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Abstract

This report critically examines the analogy of 'Social Stockholm Syndrome' (SSS)
as applied to the relationship between users and dominant social media platforms.
Integrating perspectives from Critical Digital Sociology (CDS), Behavioural
Analysis (BA), Behavioural Economics (BE), and Semiotics, it analyses the
hypothesis that platform architecture, driven by the economic imperatives of the
attention economy and surveillance capitalism, fosters user dependence and
attachment despite potential harms. CDS reveals how structural dependencies are
created by power asymmetries, digital labour extraction, and algorithmic
governance. BA and BE detail the mechanisms of user engagement, including
variable reinforcement schedules, cognitive biases (e.g., present bias, loss aversion,
sunk cost fallacy), choice architecture, and dark patterns, which engineer habit
formation and make disengagement psychologically costly. Semiotic analysis
decodes the symbolic language of interfaces (icons, metrics) and platform-specific
myths (e.g., authenticity, connection) that provide symbolic rewards and mask
manipulative designs, facilitating user rationalization through cognitive dissonance
reduction. While acknowledging parallels to classic Stockholm Syndrome—such as
dependence, intermittent rewards fostering attachment, and rationalization of
continued engagement despite harm—the report identifies crucial limitations,
including the presence of user agency (albeit constrained), the non-physical nature
of harms, and the obscured intent of platforms. The SSS analogy is thus
positioned as a valuable critical heuristic for highlighting power dynamics and
psychological binding, but insufficient as a complete explanation. The report
concludes by emphasizing the need for humane technology design, enhanced
critical digital literacy, and effective regulation to mitigate platform harms and
foster healthier digital engagement.



I. Introduction: Framing 'Social Stockholm Syndrome'
in the Digital Age

Defining the Analogy: Stockholm Syndrome and its Proposed Application to
Social Media

Stockholm Syndrome (SS) describes a psychological response observed in some individuals subjected to
captivity or abuse, wherein they develop positive feelings, sympathy, and even loyalty towards their
captors or abusers.! This seemingly paradoxical phenomenon is understood primarily as a coping
mechanism, a psychological adaptation aimed at survival in traumatic situations characterized by intense
power imbalances.! The term originated from a specific event: a 1973 bank robbery in Stockholm,
Sweden, during which several hostages, over six days, developed an affinity for their captors, later
refusing to testify against them and even raising funds for their defence.' Key characteristics include
positive feelings toward the captor, sympathy for their beliefs and behaviours, and negative feelings
toward authorities attempting rescue or intervention.! Psychologically, it is often linked to concepts like
trauma bonding, learned helplessness, and battered person syndrome."

While initially tied to hostage scenarios, the application of the SS concept has broadened to encompass
other abusive relationships, including child abuse, domestic violence, cult membership, human
trafficking, and specific coaching dynamics.! Theories explaining its development range from evolutionary
perspectives suggesting an ancestral survival trait to psychological adaptations where small acts of
kindness from an abuser in a high-stress situation foster gratitude and compliance as a means of ensuring
safety.! Despite its prevalence in popular discourse, Stockholm Syndrome is not officially recognized as a
distinct psychiatric disorder in major diagnostic manuals like the DSM or ICD, and its validity as a
specific condition remains debated among professionals, with some considering it rare (an FBI study

suggested it occurs in about 8% of hostage cases ?) and others questioning its empirical basis.?

More recently, the concept has been extended into the social and political realm with the term 'Social
Stockholm Syndrome' (SSS). This variant proposes that similar dynamics can occur at a societal level,
where lower-stratum groups, after prolonged periods of subjugation and oppression by upper-stratum
groups, may develop admiration for and tendencies to imitate their oppressors.> One controversial
example cited in the literature involves an interpretation of behaviours within the Jewish community in
Israel reflecting practices of their former Nazi oppressors, suggesting a societal-level trauma bond.? This
report focuses on the analogy of Social Stockholm Syndrome as applied to the relationship between users
and dominant social media platforms. It critically examines the proposition that the dynamics inherent
in these platforms—characterized by dependence, potential harms, and significant power imbalances—
create conditions analogous to captivity or abuse, potentially fostering a form of user 'bonding' with the
platform despite adverse consequences.

Rationale and Objectives: Critically Examining the Framework through
Integrated Perspectives

The motivation for exploring this analogy stems from the ubiquitous nature of social media platforms in
contemporary life and the growing concerns surrounding their impact on individual and collective well-
being. Issues such as problematic use, potential addiction, adverse mental health outcomes (including

links to depression, anxiety, and sleep problems *), the erosion of privacy through pervasive



surveillance'?, and the potential for manipulation through algorithmic curation and the attention
economy ‘% raise questions about the nature of the user-platform relationship. The inherent power
dynamics within these platform ecosystems, where large corporations control the infrastructure, data,

and rules of engagement, further invite critical scrutiny.?

The primary objective of this report is to critically evaluate the applicability and limitations of the
Social Stockholm Syndrome framework in the context of social media. This evaluation will be conducted
by integrating insights from four distinct but complementary analytical lenses:

1. Critical Digital Sociology (CDS): To analyse the structural power imbalances, economic models
(surveillance capitalism, digital labour), and algorithmic governance shaping the platform
environment.

2. Behavioural Analysis (BA): To examine platforms' specific mechanisms of reinforcement, habit
formation, and conditioning to maintain user engagement.

3. Behavioural Economics (BE): To explore how platform design leverages cognitive biases and
choice architecture to influence user decisions and foster dependence.

4. Semiotics: To decode the symbolic meanings embedded in platform interfaces, interactions, and
metrics and analyse how these contribute to user perception and the construction of platform
narratives (e.g., myths of connection authenticity).

By synthesizing these perspectives, the report aims to provide a nuanced understanding of whether the
SSS analogy offers a useful, albeit imperfect, lens for comprehending user attachment to social media
platforms or if alternative frameworks provide more accurate explanations.

Report Roadmap

This report will proceed as follows: Section II will employ Critical Digital Sociology to dissect the power
structures, economic models, and governance mechanisms inherent in social media platforms, establishing
the structural context of user dependence. Section III will integrate Behavioural Analysis and
Behavioural Economics to detail the psychological and economic mechanisms—reinforcement schedules,
cognitive biases, choice architecture, and dark patterns—used to engineer user engagement and
attachment. Section IV will use Semiotics to analyse platforms' symbolic language, including icons,
metrics, interface design, and the cultural myths they propagate, exploring how meaning is constructed
and influences user perception. Section V will synthesize these analyses to directly evaluate the parallels
and dissonances between classic Stockholm Syndrome and the proposed 'Social Stockholm Syndrome' on
social media, critiquing the analogy's validity and utility. Finally, Section VI will summarise the
findings, discuss implications for user well-being and agency, and offer recommendations for humane
technology design, critical digital literacy, and potential regulatory approaches.

