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Abstract

[bookmark: _Int_HXpqE5e6][bookmark: _Int_zBQcI9ep][bookmark: _Int_iVVZUJFD][bookmark: _Int_60eF6Y8L]Social media is a growing part of our lives and social movements have always been part of our lives. Kayani says social media platforms have become central tools for activism. While Olaniran and Williams say social media has created new challenges for social movements. My question is to what extent does social media enhance mobilization of movements. To answer this, I compare two social media heavy movements TPUSA and Indivisible, while using prior movements like #MeToo and Black Lives Matter to contextualize. I compared engagement, effectiveness, and mobilization. The anticipated results show that social media impacted engagement, and that typical hierarchical structures of social movements is weakened, there is a lack of leadership systems. This study analyzes how modern day social media has changed social moments, and if that change translates to real social and political change.  


















Introduction 

	Social media has become a defining part of contemporary society, it has altered how we communicate, access information and during a global shut down hold onto normalcy.  At the same time social movements have remained central to driving political and social change. Historically these movements have relied on collective action, organization, and sustained engagement to achieve their goals. The Civil Rights Movement for example depended on established institutions such as churches, advocacy organizations, and leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. to coordinate collective action. Mobilization required extensive planning, face to face organizing (grassroots) and media outlets like newspapers to increase visibility to a larger audience. These structural characteristics helped movements maintain coherence and translate protest into legislative outcomes. 
Research suggests that in modern times, social media platforms have raised the capacity movements can mobilize by lowering participation barriers and enabling rapid communication across large networks. Activists can coordinate and engage supporters in real time without the need for formal organization structures. This has allowed for movements to grow at unprecedented scales; however, scholars have raised concerns about the limitations of these growths. These competing perspectives highlight the ongoing debate regarding whether social media ultimately strengthens or weakens the effectiveness of social movements. 




Literature Review 
Social Media as Transformative Tool
Social media has transformed the landscape of social movements by expanding their reach and making participation more accessible. Digital platforms have fundamentally reshaped how activists organize, enabling rapid communication and the dissemination of information (Kayani, 2025). Activists now operate within a blended system of traditional and digital media. Allowing for movements to amplify messages across multiple channels (Caren, Andrews, Lu, 2020). This shift has created more inclusive participation as individuals can engage in activism without constraints of geographic proximity or formal organization. Digital tools reduce the costs of coordination and enable grassroots for mobilization (Carty, 2015). Power in modern society has shifted to control of communication networks with the traditional system being bypassed (Castells, 2012). Social media is presented as a powerful enabler of modern activism, enhancing the capacity of movements to grow and attract participants. 

Limitations of Digital Activism 
Social media can introduce challenges that can undermine the effectiveness of social movements. Digital platforms foster misinformation, and polarization, instead of encouraging sustained engagement (Olaniran, Williams, 2020). Social media can promote superficial forms of participation, “slacktivism”, where individuals will express support online without contributing to action. These false senses of participation fail to produce any meaningful political outcomes. High risk, high commitment activism is difficult to replicate in online spaces built on weak social ties (Gladwell, 2010). Social media enables Low effort, performative participation that may not create real world changes. This lowers the barrier to participation but can result in symbolic activism instead of substantive (Cabrera, Matias, Montoya, 2020). While social media increases visibility it does not translate to deeper political involvement or structural change. The same tools that facilitate mobilization may weaken the quality of engagement, drawing concerns about the long term effectiveness of digitally driven activism. 

Structural changes in Social Movements 
The rise of social media has altered the internal structure of social movements regarding leadership and organization. Digital tools encourage decentralized forms of organization, reducing reliance on traditional hierarchal leadership (Kayani, 2025). It is growing more popular for modern movements to operate as networks instead of formal organizations. This is where authority is distributed across participants instead of concentrated at the top. This leads to a “networked society, that lets digital communication enable more horizontal and flexible forms of power (Castells, 2012). While this structure allows for greater flexibility and inclusivity, it can create challenges in coordination and decision making (Hosterman, Johnson, Stouffer, Herring, 2018). Social media accelerates protest cycles, which favor rapid, loosely organized mobilization over stable hierarchy (Poell, 2020). Without the clear leadership, movements may struggle to maintain coherence or develop long term strategies. These leadership structures are fundamentally reshaping how movements are organized and sustained. 
 
