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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Received: 3 Dec 2024 As digital platforms increasingly mediate public communication and access to information, they

Accepted: 30 Nov 2025 do not only redefine the structural makeup of the public sphere but also impact the practices
and outcomes of political deliberation, often giving room to concerns about heightened
fragmentation and polarization. This paper critically assesses the link of social media with these
two phenomena, juxtaposing traditional social networks with the rising prominence of private
social media. Drawing from an extensive literature review, we argue that existing research is
primarily focused on two algorithm-led public social media, Twitter and Facebook, which possess
pro-diversity, weak-tie, heterophilic affordances sometimes argued to counter segregation and
polarization. Non-algorithm-led private social media, such as WhatsApp, rather have a strong-
tie, privacy-securing, homophilic architecture that connects with individuals’ tribalist drives and
could better facilitate sectarian interactions and polarizing outcomes. Moreover, they rank
among the most utilized platforms worldwide and incarnate prominent spaces for engaging with
politics. However, their relationship with political talk fragmentation and polarization is
comparatively under-researched. Focusing on the paradigmatic WhatsApp, we re-scrutinize the
scarce corresponding literature, identify certain issues of concern, and call for the strengthening
of a nascent research agenda around this platform. Our reviewing exercise emphasizes the
importance of diversifying research to encompass the entire spectrum of social media's
influence on democratic processes.

Keywords: fragmentation, platformization, polarization, social media, WhatsApp

INTRODUCTION

At least normatively, democratic politics relies on the public sphere, a robust space for society-state
negotiation and the continuous formation of public opinion within an associated media landscape (Rosa,
2022, pp. 17-18). This space has undergone various transformations (Habermas, 1962, 2006). Today, at a time
when public communication and access to information are mediated by digital platforms driven by profit-
maximizing companies, it seems reasonable to argue that we traverse a new -digitally rooted- paradigm (De
Blasio et al., 2020). This is what some scholars have called the “new structural transformation” (Seeliger &
Sevignani, 2022; Stewart & Hartmann, 2020) or the platformization (Smyrnaios & Baisnée, 2023) of the public
sphere.
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Beyond formal conceptualizations, platformization is ultimately a transformation of what Dahlgren (2005)
terms the “structure” of the public sphere. An evolution from a situation in which mass media channeled
public communication flows to another one in which those flows are inevitably mediated by platforms that
encourage the unconstrained sharing of many themes among many users. The centrality of platforms, which
do not perform the journalistic tasks of content selection and treatment but excel as info-mediation tools
(Smyrnaios, 2015), has fragmented publics along numerous networks that now compete with mass media for
attention while eroding the latter's monopoly in shaping the limits of public discourse (Gillespie, 2018).
Simultaneously, this changing scenario conditions the manners in which we access/disseminate political
information and interact with others’ views (Smyrnaios & Baisnée, 2023). Thus, the institutional
(re)organization of the public sphere does not only provide a new technical framework for the development
of public communication, but also influences deliberation practices and outcomes (Habermas, 2022, p. 157).

In this sense, numerous scholars (Persily & Tucker, 2020; Sunstein, 2018; Terren & Borge-Bravo, 2021) have
alerted about today’s social-media-led homophilic tendency by which people constrain themselves to like-
minded communicative channels (e.g., “echo chambers”), which set the basis for more polarized polities. The
existence of separate niches for separate groups is not new, but, as Rosa (2022) reasons, digital spaces like
echo chambers enjoy a unique capacity to hinder reflection upon experiences occurring within a shared
lifeworld. “Post-truth politics” is arguably founded on this panorama: if the diverging lifeworld’s daily inhabited
by citizens do not overlap sufficiently, each of those universes logically develops its own reality (McKay &
Tenove, 2021; van Dyk, 2022). Thus, homophilic fragmentation and political polarization have ultimately
emerged as two characteristic biases of the process of public will-formation in a platformized public sphere.

Scholars have largely embarked on the task of empirically examining whether and to what extent social
media usage affects the consolidation of fragmented spaces and increases polarization. This paper provides
a thoughtful review of this state of the art, reflecting on some of its inconsistencies, introducing new
considerations for a more refined understanding of it, and eventually suggesting new routes of inquiry. There
are some systematic reviews on this matter (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021; Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2023; Terren &
Borge-Bravo, 2021). Yet, this piece is not a formal meta-analysis; rather, we approach this reviewing exercise
from a novel angle, deepening on the burgeoning research path that highlights the centrality of non-
algorithm-led private social media. To do so, we take WhatsApp as paradigmatic case.

Specifically, we argue that current research on the relationship between social media and political
fragmentation/polarization mainly relies on two platforms, Twitter (renamed “X") and Facebook. These are led
by an algorithmic rationale that might ultimately counter humans’ tendency towards sectarianism, given such
platforms’ pro-diversity weak-tie and heterophilic affordances. However, as cross-platform research
(Boulianne et al., 2024; Yarchi et al., 2021) has anticipated, findings from these public social media are hardly
extrapolatable to private social media or instant messaging apps, such as WhatsApp. The latter lacks that
algorithmic rationale, and their strong-tie, privacy-securing, and homophilic-friendly affordances seem to
connect optimally with individuals’ tribalist drives, hence facilitating their segregation and ingroup
reaffirmation. WhatsApp plays a central role within the wider media ecosystem, as it ranks among the most
utilized platforms worldwide and incarnates a relevant space for engaging with politics (Masip et al., 2021;
Valeriani & Vaccari, 2018). However, we still know little about how political talk arises in WhatsApp, and how
it relates to fragmentation and polarization. In this light, this paper calls for the strengthening of a nascent
research agenda.

