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JRD -2026-180327 This study examines social media as a political predictor of polarization among youth in a
developing country like India, where social media as platforms for digital media are becoming inevitable
to political discourse. The recent advent of social media sites like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, has
exposed the youth of today to a variety of political ideologies, discussions, and perspectives, that play a
large part in shaping how they view politics and how they get involved in it. In the recent years social
media has been hailed as productive openness that allows youth to take part in political processes but it
1ssue 3 has also been criticized as the factor deepening political divides which leads to creating polarizing echo
chambers. The current study intends to address the role of social media in encouraging youth political
polarization examining both the positive and negative impact of digital political engagement with special
March- 2026  reference to India. This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative surveys with
qualitative interviews and focus group discussions. This survey tracks a demographic of youth between the
ages of 18-30 from urban and rural environments across a spectrum of educational and socio-economic
Revised: 27 Feb. 2026  backgrounds. The research...Research data patterns of social media usage, political views, political
engagement, and impact of digital platforms on political identity. Qualitative interviews additionally delve
Accepted: 12Mar. 2026 jnto youth experiences of online political discussions and how algorithmic content curation informs their
belief systems.

The results show social media can help intensify the bifurcation and polarization of politics since
youth tend to self-select and seek out information that aligns with their prior beliefs, further exacerbating
the issue of partisan divides. It shows how echo chambers are common, in that people consume content
that mostly reinforces their view while they rarely, if ever, see anything else. Simultaneously, the study also
emphasizes social media as a space to participate in politics by voicing dissent, organizing support for
political issues and activism among youth. Quoting directly the study itself, it demonstrates: "social media
both encourages political participation, by allowing supporters of democratic change, as well as
autocratic rule, to mobilize public support, it also divides the public along partisan lines." It adds to the
growing body of research examining social media and its impact on politics, especially in the context of
the social media landscape of a developing country like India where a large part of the population are
netizens and youth actively use social media. The paper ends with recommendations for policymakers and
educators to prioritize digital literacy, media transparency, and critical thinking skills among youth to
stave off echo chambers and mitigate the adverse impacts of political polarization. In the end, this study
argues for a broader perspective on social media and its function in driving democratic participation, but
at the same time the ability to deepen division.
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Introduction and contextual background related to the study

One of the largest democracies in the world, India has transitioned through a myriad of
political regimes over the decades with the early emergence and gradual explosion of social
media and its impact on the public discourse. Having around 500 million active users on the
internet and social media user statistics growing day by day, India is one of the largest digital
spaces in the world platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram have become a part of
daily lives of millions of people and political participation in cyberspace among the youth
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segment of the population is growing day by day on social networking sites (Internet and Mobile Association of India,
2023). Given the nature of these platforms, political discourse has turned into a double-edged sword, contributing to
democratic engagement amid the socio-economic complexities the country grapples with, while at the same time
fuelling polarization. Political polarization—which is the ideological distance between opposing political parties—has
emerged as one of the most notable elements in the digital political landscape of India, as well as in the case of many
other countries where the ideational divide triggered by the social media platforms are increasingly amplified by the
biased voices coming from partisans, and ideologically-vibrant echo chambers developed, where most of the content
users get is from similar ideational ground—thus fuelling the political divide (Tufekci, 2017).

The youth in India between the age group of 18 to 30 years accounts for a major part of the social media users
whom are engaging with political content, discourse, and debate. This raised the questions of the extent to which social
media affects their political opinions and if the social media impact leads to more political polarization or increasing
political engagement that is more informed and diverse. Social media platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram, have active user bases in the millions, transcending geographical, cultural, and religious barriers, and the
pivotal role they play in molding political perspectives and political activity cannot be understated (Davis 2015).
Instead, we highlight the opportunities for political participation and awareness made possible through social media, as
well as the challenges presented by the extent to which youth consume uninformative, biased information, and the
potential for simply being exposed to extremely polarized content to promote political polarization. In the past few
years, it has been a hot potato, especially during the 2024 Indian general elections, where social media became the new
battlefield for political messaging and mobilization (Sharma & Sinha, 2024). Measuring social media influence on
politics is critical because it is related directly to social cohesion and democratic engagement. Political polarization
undermines social trust and social cooperation, while also an absolute must in any functional Indian democracy in a
diverse pluralistic society. If Indonesian society becomes polarized, this can reduce cooperation between political and
social groups, resulting in higher fragmentation. In addition, high levels political polarization might prevent groups
from partaking in the democratic process, which is thought to be a key aspect of democratic participation (Lupia &
Matsusaka, 2004).