Social Media and Mobilization 
Researchers have been asking, to what extent does social media enhance the mobilization of social movements. Digital platforms have increased the speed and scale of which movements recruit participants and organize collective action. Social media enables rapid information sharing allowing activists to coordinate protests and respond to events in real time (Caren, Andrews, Lu, 2020). Online networks facilitate large scale mobilization by connecting individuals who might otherwise remain isolated. Social media breaks down barriers for participation and enables “connective action” allowing for a large number of people to quicky form without organization (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012) While social media can accelerate mobilization, it is noted that this form of engagement is often uneven and difficult to sustain over time. This suggests that while social media enhances initial mobilization but its long term impact may be more limited pointing to a nuanced relationship between digital tools and collective action.

Engagement vs Real World Impact 
Does increased online engagement lead to meaningful social and political change? The #MeToo movement is presented as an example of how social media can raise awareness and spark widespread public conversation (Mezey, Singh, Williams, 2019). Gaining traction on everyday apps like X, the movement expanded beyond digital spaces into mainstream media coverage, public demonstrations, and institutional responses. In this sense social media can function as a catalyst rapidly amplifying voices and bringing previously marginalized issues onto public discourse. It is cautioned that these high levels of online engagement do not translate into substantive policy outcomes or sustained activism (Olaniran and Williams, 2020). Because social media can allow for movements to move quickly and on larger scales, they lack foundational cores to turn visibility into policy change. While these platforms can amplify voices and generate visibility, the connection between online participation and real world impact remains uncertain These distinctions highlight a central tension in contemporary activism, and social media may be highly effective at generation attention.

Case Studies
The #MeToo Movement demonstrates how digital platforms can foster widespread participation and create supportive online communities. Showing a drastic boom when social media platforms started pushing and spreading #MeToo. Social media enables individuals to share personal experiences and contribute to a sense of collective identity and solidarity (Mezey, Singh, Williams, 2019) (Hosterman, Johnson, Stouffer, Herring, 2018). #Ferguson shows how hashtags were used to organize and document protests, linking online discourse with on the ground activism in the Black Lives Matter movement. Occupy wall street relieved on X as a communication infrastructure, the participation came from the network cluster of highly interconnected users.  The engagement declined over time, and this mirrored real world protest decline. However, these cases also reveal limitation including challenges in sustain momentum and translating visibility into policy change. These examples underscore that while social media plays crucial role in mobilization and engagement its impact on long term outcomes varies across movements. 






