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From Fragmentation to Coordination:
Regulating Social Media to Protect Electoral Integrity in
the European Union

By Adriana Mutu™

This paper investigates the evolving regulatory landscape shaping the “European
approach” to addressing the role of social media platforms in amplifying systemic
risks to democratic elections. Based on a qualitative methodology grounded in desk
research, it examines legislative and non-legislative measures adopted over the past
decade to counter threats such as election delegitimization, political propaganda,
unlawful micro-targeting, and technology-enhanced campaigning. The study draws
in regulatory coordination literature to explore how European frameworks and
national strategies converge to address election-related disinformation. Key findings
reveal that increased European cooperation has helped reduce regulatory
fragmentation and foster stakeholder engagement. The analysis also highlights
challenges posed by regulatory asymmetry across Member States, where divergent
political priorities, institutional capacities and legal frameworks add complexity to
the creation of unified responses to online disinformation. The study maps the
plethora of constitutional norms, binding laws and soft law instruments
underscoring the tension between safeguarding democratic integrity and protecting
freedom of expression. By situating these efforts within the broader developments in
digital governance, the paper contributes to scholarship on political communication
and offers practical insights for policymakers aiming to strengthen cross-border
coordination and enhance information integrity.

Keywords: European Union, online disinformation, social media platforms,
democracy, elections

Introduction

On December 6, 2024, Romania’s Constitutional Court invalidated the first round
of the presidential election held on November 24, following the release of declassified
intelligence from the Supreme Council for National Defense. The report revealed
“aggressive” foreign interference, cyber-attacks targeting critical electoral infrastructure,
hybrid warfare tactics, deliberate manipulation of users via the social media platform
TikTok, and the opaque use of Al and digital technologies to influence voter
behavior—raising serious concerns about election integrity. In response, the European
Commission initiated formal proceedings against TikTok under the Digital Services
Act (DSA) on December 17, 2024, citing the platform’s failure to adequately assess
and mitigate systemic risks related to electoral information manipulation. Additionally,
on December 5, 2024, the Commission ordered TikTok to preserve data relevant to
potential risks its services may pose to electoral processes across the EU, covering
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national elections from November 24, 2024, through March 31, 2025. In the lead-up
to the 2024 European elections, regulatory scrutiny intensified over social media
platforms amid growing concerns about disinformation, data privacy violations, and
the distortion of democratic discourse. Authorities warned that such practices could
mislead voters, undermine fair competition among candidates, and compromise
citizens’ rights to make informed electoral choices. On April 30, 2024, the European
Commission launched proceedings against Facebook and Instagram under the DSA
for failing to address election-related disinformation, deceptive advertising, and biased
content moderation. Shortly after, on May 31, Spain’s Data Protection Agency
(AEPD) imposed a temporary ban on Meta’s “Election Day Information” tools, citing
violations of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the risk of intrusive
data collection practices. As documented in prior research (Mutu, 2024), parallel
investigations into Meta Ireland’s data practices further exposed concerns over
transparency and consent in behavioral advertising. Meanwhile, in the UK, the BBC’s
Undercover Voters Project revealed how platforms like TikTok and X were used to
spread Al-generated misinformation targeting young voters, while deepfake content
impersonating global leaders proliferated across networks.

Recent investigations into major social media platforms have intensified scrutiny
over their compliance with European and national laws, particularly the Digital Services
Act (DSA), the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), and the Artificial
Intelligence Act (AIA). Allegations include unlawful microtargeting, profiling of
sensitive personal data to fuel recommendation algorithms, and the use of addictive
design features that exploit behavioral psychology to maximize user engagement (Spirit
Legal, 2025). These practices have prompted a wave of legal actions and regulatory
inquiries, reflecting growing concern over the platforms’ influence on democratic
processes and individual rights.

Democratic backsliding has emerged as a central concern in the European
Union’s struggle to safeguard electoral integrity in the digital age. Recent warnings
from the Venice Commission (2025) underscore the gravity of this issue, pointing to
the destabilizing influence of social media platforms and the effects of online
disinformation on democratic participation. The erosion of informed voter
engagement, influenced by widespread exposure to misleading content, poses a direct
threat to the legitimacy of democratic institutions. According to the 2024 Youth
Eurobarometer, 76% of young Europeans encountered fake news or disinformation in
the week prior to the survey, while nearly half of EU citizens expressed concerns
about personal data misuse and disinformation as significant barriers to democratic
engagement (European Parliament, 2025; European Commission, 2024).

This phenomenon is critically examined in the Regulation of Social Media and
Elections in Europe report by the Media and Journalism Research Center (Mutu, 2024),
which frames digital disinformation as a catalyst for democratic backsliding. The study
highlights how social media’s operational architecture—particularly its capacity to
amplify false or harmful content during elections—undermines democratic self-
governance. Mutu (2024) synthesizes taxonomies of information disorder and reveals
how disinformation is weaponized through cognitive hacking, social engineering, and
the strategic use of fabricated news, contributing to what is termed “information
pollution”. This pollution, exacerbated by alarmist media narratives, gendered
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disinformation, and disproportionate journalistic coverage, erodes public trust and
weakens institutional accountability. The report identifies political disinformation
campaigns—whether driven by foreign actors or domestic elites—as a form of public
harm and a key driver of democratic decline. When state or state-sponsored entities
exploit their power to manipulate public opinion and distort electoral outcomes, they not
only compromise democratic accountability but also infringe upon citizens’ rights to
truthful information and free expression. These practices, embedded within broader
patterns of democratic backsliding, highlight the urgent need for coordinated regulatory
responses to preserve the integrity of democratic processes in the digital era.

Against this backdrop, the present study investigates the EU’s coordination
priorities in regulating disinformation across its Member States. It seeks to understand
how divergent national legal traditions, institutional capacities, and regulatory
approaches influence the Union’s efforts to develop a coherent governance framework
for election-related digital threats. Drawing on interdisciplinary perspectives from
political science, law, media studies, and public policy, this research offers a
comprehensive analysis of the challenges and opportunities involved in constructing a
resilient, rights-based regulatory response.

