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Abstract. This research analyzes whether young university students, the subjects 

of our study, are aware of content segmentation on social media, based on filter 

bubbles or "cookies," which they approve of. This study uses a triangular 

methodology: netnography; non-participant observation; a survey of 350 

university students between the ages of 18 and 25; and two focus groups with 

these same participants. The results demonstrate that young people do not 

analyze their media context with critical thinking and are unaware of how bias 

occurs in social media content and how these situations affect their opinions on 

important issues. The study subjects are unaware that they do not modify this 

phenomenon and how much information they cannot see because it is not 

permitted and cannot be modified by users. In the surveys, a small group reported 

reviewing different opinions on a topic before deciding, but this group is minimal. 

Therefore, young people lack critical thinking about their media ecology and the 

conditions under which they navigate the internet and social media. This situation 

is worrying because most consultants are opinion leaders in their family circles, 

specifically with their parents and siblings.  
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1 Digital convergence 

1.1 Social networks and their importance for young people 

Social networks have become one of the main scenarios for interacting online. Also, 

they are an important tool in strengthening relationships; most people use these 

platforms as their primary means of communication.  Most young adults spend hours 

daily consuming social media content [1]. Moreover, the ability to reason critically 

about the information people find in social networks is digital literacy [2]. This research 

highlights how digital media users prioritize information with many more reactions and 

interactions rather than verifying the veracity of that content.  
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In social networks, the preferred currency is engagement, through which the influ-

ences of users move, and digital social capital is measured [3], which consists of how 

important individuals are to their circle of followers. However, engagement also has its 

negative counterpart, as it helps to proliferate attitudes that can affect young people. In 

this case, emotional stability is negatively influenced since everything depends on the 

approval of other users through likes, sharing posts, and the number of reproductions. 

The more popular they are, the better they feel [3]. 

Digital culture is based on new digital practices based on the valuation and dissem-

ination of online content; this refers to simple actions in the digital age, such as sharing, 

publishing, and reposting. All these dynamics generate different interactions of a group 

of users within social networks, thus creating an authentic digital culture from the so-

cialization of users. As a result, these new cultures have adopted their own signs and 

languages with which they communicate, such as the use of labels, paralinguistic signs, 

a list of trends, effects, and labels [4].  

Another approach to digital culture is that they are intimately related to information 

and communication technologies (ICTs). This is why cyberculture does not act only on 

the network, seen from entertainment, but acts transversally in society because it is 

present in education, politics, and the economy, among other instances. In addition, 

digital culture is not only a construct as such, but its influence is such that it has moti-

vated the creation of new concepts such as shared agency and remediation. 

1.2 The role of influencers in digital culture  

In digital culture, some people manage to group the greatest social capital. They are 

influencers or content creators who can influence the opinions or decisions of their 

peers, that is, their followers. Influencers are admired for their number of followers and 

ability to be heard and build trust in their opinions or recommendations. 

De la Piedra and Meana [5] define the influencer as one who can assume different 

roles within social networks and classify them into four types: the inspirer, the collab-

orator, the star, and the amplifier. The first on the list usually wins over his followers 

through the trust he transmits. To be able to do this correctly, they must be an expert in 

a specific topic and understand all the aspects that can influence them and their target 

group. Then, there is the collaborator who shares their knowledge on a specific topic. 

Another, on the other hand, is the amplifier, which is essential in marketing as it can 

help increase a brand's customers. Famous stars are also in touch with their followers 

through daily posts. The critic is the one who reviews products or services in good detail 

in order to make them known.  

All these types of influencers have a common role, which is to be opinion leaders of 

the content they promote; this is possible because of their charisma and the confidence 

they inspire in their followers [6]. Critikián, Solano, and Serrano highlight that influ-

encers' function in social networks is to have an authentic connection with digital na-

tives since they prefer the opinion, preferably, of their peers due to the language and 

the close tone they share. 

