a blogger, Stowe Boyd,20 first used 
the word “hashtag.” Then, in 2009, Twitter made 
this word part of the vernacular when it officially 
implemented the hashtag in its programming, so 
that anything beginning with a hashtag is hyper-
linked to allow people or businesses to connect 
by group interests, causes, or merely as a tool 
to connect with family and friends. Twitter has a 
section on its homepage called “Trending Topics” 
promoting the most popular hashtags which, in 
turn, garners interest among other users to also 
use those hashtags (MacArthur, 2021). 

Twitter is not the only platform on which #hashtag 
activism is used. Many others, including Google, 
Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, TikTok, and 
Pinterest, as well as blogs, have used hashtags 
to spread messaging and information. These 
platforms also have social search engines that find 
words or word phrases – “key words” – to find 
related content. By way of illustration, the following 
are summaries of several examples of social 
movements and social change events driven by 
#hashtag activism and social search engines.21 

 z #ArabSpring (December 2010–May 2014): 
The Arab Spring, also known by the name Arab 
Revolution, was a social movement brought 
on by economic oppression. This movement 
occurred in a number of Middle Eastern and 
Northern African countries whose people, 
primarily young men, used both nonviolent 
and violent protests against authoritarian 
governments in favor of more democratic 
forms of government in which citizens would 
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have more representation. The protests had 
varying results, including rulers being ejected 
from some countries (e.g., Tunisia, Egypt).22,23 
Unfortunately, the Arab Spring movement 
did not result in lasting change. Tunisia was 
the only country that established a long-
term democracy, and it, too, fell back into a 
dictatorship in the last couple of years with its 
Parliament being suspended and President Kais 
Saied taking power (Yerkes & Alhomoud, 2022). 

Social media platforms were used as primary 
tools to spread information within and between 
countries and to facilitate the organization of 
protests. #ArabSpring was not the only popular 
hashtag used. For example, each country had 
its own such as #Tunisia and #Egypt. #Jan25 
was used as a call for action in Egypt. “Arab 
Spring” and “Arab Revolution” was used in 
social search engines for the same purposes.24 

 z #OccupyWallStreet (September– 
November 2011): This movement was started 
in New York City to emulate the methods 
of the Arab Spring and, as a reaction to the 
2007–2008 financial crisis and the subse-
quent Great Recession, it began as a protest 
against economic inequality in New York City. 
Its tagline was, “We are the 99 percent.”25 The 
founders of the Occupy Wall Street protest 
were Kalle Lasn, the founder of the magazine 
Adbusters,26 and Micah White, the magazine’s 
senior editor (Volle, 2022). They registered 
OccupyWallStreet.org first and then announced 
September 17th as the protest date by using an 
email blast, which was then spread on Twitter, 
Reddit, and many other platforms. An esti-
mated 1,000 people showed up for the initial 
demonstration. For 58 days, a few hundred 
people camped out in Zuccotti Park in lower 
Manhattan. The movement spread to other 
countries, including Occupy London (Volle, 
2022). Many feel that the reason the Occupy 
Wall Street movement came to an end is that 
the participants did not have concrete goals 
past the first organized protest. Others believe 
that the protest signaled the beginning of a new 
focus on wealth disparity.

 z #BlackLivesMatter (July 2013): The Black 
Lives Matter (BLM) movement was created 
in 2013 in response to the acquittal of the 
murderer of Trayvon Martin (murdered on 
February 26, 2012) in order to affirm the 
significant value of Black lives. BLM gained 
momentum after the murder of George Floyd 
in May 2020 and the many other Black lives 
that have been destroyed through blatant 
instances of injustice over the last decades. 
BLM used and still uses social media to 
organize productive protests, raise critical 
awareness of police brutality and racial injustice, 
and amplify the voices of Black activists and 
their allies. Social media platforms such as 
Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok have 
been instrumental in its national organization 
and in the spread of the BLM movement. The 
use of hashtags such as #BlackLivesMatter, 
#IamTrayvonMartin, #JusticeForGeorgeFloyd, 
and #SayTheirNames have helped and 
continue to help bring attention to the issues 
of police brutality and systemic racism and 
to connect people across the globe who are 
concerned about these issues. Activists and 
supporters of the movement share videos 
and images of protests, police brutality, and 
other forms of injustice, helping to shine a 
light on the experiences of Black people and 
other marginalized communities. Social media 
has also allowed people to share information 
about petitions, fundraisers, and other ways to 
support the movement and promote positive 
social change. In addition to raising awareness 
and organizing protests, social media has been 
used to hold individuals and organizations 
accountable for their actions (or lack of action) 
regarding issues of racial injustice. Companies 
have been called out for their lack of diversity 
and pressured to take action to address these 
issues. On the other hand, companies that have 
been taking action have been acknowledged 
and supported. There is no question that social 
media’s role in the BLM movement has been 
essential to its growth and success. 
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 z #LikeaGirl (June 2014): The #LikeAGirl 
campaign was created by the brand Always™, 
a global leader in feminine products, to send 
a message that “words matter” to girls’ confi-
dence levels and that girls and women need to 
continue to fight against “societal limitations 
that stand in their way.”27 Always originally 
aired a 60-second video during Super Bowl 
XLIX; millions saw it and continued sharing it 
across social media channels to more than 1.5 
million people. As of March 2015, the video 
was viewed more than 85 million times across 
150 countries. In addition, Always released 
another video leading up to International 
Women’s Day in March 2015 to help continue 
the movement’s visibility.28 #LikeAGirl is still 
promoted by Always today, followed by similarly 
themed campaigns such as #EndPeriodPoverty 
and #KeepHerPlaying, neither of which has 
achieved the global awareness that #LikeAGirl 
has achieved. The catchphrase caught the 
attention of multitudes because it translated 
into girl power. 

 z #icebucketchallenge (July–August 2014): 
There are varying stories of the origins of 
the #icebucketchallenge, which became an 
enormous fundraiser for the rare neurological 
disease, Lou Gehrig’s Disease or amyotrophic 
lateral sclerosis (ALS). Although some people 
believe that the challenge began on social 
media channels before it was associated with 
ALS, it is widely known that pro golfer Chris 
Kennedy posted a video of himself dumping 
a bucket of ice on his head in honor of his 
cousin’s husband who had ALS. He challenged 
his social network to do the same. His cousin 
took it up from there, and another ALS patient, 
Pat Quinn, a connection in her network, came 
across the video and continued the challenge. 
Finally, Pete Frates, a friend of Quinn’s and a 
young ALS patient and former Boston College 
athlete, posted his own video that went viral 
in the athlete community. From the athlete 
community, the challenge got the attention 
of celebrities and regular people across 
the nation and the world. ALS states that 
the “Challenge generated 17 million social 
media posts and raised over $200 million 
worldwide.”29 Since then, there have been 

more fundraisers based on the #icebucketch-
allenge, including one that helped pay Frates’ 
medical bills after he passed away at age 35 in 
December 2019 (Skerrett, 2019).

 z #LoveWins (June 2015): On June 26, 2015, 
the Supreme Court ruled that same-sex 
marriage was legal. Before that moment, 
the hashtag #LoveWins had already existed, 
along with #marriageequality and others. The 
Human Rights Campaign (HRC) promoted 
#LoveWins on social media in anticipation 
of the Supreme Court decision, and its 
online campaign garnered more than 97 
million impressions on Facebook (Social 
Media as Activism and Social Justice, 2020). 
President Obama used #LoveWins in his 
first tweet after the High Court’s decision at 
10:10 that morning. #LoveWins became the 
most used hashtag, with 6.2 million tweets 
in 6 hours (Gonzalez, 2016). Twitter then 
embedded #Pride into a rainbow heart icon 
when anyone tweeted #LoveWins (Bonazza, 
2015). #LoveWins continues to be used along 
with #Pride and #LoveIsLove. Influencers 
have helped keep engagement flowing with 
the #LoveWins hashtag. For instance, in 
September 2016, Pattie Mallette, Justin 
Bieber’s mother, tweeted out #LoveWins 
to support the LGBTQ+ community to her 
3 million followers, which then caught on 
and reached 5 million people over four days 
(Gonzalez, 2016). 

 z #WorthSaying (January 2016): The 
#WorthSaying movement was a social media 
campaign that aimed to encourage women to 
amplify their achievements and accomplish-
ments publicly. The movement was propelled 
by beauty conglomerate L’Oréal when they 
launched their campaign with a commercial 
featuring the hashtag during the Golden 
Globes. It was designed to challenge gender 
stereotypes, promote greater gender equality, 
and empower women to speak up. This 
movement highlighted how women’s voices 
are often marginalized or silenced in public 
spaces. Women from all walks of life used 
Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and others to 
share their stories and accomplishments 
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using the hashtag. #WorthSaying helped to 
create a sense of community among women, 
providing a space for them to connect and 
share their experiences. In addition, this 
movement demonstrated the potential 
of social media to empower marginalized 
communities and challenge social norms 
and stereotypes.

 z #TakeAKnee (August 2016): Colin 
Kaepernick, a quarterback for the San 
Francisco 49ers, refused to stand during 
the national anthem on August 26, 2016, 
to protest police violence against Black 
Americans. Instead of standing, he took a 
knee throughout the anthem. This began 
the U.S. National Anthem Protest and the 
#hashtag activism of #TakeAKnee. Many 
athletes joined him in this ongoing protest, 
including Megan Rapinoe of Women’s 
National Soccer, who knelt on September 
9, 2016, and the entire Dallas Cowboys 
team, who knelt on September 25, 2017.30 
In response, then President Trump declared 
such kneeling unpatriotic and demanded that 
NFL owners fire team players who kneeled. 
Many celebrities and athletic teams and 
players of all races joined Kaepernick in the 
protest, posting the hashtag #TakeAKnee, 
and their followers continued to share. 
Trump’s derogatory tweets actually helped 
bolster the initial surge in the movement. In 
the first three days, 3.8 million tweets carried 
the hashtag. With no NFL team willing to sign 
Kaepernick since the #TakeAKnee movement 
started, Kaepernick has dedicated his life to 
activism. Nike, fortunately, has continued to 
be a strong supporter of Kaepernick and his 
message to this day (Kubitza, 2022). 

 z #MeToo (October 2017): A social movement 
against sexual harassment and abuse, the 
hashtag #MeToo began in 2006 by Tarana 
Burke, a sexual harassment survivor who also 
founded the organization me too (Get To 

Know Us, 2020). However, it was not until 
2017, with the raising of sexual abuse allega-
tions (and subsequent convictions) against 
Harvey Weinstein, that the hashtag went viral. 
On October 15, 2017, Alyssa Milano tweeted,  

“If you’ve been sexually harassed or assaulted 
write ‘me too’ as a reply to this tweet.” By the 
end of the day, #MeToo was used 200,000 
times, and it has grown from there (Razo, n.d.). 

 z #NeverAgain (February 2018): The hashtag 
activism against gun violence and for gun 
control, #NeverAgain, emerged in response 
to the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 
School shooting, in which one person killed 
17 students and teachers, in Parkland, Florida, 
on February 14, 2018. #NeverAgain was a 
youth-led movement begun by Parkland 
student survivors. Cameron Kasky, one of the 
survivors, first posted the hashtag three days 
after the shootings, when they and some of 
their friends decided they had to do some-
thing to stop the violence (#NeverAgain MSD, 
2019). They organized a national demonstra-
tion, March for Our Lives, and included many 
other young people of all backgrounds from 
cities around the country inundated with 
gun violence and deaths. This gun control 
movement went viral, seeded by the student 
survivors’ tweets and posts. The group also 
met with their Congressional representatives 
with specific requests for legislation, and 
Oprah Winfrey promoted them and the move-
ment as well. A Florida gun control bill passed 
in March 2018 that raised the legal age of 
purchasing a gun from 18 to 21, created a 3 
day wait period, banned bump stocks, funded 
school security including allowing school 
personnel to be armed, and expanded mental 
health services and regulations. Twenty other 
states have also passed similar “red flag” 
laws.31 The Facebook page for March for Our 
Lives32 is still active, and David Hogg, one 
of the student survivors and organizers, has 
continued to be an activist to this day. 
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Narrative Change via 
Social Media: Cons
Perhaps this section should have the title, The Evil 
Perpetrated by Social Media. In truth, the concept 
of social media evil is legitimate. However, we left 
the words “Narrative Change” in the title because, 
on their own, the words do not imply a positive 
or negative. In this case, the words “narrative 
change” can connote a negative narrative that 
results from the spread of propaganda, disinfor-
mation, misinformation, and conspiracy theo-
ries. The overarching “negative cause” that we 
continue to highlight throughout this report and 
work to subvert, is the systemic goal of solidifying 
the false belief in a hierarchy of human value.

Propaganda

The term “propaganda” has developed over time 
from a relatively benign word stemming from a 
religious context when in 1622, Pope Gregory 
XV created the Congregatio de propaganda 
fide (“Congregation for Propagating the faith”), 
which was an organization meant to promote 
and implement Catholic missionary work.33 From 
there, the use of the word developed to cover the 
spreading of information, ideas, and stories (e.g., 
a narrative) that would help or damage some 
kind of cause. It was not until the 19th century 
that it came to have a primarily negative conno-
tation regarding the kind of information spread, 

“often false or exaggerated,” to promote a “cause, 
political leader, a government, etc.” 

Propaganda, as it is understood today, is not a 
new phenomenon. We have already referred to 
several examples of the use of mass media to 
spread propaganda earlier in this report. Edward 
Herman and Noam Chomsky, in their seminal 
book, Manufacturing Consent: The Political 
Economy of Mass Media (Herman & Chomsky, 
2002) show through comprehensive analysis 
that media supports and propagandizes the 

economic, social, and political agendas of the 
privileged groups that dominate our society over 
and above the search for truth and the defenders 
of justice. Herman and Chomsky begin with 
the fundamental understanding that mass 
media is controlled by large corporations run by 
individuals who are in the top 1% of the wealth 
distribution. The wealthy’s two priorities are to 
focus on their own agendas and be as profitable 
as possible. As a result, any news reported is 
biased. One of the numerous examples used in 
the analysis is how the Watergate scandal was 
reported in the early 1970s. News organizations 
focused on the Nixon administration’s break-in 
of the Democratic National Committee head-
quarters in Washington, D.C. However, there was 
no coverage of the fact that government agen-
cies also illegally spied on the Socialist Workers 
Party during that time. The authors conclude that 
the small Socialist Workers Party did not matter 
to the powers that be because their agenda was 
only to highlight the harm to the Democratic 
Party (Herman & Chomsky, 2002). A highly 
visible and current example of Herman and 
Chomsky’s theory in practice is what has come 
to light in the Dominion Voter Systems lawsuit 
(2023) against Fox News. Uncovering a myriad 
of emails and texts as well as live testimony, it 
has become clear that the Murdoch family (the 
owners of Fox) and a number of the news chan-
nel’s opinion star hosts knowingly and contin-
uously lied on the air, promoted disinformation, 
and continue to do so, in order to, (a) endorse 
hardline conservative political and social policy 
by promulgating distrust in government and 
demonizing moderate and progressive policies; 
and (b) keep their viewers happy, ratings up, 
advertisers pleased, and profits increasing. Lying 
and perpetuating alternative “facts” and reali-
ties has not only been extraordinarily damaging 
to our democracy and created entrenched divi-
sions but has also increased these owners’ and 
stars’ personal wealth and power substantially. 

And then there is the use of social channels to 
amplify all of these lies and fabrications…
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Disinformation and Misinformation

Two terrifying books, Richard Stengel’s 
Information Wars: How We Lost the Global Battle 
Against Disinformation (Stengel, 2019), and Nina 
Jankowicz’s How to Lose the Information War: 
Fake News, and the Future of Conflict (Jankowicz, 
2020), delve into the ease with which social 
media can spread propaganda, disinformation, 
and misinformation. They also detail how foreign 
actors (e.g., Russia) have been and continue to 
be brilliant at taking advantage of social channels 
to sow division and distrust in government to 
destabilize the United States and other countries. 
Further, according to Stengel, there are many 
more domestic disinformation influencers than 
foreign ones in the United States that are inflicting 
damage with catastrophic consequences, both 
actual and potential (Stengel, 2019). 

Richard Stengel is a former Under Secretary of 
State for Public Democracy and Public Affairs 
under the Obama Administration and before that 
the editor of Time. In Information Wars he defines 
terms to ensure that we are all speaking the same 
language. He defines disinformation as false 
and misleading information deliberately spread 
to deceive people, and misinformation as false 
information that is not created deliberately but 
by mistake. Stengel defines propaganda as true 
or false information spread to garner “support 
for a political view or ideology.” In his own words, 
Stengel believes that “Propaganda is a misde-
meanor. Disinformation is a felony.” 

Social media has been championed as a platform 
for freedom of speech for everyday people—the 
working class—and in many ways that is what it is. 
A great example is when brutal police encounters 
are captured on video by civilians with cell phones 
and posted for all to see. However, in the realm of 
social media, each individual is an author and a 
publisher, and posts are not fact-checked, so they 
may become fertile beds for both disinformation 
and propaganda and go viral, reaching millions 
of people. The more sensational and emotionally 

triggering the disinformation, the more views 
and shares it gets, and the more the social media 
platforms lift those posts up for greater visibility. 
Social media’s advertising profit margins depend 
on the number of clicks posts get. Established 
facts come up for debate and false statements 
are stated as truth, perpetuated among millions 
via social media networks. Nefarious actors, 
whether they be domestic or foreign, love when 
people fight over “facts,” as this enables them 
to circulate the belief that there is an elitist 
conspiracy, that education is only for the elites, 
which morphs into distrust of government, which 
in turn becomes a belief that the educated think 
they are better than everyone else and, therefore, 
should not be trusted, which then turns into an 
attitude that science cannot be believed, and on 
and on until everyone is fighting with each other. 
A divided citizenry can be outmaneuvered, taken 
down, and made ripe for despots and authori-
tarian policy-making (Stengel, 2019). 

Trolls, Bots, and Botnets

We have all heard about trolls and bots, so it is 
crucial to understand what they are. First, trolls 
are different from bots and botnets. A troll is an 
online account run by a human who writes posts, 
comments on, reacts to, and replies to actual 
users’ posts to create divisions or conflict or to 
be inflammatory to a person or persons (Barojan, 
n.d.). These human manipulators aim to be 
destructive by creating emotional responses from 
others and to distract from legitimate discussions. 
A bot is a social media account that is automated 
and run by an algorithm that can detect and 
amplify particular hashtags, topics, and users. 
Botnets are networks of bots that an individual or 
group manages for greater amplification in hopes 
of furthering the spread of disinformation and 
propaganda and triggering “trending” platform 
algorithms, which will give them even more expo-
sure. Trolls can use bots and botnets to amplify 
their messages. (Barojan, n.d.) 
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Nina Jankowicz is a renowned researcher of 
the intersections of democracy and technology, 
focusing on Central and Eastern Europe.34 She 
has been voicing and writing warnings about the 
Russian disinformation campaigns for years. Her 
in-depth research on Russia’s Internet Research 
Agency (IRA), infamous for its malignant troll 
farming, shows how strategic and insidious 
the trolling is and has been, identifying and 
exploiting kernels of truth such as the public’s 
real fears, sentiments, and despair, not only 
in the United States (as has also been written 
about in detail in Robert Mueller’s Special 
Counsel report, On the Investigation Into Russian 
Interference in the 2016 Presidential Election 
[OSC Robert Mueller, 2019]) but in a number of 
other countries, including Ukraine, with the goal 
of “fomenting large-scale distrust in government 
and democracy” (Jankowicz, 2020). For years 
before the 2016 election, the IRT had worked 
to create like-minded communities online with 
trolls and bots, and also infiltrated the United 
States with IRT human operatives to form physical 
communities. This sophisticated propaganda and 
disinformation machine meant that not only was 
malfeasant information being spread by “fake” 
websites, accounts, and human bad actors, but 
this disinformation was then shared with multi-
tudes by many unsuspecting U.S. citizens. Even 
though some of these operatives were recently 
identified, indicted, and convicted, and the major 
social media sites have put in place stricter over-
sight to remove such fake accounts—a response 
that Jankowicz calls “playing Whack-a-Troll”—the 
Russians and other nefarious affiliated groups 
in the United States keep adjusting by creating 
new accounts and using other platforms with less 
oversight (Jankowicz, 2020).