Literature Review:
The Role of Social Media Platforms in Accelerating Democratic Backsliding

Over the past decade, a growing body of research has underscored the profound
impact of digital technologies on electoral processes and democratic governance. Online
campaigning via social networks, precision-targeted propaganda, and coordinated
cyberattacks—often accompanied by disinformation—have been systematically
exploited by malicious actors engaging in Foreign Information Manipulation and
Interference (FIMI) (European External Action Service, 2021). These tactics have
amplified falsehoods, manipulated public opinion, and eroded trust in democratic
institutions (Hanafin, 2022; United Nations, 2024; Bosch & Divon, 2024), contributing
to invalid ballots, voter disengagement, and growing skepticism about the legitimacy of
elections. Empirical studies (Schaewitz et al., 2020; Kessler & Zillich, 2019; Kessler,
2025) have further demonstrated that disinformation’s reach extends beyond electoral
contexts, affecting critical policy domains such as public health (Nielsen et al., 2021;
Schmid, Altay & Scherer, 2023), national security (Pierri et al., 2023; OECD, 2022;
Wenzel et al., 2024), and climate action (OECD, 2024), where it undermines consensus-
building and policy effectiveness.

In response, scholars, technologists, and global institutions have raised urgent
warnings about the destabilizing effects of digital disinformation. Social scientists
(Turcilo & Obrenovic, 2020; Rozgonyi, 2020; Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017; Festus,
2025; Battista, 2025; Pavlik, 2023; Papanikos, 2023), alongside private sector leaders
and international organizations—including the World Economic Forum, the United
Nations, and the OECD—have emphasized that rising distrust in media ecosystems,
coupled with the unchecked spread of false narratives and malign foreign influence,
poses a direct threat to information integrity and the democratic legitimacy of elected
governments. Initiatives such as the Al Elections Accord (2024) reflect growing
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recognition that safeguarding democratic processes requires coordinated, multi-
stakeholder action to counter digital threats and restore public confidence in electoral
systems.

Automated systems and algorithmic technologies have become central to the
dynamics of electoral manipulation and disinformation in the digital age. Features of
computational propaganda—automation, scalability, and anonymity—are routinely
exploited by social media platforms to amplify false narratives, distort public
discourse, and fuel sophisticated disinformation campaigns, particularly in conflict
zones (Woolley & Howard, 2019; Bosch & Divon, 2024). These systems not only
facilitate the rapid dissemination of misleading content but also enable malicious
actors to evade accountability. Deepfakes, misleading chatbots, and fabricated political
content are increasingly used to simulate public support and manufacture political
scandals, with microtargeting techniques enhancing their psychological impact on
voters (Dobber et al., 2020; Riedl, 2024). As the United Nations Commission on
Science and Technology for Development (2023) warns, the proliferation of fake
accounts and synthetic media complicates the information landscape, making it
difficult for users to distinguish between authentic and manipulated content.Beyond
technical manipulation, algorithmic personalization and selective exposure contribute
to societal polarization by reinforcing users’ existing beliefs and limiting access to
diverse viewpoints (Taddicken & Wolff, 2023; Hastall & Wagner, 2017; Cinelli et al.,
2021). Political actors across Europe have strategically embraced these platforms for
digital campaigning, leveraging both populist and marketing-driven communication
styles to engage voters (Schmuck & Hameleers, 2020; Edelson et al., 2021; Enli &
Skogerbg, 2013). In response, policy frameworks within the European Union have
evolved to address the constitutional and regulatory challenges posed by election-
related digital threats. Comprehensive research and legal assessments underscore the
importance of coordinated national responses and the role of central electoral
watchdogs in safeguarding democratic integrity and ensuring compliance with
international human rights standards (Mutu, 2025). These developments reflect a
growing recognition that electoral resilience in the digital era requires not only
technological safeguards but also robust institutional oversight and cross-border
regulatory cooperation.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative methodology, specifically a comparative and
thematic content analysis, grounded in comprehensive desk research to examine
coordinated EU policy actions aimed at countering online disinformation during
elections. The comparative dimension enables cross-country evaluation of institutional
approaches, revealing how national strategies diverge or converge in their approach to
tackle disinformation. Thematic analysis further identifies recurring regulatory
concerns which shaped legislative and non-legislative measures adopted over the past
decade. Central to this approach was a systematic review of primary and secondary
academic literature, which provided the theoretical foundation for understanding
regulatory coordination within multilevel governance regimes. The review drew upon
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scientific research literature, legal frameworks and interdisciplinary studies in political
communication and digital governance. To complement academic sources, the study
incorporated industry reports, policy briefs, and white papers from key institutions
such as the European Commission, European Parliament, the European External
Action Service (EEAS), and the European Digital Media Observatory (EDMO). To
triangulate findings and ensure empirical robustness, the research extended to
governmental websites and national regulatory authorities’ portals across EU Member
States. This included the analysis of national strategies, legislative amendments,
regulatory decisions, and official communications to map country-specific responses to
disinformation. A core component of the study involved examining binding European
legislation - such as the Digital Services Act (DSA), the European Democracy Action
Plan (EDAP), and the Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AVMSD) — alongside soft
law instruments such as the Code of Practice on Disinformation. Finally, the study
assessed coordination mechanisms and institutional processes designed to reduce
information asymmetries, including the EU’s Rapid Alert System (RAS) and
intergovernmental working groups addressing disinformation and hybrid threats. The
findings reveal patterns of convergence in regulatory practices and evaluate their impact
on the EU’s capacity to deliver a unified response to digital disinformation threats.

The “European Approach” to Online Disinformation:
Coordinated Regulatory Oversight of Platforms in Electoral Contexts

Addressing electoral interference and disinformation within national and European
democratic processes demands a comprehensive and coordinated policy response. As
emphasized by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (2024),
countering malicious actors requires systemic efforts that span Member State
cooperation, diplomatic engagement, and international regulatory alignment. In response
to these escalating threats, European policymakers have implemented a wide array of
measures grounded in empirical research to fortify digital information ecosystems.
These include restrictions and regulatory frameworks aimed at mitigating the systemic
risks posed by social media platforms, particularly in the context of electoral scrutiny.
The EU’s evidence-based approach to disinformation governance calls for the active
participation of governmental bodies, civil society, and private sector actors in
developing shared policy language and contributing to informed regulatory design.