Before proceeding, it is important to make some clarifications to define the scope of this work. The term
“social media” is quite disputed and potentially encompasses a wide spectrum of platforms. We utilize here
McCay-Peet and Quan-Haase's (2017, p. 46) broad definition of social media as Internet-based “services that
allow people, communities, and organizations to collaborate, connect, interact, and build a community by
enabling them to create, co-create, modify, share, and engage with user-generated content,” which turns
these sites into spaces for addressing politics (Ruess et al., 2023). This formulation accommodates a variety
of platforms, such as Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, Telegram, TikTok, Reddit, Snapchat, or
YouTube, just to mention some examples. WhatsApp thus fits within the definition and has already been
considered as a social media in various works (Boulianne et al., 2024; Chadwick et al., 2021; Rossini et al.,
2021b; Yarchi et al., 2021). Yet, there may be critics still questioning the extent to which WhatsApp qualifies
as a social media stricto sensu, stating that its underrepresentation in this literature relates to its problematic
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accommodation within the “social media” category. We do not engage in this objection nor in further
conceptualization debates, as this goes beyond our purpose and the key points we aim to convey. We simply
posit that, be platforms like WhatsApp called “(private) social media,” “messaging apps” or else, they are
spaces enabling political encounters amidst everyday interactions, diverge from public social media in various
dimensions, and have however received much less attention in this academic field.

Having said this, the article proceeds as follows. First, it highlights the issues of the existing literature on
the link between social media and fragmentation/polarization from a twofold perspective: the overreliance
on Twitter/Facebook and the burdens associated with algorithmic-centric approaches. Second, it introduces
WhatsApp -and private social media- and points to the distinct, non-algorithm-led interplay of its affordances
with humans' tribal nature. Third, it reviews extant knowledge on WhatsApp and reflects on the shortfalls of
this literature, especially surrounding its relationship with fragmentation/polarization. The last section
concludes.

TWITTERIZATION VS. PRIVATE SOCIAL MEDIA: UNDERSTANDING (THE
PROBLEMS OF) EXISTING EVIDENCE

Although social media have often been accused of generating homophilic silos (Terren & Borge-Bravo,
2021), the empirical literature provides a more nuanced picture. Exposure to diversified political content on
these sites tends to be greater than on classic and other digital media (Barbera et al., 2015); only a tiny portion
of the population places itself within one-sided echo chambers (Fletcher et al., 2021); and algorithms
recommending news in these platforms do not influence significantly the ideological equilibrium of the
absorbed information (Haim et al., 2018). Moreover, social media boost exposure to the content shared by
weak ties, who are more prone to post ideologically diverse news. In this light, the link between social media
and polarization is ultimately ambiguous, with evidence pointing towards both escalating and decreasing
trends (e.g., Tucker et al., 2018).

We detect a problem when addressing this literature though: rather than being the fruit of extensive
research conducted at a cross-platform level, it relies disproportionately on Twitter and Facebook, thus
virtually equating available evidence on social media with evidence on these two platforms. Indeed, despite
some calls for cross-platform research (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021; Tucker et al., 2018), so far, an
overwhelming majority of studies on the impact(s) of social media mobilizes Twitter and, at the most,
Facebook data exclusively. It cannot be ignored that there is an increasing interest in approaching alternative
platforms, such as YouTube (Brown et al., 2022) or Reddit (Waller & Anderson, 2021). Nevertheless, as Table 1
presents, whereas the works examining some key political issues from TikTok, Instagram, or WhatsApp use
amount to 2.4%, 6.7%, and 4.5% of total research, respectively, the investigations focusing on Twitter and
Facebook surpass 70%. Specifically, in terms of fragmentation (polarization) outcomes, Twitter and Facebook
studies represent 60% (80%) of the total. For Cea and Palomo (2021), this imbalance is due to the fact that
these platforms’ application programming interface (API) made it easier for researchers to scrape (millions of)
data from them.

The substantive consequence of twitterizing social media studies is that we may be tempted to base our
understanding of social media and their polarizing potential on our understanding of Twitter and Facebook.
This generalization seems problematic though. In fact, while cross-platform research is still embryonic,
existing studies (Bossetta, 2018; Cinelli et al., 2021; Kligler-Vilenchik et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2021; Rossini et al.,
2021b; Yarchi et al., 2021) have already alerted that social media diverge in their features and functioning,
and that so they might do regarding their political effects.

A note turns critical at this stage. There is a feature that needs to be considered given its centrality to
define the very possibilities of any given platform: their (non-)algorithmic rationale. Indeed, algorithmic
filtering is one of the pillars of Bossetta’s (2018) “digital architectures” scheme, which has been suggested to
mediate political communication and behaviors on social media. Most of the latter, including Twitter or
Facebook, are algorithm-led social networking sites, meaning that the algorithm operates as an active subject
of the outcomes deriving from the use of those platforms. Thus, when considering whether Facebook favors
fragmentation, we are ultimately considering whether this platform creates echo chambers; that is, whether
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Table 1. Scientific works related to selected political issues in the Scopus database by social media
Works per
Fragmentation Polarization Misinformation Populism Trust Participation platform (all
the outcomes)

ebook 385 299 1,497 294 1,539 525 4,539
(19.2%) (21.8%) (23.3%) (35.5%)  (40.4%) (40%) (28.8%)
witter 786 797 2,993 355 1185 506 6,622
(39.3%) (58.1%) (46.5%) 42.9%) (31.1%)  (38.5%) (42%)
Instagram 98 55 418 78 348 59 1,056
(4.9%) (4.0%) (6.5%) 9.4%)  (9.1%) (4.5%) (6.7%)
ok 19 29 213 13 91 20 385
(1.0%) 2.1%) (3.3%) (1.6%)  (2.4%) (1.5%) (2.4%)
Snapchat 5 5 23 0 33 4 70
(0.2%) (0.4%) (0.4%) 0.0%)  (0.9%) (0.3%) (0.4%)
Reddit 61 64 194 8 74 11 412
(3.0%) (4.7%) (3.0%) (1.0%)  (1.9%) (0.8%) (2.6%)
VouTube 589 80 608 54 321 11 1,763
(29.4%) (5.8%) (9.4%) 6.5%)  (8.4%) (8.4%) (11.2%)
32(6) 28 (12) 393 10 184 63 710
WIRESAiplp (1.5%) (2%) (6.1%) (12%)  (4.8%) (4.8%) (4.5%)
Telegram 26 15 97 16 47 15 216
(1.3%) (1.1%) (1.5%) (1.9%)  (1.2%) (1.1%) (1.4%)
Total works 2,001 1,372 6,436 828 3812 1314 15,763
per outcome (100%) (100%) (100%) (100%)  (100%) (100%) (100%)

Source: Own elaboration, with data from Scopus.
Please consider the following remarks to better understand Table 1 figures:
* We look for both the relevant platform and the political issue in question in the “article title, abstract, and keywords” section.
« In our search, we identify each of the relevant political outcomes as follows:
o Fragmentation: fragmentation OR segregation OR segmentation OR echo chamber
o Polarization: polarisation OR polarization
o Misinformation: misinform* OR disinform* OR fake news OR hoax*
o Populism: populis*
o Trust: trust OR political disaffection
o Political participation: political participation.