As recently as March 6, 2023, David Klepper, a 
reporter for Associated Press, reported on the 
discovery by Cyabra, an Israeli tech firm, of 
hundreds of thousands of bots and botnets that 
have been created in support of Donald Trump 
and attacking Ron DeSantis and Nikki Haley, both 
of whom will most likely run for President in 2024 
(Klepper, 2023). Bad actors continue to get better 
at avoiding any oversight that the social platforms 
put into effect by creating “cyborg accounts” 
that occasionally have real people running bot 

accounts, making a pattern harder to discover. 
Another work-around that bad actors employ is 
to use artificial intelligence (AI) to create lifelike 
profiles and communications (Klepper, 2023). AI 
and its subsets will be discussed further, later in 
this report. 

Efforts and Suggestions to Mitigate 
Disinformation and Propaganda

In April 2022, the Biden Administration tried to 
stem disinformation by creating a Disinformation 
Governance Board under the Department of 
Homeland Security with Nina Jankowicz at the 
helm. Ironically, there was an immediate outcry 
from Republicans and conservative outlets that 
the U.S. government would be the sole arbiter 
of the truth – a claim that was itself disinforma-
tion, since the goals of this Board were clearly 
described. Unfortunately, due to these relentless 
attacks, the Disinformation Governance Board 
was paused a mere three weeks after it was 
started, and it was completely shut down in 
August 2022 (Myers & Sullivan, 2022; Lorenz, 
2022). As of the writing of this report, the House 
Judiciary chairman, Jim Jordan, a far-right 
Republican, has subpoenaed Nina Jankowicz 
to be deposed in April 2023, tied to so-called 
investigations into an alleged “weaponization” of 
federal agencies (House, 2023). 

Richard Stengel suggests potential fixes that 
could work together to stem the proliferation 
of disinformation (Stengel, 2019, pp. 307-321), 
which we summarize here: 

 z Remove Section 230 of the Communications 
Decency Act of 1996, which states that “online 
platforms and their users are not considered 
publishers.” This section allows digital plat-
forms to make billions of dollars off of free 
content provided by all of us. It also gives 
digital platforms immunity from any false or 
defamatory content. News organizations are 
not immune to being sued for defamation, 
hence the Dominion vs. Fox News lawsuit. 
Removing Section 230 would make online 
platforms responsible for the platform content, 
whether they create it or not.
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 z Create an online-privacy bill of rights that 
requires platforms to “obtain consent from 
users to share or sell their information[.]” In 
addition, platforms would need to alert people 
when a “third party uses their private informa-
tion for online election advertising.” 

 z Require platforms to explain how their algo-
rithms work (see following section) in regard 
to relevance and importance, so users can use 
search engines intelligently. Work on estab-
lishing ratings systems has been ongoing to 
alert users if the information they are seeing 
or hearing is trustworthy. The Trust Project35 is 
one such organization doing this work. 

 z Stengel believes that AI and machine learning 
(ML) have great potential for identifying and 
deleting disinformation. However, he also 
understands that the “bad guys” can also use 
AI and ML by identifying target audiences and 
manipulating the AI and ML systems to exploit 
dangerous agendas. 

 z Teach media literacy and civic literacy. 
Educators have known for decades that this 
is an unmet need. The ultra-conservatives 
have been strategically and systematically 
destroying public school education for 
decades. Uneducated people are more 
easily manipulated. 

 z Let users know who has paid for online adver-
tising. Since digital revenue outpaced television 
revenue in 2018, advertising leads the way. 
Online platforms make it easy for advertisers to 
target particular audiences by demographics, 
geography, party affiliations, economic back-
ground, and other categories. Nefarious actors 
take advantage of that feature.

 z Suggest that news organizations eliminate 
paywalls online. Internet users want to 
get their information for free, so they read 
trustworthy news sources far less often than 
disinformation (Stengel, 2019).

Algorithmic Racism, Bias, and 
Discrimination

Briefly, an algorithm, or more specifically, a 
computer algorithm, is a set of step-by-step 
instructions or rules designed by a person or 
persons to solve a specific problem or accomplish 
a specific task quickly. For instance, an algorithm 
can logically and mathematically analyze data 
to group keywords such as age ranges, type 
of religion, gender, race, and other categories. 
Algorithms are the foundation of the way all 
modern digital technology functions. 

The challenging issues that arise stem from who 
is doing the designing. As of 2021, according to 
research compiled by Zippia, a career-focused 
organization, employment demographics for 
women and people of color in the computer 
science field are quite dismal, with only 21% 
female, 4% Black or African American, 7% 
Hispanic or Latino, 0.5% American Indian 
or Alaska Native, and 19% Asian (the largest 
non-White percentage). In addition, 64% of 
computer science related jobs are held by White 
people.36 We live in a society in which there is 
systemic racism. Therefore, not only are data 
biased (Milner & Traub, 2021; Raji, 2021) but the 
algorithms designed to analyze those data reflect 
the biases of the individual or group designing 
them. There needs to be an awareness of the 
potential of bias, and deliberate choices must 
be made to overcome both the biases in data 
and in the algorithmic design. Public Citizen,37 
a nonprofit consumer advocacy organization, 
developed a report entitled, Racism In, Racism 
Out: A Primer on Algorithmic Racism (Chung, 
2021), which is a good analysis of how and why 
algorithms are worsening racism, bias, and 
discrimination. A few of the effects of algorithmic 
racism on Black and Brown communities are (a) 
patients being denied life-saving care by medical 
professionals and health insurers due to Black 
patients being assigned much higher risk scores; 
(b) harsher sentencing in the criminal justice 
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system, again due to the assigning of higher risk 
scores to people of color; (c) credit scores for 
people of color being lower and therefore auto 
insurance and mortgages being more expensive; 
and (d) students of color getting assigned worse 
grades than other students and screened out of 
better schools (Chung, 2021).

Social media platforms also have discrimina-
tory algorithms. There has been a significant 
amount of controversy regarding Facebook’s 
and Instagram’s algorithms. Besides reflecting 
programmers’ biases, intentionally or not Meta 
(Facebook’s and Instagram’s parent company) is 
confusing treating groups equally with treating 
them equitably. Regarding screening for hate 
speech, Meta’s own research has shown that in 
2019 there was a disproportionate share of hate 
speech targeted to four minority groups: Blacks, 
Muslims, Jews, and the LGBTQ+ community. 

Nevertheless, 90% of the hate speech identified 
as hate speech and taken down by Facebook’s 
algorithms was directed at White people and men 
(Dwoskin et al., 2021). 

Another recent example of spreading discrimina-
tion by social media was brought to light recently 
with the controversy surrounding popular YouTube 
megastar MrBeast regarding systemic ableism 
(Donaldson, n.d.). MrBeast posted a video showing 
1,000 people being “cured” of their blindness. The 
video has been viewed over 124 million times as of 
February 2023. Using the word “cured” reinforces 
the false belief that those with disabilities are “less 
than” those who do not have them. 

Algorithmic bias continues the false belief of a 
hierarchy of human value. Therefore, we must do 
everything possible to overcome existing bias 
with positive narrative change.
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4.
Other Digital/ 
Mass Media Platforms

Search Engines38

A search engine is a computer software program 
that allows users to find information online 
by typing in keywords and phrases related to 
the user’s query. Search engines use complex 
algorithms and indexing systems to quickly find 
and sort relevant information from millions of 
websites on the Internet. They can provide lists of 
websites, news, images, videos, and other content 
that match search terms. Search engine algo-
rithms go through the following three processes:

 z Crawling: Crawlers, also known as spiders, 
bots, or automatic programs, are used by 
search engine algorithms to scan the web and 
gather data about web pages (URLs). Crawlers 
begin at a few websites, track links to others, 
and assemble a significant index of websites.

 z Indexing: A method for saving and classifying 
the information gathered through crawling. 
Search engine algorithms will initially 
examine the website’s text, pictures, and 
video, and then will classify the website using 
terms and other pertinent data based on a 
user’s search parameters. 

 z Ranking: Displaying the content that best 
answers a user’s question; in other words, 
ordering the results from most to least perti-
nent. Following indexing, the search engine 
algorithms will order the websites according to 
several factors, including relevance, quantity, 
and quality of the content and links embedded 
within the website. Complex algorithms are 
also used to offer personalized search results 
based on a user’s search past, location, and 
other variables. In addition, they use AI and ML 
to continuously improve their algorithms and 
provide more relevant search results  
(How Search Engines Work, 2023). 

Search engines are powerful marketing tools 
because they can help connect users with 
websites related to their interests, causes, or busi-
nesses. The following is a general list of strategic 
ways to use search engines.

 z Search Engine Optimization (SEO): 
Optimizing a website and its content so that 
it can be readily picked up by search engine 
algorithms can improve visibility and rank-
ings in search engine results pages (SERPs). 
Optimization can help to increase organic 
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traffic and build both awareness of and the 
reputation of a website, as well as its interests, 
content, or cause. There are some excellent 
resources available to help with the optimi-
zation of websites and content, including: 
(1) Moz;39 (2) Google Search Central;40 and 
(3) Search Engine Journal.41 Optimization is 
executed in several ways, including: 

 — First, by conducting keyword research to 
identify keywords and phrases that people use 
to search for interests, websites, content, or 
causes. There are tools like Google Keyword 
Planner42 and SEMrush43 that can help identify 
keywords that are both low in competition and 
can result in high-volume traffic; 

 — By creating high-quality, relevant content 
incorporating target keywords and phrases, 
including in the title, headers, body text, and 
meta descriptions. A meta description is a 
short summary (150-160 characters) of a 
web page’s content or the content itself that 
appears in search engine results pages (SERPs) 
below the page title; 

 — By using descriptive URLs that reflect your 
content (this is essential);

 — If there are images, by using descriptive alt 
tags (short descriptions added to images on 
a website) and file names that search engines 
can pick up on; 

 — By adding links from other reputable websites 
(backlinks) that can help improve the trust-
worthiness of your website or content, as well 
as rankings. In addition, you can reach out to 
other organizations to ask if they would link to 
your website or content; and 

 — By adding meta tags. Meta tags, including 
meta titles and meta descriptions, are codes 
found in the HTML code of a web page that 
provide information about the page to search 
engines and web browsers. Users can access 
the HTML code by right-clicking on the page 
and selecting “View Page Source” or “Inspect.” 

Despite the fact that SEO can be a powerful 
instrument for improving a website’s visibility 
and ranking on search engines, there are some 
potential drawbacks and challenges: 

 — Optimization can take a long time: 
Optimizing a website and its content requires 
ongoing effort. Consequently, positive 
outcomes may not be immediately apparent. 

 — It can be expensive: Conducting SEO may 
be a high-cost expenditure, particularly for 
start-ups or small businesses. Hiring SEO 
experts or purchasing tools and software can 
be costly.

 — The tasks are ever-changing: Search engine 
algorithms are updated frequently, so it can be 
challenging to remain on top of best practices 
and respond with necessary and timely website 
improvements. Decreases in search engine 
traffic and ratings may occur as a result.

 — Results are unpredictable: A website’s 
ranking on search engine results sites is not 
guaranteed, even with the best SEO practices. 
Additionally, keyword competition and algo-
rithmic adjustments can contribute to shifting 
search rankings and traffic.

 — Reputation may suffer from focus on 
quantity over quality: Some SEO tactics, like 
building low-quality backlinks or keyword and 
phrase stuffing (using too many or irrelevant 
keywords), may put a premium on quantity over 
quality to improve search engine results. As 
a consequence, the website’s reputation and 
ranking may ultimately suffer.

 — External factors have to be considered: 
Modifications to the market or industry, shifts 
in customer behavior, or updates to search 
engine algorithms may impact SEO.
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Other methods: 

 z Pay-Per-Click (PPC) Advertising: 
Businesses, organizations or brands can 
create ads that will appear at the top of 
search engine results pages for specific 
keywords or phrases. Organizations only pay 
when someone clicks on their ad. 

 z Sponsoring Content, Websites, or 
Businesses: To sponsor, use a search engine 
platform’s advertising platform (e.g., Google 
Ads, Bing Ads). Sponsored ads will usually 
appear toward the top of the search results. 
Create an ad campaign that sets a daily or 
monthly budget based on a “maximum cost 
per click” (Max CPC). For example, if your 
Max CPC is $1 and you want to receive 100 
clicks, the ads will stop showing once you 
reach 100 clicks. 

 z WARNING – Site Pushing: Site pushing 
employs aggressive and occasionally immoral 
strategies to fool search engine algorithms 
into raising a website’s position and rankings 
in SERPs. This technique, also called “black 
hat SEO,” can potentially cause a website to 
receive a penalty, lose credibility, or even be 
blocked from search results. Site pushing 
techniques include:

 — Keyword and phrase stuffing;

 — “Cloaking”—a method that gives search engine 
algorithms the false impression that a site is 
carrying content that it actually does not have. 
An example of cloaking is to use a URL that has 
no relevance to the content of the site. Most 
search engines are not sophisticated enough 
to identify graphics or multimedia content; 

 — Buying backlinks from spammy or low-quality 
websites; and 

 — Creating false user reviews and scores.

Artificial Intelligence, 
Machine Learning,  
and Deep Learning
The most recent ground-shaking technolog-
ical news in the digital world was the release 
of ChatGPT in November 2022 by its parent 
company, OpenAI. Multiple articles pop up daily 
about ChatGPT and GPT-4, the allegedly stronger 
and better AI program from the same company 
targeted to businesses and other software devel-
opers, which launched in March 2023. 

Taking a step back, our research shows a variety 
of definitions of artificial intelligence (AI), 
machine learning (ML), and deep learning (DL). 
In the following, we primarily work from defi-
nitions developed by researchers at Advancing 
Analytics (Regunath, 2021) and the Brookings 
Institution (West, 2022). 

Artificial Intelligence

Brookings researcher and author Darrell M. West 
defines the overarching AI as “machines that 
respond to stimulation consistent with traditional 
responses from humans,” including the three 
qualities of “intentionality, intelligence, [and] 
adaptability.” AI is made up of algorithms that can 
make decisions quickly by using real-time data, 
potentially including information gleaned from 
sensors, digital data, and even remote inputs. 
AI combines and analyzes this information and 
ultimately makes decisions based on insights the 
algorithms have derived from the analysis. 

Machine Learning 

ML is a subset of AI that can identify trends and 
patterns in massive amounts of data. For example, 
ML can manage school enrollments by combining 
multiple data points such as location, interests, 
desired school, and the desired type of learning. 
Then AI will analyze those data points and match a 
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student with a school (West, 2022). ML is used in 
social media to personalize news feeds, target ads, 
refine search results, and run personal assistants 
such as Siri and Alexa. ML is also used for face 
recognition. A potentially controversial use of 
ML is for video surveillance with the purpose of 
looking at suspicious behaviors to predict a crime.

Deep Learning

Lastly, DL is a subset of ML that uses artificial neural 
networks programmed to function like a human 
brain and make decisions based on mirroring a 
human’s ability to make connections from the 
information the AI and ML provided. In other words, 
DL has given AI the ability to look forward by using 
data analysis (knowledge) to make predictions. For 
example, DL is used in self-driving cars; in health 
care for computer-aided disease detection and 
diagnosis; in composing music; and in streaming 
platforms to improve their user recommendation 
engines (West, 2022; Regunath, 2021). 

Generative Artificial Intelligence

The recently released transformational ChatGPT 
and GPT-4 use a combination of ML and DL in what 
is called Generative Artificial Intelligence. These 
platforms analyze vast amounts of data assembled 
from the Internet.44 Both programs can produce 
almost anything someone asks them to produce, 
from giving simple information to writing study 
plans, articles, essays, plays, and even suggesting 
programming code. Reuters™ estimated that 
ChatGPT had 100 million monthly active users 
in January 2023, making it the fastest-growing 
consumer application (Hu, 2023). ChatGPT was 
initially planned to be open source and free to 
the public. However, due to the considerable 
expense of running the AI (including electricity!), 
Microsoft recently invested $10 million, and other 
investors joined in. Now there is still a free version, 
but ChatGPT Plus charges $20 monthly for more 
availability, faster analysis, and priority access to 
new features.45 Open AI’s new GPT-4 is much more 

powerful than ChatGPT, is multilingual, and can 
analyze and create images. Software developers 
are licensing the GPT-4 platform to use as an 
engine for their own software programs.46 

Multiple other companies are working on 
competitive products, including Google. In 
February 2023, Google made headlines when 
an advertisement promoting the launch of its 
AI chatbot BARD showed BARD coming up with 
the wrong information by stating that the James 
Webb Space Telescope was the first satellite 
to take pictures of a planet outside of Earth’s 
solar system when it was actually the European 
Southern Observatory’s Very Large Telescope 
that had accomplished this. Oops! Reuters was 
the first to alert Google, and Google instantly lost 
$100 billion in market value (Coulter, 2023). 

Positives and Negatives in the Use of AI

The positives of using AI include, but are not 
limited to, getting things done faster, having the 
ability to multitask and facilitate quicker deci-
sion-making, and being able to combine human 
beings’ enormous amounts of expertise and 
capabilities at one time. 

The negatives of using AI are everything already 
pointed out in this report on the cons of using 
digital and social channels. However, with AI, 
multiply the effect of those cons by…a lot! In 
addition, adding in DL and predictive analysis 
based on deeply flawed “data” input can be 
disastrous. Ezra Klein, in an opinion column he 
wrote for the New York Times entitled, “This 
Changes Everything,” on March 12, 2023 (Klein, 
2023), said that in a 2022 survey published by AI 
IMPACTS,47 AI experts were asked by what prob-
ability they thought the extinction of the human 
species would be due to the inability of humans 
to control future advanced AI systems. Their 
answer was 10%! Klein then asked his readers 
the question, “Would you work on a technology 
you thought had a 10 percent chance of wiping 
out humanity?” 
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Efforts and Suggestions to Mitigate 
Disinformation and Bias from AI

The suggestions Stengel (2019) has written 
about, summarized earlier in this report, can also 
be used with AI tech firms such as Microsoft and 
Google, both of which are trying to get ahead of 
any implementation of regulatory oversight by 
creating their own sets of principles and rules 
(Gold & Fischer, 2023). NewsGuard,48 a research 
and software developer combatting disinforma-
tion, is developing tools for training AI to prevent 
the spread of misinformation and compiling 
data on top false narratives spreading online. 
Cybersecurity firms are constantly updating their 
security programs to combat new daily threats 
from domestic and foreign bad actors (Gold & 
Fischer, 2023). 