II. The Architecture of Dependence: A Critical Digital
Sociology Analysis

Conceptual Framework: Critical Digital Sociology (CDS)

Critical Digital Sociology (CDS) offers a vital lens for analysing the relationship between users and social
media platforms. It moves beyond merely describing digital phenomena to undertake a reflexive and

critical analysis of digital media, deeply informed by social and cultural theory.?® CDS focuses on



understanding the use of digital media as an integral part of everyday life and investigates how these
technologies contribute to shaping patterns of human behaviour, social relationships, and concepts of the
self.? A core tenet of CDS, particularly emphasized by scholars like Tressie McMillan Cottom, is its
unwavering focus on structures of inequality—including race, class, and gender—and how digital
technologies intersect with, reproduce, or potentially mitigate these inequalities.?” It examines the social
processes, power dynamics, and capitalist structures embedded within the digital realm.? CDS
scrutinizes how technology configures our sense of self, embodiment, and social relations, demanding a

critical perspective on the digital world's impact.?

Power Asymmetries: Platforms vs. Users in Surveillance Capitalism

The dominant business model underpinning major social media platforms like Facebook (Meta) and
Google is often described as Surveillance Capitalism.'? This economic logic is predicated on the
extraction, analysis, and commodification of user data—often gathered ubiquitously and without
complete user comprehension—as a means to predict and influence user behaviour, primarily for the
purpose of selling targeted advertising.'? This model inherently creates profound power asymmetries
between platforms and their users.?! Platforms possess immense knowledge about user habits,
preferences, networks, and vulnerabilities derived from the vast datasets they collect.'® Conversely, users
typically have minimal insight into how platforms operate, how their data is used, or how algorithms
curate their experiences.' This information asymmetry mirrors classic agency problems, where one party
(the platform) has significantly more information than the other (the user), creating potential for

exploitation.”

This power imbalance structures the user-platform relationship, fostering a state of dependence. Users
rely on these platforms for crucial social functions: maintaining connections, accessing information,
participating in public discourse, and performing aspects of their identity.? This reliance persists despite
growing awareness of potential harms associated with platform use, such as mental health impacts or
privacy risks.” The constant surveillance inherent in this model also contributes to the normalization of
being watched.!® As users become accustomed to pervasive data collection in exchange for 'free' services,
their expectations of privacy may erode over time. This phenomenon is exacerbated by "privacy nicks"—
small, frequent, seemingly minor privacy intrusions (e.g., ubiquitous cookies, location tracking, biometric
sensors on everyday devices) that, cumulatively, lower societal standards and resistance to surveillance.'
This gradual acclimation makes it harder for users to recognize or contest the extent of platform power
and surveillance.

Digital Labor and Value Extraction: The User as Product/Prosumer

Drawing on Marxist and autonomist traditions, Critical Digital Sociology analyses user activity on social
media platforms as a form of labour—specifically, Digital Labor.** Much of this labour is unpaid and
often performed voluntarily during activities perceived as leisure or social interaction.** Tiziana
Terranova conceptualized this as 'Free Labor,' encompassing activities like building websites,
participating in forums, and creating content.?* This free labour, she argues, animates the internet and
produces cultural and technical value essential for the digital economy, yet capital appropriates and
exploits it.* It represents an expansion of the 'social factory,' where work processes extend beyond

traditional workplaces into the fabric of social life.



Christian Fuchs builds on this, employing a Marxist framework to analyse digital labour within the
context of digital capitalism.”” He argues that users function as 'prosumers,' simultaneously producing
and consuming content and data. This user activity, including posts, likes, shares, and profile
information, becomes the 'Internet prosumer commodity'.** Platforms extract surplus value from this
unpaid labour by transforming user data and engagement into marketable assets, primarily sold to
advertisers.?” This process of value extraction often remains invisible to the user, obscuring the
underlying exploitative relationship.*® Trebor Scholz further emphasizes this point, stating that on the
social web, "We, the 'users,' are sold as the product'.?” Even seemingly trivial actions like 'liking' or
updating a status contribute to this value creation process, blurring the lines between leisure and
productive, yet uncompensated, work.?” This framework directly connects to the Attention Economy,
where user attention, captured through engagement with user-generated content and platform features,
is harvested and sold as a primary commodity.'® Users, through their digital labour, create the content

platforms to capture their attention and generate revenue.'

Algorithmic Governance and the Shaping of Social Reality

Social media platforms are not merely passive conduits for information; they actively shape the user
experience and social reality through Algorithmic Governance.*® This refers to how algorithmic
systems—combinations of code, data, and interfaces—structure participation, order information, and
influence decision-making online.*® Platforms utilize algorithms extensively for tasks such as content
curation (determining what appears in a user's feed), recommendations (suggesting friends, groups, or

products), search results, and content moderation.*

These algorithms profoundly shape what users see and interact with, influencing their perceptions,
beliefs, and behaviours.' By prioritizing content predicted to maximize engagement (likes, shares,
comments, time spent), algorithms can inadvertently amplify sensational, emotionally charged,
polarizing, or even false information, as this type of content often provokes strong reactions.'® This
dynamic raises concerns about the creation of 'filter bubbles' or 'echo chambers,' environments where
users are primarily exposed to information confirming their existing biases, potentially leading to

increased polarization and fragmented public discourse.*

Furthermore, algorithmic systems are often opaque, functioning as 'black boxes' whose internal logic is
hidden from users and regulators.” This opacity stems from their technical complexity (especially with
machine learning), the proprietary nature of the code, and the constant updates.” Lack of transparency
hinders accountability, making it difficult to scrutinize decisions or identify biases.”® Algorithmic bias is a
significant concern, as algorithms trained on historical data can reflect and even amplify existing societal
biases related to race, gender, or other characteristics.?! This is particularly problematic in content
moderation, where automated systems and human moderators enforce platform rules. Studies suggest
that moderation processes can disproportionately affect marginalized communities, leading to accusations
of censorship and unfair treatment, further highlighting the power platforms wield through algorithmic

governance.>

Structural Parallels to Captivity

The analysis through the lens of Critical Digital Sociology reveals a complex architecture underpinning
the user-platform relationship. Platforms are not neutral technological tools but are embedded within a



specific economic model—surveillance capitalism—that necessitates pervasive user surveillance and the
extraction of value from unpaid digital labour.!? This creates a fundamental power asymmetry, granting
platforms significant control over the digital environment and user data while users often lack full
awareness or control.’ Algorithmic governance further structures this environment, shaping user
experiences and perceptions in ways that prioritize platform objectives (engagement, data collection),
often through opaque mechanisms.” Classic Stockholm Syndrome emerges in situations defined by
extreme power imbalance, dependency, and lack of control for the captive.! While the social media
context lacks physical coercion, pervasive surveillance, economic exploitation through digital labour,
profound power and information asymmetry, and opaque algorithmic control create a distinct form of
structural dependency. Users rely on these platforms for fundamental social and informational needs yet
operate within an environment largely outside their control or complete understanding. This dependency,
coupled with the increasing difficulty of disconnecting or leaving the platform ecosystem (due to factors
explored later, such as network effects and switching costs), establishes structural conditions of
constrained agency and powerlessness that resemble the core dynamics of captivity scenarios. The
‘captivity' here is socio-technical and economic, maintained not by physical walls but by platform
architecture, economic incentives, and the normalization of surveillance.'* This structural analysis
provides the sociological foundation for considering whether the psychological responses observed in users
might parallel those described in the Stockholm Syndrome analogy. It suggests that the conditions
conducive to such a psychological response—namely, profound dependency and powerlessness—may
indeed be fostered by the very architecture of the dominant social media ecosystem.