« Note of caution: When following this search strategy, inevitably we come up with some works that do not necessarily and properly tackle
our outcome of interest. For example, when searching “whatsapp AND populis*”, there may be papers addressing some dimensions of
WhatsApp unrelated to populism, but whose abstract include formulae such as “In a time dominated by populisms...” The only way out
of this shortfall resides in the human curation of the Scopus results. Given that the focus of this paper is on WhatsApp and
fragmentation/polarization outcomes, we have conducted this task just for the specific cells that link WhatsApp with works on
fragmentation and polarization. Therefore, in the polarization column, “28” is the non-depurated number of works provided by the Scopus
search, while “(12)" accounts for the number of investigations actually evaluating the relationship between WhatsApp and polarization.
Despite this limitation, Table 1 figures are still useful for our comparative purposes, as this bias should distribute itself equally across
searches involving all the platforms.

o Note of caution II: As stated, our search strategy does not aim to provide a refined idea of the exact number of studies properly addressing
each outcome but to give a broad overview of the cross-platform unbalance of the current state of the art. Hence, the total number of
works covering these platforms and outcomes is unlikely to be 15763, for example, as there may be works repeatedly counted across
several cells (if they address several platforms or outcomes). In other words, numbers should not be read in an exclusionist manner: the
fact that 797 papers cover some issues related to Twitter and polarization does not prevent some of them from dealing with polarization
in Facebook at the same time, for instance.

Facebook’s algorithm forms echo chambers, or whether the interplay between our partisan leanings and that
algorithm results in the formation of those bubbles. The same applies if we consider whether Twitter favors
inflammatory content. Hence, in these platforms, individuals hold a somewhat passive position, or, more
accurately, they cannot but share their agency with the algorithm. Of course, the weight of algorithmic sorting
diverges across platforms: Facebook’s algorithm filters content heavily, for instance, while Twitter's seems
lighter in this respect (Bossetta, 2018, 2023). The point here, though, is that they all incorporate some
algorithmic incidence that mediates human behavior.

In contrast, encrypted messaging apps like WhatsApp or Telegram are not led by any algorithm. In these
cases, it is the individual herself that functions as the subject of the outcomes associated with social media
use. Table 2 adopts Bossetta's (2018) framework and makes this point even clearer by comparing WhatsApp
with other popular platforms. In this vein, if we aim to consider whether WhatsApp favors fragmentation, for
instance, we will no longer consider whether this app creates echo chambers, but whether individuals self-
select into echo chambers within the platform. This is a little but important nuance: the capacity of a platform
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Table 2. Degree of algorithmic filtering by platform (Bossetta, 2018)
Algorithmic filtering
Reach Override
Facebook Heavily filtered (relevance) Pay to promote and user-diffusion (sharing)
Pay to promote, index via hashtags, and user-
diffusion (retweeting)
Instagram Moderately to heavily filtered (chronology and relevance) Pay to promote and index via hashtags
WhatsApp None No algorithm to override
Source: Own elaboration, based on Bossetta (2018).

Twitter/X  Moderately to heavily filtered (chronology and relevance)

to produce an outcome (sometimes in interaction with human behavior) is not the same as its suitability for a
specific human behavior that produces that outcome. Therefore, the problem is not only that there exists an
overrepresentation of evidence coming from Twitter and Facebook, but also that the two platforms from
which that evidence is grasped belong to the specific niche of “algorithm-led” sites.

From this disquisition it is apparent that different platforms might inspire different research questions
and yield different results. We acknowledge that it is precisely the algorithmic nature of Facebook and Twitter
that has led scholars to explore individuals' behavior on those platforms and the subsequent effects on trends
like polarization, fundamentally because algorithms make these fora clear contexts to study by uniting
experiences, behavior, and effects. However, private social media are universally widespread and inserted in
our quotidianity, very often enjoying wider audiences than public social media themselves (Newman et al.,
2022); they have already been proved central loci for online engagement with political content (Masip et al.,
2021); as we argue in the coming section, they represent a peculiar environment with characteristics diverging
from traditional public social media’s, which may lead us to expect distinct outcomes too; and, despite this,
we still know little about their possible interplay with fragmentation/polarizing trends (see Table 1). Hence, in
a panorama coopted by Twitter and Facebook, our argument is that there is a strong rationale to start tackling
the social media-fragmentation/polarization link by scrutinizing the singular -but academically disregarded-
private social media.

The paradigmatic case when referring to these services is WhatsApp, which ranks as the third most utilized
platform globally (We Are Social & Meltwater, 2024), with more than 2 billion users, and is already the most
popular platform in Europe (Newman et al., 2022) and many Global South countries (We Are Social &
Meltwater, 2024)." Indeed, this app has outranked other sites that receive greater attention in the academic
and public debate. Against this backdrop, we propose that cultivating WhatsApp research could enrich extant
literature. Of course, this is not to downplay other private social media like Telegram or WeChat, which are
not as popular in Western democracies but also have millions of users. We equally encourage the academic
community to dive into those. For the sake of practicality, we focus on WhatsApp to delimit our scope,
considering that it is by far the most used platform of the kind, and that it also possesses a significantly wider,
cross-country reach compared to WeChat or Telegram, whose utilization disproportionately excels in China
and Russia, respectively (We Are Social & Meltwater, 2024).