In addition, other suggestions, which come from 
a variety of source, are these:

 z Train and hire people of color and women, 
which is critical in computer science and 
technology. 

 z Spread positive narrative change.

 z Increase algorithmic auditing and include 
people of color, women, LGBTQ+, and other 
protected classes in the auditing process 
(suggested by Chung in Racism In and 
Racism Out).

 z Develop liability standards for anyone 
who uses digital platforms, and require 
transparency and explainability of platform 
algorithms and systems. 

 z Recognize that government enforcement 
of standards and transparency is necessary 
(Chung, n.d.). 

Other Mass Media 
Platforms
Broadcast, streaming platforms, radio, news 
outlets and publishing are other mass-media plat-
forms that are excellent channels for spreading 
positive narrative change and fighting against the 
false belief of a hierarchy of human value. All have 
made substantial contributions to the growth 
of modern society. However, these mass-media 
platforms have many of the same drawbacks as 
digital channels: 

 z Sensationalism and bias: The mainstream 
media frequently favor sensational and atten-
tion-grabbing tales, leading to biased reporting 
and a disregard for more pressing issues.

 z Disinformation, misinformation, and fake 
news: The speed at which information is 
disseminated frequently leaves insufficient 
time for fact-checking or source verification.

 z Shallow content: Mass media frequently 
exchange easy viewing for substance for the 
purpose of appealing to a larger audience, 
resulting in superficial or shallow content.

 z Influence on public opinion: The media has 
power to influence public opinion and can also 
be used to reinforce specific ideas and views, 
leading to confirmation bias or “groupthink.”

 z Privacy invasion: The relentless pursuit of 
stories can intrude on people’s personal lives, 
particularly those of public personalities and 
celebrities.

 z Lack of diversity in viewpoints: A dearth 
of diversity of voices and the potential for 
conflicts of interest can result from owner-
ship concentration, which occurs when a 
few corporations own and manage a sizable 
portion of mass media outlets.
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 z Harms to mental health: A great deal of 
content that lives on mass media can make 
people feel anxious, depressed, and low in 
self-esteem, particularly if they compare 
themselves to unrealistic high standards and 
personal expectations portrayed by others in 
the media (e.g., beauty, success, family). 

 z Stereotype maintenance and reinforce-
ment: Mass media frequently upholds and 
reinforces harmful notions, leading to preju-
dice and some groups’ marginalization.

 z Short attention spans: The onslaught of infor-
mation may shorten attention spans and make 
it difficult to focus on more challenging topics. 

 z Commercialization: The desire for ever 
increasing advertising income, which frequently 
finances mass media, often results in sensa-
tionalized content on mass media platforms 
that prioritize profit over accuracy or quality. 
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5.
Algorithms – In More Depth

Algorithms are computer programs used in digital channels, 
including social media, that analyze user data and use complex 
mathematical equations and statistical models to create 
individualized recommendations, content, and advertising positioning.

The following is a list of the basic activities 
involved in how digital channel algorithms work:

 z Information gathering: Digital channels 
compile a great deal of user data, including 
personal information, behavior, tastes, and 
contacts with other users and platform content.

 z Data analysis: Algorithms are programmed to 
analyze the compiled data by using statistical 
models that look for patterns and connections 
between bits of information in order to create 
user profiles and models, which are then applied 
to predict user behaviors and preferences. 

 z Content selection: Depending on a user’s 
modeled behavior profile and preferences, 
algorithms choose which content to display 
in a user’s feed or search results. For example, 
ranked lists may include content and website 
recommendations, other expert articles or 
messages, and advertisements.

 z Feedback loop: Algorithms track how users 
engage with content and constantly adapt 
and enhance their advertising positioning and 
recommendations to reflect that engagement, 
resulting in a feedback loop. 

 z Ranking: Algorithms use a variety of factors to 
determine how to order content, including the 
popularity of the content, its relevance to the 
user’s interests, and the user’s past interac-
tions and behavior.

Digital platforms are active and constantly 
changing. Frequent algorithm updates aim to 
improve user experience, increase interaction, 
and maximize revenue. Depending on the 
platform and the update’s goals, these changes 
could be minor tweaks or major revisions. The 
management of digital platforms frequently 
keep the details of any changes under wraps, 
because they want to maintain their competitive 
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advantage over rival platforms. However, users 
might notice changes in their feed, search 
results, or ads due to algorithm updates. 
Algorithms can change depending on several 
factors, including:

 z User input: Digital channels, and specifically 
social media sites, may change their 
algorithms in response to user feedback, 
such as complaints about irrelevant or 
spammy content.

 z Emerging trends: Algorithms may be updated 
to consider new user behavior patterns or 
emerging trends, such as the growing popularity 
of video content or specific topic matter.

 z Competition pressure: Digital channels 
may change their algorithms to compete 
with other services or to stay current with 
market trends.

 z Monetization goals: Algorithm updates may 
be made to increase profits, including adver-
tiser revenue. 
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6.
“Fair Use” 

Understanding the meaning of “Fair Use” in regard to  
copyrighted material is vital for anyone posting on or creating  
content for digital sites and, for that matter, creating any kind  
of written or illustrative material. 

“Fair Use” should not be construed as being free 
to use in any manner, shape, or form. The phrase 

“free use” is usually reserved for giving someone 
or some group the right to use a space, place, 
or thing, free of charge. For example, there are 
free-use permits for the use of an area in a public 
park, or a group can be given free use of a room to 
hold a meeting, or children and adults can access 
digital games that are free to use. In addition, 
having free use of something usually means that 
people may not monetize that use. 

Free use is often mistaken for the legal concept 
of “Fair Use,” which permits the limited use 
of copyrighted resources without requiring 
authorization from the copyright holder. The 
doctrine of Fair Use balances the rights of 
copyright holders and the public interest. It is not 
an all-encompassing authorization to employ 
indiscriminately copyrighted items, but instead 
a situation-dependent justification that depends 
on the context encompassing the use.  

Four essential factors are used by courts to 
determine if the use of copyrighted material falls 
under the criteria of Fair Use. All creators of tangible 
and digital content should be aware of these:

 z The character and purpose of the use.

 z The nature of the copyrighted work. 

 z The amount and substantiality of the portion used. 

 z Most importantly, the effect of the use upon the 
potential market or value of the work.49 In other 
words, if the use of the piece of copyrighted 
work is “transformative,” indicating that it has 
introduced an additional message or purpose, 
then that use falls under the aegis of Fair Use. 

The likelihood of being considered Fair Use is 
higher for educational, nonprofit, or commentary/
criticism purposes, whereas commercial utiliza-
tion may be more suspect. 
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7.
Digital Platforms – 
By Category

A practical guide to key platforms follows, including demographics,50 
reach, how platform algorithms work, bias status, recommended 
narrative styles, and best practices to become more visible. 

Please note that most social channels have 
encountered allegations of bias and partiality 
regarding content moderation and advertising. 
Most have some sort of content restrictions as 
well as monitoring algorithms, backed by human 

moderators, that remove content deemed 
inappropriate or damaging with varying success. 
Platform resistance, on top of systemic issues, has 
prevented uniform enforcement and allowed bias 
and prejudice to continue. 

Social Media Platforms

Facebook (facebook.com) 

Facebook is the largest social media platform 
globally, boasting approximately 3 billion active 
users worldwide. Approximately half of the adults 
in the United States utilize Facebook to obtain 
news information. It has been estimated that 
Facebook users collectively view approximately 
100 million hours of video content on the 
platform daily. 

ALGORITHMS
Facebook algorithms employ a complex scoring 
system to determine user interest in each post 
and rank the posts accordingly on users’ “News 
Feed.” Several elements contributing to this 
ranking include: the post’s level of popularity 
across Facebook, type of content (images and 
videos are most popular), time watched, and the 
user’s history of engagement with the content 
producer. Users are more likely to share content 
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with and from their friends and family. Therefore, 
algorithms prioritize content from personal 
connections. Algorithms customarily arrange more 
recent content over older content to guarantee 
that users are presented with current and timely 
posts. Facebook’s algorithms also analyze a user’s 
removal or nonreaction to certain content and will 
be less likely to display similar content in the future. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: To amplify, or “boost,” the visibility 
of a post, users can select the “Boost Post” 
button located beneath the post on their 
Page and follow the instructions to establish 
the preferred target audience, budget, and 
advertisement duration. Promoted posts will 
be featured in the News Feeds of the target 
audience with a “Sponsored” label.

 z Sponsorship: Content generated collabora-
tively between brands and influencers, celeb-
rities, or other famous figures who advertise a 
particular product or service on their Facebook 
profiles or Pages is typically labeled as a “Paid 
partnership” or “Sponsored” to indicate the 
commercial alliance between the content 
producer and the brand. 

 z Advertising: Facebook advertising is more 
sophisticated than boosting posts, providing 
users with increased customization and 
targeting abilities. Facebook Ads Manager 
provides resources that help in the creation of 
advertising goals and campaigns, construction 
of ad creatives (images, videos, or text), speci-
fication of target audiences, and the establish-
ment of budget and schedule. Advertisements 
placed on Facebook can be displayed in 
multiple areas, including Instagram, Audience 
Network, and Messenger. Any advertisements 
or sponsorships must be compliant with 
Facebook’s regulations. 

 The general click-through rate (CTR) of 
advertisements on Facebook ranges between 
0.14% and 1.45%. The Cost-Per-Click (CPC) of 
a Facebook ad typically ranges between $0.22 
and $1.68, and the Click-Through-Rate (CTR) 
is approximately 9.11%.

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
Videos have been found to have a higher success 
rate than informative or attention-grabbing 
links. Narratives that evoke human interest, elicit 
strong emotions, or are evocative of experiences 
to which people can relate are recommended. It 
is essential to utilize easy-to-understand concise 
language, along with headlines and visuals that 
captivate the audience. In addition, utilize current 
events or trends to disseminate timely and rele-
vant information. Performance may be impacted 
by Facebook algorithms, thus testing and moni-
toring post-performance is critical.

DEMOGRAPHICS OF USERS
The demographic breakdown of users is as 
follows: Gender: 43% of users are female and 
57% male. Interestingly, 78% of Indigenous users 
are male, and 22% are female. Age: 18% are 
18-24, 24% are 25-34 (the largest group), 18% 
are 35-44, and 14% are 45-54. It is estimated 
that 69% of adults and 51% of teenagers use 
Facebook in the U.S. (Statista, 2023). Ethnicity: 
67% are White, 49% are Black, and 72% are 
Hispanic (Storm & Storm, 2023). Household 
income: Fairly evenly distributed across the 
income spectrum, with 80-86% of each income 
group being Facebook users. Education: 64% of 
U.S. adults with high school or less are users, as 
are 71% of those with some college and 73% of 
those with college degrees (largest). Country: 
As of 2021, India has the largest market with 
417 million users, representing 30% of India’s 
population; the United States is second in 
market size with 240 million users, representing 
71% of the population; followed by Indonesia 
with 177 million, representing 64%; Brazil 
with 139 million representing 64%; and the 
Philippines with 91 million representing 78%  
of its population.51 

POLITICAL LEANING
In the United States, among all adults, Facebook 
is used by 74% of those on the Left; by 80% of 
those in the Center; and by 80% of those on the 
Right (Statista, 2022).
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YouTube (youtube.com)

Launched in 2005, YouTube has been owned by 
Google since 2006. YouTube is a global video 
sharing and social media platform that ranks 
as the #1 largest video sharing platform and 
the second largest social media platform (after 
Facebook) globally. As of Q3, 2022, there were 
2.7 billion monthly active users (MAUs) and 2.5 
billion in 2021 for the entire year. Revenues 
for 2022 through Q3 were approximately $21 
billion, with 2021 at $29 billion for the entire 
year. There is a free version of YouTube with ads 
and a subscriber-based Premium version without 
ads. As of 2023, there are 80 million YouTube 
Premium subscribers. 720 thousand hours of 
content is reported to be uploaded on YouTube 
daily and users consume an estimated 1 billion 
hours of videos every day. Mr.Beast was the 
highest earning YouTuber in 2021, earning $54 
million (Ruby, 2023). Approximately 62% of U.S. 
users access YouTube daily. 

ALGORITHMS
YouTube uses an AI-based recommendation 
algorithm that reflects the preferences of 
each user. The algorithm factors in viewer 
personalization (viewer history, what a user 
watches, and what a user ignores) and video 
performance (watch times, sharing, likes, 
comments, and subscriptions) (Ashbridge, 2023). 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
YouTube creators are prohibited from including 
promotions, sponsorships, or advertisers in their 
videos if YouTube offers a comparable format  
(e.g., video ads, image overlays and video bumpers). 

 z Boosting: YouTube/Google provides many 
helpful suggestions of ways to boost videos 
and channels, including cross-promoting on 
social channels and websites, allowing embed-
ding so others can distribute your video, using 
a YouTube API to display a YouTube presence 
on websites, and using SEO best practices. 

 z Sponsorship: Creators may include paid 
product placements or endorsements in 
their videos as long as they follow YouTube’s 
advertising policies. 

 z Advertising: 

 — YouTube Ads. The way it works:

• A video creator, business or organization 
creates a free YouTube channel.

• Then, the creator, business or organiza-
tion creates their own video ad. YouTube 
provides creative tools as well as partner 
resources that can help video ad creation.

• For setting up a video campaign and budget, 
Google and YouTube Ads provide helpful 
how-to advice. 

• Analytic tools are provided by YouTube to 
measure results.

 — YouTube Partner Program – monetization of 
a channel by sharing in revenue from YouTube 
advertising. 

• Eligibility required – minimum of 1,000 
subscribers and either 4,000 watch hours 
over the past year or 10 million views of 
short-form content over a 90 day period. 

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
YouTube narratives are entirely videos, of course. 
Short-form content, which received 15 billion 
daily views in 2022, is currently a major trend on 
YouTube. YouTube has also integrated monetiza-
tion into the short-form content, paying a share of 
advertising revenue to creators for ads appearing 
between the videos. Multi-format is also popular 
by mixing up short-form teasers, long-form videos, 
short-form videos, memes, and more – because 
variety keeps viewers’ attention. YouTube also 
suggests using playlists to group content themati-
cally, interacting with viewers by using “shoutouts,” 
asking questions, asking for comments and ideas, 
encouraging contests, and speaking directly to the 
viewers asking them to subscribe. 

Video games, comedy, and education are the 
most popular themes or categories. 

DEMOGRAPHICS OF USERS
Gender: Worldwide, 44% of YouTube users are 
female and 54% are male. However, in the U.S., 
51% are female and 49% are male. Age: People 
ages 18-24 are 16% of users, those ages 25-34 
are 21%, those ages 35-44 are 17%, those ages 
45-54 are 12%, 55-64 are 9%, and the 65+ group 
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makes up 9% (Aslam, 2023). Ethnicity: Based on 
daily usage reach, 42% are White, 57% are Black 
or African American, 60% are Hispanic or Latino, 
and 64% are Asian.52 Household Income: In the 
U.S., 76% of the population earning under $50K 
are users, 69% of those earning between $50K 
and100K, and 65% of those earning over $100K. 
Education: Used by 70% of U.S. adults with high 
school diploma or less, by 86% of those with 
some college, and by 89% of those with college 
degrees (largest) (Backlinko, 2021). Country: 
As of 2023, India has the largest market, with 
467 million users, followed by the U.S. with 246 
million, Brazil with 142 million, and Indonesia 
with 139 million (Statista, 2023).

POLITICAL LEANING
Share of U.S. Democrats is 85% and Republicans 
is 79%. 

TikTok (tiktok.com/en)

40% of TikTok is currently owned by its founding 
private Chinese corporation ByteDance, Ltd. The 
remaining 60% is owned by global institutional 
investors. TikTok enables users to generate and 
circulate short-form videos with music or sound 
effects. Since its launch in 2016, it has seen a 
marked increase in popularity, especially with the 
younger demographic. As of 2023, TikTok has an 
estimated 117 million users in the U.S., reaching 
approximately 43.9% of the U.S. population. 
Globally, in 2022, TikTok reported 672 million 
downloads (Statista, 2023). On average, a given 
user accesses the TikTok application 19 times 
daily. According to the TikTok website, the corpo-
rate headquarters are now located in Singapore 
and Los Angeles, CA. 

There has also been increasing controversy over 
Chinese ownership of TikTok, with a concern that 
China is threatening the national security of the U.S. 
due to relentless compiling of U.S. citizens’ data. 
TikTok has already been banned on U.S. govern-
ment devices, and the current administration is 
trying to force China to sell the platform to an 
American company. 

ALGORITHMS
TikTok algorithms are part of a sophisticated, 
privately-owned system. Although the specifics 
are proprietary, certain components of the 
algorithms are known to impact how content is 
ranked and recommended. The algorithm 

 z Analyzes user interactions, such as likes, 
comments, and saves, for the purpose of 
presenting analogous content.

 z Analyzes user preferences of individual 
video elements, such as hashtags, captions, 
and nature of the content. (e.g., music, 
dance, comedy), to assist in classifying and 
suggesting content.

 z Analyzes device type and account information, 
including language preference, age and loca-
tion, to produce customized user experiences.

 z Analyzes various video engagement metrics, 
including completion rate (amount of video 
viewed), replay rate, and average watch time. 
Videos with high engagement levels are more 
likely to be suggested to other viewers.

 z Provides users with a variety of engaging 
content from diverse creators, genres, 
and topics.

 z Factors in the freshness of content, giving 
more recent videos a greater likelihood of 
being recommended to users.

 z Undergoes regular updates and refinement 
to optimize the user experience and tackle 
various issues, such as the circulation of false 
information or unfavorable content. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: Creators can pay to facilitate more 
visibility of their videos, targeting specific 
demographics and interests. Typically, the 
procedure necessitates a budget, selecting 
a targeted demographic, and determining 
the timeframe of the advertising campaign. 
Algorithms do the rest.

 z Sponsorships: Brands may choose to team up 
with renowned TikTok creators and influencers 
to advance the visibility of their products and 
services through sponsored material. In this 
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instance, the influencer produces a video that 
emphasizes the brand’s product or service 
that appeals to their fanbase. The forms of 
remuneration for sponsorship arrangements 
can include cash, merchandise, or other forms 
of consideration.

 z Advertisement: TikTok provides various 
promotional opportunities for businesses 
to target their customers on the platform. 
Some examples: 

 — In-Feed Ads are brief video ads incorporated 
into users’ “For You” feeds. Advertisers 
can direct their ad campaigns to particular 
demographics. 

 — TopView Ads are full-screen video ads that 
appear when users first open the TikTok app. 

 — Advertisers can implement branded hashtag 
challenges to motivate users to generate and 
circulate content related to a particular topic 
or hashtag. 

 — Advertisers can design branded effects such as 
stickers, filters, and animations, which can be 
integrated into users’ videos. 

 — Enterprises must establish an advertisement 
account, select a budget and target demo-
graphics, and determine the timeframe of the 
advertising campaign. Efficacy of advertising 
campaigns can be monitored and augmented 
using the Ads Manager analytics feature 
provided by the platform.

 TikTok generated ad revenue of $11.65 billion 
in 4th Qt 2022.