ITI. Engineering Engagement: Behavioural Mechanisms of
Platform Attachment

Conceptual Frameworks: Behavioural Analysis (BA) & Behavioural Economics
(BE)

Understanding why users remain deeply engaged with social media platforms, sometimes despite
acknowledging negative consequences, requires examining the psychological and economic mechanisms
deliberately employed in platform design. Behavioural Analysis (BA) and Behavioural Economics (BE)
provide complementary frameworks for this examination. BA, rooted in behaviourism and learning
theory, focuses on the scientific study of observable behaviour, analysing how actions are learned,
maintained, and changed through conditioning, reinforcement, and punishment.” It emphasizes the
relationship between behaviour and its environmental consequences.” BE, conversely, integrates insights
from psychology into economic models, challenging the assumption of pure rationality in decision-
making.%! Tt highlights how cognitive biases (systematic errors in thinking), heuristics (mental shortcuts),
emotions, and social factors influence choices, often leading individuals to act in ways that deviate from
maximizing their long-term utility.®> Key BE concepts relevant to platform design include choice
architecture (how options are presented) and nudges (subtle prompts influencing behaviour).® Together,
BA and BE illuminate how platforms engineer user engagement by tapping into fundamental human
psychology and decision-making aspects.



Behavioural Analysis: Reinforcement Schedules and Habit Loops

Principles of operant conditioning, a cornerstone of BA, are central to social media design.” Behaviours
followed by positive consequences (reinforcement) are more likely to be repeated.” Social media
platforms are replete with potential reinforcers, both social (validation, connection) and informational
(novelty, entertainment).

A particularly potent mechanism is the Variable Ratio Reinforcement Schedule. Unlike fixed schedules,
where rewards follow a predictable pattern, variable ratio schedules deliver reinforcement after
unpredictable responses.” This unpredictability is highly effective in establishing and maintaining
behaviours, making them resistant to extinction (less likely to stop even when reinforcement ceases for a
period).™ This is the same principle that makes gambling activities like slot machines addictive.'” On
social media, core features like likes, comments, shares, and notifications operate on this schedule.™
Users do not know precisely when their post will receive a like, when a friend will comment, or when an
interesting notification will appear. This uncertainty creates anticipation and motivates users to

repeatedly check the platform, pulling the virtual lever in hopes of the next reward.'®

This reinforcement schedule fuels Habit Formation. Models like the Antecedent-Behaviour-Consequence
(ABC) model ™ or Nir Eyal's Hooked Model (Trigger-Action-Variable Reward-Investment) ™ describe
this process. An Antecedent or Trigger (e.g., feeling bored, lonely, anxious, seeing a notification icon; a
specific time of day) prompts the Behaviour or Action (e.g., opening the app, scrolling the feed, posting
content). This action leads to a Variable Reward (the unpredictable delivery of social validation,
entertaining content, information, and a sense of connection - the Consequence in ABC). Over time, this
loop strengthens, associating the trigger with the reward, making the behaviour automatic and
habitual.'® The Investment phase in Eyal's model refers to user actions that load the next trigger (e.g.,
posting content, following users, customizing settings), increasing the likelihood of future engagement
and storing value in the platform.

Gamification techniques further leverage reinforcement principles. Features such as points (e.g., Reddit
Karma), badges, levels, progress bars, and leaderboards provide explicit, often immediate, rewards for
specific user actions (e.g., posting, commenting, completing profiles, daily logins).* Streaks, in particular,
encourages consistent daily engagement by creating a sense of progress and leveraging the desire not to
'break the chain'.** These elements make the interaction feel more rewarding and competitive, driving

continued participation.®

Behavioural Economics: Exploiting Cognitive Biases via Choice Architecture &
Dark Patterns

Social media platforms act as powerful Choice Architects, deliberately designing the digital environment
to influence user decisions and behaviours, often without explicit coercion.® This aligns with "nudging,"
subtly guiding users towards desired actions (e.g., increased engagement, data sharing).®® This influence
is achieved by understanding and exploiting users' inherent cognitive biases:

e Present Bias: Platforms capitalize on our tendency to prioritize immediate gratification over long-
term consequences.® The constant stream of novel content, instant social feedback, and short-form
entertainment provides immediate rewards that make it difficult to disengage, even if it conflicts

with goals like productivity, sleep, or mental well-being.*® Design features like infinite scroll



(removing natural stopping points), autoplay videos, and push notifications are engineered to keep
users locked in the present moment, maximizing immediate engagement.!”

o Loss Aversion: The principle that losses feel more impactful than equivalent gains is heavily
exploited.®” Platforms cultivate a Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) by constantly highlighting the
activities and experiences of others.”” The fear of losing social connections, breaking engagement
streaks (gamification), missing critical updates, or losing social status (represented by metrics) is a
powerful deterrent against reducing usage or leaving the platform.? Limited-time offers or content
further leverage this bias.”

e Sunk Cost Fallacy: Users are reluctant to abandon something they have already invested time,
effort, emotional energy, or data into.” On social media, the time spent curating profiles, building
follower networks, uploading photos and data, and establishing connections represents a significant
sunk cost.'” This investment increases switching costs, making users hesitant to leave the platform
and "waste" their prior efforts, effectively locking them in.!** Platforms may remind users of their
investment (e.g., "Memories" features) to reinforce this bias.!

e Confirmation Bias: Algorithmic curation exploits our tendency to favour information confirming
our beliefs.® Algorithms designed to maximize engagement often show users content similar to
what they've previously interacted with, reinforcing their views and potentially creating filter
bubbles or echo chambers.?> While this keeps users engaged within their comfort zones, it limits
exposure to diverse perspectives and can exacerbate polarization.*”

e Social Proof: We are heavily influenced by the actions and opinions of others.% Platforms display
metrics like likes, follower counts, shares, and view counts.* High numbers signal popularity,
credibility, and social validation, encouraging others to engage with the content or follow the user,
creating a bandwagon effect.!'’ Testimonials and influencer endorsements also leverage social
proof. 10

Beyond nudges, platforms often employ Dark Patterns—user interface designs intentionally crafted to

deceive or manipulate users into actions they didn't intend, such as sharing more data, making

purchases, or finding it difficult to cancel subscriptions.”? Examples relevant to social media include:

® [Roach Motel: Easy to sign up, but intentionally difficult to delete accounts or cancel premium
features.”!

e Privacy Suckering: Tricking users into sharing more personal information than intended through
confusing settings, pre-checked boxes, or obscured options.”

e (onfirm shaming: Using guilt-inducing language to dissuade users from opting out of newsletters,
notifications, or data sharing (e.g., "No, I don't want to stay connected").”!

e Misdirection: Using visual cues or confusing wording to distract users from or obscure less
desirable options (like opting out).'?

e [nfinite Scroll & Manipulative Notifications: As discussed earlier, these keep users engaged and
exploit FOMO.”