AFFORDANCES, TRIBALISM, AND THEIR INTERPLAY: WHY EVIDENCE FROM
TWITTER MAKES SENSE FOR TWITTER BUT NOT FOR WHATSAPP

By no means has the validity of extant findings about Twitter/Facebook been questioned. We simply
contend that the overrepresentation of those platforms should not tempt us into thinking that such evidence
is applicable to the wide corpus of social media, especially when different rationales operate, and different
dimensions of the social media-fragmentation/polarization relationship are invoked. Indeed, let us now take

' For instance, in Europe, 62% and 20% of citizens use WhatsApp for general purposes and political news, respectively,
which contrasts with the less than 30% and 10%, respectively, who use Twitter. Facebook usage ratios resemble those of
WhatsApp; however, the gap between these platforms may expand if considering that, among 18-to-24-aged Europeans,
only 50% use Facebook versus the nearly three quarters that engage with WhatsApp. Also, WhatsApp is often among the
top three platforms for the consumption of political information in every country, and, with exceptions (France, Greece), it
has become the most widely used platform in general, with over 70% Spaniards, Italians, Austrians, or Germans daily
interacting in this site (Newman et al., 2022).
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Twitter and WhatsApp as examples for comparison purposes. Provided that Twitter constitutes the starting
point of the analysis, social media could be characterized as plural spaces furthering diversity thanks to, and
not despite, their affordances and digital architecture. Accordingly, if WhatsApp's affordances/architecture
deviate significantly from those, as we argue, the fragmentation/polarizing implications of the platform may
also diverge, to the point of articulating a paradigmatic disintermediated space for the exacerbation of human
drives towards political segregation and outgroup aversion. And it is this singular representation of WhatsApp
that calls for addressing the platform.

Let us delve into this. Twitter is distinguished by its unrestrained publicity, visibility and searchability
(Bossetta, 2018). Unless blocked, everyone, including non-users, could read -and often answer to- any tweet,
with individuals being able to reach most pieces of content by utilizing the system’s search function. People
are enabled to follow each other without asking for authorization, enhancing the probabilities of contacting
people beyond their closest ties, and giving room for asymmetric linkages (Yarchi et al., 2021, p. 7). This makes
it possible for individuals to follow and interact with others without turning into members of any community,
even when such others locate outside their network of friends. All of this makes contending political identities,
ideologies and demands to be easily perceivable (Yarchi et al., 2021, p. 7). Though the platform also favors
some content personalization and homophilic interaction, as remarked above, this does not offset its virtues
for heterophilic exposure and/or conversations (Vaccari & Valeriani, 2021, pp. 24-27). In this vein, Twitter's
news feed might exemplify the extent to which users are exposed to an uncontrollable mélée of messages
launched by political and non-political contacts (Bruns, 2022).

Twitter thus offers unique possibilities to interact with information/contacts from competing ideological
sides, especially by exposing users to their weak ties, who have been proved to disseminate more “novel” and
ideologically varied information (Granovetter, 1973). The platform’'s asymmetric networks, which advance
diversity via those weak ties, and the (spontaneous) exposure to cross-cutting information algorithmically
promoted by its news feed hinder the consolidation of totally hermetic communities of like-minded users.
This does not preclude any prospect of polarization, but the encounter of perspectives from outside one’s
political community (Beam et al., 2018) makes those works that challenge the polarizing potential of social
media reasonable. Lastly, Twitter's publicity exposes any message to public scrutiny. This is not a guarantee
against misinformation posting, especially if anonymous or fake profiles are used. In fact, though evidence is
again mixed, some reports (Newman et al., 2022) identify Twitter as the most concerning platform for
spreading misinformation. Nonetheless, when individuals use their personal account, they tend to care for
the quality of their posts -and even opt for not posting at all- to avoid the harsh scrutiny of their online
communities and “losing their ‘outside-Twitter' status” (Bail, 2022, pp. 70-73). Therefore, Twitter's publicity
might also work as a deterrent for the sharing of dubious content, at least for some users.

A note turns critical at this stage. There exists a rich literature showing the prominent role that (political)
identities play in organizing collective behavior and defining electoral decisions, media diets, and social
preferences (Achen & Bartels, 2017; Campbell et al., 1960; Torcal et al., 2018). Thus, individuals have often
been shown to be attached to some identity, exhibit ingroup bias and behave accordingly. This is important
to understand why Twitter's architecture and affordances do not inherently lead to less fragmentative
experiences or lesser polarization (Vaccari & Valeriani, 2021), but they do coherently allow for such outcomes.
They do so precisely because, to some extent, they arguably paddle against our identity-based, tribalist drives:
Twitter's logics and algorithms expose individuals to a higher degree of diversity than what they would
naturally be outside the platform, and this can sometimes result in a better understanding of the other side’s
positions, the moderation of viewpoints, or the downsizing of aversion to political adversaries (Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2006). However, what should be expected from a digital space like WhatsApp in which no algorithm
exists that can display greater diversity and connections than those faced offline? It would be unsurprising if
individuals reproduced their biases in such a forum, opting for self-segregating along ideological lines when
it comes to discussing politics. Higher polarization could then also be the product of the self-reinforcing effect
of anti-outgroup, partisan back feed in those spaces.

Let us look into the latter using WhatsApp as a paradigmatic case, as anticipated above. As a private
message space lacking an algorithmic rationale, WhatsApp neither filters nor recommends content. The
platform is used to chat with closer contacts (especially strong ties), easily allowing for connection between
like-minded individuals through chat groups (Santini et al., 2021). Indeed, chat groups inherently revolve
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around a shared concern, such that, at least regarding that concern, groups become homophilic by default.
The fact that users self-select across groups -as a result of their own will to do so- encourages a higher degree
of homophily where group participants are more likely to share some viewpoint that they expect to reinforce.
WhatsApp is also characterized by its non-publicity. Any within-group interaction demands users to have
access to the group in the first place. Inside the group, messages turn visible for all without algorithmic filters,
and the only constraint to utterly free exposure is defined by the sequential structure of the conversation
(Yarchi et al., 2021, p. 8). Moreover, WhatsApp ensures message encryption; content often circulates in a
largely unmoderated manner, which hinders the tracking of illegitimate activities, and shared messages are
not easily traceable to a source (Santini et al., 2021).

WhatsApp thus projects a playing field notably deviant from that of Twitter. The facilities to interact with
strong ties as well as the structurally homophilic composition of groups, around which individuals self-select
due to their interest in a theme, provide a suitable window of opportunity for the fragmentation of the public
space along the lines of collectives who opine alike. On the other hand, the non-public and encrypted nature
of the platform prevents the restriction of the information disseminated through it, which serves as an
opportunity to propagate whichever content confirms individuals' views regardless of its authenticity.