Over the past decade, this coordinated strategy has led to significant advancements
in transparency, media pluralism, and democratic resilience. European initiatives have
focused on curbing election-related disinformation campaigns, political propaganda, and
the misuse of computational technologies in digital campaigning. By enhancing
regulatory capacities and promoting inclusive information environments, the EU has
sought to safeguard electoral integrity and uphold democratic norms. These efforts
reflect a broader commitment to building a resilient governance framework capable of
adapting to evolving digital threats while maintaining alignment with fundamental rights
and international standards.

To enhance coordination on platform governance in the context of elections, the
European Union has adopted a multi-level governance approach aimed at reinforcing
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information integrity across Member States. This “European approach” has led to the
development of institutional frameworks and strategic practices that prioritize research
on disinformation dynamics, societal resilience, and the creation of actionable policy
guidance (OECD, 2024). Key initiatives include the EUvsDisinfo project led by the
European External Action Service (EEAS), and the European Centre of Excellence for
Countering Hybrid Threats (Hybrid CoE), which collaborates with both the EU and
NATO to strengthen the capabilities of its 36 participating states. Complementary
efforts such as the Action Plan on Disinformation, the European Democracy Action
Plan, and the High-Level Expert Group (HLEG) on Fake News and Online
Disinformation have helped establish clearer accountability for online platforms. The
creation of the European Digital Media Observatory (EDMO), its 2024 elections-
focused task force, and the voluntary Code of Conduct for the European Parliament
elections—developed jointly by International Institute for Democracy and Electoral
Assistance (International IDEA), European political parties, and the European
Commission—further reflect the EU’s commitment to coordinated action. These
efforts are supported by mechanisms like the Transparency Center and the Permanent
Taskforce, which monitor the implementation of the Code of Practice on
Disinformation. Data-sharing protocols involving fact-checkers, civil society,
researchers, and platforms, along with private sector commitments such as the “Tech
Accord to Combat Deceptive Use of Al in 2024 Elections”, underscore the broad
stakeholder engagement in this regulatory ecosystem.

These multifaceted policy efforts have significantly strengthened EU-wide
cooperation and stakeholder involvement in countering digital threats to electoral
integrity. By establishing institutional responsibilities and promoting information-
sharing, the EU has helped prevent duplication of efforts and reduce asymmetries across
national governments (Cinelli et al., 2021). In response to the transformative impact of
digitalization on how citizens access and interpret information, several Member States
have enacted legal reforms to criminalize election-related disinformation. Countries such
as Lithuania, Malta, France, Austria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary,
Romania, and Slovakia have amended their Criminal Codes to make the deliberate
spread of false news during elections a punishable offense. These national measures
reflect a growing consensus on the need for enforceable safeguards to protect
democratic processes from manipulation and digital warfare.

The European Union has developed a robust and multifaceted legal framework to
address the growing risks to electoral integrity, information quality, and platform
governance in the digital age. Central to this framework are the Digital Services Act
(DSA) and the Digital Markets Act (DMA), which impose stringent obligations on
very large online platforms (VLOPs) and search engines (VLOSEs) to mitigate
systemic risks to civic discourse, electoral processes, and public security. These
include content moderation duties (Articles 15, 24(1), and 42 DSA), restrictions on
microtargeting (Articles 5(2) and 6(2) DMA), transparency in recommender systems
(Articles 14, 23(4), and 27(3) DSA), and data-sharing requirements with authorities
and researchers (Article 40(4) DSA). Platforms must also inform users about the
nature and targeting of advertisements (Article 26(1) DSA), enhancing transparency
and user awareness.

Complementing these horizontal regulations, the European Media Freedom Act
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(EMFA) addresses sector-specific challenges in the media landscape, including
editorial independence, media pluralism, and protection against unjustified content
removal by VLOPs. The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) plays a critical
role in safeguarding personal data, especially in electoral contexts where political
actors may rely on data brokers and analytics firms to target voters. The ePrivacy
Directive (e-PD) further regulates unsolicited communications and the tracking of user
behavior online. To counter foreign interference and enhance transparency in political
campaigning, the Regulation on the Transparency and Targeting of Political
Adpvertising (TTPA) introduces obligations for service providers and data controllers.
Finally, the Artificial Intelligence Act (AIA) and the emerging Digital Fairness Act
(DFA) address the lawful use of Al systems in elections, ensuring that algorithmic
tools do not undermine democratic processes. Together, these instruments form a
comprehensive legal architecture aimed at reinforcing democratic resilience and
protecting citizens in the digital public sphere.

International cooperation plays a pivotal role in reinforcing the effectiveness and
coherence of regulatory oversight in the digital sphere. By mitigating fragmentation,
preventing regulatory arbitrage, and ensuring the continued relevance of policy
frameworks, cross-border collaboration strengthens the EU’s capacity to safeguard
electoral integrity. Beyond the adoption of binding legal instruments, the European
Union has advanced a wide array of initiatives to counter disinformation and foreign
interference. These include the foundational 2018 Code of Practice on Disinformation
and its enhanced 2022 version, as well as a series of European Parliament resolutions
addressing foreign electoral interference, artificial intelligence, and industrial policy.
Equally vital are capacity-building tools such as international conventions, strategic
communications, and a suite of guidelines and recommendations that provide practical
support for Member States and stakeholders. These instruments address systemic
risks, data protection in political campaigning, and the ethical use of emerging
technologies, including Al and big data.

In response to the intensifying threat of election-related disinformation, the EU
has adopted a multi-level governance strategy to promote regulatory convergence and
institutional resilience. Central to this approach is the European Democracy Action
Plan (EDAP), which seeks to bolster democratic institutions, enhance media
pluralism, and improve transparency. The Digital Services Act (DSA) complements
EDAP by imposing binding obligations on digital platforms to identify and mitigate
systemic risks, marking a shift from voluntary commitments to enforceable legal
standards. The Rapid Alert System further supports this framework by enabling real-
time information exchange among Member States, facilitating swift responses to
cross-border disinformation campaigns. Together, these mechanisms aim to streamline
coordination, reduce information asymmetries, and clarify institutional roles—laying
the groundwork for a more unified and resilient European response to digital threats
against democracy.
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Shared Goals, Divergent Paths: National Strategies and Regulatory Tensions in
Tackling Electoral Disinformation

The regulation of disinformation across the European Union represents a
significant challenge, stemming from Member States” institutional diversity, national
sovereignty and different regulatory incentives. Important challenges can be identified
in the process of harmonizing disinformation regulations across Member States.