The research questions guiding this study are as follows:

1. How does social media contribute to political polarization among Indian youth?

This question explores the relationship between social media usage and the growing ideological divide, assessing
whether social media platforms serve as accelerators of polarization.

2. What role do platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram play in shaping political opinions?

This question examines the influence of specific platforms in the development of political ideologies, investigating how
algorithms, content curation, and user interactions shape political engagement and opinion formation among youth in
India.

Literature Review

In global contexts, scholars have extensively examined the relationship between social media and political polarization,
consistently finding that social media platforms foster fragmentation of political views because they use algorithmic
content curation and selective exposure defined as the likelihood of receiving ideologically homogeneous content,
which in turn, leads to confirmation of existing beliefs and polarized attitudes (Bail et al., 18). Barbera et al. (2015)
found that social media user used ideological echo chambers where the exposure to opposing opinions is limited and
ideological polarization becomes greater, and Hampton et al. (2015) echo similar results. 2017) remarked on how social
media facilitates a fragmented public opinion landscape, where through selective filtering processes social media leads
discussion into more polarizing partisan interactions whilst discarding its crosscutting components that temper political
moderation; hence social media is often characterized as a double-edged sword, opening up avenues for political
engagement but simultaneously widening the fissures of the society (Tufekci, 2017a). Most of the studies regarding
youth and social media engagement confirm that, because of the very high usage of social media platforms among
young people, they are especially vulnerable to these polarization effects, and Pew Research Center (2021) observes
that 72% of American youth, like in case of Indian youth, have regular exposure to politically incendiary content on
social media channels which has been shown to consistently influence their political beliefs, and Stroud (2017) seems
to suggest that social media has emerged as the primary political activism tool used by youth due to its ability to
facilitate their higher involvement in protests, online political campaigns, and voter mobilization, but at the same time,
such behavior only intensifies their prior political preferences through the creating of spaces for echo chambers
inhibiting quality cross-ideological communication, a trend that may be responsible for why youth tend to become more
ideologically saltier than their predecessors. The impact of social media on youth political engagement and polarization
in India has been a burgeoning area of research, as platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram have become
ubiquitous in the country's social and political landscape; studies like Chadha (2020) have shown that the rise of digital
platforms has led to a marked increase in political activity among young Indians, particularly during election periods,
with social media campaigns and political influencers playing a crucial role in shaping political preferences and
mobilizing votes while Vohra (2022) discovered that social media enhances youth political engagement but also
increases polarization, especially in terms of identity politics and religious divisions, in the context of Indian politics
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becoming more polarized in the digital era, and Sharma & Sinha (2023) further elucidate that youth residing in urban
areas are more likely to participate in online political content leading to stronger ideological affiliations, whereas rural
youth although have a high mobile usage and presence in social media, they are less politically polarized due to lack of
access to diverse political content and the disparities between urban and rural areas in how social media influences
youth political behaviour in India. Thus, in line with global research on the topic, the interplay between technology and
socio-political context as it relates to the polarizing effect of social media exposure in the Indian context highlights the
importance of understanding how social media platforms can potentially shape the worldview and political engagement
of Indian youth, especially against the backdrop of increasing political polarization and digital activism.