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
The style is short-form video storytelling and 
memes that are entertaining, engaging and 
stimulating. The most popular content categories 
are entertainment, dance, pranks, fitness/sports, 
home renovations, and educational content.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: In the U.S., 54% of users are female and 
46% are male. Age: 24% of users are below age 
18, 49% are 18-29 (largest), 22% are 30-49, and 
8% are 50+. Ethnicity: In the U.S., 18% are White, 
30% are Black, and 31% are Hispanic (Power 

Digital Marketing, 2023). Household Income:  
A staggering 40% of TikTok users in the U.S. earn 
$100+K, 15% of users earn under $25K, 11% 
earn $25K-$40K, 12% earn $40K-$60K, 7% 
earn $60-$75K, and 14% earn $75K-$100K. 
Education: In the U.S., 21% of adults with high 
school or less are users, 24% of those with some 
college, and 19% of those with college degrees 
(largest) (Andre, 2023). Country: As of 2023, 
the U.S. is the largest market with 113 million 
users, followed by Indonesia with 110 million, 
Brazil with 82 million, and Mexico with 58 
million (Statista, 2023). 

POLITICAL LEANING
In the U.S., 42% of those identified as Left are 
users, 39% of those identified as Center, and 41% 
of those identified as Right (Statista, 2022). 

Instagram (instagram.com) 

Instagram is a popular social networking app with 
a focus on sharing photos and videos. Launched 
in 2010, Instagram has maintained a high level of 
popularity by adding innovative new features, such 
as Instagram Stories, shopping, Instagram Reels, 
and more (Moreau, 2022). The MAU exceeds  
2 billion users, and on average each Instagram user 
spends one minute per day on the platform.

Fun fact: It has been observed that the most 
commonly used hashtag on Instagram is #Love.

ALGORITHMS
While the precise details of Instagram’s algo-
rithms remain undisclosed, certain key factors 
affect how content is presented in users’ feeds 
and other platform areas:

 z “Home Feed” algorithms show users 
content likely to interest them based on 
prior engagement. Factors influencing the 
algorithm may include:

 — Analysis of user interactions, such as likes, 
comments, and saves, for the purpose of 
presenting analogous content.
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 — Frequent engagement with a content creator 
through liking, commenting, and direct 
messaging, which will result in that content 
appearing more often in the consumer’s feed.

 — Recent posts generally receiving higher posi-
tioning than older ones.

 z “Explore Page” algorithms are designed to 
help users discover new content and accounts 
that align with their interests. In addition to 
analyzing past behavior, the algorithms also 
consider what content is popular among other 
Facebook users with similar engagement 
patterns and interests. 

 z “Stories” and “Reels” are presented to users 
using analysis of past user engagement with 
types of content as well as other users.

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING 

 z Boosting: Instagram has a paid feature 
that allows users to increase the visibility of 
content, increase engagement, and reach a 
larger audience. In addition, maximizing the 
visibility of a profile involves appealing and 
superior content, regular postings, and active 
interactions with followers. 

 z Sponsorship: Influencers are able to mone-
tize their account thru renumeration from 
companies that want their products or brands 
promoted in the influencers’ postings.

 z Advertising: Users may increase visibility by 
converting posts or Stories into sponsored 
advertisements by utilizing the “Promote” 
button on a post or within the Instagram 
business profile. Instagram can automatically 
target audiences similar to existing followers, 
or users can manually specify the type of 
audiences by filtering location, hobbies, 
age, gender, and other demographics. Users 
establish a budget and specify the duration of 
their promotion. 

 Instagram’s advertising revenue projection 
for 2023 is $40 billion, and 75% of American 
adolescents (ages 15-17) consider Instagram 
the best platform for finding popular brands.

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
Visually appealing content, such as high-caliber 
photographs and brief videos, is recommended 
for creators, who are urged to use visuals, 
captions, and hashtags to bring focus to posts.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: As of 2023, 56% of Instagram users in the 
U.S. are female and 44% are male (Statista, 2023). 
Age: Among U.S. users, 31% of users are age 18-24 
(largest), 30% are 25-34, 16% are 35-44, and 15% 
are 45+. Ethnicity: 30% are White, 38% are Black, 
45% are Hispanic, and 43% are Asian. Household 
Income: Instagram is used by 44% of the U.S. 
population earning under $30K, 45% earning 
$30K-$60K, 36% earning $60K-$70K, 55% 
earning $70K-$80K, 46% earning $80K-$100K, 
and 60% earning over $100K. Education: Used by 
21% of U.S. adults with only a high school diploma 
or less, 24% of those with some college (largest), 
and 19% of those with college degrees (Andre, 
2023). Country: India has the largest market, with 
239 million users, followed by the U.S. with 143 
million, Brazil with 114 million, and Indonesia with 
89 million (Statista, 2023). 

POLITICAL LEANING
In the U.S., 57% of adults identified as on the Left 
use Instagram, 52% of those in the Center, and 
56% of those on the Right (Statista, 2022). 

Snapchat (snapchat.com/en-US)

Snapchat is a multimedia messaging applica-
tion well known for transmitting and receiving 
temporary photos and videos, commonly referred 
to as “Snaps.” Snapchat was created in 2011 by 
Evan Spiegel, Bobby Murphy, and Reggie Brown. 
Snapchat has undergone a transformation in 
recent years by including more diverse functions, 
such as allowing individuals to interact, share 
their routine activities, and access multimedia 
content. Snapchat has a total of 293 million daily 
active users around the world with an estimated 
210 million Snaps generated daily.
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ALGORITHMS
The Snapchat algorithm tailors user experiences 
across various platform areas, such as “Stories,” 

“Discover,” and “Spotlight.”

 z Stories: Upon opening Snapchat, the Stories 
algorithm presents users with content from 
their friends and their friends’ accounts. The 
Stories algorithm also emphasizes recent 
content, the level of interaction with content 
creators (e.g., exchanged snaps, chats, and 
views of each other’s Stories), past behavior 
and preferences, including repeat viewing of 
specific users. 

 z Discover: Provides users access to content that 
features popular and trending content from 
various sources, including publishers, authors, 
and prominent personalities. Algorithms rank 
content that relates to user interactions and 
preferences, and provide a range of different 
topics to ensure content diversity. 

 z Spotlight: Showcases user-generated content 
similar to TikTok by evaluating metrics such as 
number of views, likes, and shares, considers 
the quality of content, and favors unique and 
creative content. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: Unlike other social media platforms, 
Snapchat does not possess the capability of 

“boosting” posts. 

 z Sponsorship: Corporate sponsorship with 
creators and influencers is possible. Photos 
and video content showcasing the brand’s 
product or service are integrated into Snaps in 
exchange for some kind of payment. Snapchat 
influencers earn an estimated $10 per 1,000 
followers for sponsored posts. 

 z Advertising: A wide range of advertising 
options are available for businesses, organiza-
tions, and brands to target specific users: 

 — Snap Ads are full-screen, vertical video-based 
advertisements that can be seen between 
Stories in the user’s feed or the Discover 
section. Snap Ads can be a maximum of 10 
seconds in duration and may contain a call to 
action, such as connecting to a website or an 
application installation.

 — Collection Ads allow marketers to present 
multiple products in one advertisement, thus 
enabling users to tap on each item to acquire 
more information or complete a purchase.

 — Users can apply brand sponsored and created 
filters or lenses to their Snaps to increase 
visibility and consumer engagement with the 
brand. Filters are considered static overlays, 
while lenses are dynamic and may comprise of 
animations or augmented reality components.

 — Story Ads are branded tiles that appear in the 
Discover sections. When the user taps these 
tiles, they are directed to a series of full-screen 
advertisements, typically presented as a 
narrative created by the brand.

 — Businesses are required to establish an 
account on the Snapchat Ads Manager plat-
form to promote their brand, allowing them to 
create a budget, target a specific demographic, 
and craft advertisement creativity. Advertising 
campaigns can be monitored and improved by 
utilizing Snapchat’s Ads Manager analytics.

 Advertising revenue was $4.6 billion in 2022.

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
The Snapchat platform is designed to facilitate 
quick and brief consumption of content. 
Users can 

 z Post short video clips, images or graphics 
that effectively convey an intended message. 
Filters, text, stickers, or drawings can be 
applied to supplement the message.

 z Begin with an engaging introduction aimed at 
attracting the audience’s attention. The intro 
could be an interrogative, a daring proclama-
tion, or an enticing teaser that prompts curiosity 
and motivates viewers to continue engaging.

 z Ensure the cohesiveness of content by main-
taining a consistent theme throughout the 
narrative. For example, users can employ a 
consistent palette of colors, styles, or tones.

 z Employ Snapchat’s distinctive filters, lenses, 
and geo-filters to increase engagement and 
interactivity.
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 z Remind viewers that content will only be 
available for 24 hours to generate a sense of 
urgency. Urge them to take action, such as 
responding to a query, browsing a website, or 
engaging in an event.  

 z Communicate legitimate activities and 
feelings to emphasize authenticity.

 z Incorporate traditional storytelling strategies, 
such as the establishment of a conflict, 
the creation of suspense, and then offering 
a conclusion.

 z Explore available content formats on Snapchat, 
such as Stories, Spotlight, and Snap Map to 
ascertain which format is the most suitable for 
a particular narrative. 

 z Encourage interaction by posing queries, 
seeking feedback, or asking followers to share 
material connected with the narrative.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: Snapchat U.S. users are 52% female 
and 48% male. Age: Snapchat has a penetration 
rate of over 78% among GenZers and Millennials 
in the U.S. It is used by 48% of those ages 15-25 
(largest), 30% of those 26-35, 18% of those 
36-45, and 16% of those 46+. Ethnicity: 28% are 
White, 24% are Black, 34% are Hispanic, and 32% 
are Asian. Household Income: Used by 32% of 
the U.S. population earning under $30K, 33% of 
those earning $30K-$60K, 31% of those earning 
$60K-$70K, 42% of those earning $70K-$80K 
(largest), 39% of those earning $80K-$100K, 
and 39% of those earning more than $100K. 
Education: 24% of U.S. adults with high school 
or less, 31% with some college (largest), and 26% 
of those with college degrees.53 Country: India 
has the largest market, with approximately 144 
million users, followed by the U.S. with 108 million 
users, France with 25 million, and Pakistan with 
22 million (Statista, 2023). 

POLITICAL LEANING
In the U.S., the share of Democrats using 
Snapchat is 27%, and among Republicans it is 21% 
(Vogels et al., 2021).

Twitter (twitter.com)

Twitter users post short messages, called “tweets,” 
that may contain up to 280 characters apiece. In 
2022, there were a total of 450 million users on 
Twitter globally, with an estimated 500 million 
tweets sent daily (Statista, 2023). 

Please note that the information below is in flux 
due to the recent acquisition and privatization 
of the platform by Elon Musk on October 27, 
2022. There has been an enormous amount of 
upheaval at Twitter, with staff firings and resig-
nations. Platform algorithms, regulations, and 
pricing for boosting are also changing frequently. 
As a result, information is more unstable than 
usual. Of further note, Reuters has reported that 
advertisers slashed spending by 42% to approxi-
mately $53.8 million during the last two months 
of 2022 over concern about Twitter’s reputation 
(DiNapoli, 2023). 

Twitter has also admitted a form of bias into 
its algorithms that gives greater visibility to 
tweets from right-wing politicians and news 
outlets than to those from left-wing sources 
(Barrett, 2023). 

ALGORITHMS
Twitter’s algorithms, mostly undisclosed, are 
instrumental in deciding what material appears 
on users’ timelines and the order of tweets’ 
prioritization: 

 z The “Home” timeline is the default view for 
users. Twitter’s algorithms prioritize:

 — Tweets from followed accounts and posts.

 — Newer tweets, which are typically given higher 
precedence.

 — Tweets with heightened levels of engagement, 
such as likes, retweets, and replies, which are 
more likely to be positioned prominently. 

 — Tweets based on users’ prior behavior, 
including prioritizing content from accounts 
that users interact with most, through rankings 
and selection.
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 z The Explore tab employs a curatorial approach 
to present material based on users’ interests, 
prevailing trends, and well-known topics:

 — Algorithms analyze user behavior, interests, and 
affinities to recommend applicable content, 
including topics, hashtags, and accounts.

 — Location is taken into consideration when 
looking at local trends and content.

 — The algorithm considers the degree of popu-
larity of tweets, which includes the number of 
retweets, likes, and levels of engagement.

 — Over time, the algorithm becomes more adept at 
customizing content recommendations based on 
user interactions within the Explore tab.

 — Users’ past searches of terms, hashtags, and 
other users are analyzed to determine ranking 
of future search results.

 — Tweets achieve higher search result rankings 
when they accrue higher levels of engagement 
with retweets, likes, and replies.

 — Search results prioritize current tweets. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING 

 z Boosting: Advertisers pay to extend the reach 
of their typical tweets. These messages appear 
on the advertisers’ followers’ timelines, search 
results, and profile pages and are categorized 
as “Promoted” to differentiate from organic 
content. Promoted Tweets can be targeted 
to a particular audience according to the 
geographical area, interests, keywords, and 
demographic information. 

 z Sponsorship: Businesses can partner with 
influencers, creators, or organizations to 
promote their brand through tweets, events, 
or campaigns. Sponsorship can extend a 
brand’s reach to new demographics, boost 
legitimacy, and create content attractive to 
the desired audience.

 z Advertising: Numerous advertisement options 
are available to facilitate promotion of content: 

 — Advertisers may leverage the ‘Who to Follow’ 
section to promote their accounts. 

 — Brands can promote a hashtag at the top of the 
“Trends” list, encouraging user interaction and 

hashtag use in their own tweets. 

 — In-stream Video Ads are brief advertisements 
that appear before, during, or after video content 
from Twitter’s premium content suppliers.

 — Website Cards generate traffic to an advertis-
er’s website by displaying a summary of the 
webpage content within a tweet and enabling 
a user-defined call-to-action button.

 — App Cards promote mobile applications. They 
typically showcase the app’s logo, ratings, and 
a personalized call-to-action button to moti-
vate users to download or interact with the app.

 — The Twitter Ads feature helps advertisers 
construct campaigns, specify desired targeting 
criteria, and select the best ad format that 
meets their goals. 

 — Twitter offers analytics and reporting services 
to help refine campaigns.

 — Blue check marks were a visible indication that 
an account was verified by Twitter as “authentic, 
notable, and active,” but under Elon Musk, as of 
April 1, 2023, users will be required to subscribe 
with a monthly fee to retain the mark. 

 SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE

 z Maintain brevity due to 280 character limit 
per tweet.

 z Use relevant hashtags to engage in continuing 
discourse and popularized topics.

 z Interact with followers through retweeting, 
responding, and posing queries.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: Twitter users in the U.S. are 37% female 
and 63% male. Age: 7% of those ages 13-17 are 
users, as are 17% of those 18-24, 39% of those 
25-34 (largest), 21% of those 35-49, and 17% 
of those 50+. Ethnicity: 30% are White, 28% 
are Black, 31% are Hispanic, and 35% are Asian. 
Household Income: 38% of the U.S. population 
earning under $30K are users, as are 44% of 
those earning $30K-$60K, 40% of those earning 
$60K-$70K, 52% of those earning $70K-$80K, 
49% of those earning $80K-$100K, and 53% of 
those earning over $100K (largest). Education: 
14% of those with only a high school diploma or 
less, 26% of those with some college, and 33% 
of those with college degrees (largest). Country: 
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The U.S. has the largest market with 77 million 
users, followed by Japan with 59 million users 
and India with 24 million users (Statista, 2023). 

POLITICAL LEANING
In the U.S., 34% of adults on the Left use Twitter, 
29% of those in the Center, and 37% of those on 
the Right (Statista, 2022). 

Pinterest (pinterest.com)

Pinterest is all about visuals and bookmarking, 
enabling users to discover, save, and arrange 
ideas and content in the form of images, GIFs, 
and short videos, commonly referred to as “Pins.” 
Launched in 2010, Pinterest has emerged as a 
widely used platform for exploring creative inspi-
ration, organizing plans, and sourcing concepts 
across a diverse range of subjects including but 
not limited to fashion, interior design, culinary 
arts, and do-it-yourself projects. On a global basis, 
MAUs reached 478 million.

A study of Pinterest’s platforms revealed an 
unequal distribution of resources among creators, 
suggesting a bias in status. Available resources 
for a Pinterest account vary depending on 
geographic location. For example, “Conceptional 
Pins” are only available in 37 countries after more 
than two years, “Connections” in Conceptual 
Pins are only available for some accounts and 

“Monetized Idea Pins” (aka Creator Rewards) are 
only available for some accounts (Aslam, 2023a). 

ALGORITHMS

 z The Home Feed (Smart Feed) curates content 
tailored to users’ interests, recent activity, 
relevance, and followed accounts by analyzing 
users’ past behavior, including Pins saved, 
boards created, and accounts followed. Pins 
with higher levels of interactions are more 
likely to be featured in the Home Feed. Newer 
Pins and content tend to be positioned higher. 

 z A Pin’s quality is analyzed for priority posi-
tioning, including visual, description, and 
affiliated website, as well as the ranking of the 
visual’s source, if any.

 z Search result rankings are determined by:

 — Pins that accurately correlate to the query and 
are likely more relevant to the user.

 — Pins with higher levels of user engagement, 
which appear higher in search results.

 — Quality of the Pin and its source, similar to the 
Home Feed.

 z “More Ideas” and “Related Pins” are algo-
rithm-generated recommendations based 
on users’ interests and their interactions with 
Pins, boards and accounts. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: Users can increase visibility by 
creating vertical images, linking to their 
website, and building a Pinterest Business 
Account that provides space to highlight 
a user’s work or company and includes a 
subscription button. The account also includes 
analytic features that give users detailed 
information about how their profiles are 
performing. Integrating shareable “Pin Save 
Buttons” onto users’ personal or business 
websites is also helpful (Naylor, 2018). Users 
can include relevant keywords in the descrip-
tions and titles of their boards so that they 
appear more often on the Home Feeds. In 
addition, consistently producing new content 
and interacting with other users will cultivate a 
robust presence on the platform.

 z Sponsorship: Includes collaborating with 
influencers or producers to advance a brand/
product using their Pins or boards. 

 z Advertising: There are several options for 
advertisers:

 — Standard Promoted Pins are static Pins that 
advertisers can purchase to extend their reach 
to broader audiences. 

 — Video Promoted Pins are enhanced Pins 
for purchase. 

 — Carousel Ads are another form of Promoted 
Pins that allow advertisers to display multiple 
images and products in a single advertisement. 
This format is well-suited for displaying a 
compilation or narrating a visual story, as users 
can easily scroll through the carousel images.
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 — Shopping Ads, another type of Promoted Pin, 
containing detailed product information, like 
pricing and availability, is embedded inside 
the Pin itself. 

 — An Ads Manager is provided that will help adver-
tisers build advertising campaigns. There are 
also analytic tools to assess campaigns’ efficacy. 