Ultimately, WhatsApp's architecture and affordances may pave the way for the creation of information
bubbles accessible to those who aspire to reaffirm their prejudices. Closed spaces where individuals rarely
engage in self-censorship behaviors, and where they are, by default, in contact only with the information they
themselves provide each other. Upon these foundations, the platform can epitomize a suitable window of
opportunity for the cementation of communities of belief -and the growing polarization of opinions- amidst
today’'s post-truth context in which divergent versions of reality compete with each other (van Dyk, 2022). We
do not argue that WhatsApp influences people to behave in a certain way; just as Twitter's, WhatsApp's (non-
algorithmic) features do not automatically entail more fragmentative or polarizing outcomes, but they make
way for these effects. And, in this case, they do so because the absence of an algorithm that may
counterbalance selective exposure through enhanced informational diversity clears the path for
identitarianism and tribal in-grouping. Also, the specific facilities for strong-tied connections and encrypted,
non-edited conversations, if anything, paddle in favor of our tribalist drives. Individuals, who are often selective
by default in choosing their media diets or political interactions to circumvent dissonance and challenges to
their partisan loyalties/identities (Achen & Bartels, 2017), are yielded with a space that enable them to connect
with their like-minded strong ties in real time to discuss politics in an intimate environment distant from public
scrutiny and hence more prone to outrage and laughter discourse. Thus, when news are shared there, they
are likely to align with group members' common political attitudes, and, if they do not, at least they are likely
to be processed collectively in attitude-consistent ways (Lottridge & Bentley, 2018). Moreover, in small groups
of friends, WhatsApp users might be less concerned with managing impressions or opinions, as they already
have a strong familiarity with one another (Bayer et al., 2016). Consequently, individuals may be unworried
about adjusting their tone or language to accommodate the preferences of diverse, (semi-)public audiences
(Child & Starcher, 2016).

This reflection, by the way, gives a sense of the singularity of private social media vis-a-vis face-to-face
interactions too. We observe, at least, three unique attributes underlying online personal messaging. First, its
ubiquitous character, as platforms like WhatsApp afford sempiternal contact and communication at every
single point in time, regardless of physical distance, which allows for exploiting the “juice” of any circumstance
by talking about issues which would otherwise be disregarded. Second, communication in these platforms is
mediated by the particular language, tone, register, and tools that characterize exchanges in digital intimate
environments, which encompasses memes, stickers, and higher doses of ridicule and sensationalism evoking
emotional responses and removing contextual information essential for political learning (Baulch et al.,
2024b; Rowlett & Harlow, 2018). Third, though some WhatsApp conversational codes are likely to also regulate
in-person exchanges, WhatsApp is comparatively a refuge of privacy within the online world itself, one of the
few opportunities to escape from context collapse without simultaneously escaping from digital
communications.

In this light, WhatsApp does not create echo chambers or polarize by itself, but sediments a superb space
for individuals to unleash their partisan nature; it is the cocktail that results from the combination of the
platform’s unique affordances and our tribal strand that may culminate in some sort of self-segregation and
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increasing levels of radicalization or outgroup aversion. Hence, empirical works categorically debunking the
fragmentation and polarizing potential of social media would do well on not dismissing too early the warnings
of political theorists; different platforms advance different outcomes.

WHAT DO WE (NOT) KNOW ABOUT WHATSAPP? FURTHERING A BURGEONING
RESEARCH PATH

There are hence several reasons to advance a research agenda centered on studying private social media
like WhatsApp:

(1) existing findings predominantly relate to two algorithm-led platforms;

(2) they generally refer to a dimension of the social media-fragmentation/polarization link dissimilar from
that graspable through non-algorithm-led platforms, that is, the extent to which platforms create echo
chambers or make people more angry/polarized vs the extent to which they serve as spaces for
individuals to segregate and/or radicalize themselves;

(3) the concrete characteristics of WhatsApp deviate from those of traditional SNSs and bode for the
configuration of hermetic, non-diverse spaces prone to further humans' tribalist drives when it comes
to politics; and

(4) private social media are so widespread that they enjoy higher usage ratios than many SNSs (Newman
et al., 2022), with WhatsApp being the most popular platform in Europe and most of the Global South.

The WhatsApp literature burgeoned very few years ago and has grown exponentially since then. However,
it is still at a nascent point (see also Baulch et al., 2024a). Logistically, though there has been a modest surge
in scientific studies addressing the possibilities for political talk on WhatsApp and its effects, these are still
scant. An unsurprising fact if considering that there was barely a dozen works on the matter at the dawn of
the new decade. As Table 1 showed, WhatsApp research tackling fragmentation or polarization issues
comprises less than 20 studies in the Scopus database. If the scope is broadened to also consider the
relationship between this platform and other issues like misinformation or political participation, the number
of related investigations is considerably higher but still non-comparable to the thousands of in-depth analyses
approaching Twitter or Facebook (see Table 1). Importantly, not all those works find in WhatsApp their central
focus. In fact, most of them mobilize this app as part of a cross-platform endeavor to consider broader
questions associated with social media usage (Brenes Peralta et al., 2022; Goyanes et al., 2025; Klein, 2025;
Pinheiro et al., 2020; Rossini et al., 2021b; Valenzuela et al., 2024). Likewise, not all those works correspond to
peer-reviewed pieces published in journals; given the academic blossoming of this platform, some of them
incarnate grey literature materials and congress presentations (Bhutani et al., 2019; Rosenfeld et al., 2018;
Visani et al., 2022).