These design choices are often driven by Perverse Incentives inherent in the attention economy.?
Because platform revenue is tied directly to user engagement and data collection, there is a powerful
incentive to design for maximum attention capture, even if it employs manipulative techniques or
negatively impacts user well-being.'® Success is measured by metrics like Daily Active Users (DAU),
Monthly Active Users (MAU), time on site, and Average Revenue Per User (ARPU) ', rather than by
user flourishing.



Cognitive Dissonance and User Rationalization Strategies

The tension between the known potential harms of social media use and continued engagement creates
fertile ground for Cognitive Dissonance. This psychological theory, developed by Leon Festinger,
describes the mental discomfort experienced when holding conflicting beliefs, values, or attitudes or when
one's behaviour contradicts one's beliefs.'*> For example, a user might value their time and mental health
five or be concerned about privacy 2, yet find themselves spending hours scrolling through feeds designed
to be addictive.'*? This inconsistency generates psychological discomfort.!?
Festinger proposed that individuals are motivated to reduce this dissonance.'® Since changing the
behaviour (reducing usage, quitting) is often made difficult by the platform's design (habit loops, loss

aversion, sunk costs), users frequently resort to other strategies '*:

e Changing Cognitions/Beliefs: Users might downplay the risks associated with social media,
dismiss critical research, or convince themselves that the negative impacts don't apply to them
personally.'® They might alter their belief about the importance of avoiding these platforms.

e Adding Consonant Cognitions (Rationalization): This is a common strategy where users justify
their behaviour by emphasizing the perceived benefits.'** They might focus on the social
connections maintained, the information gained, the entertainment value, the sense of community,
or the necessity of the platform for work or social inclusion ("Everyone else is on it," "I need it to
stay informed," "It helps me unwind"). This rationalization makes the behaviour seem consistent
with other values (like connection or relaxation), thereby reducing dissonance and reinforcing
continued use.'*?

e Trivializing the Inconsistency: Users might simply decide that the conflict isn't significant enough

to worry about, effectively minimizing the dissonance.'*

The Cycle of Engineered Dependence and Rationalization

The behavioural analysis and economic perspectives converge to reveal a potent cycle. Platform design,
driven by the perverse incentives of the attention economy '°, intentionally leverages fundamental
psychological mechanisms through features like variable reinforcement schedules and the exploitation of
cognitive biases via sophisticated choice architecture and dark patterns.'” This engineering creates highly
compelling, often habitual or even addictive, user experiences.'** Disengagement is psychologically costly
through loss aversion (fear of losing connections, status, or missing out) and the sunk cost fallacy
(unwillingness to abandon invested time, data, and social capital).”* This engineered dependence often
conflicts between continued platform use and the user's awareness of potential harms (e.g., wasted time,
adverse mental health effects, privacy erosion). This conflict generates cognitive dissonance.'® To
alleviate this psychological discomfort, users frequently rationalise the platform's benefits or downplay its
risks, which in turn justifies and reinforces their continued engagement.'** This creates a self-
perpetuating cycle of engineered engagement, psychological dependence, difficulty leaving, and
rationalising the status quo. This dynamic, where dependence is fostered through manipulative design
and maintained via psychological coping mechanisms like rationalization, provides a strong mechanistic
parallel to the psychological processes observed in Stockholm Syndrome, where victims bond with and
rationalize the actions of their captors as a survival strategy.! The platform's variable rewards and
perceived benefits function analogously to the 'small kindnesses' that can foster bonding in traditional SS

contexts.?



Table 1: Platform Features, Behavioural Principles, and

Potential Harms

Feature

Infinite Scroll

Push Notifications

Like/Reaction Buttons

Streaks/Gamification

Personalized Algorithmic Feeds

Follower/Friend Counts
Ephemeral Content (Stories)
Tagging Features

Dark Patterns (General)

Primary Behavioural Principle(s)
Leveraged

Present Bias, Reduced Friction,
Potential Variable Reward (novelty) 7

Variable Ratio Reinforcement, Present
Bias, FOMO (Loss Aversion) ™

Variable Ratio Reinforcement
(receiving), Social Proof (giving/seeing),

Operant Conditioning ™

Operant Conditioning, Goal Gradient
Effect, Loss Aversion (breaking streak),
Social Proof (leaderboards) *

Variable Reward (novelty/relevance),
Confirmation Bias, Reduced Friction '

Social Proof, Status Seeking (Loss

Aversion) '

Scarcity, FOMO (Loss Aversion),
Present Bias %

Social Connection, Notification Trigger
(Variable Reinforcement) ™

Exploitation of various biases (Loss
Aversion, Scarcity, Authority, etc.),
Deception ™

Associated Potential User Harms

Increased Time Spent, Reduced
Attention Span !, Mindless
Consumption, Neglect of Other
Activities

Compulsive Checking, Distraction,
Reduced Focus/Productivity ', Anxiety
97 Sleep Disruption °

Validation Seeking, Potential for
Negative Social Comparison, Emotional
Simplification/Metrification ',
Dependence on External Approval
Compulsive Engagement, Increased Time
Spent, Anxiety over Maintaining
Status/Streak, Potential for Unhealthy
Competition

Filter Bubbles/Echo Chambers *,
Political Polarization **, Reinforcement
of Biases, Reduced Exposure to Diverse
Views, Potential for Manipulation '
Social Comparison, Anxiety, Focus on
Quantity over Quality of Connections,
Pressure to Maintain Image/Popularity
Increased Checking Frequency, Anxiety
about Missing Content, Pressure for
Constant Updates

Increased Notifications/Distraction,
Potential Privacy Concerns, Social
Pressure to Respond/Engage
Unintended Actions (e.g., purchases,
data sharing), Frustration, Erosion of
Trust, Difficulty Opting Out/Cancelling,

Privacy Violations **

IV. The Language of the Platform: Semiotics, Symbols,
and Social Meaning

Conceptual Framework: Semiotics

Semiotics provides a critical framework for understanding how meaning is constructed and
communicated within social media. Defined as the study of signs and symbols and their interpretation
151" semiotics posits that signs consist of two parts: the signifier (the physical form, e.g., an image, word,
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sound) and the signified (the concept or meaning it represents).'”* Crucially, the relationship between

signifier and signified is often arbitrary and culturally determined, meaning interpretation depends
heavily on shared codes and context.'?®

Roland Barthes extended semiotic analysis beyond language to encompass cultural phenomena, focusing
on nonverbal signs and their connotations—the associated cultural or ideological meanings that signs
carry.'™ Barthes introduced the concept of myth as a second-order sociological system, where a sign from
the first level (signifier + signified) becomes a new signifier for a broader, often naturalized, cultural



concept.'™ Myths function to make historically specific values or ideologies appear natural and
154

universal.
Visual semiotics applies these principles to images, analysing elements such as colour, composition,
layout, typography, and iconography to understand how visuals communicate meaning.'”® Social
semiotics further investigates meaning-making as a social practice within specific cultural circumstances,
including the technologically mediated environments of digital platforms.'”® It examines how users deploy
semiotic resources within these platforms and how the platforms themselves, as 'semiotic technologies,'

shape and constrain meaning-making.'™

Decoding the Interface: Icons, Layout, Aesthetics, and Platform Vernaculars

Social media interfaces are rich semiotic systems. Familiar icons function as signifiers, such as the 'like'
button (often a thumb-up or heart), notification bells, or share symbols.'”® Their denotative meaning
relates to their function (e.g., clicking the 'like' button registers approval). However, they carry powerful
connotative meanings related to social validation, connection, agreement, attention, and urgency.'™ The
Facebook 'like' button, for example, signifies positive affirmation and can function as a form of social
support, potentially increasing user happiness.'® Yet, as reaction buttons evolved (Love, Haha, Wow,
Sad, Angry), they represent an attempt to capture and metrify a broader, albeit still simplified, range of
emotional responses, restructuring how users express affect.’”® Emojis, similarly, function as a visual,
symbolic language within these platforms, often replacing or supplementing text to convey emotion or

tone, though their interpretation is context-dependent and relies on shared codes.!™