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
Images, infographics, and top-notch photos are 
popular. Vivid, high resolution and brighter images 
are repinned 20x more than images that are dark. 
Images and images without faces get 25% more 
repins. Do-it-yourself projects, cooking, apparel, 
and interior design are recommended themes. If 
text is used, make sure it is easy-to-read. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: In the U.S., Pinterest users are 77% 
female and 23% male. Age: 31% of those ages 
18-29 are users, 31% of those 30-49, and 38% 
of those 50-64 (largest). Ethnicity: 34% are 
White, 35% are Black, and 18% are Hispanic. 
Household Income: 29% of the U.S. population 
earning under $30K are users, 33% of those 
earning $30K-$50K, 29% of those earning 
$50K-$75K, and 40% of those earning $75K+ 
(largest). Education: 22% of those with high 
school degrees or less are users, 36% of those 
with some college, and 37% of those with college 
degrees (largest).54 Country: The U.S. has the 
largest market with 85 million users, followed by 
Brazil with 28 million, and Mexico with 19 million 
(Statista, 2023). 

POLITICAL LEANING
In the U.S., 38% of Democrats use Pinterest and 
32% of Republicans (Vogels et al., 2021). 

Reddit (reddit.com)

Reddit functions differently from other social 
media platforms. The platform is a news aggre-
gator and discussion forum where content is 
curated by users themselves through up-and- 
down voting. The name Reddit comes from “I 
read it.” Reddit describes itself as the “home to 

thousands of communities, endless conversation, 
and authentic human connection. Whether you’re 
into breaking news, sports, TV fan theories, or 
a never-ending stream of the internet’s cutest 
animals, there’s a community on Reddit for you.”55 
Communities are called “subreddits” and users 
are called “redditors.” Content is organized by 
topics and redditors can post text posts, images, 
and links to any number of items such as articles, 
interviews, and videos, which can be commented 
on and shared. Reddit is also known for privacy and 
anonymity; no personal information is required. 

There are approximately 430 million MAUs and 
over 100 million active subreddits. Reddit offers 
a free option and an ad-free subscription-based 
option that has access to members-only subred-
dits (Homepage, n.d.). An advertising-driven 
business, Reddit’s total revenue in 2021 was 
$468 million (Statista 2023). 

The most popular type of subreddit is an AMA, 
which stands for “Ask Me Anything,” in which 
redditors can ask questions directly to someone 
involved. Barack Obama posted an AMA 
during his presidency that was hugely popular. 
Additional examples: The National Institutes of 
Health (NIH), Bill Gates, and Don Lemon have all 
posted several AMAs. 

ALGORITHMS
In addition to the up-voting and down-voting 
factor, Reddit’s algorithm also factors in time so 
that popular but decaying news posts are ranked 
lower. Redditors are also given a Reddit Karma 
rating on their postings, which reflects how many 
up-votes, down-votes, and comments a redditor 
receives. There is also an awards program built in.

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: Increasing Karma by posting 
quality, interesting, interactive, emotional, 
and frequent content. Content that receives 
a great deal of Karma is rewarded with more 
Reddit advertising and a lifetime of Reddit 
Gold, which is both a premium membership 
and attracts more post engagement. 
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 z Sponsorship: An enigma…

 z Advertising: Businesses, organizations, and 
brands can advertise (known as Promoted 
Posts) using Reddit Ads and Reddit for 
Business (redditforbusiness.com/advertise). 

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
A Reddit post is limited to 40,000 characters for 
a post and 10,000 for a comment. Brief posts are 
recommended. Create posts that are conversa-
tional and newsworthy. As stated earlier, AMAs are 
popular for engagement. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: In the U.S., 36% of Reddit users are 
female and 64% are male. Age: 36% of those 
ages 18-29 are users (largest), 22% of those 
30-49, 10% of those 50-64, and 3% of those 65+. 
Ethnicity: 17% are White, 17% are Black, and 14% 
are Hispanic. Household Income: 26% of those 
earning $75K+ are users (largest), 20% of those 
earning $50K-$75K, 17% of those earning $30K-
$50K, and 10% under $30K. Education: 9% of 
those with only a high school diploma or less 
are users, 20% of those with some college, and 
26% of those with college degrees (largest).56 
Country: The U.S. has the largest percentage 
of all Reddit users, with 47%, followed by the 
United Kingdom with 8%, Canada with 7%, and 
Australia with 4% (Statista, 2023).

POLITICAL LEANING
In the U.S., 41% of users are on the Left, 38% 
are in the Center and 21% are on the Right 
(Statista, 2023).

Truth Social (truthsocial.com) 

Launched in May 2022, Donald Trump’s social 
media platform is proving popular among male, 
college-educated millennials. Research has 
revealed that Reddit users and e-sports fans 
are the predominant users of the Truth Social 
network, which has more than 513,000 daily 
active users. The network has approximately 
2 million MAUs. 

Truth Social secured approximately $37 million in 
funding, primarily from Republican political contrib-
utors, and is expending an estimated $1.7 million 
each month, as reported by William Wilkinson, a 
former executive at Trump Media & Technology 
Group, the parent company of the social network. 
Approximately $1.3 billion of necessary funding is 
under threat due to two federal inquiries. 

An article in The New York Times dated Jan 27, 2023, 
under the headline “On Trump’s Social Network: Ads 
for Miracle Cures, Scams, and Fake Merchandise” 
examines the proliferation of dubious promotions 
on the former President’s social media platform, 
which has struggled to attract large brands. An 
analysis of hundreds of advertisements revealed 
that the ads were primarily for alternative medicine, 
diet pills, gun accessories, and memorabilia bearing 
the likeness of President Trump. Postings regarding 
conspiracy theories and right-wing complaints 
dominate (Thompson, 2023). 

ALGORITHMS
There is limited information available on Truth 
Social’s algorithms. An article published by Pew 
Research Center observed that despite its self-
identification as nonpartisan, several notable 
Truth Social accounts demonstrate a right-wing 
or pro-Trump inclination (Forman-Katz & 
Stocking, 2023). 

ADVERTISING
Rumble, the video streaming platform utilized 
by Truth Social to manage advertising, has not 
reported on Truth Social’s advertising revenue. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Statistics are slim. According to Statista, approx-
imately 3% of the U.S. population is registered on 
Truth Social; 5% of the male and 2% of the female 
population are users. Further, 3% of millennials, 
6% of college graduates, and 9% of Reddit users 
are Truth Social users. 

POLITICAL LEANING
Roughly 66% of those who habitually consume 
news from Truth Social self–identify as 
Republicans or express some affinity for the 
Republican Party (Statista, 2023). 
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LinkedIn (linkedin.com)

Founded in 2003, LinkedIn is known as a “profes-
sional” or “business” social media site, and its 
meta description (posted under the website name 
in the Google search results) is: “750 million+ 
members|Manage your professional identity. 
Build and engage with your professional network. 
Access knowledge, insights, and opportunities.”

Approximately a quarter of the adult population in 
the United States utilizes LinkedIn. The platform 
is available in more than 200 countries with 
50 million listed companies and 24 languages. 
Globally, the total number of users is 900 million. 
The weekly active user count reached a total of 
49 million (Statista, 2023).

ALGORITHMS
LinkedIn’s home feed algorithm presents users 
with a curated selection of content that considers 
users’ connections, professional experience, 
interests, and engagement. 

 z To diversify the content of LinkedIn feeds, 
users can follow various individuals or organi-
zations with contrasting views, participate in 
groups that offer a wide range of perspectives, 
and engage with content that covers a broad 
spectrum of topics and opinions. 

 z The algorithm gives preference to content 
from users’ social contacts, emphasizing those 
with stronger relationships or more frequent 
interactions.

 z LinkedIn’s algorithm prioritizes quality and 
relevant content including informative articles, 
beneficial advice, and interactive media such 
as images or videos. 

 z Newer posts are generally given priority over 
older posts. 

 z LinkedIn offers users suggested connections, 
groups, jobs, and other items based on 
factors such as profiles, interests, engage-
ment history, user’s skills and expertise, 
career sector, and location. 

 z LinkedIn is also a popular search engine. 
(See “LinkedIn” under Search Engines, below.)

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING 

 z Boosting: Users can boost a post by turning 
it into an ad that appears on the LinkedIn 
feed of a new audience they want to target. In 
addition, listing specific skills within a user’s 
profile will help possible employer’s find that 
user. Users can also subscribe to a Premium 
Membership, which allows for more internal 
messaging with other users. 

 z Sponsorship: Sponsored Content is a type 
of paid advertising that allows companies 
to deliver page posts beyond their current 
LinkedIn page followers. Targeted LinkedIn 
page posts are free and visible on the 
LinkedIn page or in the feed of existing 
followers only.

 z Advertising: 

 — Sponsored InMail sends personalized messages 
to desired receivers. 

 — Display Ads are on the right of the LinkedIn 
homepage news feed or other LinkedIn pages. 
Images, text, or some combination thereof 
can be utilized to endorse a particular brand  
or product.

 — Dynamic Ads can provide a more engaging and 
relevant ad experience by personalizing ads 
with the user’s profile picture and name. 

 — Text advertisements are basic, cost-effective 
solutions on the right side and at the top of the 
LinkedIn home page. They are composed of a 
title, synopsis, and optionally an image. 

 — The LinkedIn Audience Network allows 
advertisers to extend their online presence 
beyond the confines of the LinkedIn platform by 
displaying their Sponsored Content and Display 
Ads on external websites and applications that 
are part of the LinkedIn network.

 — LinkedIn Campaign Manager can be utilized to 
create campaigns, specify targeting criteria, and 
select the ad format that best suits objectives. 

 — LinkedIn offers analytics and reporting 
capabilities to gauge effectiveness of campaigns. 

4121st-Century Narrative Change with Focus on Social Media

https://www.linkedin.com/


SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
The recommended style is to focus on issues 
pertinent to the professional realm, such as 
accomplishments in one’s career, insights 
derived from experience, and thought leadership. 
Disseminate informational articles, stories, and 
news relevant to your sector or professional 
concerns. It is advised to adopt a more formal 
tone and style when using this platform compared 
to other social media platforms. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: LinkedIn users are 45% female and 55% 
male. Age: 22% of those ages 18-24 are users, 33% 
are 25-34 (largest), 20% are 35-44, 8% are 55-64, 
and 5% are 65+. 57 Household income: 17% belong 
to low-income households, 29% to middle-income 
households, and 53% to high-income house-
holds (largest). Country: The U.S. has the largest 
LinkedIn membership with 171+ million users, 
followed by India with more than 69 million and 
China with 51 million. (Statista, 2023)

POLITICAL LEANING
In the U.S., 26% of LinkedIn users are on the Left, 
20% are in the Center, and 21% are on the Right 
(Statista, 2022; Bradshaw, 2022).

DISCORD (discord.com)

Launched in 2015, Discord is a communication 
platform that provides text, voice, and video 
chat services. The platform also facilitates virtual 
communities, known as “servers,” wherein 
participants may communicate with one another 
in real time. This social platform was originally 
created for gamers to interact, hang out together, 
and have fun playing games. Gaming is still its 
main focus. As an example, the largest server on 
Discord is a Fortnite community of 845,000 users. 
However, Discord welcomes other communities 
such as book clubs, study sessions, dance classes, 
and digital conventions. The user experience on 
Discord is considerably affected by the dynamics 
of the server’s community, its participants, and 
the activities that transpire between them. To 
the writers of this report, Discord feels like part 
WhatsApp, part cell phone, and part Zoom. 

There is a free-level and two paid-premium levels 
that give users access to more servers (commu-
nities) and customizations. In the premium levels, 
like gaming, users can level up and get Gifs avatars, 
access to high-quality video, custom emotes, and 
more. There are public servers and private servers 
which allow for large conventions and small private 
get-togethers with close friends. As of January 
2023, Discord had an estimated 500 million regis-
tered users and 154 million MAUs. It is estimated 
that Discord users exchange 4 billion messages 
per day and 124 billion messages per month. In 
app purchases, in Q4 of 2022 Discord reached over 
$53 million in revenue. (Statista, 2023).

ALGORITHMS
In contrast to other social media platforms, Discord 
does not depend on content-ranking algorithms 
to assemble a collection of posts and updates for 
users. However, Discord does employ algorithms 
and machine learning for additional objectives: 

 z To identify and eradicate spam or abusive 
messages or any other form of content that 
contravenes Discord’s terms and conditions. 
Server administrators can employ automated 
moderation tools, such as bots, to facilitate 
their community’s regulations. 

 z To suggest new friendships or servers based on 
the users’ interests, activities, and affiliations. 

 z To provide search capabilities within servers, 
which enables users to identify particular 
messages, files, or content based on keywords 
or other search criteria.

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: “Nitro” users can “enhance” any 
given server, allowing the server access to 
more expansive options such as a higher 
sound quality for voice channels, a custom 
server banner and invitation background, and 
additional customized emojis. Augmentation 
of the server experience does not explicitly 
advertise a brand or content.

 z Sponsorship: Corporate sponsorship exists 
through the promotion of text or voice channels, 
events sponsored by third parties, and branded 
content circulated within the server. 
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 z Advertising: Discord does not have an adver-
tising feature akin to other social media plat-
forms. Nevertheless, server administrators can 
establish customized advertisements within 
their servers to advance their products, services, 
or associated brands. These advertisements 
can be disseminated through designated 
channels, integrated into announcements, or 
included in other server content. All advertise-
ments must follow the server’s regulations and 
the community’s preferences.

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
Anything goes. As Discord is designed for 
speaking, chatting, or live video streaming with 
one another in real time, a narrative style would 
be based on what activities users want to engage 
with while on their servers. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 35% are female and 65% are male.  
Age: 22% of those aged 16-24, 42% of those 
25-34 (largest), 21% of those 35-44, and 15% 
of those 45+ Ethnicity: 14% are White, 16% are 
Black, and 31% are Hispanic. Country: The U.S. 
has the biggest percentage of Discord users, with 
30%, followed by Canada with 5% and the United 
Kingdom and Germany with 4% each.

Search Engine Platforms

Google (google.com)

Google is by far the most popular of all search 
engines and, according to Statista, has a world-
wide market share of close to 85% as of January 
2023.58 Google is popular for several reasons, 
including its speed, having the largest number 
of indexed sites and the fastest ability to pick up 
new sites, content, and news. It also has very high 
brand recognition. Google’s advertising engine is 
exceptionally sophisticated and has the ability to 
offer demographic targeting so that advertisers 
can target specific groups such as users by age, 
by gender, by location, by interests, by household 
income, and by education. Google also has some 
secondary search engines, such as Google Flights 
and Google Books (Abj, 2022). 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 42% of Google users are female, 58% 
are male. Age: 24% of users are 18-24, 30% are 
25-34 (largest), 19% are 35-44, 9% are 55-64, 
and 5% are 65+.59

Google Scholar is also notable as it focuses 
entirely on searching academic resources such as 
books, research papers, journal articles, case law, 
conference proceedings, and more. 

Bing (bing.com)

Microsoft Bing holds the second-largest world-
wide market share among search engines, at 
close to 9%, far below Google’s share. However, 
Bing does have some unique and higher quality 
features, including the best image search func-
tion, which includes the ability to search different 
image layouts such as tall, wide, or square. In 
addition, Bing’s filter options are easier to find 
than Google’s, such as licensing information for 
images. Furthermore, even though Google owns 
YouTube, Bing’s video search is thought to be of 
better quality because it is presented as a grid of 
thumbnails from which users can view the videos 
without having to leave the grid. 
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One of Bing’s unique features is its loyalty program, 
Microsoft Rewards. Every time you use Bing search, 
you get points that can be redeemed for gift cards 
to various outlets, including Starbucks and Amazon. 
Bing Ads can also target specific demographics. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 43% of Bing users are female, 56% 
are male. Age: 73% of users are under age 45. 
Education: 34% of users have a college diploma. 
Marital status: 54% of users are married. 
Household income: 36% of users earn $100,000 
or more. Sexual orientation: 3% of users identify 
as LGBTQ+. Disabilities: 18% of users are people 
with disabilities.60

Yahoo (yahoo.com)

Yahoo has the third-largest worldwide market 
share among search engines, at 2.6%. Yahoo is 
also known for being an aggregator of information 
under several different search categories, such as 
Yahoo Finance, Yahoo News, Yahoo Sports, Yahoo 
Entertainment, and Yahoo Shopping. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 43% of users are female, 57% are male. 
Age: 19% of users are 18-24, 26% are 25-34 
(largest), 19% are 35-44, 12% are 55-64, and 
10% are 65+.61

Duckduckgo (duckduckgo.com) 

DuckDuckGo has a worldwide market share of 
0.83%.62 It is known for its privacy and security 
because it does not track users’ history or collect 
any personal information, including I.P. addresses. 
It does have ads, but as it does not share any 
information outside of the search engine itself, 
searches are not reflected on other platforms. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 27% of users are female, 73% are male. 
Age: 19% of users are 18-24, 26% are 25-34 
(largest), and 9% are 65+ (Akers, 2023).

Several social media sites also have popular 
search engines. A few are listed below:

YouTube Search 
YouTube is also a popular search engine. There 
are three main elements that YouTube’s search 
algorithm takes into consideration when ranking 
results of user search queries: 

 z Relevance: Based on video title tags, descrip-
tions, and use of keywords and phrases.

 z Engagement: Watch time – the longer users 
watch a video, the higher that video appears in 
the results positioning.

 z Quality: Somehow, YouTube’s algorithm can 
analyze a video or channel’s trustworthiness, 
significance, and expertise (Ashbridge, 2023). 

DEMOGRAPHICS
(See under Social Media Platforms.)

LinkedIn
LinkedIn Search is robust and allows for advanced 
filters such as location, industry, job title, company 
size, and more so that users can find and connect 
with others who meet specific criteria. In addition, 
LinkedIn Groups allows users to search for and 
join groups related to their industry or interests. 
LinkedIn also has an enormous job board, through 
which users can search for specific types of jobs 
with a number of filtering options. 

DEMOGRAPHICS 
(See under Social Media Platforms.)