Firstly, one central issue is the contested definition of disinformation itself. What
one Member State considers harmful content (disinformation) or illegal content (such as
hate speech, incitement to violence, or child sexual abuse material) may be regarded as
protected speech in another (O Fathaigh et al., 2021). A significant gap in European legal
scholarship lies in the absence of a clear, consistent, and legally binding definition of
disinformation which can further obscure regulatory efforts and cross-border
coordination and raise concerns about the proportionality of state interventions in the
digital informational ecosystem. As O Fathaigh et al. (2021) highlight, existing studies
do not examine in detail how disinformation is defined within EU law or whether
national legislation across Member States effectively aligns with or applies to these
definitions. For clarification, disinformation is defined by the European Commission as
“verifiably false or misleading information that, cumulatively, is created, presented and
disseminated for economic gain or to intentionally deceive the public and that may
cause public harm” (European Commission, 2018). Misinformation “refers to the
unintentional spread of inaccurate information shared in good faith by those unaware
that they are passing on falsehoods. Misinformation can be rooted in disinformation as
deliberate lies and misleading narratives are weaponized over time, fed into the public
discourse and passed on unwittingly”” (United Nations, 2024). The High-Level Expert
Group on fake news and online disinformation (European Commission, Directorate-
General for Communications Networks, Content and Technology, 2018, p.3) defined
disinformation as encompassing “all forms of false, inaccurate, or misleading
information designed, presented and promoted to intentionally cause public harm or for
profit”. Finally, one of the prominent definitions of misinformation, disinformation and
malinformation was developed by Wardle and Derakhshan (2017). Misinformation
happens “when false information is shared, but no harm is meant”; disinformation
happens “when false information is knowingly shared to cause harm”, while
malinformation occurs “when genuine information is shared to cause harm, often by
moving what was designed to stay private into the public sphere”.

As mentioned, O Fathaigh et al. (2021) clarified how these definitions diverge in
scope and emphasis. The authors argued that although all definitions acknowledge the
falsity or misleading nature of information, they vary in their treatment of verifiability,
with the European Commission emphasizing “verifiably false” content and the High-
Level Expert Group including “inaccurate” information. These definitional nuances
have profound implications for freedom of expression, especially if such terms were to
be codified into law rather than remain policy tools. A second major tension arises
from how these definitions conceptualize harm and intent. As O Fathaigh et al. (2021)
highlighted, Wardle and Derakhshan adopt a broad view of harm, encompassing
individuals, groups, and nations, while the European Commission and High-Level
Expert Group focus narrowly on public harm, particularly threats to democratic
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processes and public goods. The European Commission’s definition allows for
disinformation to be identified even if harm is only potential, whereas the other two
require harm as a material condition. This distinction influences how intent is framed:
Wardle and Derakhshan and the High-Level Expert Group link intent directly to
causing harm, while the European Commission defines intent as the act of deceiving
the public, thereby broadening the scope of what qualifies as disinformation.
Additionally, all three definitions overlook the complexity of actor intent in networked
environments, where disinformation may be produced and disseminated by multiple,
intersecting actors with varying motivations. This oversimplification risks undermining
regulatory effectiveness and raises questions about accountability in digital ecosystems.

Additional regulatory tensions emerge from the varied ways in which EU
Member States have criminalized disinformation, false news, or the dissemination of
false information. As outlined by Mutu (2024), national legal frameworks differ
significantly in scope, terminology, and enforcement mechanisms, creating
discrepancies across the Union. For example, Lithuania addresses disinformation under
Article 19 of its Law on the Provision of Information to the Public, while Malta
criminalizes false news through Article 82 of its Criminal Code. France applies Atticle
27 of the Law on Freedom of the Press, and Croatia enforces penalties under Article 16
of the Law on Misdemeanours against Public Order and Peace. Similar provisions exist
in Cyprus (Criminal Code, Article 50), the Czech Republic (Section 357), Greece
(Article 191), and Slovakia (Section 361). Although Hungary, Romania, and Austria
also have relevant legislation, their approaches vary in terms of legal thresholds and
definitions. These discrepancies reflect broader tensions between national sovereignty
and EU-level harmonization, raising concerns about legal fragmentation, inconsistent
enforcement across jurisdictions and potential infringements on freedom of expression.
The criminalization of election-related falsehoods — adopted in Malta, Hungary and
Austria — raises concerns about proportionality and the risk of such laws being misused
to suppress legitimate political discourse. Enforcement practices also vary widely across
jurisdictions, influenced by legal cultures and institutional capacities. In more illiberal
contexts, disinformation regulations may be weaponized against opposition parties, civil
society actors, or independent media, thereby undermining the credibility of EU-wide
efforts and complicating the balance between effective regulation and the protection of
democratic standards.

Digitally advanced countries possess more developed regulatory infrastructures,
allowing them to implement and enforce oversight mechanisms for online content and
platform governance. Some Member States perceive disinformation as a national
security issue, such as Lithuania or France, which have faced targeted disinformation
campaigns by hostile foreign actors. To safeguard the integrity of democratic
processes, the French government enacted two laws on 22 December 2018 (Organic
Law No. 2018-1201 of 22 December 2018 Regarding the Fight Against Information
Manipulation) aimed at curbing the manipulation of information during election
periods. These laws introduced emergency procedures that allow authorities to halt the
spread of false or misleading claims disseminated at scale, particularly when such
content is deliberately amplified through artificial or automated means on public
online platforms. Under these regulations, major digital platforms are required to
inform users about how to report disinformation and must submit annual reports to the
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national media regulator, Arcom. These reports must detail actions taken to ensure
algorithmic transparency, manage sponsored content related to public interest news,
regulate advertising, promote media literacy, and counter the spread of false information
(Mutu, 2024). Additionally, the national audiovisual regulator is empowered to suspend
the broadcast of television services operated by foreign states if they are found to
undermine France’s core national interests, especially by spreading disinformation that
disrupts institutional stability in the three months leading up to a national election. These
measures are reinforced by existing legal provisions, including the 1881 Law on
Freedom of the Press and Article L.97 of the Electoral Code, both of which explicitly
prohibit the dissemination of false news capable of influencing electoral outcomes. In
Germany, the Network Enforcement Act — NetzDG (Bundesgesetzblatt, 2017), which
came into force in January 2018, imposes strict obligations on social media which are
required to swiftly block, filter, and remove illegal content, including ‘“violating
content,” within tight timeframes or risk substantial fines. The law was introduced to
address the growing concerns around hate speech, online radicalization, and the spread
of fake news. Under NetzDG, social media companies must respond to user complaints
about unlawful content that falls under eighteen specific provisions of the German
Criminal Code (Strafgesetzbuch, 1998). They are also required to submit biannual
transparency reports and ensure that false or misleading content, often labeled as “fake
news”, is removed within 24 hours of notification. In Austria, the dissemination of false
information during an election is considered a criminal offense under Article 264 of the
Criminal Code (Criminal Code, Austria). Specifically, it is illegal to publicly spread false
claims that could either prevent eligible voters from casting their ballots or manipulate
their voting decisions, particularly when such claims are made at a time when a
corrective statement cannot be effectively circulated. Violators may face penalties of up
to six months in prison or fines equivalent to 360 daily rates. The law imposes stricter
consequences if the false information is supported by forged or falsified documents
intended to enhance its credibility, in which case the maximum penalty increases to three
years of imprisonment.