The interface aesthetics and layout also contribute significantly to meaning.'”® Choices regarding colour
palettes, typography, spatial arrangement, and overall design style evoke particular moods and convey
messages about the platform's identity or purpose.’™ A minimalist design might connote efficiency or
sophistication, while a vibrant, busy layout might suggest energy and abundant content.'® The layout
guides user attention and structures interaction pathways, influencing how information is perceived and
navigated.'™®

Furthermore, each social media platform develops its platform-specific semiotic codes and
conventions—a unique visual and interactional language or 'vernacular' that users learn and employ.'*
Instagram, for instance, is characterized by its emphasis on visual aesthetics, the curated grid layout
creating a visual narrative, and the use of filters and hashtags.!'™ Twitter's conventions revolve around
brevity, hashtags for topic aggregation, and retweeting for amplification. TikTok has distinct codes for
short-form videos, trending sounds, challenges, and duet/stitch features.'® These platform-specific norms
shape how users communicate, present themselves and interpret content within that digital space.'™ The

study of visual rhetoric becomes crucial here, analysing how these conventions are used persuasively.'!

The Symbolic Economy: Likes, Follower Counts, and Shares as Social Capital

Within these platform ecosystems, metrics like likes, follower counts, shares, and comments are powerful
symbols within a symbolic economy.'” These quantifiable indicators act as signifiers whose meaning
extends beyond simple numerical value. They are widely interpreted as representing social capital—the

resources, influence, and status derived from social connections.!?*



High follower counts or numerous likes signify popularity, influence, credibility, and social validation.'”
In this economy, attention and visibility translate into symbolic value. This perceived value strongly
influences user behaviour; pursuing these metrics becomes a primary motivation for creating content,
engaging with others, and curating online personas.'™ Users invest significant digital labour in
accumulating this symbolic capital. This dynamic directly fuels the platform's engagement loops and the
broader attention economy, as the quest for symbolic validation generates the very activity and data
that platforms monetize.' The 'like economy' thus intertwines symbolic status with the platform's

underlying economic mechanisms of value extraction.'”

Artesian Myths on Social Media: Constructing Narratives of Authenticity,
Connection, and Success

Social media platforms are fertile ground for creating and propagating Artesian myths—second-order
sociological systems that naturalize culturally specific values and narratives.'® These myths often
obscure online reality's constructed nature and reinforce dominant ideologies or platform goals.

e The Myth of Authenticity: Platforms often encourage users to present their 'authentic' selves.
However, the tools provided (filters, editing capabilities, profile curation) facilitate highly
controlled self-presentation, aligning with Goffman's impression management theories and
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dramaturgy.”” The performance of authenticity—sharing seemingly candid moments, vulnerable

disclosures, or 'unfiltered' thoughts—becomes a signifier.?"!

The signified concept is 'authenticity'
itself. This creates a myth where carefully constructed online personas are presented and perceived
as natural, spontaneous self-expression, masking the underlying curation and performativity.*"°

e The Myth of Connection: Features like friend/follower lists, likes, comments, and group
affiliations signify 'connection'.'® Platforms leverage the human need for belonging. However, when
the platform's algorithms and design prioritize maximizing engagement metrics (superficial
interactions, weak ties) over fostering deep, meaningful relationships, the signifier ('connection'
features) becomes attached to a mythical signified: that platform-mediated interaction equates to
genuine social connection.?® This myth naturalizes potentially shallow or performative interactions
as fulfilling social needs.

e The Myth of Success/The Good Life: Influencer culture and the curated nature of user profiles
often promote specific narratives of success, happiness, and ideal lifestyles—211 Images depicting
luxury travel, consumer goods, physical attractiveness, or constant positivity function as signifiers.
The signified is a culturally specific definition of 'success' or 'the good life," often intertwined with
consumerism, neoliberal values, or narrow beauty standards.?'! This myth naturalizes these specific
ideals, presenting them as universally desirable and achievable, usually masking the labour,
privilege, or staged reality behind the images.

Parasocial Bonds and FOMO: Mediated Intimacy and Engineered Anxiety

Social media's semiotics also foster specific emotional and relational dynamics, namely parasocial
relationships and the fear of missing out (FOMO).

Parasocial Interaction/Relationships (PSI/PSR) describe the one-sided, mediated relationships users
form with public figures, including social media influencers or even prominent members of online
communities.?'® Influencers cultivate these bonds through strategies like perceived authenticity, intimate
self-disclosure, and direct address, creating an illusion of friendship and intimacy despite the lack of



reciprocity.?'® Semiotically, the influencer's curated content, persona, and mode of address act as
signifiers that evoke feelings of closeness and trust (the signified) in the audience.

FOMO is the anxiety or apprehension that one is missing out on rewarding experiences that others are
having.”” Social media feeds, filled with curated highlights of others' lives (travel, events, achievements),
are a constant stream of signifiers representing desirable experiences (the signified). For the viewer, the
interpretant is often anxiety, inadequacy, or the compulsive urge to stay connected and monitor others'
activities.”” The platform's design, emphasizing immediacy and constant updates, semiotically encodes
urgency and reinforces this fear. PSRs can amplify FOMO, as followers feel more personally invested in

the lives and experiences of the influencers they feel connected to.”

Semiotics as Both Mechanism and Mask

The semiotic layer of social media platforms operates in a dual capacity relevant to the Social Stockholm
Syndrome analogy. On the one hand, it provides the mechanisms that foster user attachment and
dependence. The symbolic rewards embedded in the interface—likes, follower counts signifying social
capital, status symbols—act as powerful reinforcers, driving the engagement loops identified by
behavioural analysis.'™ The carefully constructed signs of intimacy and connection used by influencers or
peers foster parasocial bonds, creating emotional investment in the platform ecosystem.*' These
symbolic and emotional rewards function analogously to the 'small kindnesses' in classic SS, facilitating
psychological bonding.

On the other hand, semiotics functions as a mask, obscuring the potentially problematic aspects of the
user-platform relationship. The pervasive myths propagated through platform aesthetics and user-
generated content—myths of authenticity, genuine connection, and effortless success—create a curated
reality that feels natural, desirable, and freely chosen.!® This symbolic framing can effectively mask the
underlying power asymmetries identified by CDS, the economic logic of surveillance capitalism and
digital labour, and the manipulative design techniques revealed by BA and BE. Presenting the platform
environment in a positive, user-centric light, these myths help users rationalize their continued
engagement and potentially overlook or downplay the 'harms' or 'captivity' elements central to the SSS
analogy. The semiotic layer thus provides the cultural and symbolic resources for resolving the cognitive
dissonance that arises from dependence on potentially harmful platforms. It helps explain how users
might develop positive feelings towards the platform despite its downsides, a key parallel to the SS
phenomenon.