Digital natives are characterized by having grown up surrounded by technology [7], 

but this interaction is even closer as they are younger population groups. In the case of 
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Millenials, it is no different. In this specific case, digital platforms are part of their day 

and consequently affect their mental and, in some cases, physical well-being. On this 

age group, Correa and Osorio [8] conducted research in Turkey, which examined the 

online preferences of millennials, and the results obtained are applicable to different 

geographical spaces around the world. According to the research, young people use 

smartphones as a means of expression, and their posts on social networks make their 

tastes and lifestyles known. Also, the telephone serves to communicate more easily 

with friends and family.  Moreover, just like in the real world, young people are looking 

for role models with whom they identify. Sometimes, they are the ones who influence 

their close circles or larger communities. These internet figures have gained notoriety 

and have become benchmarks of digital opinion, not only in the cultural field [9] but 

also in their purchasing decisions. 

The influencer phenomenon has revolutionized the way in which communities on 

social networks interact. To understand how these communities are created around the 

figure of the influencer, we can relate it to what LeBon [10] states: "A mass is charac-

terized by being a temporary grouping of a large number of people who share a common 

interest and are aware of mutual influence" (p.75). This is a position that puts on the 

table how young people, by not recognizing the influence they have on them, are largely 

influenced by the opinions that the influencer promotes. This would result in not mak-

ing one's own responsible decisions, which entails a psychological risk of not being 

able to attend to one's own desires to superimpose those of someone else.  

Viñuelas [9] contrasts with the previous position and highlights that young people 

can recognize when an influencer lacks credibility, and this fact determines how strong 

the influence is on them. The author highlights that when credibility is a characteristic 

of influencers, it is more likely that their follower base will share those opinions as they 

feel they truly identify with them. Otherwise, they will receive rejection, and their rep-

utation will be tarnished. Although this contrasts with what LeBon [10] said, it should 

be noted that young people are forming their critical thinking, and on certain occasions, 

they are not part of the mass created by the influencer. On the other hand, they can form 

value judgments about what they observe. This was determined by research carried out 

in Ecuador on the construction of political and gender imaginaries based on their con-

sumption of social networks and the influence of their social capital [11] on that occa-

sion it was determined that there was an influence, but this does not annul the criteria 

of young university students, the group analyzed. This research establishes that as 

young people grow up and strengthen their permanence in university, their critical 

thinking becomes more evident, which is why minors are more prone to manipulation 

by Internet content. 

1.3 Datafication  

A large part of the interactions carried out on social networks and on any device that 

has access to the Internet tends to be mostly, or entirely, coded and systematized in 

order to build user profiles, which serve as an analysis tool to study the market, develop 

policies and also activities of a social nature. In short, people become an input for study 
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and commerce [12]. This analysis of data based on social interactions leads to algo-

rithms having information available. The problem that arises is that algorithms become 

oppressive due to the misuse of that data. This, in turn, causes more inequalities in 

power relations, misinformation, and the reinforcement of biases based on subjective 

experiences.   

Throughout history, there have been different means by which people were subjected 

to information regimes, starting with the birth of the newspaper, which was the starting 

point for making information more accessible to all audiences. Later, television arrived, 

a medium that turned the public into a receiver that acquires information in which needs 

and desires are immediately satisfied, where the purpose of the media is mostly enter-

tainment. With the advent of smartphones, viewers are no longer simple receivers; they 

are now prosumers [13], capable of creating and disseminating information on the In-

ternet. At the same time, the massive amount of information that exists is this phenom-

enon called an infodemic. 

Infocracy [14] is a consequence of the infodemic [15], and in order to better define 

it, certain characteristics that define the modern digital information era must be recog-

nized.  In the information society [16] things happen quickly. Social networks accustom 

us to constantly consuming information, and the reaction time for each content is too 

short to retain information where the only thing that prevails is what makes an impres-

sion on us, such is the case of fake news [14]. Another important aspect of infocracy is 

psychometrics, which is based on obtaining data in order to obtain a personality profile 

and more accurately predict a person's behaviors.  