The study by the European Audiovisual Observatory (Cabrera Blazquez et al.,
2022) examines how national governments across Europe are responding to the
challenge of online disinformation by promoting user and citizen empowerment. It
highlights that many measures are designed to protect citizens and consumers by
enhancing the quality and accessibility of reliable information. These user-focused
initiatives aim to help individuals identify and resist disinformation, for example, by
reducing the visibility of false content and improving access to trustworthy sources
and diverse viewpoints. The study shows that in addition to targeting users directly,
governments are also placing increased responsibilities on online platforms. These
include requirements for greater algorithmic transparency, obligations for self-
regulation, and tools that enable users to participate in content moderation. Platforms
may also be mandated to de-prioritize, block, or remove certain types of harmful
content and websites. Furthermore, regulatory efforts extend to journalists, media
outlets, and political actors, with measures such as mandatory transparency in online
political advertising and the promotion of fact-checking during election periods.
Together, these strategies reflect a multi-stakeholder approach to combating
disinformation and strengthening democratic resilience.
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The European Audiovisual Observatory’s 2022 study (Cabrera Blazquez et al.,
2022) highlights Italy’s evolving legislative approach to online disinformation, which
has focused more on institutional inquiry and user empowerment than on direct
regulatory enforcement. The Italian bill No. 1900 (Committee of Inquiry into the
Dissemination of False Information, 2021), approved in its first reading by the
Chamber of Deputies, did not introduce binding legal measures to counter the spread
of fake news. Instead, it aimed to establish a parliamentary committee tasked with
investigating large-scale disinformation activities, particularly during sensitive periods
such as electoral campaigns. The committee’s mandate included examining the
origins, financing (including foreign sources), intended impact, and strategic
objectives of disinformation, as well as assessing the adequacy of platform procedures
for content removal. This bill was considered alongside Senate Act No. 1549 (Senate
Act No. 1549 XVIII Legislature, 2021) and Chamber Bill No. 470 presented on 25
October 2022, both of which proposed the creation of similar parliamentary
commissions to investigate the serial and massive dissemination of illegal or false
content via digital platforms. In parallel, as the European Audiovisual Observatory’s
2022 study clarified, user empowerment was addressed through broader legislative
instruments, notably the European Delegation Law No. 53/2021, which authorized the
transposition of the AVMS Directive 2018/1808 into national law. This law
emphasized the need for media service providers, including social platforms, to inform
users about harmful content, such as misleading advertising, and to implement
safeguards against identity misuse and manipulation of public discourse. It also called
for the promotion of digital literacy. These principles were operationalized in
Legislative Decree No. 208/2021 (the new AVMS Code), which introduced specific
obligations for video-sharing platform (VSP) services. Article 42 of the Code requires
VSPs to include clear terms and conditions, provide transparent and accessible
complaint mechanisms, and implement media literacy tools to raise user awareness.

Discussion and Conclusions

The study shows that the European Union’s response to election-related
disinformation reflects a dynamic and evolving regulatory landscape shaped by
coordinated policy efforts. Recognizing the threat posed by malicious actors and digital
interference operations, EU institutions and Member States have embraced a systemic
approach that combines legislative innovation, multi-level governance, and cross-sector
collaboration. Initiatives such as the European Democracy Action Plan, the
EUvsDisinfo project, and the establishment of EDMO and its election-focused task
force illustrate the EU’s commitment to reinforcing information integrity and democratic
resilience. These efforts are further supported by international cooperation, transparency
mechanisms, and voluntary codes of conduct, which engage both public institutions and
private stakeholders, including technology companies addressing deceptive Al content.
Importantly, the criminalization of election-related disinformation in several Member
States signals a growing consensus on the need for enforceable safeguards against
digital manipulation. While challenges remain in harmonizing national approaches and
balancing regulation with fundamental rights, the EU’s multifaceted strategy
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demonstrates a robust commitment to protecting democratic processes in the digital age.

As noted, a fundamental challenge in addressing disinformation across the
European Union lies in the absence of a legally binding definition. As O Fathaigh et al.
(2021) emphasized, what constitutes harmful or illegal content varies significantly
between Member States, with some forms of expression considered criminal in one
jurisdiction and protected speech in another. This definitional ambiguity not only
complicates regulatory coherence but also undermines cross-border coordination, raising
critical concerns about the proportionality and legitimacy of state interventions in the
digital information ecosystem.

Despite persistent challenges, the benefits of coordinated disinformation regulation
within the European Union remain substantial. Harmonization across Member States
can reduce duplication and contradictions in national approaches, streamline compliance
for digital platforms operating transnationally, and reinforce the EU’s normative
leadership in global digital governance. Coordinated action also enables the exchange of
best practices and fosters consistency in enforcement, increasing the likelihood that
platforms will adhere to EU standards. Moreover, unified regulatory efforts enhance the
EU’s geopolitical influence as a champion of responsible, rights-based digital regulation.
To further strengthen this coordination, a series of actionable recommendations emerge
from recent scientific research and policy studies (Mutu, 2024; Mutu, 2025), particularly
those examining the impact of disinformation on electoral processes.