Reddit
Primarily known as a social media site, Reddit 
also has an internal search function that allows 
users to search four main content types: posts, 
comments, and communities (i.e., Subreddits) to 
find groups and people with similar interests. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
(See under Social Media Platforms.)
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Mastodon (mastodon.social/explore) 
Mastodon is designed to be an alternative 
to Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, which 
have all been criticized for their lack of privacy. 
Mastodon has no central server that stores user 
data. Instead, users create their own servers 
(“instances”), which are connected to a network 
of other instances. Users can choose which 
instance they want to join. Each instance is 
independently owned and operated, and each 
instance community moderates itself by setting 
up its own rules and guidelines. Users can report 
and block other users who violate the rules. 
Mastodon’s search engine is interesting as users 
can “explore” instances and search for content 
using keywords or hashtags. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 31% of Mastodon users are female, 69% 
are male. Age: 23% of users are 18-24, 34% are 
25-34 (largest), and 19% are 35-44, 8% are 
55-64, and 5% are 65+.63

Medium (medium.com)
Medium is a popular online publishing platform 
known for high-quality articles, essays, and other 
long-form content. Medium also has a paywall 
feature, so authors can earn money from their work. 
Medium’s search engine is also popular for users to 
search for content of interest by keywords, authors, 
tags, and date range. It is known to be left-leaning.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 33% of users are female, 67% are male. 
Age: 25% of users are 18-24, 36% are 25-34 
(largest), 19% are 35-44, 6% are 55-64, and 4% 
are 65+.64

Gab (www.gab.com)
Gab is a favorite far-right social media site known 
for its commitment to “freedom of speech” with 
no content policies and as an alternative to 
Facebook and Twitter (Ray, 2022). According to 
Pew Research, 1% of U.S. adults get their news 
regularly from Gab (St Aubin & Stocking, 2023). 
The site is known for allowing hate speech and 

extremist content and providing a safe haven for 
neo-Nazis and White supremacists. It has been 
associated with the 2018 Pittsburgh synagogue 
shooting and other violent incidents. However, 
its search engine is quite sophisticated and can 
filter results by text, images, video, conversations, 
information, and other users. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 26% of users are female, 74% are male. 
Age: 17% of users are 18-24, 23% are 25-34 
(largest), 16% are 35-44, 16% are 55-64, and 13% 
are 65+.65

Rumble (rumble.com)
Another favorite far-right social channel, Rumble, 
is known for being a video-sharing platform 
committed to “free speech” and hosting conser-
vative and right-leaning content. 2% of U.S. 
adults regularly get their news there (St Aubin & 
Stocking, 2023). Rumble has been criticized for 
spreading disinformation, misinformation, and 
conspiracy theories, and is famous for promoting 
false and misleading information about Covid-19 
and the 2020 U.S. Presidential election. Rumble’s 
search function is helpful in finding specific 
videos, creators, and content of interest. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 28% of Rumble users are female, 72% 
are male. Age: 18% of users are 18-24, 24% are 
25-34 (largest), 16% are 35-44, 15% are 55-64, 
and 13% are 65+.66

Several chat messaging services also have popular 
search engines. A few are listed below:

WhatsApp (whatsapp.com)
According to its About page, WhatsApp is an 
extremely popular worldwide chat messaging 
app that is used by over 2 billion people in over 
180 countries. It is owned by Facebook but runs 
separately. The app supports encrypted text, 
photos, videos, documents, location, and voice 
and video calls. The search engine can be used to 
search chats for messages, photos, videos links, 
GIFs, audio, and documents.
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DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 47% of What’s App users are female, 53% 
are male. Age: 33% of users are 18-24 (largest), 
27% are 35-44, 20% are 45-64, and 11% are 65+ 
(Statista, 2022).

Telegram (telegram.org)
Known for being a go-to messaging app for 
far-right groups involved in planning the 
January 6, 2020, insurrection, Telegram has 
since that time cracked down on QAnon and 
right-wing militias and now has a strict privacy 
policy (Ray, 2022). Popular for its encrypted 
calls and texts, Telegram had 700 million 

MAUs as of November 2022.67 (Telegram 
Global MAU 2022 | Statista, 2022). Telegram 
Search is popular for searching for groups and 
channels with similar interests that users may 
want to explore and join. Russian brothers built 
Telegram but Russia has no involvement in the 
platform. Telegram’s headquarters are in Dubai 
in the United Arab Emirates. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 43% of users are female, 57% are male. 
Age: 31% of users are 25-34, 30% are <24 
(Statista, 2023).

Podcast Platforms
General Information on Podcast Hosting and 
Directories. A podcast host is an online storage 
platform that podcast creators upload their 
finished podcasts onto. Links to the hosting plat-
form to access the podcasts may work through 
a directory, the creator’s personal website, or 
both. Two examples of hosting platforms are 
Buzzsprout and PodBean. A directory is an app 
or website from which one can listen to podcasts. 
Two examples of podcast directories are Spotify 
and Apple Podcasts. 

General Narrative Style

Podcasts are classified as digital audio content, 
often including episodic series revolving around 
a particular topic, subject, or style. Typically, 
audio recordings are pre-recorded and can be 
streamed or downloaded for listening at the 
user’s discretion. Podcasts encompass a wide 
variety of genres, ranging from news, interviews, 
and instruction, to self-development and story, 
to music or spoken word, to comedy and gaming, 
and indeed to many others. 

Comedy is the most popular genre in the 
U.S., making up 22% of podcasts, with news 
following at 21%, true crime at 18%, and sports 
at 17%.68 Podcasters strive to produce high 

caliber, stimulating material that will resonate 
with their listeners and provide exclusive content, 
rewards, or events to foster loyalty and increase 
their following.69 The two most common reasons 
listeners tune in to podcasts is to learn new things 
and to be entertained.70

Some podcast distributors simply allow creators 
to publish on their platforms (e.g., Apple Podcasts, 
Spotify), while other podcast distributors are both 
content creators and publishers, creating their 
own content as well as publishing the work of 
independent creators (e.g., Stitcher, NPR).

General Podcast Demographics

The demographic segmentation of individual 
podcasts differs depending on the topics and 
intended audiences. Statista estimates there 
will be 100 million podcast listeners in the U.S. 
in 2023. Gender: As of 2022, 46% of listeners 
were female, 53% were male, and 1% identified 
as nonbinary. Age: 50% of listeners are ages 12 to 
34.71 Ethnicity: 57% are White, 16% are Hispanic, 
13% are African American, 4% are Asian, and 10% 
are “other.”72 Education: Approximately 68% of 
podcast listeners have a postgraduate degree 
(Schaffer, 2023). Demographics for specific 
platforms are provided where found. 
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The following is a selected group of podcast 
distributors. 

Apple Podcasts 
(apple.com/apple-podcasts)

Apple Podcasts launched in 2012 and is the  
#1 platform with 37% of the market of podcast 
listeners as of February 2023, with close to  
49 million downloads (Buzzsprout, 2023) and 
65.1 million episodes on the platform. Apple 
Podcasts is accessible on iOS devices, Mac, and 
Windows via iTunes. In the rankings of genres of 
podcasts on Apple Podcasts, the most popular is 
Religion and Spirituality, followed by Society and 
Culture and then Education (Gul, 2023). 

REACH
There are 28 million registered users as of March 
2023, with the U.S. having the largest percentage 
of the market at 75%.73 

KEY FACTS

 z Apple Podcasts are hosted by iTunes.

 z The platform has both free-to-use and 
subscription-based services. 

 z Approximately 2.6 million podcasts are listed 
on Apple Podcasts.

 z 96% of podcast hosts choose Apple Podcasts 
as their platform. 

 z 62% of the content is spoken word and 38%  
is music. 

 z Podcasters receive 70% of the subscription 
price of their podcasts with an annual fee to 
the service.

ALGORITHMS
Apple Podcasts’ algorithms tailor recommenda-
tions to users’ past behavior, preferences, and 
interests. Apple keeps its ranking algorithm 
a secret. However, research shows that a key 
factor is the number of subscribers a podcast 
acquires per day. To rank on the “top 100” charts, 
a podcast needs 200 new subscribers in a day 
(Land, 2020). 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
Apple Podcasts provide a medium for circulation, 
and any endorsement contracts and marketing 
are handled independently of the platform itself 
by the podcaster. However, Apple does provide 
assets to help podcasters promote their shows 
and use the Apple brand.74 

DEMOGRAPHICS
The average listening age of Apple Podcasts is 
35-54 years old. 

EMPLOYEE DEMOGRAPHICS FOR APPLE OVERALL
Gender: Globally, Apple employees are 20% 
female, 80% male. Ethnicity: In the U.S., 54% 
of Apple’s technology jobs are held by White 
workers, and 23% by Asian workers. Including 
non-tech jobs, Apple’s workforce is 11% Hispanic 
and 7% Black.75 

Spotify (open.spotify.com)

Launched in 2006 in Sweden, Spotify is the  
#2 most-listened-to podcast platform, with 
28% of all podcast users and over 35 million 
downloads (Buzzsprout, 2023). The most 
popular genre on Spotify is Society and Culture, 
with Comedy, Lifestyle & Health, Arts and 
Entertainment, and Education ranking next in 
order. Spotify publishes a number of podcasts 
focused on LGBTQ+ voices (Shepherd, 2023). 

REACH
Spotify reaches 33 million listeners per month. 
In 2022, there were 456 million active users 
worldwide. 

KEY FACTS

 z Spotify has two tiers: free (ad supported)  
and paid premium. 

 z 236 million MAUs are on the free 
ad-supported tier.

 z Ad revenue was $109 million in 2021 and is 
estimated to reach $414 million in 2024.76 
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ALGORITHMS
Spotify’s algorithms compile the listening habits 
of hundreds of millions of listeners, including 
grouping podcasts by genre category, country, 
repeat listens, high follower-to-listener ratio, 
playlist adds, outside shares, and more. Then that 
data is compared to a viewer’s personal listening 
habits and the results are shown in individualized 
recommendation lists.77

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
Creating great content, a publishing schedule, 
and self-promoting are key strategies for boosting 
a podcaster’s listeners. Spotify also provides 
personal analytics to understand audience 
demographics and retention (How to Achieve 
a Spot on Spotify Podcast Charts, n.d.). Spotify 
also has a self-serve ad platform that has flexible 
pricing options and real-time reporting, which 
also includes a sophisticated user help-desk.78 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: As of March 2018, 56% of Spotify users 
were males in the U.S. Age: Users are predomi-
nantly ages 25-34, making up 29% of users in the 
U.S. (Shepherd, 2023).

EMPLOYEE DEMOGRAPHICS
Ethnicity: As of 2022, 55% of employees are 
White, 22% are Asian, 9% are Black, 9.5% are 
Hispanic, 4% are mixed race, and 0.2% are 
Native American.79 

Google Podcasts (podcasts.google.com) 

Launched in 2018, Google Podcasts is the 
 #3 platform for podcast listeners in the U.S. 
(TrueList, 2023). 

REACH
Google downloads totalled approximately 
2.2 million in 2021. Google Podcasts is pre-in-
stalled on many Android devices and those 
numbers are not included here (Moreno, 2021).  
In 2023, Google stopped listing Google Podcasts 
in its search engines, which will most likely 
decrease the amount of listeners. 

KEY FACTS

 z Google Podcasts is hosted by Google Play.

 z Google Podcasts Manager is free to use and 
to sign up; it requires a Google Account and a 
podcast feed. 

 z The Joe Rogan Experience (a conservative 
leaning podcast) and Ted Talks Daily are the 
two top-ranking Google Podcasts.80 

ALGORITHMS
Google Podcasts algorithms generate person-
alized recommendations of podcasts for users, 
considering their historic listening behavior, 
preferences, and interests. These algorithms 
are based on various indicators, such as podcast 
popularity, user ratings, and the similarities 
between podcasts. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
Google is an expert at optimization, and Google 
Podcasts uses the same capabilities. Ensuring that 
a podcast website is well-optimized with accurate 
metadata can assist in enhancing its presence in 
Google search results. Podcasts can be supported 
through partnerships with sponsors or advertisers, 
whereby sponsored content, product place-
ments, and/or ad spots are integrated into the 
podcast. The terms of these alliances are generally 
decided directly between the podcaster and the 
sponsor. Google Podcasts provides an avenue for 
distribution, while any sponsorship agreements 
are administered independently of the platform. 
Podcasters may also monetize their content by 
engaging in strategic partnerships with advertisers, 
or by utilizing ad networks or platforms specifically 
designed for podcast advertising. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Google Podcasts demographics are not broken 
out from Google’s demographics. (See under 
Search Engine Platforms.) 
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Patreon (patreon.com) 

Founded in May 2013, Patreon is a subscrip-
tion-based platform that offers its creators (a.k.a. 
podcasters) an opportunity to generate revenue 
from their content and establish a more direct 
relationship with their fanbase.

REACH
As of March 2023, Patreon has in excess of 8 
million active patrons (a.k.a. members) per month 
and approximately 223,000 creators.

KEY FACTS 

 z Patreon’s total valuation as of 2021 is  
$4 billion. 

 z Creators have collectively made over $3.5 
billion since Patreon was launched through 
the 2nd Quarter of 2022. The 2022 payout to 
creators was close to $291 million, and the 
monthly total payout to creators is approxi-
mately $26 million as of March 2023.81 

 z Video makes up approximately 40% of creator 
content, earning monthly payouts of over $6 
million, followed by podcasts with a monthly 
payout estimated to be $3.7 million and then 
adult games at approximately $2 million.

 z True Crime Obsessed is the most popular 
podcast with the highest patron count at 
more than 48,000 and $250,000 in earnings 
annually (Susic, 2023). 

ALGORITHMS
Patreon does not utilize algorithms to organize 
or recommend content. Creators promote and 
market themselves through their podcasts, 
websites, social media accounts, and other 
channels to build their audience base. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
Patreon enables creators to expand their revenue 
potential by providing a variety of membership 
levels, each with a customized range of add-ons 
and fees. By providing exclusive content or other 
incentives to patrons with higher membership 

levels, podcasters can motivate their audience 
to boost their support and contribute more 
financially. Podcasters may also collaborate with 
sponsors or advertisers and include sponsored 
material, advertisements, and product integration 
during their podcasts. Patreon does not supply an 
advertising platform. However, the platform has 
a payment processing system that can handle fee 
collection in exchange for a tiered percentage of 
each creator’s monthly earnings. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Age: Approximately 60% of Patreon creators are 
in their 20s, and over 67% of its patron members 
are also in their 20s. As of 2020, 40% of creators 
were based outside of the U.S. 

EMPLOYEE DEMOGRAPHICS
Ethnicity: As of 2018, 60% of Patreon employees 
were White, 15% Asian, 5% Black, 7% Hispanic, 
and 11% mixed race. The company committed that 
year to increasing diversity among its employees. 
In 2019, 12% of senior leadership were Black; 
BIPOC employees increased by 11% in the 
technical teams; and 43% of all employees were 
women (Roberts, 2022).

iHeart Radio Podcasts

Launched in 2008, iHeartRadio is a digital plat-
form that offers users access to a broad selection 
of radio stations, music, and podcasts. iHeart-
Radio provides an extensive selection of podcasts 
spanning a broad range of genres and topics, 
which enables it to target a diverse audience with 
a variety of interests. 

REACH
iHeart Radio has over 150 million registered users 
as of 2021 and 250 million MAUs.82 

KEY FACTS

 z Annual revenue in 2021 was $3.6 billion.

 z As of 2021 the platform had 860 radio stations 
and 160 markets. 
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ALGORITHMS
iHeartRadio algorithms generate personalized 
recommendations of podcasts and radio stations 
for users, based on past listening activity, inter-
ests, and other user-defined preferences. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
iHeartRadio does not possess a built-in boosting 
mechanism. However, podcasters utilize social 
media, their own websites, and other marketing 
strategies to become more visible. Podcasters 
can also use sponsors and advertisers that are 
contracted directly between the parties. iHeart-
Radio utilizes an advertising-based model for 
its free subscription level, which incorporates 
promotional materials or advertisements within 
podcast and radio streaming services. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 44% of users are female and 56% are 
male. Age: Primary age of users is 25-34.83

EMPLOYEE DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 51.2% of employees are female. 
Ethnicity: 40% are Black, Indigenous, and People 
of Color (BIPOC) (iHeartMedia, 2023).

Pandora

Launched in 2005, Pandora is the #1 online music 
streaming service in the U.S. The service also 
provides users with curated playlists and podcasts. 

REACH
In 2022, Pandora hosted approximately 2 million 
sessions per month and had 47.6 million MAUs 
and 6.2 million paid subscribers. Pandora’s 
reach has been decreasing over the last couple 
of years. In 2021, it had 52.3 million MAUs 
(Statista, 2023a).

KEY FACTS

 z Advertising is the main source of revenue with 
approximately $1.6 billion in revenue in 2022. 

 z Total revenue between paid membership 
and advertising in 2021 was $2.1 billion 
(Statista, 2023). 

ALGORITHMS
Pandora’s algorithms facilitate personalized 
recommendations of podcasts and music stations 
through user-specific listening histories, prefer-
ences, and interests. Pandora also implements 
its Music Genome Project and Podcast Genome 
Project, which compile many statistics including 
MPAA ratings, production and content type, and 
host identification, and combine those statistics 
with listeners’ own preferences to create recom-
mendation lists.84 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
Podcasters market themselves through social 
media and websites. They can also form partner-
ships directly with sponsors and advertisers and 
use product placement within their podcasts. 
Pandora has a free, advertiser-based tier and a 
subscription-based tier without ads. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Age: 28% of Pandora users are 23-35; the  
next largest age demographic is 55+ at 22% 
(Ferjan, 2023). 

EMPLOYEE DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 72% of employees are female, 28% are 
male. Ethnicity: 58% of employees are White,  
11% are Black, and 20% are Hispanic or Latino 
(Ferjan, 2023). 

SoundCloud Podcasts 

SoundCloud Podcasts was launched in 2015. 
SoundCloud overall is the #2 music streaming 
platform (Gilbert, 2023). 

REACH
SoundCloud Podcasts has 175 million MAUs. 

KEY FACTS

 z SoundCloud Podcasts has a free tier as well as 
a subscription plan for $12 per month (paid 
annually) or $16 per month (paid monthly). 

 z Content is shareable. Collaborating and 
commenting are also features that give this 
platform a social networking feel. 
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 z SoundCloud was saved from bankruptcy in 
2017 with a $170 million influx of funding from 
New York investment bank Raine Group and 
a Singapore wealth fund, Temasek. Thereafter 
it was valued at $500 million the same year 
(Gilbert, 2023)

ALGORITHMS
SoundCloud uses an algorithm that analyzes 
individual preferences by past history, searches, 
and repetition. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING 

 z Promote on SoundCloud: This promotional 
option allows creators to pay for promotional 
campaigns for their tracks and podcast 
episodes. It is possible for podcasters to extend 
their reach through their own social channels, 
websites, and other outlets. SoundCloud also 
has an analytics feature for tracking the number 
and demographics of listeners.

 z SoundCloud Premier: This monetization 
program is tailored to eligible creators, and 
through it they can generate profits from 
the advertisements played in their content. 
Podcasters participating in the program 
integrate ads into their episodes. These ads 
are heard on SoundCloud’s free, ad-supported 
tier. The platform also provides an ad-free 
listening experience through its subscription 
tier, SoundCloud Go+.

 z Other Sponsorship and Advertising: 
Creators are also able to partner with an adver-
tising network and place ads in their podcasts 
themselves. They can also sell sponsorships to 
businesses or organizations and provide paid 
exclusive and “special event” content. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Age: 35% of users are between the ages of 18  
and 34. 

EMPLOYEE DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 24% of employees are female, 76% are 
male. Ethnicity: 65% are White, 10% are Black or 
African American, and 9% are Hispanic or Latino.85

Stitcher 

Stitcher is a podcast listening platform and app. 
It was launched in 2008 and then purchased 
by SiriusXM in 2020 for $325 million. Stitcher 
is known as the top podcast-only publisher and 
network in the U.S.86 

REACH
Stitcher has 14.5 million MAUs, and the app 
has been downloaded 12 million times as of 
November 2021 (Smith, 2023).

KEY FACTS

 z The top category of content genre is News 
and Media publishers, followed by Computers, 
Electronics and Technology. 

 z Stitcher allows for short-form audio clips that 
listeners can share to their social channels. 