V. Synthesis and Critique: Evaluating the 'Social Stockholm
Syndrome' Analogy

The proposition of 'Social Stockholm Syndrome' applied to social media users invites a critical
examination of the parallels and divergences between the dynamics of classic Stockholm Syndrome and
the complex relationship users have with dominant digital platforms. Integrating the perspectives of
Critical Digital Sociology, Behavioural Analysis, Behavioural Economics, and Semiotics allows for a
multi-layered assessment of the analogy's explanatory power and limitations.

Mapping the Parallels: Captivity, Bonding, Coping Mechanisms vs. Platform
Dynamics



A systematic comparison reveals intriguing, though often imperfect, parallels between the core features
of Stockholm Syndrome and the user experience on social media, as analysed through the four lenses:

e Captivity/Abuse Context:

o

o

o

Classic SS: Physical confinement, direct threat, powerlessness.!
Social Media Analogue: Dependence on platforms for social/informational needs within a

controlled environment.
CDS Interpretation: Structural dependency created by surveillance capitalism, power

asymmetry, algorithmic governance, and normalized surveillance.'

BA/BFE Interpretation: Psychological lock-in via habit loops, variable reinforcement, sunk
costs, and loss aversion make exit difficult.!” Exploitation via data extraction and attention
harvesting.'

Semiotics Interpretation: The platform environment is essential for connection/participation

masking control mechanisms.'™
Evaluation of Fit: Moderate (Structural /Psychological Captivity, not Physical).

e Perceived Threat (to Survival/Well-being):

o

o

o

o

Classic SS: Threat to physical life or safety.”

Social Media Analogue: Threat of social exclusion, isolation, irrelevance, missing out.

CDS Interpretation: Risk of losing access to social networks, information flows, and identity
performance arenas crucial in a digital society.?

BA/BFE Interpretation: Triggering FOMO and loss aversion regarding connections, status,
information, and accumulated investment.™

Semiotics Interpretation: Constant symbolic representation of others' engagement and
experiences, amplifying FOMO.?” Metrics signify status that can be lost.!!

Evaluation of Fit: Moderate (Psychological /Social Threat, not Physical).

e Small Kindnesses (from Captor):

o

o

o

Classic SS: Minor concessions, basic needs met, absence of violence perceived as kindness.!
Social Media Analogue: Intermittent rewards, positive feedback, sense of connection,
entertainment.

CDS Interpretation: Provision of 'free' services (communication, entertainment) in exchange
for data/labour."

BA/BFE Interpretation: Variable ratio reinforcement (likes, notifications), gamification
rewards, dopamine hits from novelty/validation.!”

Semiotics Interpretation: Symbolic rewards (likes, shares as validation), curated content
providing pleasure/interest, fostering parasocial intimacy.'*’

Evaluation of Fit: Strong (Psychological /Symbolic Rewards as 'Kindnesses').

e Positive Bond/Sympathy (towards Captor):

o

o

Classic SS: Development of positive feelings, empathy, and loyalty towards captor.!

Social Media Analogue: User attachment, platform loyalty, defending platforms, positive
feelings despite harms.

CDS Interpretation: Dependence leading to acceptance or normalization of platform power
structures.'

BA/BFE Interpretation: Habituation, rationalization of continued use due to cognitive
dissonance, sunk cost bias reinforcing commitment.'%

Semiotics Interpretation: Internalization of platform myths (connection, community),

parasocial bonding with platform/influencers, and positive connotations associated with

platform symbols.'™



o

Evaluation of Fit: Moderate (Attachment/Loyalty, but nature differs from trauma bond).

e Perspective-Taking/Sympathy for Captor's Beliefs:

o

o

Classic SS: Understanding or adopting the captor's worldview or justifications.!

Social Media Analogue: Accepting platform logic, rationalizing data practices, internalizing
platform narratives/myths.

CDS Interpretation: Acceptance of surveillance capitalism's 'bargain,' normalization of
digital labour extraction.

BA/BFE Interpretation: Cognitive dissonance reduction through justifying platform practices
("They need data for free services").'®

Semiotics Interpretation: Believing platform myths of connection, community, user
empowerment, and progress.'™ Seeing platform rules/algorithms as 'matural' or necessary.
Evaluation of Fit: Moderate (Rationalization/Internalization of Logic, not necessarily

profound ideological shift).

e Negative Feelings Towards Rescuers/Authorities:

o

o

Classic SS: Hostility or distrust towards police or those attempting a rescue.

Social Media Analogue: Resistance to digital detox/wellness efforts, criticism of regulators or
platform critics, defensiveness about usage patterns.

CDS Interpretation: Perceiving external controls (regulation, parental limits) as infringing
on 'freedom' provided by the platform.’

BA/BFE Interpretation: Cognitive dissonance leads to rejection of information, challenging
usage habits, and loss of aversion regarding potential restrictions.”

Semiotics Interpretation: Viewing critics as misunderstanding the platform's value or
community; defending the platform's symbolic meaning (e.g., connection).

Evaluation of Fit: Weak to Moderate (Resistance to change/criticism, but rarely active

hostility towards 'rescuers').



Table 2: Comparing Classic Stockholm Syndrome and 'Social Stockholm Syndrome' on Social Media

Feature of Classic SS Social Media CDS BA BE Semiotics Evaluation of
Stockholm Description Analogue Interpretatio Interpretatio Interpretatio Interpretatio Fit
Syndrome n n n n
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Identifying Key Dissonances: Agency, Voluntarism, Nature of Harm

Despite the parallels, several crucial differences challenge the direct application of the SSS analogy to
social media users:

1. Agency and Voluntarism: Unlike hostages, users initially choose to join social media platforms.
While this agency becomes constrained over time due to powerful lock-in mechanisms (network

effects, high switching costs derived from sunk costs in data and connections '*)

, users generally
retain autonomy and the technical ability to leave, however tricky it may be psychologically or
socially. This contrasts sharply with the near-total lack of agency in classic SS scenarios.

2. Nature of Threat and Harm: The 'threat' in the social media context is typically not physical
violence but rather social, psychological, or economic. It involves fears of isolation, irrelevance,
missing out (FOMO), or losing social capital.” The 'harms' are often diffuse and cumulative—
eroded attention spans !, diminished mental well-being °, privacy loss '?, exposure to
misinformation, and the opportunity cost of time spent. While significant, these differ qualitatively
from the immediate, often life-threatening trauma underlying classic SS.

3. Consciousness of Intent: In traditional SS, the captor's malevolent intent (or their role as captor)
is usually unambiguous. On social media, the platform's primary 'intent'—profit maximization
through engagement and data extraction—is often deliberately obscured by narratives of
connection, community, and user empowerment, propagated through semiotic framing. Users may
not perceive the platform itself as an 'abuser' or 'captor' but rather as a utility, a social space, or
even a source of pleasure, making the development of a classic trauma bond less likely.