Key among these recommendations is the urgent need to enhance media pluralism
and digital literacy. Policymakers should prioritize initiatives that empower users to
critically navigate digital environments and assess the credibility of the information they
encounter. Regulatory frameworks must incentivize transparency and accountability
among online platforms, promote adherence to journalistic and academic standards, and
support innovation in news media. This includes financial backing for independent
reporting and fact-checking initiatives, as well as the development of news literacy
programs and coordination mechanisms to monitor misinformation and promote the
lawful use of communication technologies. Ahead of elections, governments and
election management bodies should invest in capacity-building efforts focused on digital
campaigning, data protection, disinformation, and generative Al. Future research should
explore how demographic shifts influence news consumption and information-sharing
behaviors. Legislative and regulatory instruments must aim to create secure, inclusive,
and trustworthy digital ecosystems, while safeguarding freedom of expression and
opinion in line with international human rights standards.

Ultimately, fostering international, cross-sectoral, and multi-stakeholder cooperation
is essential to address the complex challenges posed by social media in electoral
contexts. Reinforcing information integrity and coordinating platform governance will
strengthen societal resilience, rebuild public trust, and ensure a harmonized and effective
response to disinformation. This approach not only protects democratic processes within
the EU but also offers a model for policy design and implementation beyond its borders.
In conclusion, the European Union faces a fundamental coordination dilemma:
balancing national sovereignty and institutional diversity with the imperative for a
unified response to rapidly evolving digital threats. Success will depend on pragmatic
harmonization, strategic investment in regulatory infrastructure, and a shared
commitment to upholding democratic values in the digital age.
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Binge-watching on Reels/Shorts in Social Media
Ecosystem: A Study on User Motivation, Gratification and
Behavior

By D. Guna Graciyal” & C. Gladious Guna Ranjini*

The advent of digital media has led to the rise of platforms such as TikTok,
Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube, which enable users to create and share short-
Jform video content - commonly referred to as Reels or Shorts. These user-generated
videos, often featuring trending music, dance challenges, or film dialogues, are
designed to attract widespread engagement and achieve virality. While many users
produce such content to gain visibility, popularity, and engagement, others consume
it—both actively and passively—without time constraints. This pattern of continuous
engagement, particularly prevalent among younger audiences, signals a surge in
digital participation that raises questions about shifiing social and psychological
needs. The primary objective of this paper is to quantitatively analyze and assess
this emerging socially driven behavior among younger generations. The findings
provide insights into the intersection of digital gratification, self-presentation, and
habitual media use.

Keywords: Addiction, Behavioral Pattern, Binge watching, Technology, Virtual
Living.

Introduction

Any piece of media, whether textual or visual, that conveys information to an
audience is collectively referred to as a media message. Such messages may include
text, images, audio, video, graphics, or animation. From time immemorial, print and
electronic media dominated the communication landscape, but this trajectory shifted
with the emergence of virtuality. Digital media introduced virtuality as a new
dimension of media messages through the rise of social media and OTT platforms.

The content of digital media is both innovative and diverse, often characterized by
hashtags and user-generated posts tailored to specific newsfeeds. It empowers users to
actively participate in content creation rather than remain passive consumers. Digital
platforms today are saturated with material shaped by digitization and emerging
technologies, such as virtual and augmented reality, visual graphics, trending reels, and
other innovations in visual content. These developments have enabled individuals to
visualize and imagine life from entirely new perspectives.

From communication and entertainment to gaming and artistic creation, digital
platforms provide users with competitive, cooperative, and immersive experiences by
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blending content with technology. The design of digital content aims to captivate
audiences by simulating virtual realities and enriching social interactions. In doing so,
digital media fosters a dual mode of existence for its users—simultaneously inhabiting
both the real and the virtual spheres.

Virtuality and Vertical Video Revolution

Digital media has provided users with a virtual space for constructing digital
personas, allowing them to customize and self-present by projecting a particular image
to the public. This space not only enables individuals to tailor their self-presentation
according to personal preferences but also facilitates the creation of visual elements
such as photographs and short-form videos. These short-form videos—commonly
referred to as Reels or Shorts (e.g., Instagram Reels, Facebook Reels, and YouTube
Shorts)—are part of the ongoing “vertical video revolution.” Compared to horizontal
videos, vertical videos have gained immense popularity due to their suitability for
social media consumption.

The vertical video trend began with the launch of TikTok in 2018, which ushered
in a new era of short-form video content. TikTok’s cost-efficient, spontaneous, and
trend-driven format attracted millions of users, leading to billions of downloads
worldwide. Videos created on the platform often reached millions of views within
weeks, highlighting its broad reach and engagement. Building on TikTok’s success,
Instagram introduced ‘“Reels” in August 2020, followed by YouTube’s release of
“Shorts” in March 2022. Although each platform differs in its time limits for uploaded
content, all continue to grow rapidly. These apps empower social media users to evolve
into content creators by recording, editing, and sharing their creations with ease.

Reels: Creation and Usage Characteristics

The real driver behind the rapid growth of Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube
lies in their adoption of short-form video strategies. To create such content, users can
record and edit video or photo clips, synchronize them with music, and then share
them through their feeds or stories. Importantly, Reels and Shorts are not limited to
one’s own network; users can view content from any account through the dedicated
Reels/Shorts tab, regardless of whether they follow or are connected to the creator.

The duration of these short-form videos varies across platforms. For instance,
TikTok allows videos up to 60 seconds, Instagram and Facebook Reels permit 60-
second uploads, while YouTube Shorts can run up to one minute (with in-app
creations limited to 15 seconds).

The content of short-form videos is highly diverse. It may include informational
snippets, psychological reflections, celebrity-driven challenges, performances set to
trending songs or film dialogues, user-generated storytelling, silent clips with self-
explanatory visuals, jump-cut edits, lip-syncing or dance routines, ‘“how-to”
demonstrations, promotional materials, travel or food diaries, product reviews,
giveaways, motivational messages, hacks, advertisements, or even casual vlogs of
daily life. This diversity ensures that almost every aspect of day-to-day experience can
be represented, making the format instantly relatable to users.
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What makes these videos particularly engaging is their ability to integrate music,
filters, text, and visual effects, enabling creators to enhance storytelling and capture
attention. For many users, especially those feeling isolated or distressed, scrolling
through Reels and Shorts becomes a form of escape, entertainment, and emotional
relief. At their core, these videos are designed with one central purpose: to make
viewers “‘stop and stare.”