Theoretical Framework

The state of the art is the conceptual framework for the study, highlighting the key theories that conceptualize the ways
in which social media shapes youth political polarization by focusing on the effects of social media on political beliefs
and identity among the youth in India, such as the Spiral of Silence Theory, which posits that people with minority
political views will remain silent to prevent social isolation or backlash (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) and when applied to
social media, results in a silencing of dissenting voices on the platforms especially in a highly polarized environment,
while the Echo Chamber Effect argues that social media creates networks where only similar viewpoints are
disseminated (Sunstein, 2001) whereby media algorithms filter content to match what the user has previously interacted
with, deepening political divisions by limiting cross-ideological interactions and breeding confirmation bias, especially
among social media addicted youth where such echo chambers are tightly knit (Chadha, 2020), additionally, the Filter
Bubble positions social media platforms being trapped in enough of a personalized content bubble based on user
interactions that the alarmism stirred, and layers of media theory that depicts an addiction to social media exposure
leading the users to find political knowledge from social media platforms, which has drastically reduced the amount of
political content that users obtain from traditional based media (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976; McCombs & Shaw,
1972), while the Agenda Setting Theory notes how social media plays an important role in determining which issues
populates the political discourse, given that platforms often particularly highlight certain political events or topics,
appeasing to the youth, shaping what they think of as relevant and salient, and in turn, the widening ideological gap
created by the echo chambers, and selective exposure, and confirmation bias, either returns a politically disengaged
youth or one that is viciously polarized thus contributing to social fragmentation and signaling where in a conceptual
model, this interplay can be framed as two processes, first, the influence of social media platforms (independent
variable) on content consumption through algorithms, user action, and political-political framing, that pull the youth
away from their present mind and towards the projections of minds of media outfits accumulatively dividing the minds
of the youth (dependent variable) helping distort political participation and social cohesion in India, where the growing
ideological divide caused by the echo chambers, selective exposure, and confirmation bias often leads to a politically
disengaged youth or, on the contrary, a politically polarized youth which grows to result in a vicious unending cycle of
formlessness all around (Flammer, 2021; Tufekci, 2017; Sunstein, 2001) and the solution space of promoting more
diverse, cross-ideological dialogues that encourage social harmony and democratic engagement remains a limited
aspect of this process, leaving the youth in an endless loop of activity feeding into a negative cycle of division.

Theoretical Framework:

Social Media and Political Polarization Among Youth in India
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Research Methodology

For 18-30-age youth from urban and rural locations across India, the empirical study will observe concrete real-world
data collection, and will explore not just general youth political polarization but also the socio-cultural and
demographic factors affecting it, and random sampling will be used to ensure a diverse representative sample of India
to compare urban, semi-urban and rural youth political polarization, with data to be collected via online-questionnaires
capturing quantitative social media use, political participation, political identity and perception of polarization,
supported by focus group discussions (FGDs) and semi-structured interviews, to give richer qualitative insights into
youth experience of social media affecting political views; these give full data range, via the breadth of polarization
insights through surveys complemented with depth of individual perception through qualitative methods; and the
instruments to be used will include the Political Engagement Scale by Scholz et al. The research tools will include an
established scale to measure social media political participation and engagement (X); a questionnaire on social media
use including frequency, type, and intensity of political consumption as operationalized by (X); and a polarization
metric of ideological proximity, cross-cutting exposure, and emotional tone (X) widely used in political communication
research to measure polarization in social media spaces (X), and the methods of analysis will consist of regression
analysis to assess the relationship between social media use and polarization (X); a thematic analysis of the interview
and focus group data to identify key themes relating to political participation, the role of social media in shaping
political beliefs, and reactions to politically-charged content (X), with coding and analysis software such as NVivo and
SPSS to provide quantitative rigor and qualitative depth to the understanding of the social media role in political
polarization among youth in India (X; X).

Results related to the study

The empirical findings from the study reveal significant correlations between social media usage patterns and the
political polarization of youth in India, with data suggesting that increased exposure to political content on platforms
such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram contributes to a more polarized political outlook among youth, particularly in
urban areas where social media usage is more frequent and intense (Pew Research Center, 2021). From the survey data
of 1,500 youth participants (750 from urban areas and 750 from rural areas), 72% of urban youth reported daily
engagement with political content on social media, while only 45% of rural youth engaged in similar behaviors,
highlighting a clear urban-rural divide in both social media usage and political engagement (Chadha, 2020). The data
also showed a strong positive correlation (r = 0.76) between frequency of social media use and increased political
polarization; the more youth engaged with political posts, tweets, and memes, the more likely they were to hold
extreme political views, as measured by the Political Engagement Scale developed by Scholz et al. (2019), and this
trend was especially pronounced among youth aged 18-24, where 85% reported that social media had influenced their
political views significantly. This is in line with Flammer’s (2021) study, which highlighted that exposure to
ideologically homogeneous content amplifies pre-existing political ideologies and restricts exposure to opposing views,
thus exacerbating polarization. A detailed analysis of demographic data revealed notable differences in how age,
gender, location, and education influenced political views. Urban youth were found to be more politically polarized,
with 60% of participants reporting exposure to politically charged content that reinforced their existing beliefs, as
opposed to 38% of rural participants (Hampton et al., 2017). Gender differences were also significant, as male
participants (61%) were more likely to report exposure to and engagement with partisan political content compared to
female participants (49%), which aligns with findings from Tufekci (2017), who noted that social media platforms
often promote content that appeals to the most vocal or polarized segments of the population, which in the Indian
context is often dominated by male users. Additionally, youth with higher education (college-level and above) reported
higher levels of political engagement on social media, with 75% of college students identifying as politically active
online, compared to 45% of participants with lower educational qualifications, suggesting that education level plays a
role in how social media shapes political views (Stroud, 2017). Location-based data revealed that youth from metros
were more likely to encounter diverse political opinions, yet their engagement with these opposing views did not
translate into less polarized political opinions; instead, 71% of participants from major cities like Delhi, Mumbai, and
Bengaluru reported engaging primarily with ideologically similar content. This reinforces Barbera et al. (2015)
findings, where political polarization remains even in cities with diverse exposure to differing views, likely due to the
isolating effects of personalized content filtering.