Substantively, WhatsApp's literature unevenly tackles only some of the conundrums linked with the use of
this platform while presenting notable challenges to generalize its results beyond specific contexts (see Baulch
et al., 2024a). To be more precise, we distinguish three groups of “WhatsApp studies”. First, those which
portray WhatsApp as a central tool for receiving, sharing and commenting on political information, broadly
able to market candidates’ images and shape elections in a multifaceted way (e.g., Boczkowski et al., 2018;
Bozdag, 2020; Caetano et al., 2018; Cheeseman et al., 2020; Evangelista & Bruno, 2019; Garimella & Tyson,
2018; Moura & Michelson, 2017; Pont-Sorribes et al., 2020; Rossini et al., 2021a; Smith, 2025; Udupa &
Wasserman, 2025; Zhu et al., 2022). Relevantly among these, Masip et al. (2021) identify WhatsApp's unique
technological affordances and investigate how they shape users' engagement with news; Chadwick et al.
(2023a, 2023b) conceive WhatsApp communication as “hybrid public-interpersonal,” since individuals
continuously switch between interpersonal and semi-public contexts, and any political discussion ends up
encapsulated within quotidian, informal exchanges with close ties; similarly, Swart et al. (2018) define
WhatsApp as a “dark social media,” where “public connection” is possible only within a context of privacy and
sender control over the audiences; Zhu et al. (2022) scrutinize how political talk can emerge from WhatsApp's
everyday social interactions; and, in this vein, Kligler-Vilenchik (2021) points to the platform’s close-tie
sociability as a double-edged sword that simultaneously deters political talk and fosters mutual
understanding when it occurs. As a matter of fact, all these investigations draw from qualitative approaches
and single case studies, which may jeopardize the universalization of the findings.
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Second, there are studies that concentrate on the spread of misinformation through the platform, be it by
reflecting on the reception and circulation of WhatsApp fake news (Banaji & Bhat, 2020; Basavaraj, 2022; Elias
& Catalan-Matamoros, 2020), by examining the structured dissemination of misinformative propaganda
during political campaigns (Bursztyn & Birnbaum, 2019; Soares et al., 2021), by studying the singularities of
non-text disinformation afforded by the platform (Cardoso et al., 2022; Garimella & Eckles, 2020; Sundar et al.,
2021), by exploring users’ motivations to misinform (Goyanes et al., 2025; Herrero-Diz et al., 2020) as well as
their engagement in accuracy determination tactics (Brenes Peralta et al., 2022; Chadwick et al., 2023b;
Kanthawala & Maddox, 2022; Kligler-Vilenchik, 2022; Malhotra, 2024), by developing machine learning,
sentiment analysis or semantic search approaches for the detection of fake news (Alonso et al., 2021; Bhutani
et al., 2019; Visani et al., 2022), or by evaluating the technical opportunities for countering misinformation in
the platform (Kuru et al., 2022; Reis et al., 2020). There is also a non-negligible number of interuniversity
research projects that analyze these dynamics from a wide variety of angles (e.g., Campbell et al., 2019;
Chadwick et al., 2021; Sundar & Vasanti, 2019; Tandoc et al., 2019), though disproportionately focusing on the
Global South, in general, and Brazil and India, in particular.

For the sake of accuracy, the number of studies on these matters is greater and grows exponentially
almost on a weekly basis. Besides the above, for instance, recent research has emphasized the role of
WhatsApp group rulemaking as a means to deal with misinformation (Chadwick et al., 2023a) and numerical
misinformation more specifically (Lawson et al., 2025), and it has explored the distinctive WhatsApp uses and
environments that fuel misinformation sharing and belief (Goyanes et al., 2025; Kalogeropoulos & Rossini,
20253, 2025b; Rossini et al., 2023; Valenzuela et al., 2024). To sum up, this panorama suffices to show that, in
the field of political communication, WhatsApp's literature is unbalanced in favor of the misinformation
phenomenon and at the expense of equally relevant outcomes, such as fragmentation or polarization, our
focus in this essay. This is detrimental because, as we suggested, there are good reasons to speculate that
WhatsApp's unique features could lead to higher polarization.

Indeed, the state of scientific evidence is much more fragile when it comes to the third group of WhatsApp
studies, namely, those which examine the effects of WhatsApp (political) usage on certain outcomes, including
polarization. Consuming news and discussing politics through private messaging apps like WhatsApp have
been suggested to undercut individuals’ political knowledge (Gil de Zufiiga & Goyanes, 2021; Yamamoto et al.,
2018) and media literacy (Wang et al., 2022). Moreover, those behaviors seem to strengthen users’ activism
(Gil de Zufiga et al., 2021), their extra-institutional political participation in offline and online arenas (Ojo et
al., 2025; Scherman et al., 2022; Vaccari & Valeriani, 2018; Yamamoto et al., 2018), and their proclivity to
protest illegally (Gil de Zufiga & Goyanes, 2021; Klein, 2025). Meng & Wang (2024), on their part, find no
influence of those WhatsApp usages on generalized trust, while Valenzuela et al. (2021) and Vermeer et al.
(2021) do capture a significant positive effect of them on learning about politics.

More relevantly, Valeriani and Vaccari (2018) find a slightly positive link between discussing politics on
WhatsApp and ideological extremism, while, building upon the Chilean context, Scherman et al. (2022) show
that WhatsApp usage increases perceived political polarization, but not affective polarization. Drawing from
(panel) survey methods, the latter conclusion is also reached by Lee et al. (2021) for Japan and the US, and by
Valenzuela et al. (2021) for Chile. Similarly, in their India-based survey experiment, Neyazi et al. (2025) observe
no discernible effects of WhatsApp uncivil messages on affective polarization.? Some research (Combs et al.,
2023; Kibet & Ward, 2018; Kligler-Vilenchik et al., 2020; Yarchi et al., 2021; Zumarraga-Espinosa, 2024) even
suggests a depolarizing impact of private messaging on the political content produced by users. However, this
set of studies often draws from artificially created WhatsApp groups, which involve heterogeneous networks
of ideologically diverse and highly educated citizens who engage in civil conversations. These groups hence
bring together conducive conditions for that depolarization to occur, but this does not seem reflective of the
ordinary conditions under which individuals express politically in the platform on a daily basis. Lastly, building
on a Hong Kong-based survey, Davidson and Kobayashi (2023) do show that WhatsApp political rumoring
increases outgroup aversion and thereby affective polarization, and, in a relatively similar spirit, Kothur and
Pandey (2025) note that WhatsApp indeed affects polarization by strengthening the related effect of overall

2 According to Rossini et al. (2025), what this type of WhatsApp messages do predict is avoidance behavior, with users
being prone to disengage, and uncivil discussions proving themselves “underminers” of close social bonds.
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social media news consumption. And this is all: concerning the relationship between WhatsApp and
polarization, we just count with this dozen of investigations with mixed results and stemming from not always
generalizable contexts.3 On the one hand, they conform an extraordinarily narrow corpus of evidence (as
compared to Twitter/Facebook), which prevents reaching stark conclusions on the matter; on the other, even
the few existing works face serious weaknesses.