Interviews & Analysis
This study draws on interviews conducted with members from multiple chapters of two political movements, Indivisible and Turning Point USA. I picked these two groups because they represent contrasting positions on the political spectrum which allows for a more comprehensive and balanced analysis. Both movements have gained consistent media attention and make extensive use of social media as a tool for organizing and outreach. For example, indivisible’s use of hashtags such as #NoKings mirrors broader digital activism strategies seen in movements like #MeToo, highlighting the importance of online engagement in contemporary activism. 
The interview questions were developed through a combination of existing literature and the theoretical framework in relation to my thesis. Much of the scholar’s reviews pointed to signs of weakening hierarchical leadership structures within modern social movements. Because of this, the questions aimed to see if these social groups saw a shift toward decentralization or leaderless organizing. As well as common critiques such as the idea that social media fosters performative rather than substantive activism led to my questions about whether online engagement translates to real world action such as attending events, voting, or protesting. 
While the initial plan was to conduct all interviews over the phone, logistically this was not possible and a significant portion of the interviews were conducted through emailed responses, and social media messaging allowing participants to respond at their convenance. This mixed method approach ensured broader range of participation while still capturing detailed and reflective answers. 
The discussion of interview findings will be organized by question rather than by individual participant. This structure allows for clearer thematic analysis and gives clear direct comparison across responses from both movements. A core set of eight questions was asked to all representatives along with one additional question tailored to each organization to capture movement specific dynamics. This approach ensures both consistency in data collection and the ability to highlight unique organizational differences. 
Question One, do you think social media has made activism more accessible?
TPUSA BSU said that social media makes social movements increasingly more accessible specifically for democrats, and that there is a trend of young conservatives turning away from being on social media. Indivisible Bemidji says that in general social media has made greatly increased accessibility. For events like No Kings, they can raise more funding through connections made using social media. “Raised a bunch of money through bake sales and directed it to rental relief in the twin cities, and we were able to do that because we connected online”. TPUSA UCF says that social media has allowed more students to engage in political ideas, share content with each other and participate in activism. Central Florida Indivisible strongly agrees that social media lowers the barriers of getting involved and makes it easier for people to stay informed and take action quickly. 
Question Two, how do you maintain message discipline? 
TPUSA BSU said that the way to maintain message discipline is through keeping strong organization run by a strong leader. If there are less debates and strays from the original message, then message discipline is easier to keep. Indivisible Bemidji maintains message discipline by really having one main person in charge of the online platform, and her tactic is to monitor the comments an engagement to make sure messages do not get twisted.  TPUSA UCF focuses on centralized branding and decentralized participation, like talking points, student leadership summits and consistent messaging themes, while allowing for some chapter flexibility. Central Florida Indivisible balances shared national guidance with local autonomy, they are provided toolkits and policy priorities, but local groups adapt to fit messages that fit their communities. 
Question Three, how has Social Media changed how leadership works within your organization? 
TPUSA BSU says that social media has greatly helped leadership, as it allows for better communication amongst other leaders. This gets work easily spread out amongst different chapters of TPUSA. Indivisible Bemidji says that this is a complex especially because each chapter is a little bit different. In the shortest way possible, social media has not changed much on a surface level for leadership, however below it, there are many previously underrepresented voices who now get a seat, and this causes friction between older leaders and newer members. This is leading to the new members branching off and creating their own groups. TPUSA UCF says that social media has made leadership more performance based, leaders do not just organize events they are content creators, influencers, and communicators. Central Florida Indivisible says leadership is more distributed, social media allows for local leaders to grow based on initiative and engagement instead of formal hierarchy. 
Question Four, how do you measure the effectiveness of a campaign, is it offline outcome or online metrics based?  
TPUSA BSU measures effectiveness from the campaign’s outcomes, “if it’s a lose it could be slimming the margins”. Indivisible Bemidji measures effectiveness from real world outcomes and metrics as an organizational whole. However, the representative I spoke to oversees the social media for this chapter. Naturally the metrics she focuses on is more online engagement based. The goal also differs from the main campaign as the goal is to get progressive ideas out there. TPUSA UCF says that both are connected, it is important to expand reach and shape narratives, while offline outcomes like event attendance and chapter growth drive real world impact. Central Florida Indivisible looks at real world outcomes, policy change, electoral wins, turnout at events, while also looking at the online engagement numbers. 
Question Five, do you see a shift in towards more decentralized or leaderless organizations? 
TPUSA BSU does not see a hierarchical leadership shift within their organization. While BSU and UCF are separate chapters, they have one common leader, formerly Charlie Kirk now his wife Erika Kirk, she is in control of the direction the organization goes as well as keeping the message clear. Indivisible Bemidji sees a shift towards more decentralized groups because people are tired of being a part of a top down organization. So, they start their own groups and TPUSA UCF sees a broader trend towards decentralized groups, however TPUSA stays closer to a structured model, this is because strong leadership and organization are necessary for long term effectiveness. Central Florida Indivisible sees a shift towards decentralized organizing because it allows for flexibility and local responsiveness, but they still see value in coordination and shared strategy to be as effective as possible. 
Question Six, in your experience, does social media lead to real world action?  
TPUSA BSU believes that we live in a technology focuses world, so social media leads to real world action. They also believe that this will become more and more important as our technology advances. Indivisible Bemidji has seen social media lead to real world action, with the success of the recent NO KINGS protests these are organized/spread online a lot. The increased mobilization from social media has helped guide real world action. TPUSA UCF says yes, and their viral content translates down to campus events, protests and increased membership. Central Florida Indivisible, says yes when used intentionally, they emphasized on using online energy to offline action, by calling representatives, attending town hall, and organizing protests. 
Question Seven, how do you think movements like yours would have operated differently without social media? 
TPUSA BSU says that without social media the organization would use grassroot techniques and word of mouth. These are somethings that TPUSA already utilizes as they are made up of different chapters. Indivisible Bemidji says that the focus would have been closer to home relying on people talking to each other and being in the same room. An important thing to note is that during this question it was brought up that younger people are tired of being on social media and there is a shift towards in person people to people communication. TPUSA UCF thinks that growth would have been slower, and more dependent on traditional campus outreach, like flyers, meetings and word of mouth, social media just accelerates things. Central Florida Indivisible without social media they would move a lot slower, and it would be harder for them to coordinate nationally. Social media allows for their rapid mobilization, information sharing and connection between local groups. 
Question Eight, do you think today’s Social Movements are stronger because of social media? 
TPUSA BSU says this is hard to tell, and it is very much movement dependent, however for TPUSA they are stronger because of social media’s outreach and connectivity. Indivisible Bemidji says that in a way movements are both stronger and weaker because of social media. They are stronger because of greater mobilization so much quicker, but at the same time each social media platform is a bubble, and there is so much misinformation and disinformation on social media. TPUSA UCF says that movements are stronger in terms of reach and speed but weaker in depth and consistency. Central Florida Indivisible believes that generally yes, the movements are stronger in terms of reach speed and inclusivity, but there are challenges like burnout, and misinformation which weaken long term sustainability. 
Question specific to TPUSA, how does social media shape outreach on college campuses? 
TPUSA BSU says that social media on college campuses keeps the students connected and informed on when meetings and going to happen. As well as staying up to date on current events that are important to the organization. TPUSA UCF says social media is a central part of campus outreach, by identifying members, promote events, and distribute content that challenges what is “dominant” narrative on campus. 
Question specific to Indivisible, how do you coordinate decentralized local chapters? 
Indivisible Bemidji says that with the help of social media they were able to create a summit meeting of indivisible groups in Minnesota. Social media also allows for the groups to stay connected and up to date on ideas, resources, and tools to make sure no one’s reinventing the wheel. Central Florida Indivisible says that they use a mix of national resources and local independence, by providing organizing guides, policy priorities and regular communication through social media. Social media and digital tools help connect chapters, share strategies, and amplify each other’s efforts.