In this sense, once we have determined the tools used by infocracy, we can better 

clarify the term and why it is so decisive in the persuasion and manipulation of people 

in digital media. Infocracy is the power of governments, brands, or corporations to con-

trol the information that users access on the network [14]. This is how digital democ-

racy is fractured into different information bubbles where each user is free to reorganize 

the information persistent in them and choose which one they want to access regardless 

of the veracity of this information; even broader information environments that contain 

reasoning and ideas that move away from what the user considers "valuable infor-

mation" for him cease to be important. 

Infocracy has an important ally, which allows digital and offline democracy to frag-

ment: the filter bubble [17]. This is a term that refers to the way in which internet algo-

rithms give users personalized content, this is achieved thanks to interactions and search 

on the networks. The particularity of this filter is that the algorithm's recommendations 

align with each user's preference, which can cause people trapped within this filter not 

to access different perspectives and opinions that a topic has [17]. This bubble directly 

affects the common user of social networks without them realizing it, so they are de-

prived of other points of view and only obtain information according to their beliefs. 

There are two direct conditions as a result of the influence of this filter. The first 

arises from the excessive saturation of information from the same current of thought 

that causes a disruption in the communicational process of digital societies and later in 

the real world, since the confinement of people in known data means a setback in cog-

nitive democracy [18]. The second point, and the most notorious, is the loss of interest 
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in information that objectively should be important for society, being replaced by con-

tent related to superficial information and entertainment. 

But Safija Umoja [19] showed that algorithms and filter bubbles delimit the content 

we have access to according to the content accessed from the public IPs to which we 

connect. In other words, the topics we discuss will be delimited by the browsing habits 

of those who share the navigation networks that we frequently access in our jobs and 

in the other public places we frequent. It is important to understand how big data and 

data analytics are transforming data silos and how digital technology is challenging 

citizens' autonomy and their right to privacy and data protection [20]. In this sense, it 

is important to explore the need for a more integrated approach to the study of infor-

mation and its bias in information and content silos whose control is beyond the control 

of citizens. 

Another aspect to highlight about the filter bubble is that its priority is not focused 

on the quality of the information, that is, it does not aim to discern whether the recom-

mended information is truthful or not [21]. This reinforces the problem of misinfor-

mation, since the filter bubble shows information related to the user's digital behavior, 

causing them to lock themselves in a cycle of non-objective information derived from 

previous interactions on the internet. Consequently, avoiding access to neutral or dif-

ferent ideas that may allow the discrimination of popular or subjective information that 

may affect the perception of reality. 

Although it is possible to recognize the action of the filter bubble in the most popular 

social network in Ecuador [22] is Tiktok. In this case, the platform designed an algo-

rithm to keep people in the app with content displayed according to the user's previous 

interactions. As Correa and Osorio [8] mention, filter bubbles and the type of content 

personalization they handle can be considered dangerous because they limit other 

points of view and can lead people to close themselves off from a single position, re-

gardless of whether it contributes to forming an opinion based on a single position and 

thus further strengthens bias.  

The use of personalization algorithms requires a sacrifice: loss of diverse infor-

mation. They lose a different view of the world that users inside the filter bubble are 

willing to pass up.  It seems that personalization filters only act within the digital world. 

However, their true performance is in the physical world, where the loss of empathy 

and the inability to listen are the direct consequences of them. Communicative action 

dies slowly in a world where digital communication is based on "first me and then what 

surrounds me." To remedy this action of users, digital tribes are created that no longer 

see information as a resource but as part of their identity. Han [14] highlights that the 

tribalization of the network is not a consequence of the filter bubble because users 

choose the information that is in line with their personality. Echo chambers [23] are the 

ones that really serve as a bridge that directs users to tribalization, since these chambers 

are created according to the social dynamics between users who share the same line of 

thought, locking them in groups that decrease the possibility of belonging to other bub-

bles where there are different opinions.  Instead, a confrontation between bubbles of 

beliefs and discordant thoughts proliferates. There is no longer the possibility of a de-

bate but rather a constant infowar [14] of opinions and information disguised as identity 

beliefs that no longer allow communicative rationality. 