Thus, there exists a thriving research agenda associated with the study of WhatsApp as a political
communication tool; however, this boom has not been paralleled with extensive analyses on the actual
fragmentation of WhatsApp political talk or the polarizing implications of using this platform. These research
paths are still comparatively minor and present key limitations. We thus suggest that there is a need to fill
these voids as a way to strengthen this emerging literature. On the one hand, to assess political talk
fragmentation, a first endeavor revolves around understanding how exactly political talk takes place on
WhatsApp. The works by Chadwick et al. (2023a, 2023b), Kligler-Vilenchik (2021), Masip et al. (2021), Swart et
al. (2018), and Zhu et al. (2022) embody meaningful pioneer approaches to this. Nevertheless, they account
for several shortfalls. First, they all excel in conceptualizing WhatsApp’s communicative nature and in defining
the singular overall framework within which the platform affords (political) discussions, which comprises a
combination of specific technological affordances, individual human factors, and group social dynamics in the
context of quotidianity and interpersonality. However, with the partial exceptions of Kligler-Vilenchik (2021) and
Masip et al. (2021), they fail to examine how such a unique framework conditions certain dimensions of
political talk compared to other online and offline spaces (including opinion expression, modulation, or
formation), or whether it tends to encourage a prototypical type of political conversation at the cost of others.
The latter, secondly, would require a fine-grained reflection on the various types of conversations that the
platform potentially affords, as it is unlikely that public affairs are always addressed in the same way and with
the same interlocutors (see Vaccari & Valeriani, 2021), especially on a non-curated platform technically unable
to homogenize experiences. Some works (Caetano et al., 2018; Garimella & Tyson, 2018) have sought to
characterize WhatsApp's political discussion considering the influence of the platform’'s singularity.
Nevertheless, given the encrypted nature of WhatsApp, these approaches rely on public groups, so that future
efforts should revolve around the small private groups in which most people participate (Rossini et al., 2021a).

A third point of interest hitherto overlooked refers to the extent to which the various ways of discussing
public affairs on WhatsApp constitute relevant phenomena at all, as well as whether (and how) different
population segments harness differently WhatsApp's uniqueness (i.e., who holds which political conversation
on the platform). Studies such as Masip et al.'s (2021), Swart et al.'s (2018) or Chadwick et al.'s (2023a, 2023b)
reveal that some people do comment on public issues on WhatsApp, but, beyond stereotypical portrayals, we
know neither the actual share of the population who engage in (each of) these conversations, nor the specific
subjects more prone to do so. Likewise, we ignore whether the latter diverge from the “traditional suspects”
involved in other social media or offline fora, which turns critical to design tailored policy remedies to tackle
potential democratic threats fueled by WhatsApp. Kalogeropoulos's (2021) research is a partial attempt to fill
this void; it seeks to delineate who spreads political information on the platform, but its focus is just on
unidirectional news sharing. When it comes specifically to the discussion of public affairs, only the
investigations by Rossini et al. (2021a) -for Brazil- and Valeriani and Vaccari (2018) -for Germany, Italy, and
the UK- incarnate an exception to the general lack of literature on these aspects, as they do give insights into
platform conversational use across the population. Even in this case, however, the investigations neither
profile WhatsApp “political users” nor discern between different types of political discussions. Overall, one of
the reasons underlying this shortcoming relates to the utter predominance of qualitative approaches, which
complicates the precise measurement of the actual prevalence of conversations and prototypical users.
Further research should therefore stress the importance of quantitative strategies in this regard.

These proposals for a better understanding of WhatsApp political talk turn critical for the ulterior

assessment of the degree of fragmentation of this space. So far, we lack evidence documenting the variety of
spheres within the platform where different conversations take place, as well as their level of personal or

3 This shortage of research focusing on the relationship of WhatsApp with polarization is particularly striking in light of
the in-parallel rocketing number of studies that present this platform as a repository of ingredients which indeed drive
polarization, such as hate speech (Udupa & Wasserman, 2025) and its normalization via humor (Bayarri Toscano &
Fernandez-Villanueva, 2025) or memes (Chagas, 2024).
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ideological homogeneity. In other public fora, like Twitter, curation algorithms expose different users to
different content, but individuals play all in the same field, with posts being all visible in the platform feed.
This does not occur in WhatsApp, where playing fields are potentially infinite, and individuals could make
strategic decisions when discussing politics depending on the types of WhatsApp groups they participate in
and the people they engage with, as Kligler-Vilenchik's (2021) observational study suggests. Thus, to evaluate
whether political talk is echo-chamberized on WhatsApp, it is necessary to pay attention to the idiosyncrasy of
the groups where that talk takes place. Accordingly, investigations should go for the systematized
characterization of those playing fields -contacts and groups- that accommodate specific types of
conversations: is ideological homophily a precondition to engage with politics on WhatsApp groups, or can
they be politically diverse, and when? (When) do WhatsApp groups require some “personal homophily” based
on close ties to discuss politics?

Qualitative research (Chadwick et al., 2023a, 2023b; Masip et al., 2021; Udupa & Wasserman, 2025) has
suggested that political discussions are segmented on WhatsApp, making the echo chamber metaphor
applicable to this context. However, no quantitative endeavor has been conducted to this date that supports
and amplifies the generalizability of such claims.# When it comes to political conversations, a look into
WhatsApp groups’ physiognomy that considers their size, ideological affinity and tie strength would document
more rigorously fragmentation fears. To that end, a transition seems convenient towards more mixed or
quantitative approaches that enable us to corroborate the hypotheses of qualitative exploratory works and
reach more robust conclusions. With the same objective, those would ideally draw from cross-cultural data,
as another key limitation of existing qualitative studies resides in their sole reliance on participants and
experiences from one country. Hence, in light of the difficulties for penetrating this platform, we suggest
advancing the path initiated by Kalogeropoulos and Rossini (2025a, 2025b), who employ survey-based
techniques to grasp the diverging compositional features of WhatsApp groups, though they neither establish
a relevant typology of groups, nor consider whether different group types are conducive for different types
of political conversations.