4. Rarity vs. Pervasiveness: Classic Stockholm Syndrome is considered a rare psychological response
to extreme trauma.? In contrast, problematic social media use, feelings of dependence, and
associated negative consequences are widespread phenomena affecting large segments of the
population.® Applying a label associated with severe, rare trauma to a common, albeit often
problematic, behaviour risks pathologizing everyday digital life and potentially diluting the
meaning of SS itself.

Interplay of Factors: Co-creating the User Experience

Any single factor does not determine the user's relationship with social media but emerges from the
complex interplay of the dimensions analysed. The sociological structures (Section II) of surveillance
capitalism and algorithmic governance create the power imbalances and economic imperatives that drive
platform design. Behavioural hooks (Section III), grounded in psychology and economics, are the tools
used to operationalize these imperatives, engineering engagement and dependence by exploiting innate
human tendencies. The semiotic meanings (Section IV) embedded in the interface and cultural
narratives provide the symbolic rewards and the rationalizations that make continued engagement
palatable, often masking the underlying structures and manipulations.

For instance, the platform's economic need for attention (CDS) leads to implementing variable ratio
reinforcement via notifications (BA/BE). The user, conditioned by these rewards, develops a habit. The
notification icon becomes a powerful semiotic signifier, connoting potential social validation or novelty.
Suppose the user experiences dissonance due to excessive use. In that case, they might rationalize it by
focusing on the platform's myth of 'connection' (Semiotics), thus justifying the behaviour reinforced by



the platform's design (BA/BE), which serves its economic goals (CDS). This intricate interplay co-
creates an experience where dependence can feel like a choice and perceived benefits can mask
exploitation.

Beyond the Syndrome: Alternative Frameworks

Given the significant dissonances, particularly regarding agency and the nature of harm, the SSS analogy
appears insufficient as a sole explanatory framework. While it highlights the crucial aspects of
dependence and power imbalance, it may pathologize users and obscure the specific mechanisms at play.
Several alternative or complementary frameworks offer potentially more precise analyses:

e Behavioural Addiction: This framework focuses on patterns of compulsive use, loss of control,
preoccupation, withdrawal symptoms (e.g., anxiety when unable to access), tolerance (needing
more engagement for the same effect), and negative consequences, aligning well with observed
problematic social media use.!*?

e Manipulation/Exploitation within Surveillance/Attention Capitalism: This perspective centres
the critique on the economic model and power structures, emphasizing how platforms manipulate
users for profit through data extraction and attention harvesting without necessarily labelling the
user response as a 'syndrome'.'?

e Rational Choice within Constraints: This view acknowledges user agency but emphasizes that
choices are made within a highly constrained environment shaped by powerful network effects,
high switching costs, and sophisticated persuasive design. Even if suboptimal, continued use might
appear 'rational' from the user's perspective, given these constraints.?'?

e Parasocial Relationships: This concept effectively explains the strong, one-sided emotional bonds
users form with influencers or online communities, accounting for attachment without invoking the

trauma framework of SS.26

Analogy as Heuristic, Not Diagnosis

The synthesis of multi-disciplinary perspectives and the direct comparison with classic Stockholm
Syndrome reveals compelling parallels and critical distinctions. The structural conditions of dependency
created by platform architecture (CDS), the psychological hooks engineered through behavioural science
(BA/BE), and the symbolic framing that masks manipulation (Semiotics) converge to create an
environment where users can feel simultaneously engaged and trapped, attached yet potentially harmed.
This complex dynamic resonates with certain aspects of the SS phenomenon, particularly the
development of bonds despite unfavourable circumstances and the rationalization of the situation.

However, the crucial differences in initial voluntarism, the nature of the harm (primarily
psychological/social vs. physical threat), and the user's retained, albeit constrained, agency prevent a
direct diagnostic equivalence.! Furthermore, the rarity of SS contrasts with the widespread nature of
problematic social media engagement.? Therefore, the 'Social Stockholm Syndrome' analogy, while
provocative and useful for highlighting the often-underestimated power dynamics and dependency
inherent in the user-platform relationship, should be treated as a heuristic device rather than a clinical
diagnosis or a complete explanation. Its value lies in its capacity to challenge naive notions of user
autonomy and platform neutrality, forcing a confrontation with the potentially 'captive-like' aspects of
our digital existence. It foregrounds platform dependence's emotional and psychological dimensions that
purely structural or economic critiques might overlook. Yet, relying solely on the SSS analogy risks
oversimplification, potentially pathologizing users, minimizing the specific nature of digital harms, and



obscuring the precise mechanisms of manipulation better captured by frameworks focusing on
behavioural addiction, surveillance capitalism, or constrained rational choice. A nuanced understanding
requires integrating the critical insights prompted by the SSS analogy with these more specific analytical
tools.

VI. Conclusion: Navigating Digital Dependence

Recap of the Framework's Utility and Limitations

The exploration of 'Social Stockholm Syndrome' as an analogy for the user-platform relationship on
social media reveals a concept rich in metaphorical power but limited in direct applicability. Its primary
utility lies in its function as a critical heuristic. The analogy draws attention to the often-obscured
dynamics of power imbalance, structural dependency, psychological manipulation through behavioural
engineering, and the user's potential rationalization of continued engagement despite recognized harms.
It forces a consideration of the ways platforms can foster a sense of attachment and loyalty that seems
counterintuitive, given the potential negative consequences for user well-being, privacy, and autonomy.
By invoking the extreme context of captivity, the SSS analogy challenges simplistic narratives of user
choice and platform neutrality.

However, the analysis across Critical Digital Sociology, Behavioural Analysis, Behavioural Economics,
and Semiotics underscores the analogy's significant limitations. Key differences regarding the initial
voluntarism of users, the non-physical nature of the 'threats' and 'harms' involved, the level of user
agency (however constrained), and the obscured intent of the 'captor' (the platform) make a direct
mapping problematic. Furthermore, applying a term associated with severe trauma to widespread, albeit
often unhealthy, digital behaviours risks both pathologizing normalcy and diluting the meaning of
Stockholm Syndrome itself. Thus, while SSS is a potent starting point for critical discussion, it falls short
of a comprehensive diagnostic or explanatory framework.

Implications for Understanding User Well-being and Agency

The integrated analysis paints a concerning picture of the contemporary social media ecosystem.
Surveillance-driven business models, psychologically sophisticated engagement techniques, and
symbolically charged interfaces create an environment where user well-being is often subordinated to
platform profit motives. The potential harms identified—ranging from diminished mental health and
attention spans ® to privacy erosion '%, susceptibility to manipulation, and the fostering of unhealthy
social comparison and addiction *—are not accidental byproducts but are often linked to the core design
and incentive structures of the platforms.

While not eliminated, user agency operates within a field heavily structured by algorithmic governance,
powerful behavioural nudges, dark patterns, and significant switching costs (network effects, sunk costs).
The ability of users to make fully informed, autonomous choices that align with their long-term well-
being is significantly constrained by platforms designed to maximize immediate engagement and data
extraction. The normalization of surveillance and the opacity of platform mechanisms further limit users'
ability to understand and contest the forces shaping their digital lives.