Analysis of the Impact of the Social Media Filter Bubble on …             63

Once the problem represented by the filter bubble has been exposed [17], critical 

datafication can be addressed [24], which is a digital tool that allows young people to 

make use of these networks in order to disseminate and make different social problems 

more visible by calling for mobilization in public and digital spaces. In this way, and 

in contrast to what Pariser [17] and Han [14] said, the critical use of big data and social 

networks by young people is recognized, and how they manage to expand their 

knowledge through strategies in digital environments. The influence of critical datafi-

cation [23]  goes beyond just achieving the visualization of social problems since this 

tool uses other interdisciplinary perspectives based on activism, social sciences, and 

critical thinking to generate the analysis of insufficient or erroneous data and thus elim-

inate or discern between biases, social exclusions and decisions that are based on algo-

rithms and that can affect people's lives. 

So, a simpler approximation of what this tool means can be made, being that this is 

an approach based on ethical responsibility for the management of big data and the 

creation of algorithms based on it in order to proliferate the critical thinking of young 

people and, in this way,  create new narratives that move away from the dominant 

power relations that are generated on social networks [25].  

2 Method  

This research has a mixed methodological design. And the research method is netnogra-

phy [26] because digital communities of young people have been observed through 

non-participant observation [26]. After all, the members of these digital collectives that 

were going to be investigated were not informed. They have also been observed in real 

life through participant observation, always in spaces outside university campuses. 

These young people are university students from Ecuador who are between 18 and 25 

years old and enrolled in the two public universities of Guayaquil, such as the Univer-

sity of Guayaquil and the Polytechnic School of the Litoral. Netnography [26] consists 

of observing a group of individuals who were not informed of this action for a period, 

which in our case was 4 months between October 2024 and December 2024. This ob-

servation follows their digital trail that involves what they consume as online content, 

what they have posted online, and what brands consume. 

Additionally, a survey was carried out on 350 people of the same age group. At the 

same time, two focus groups were held with the subjects who were located in the indi-

cated age range. The purpose was to make a triangulation of all the components of the 

methodological design and determine if there are young people who are aware that they 

are inside a filter bubble.  

The survey was conducted in Guayaquil, which is the city with the largest number 

of young people in Ecuador, with 3.4 million [27], and is also the second city with the 

largest university population after Quito, with a national total of 778 thousand, of which 

in Guayaquil there are 129,817 who are pursuing higher education in this city [28]. The 

survey had a 5% margin of error and 95% reliability, and the sample was calculated 

based on the national university population. Those who were consulted, are university 

students aged 18 and 25. Likewise, the two focus groups were made into the same age 
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group. The first was done in November and the second was done in January 2025. This 

population group was chosen because the National Census of Ecuador [27] places this 

age range as the largest group among university students, at least 85%. 

Likewise, the two focus groups were made for university students between 18 and 

25 years of age. The first was done in November, and the second was done in January 

2025. The study was conducted with young university students between 18 and 25 years 

old because the National Census of Ecuador [27] places this age range as the largest 

group among university students, at least 85%. 

3 Results 

According to data from the National Institute of Statistics and Census [27], in Ecuador, 

young people comprise the largest audience of social networks. Of this group, at least 

42 percent in Ecuador have social networks, and the device that is most used to connect 

to the Internet is the cell phone, which reaches 1.3 million users. It is important to note 

that for the Statistics and Census Agency of Ecuador, young people are between 18 and 

29 years old. Our study has consulted through a survey of 353 young people between 

18 and 25 years old who study at university. In addition, this research involves two 

focus groups and in-depth interviews with young people within the age range chosen 

for this research. Likewise, digital communities to which the young people surveyed 

belong were studied, which basically consist of groups on social networks that group 

those consulted by the university.    

In the study of social networks, the netnography method was used, but the execution 

of the non-participant observation technique [26]. The digital trace of young people 

was seen within a period of 4 months between November and December 2024 and Jan-

uary and February 2025. In this exercise, it was determined that the university students 

studied dealt with topics of interest to their peers and that they were also trending among 

them. However, politics was not a part of these issues, at least not primarily. The digital 

communities observed were the social media groups of Guayaquil's two public univer-

sities, The University of Guayaquil and the Polytechnic School of the Litoral.  

