Avrtificial Intelligence Technology Research

10.70711/aitr.v2i4.4874

Examining Social Media Impact on Identity Formation and
Social Capital: A Case Study of Online Dating Platforms
and Discussion Forums

Yuqing Bao
University of York, York, YO105GQ

Abstract: This essay examines the impact of social media on identity formation and social capital through the lens of online dating platforms
and discussion forums. By integrating theories from sociology and social psychology, the analysis highlights how social media shapes both
individual and group identities. The essay first explores the role of user control on social media and discusses social network theory and social
capital concepts from Bordieau and Putnam. It then applies these theories to online dating platforms to understand gender identity forma-
tion and discussion forums to analyze group identity construction. The findings indicate that social media allows users to selectively present
aspects of their identity, influencing self and relational identities while fostering group cohesion and social capital. The essay concludes that
social media platforms are crucial in shaping identity dynamics and enhancing both individual and collective engagement.
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1. Introduction

Social media profoundly affects modern society. This essay uses sociology and social psychology theories to critically analyze its im-
pact, focusing on online dating apps and discussion forums. The essay starts by defining social media and examining user roles and control. It
applies social network theory and the concept of social capital from Bordieau and Putnam to understand how social media aids in forming and
accessing social networks. Next, it explores social identity theory to assess how social media shapes personal and group identities, linking this
to social capital. Case studies on online dating apps and discussion forums will illustrate these points, focusing on gender and group identities.
The main argument is that social media influences self and group identity by letting users control their identity presentation, while the plat-

form’s structure impacts group cohesion and social capital formation (Robins, 2022).

2. Social Media: Theoretical Understanding

Social media is a critical element of contemporary communication and interaction. In communication sciences, it is defined as a digital
infrastructure and tools used by individuals and organizations to disseminate content (Carr & Hayes, 2015, p. 48). This definition highlights
the digital nature and communication dynamics of social media. In public relations, social media is seen as interactive channels enabling real-
time, two-way communication, emphasizing its transformative impact on interaction speed and dynamics (Carr & Hayes, 2015, p. 48). This
underscores how social media facilitates faster and more dynamic communication compared to traditional media.

A distinctive feature of social media is its reliance on user-generated content. Unlike traditional media, social media content is largely
created and shared by ordinary users, making it less curated and controlled by professionals (Murthy, 2012, p. 3). This user-driven nature of
social media platforms allows for significant control over content creation and dissemination. Research shows that user-generated content
often involves modifications to original material and its spread across networks (Matikainen, 2015, p. 42). Users influence both the content
and its reach, establishing a unique networked communication environment. Sociological theory contributes to understanding social media
through the concept of social networks. Initially focusing on interpersonal and group-level interactions, social network theory has evolved to
visualize individuals as nodes in a network, with relationships forming the links between them (Scott, 2012, p. 8). This theory emphasizes that
the dynamics of social networks shape individual behavior (Burt, Kilduff & Tasselli, 2013, p. 31). Social capital, a concept linked to social
network theory, refers to the resources gained from social relationships (Bourdieu, as cited in Ellison & Vitak, 2015, p. 211). Robert Putnam
distinguishes between bridging social capital, which connects diverse groups, and bonding social capital, which strengthens closer relation-

ships (Ellison & Vitak, 2015, p. 213). Both types of social capital enhance access to resources and consolidate social networks.
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Social media transforms social networks by altering how relationships and interactions are structured (Peters et al., 2013, p. 281). It
has notably changed political engagement, especially among youth, by fostering large, interactive networks online (Kahne & Bowyer, 2018,
p. 473). Social media interactions can be friendship-driven or interest-driven, impacting political engagement and social capital (Kahne &
Bowyer, 2018, p. 488). Critics argue that online interactions might diminish social capital (Sajuria et al., 2014, p. 4). However, social media
also enhances bonding and bridging social capital. Friendship-driven interactions strengthen bonding capital, while information dissemina-
tion across networks boosts bridging capital (Sajuria et al., 2014, p. 6, 25). Theories of social identity from sociology and psychology further
elucidate how social media affects identity formation. Social media platforms shape self- and social identities through relational interactions
and structural features (Reed, 2022; Papacharissi, 2011, p. 308). Social identities emerge from networked relationships, influencing and being
influenced by social capital in these online spaces.