ALGORITHMS
Stitcher’s algorithms encourage listeners to try 
new shows with their proprietary recommen-
dation features and its algorithms are unique 
because they do not only base recommendations 
on a show’s number of users. Stitcher also uses AI 
and ML to recommend podcasts of interest. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
Stitcher provides analytics to see who and where 
a podcaster’s audience is coming from. Stitcher 
also offers ad placement within podcasts so 
creators can earn revenue (Scheerbarth, 2023). 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 42% of users are female, 58% are male. 
Age: 19% of users are 18-24, 31% are 25-34 
(largest), 10.4% are 35-44, 14% are 45-54, 10% 
are 55-64 and 7% are 65+.87 

EMPLOYEE DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 76% of users are female and 24% are 
male. Ethnicity: 68% are White, 6% are Black or 
African American, 15% are Hispanic or Latino, and 
9% are Asian88 (Smith, 2023). 
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National Public Radio (NPR) Podcasts

NPR Podcasts was launched in 2005 with 
approximately 170 programs created by 
NPR national and member stations. NPR is a 
nonprofit media organization that produces 
and disseminates news, talk, and entertainment 
programming – including podcasts – across 
multiple media outlets. NPR Podcasts is the  
#2 publisher of podcasts after Stitcher.89 

REACH
Downloads of podcasts from NPR have tripled 
since 2014, with 7.12 million downloads in the U.S. 
(Statista, 2023). During the height of the Covid-19 
pandemic, there were 57 million listeners. 

KEY FACTS

 z NPR Podcasts has a Podcast Start-up Guide 
(Weldon, 2021). 

 z NPR Podcasts can be found in many places. 
They can be aired on NPR member stations. 
They are also found on the NPR.org website, 
on the NPR APP, iTunes, Google Play Music, 
Google Podcasts, Spotify, Apple Podcasts, 
Stitcher and others. 

ALGORITHMS
At NPR Podcasts, experienced news producers, 
and story editors curate the podcasts and list their 
recommendations. The podcasts are also cate-
gorized by story subject matter so that listeners 
can sort by their interests. And, finally, there is a 
personalized algorithm that analyzes a listener’s 
listening behavior in conjunction with the library of 
podcasts to come up with recommendation lists.

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP

 z Boosting: NPR uses its large network of radio 
stations, websites, apps, and social media 
channels to increase the visibility and expo-
sure of its podcasts. Podcasters may further 
increase the visibility of their shows via their 
own social media channels, websites, and 
other promotional channels.

 z Sponsorship: NPR Podcasts may incorporate 
sponsorships through underwriting or content 
collaborations. Sponsorship underwriting 
entails a benefactor extending monetary 
endorsements in return for exposure in the 
podcast. Content collaborations may neces-
sitate the formation of content in cooperation 
with a sponsor. NPR typically manages these 
partnerships, which must adhere to its spon-
sorship regulations.

 NPR, as a nonprofit organization, obtains 
financial support from private benefactors, 
corporate sponsors, and grants. NPR audio 
programs may feature sponsor messages or 
acknowledgments of underwriting, which are 
comparable to advertisements but generally 
have a more delicate and less commercialized 
appearance. NPR strictly adheres to established 
standards in regard to its sponsor messages 
in order to preserve the trustworthiness of 
its content, evade any potential conflicts of 
interest, and retain its nonprofit status.

DEMOGRAPHICS FOR NPR OVERALL
Gender: 45% of listeners are female, 55% are 
male. Age: Most listeners are 35+, 50% are 
between the ages of 25 and 54; interestingly, 
there are more older men listening than women, 
but in the younger demographic, the split is 
50/50. Ethnicity: 61% are White, 39% are BIPOC 
(up from 28% in 2018). There was a large increase 
of BIPOC listeners during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
In addition, 75% of the stories on NPR in 2021 
were race-related, up from 42% in 2013 (NPR, 
2022). Household Income: Average income 
among NPR listeners is approximately $103,000 
per year, with 10% earning between $50,000 and 
$75,000 and 80% earning over $75,000 per year. 

Additionally, 75% of NPR listeners identify as 
voters (Clark, n.d.).
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Blog Platforms
Blogs are a type of website, in which the content 
is presented chronologically, with the most 
recently posted placed first. Blogs can also be 
thought of as digital diaries. They can be part 
of a larger website that has multiple Blogs (e.g., 
Medium) or a distinct separate element in a 
corporate or organization’s website (many are 
found as a pull-down menu item), or else a blog 
can be a singular, stand-alone offering housed on 
its own website. Blogs can be run by a business, 
an organization, a group, or an individual, and 
the writing in them is usually conversational. 
Businesses and organizations may use blogs to 
provide information or raise awareness. Social 
movements can use blogs to influence public 
opinion and give information on upcoming events, 
legislation and directions on how to engage 
(Balkhi, 2022). The most popular blog types are 
food, travel, health and fitness, lifestyle, and 
fashion and beauty. Music, sports, finance, and 
politics are also prevalent types (Sernoff, 2023). 

The top paid bloggers90 are:  

 z HuffPost ($500 million per year), focused on 
current affairs.

 z Engadget ($48 million), focused on tech and 
venture capitalism.

 z Moz ($45 million), focused on field marketing 
and also a Search Engine Optimization (SEO) 
community and service provider. 

 z PerezHilton ($41 million) (not Paris Hilton), 
run by a man named Mario Armando 
Lavandeira Jr., who is a celebrity blogger.

 z Copyblogger ($35 million), focused on how to 
be a great blogger.

 z Mashable ($35 million), covering tech, 
science, and social good. “Amplify,” one of its 
content series, focuses on racial equality and 
is “devoted to raising awareness, spotlighting 
issues, and taking action.” 

GENERAL BLOGGER DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: According to Zippia, 67% of bloggers are 
female and 33% are male. Ethnicity: 75% of blog-
gers are White, 6% are Black or African American, 
and 8% are Hispanic or Latino. Education: 78% 
have college degrees (Zippia, 2023). 

The following are several blogging sites and plat-
forms, some of which, in addition to hosting their 
own blogs, also function as content management 
systems (CMSs) that allow users to create and 
manage their own blogs and websites. 

Wordpress.com and Wordpress.org

WordPress is the most widely used CMS for both 
building and managing websites and blogs. 
Individuals, groups, businesses, and organizations 
all use the WordPress platforms. The demo-
graphic composition of a given blog is deter-
mined by its content, intended readership, and 
marketing and advertising quality.

WordPress.com is known as the best free 
blogging platform that is easy to use. The plat-
form also functions as the hosting provider and 
will provide all the management and security for 
the blogger’s site. It provides very clear step-by-
step instructions on how to build your own blog 
as well as how to market and manage the blog 
through its analytics feature. It also offers plenty 
of additional resources, such as daily webinars 
and blog posts that illustrate how to use a variety 
of WordPress assets and new marketing ideas. 

The WordPress.com platform also has a built-in 
“Reader” that automatically connects you and 
your blog to the entire community of WordPress 
bloggers and readers, so that your blog can be 
found, followed, and shared to millions. And you 
can find, follow, and share other creators’ blogs 
on any topic. WordPress.com also has a tiered 
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pricing system that includes additional assets 
and allows plugins from external sources (Pines, 
2023). Over the three-month period beginning 
with November 2022, traffic to the site had over 
850,000 visits. 

BLOGS
“Discover” (https://wordpress.com/discov-
er-wordpress/) is the home of the WordPress.com 
Blogs, which is curated by the WordPress editorial 
team. When using this link, the Discover section 
is found on the top menu strip. (Please note that 
Discover is confusing to find. If you go to the 
wordpress.com site without the Discover add-on, 
you will not see this menu option. Discover does 
appear on the WordPress mobile app if you have 
a WordPress blog.) Once you are in the Discover 
section, it is quite impressive.

 z Editors’ Picks: Includes both top blogger 
posts as well as newly discovered bloggers. 

 z Inspiration: Curated section highlighting 
WordPress resources, book reviews, thematic 
areas such as Pride and Black Lives Matter, 
and more. 

 z Topics: There are two sections of “Topics.” 
The first is an archive of several topics that 
are Editor’s Picks. The other is an extremely 
comprehensive “All Topics” archive that is 
categorized alphabetically. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING 

 z Boosting: Bloggers must market through 
their own social channels utilizing best 
SEO practices.

 z Sponsorships: One of the cons of using 
WordPress.com is that an individual cannot 
have her or his own sponsorships or adver-
tising from 3rd parties and will get reported 
and possibly suspended for having such. Also, 
WordPress “Sponsored Posts” can appear on 
a blog, though as a blogger you can opt out of 
them if you like. 

 z Advertising: WordPress.com does offer a 
program, called WordAds, that bloggers 

can partake in for a cost. WordAds will find 
advertisers and place ads on bloggers’ sites 
automatically. In addition, WordAds uses algo-
rithms that show visitors ads that are based 
on their browsing history and are relevant to 
them. Plus, bloggers receive revenue from 
every ad that is seen by their visitors. 

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
WordPress gives straightforward recommenda-
tions as to how best to get featured on Discover 
(https://wordpress.com/support/getting-fea-
tured-on-discover/). These recommendations are 
good for all bloggers.

 z Publish original content and make sure credit 
is given when using others’ material, and of 
course, do not plagiarize.

 z Offer a strong point of view.

 z Embrace an individual voice and style.

 z Use images where possible and make posts 
easy on the eyes with breathing space, a 
readable font, and a clear design. 

 z Make sure to add relevant tags and categories 
with a great headline.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 46% of the WordPress audience are 
female, 54% are male. Age: 27% of the audience 
are 18-24; 31% are 25-34 (largest), and 18% are 
35-44 (Similarweb, 2023). 

WordPress.org is targeted to more serious blog-
gers because it is “open source.” While it uses the 
great WordPress software code, it is completely 
self-hosted, meaning bloggers have complete 
control over their blogs and can choose to host 
them anywhere they choose, which could be less 
expensive. It also allows bloggers to create their 
own themes and use any plugins with no limita-
tions. There are no restrictions on the type of 
content bloggers can create, other than following 
state and federal laws, and bloggers can edit at 
will without any of the limitations that are found 
using the WordPress.com platform. 
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BLOGS
WordPress.org blogs do not automatically have 
access to the WordPress Reader community, 
especially if the created blog has a different 
hosting provider than wordpress.com. However, 
an “RSS” plugin is available to connect a self-
hosted blog into the Reader once bloggers 
register for it under wordpress.org. We know—it is 
a bit confusing, but worth the exposure. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING
Simply put, as a self-hosted blog, a blogger can 
do anything they wish on their site. Beyond 
promoting through all personal social channels 
using SEO best practices, sponsorships and 
advertising are completely under a blogger’s 
control. In addition, WordPress.org provides 
bloggers with the proper plugins to accommodate 
any sponsor or advertiser they have. 

Medium Blogs (medium.com)

Founded in 2012, Medium is a web-based 
platform that enables users to create, distribute, 
and share digital publications on various topics. 
Medium draws a broad demographic mix and 
reach due to its extensive range of featured topics. 
The platform is also growing quickly. In a recent 
three-month period, Medium had over 500,000 
visits and approximately 300,000 subscribers.91 

ALGORITHMS
Medium employs a recommendation algorithm 
to present articles to readers according to their 
interests, past readings, and interaction with 
other pieces. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: Bloggers must market through their 
own social channels and website, employing 
SEO techniques.

 z Sponsorship: It is generally impermissible to 
utilize sponsored content or advertising on 
Medium. However, authors may collaborate 
with external sponsors or advertisers to 

generate sponsored content, such as product 
reviews or affiliate marketing, provided it 
complies with Medium’s content regulations. 

 z Advertising: Medium does not have a traditional 
advertising feature. Bloggers may participate in 
the Medium “Partner Program” as an alternative. 
They can receive remuneration depending on 
the level of engagement their articles attract 
from members with active subscriptions.

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
Top interest categories of visitors are Computers, 
Electronics and Technology, Programming 
and Developer Software, and News. Bloggers 
find that Medium is also great for longer, more 
thoughtful pieces. 

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: 33% of the Medium audience are female, 
67% are male. Age: 25% are 18-24, 36% are 25-34 
(largest), and 19% are 35-44 (Similarweb, 2023). 

Wix (users.wix.com)

Launched in 2006 and known to be a great 
resource for beginner bloggers, Wix offers hosting 
(technical and security management) and blog-
building capabilities, allowing users to generate 
and maintain blogs via customizable templates 
and drag-and-drop features. The Wix Blog is a 
resource that has helpful illustrative blog posts for 
bloggers to use when building their own site. 

BLOGS
Unfortunately, Wix does not include a hosted blog 
site that captures Wix-created blogs for more 
reach and community. However, Wix does have 
a member only community that allows bloggers 
to interact with each other and follow, share and 
comment on each other’s posts. When a blogger 
signs up for the Wix Blog Community, only 
members can see their blog. This may provide a 
good resource for beginner bloggers as they learn, 
and one can opt out at any time.
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BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: Bloggers must market through their 
own social channels and website and employ 
SEO techniques. Wix does offer resources that 
help develop email marketing campaigns and 
social media graphics.

 z Sponsorship: Bloggers can have sponsor 
relationships on their site. 

 z Advertising: Wix offers a feature that helps 
bloggers create Facebook Ads. Bloggers can 
also have advertising on their site by creating 
their own advertiser relationships. In addi-
tion, Wix offers a direct program with Google 
AdSense that provides a way to earn revenue 
on personal blog sites for the cost of custom-
izing an ad campaign and earning revenue 
based on blog traffic.

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
Similar to WordPress, high-value, stimulating and 
genuine content concerning the target popula-
tion is fundamental for achieving success.

DEMOGRAPHICS
N.A. 

Tumblr (tumblr.com)

Founded in 2007, Tumblr is a microblogging and 
social networking platform that enables bloggers 
to generate multimedia short-form content and 
post frequently alongside many other bloggers. 
Tumblr is known as a site for edgy pop-culture and 
visual posts that showcase an eclectic selection of 
blogs, including socio-political causes, celebrity 
followers, off-the-wall topics such as goblin illus-
trators, as well as some exquisite photography. 

As of February 2021, Tumblr had 518+ million 
blogs(!), 32 million bloggers in the U.S. alone, and 
was publishing close to 13 million blog posts a day 
(Eira, 2023). 

ALGORITHMS
Tumblr’s algorithms utilize a user’s interests, 
browsing history, and followed blog posts to 
provide tailored content recommendations. 
Recommendations are not posted chronologically, 
although there are “Trending” and “Staff Picks” 
categories on the home page. A user can also set 
preferences under settings to customize post selec-
tions, including finding content through hashtags. 

BOOSTING, SPONSORSHIP, ADVERTISING

 z Boosting: Tumblr Radar is a curated space 
that features posts that are considered 
interesting and popular on user dashboards. It 
is tough for a blogger to be noticed, as most of 
the selected posts are those that have already 
garnered a lot of traffic. Bloggers can add the 
hashtag #RadarPlz to help get attention from 
the Tumblr algorithm. 

 z Sponsorship: “Sponsored Posts” are arranged 
directly between advertisers and Tumblr. 
Bloggers may also form collaborative relation-
ships with sponsors or advertisers to produce 
sponsored content, including sponsored posts, 
product reviews, or affiliate marketing. The 
agreements between bloggers and sponsors 
are typically negotiated directly.

 z Advertising: Tumblr Radar also allows blog-
gers to pay to “Pin” and “Highlight” their posts 
with selected brands. However, this is quite 
expensive and is mostly used by bloggers that 
already have a large following. Bloggers are 
welcome to integrate third-party advertising 
(e.g., Google AdSense) into their blogs. Tumblr 
provides Ad-Free Browsing in exchange for an 
auto-renewed subscription. 

SUGGESTED NARRATIVE STYLE
Short posts mostly comprising images, GIFs, and 
videos. Tumblr is a great place for artists and 
photographers.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender: Tumblr users are 50/50 female/male. 
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Age: Tumblr appeals to a broad range of users, 
with a notable proportion of the platform’s audi-
ence made up of Gen-Z (40%) and Millennials 
(30%) between the ages of 18 and 34. Household 
Income: While users tend to be young, most have 
jobs and live in urban areas; 27% of users earn 
$100,000+ (largest), followed by 25% earning 
$80,000-$100,000 and 24% earning $70,000-
$80,000 (Eira, 2023). 

Traffic has been decreasing since Tumblr banned 
porn and adult content in December 2018. 
Statista reported that the site had approximately 
292 million visits in May 2022 (Statista, 2023). 

Other well-known blog platforms include:

Drupal (https://www.drupal.org/): An open-
source CMS that allows users to create, edit, and 
manage blogs and works similarly to WordPress.
org and Wix.  
 

Squarespace (https://www.squarespace.com): 
An open-source CMS known for its design 
features. Squarespace does have an internal 
curated Blog that showcases trending topics, 
as well as how-to career and blogging advice. 
Compared with other internal blogs it is limited. 

LinkedIn Blog (https://blog.linkedin.com/): 
Known for thought leadership, the LinkedIn blog 
is internally curated and is specifically targeted 
to business and organization professionals and 
people starting out in their careers. The subtitle 
is “Your source for insights and information about 
LinkedIn.” The site has a featured crawler on the 
top of the page and then chronological postings 
of articles of interest. 

Weebly (https://www.weebly.com/features/
start-a-blog): An open-source CMS, known best 
as an e-commerce blog (and website) builder. 
Weebly has a terrific SEO resource and blog 
templates all have built-in RSS and social sharing 
features to enable access to other channels. 
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8.
Best Strategies to Create  
a Viral and Sustaining  
Social Movement
A huge question discussed repeatedly by racial 
and social justice change makers, executives, and 
researchers, is wondering what the secret sauce is 
to build social movements so that sustained social 
change will happen. Not only is awareness of an 
issue or cause necessary, but this awareness needs 
to transform into positive changes of behavior. The 
ultimate goal is that once a change of behavior 
is achieved, that behavior does not fade away. 
Instead, the behavior change continues to be 
augmented to maximize results. The answer to the 
secret sauce question has become more complex 
with the proliferation of digital social channels and 
social media, and now with all of the new AI innova-
tions we are increasingly living in an environment 
in which immediate gratification is continuously 
sought and patience is thin. 

A great deal of research has been done on how 
social networks and movements are formed 
and how effective they are. Two independent 
researchers, Gal Beckerman and Damon Centola 
recently released excellent and compelling books, 
2022’s The Quiet Before (Beckerman, 2022) and 

2021’s Change; How to Make Big Things Happen 
(Centola, 2021), respectively, that focus on the 
question of how to create lasting social change 
and what type and function of social networks are 
necessary. Both researchers analyzed a number of 
social movements and social change before and 
after the birth of digital social channels and social 
media. Both fundamentally believe that having 
the time and the space to brainstorm, plan, and 
organize with other like-minded people and local 
communities is essential for a movement and for 
change to last. 

Gal Beckerman is drawn to Saul Alinsky’s theory of 
using the metaphor of a three-act play to describe 
the recipe for a successful social movement. In 
his book, Rules for Radicals (Alinsky, 1972), which 
has served as a handbook for activists since the 
early 1970s, Alinsky describes Act I as being an 
introduction to the plot and characters. Act II 
develops the plot and characters. And Act III is 
when there is a final dramatic showdown between 
good and evil, out of which comes the resolution. 
Beckerman follows Alinsky’s belief that Act I 
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and Act II are when the ideas of a movement are 
“incubated” in a quiet, nonchaotic space where 
ideas can be proposed, ideology defined and 
refined, goals argued over and planned out, and 
also, significantly, engagement and enlistment of 
others can happen. 