The algorithms behind short-form videos further amplify their impact by fostering
media dependency, driving high audience engagement, and stimulating creativity
through user-friendly tools such as text overlays, filters, and visual effects. Any video
designed within this ecosystem must therefore meet certain underlying criteria: to
capture attention, sustain interest, and encourage interaction.

i. The capability to grab Afttention- usage of thumbnails. Creative and
interesting Thumbnails has the magnetic force to attract the users.
il.  The capability to retain Interest-the content flow. The information flow within
the video has to be short, clear and attention-worthy
ii.  The capability to call to Action-the picturisation. Visual elements used in the
video has to make the social media user swipe up and learn more.

Psychology behind Watching Reels/Shorts

Gen Z is known for quickly adapting to activities that provide pleasure and
excitement—a tendency referred to as hedonic adaptation. Among the many sources
of such pleasure, one of the most prominent is the consumption of Reels and Shorts.
The algorithms behind these short-form videos are programmed to align with a user’s
frame of reference, which is shaped by their viewing and search histories. Reels and
Shorts deliver condensed bits of information paired with trending audio content, often
drawn from popular films and music albums. These videos play sequentially in auto-
play mode, requiring nothing more than a simple swipe from the user.

This mode of consumption has parallels with binge-watching, which originally
described the continuous viewing of multiple episodes of television series on digital
platforms. However, while binge-watching long-form serialized content on OTT
platforms remains popular, the rise of short-form mobile video consumption represents a
new dimension of this behavior. Users increasingly find themselves binge-watching
Reels and Shorts, despite their much shorter duration. This study focuses on
examining the parameters underlying the pleasurable consumption of Reels and
Shorts. Drawing on Media Dependency Theory, it seeks to understand the emerging
patterns of digital dependency, specifically how these platforms fulfill emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral gratifications for users.
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Edward Thorndike, the pioneering psychologist, postulated the Law of Effect in
1898, which states that when an action is rewarded, the likelihood of its recurrence
increases. This principle is evident in child behavior: positive reinforcement such as
applause, praise, stickers, or toys encourages children to repeat desirable actions (e.g.,
cleaning up). Similarly, when social media users receive “invisible rewards” each time
they check their phones to watch Reels or Shorts, the stimulus strengthens the habit.
What begins as a rewarding experience can gradually evolve into an obsession,
followed by habitual behavior (Thorndike, 1898).

Building on theories of media interaction, Gauntlett (2009) introduced the concept
of Media Studies 2.0 on his website, Theory.org.uk. This framework highlights how
internet-based technologies have reshaped the media ecosystem by blurring
geographical boundaries and transforming the ways users encounter, interact with, and
contribute to media content. Gauntlett emphasized that media production has shifted
from being exclusively professional to becoming a participatory and creative everyday
practice. His reflections focus on the participatory possibilities of media users,
encouraging scholars to examine how individuals engage with the media ecosystem
and experience hyper-mediated environments (Gauntlett, 2009).

In a related vein, Ruggiero (2000) explored the interpersonal and qualitative
aspects of mediated communication, noting that the gratifications of social media not
only attract audiences but also sustain their attention, thereby fostering social
engagement (Ramayan et al., 2018). Building on this, studies adopting a Uses and
Gratifications (U&G) perspective have investigated audience engagement (Rubin,
2009). The U&G framework, an audience-centered approach, posits that individuals
actively select media channels to fulfill specific needs (Rubin, 2009). Social media,
with its emphasis on user-generated content, offers a unique set of gratifications
distinct from traditional media forms (Sundar & Limperos, 2013).

Social Engagement through Virtual Spaces

Social engagement in virtual spaces fosters community, transparency, conversation,
and connectedness (Power, 2014). Social media, in particular, promotes two-way
communication, feedback, and information sharing (Mutum & Wang, 2011).

Such engagement has a profound impact on users’ lifestyles—shaping how they
live, exist, and relate to one another. This tendency is closely tied to hedonic adaptation,
defined as the “decline in emotional affective intensity irrespective of circumstances”
(Frederick & Loewenstein, 1999). Users therefore pursue activities that provide
recurring pleasure, while social media algorithms are deliberately designed to minimize
the effects of hedonic adaptation. This dynamic underpins the rise of short-form vertical
videos, popularly known as Reels or Shorts.

The prominence of vertical framing, however, is not new. Historical precedents
can be traced to Asian and pre-Renaissance European art, where visual compositions
often employed vertical orientations, demonstrating that visual art need not conform to
a fixed aspect ratio. This tradition laid the groundwork for later developments in
digital imaging (Navarro-Giiere, 2023). With technological advancements, portable

28



Athens Journal of Mass Media and Communications January 2026

screen devices have become ubiquitous, further conditioning users to adapt seamlessly
to algorithmic changes and the mechanics of the vertical video revolution (Sébire, 2014).

Short-form Video Revolution

Since the early nineteenth century, a series of technological advancements have
shaped the emergence of the vertical video revolution, diversifying audiovisual
content formats for public engagement (Amor6s & Fontan, 2010). Sanders (2023)
observes that vertical videos, often referred to as short-form videos, provide creators
with innovative ways to showcase their content. Reports suggest that the rapid growth
of social media has shortened human attention spans, thereby increasing the demand
for short-form content that gives users a competitive advantage and facilitates
engagement with influencers in the digital sphere. The sequencing of such content also
shapes consumption experiences, as individuals actively switch between options to
maximize enjoyment and pleasure.

Vertical videos, particularly social media Reels, offer an immersive experience in
which visual imagery, sounds, events, emotions, and characters form an imagined
narrative—what Sunderland (2019) describes as a “fictional diegesis.” This immersive
quality captures users’ attention, displacing real-world awareness and reinforcing the
pleasures of virtual engagement.