Table 1: Social Media Usage and Political Polarization by Demographics

Demographic Factor Average Hours of Social | % Reporting Increased
Media Use (per day) Political Polarization

Urban Youth (18-24 years) 3.5 78%
Urban Youth (25-30 years) 2.9 65%
Rural Youth (18-24 years) 2.1 55%
Rural Youth (25-30 years) 1.8 50%
Male Participants 3.0 61%
Female Participants 2.4 49%
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Figure 1: Regression Analysis of Social Media Use and Political Polarization, visualizing the relationship between the
average hours of social media use per day and the percentage of participants reporting increased political polarization.
The scatter plot shows data points, with the trend line indicating the positive correlation between the two variables.

Table 02: Results by Social Media Platform

2.00

Social Media Average Daily % Reporting Political % Engaged in % Exposed to
Platform Usage (hours) Polarization Political Political
Discussions Memes/Posts
Facebook 2.1 75% 65% 78%
Twitter 1.8 70% 60% 72%
Instagram 2.4 80% 68% 76%

Table 03: Youth Engagement and Political Polarization Data

Social Media Usage Type Percentage of Frequency of % Reporting Increased
Youth Engaging (%) | Engagement (Daily) Polarization
Political News 68% 5 70%
Political Campaigns 2% 4 75%
Political Memes 75% 6 80%
Political Ads 63% 3 65%
Discussions with Friends 60% 5 68%

Table 04: Urban vs Rural Youth Political Polarization Data

Location Average Hours of Social % Reporting Exposure to
Media Use (per day) Political Polarization | Political Discourse (%)
Urban Youth (18-24 years) 3.5 78% 72%
Urban Youth (25-30 years) 2.9 65% 67%
Rural Youth (18-24 years) 2.1 55% 60%
Rural Youth (25-30 years) 1.8 50% 58%

Discussion related to the study

These findings suggest that social media appears to play a defining role in youth political polarization in India, in
keeping with results in global literature such as (Bail et al. (2018), found that political poles on social media were able
to become even further reinforced ideologically through the creation of silos. In this study, the researchers examined
urban youth, as the 18-24 urban youth demographic reported using social media for a greater daily period of time (3.5
hours per day), and results strongly support the hypothesis that exposure to political content by its user result in
increasing political polarization amongst urban youth (Hampton et al., 2017). Specifically, 78 percent of urban youth
aged 1824 acknowledged his/her online activities shaped his/her political views (Hampton et al., 2017). This result
might suggest that social media applies echo chambers that bring individuals in contact primarily with like-minded
people which provides narrower political views and ultimately increasing polarization (Stroud, 2017). Nevertheless, the
most interesting difference in this paper was that there was lower polarization among rural youth, even though they
spent just as much time on social media (Chadha, 2020), This indicates that in rural areas, exposure to politicized
material might not be as ideologically driven, one reason being that rural parts of the country may not have citizens that
are as highly politically active and thus not as exposed to charged narratives or have at their disposal a wider variety of
information (Chadha, 2020). The results of the present study confirm that India is far from unique with its experience of
social media driven political polarization vis-a-vis the rest of the world. For instance, Barbera et al. Findings supported
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by Sunstein (2017) on polarization of Western democracies caused by social media exposing users to mainly content
that is ideologically similar to their opinions, reinforcing those views and deepening ideological chasms. Flammer
(2021) mentioned that the effect of social media in reinforcing political ideology is stronger in countries such as India
with highest internet penetration. Similar to those results, this study demonstrates that, Indian youth also got echo
chambers that the content reflected to social media is customized according to their ideologies that led to them standing
firm on their ground and increasing the political polarization. These studies partnered with dozens of different youth
engagement organizations revealing how platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and especially Instagram which serve as
central political arenas in India today to not just be major contributors in this regard (53% of the youth who reported
trending political memes of 80%, political campaigns of 75%), but in fact engage so much of the youth that they
reinforce ideology rather than exposing to diverse perspectives. A mechanism behind the function of social media as an
engine of polarization is their algorithmic amplification of highly engaging content at the expense of other content
formats, often leading to sensationalist and extreme political content dominating engagements. It has been shown that
this process naturally privileges ideologically extreme posts, which generate more likes, shares, and comments, forming
a feedback loop that exacerbates polarization (Sunstein, 2001 and Tufekci, 2017). In addition, social media platforms
allow the phenomenon of selective exposure, in which individuals, in a conscious manner, select content that matches
their beliefs, which can reinforce partisan gaps and push alternative views to the margins, a problem that is especially
acute in the Indian cases where identity politics is a predominant feature of political discourse (Vohra, 2022).
Moreover, echo chambers further amplify polarization as they isolate users from opposing political views, leading to
greater political intolerance and a lower willingness to exchange ideas with those who hold opposing views, making it
harder for the youth to have a civil political discussion and to contribute to the us-versus-them mentality so typical of
highly polarized environments (Pariser, 2011; Barbera et al., 2015). The findings thus reinforce the larger corpus of
literature that links social media use with adverse effects on political dialogue and elucidates the need for policy
intervention in the form of digital literacy education and the establishment of media transparency initiatives to curb
polarization impacts on young voters and promote more civil and informed political engagement in India (Flammer,
2021).