Recommendations: Towards Humane Technology, Critical Digital Literacy, and
Effective Regulation

Addressing the challenges highlighted by this analysis requires a multi-pronged approach targeting
design, user empowerment, and systemic oversight:

1. Humane Technology and Ethical Design: There is a need to shift design philosophies away from
maximizing engagement metrics towards prioritizing user well-being and autonomy.'* This
involves embracing principles of 'humane technology,' as advocated by figures like Tristan Harris
and organizations like the Center for Humane Technology.'* Design ethics should focus on
minimizing manipulative patterns (like dark patterns *'), providing users greater control over their
data and algorithms, promoting conscious and mindful use, and designing for 'digital flourishing'

1 Strategies might include finite feeds, more precise

rather than mere attention capture.
notification controls, tools for self-monitoring and limit-setting, and interfaces that encourage

reflection rather than reaction.?®®

2. Critical Digital Literacy: Empowering users requires developing critical digital literacy skills
early.?" This goes beyond basic technical competency to include the ability to understand platform
business models, recognize persuasive techniques and cognitive biases, critically evaluate
algorithmic curation and potential biases, manage privacy settings effectively, discern
mis/disinformation, and reflect on the impact of social media use on one's well-being and
identity.?* Educational initiatives should integrate these critical perspectives across curricula.*"!

3. Effective Regulation and Algorithmic Transparency: Self-regulation by platforms has proven
insufficient. Robust public regulation is necessary to establish baseline standards for platform
accountability, user rights, and transparency.”® Regulations like the EU's GDPR and DSA
represent steps in this direction, mandating greater transparency in data practices and content
moderation, providing user redress mechanisms, and imposing obligations on large platforms.”
Achieving meaningful algorithmic transparency remains a significant challenge due to technical
complexity and corporate secrecy. Still, regulatory efforts should continue to push for
explainability and auditability, allowing researchers and regulators to assess impacts and biases.*
However, the potential for regulations like the DSA to be misused by authoritarian regimes to
suppress dissent must also be considered.?"

4. Exploring Alternatives: Supporting the development and adoption of alternative platform models,
such as decentralized social media networks (e.g., Mastodon, Bluesky, built on protocols like
ActivityPub or AT Protocol), could offer users greater control over their data, algorithms, and
governance structures.” While these alternatives face challenges regarding usability, scalability,
moderation, and sustainability **, fostering a more diverse ecosystem could mitigate the power
concentration of dominant platforms.



Recommendations: Directions for Future Social Media Platforms

Based on the analysis presented in the report, here are several recommendations for designing new social
media platforms aimed at fostering healthier user relationships:

1. Prioritize User Well-being Over Maximum Engagement:

O Rethink the Business Model: Move away from business models that solely rely on
maximizing user attention and data extraction for advertising.! Explore alternatives like
subscription models, tiered access, or other value propositions that don't inherently
incentivize manipulative design.?

O Ethical Algorithm Design: Design core algorithms to prioritize user well-being, exposure
to diverse perspectives, and meaningful connections rather than simply optimizing for
engagement metrics like time-on-site or interaction counts.?

O Avoid Addictive Mechanics: Consciously avoid design patterns that foster compulsive
use, such as infinite scroll 7, autoplay videos ', and variable ratio reinforcement schedules
for notifications, likes, or comments."

2. Empower Users with Transparency and Control:

O Radical Transparency: Provide clear, accessible information about how algorithms curate
content and how user data is collected and used.” Allow users meaningful control over
algorithmic feeds beyond simple engagement signals.*

O User Data Ownership and Control: Design platforms where users have genuine
ownership and control over their data.” Make privacy settings straightforward easy to
understand, and avoid dark patterns like "Privacy Zuckering" that trick users into sharing
more data than intended.”

O Easy Exit: Ensure users can easily deactivate or delete their accounts and export their
data without encountering "Roach Motel" tactics.?’

3. Design for Mindful and Intentional Use:

O Integrate Digital Wellness Tools: Build in features that help users become aware of their
usage patterns and allow them to set limits or schedule breaks easily.*

O Promote Conscious Engagement: Design interfaces with natural stopping points (e.g.,
finite feeds) and minimizes intrusive notifications that exploit FOMO.* Encourage
intentional interaction rather than passive consumption.®

O Support Focused Activities: Consider features that support specific user goals (e.g.,
learning, collaboration, focused discussion) rather than solely optimizing for broad,
continuous engagement.®

4. TFoster Authentic Interactions and Reduce Social Pressure:
O De-emphasize Vanity Metrics: Reduce the prominence of public like counts and follower

numbers to mitigate social comparison and the pressure to perform for validation.*” Focus
on the quality of content and connection.



O Facilitate Meaningful Connections: Design features that encourage deeper, more
authentic interactions, perhaps prioritizing smaller group communications or features that
support nuanced expression beyond simple reactions.?

O Robust and Fair Moderation: Implement transparent, fair, and accountable content
moderation systems that effectively address harmful content like harassment and
misinformation while providing clear avenues for appeal.” Consider community-based or

third-party moderation options.’
5. Explore Alternative Platform Architectures:

O Consider Decentralization: Investigate decentralized models (e.g., using protocols like
ActivityPub or AT Protocol) which can offer users greater control over their data,
identity, algorithmic experience, and governance, potentially mitigating censorship and
platform lock-in.?!

O Interoperability: Design for interoperability to reduce switching costs and allow users
more freedom to move between platforms or services without losing their connections or
data.®

By incorporating these recommendations, new social media platforms can strive to create environments
that respect user autonomy, support well-being, and foster more meaningful social connections, moving
away from the potentially harmful dynamics identified in the report.

Avenues for Future Research

Further interdisciplinary research is crucial to deepen our understanding and address the complexities of
the user-platform relationship. Key areas include:

e Longitudinal studies investigating the cumulative cognitive, affective, and social impacts of
prolonged engagement with algorithmically curated social media environments.

e Rigorous evaluation of the effectiveness of various digital literacy programs and digital wellness
interventions in promoting healthier and more autonomous technology use.

e (Comparative research examines how platform design, cultural norms, and regulatory frameworks
shape user experiences and outcomes across social media platforms and diverse global contexts.

e Development of innovative methodologies combining computational analysis (e.g., auditing
algorithms, analysing large datasets) with qualitative and critical approaches (e.g., ethnography,
discourse analysis, semiotics) to capture both the scale and the lived experience of digital
dependence.

e (ontinued critical analysis of emerging platform business models, algorithmic advancements
(especially in AI), and regulatory initiatives to anticipate future challenges and opportunities.

In conclusion, while the 'Social Stockholm Syndrome' analogy provides a provocative lens, a more
comprehensive understanding of our relationship with social media requires integrating structural
critiques of digital capitalism, behavioural insights into platform design, and semiotic analyses of
meaning-making. Navigating the complexities of digital dependence necessitates a concerted effort
involving ethical redesign, user empowerment through critical literacy, and robust regulatory oversight
to foster a digital environment that supports, rather than subverts, human well-being and autonomy.
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