In summary, social media transforms communication, social networks, and social capital by enabling dynamic, user-driven interactions
and identity formation. Theories from sociology and social psychology highlight the significance of social media in shaping both personal and
relational identities today. These platforms give users greater control over content and its dissemination, facilitating the construction of social
capital through interactions with both close-knit and diverse groups. Social network analysis and social capital theories show that social media
enhances both bonding and bridging social capital, as described by Putnam. Social psychology theories reveal that social media influences
how self and social identities are performed and perceived within these networks, impacting the formation and accessibility of social capital.

The essay will explore these concepts through case studies of online dating applications and discussion forums on social media.

3. Case Example: Dating Applications and Gender Identity

Dating apps are now central to social media, utilizing location-based services and real-time communication (Wu & Trottier, 2022, p.1).
These platforms cater to diverse dating needs, but their use often extends beyond their advertised functions, allowing for varied social, roman-
tic, and sexual interactions (Wu & Trottier, 2022, p.5). Users have significant control over their interactions and the messages they exchange,
which distinguishes these platforms from traditional media.

Dating apps also shape gender identity but are constrained by their design. Features like gender filters on apps such as Tinder and
Bumble let users select potential matches based on gender orientation (Macleod & McArthur, 2018, p.3). This functionality allows users to
control which gender identities they see, but this control is limited to how users present themselves on these platforms. Erving Goffman’s con-
cept of social identity as performance is relevant here: users present aspects of their gender identity through their profiles, influenced by the
app’s structure (Reed, 2022). For example, gender filters are more prominent than descriptive fields like “about” on many apps (Macleod &
McArthur, 2018, p.4). Therefore, while users control their gender identity presentation, the app’s design constrains this performance. Dating
apps illustrate how gender identities are expressed through user control but are also limited by the platform's structure. These apps focus on
bonding social capital, as they create homogeneous groups based on gender identity (Putnam, 2000). Although this essay does not delve into
how intimacies are formed on these platforms, it's clear that dating apps enhance and shape social capital by emphasizing certain aspects of
gender identity while obscuring others (Chan, 2018, p.2569). In essence, dating apps both construct and constrain self and relational identities

through their structural features.

4. Case Example: Discussion Forums and Anonymity

Online discussion forums are a crucial part of the digital media landscape, pre-dating the internet and evolving into significant com-
ponents of contemporary social media (Pendry & Salvatore, 2015, p. 211). These platforms allow users to share views on various topics
and interact with others, often fostering greater offline civic engagement (Pendry & Salvatore, 2015, p. 212). Participation in these forums
can strengthen group identities and lead to organized collective action based on shared causes (Davis, 2014, p. 6). Forums impact group
behavior and individual self-identity. They facilitate the creation and transformation of community identities, which in turn affect offline
actions (Pendry & Salvatore, 2015, p. 213). Stronger group identities are associated with increased civic engagement. The ability to com-
municate in real-time and asynchronously on these platforms supports deeper group interactions. A key feature of discussion forums is
anonymity, which reduces communication constraints and allows for freer interactions (Holtz, Kronberger & Wagner, 2012, p. 5). This an-
onymity enables users to express controversial or unpopular opinions and connect with like-minded individuals, which can enhance group
cohesion and influence self-identity.

Overall, discussion forums enable users to negotiate their group and self-identities while influencing their real-life social and political
behaviors. The structure of these platforms, along with their anonymity, helps users highlight aspects of their identity and fosters bonding
social capital. This, in turn, supports collective action both online and offline (Farrell, 2012, p. 42). Thus, discussion forums play a significant

role in strengthening group identities and promoting real-life collective action.
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5. Conclusion

This essay has explored how social media platforms influence on both individual and group identities, affecting these identities in offline
contexts as well. By examining sociological theories of social networks and social capital, as well as social psychological theories of social
identity, the essay demonstrates the critical role that social media plays in shaping self and relational identities. The discussion of dating ap-
plications illustrates how gender identity is navigated and negotiated on these platforms, highlighting the role of user control in this process.
Additionally, the analysis of online discussion forums reveals how these platforms enhance group identity engagement, which in turn fosters
greater civic participation and collective action in the offline world.

Opverall, this essay provides a comprehensive analysis of how social media platforms contribute to the formation, construction, and nego-
tiation of identities at both individual and group levels in contemporary society. It underscores the importance of these platforms in influenc-

ing identity dynamics and offers insights into their broader social implications.
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