Ultimately, we perceive that overall considerations of fragmentation in WhatsApp need to consider a
variety of elements: (1) the diversity of political conversations that could potentially arise in the platform;
(2) the nature of such conversations (do their dynamics resemble or deviate from echo chambers/constructive
exchanges/toxic relief?); (3) the specific groups in which people self-select for each conversation (not all
conversations may occur in equally segmented environments), and the characteristics of their interlocutors
(close ties? Ideologically like-minded?); and (4) the actual prevalence of fragmented experiences amidst the
broader conversational context of WhatsApp.

On the other hand, we encourage scholars to further explore the link between WhatsApp usage and the
various dimensions of polarization.> There exist strong theoretical reasons to expect increasing polarization
from certain WhatsApp uses; however, only very few works have addressed this matter, and they have done
so problematically, which makes extant evidence, besides mixed, objectionable. For example, as anticipated,
Kligler-Vilenchik et al. (2020) and Yarchi et al. (2021) obtain their results from artificial and ideologically diverse
groups created ad hoc for their investigations and which do not resemble the quotidian dynamics of the
platform. Other survey analyses, such as Lee et al.’s (2021) or Scherman et al.’s (2022), do not face this problem
but disregard the complexity of everyday WhatsApp use. By measuring how polarization is affected by the
“frequency of using WhatsApp (to discuss politics),” these studies assume that WhatsApp's technical possibility
to choose with whom to connect automatically leads to opinion-reinforcing and polarizing interactions.
However, there is not a sole way of using WhatsApp for politics, and it seems naive to believe that there is a

4Indeed, in their systematic review of echo chamber research within social media, Hartmann et al. (2025) already point
to the lack of studies that document empirically the primacy of echo-chamber spaces in private messaging apps like
WhatsApp.

> |deological and affective dimensions of polarization might result from different processes and have different
implications (Reiljan, 2020). However, this distinction is sometimes overlooked, and no study addresses them together. We
barely count with works concentrating on the ideological dimension -Valeriani and Vaccari (2018) could be an exception-,
while those dwelling on the affective side (Lee et al., 2021; Neyazi et al., 2025) do not abound either. Comprehensive
approaches that conjointly assess and connect the distinct link between WhatsApp and each of those dimensions should
be especially welcomed by the academic community.
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univocal effect associated with all the possible ways of doing so. In attempting to provide a more realistic
picture, we propose to define the concrete political experiences afforded by the platform. This includes both
passive -receiving political content- and active experiences -sharing political content or maintaining different
types of political conversations (e.g., echo chamber discussions to ridicule/mess with the political adversary,
“Habermasian talks” to better understand other viewpoints)-. Rather than assuming that polarization stems
directly from WhatsApp's conducive affordances, we suggest estimating the relationship between distinct
conversations and experiences -which may serve as useful independent variables- and polarization.

In this vein, it is also naive to believe that even specific WhatsApp usages possess uniform effects across
different subgroups within the population. This precision is critical to grasp whether some WhatsApp usages
can widen or reduce extant inequalities in polarization or outgroup aversion levels. Nonetheless, with the
exception of Davidson and Kobayashi (2023), the literature has usually overlooked this detail. In this line,
coming research should not only determine which population segments are prone to radicalize or develop
hateful outgroup feelings because of their WhatsApp experiences, but also size the moderation effect of the
platform environments where each experience occurs. In other words: (how) do the compositional features
of WhatsApp groups influence the link between diverse WhatsApp experiences and polarization? The
convenience to advance in this latter direction was also stressed by Kalogeropoulos and Rossini (2025a,
2025b). They already created some indicators to measure groups’' composition, although their goal consisted
of grasping the moderator role of group physiognomies in misinformation sharing on WhatsApp.

Lastly, it seems equally naive to think that WhatsApp experiences affect polarization uniformly across
contexts and nations. Research has hitherto focused on the Global South via single-country case studies (e.g.,
Brazil, India, Southeast-Asian countries). However, our knowledge of these dynamics for Western and
European democracies is paradoxically almost non-existent. This raises questions about the generalizability
of existing results. We contend that future studies should make a cross-country effort and pay greater
attention to the role that systemic features play in shaping the relationship between WhatsApp experiences
and polarization. Given the impossibility to scrape primary data across private groups, all the above
endeavors are likely to demand survey-based strategies. Yet, we argue that WhatsApp provides a unique
opportunity to embrace mixed methods approaches, combining survey-rooted quantitative data with
interview- or focus-group-centered qualitative inputs that allow for a better understanding of the observed
effects and their explanatory mechanisms. Interestingly, despite a few quantitative and qualitative works
already exist, no study has made both approaches dialogue.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

This paper has argued that the current focus on public social media and their algorithm-driven content
curation falls short of capturing the full spectrum of influences that digital platforms exert on our public
sphere. Private social media like WhatsApp are also important spaces for engaging with politics, deviate from
traditional SNSs and arguably set the conditions for more insular and echo chamber-enhancing interactions.
However, they are significantly under-researched, limiting our understanding of the role of various forms of
digital communication in shaping political fragmentation and polarization.

Expanding this research agenda is, on the one hand, a useful academic exercise to build a clearer picture
of our interaction with private social media like WhatsApp. For example, one of the few existing pieces of
evidence related to WhatsApp usage is that it boosts political participation (Valenzuela et al., 2021; Yamamoto
et al., 2018). If using this platform were also to augment polarization, this could explain why these apps
promote political action, i.e., by leveraging partisan commitments instead of other normatively desirable
mechanisms. On the other hand, deepening this research agenda is a convenient endeavor to design effective
strategies against the challenges posed by the platformization of the public sphere. If private social media
were indeed to enhance tendencies towards tribalism and segregation, policy interventions aimed at
countering this problem should not be solely based on dominant Twitter-centric regulatory approaches. By
embracing a more precise research agenda, we can untangle the complex web of digital influences on our
public sphere.
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