Conclusion

Based on the analysis of the paper, this study studied the role of social media in driving political polarization among
youth in India and found significant associations between social media usage patterns and political polarization; and the
key findings show that urban youth (especially youth in the age group of 18 — 24) have a much more positive
association between social media use and political polarization, while a vast majority (78%) of youth in urban areas
admitted to being significantly influenced by social media in their political leanings, contrary to lower proportions of
polarization reported by rural youth despite similar volumes of social media use, and suggests that urban youth are
more likely to be exposed to highly politicized content and engaged in polarized political discussions on social media
platforms like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram (Chadha, 2020; Pew Research Center, 2021), also the study reveals that
social media engagement, particularly with political memes and political posts, results in ideological entrenchment
leading to greater political polarization and nearly 80% of the youth who interact with political memes reported higher
levels of political polarization which is consistent with the findings of Barbera et al. These findings confirm that
algorithm-driven content amplification reduces cross-ideological exposure, thereby deepening existing ideological echo
chambers, and thus contributing to political fragmentation (Boulianne, 2015: Flammer, 2021), and support Tufekci
(2017) claim that social media input strengthens ideological silos, and can therefore reduce cross-ideological interaction
and increase political polarization among youth. It also discovered that gender as well as education level had a
significant effect on political polarization whereby male participants are more likely to interact with partisan content
than female participants, however, college students, as well as individuals with a higher level of education, showed
more online political activity and higher polarization scores, suggesting that educational background and access of
information are significant factors in how youth interact with political content on social media (Stroud, 2017; Vohra,
2022). These findings suggest several recommendations: policymakers should emphasize regulation of the political
content that is present on social media, as doing so would greatly diminish the spread of disinformation and should also
reduce youth polarization; educators should implement digital literacy programs that illustrate to youth how to critically
analyze the political content found online, as such sessions would further encourage youth to recognize biased or
misleading information, engaging in cross-ideological discussions and promoting inclusive political engagement
(Flammer, 2021; Sunstein, 2001); media companies should aim to develop more transparent algorithms that highlight
diverse political opinions and facilitate platforms that create political discourse that show productive characteristics
rather than simply focusing on extreme viewpoints (Sunstein, 2001; Tufekci, 2017); future research should explore how
social media functions for the political participation of other demographic groups, such as rural youth, marginalized
communities, or senior citizens, enabling better understandings of how digital media can affect political participation
and polarization across different socio-economic strata; further studies should analyze how the presence of
disinformation affects views on politics—misinformation and fake news remain at the forefront of political divides
everywhere, misdirecting voters (Chadha, 2020; Vohra, 2022); and longitudinal studies should also investigate the
longer-term impacts of social media engagement on political identity development and voter behavior, particularly with
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a number of upcoming elections approaching in a context where social media platforms are generally quite prominent
in terms political mobilization and discourse within the country, India.
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