In the survey carried out in this research, it was determined that 63% of the young 

people surveyed do not know that the filter bubble exists, that is, that social networks 

discriminate against content unrelated to each user's opinions [17] (Parisier, 2017). Of 

the total group consulted, 71.7% do not oppose content bias, but they would like to 

adjust it according to their needs or the content they would like to access. However, 

this is an action that social networks do not allow [17]. 
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Fig. 1. Familiarization with the filter bubble of the young people consulted. 

In this sense, in the face of this gap in the survey implemented, it is pertinent to limit 

what Han [14] said, who highlights that users of social networks do not critically ana-

lyze their media context despite spending hours in digital environments. Han puts the 

critical position that users of new media may not have with respect to the content they 

consume on the table for discussion. This situation is evident in the case of the young 

people studied. That is why it can be said that digital critical thinking is absent, which 

means that there is no good use of the new social networks based on "a reflective per-

spective, akin to deliberation (...) far from reductive links or partial adhesions" in the 

face of the conditions in which they navigate in the new media [28] (Gonzálvez, Valero, 

& González-Martín, 2021, p.36). This statement has its foundations to the extent that 

only 6 percent of young people are against applying the filter bubble. This figure is 

minimal compared to the population surveyed.  

In view of this, 22.3% consider that the filter bubble should be applied without any 

restriction on users. In this case, those consulted point out that with the filter, they save 

time when searching for content.   It is in this group where what is stated by Han [14] 

(2022) and Gonzálvez, Valero, and González-Martín [28] is seen that there is a non-

existent critical stance and this group of young people, who, in the case of this study, 

is in the minority, agrees with the selection of the content they consume when this does 

not only depend on "algorithmic democracies" [14] but also of the browsing tendencies 

that are marked in the IPs in which these users browse [19]. In other words, according 

to Professor Umoja's proposal, third-party browsing will also determine the publica-

tions that young people can access. That is why it is worrying that 22.3% of those sur-

veyed do not consider it dangerous to create a media siege that exhilarates them from 

opinions different from their own, which highlights a problem of critical thinking 

among young people and a lack of knowledge of what datafication means [24]. 

In the young people surveyed, it was determined that only 36.4% of those surveyed 

have prior knowledge about content bias and its effects on their feed on different social 
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networks. In the two focus groups, it was determined that 90 percent of the young peo-

ple who participated in these events said they knew that there is a filter on social net-

works that they do not activate, but that does not allow them to access 100 percent of 

the content that exists on the topics.  

In the focus groups, young people were asked if they have any method or do some-

thing specific to avoid or minimize the impact of filter bubbles or media bias. In group 

interview 1, the attendees agreed that the simplest solution for the filter not to have so 

much effect is to ignore the content that automatically appears on their wall, trying not 

to make any type of interaction with it, for example, avoid searching for that topic on 

the Internet. On the other hand, in the second focus group, the young people consulted 

said that they used tactics to evade the media siege, such as not staying so long or in-

teracting so much with a particular type of content. Another student said he did not 

choose the first search options offered by social media or search engines. In this case, 

they preferred to choose less popular or visited options in order to know more open 

opinions. The purpose of the students was to avoid falling into false content or biased 

information. Respondents highlighted that the aforementioned tactics allowed them to 

have practical and beneficial content compared to other content. However, in the group 

interview, someone also commented that there is a certain benefit in being inside the 

filter bubble because it saves her time by accessing content selected for her, which is 

why she does not consider it important to leave it. 

The survey also gave us an approach to young university students' perception of their 

ability to make informed decisions based on the restrictions they may have in their 

media context. On this, 80% of those surveyed stated that they know that the content 

filter exists and consider that their perception of reality is affected to a certain extent, 

as well as their ability to make decisions. However, despite this, they are not opposed 

to this, which is worrying due to the lack of a reflective perspective on the conditions 

in which they access content on social networks [29]; in addition, users cannot modify 

their filter bubbles nor do social networks ask for authorization to execute it [17]. This 

is a fact that those consulted did not know, which exposes a critical situation.  