Main Points	TPUSA	Indivisible 
	Accessibility 
	Expands engagement on campus
	Broadly increases access, mobilization

	Message Discipline 
	Centralized, leader driven 
	Toolkits + local adaptation

	Leadership
	Structured performance based
	Decentralized, grassroots

	Effectiveness 
	Online + offline linked 
	Real world outcomes + engagement 

	Real World Impact?
	Yes, on campus 
	Yes, protests and civic action















Discussion/Conclusion
These interviews show the nuanced and often paradoxical role of social media in contemporary political activism. Across both Indivisible and Turning Point USA (TPUSA) there is a broad agreement that social media has significantly increased accessibility, lowered barriers to entry, and accelerated the spread of political messaging. Participants consistently emphasized that platforms enable faster communication, larger outreach, and more efficient mobilization. This supports the existing scholarship suggesting that digital tools have expanded participation in political movements by making engagement more immediate and widely available. 
	The interviews reinforce and complicate several key arguments from the existing literature on social movements and digital activism. Much of the scholarship used to frame this study, particularly work emphasizing the weakening of hierarchical leadership structures in modern movements, suggested a shift toward decentralized or “leaderless” organizing. Manuel Castells argues that digital networks enable more horizontal forms of coordination, where power is distributed rather than concentrated. The experiences of Indivisible chapters in this study largely support this claim, as respondents described increased local autonomy the emergence of new leaders and even the fragmentation of groups as members branch off to form their own organizations. 
	The responses also point to the idea that decentralization is not a universal trend. TPUSA respondents consistently emphasized the continued importance of centralized leadership and message discipline, aligning more closely with the critiques of “leaderless” movements. Tufekci argues that while social media enables rapid scaling and visibility movements without strong organizational structures may struggle with long term strategy and coherence. TPUSA’s model of combining national leadership with local chapters demonstrates an alternative approach in which digital tools can enhance instead of replacing heriarchial models. Which removes the total breakdown of these systems and allows for a stronger more likely chance of real world change. 
	The findings in my research add nuance to the scholarly discussions on generational change and participation. While much of the literature emphasizes the growing vital role of digital tools, several of the respondents noted a sense of fatigue with social media. The fatigue is then followed by a renewed interest in Face to Face organizing. This suggest that rather than fully replacing traditional activism digital tools are becoming one component of a much larger hybrid model. Movements that successfully intertwine online engagement and in person action will be in a better position to sustain participation over time. 
	In conclusion this study demonstrates that social media has fundamentally reshaped political activism, but in ways that are complex and sometimes contradictory. It supports scholarly arguments that digital tools increase accessibility, accelerate mobilization, and enable more flexible organization. At the same time, it confirms critiques regarding shallow engagement, organizational fragility, and the challenges of maintaining decentralized systems. The comparison between Indivisible and TPUSA highlights that these dynamics transcends ideological divides, shaping movements across the political spectrum in different but comparable ways. 
	Ultimately social media should be understood not as a singular force driving activism in one direction but as a sort of tools that movements strategically adapt. I believe that for social movements to be “successful” in modern times, not suffer from online burnout or loss of traction, they must shift to a larger hybrid model. Social movements can not lean to far one way (Full reliance on social media) or the other (zero reliance on social media) or they will fail. Future research could build on this by examining how these different organizational models, centralized, decentralized and hybrid, affect long term movement success, as well as how activists can better navigate the tradeoffs between digital reach and sustained meaningful engagement and how to create balance.  
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