Beckerman goes on to say that social media 
discourages the first two acts because it is 
designed to elevate posts that trigger strong 
emotions such as fury, horror, and other big 
feelings. As a result, much of the time social 
media will light a blazing fire which leads to an 
immediate protest that can be large and last over 
a number of days, but then the fire dies out and 
people go back to their daily lives. Interestingly, 
Beckerman is not saying that incubation cannot 
happen on social media. He uses the example of 
White supremacists, militias, and alt-right and 
neo-Nazi groups, who have had a “slow gathering 
of power” due to their need to go underground for 
decades because their rhetoric was too inflam-
matory for the mainstream. They incubated their 
ideas and ideology and painstakingly planned 
actions, all on alternative platforms. They started 
on 4chan, and when they were chased off of that 
platform, they went to 8chan, and then on to 
other platforms, such as Gab. When then-Pres-
ident Trump welcomed these groups and gave 
them credence, the moment was ripe to come 
out of the shadows. These groups were ready with 
their plans of action and goals, were able to attach 
themselves to a willing Republican Party, grew 
exponentially through social media, and have 
proceeded to execute their plans to great effect 
(Beckerman, 2022, pp. 4-7). 

One case study that Beckerman has been exploring 
is #Black Lives Matter (BLM), which first appeared 
in July 2013. Summarizing an extremely complex 
and lengthy journey, many BLM activists have 
become increasingly exhausted from all of the ups 
and downs of the movement, which over the years 
has mobilized in national waves triggered by the 
continual murders of Black men and women but 
resulting in little real change. Some BLM chapters 
across the country began to understand that 

social media-driven social action was not working 
and that they needed to get off social media and 
think – to incubate. Two such chapters are the 
Dream Defenders in Miami (Rachel Gilmer and 
Phillip Agnew) and Black Visions in Minneapolis 
(Miski Noor). Both organizations took a step back 
and realized that the problems of racism, discrimi-
nation, and racial inequity they are fighting against, 
and their goals, such as ending police brutality and 
violence in general that targets Black people, were 
too complex to be captured and disseminated 
within the Twitter character limit. They realized 
in essence that “hard power,” adapted from the 
concept of political scientist Joseph S. Nye, Jr. 
(Nye, 1990), needed to be created by listening 
much more to the community and building grass-
roots consensus. They began to look at transfor-
mative justice as a slower, more methodical way 
of working toward changing the police system by, 
for example, electing like-minded political leaders 
and lobbying for legislation. Social media is “soft 
power” which can be used to get the story out, light 
metaphorical fires, and acquire “influence” power. 
When George Floyd was murdered in 2020, both 
groups worked hard to use the immense nation-
wide rage and grief, the “soft power” that drives 
strong influence and voting power, and focused on 
getting activities that had already been underway 
for 2-3 years over the finish line, including winning 
more elections and having Congress pass the 
Justice in Policing Act of 2020, making it easier 
to prosecute police. These groups have become 
convinced that both hard and soft power are 
necessities, and that soft power alone does not 
work (Beckerman, 2022, pp. 237-258).

Damon Centola, in his 2021 book, Change; How 
to Make Big Things Happen, explores a number 
of the same case-study landmarks as Beckerman. 
Centola, however, goes deeper in his analysis 
by looking at the differences in the quality of 
connections between people who come together 
to achieve (or not achieve) sustainable change. 
While there are many concepts brought forth in 
Centola’s book that make it worth the read, four 
key strategies are highlighted below: 
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 z Debunking several myths of pathways that 
allegedly lead to sustaining social change 
solely by themselves, including influencer  
and viral movements.

 z Discussion of Strong and Weak Ties, and 
Simple and Complex Contagions.

 z Relevance and the Snowball Strategy.

 z Seven Fundamental Strategies for Change. 

Combination of 
Debunking Myths
A case study that Centola uses to break down the 
influencer and viral movement myths is the false 
story of Twitter’s origins – that Twitter started in 
2009 when Oprah opened a Twitter profile on 
her show and sent her first tweet live in front of 
millions of viewers, at which point Twitter went 
viral. In truth, Twitter had been launched in March 
2006, and it spread slowly. 

The founders first promoted Twitter at a hugely 
popular tech and media conference, South by 
Southwest (SXSW) in 2007. The attendees, having 
a passion for latching on to the next cool thing, 
pounced on Twitter. The use of Twitter spread 
slowly at first, starting with the techies in Silicon 
Valley sharing it with colleagues, family, and friends, 
which then caused a regional spread throughout 
the San Francisco and broader Bay area. From there, 
Twitter use jumped across the country to Boston, 
Massachusetts, spreading among all the universi-
ties there that had numerous technology-minded 
students. These students had strong connections 
to those in the Bay area even though they were far 
away, and they also wanted to try the new innova-
tion. Not only were these first groups connected 
with “wide bridges” to strong connections across 
the country, but all of these first groups were on the 
periphery of the Twitter movement. 

In reality, Twitter was growing faster, percent-
age-wise, before Oprah boosted it. Oprah got 
involved because Twitter had already caught 
on – she did not originate it. Her followers then 
continued the rampant growth into the rest of the 
country and beyond (Centola, 2021, pp. 16-18).

Strong and Weak Ties, 
and Simple and Complex 
Contagions
While Oprah has millions of followers, most are 
examples of what are called “weak ties,” connec-
tions to people who are only casual acquain-
tances. Weak ties in social media are great at 
driving a simple contagion, such as a viral meme 
or hashtag. A good illustration of weak ties are 
people that one comes into contact with in a bar 
or in a theatre. This type of weak tie is good for 
spreading another simple contagion, such as the 
flu, which can easily be transmitted to someone 
that you are in close contact with but do not know. 

“Strong ties” are connections with close family, 
friends and colleagues. Centola and others have 
found that for a complex behavior to spread, 
such as using a new platform like Twitter, or 
believing in a new policy, a higher percentage of 
strong ties—people that one knows personally—
is necessary, rather than a higher percentage of 
people who are aware of the behavior change but 
are not yet partaking in it. 

Centola uses two wonderful visuals to illustrate 
weak ties (a fireworks display) and strong ties (a 
fishing net). The fireworks display comes from 
a central point that can ignite sparks that shoot 
out quickly and create new connections and 
spread ideas, but just like fireworks, this type 
of spread can be short-lived. By itself, it does 
not have a great impact on positive change. The 
fishing net visual is useful to illustrate strong 
ties, where each person represents a knot in 
the net that is strongly connected by threads to 
other knots or people. These connections can 
reinforce behaviors and have a longer-lasting 
impact on positive social behavior change within 
a social network. Centola believes that both 
types of ties are critical to use for long-lasting 
and wide-ranging positive change; the fireworks 
spread awareness farther and wider, and the 
fishing net strengthens behavior changes and 
convictions (Centola, 2021, pp. 89-92).
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Relevance, the Snowball 
Strategy, and the Need for 
25% Population Buy-in
Centola believes that a potential change having 
relevance to an individual’s life plays a huge part in 
that individual’s willingness to change a behavior 
or beliefs (complex contagions). In other words, 
along with strong ties reinforcing that change in 
behavior or belief, it also helps a great deal if the 
change is relevant to the individual’s own expe-
rience and values. For example, if an individual’s 
strong ties are people who vote for a policy change 
that they believe will give them more affordable 
quality health care, and the individual also needs 
better health care, that individual will be even 
more likely to vote for the policy. On the other hand, 
simple contagions do not need to have relevance 
to an individual’s life, as they only need passive 
exposure and do not require much, if any, active 
reinforcement (Centola, 2021, pp. 137-157).

Centola’s “snowball strategy” refers to the type of 
marketing solution he believes reinforces lasting 
positive social change (complex contagions) 
over and above the use of a “shotgun strategy” 
or a “silver bullet” strategy. A shotgun strategy 
targets a few people as change agents in each of 
many locations with the goal of creating a bunch 
of viral movements that will affect some kind 
of change of behavior or belief. A silver bullet 
strategy targets one person—an influencer—in 
hopes that through their followers, a viral move-
ment will occur. The snowball strategy is much 
less dramatic. It targets special places instead of 
special people. These places have their own social 
networks in which ideas, behaviors, and beliefs 
can be incubated, and consensus can be built, 
with community members repeatedly listening, 
sharing, and speaking with one another (mass 
redundancy) which then leads to a critical mass 
of changed behavior. Centola went on to research 
how much of a critical mass of changed behavior 
was needed to “tip over” the entire social 
network, and he found that it was 25% of that 
population (Centola, 2021, pp. 186, 210-219). 

Seven Fundamental 
Strategies for Change
Centola sums up his theory of change in the form 
of seven priority recommendations for effective 
change making: 

1. Do not rely on contagions being simple. 
Changes of behavior or beliefs are most 
likely complex contagions that need  

“strong tie” support. 

2. Protect the early adopters by limiting their 
exposure to deep-seated resistance. Centola 
believes that there needs to be enough strong 
ties, including wide bridges, to distant strong 
ties for the early adopters to be effective in 
spreading the behavior change or belief.

3. Use network peripheries. The best way to 
protect early adopters and give them the space 
to incubate is to use targeted social clusters in 
the periphery of the social system. 

4. Reinforce the wide bridges between strong ties 
or subgroups to establish trust and credibility. 

5. Create relevance so that people can believe 
that a change of behavior or belief will make 
their lives better. 

6. Use the Snowball Strategy.

7. Design team networks that are diverse and 
sensitive to unconscious bias with the shared 
goal of reducing bias. It is critically important 
to protect all members from influences that 
support the status quo (Centola, 2021, pp. 
295-301).
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Basic 101 Social Media and 
Channel Marketing Tactics

 z Establish a clear brand persona and 
consistency.

 z Have a clear goal for a social media and social 
channel campaign.

 z Include compelling and simple hashtags. 

 z Post frequently, as this helps to increase traffic.

 z Include emotional content to capture atten-
tion that is easily shareable.

 z Be aware of different platform demographics 
and customize content to those specific 
audiences.

 z Encourage interactions in posts, such as 
through calls to action, games, or transactional 
offerings (giveaways, prize drawings).

 z Include keywords, phrases, and metadata for 
search purposes.

 z Include links to brand websites, other like-
minded websites (and vice-versa), blog posts, 
and graphics. 

 z Create marketing partnerships that focus on 
Narrative Change for maximum penetration: 

 — Artists and musicians
 — Theatres
 — National parks
 — Cultural institutions
 — Education organizations
 — Sports teams and players
 — Publishing (books, news)
 — Activists
 — Corporations
 — Influencers

Words Matter:  
Know the audience and 
use language accordingly
A critical marketing tactic is to consider that 
language is often used inequitably. Literacy in the 
U.S. and worldwide is used to separate the priv-
ileged from the nonprivileged or disadvantaged, 
and the powerful from the powerless. Therefore, 
language can be used as a tool of oppression, 
intentionally or not. As a stark example, according 
to the U.S. Department of Education, 54% of 
U.S. adults read below a 6th grade level. That is 
approximately 130 million people (Nietzel, 2020). 
Another example is that 25% of adults in New York 
City cannot speak English.92 Any official document 
or social media post meant to relay information 
that is written in a form of English that uses 
vocabulary and sentence structure at a college 
level or above—another word for that is bureau-
cratese—cannot be understood properly, if at 
all. All of this means that it is critical to know the 
target audience for whatever is being done and to 
make sure that anything that is printed or spoken 
can be understood. Otherwise, the message that 
is being sent is one of exclusion. 

There are a number of resources that can be used 
to ensure the use of inclusive language that helps 
to create safe spaces and trust in people of all 
races and ethnicities, as well as becoming more 
aware of possible triggers (Riserbato, 2020). For 
example, the American Psychology Association 
(APA) has created guidelines for inclusive 
language (AA, 2021). Be aware that the use and 
response to language changes frequently. Words 
can also have different meanings depending on 
generations, gender, race, and cultures. 
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9.
Strategies to  
Combat Proliferation  
of Divisive Rhetoric
The proliferation of divisive rhetoric can provoke 
anger and prejudice between groups of people 
and is regularly utilized to exploit political, social, 
or cultural disparities for the purpose of main-
taining the false belief in a hierarchy of human 
value. This report contains a number of sugges-
tions on how to stem the flow of divisive rhetoric 
and disinformation on social media and other 
digital channels. We also know that a great deal 
of the work has to be done prior to an individual 
posting on social media. The following strategies 
are not exhaustive and are familiar to many of us. 
Using these strategies is critical to foster positive 
narrative change as well as create pathways 
toward transforming our society: 

Promote education. Foundational elements in 
fostering positive change include the acquisition 
of language and reading literacy and critical 
thinking competencies, as well as exposure to all 
American history, to literature, art, and theatre 
created by people of all races and cultures. 
They also include disseminating genuine data, 

learning to identify implicit and explicit bias, and 
enriching civic and media literacy. 

Foster civil dialogue and respectful debate. 
Facilitate conversations characterized by listening 
well, transparency, honesty, and respect, creating 
an atmosphere that encourages individuals to 
articulate their perspectives.

Foster empathy and understanding between 
diverse groups. Healing work involving all races 
and cultures is a huge part of fostering empathy 
and understanding. The racial healing meth-
odology developed by Dr. Gail Christopher and 
captured in her book, RX Racial Healing, is an 
excellent model (Christopher, 2022). Beginning 
in the early years, developing Social Emotional 
Language (SEL) skills in school and at home is 
also foundational in human development. Several 
of these skills include:

 z Perspective taking: The ability to put yourself 
in the other person’s shoes and see their 
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perspective as distinct from your own.

 z Understanding common bonds and values, as 
well as differences: Common bonds and values 
connect people. Understanding that differ-
ences are positives, and not justification for a 
hierarchy of human value, is also vital. 

 z Forging connections: An important skill that 
can be developed by learning to give, asking 
for help, showing love, and providing positive 
affirmation to others. 

 z Conflict resolution: It is the nature of all human 
beings that there will be conflict in rela-
tionships at times. Developing skills such as 
cooperating, negotiating, taking turns, sharing, 
being fair, and finding win-win solutions is 
important in all aspects of life, personally and 
professionally.

Cultivate appreciation and tolerance. 
Expanding on the above strategy, foster inter-
faith and intercultural dialogue, thus enabling 
individuals to connect with and gain knowledge 
about other cultural perspectives. Encourage 
individuals to embrace their humanness and 
work toward dismantling the barriers caused by 
suspicion and fear.

Take a firm stance against hate speech and 
false information. It is imperative to condemn 
and reject hate speech immediately, even if it is 
not directed to you personally, while concurrently 
displaying peaceful and respectful behavior; back 
up strong arguments that refute inflammatory 
language; and verify facts.

Engage in productive behavior. Engaging in 
proactive advocacy that fights against the under-
lying causes of divisive rhetoric such as systemic 
racism, inequities in health, education, and 
wealth, economic and food insecurities, partisan 
polarization, and others. Actively supporting 
new and pending legislation, joining nonviolent 
demonstrations and assemblies, volunteering 
for community organizations or local businesses, 
and giving funds to entities that support social 
justice and parity are only some of the ways 
that can effect change and motivate positive 
transformation. 

Establish partnerships. Work with diverse 
organizations, groups, and individuals with the 
same objectives and perspective to eradicate 
divisive rhetoric with the goal of fostering respect 
and solidarity. 

Provide a model of behavior. Being a model can 
stimulate others to emulate your behavior. 
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10.
Conclusion
Digital channels, and social media specifically, 
have become the central core of our functioning 
daily lives. We cannot walk back from this reality, 
even if some of us wish we could. The astonishing 
speed of digital development—under 20 years!—
has given many of us whiplash, sometimes with 
giddiness and joy, but also with the awful feeling 
that the world is spinning out of control. 

In gaining more insight into the tremendous 
energy that digital channels have poured into 
the zeitgeist in such a short time, both positive 
and negative, optimism (surprisingly enough) is 
growing. Digital channels are simply tools. It is 
how we use them and control them that matters. 
We need to embrace these channels and exploit 
all that is good about them. They can and have 
been used brilliantly as channels for positive 
narrative change. At the same time, we cannot 
depend on other people to save us from destruc-
tive forces that are also using these tools bril-
liantly to pull apart the fragile stitches that hold 
democracies together. Social media has made 
it easier and faster for these forces to become 
stronger and more deadly. The unvarnished truth 
is that there will always be those who insist on the 
false belief in a hierarchy of human value because 
of their insatiable desire for power, wealth, and 

control. Many are smart, calculating, instinctual, 
and strategic in manipulating and propagandizing 
masses of people to join them to do their dirty 
work. What they are doing is ugly, destructive, and 
can certainly be debilitating. 

Yet it is possible to harness the power of these 
digital tools to direct and amplify narrative 
change. Grab on to the great work people are 
already doing. One example comes out of Taiwan. 
A new and ingenious social media platform has 
come to light there, called Polis (https://pol.is/
home). It was born out of an uprising in 2014, 
in which Taiwan’s citizens were furious about 
the government pushing through a trade deal 
with China without listening to the will of the 
people. In that situation, many citizens stormed 
the Parliament, insisting that the trade deal be 
stopped. But the question of how to get govern-
ments to truly listen to their constituents, openly 
and deeply, became a cause. It is everyone’s right 
to have a say in legislation and decisions that will 
affect them. People need to have all of the infor-
mation unfiltered, not just what people in power 
want them to hear, in order to make informed 
decisions. A group of young computer program-
ming gurus, wonderfully called “civic hackers” 
(Miller, 2020), developed an ingenious social 
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media site called “vTaiwan” that was built on the 
platform Polis. The Polis algorithms do not reward 
emotional triggering, divisive rhetoric, sensa-
tionalism, and corresponding likes, shares, and 
comments to capture attention. Instead, the civic 
hackers gamified “consensus.” Users come into 
this virtual space to debate a political question 
and politicians can listen to that debate before 
making decisions. Everyone can share, comment, 
agree or disagree the same way they can on 
other social media sites. This time, however, the 
Polis platform uses machine learning to identify 
groups of users—“knots”—of disagreement and 
agreement. Comments that find some sort of 
consensus are prioritized and made visible, and 
not just within a group’s own echo chamber but 
to other knots as well. The algorithms ignore 
divisive, trolling and baiting posts. Instead, users 
find things that they have in common with each 
other and consensus is rewarded in the site, not 
divisions. In effect, this enterprise is gamifying 
consensus rather than dissension. Refreshing, 
no? Several governments other than Taiwan’s 
have used the program on a number of issues. An 
excellent article by Carl Miller, entitled Taiwan’s 
Crowdsourced Democracy Shows Us How to Fix 
Social Media, is worth the read (Miller, 2020). 

Another recent event that gives some hope, and 
which has not been given the media space it 
deserves, is the Summit for Democracy that took 
place March 28-30, 2023, in Zambia. Zambia, the 
U.S., Costa Rica, Netherlands, and the Republic of 
Korea acted as hosts of a live, fully virtual, lead-
er-level conference involving numerous countries. 
Topics included “Democracy Delivering Economic 
Growth and Shared Prosperity,” “Spotlight 
Interventions by Civil Society Groups and Figures,” 

“Democracy Delivering Justice for All,” “Democracy 
Delivering Inclusion and Equality,” and more. 
Mass media should be trumpeting this event and 
unpacking the important topics discussed, instead 
of delivering the click-bait we are seeing. 

Telling our stories is without doubt the way to 
open people’s minds and hearts to truth, and 
to learning from those truths. Changing the 
narrative is critical and we need to get people to 
be open to listening to the narrative. Messaging 
is a key ingredient. Digital channels and social 
media are, and will continue to be, instrumental in 
spreading the messaging and helping us succeed 
in changing the narrative. 
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