Faced with this position in focus group 1, a Business Administration student stated 

that if (the filter bubble) affects his perception of a topic by 40%, he always considers 

making decisions based on previous research on a topic because, due to this filter, he 

knows that he does not have all the information available. Likewise, other respondents 

consider that their perception is significantly influenced; they also seek information or 

sources of broader knowledge to make decisions based not only on what social net-

works say. 

Regarding focus group 2, participants highlighted that the influence and manipula-

tion of the filter bubble on behavior acts powerfully without users noticing it at first 

glance. The group interview said that the young people noticed this because they paid 

special attention. After that, they do deeper searches outside the filter.  Other partici-

pants conclude that influencers are a fundamental part of the success of the filter bubble 

in persuading since they, together with their followers, often generate social pressure 

for users to consume content, buy a product, or accept a political ideology. Likewise, 

the meeting highlighted that in social networks, information is more "violent," so the 

amount of biased information makes it possible for one to have attitudes consistent with 
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the content they consume in digital media, often without verifying the content.  Another 

piece of data that provides a little more clarity regarding the perception of young people 

about the diversity of opinions and information on the Internet is that 84.2% of young 

university students consider it an important topic within the networks. On the other 

hand, 15.8% consider that the diversity of opinions is not so relevant, a worrying posi-

tion. 

Another important point discussed in the focus group is young people's influence 

when other people consult them in their social circle about what decisions to make 

related to life, politics, and society.  In focus group 1, participants consider that they 

have some influence on those people in their circle of relatives who are not digital na-

tives, especially their parents. In this case, they look for their children to verify the 

information they receive on social networks. Among those consulted, there were also 

cases in which they had younger siblings and university students who did not interact 

as much with technology; therefore, they were their references to make decisions or 

inform themselves regarding issues they saw on social networks.  This situation opens 

us up to cases in which we cannot determine that all young people in Latin America are 

digital natives [3]. This situation leaves this group more exposed to the filter bubble. 

This fact was evident in the survey, which determined that 63.6% of respondents do not 

know this digital phenomenon (see Graph 1). 

In addition, in both focus groups, it was concluded that in a certain way, we have all 

influenced something through the networks because they recommend something sim-

ple, such as musical taste. Interviewees said that everything entails a chain of recom-

mendations across different social circles. 

On the other hand, 13% of those surveyed consider that their ability to make in-

formed decisions is limited, and their perception of reality is seriously affected. That is 

to say that the survey reflects that young people. However, they know that there is a 

selection of content that they cannot see on social networks or in search engines; the 

majority do not see it as something recorded; only 13% determine that this is highly 

harmful. In addition, in focus groups, young people responded that they are usually 

information references for their parents and siblings; that is, by not being able to access 

several positions on a topic due to content bias, they cannot form a criterion on a topic 

with all the elements that this requires. Thus, their perceptions are the product of a 

media bias, and consequently, their influencers are, too.  

Likewise, the young people consulted stressed that they are fully aware that social 

interactions become data and that governments or companies use this information for 

political agenda purposes or lucrative activities. This is in line with what was mentioned 

by  Van Dick [30], Hepp [31] y Chandler [32] on datafication, a concept that is not alien 

to young people. 

4 Conclusions  

The study shows that most young people do not know that there is a filter bubble or the 

segmentation of information based on cookies and that it applies to all Internet users. 

The young people surveyed mostly wish they could adjust the bias of content to their 
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convenience, but social networks and search engines do not have this action enabled.  

The research determined that most young people do not critically analyze their digital 

context on social networks, nor is there a deep analysis of what they find in their hybrid 

media environments. This is since at least 64% of respondents did not know that there 

was a bias of content that they cannot regulate from their role as users. However, the 

majority of respondents believe that it is important to be able to access a diversity of 

opinions and positions on different issues. Action that is currently not likely because of 

the filter bubble. Likewise, young people are aware that their navigability data is used 

as part of datafication. Not informing you about these topics leaves young people totally 

defenseless.  
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