The digital ecosystem has further encouraged users to embrace vertical video by
creating a sense of personal connection. According to the MOVR Mobile Report (2023),
over 94% of users prefer holding their smartphones vertically, as this orientation
enhances feelings of virtual presence and engagement. While horizontal formats have
traditionally dominated screen-based media such as television and cinema, vertical
formats are increasingly preferred for everyday communication, motivational content,
and psychological connection (Barakat, 2015c; Slade-Silovic, 2018).

Research also shows that vertical videos in the form of Reels and Shorts generate
the highest levels of engagement, outperforming static images and traditional videos in
terms of likes and comments (Liang & Wolfe, 2022). Thus, vertical short-form video
has emerged not only as a technological development but also as a transformative
mode of media consumption.

User Behaviors in Virtual Spaces

Devadas (2022) applied the Uses and Gratifications Theory to identify the
relationship between narcissism and Instagram Reels usage behaviors—namely
creation, consumption, and participation—across age and gender. The study examined
seven motivations for Reels usage: socially rewarding self-promotion, entertainment,
escape, surveillance, novelty, documentation, and trendiness. It concluded that
entertainment seekers were more likely to produce videos and participate actively in
Reels. The study further recommended conducting exploratory research to capture
untapped gratifications behind Reels usage.

Leung and Meng (2021) examined audience ratings of TikTok usage patterns and
gratification-seeking behaviors. The gratifications identified included escape, fashion,
entertainment, information seeking, money-making, sociability, navigability,
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modality, and interactivity. The study explored gratifications in relation to age and
usage patterns, finding that users who were open to new innovations and experiences
tended to engage more actively with TikTok.

Sheldon and Bryant (2016) analyzed the motives behind Instagram usage in
relation to narcissism and contextual age. The motives measured in this study were
surveillance/knowledge about others, documentation, coolness, and creativity. Among
these, surveillance/knowledge about others emerged as the most influential motive,
with Instagram serving as a tool for enhanced interpersonal interaction, cultivating
coolness, and expressing creativity.

Alhabash and McAlister (2014) explored motivations for using Facebook and
Twitter, extending the concept of virality to social networking platforms. In this context,
virality was defined as a way of capturing consumer interest and influencing online
behaviors toward content shared in virtual spaces. Virality has since become an indicator
of online message effectiveness, regardless of the type of content—such as images,
videos, Reels, or paid promotions. It is measured through multiple approaches, including

o The electronic word-of-mouth (€WOM), which is focussed on content sharing
within and across platforms.

o C(lick-through-rates (CTRs) and page views as measures of effectiveness of
the posted content.

® Retaining audience engagement, which includes viewing content, liking/
disliking, sharing, and commenting.

A predominant factor in the above-mentioned approaches is the ability to retain
and sustain user engagement. This is a psychological process that contributes to
virality but does not, in itself, define it. For any social media post—whether a Reel,
status update, or story on platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, or YouTube—to
achieve virality, the idea, visuals, and content must be carefully designed in line with
updated technological innovations. The vertical video revolution, for instance, has
enabled the adoption of innovative methodologies for digital storytelling, incorporating
new forms of visual language (Navarro-Giiere, 2023).

User-Generated Content in Virtual Spaces

Any post that is power-packed with information and visual entertainment—
whether a viral meme, a performance or challenge based on trending film lyrics with
relevant hashtags, a themed humorous post, or viral content created by ordinary
Instagram users, influencers, or YouTube celebrities—can contribute to massive reach
and high engagement. Such Reels and status updates often generate significant views,
likes, shares, and comments across social media platforms (Ananda et al., 2023). The
algorithms behind Instagram/Facebook Reels and YouTube Shorts are designed as
repositories of user-generated content, enabling users to watch videos while exchanging
rewards based on the level of entertainment they provide. These platforms curate an
endless, uninterrupted stream of short videos, where users navigate simply by swiping
up or down (Devadas, 2022). The absence of natural stopping cues often leads users to
binge-watch continuously, without clear limits or interruptions.
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Bingeing and Gratifications

Bingeing helps users experience enjoyment and provides positive gratification
(Podgorelec, 2020). Bingeing, or binge-watching, refers to the consumption of
condensed media content over an extended period of time (Schweidel & Moe, 2016).
This practice offers users a highly rewarding experience, filled with pleasure and
enjoyment, and has the potential to replace reality with virtuality (Flayelle et al., 2020).
Binge-watching often functions as a stress-buster, reducing anxiety and fostering more
relaxed and positive feelings (Troles, 2019). Flayelle et al. (2019) categorized the
emotions associated with binge-watching into positive emotions—such as passion,
pleasure, gratification, and satisfaction—and negative emotions, including guilt, loss of
control, and addiction.

Building on this premise, the present research aims to explore the science of
watching social media Reels and its influence on users’ psychological and emotional
well-being. Specifically, it seeks to analyze how the pleasure derived from Reels has
evolved into a socially driven behavior.

Theoretical Framework
Media Dependency Theory

Media Dependency Theory was postulated by Sandra Ball-Rokeach and Melvin
DeFleur (1976). This theory is based on Uses and Gratifications Theory and Agenda
Setting Theory. People use media for varied reasons, starting from information sharing
to entertainment and establishing relationships. According to this theory, the more the
user is dependent on the media, the more important media becomes for that user. In
such a case, media expresses power and authority over the user.

Media Dependency Theory outlines three mediated relationships, which include
society vs. media, media vs. audience, and society vs. audience. These mediated
relationships indicate that users engage in media only based on their needs and the
gratifications they experience. The three mediated relationships provide three
gratifications to users to meet their needs. First is the need to understand the user’s social
sphere. Second is the need to act in an efficient and significant manner within that social
sphere. Third is the need for escape or to run out of the social sphere during times of
emotional turbulence.

The virtual sphere of social media gives its users a chance to fulfil all the above-
mentioned gratifications in one way or another. Apart from this, the social media
sphere gives users a chance to follow personalities and celebrities of importance,
establishing a parasocial relationship. This relationship is expressed by the sense of
rewarding experience through the “likes,” “shares,” or “comments” on the newsfeed
of the platforms. As a result, many users love swiping up and down the newsfeed just
to enjoy the inexplicable pleasure it provides, as it makes them forget reality and live
in virtuality. Social media thus helps users realise the third gratification—that is, the
need for escape from their physical and mental worries.
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Vertical video creation, or social media reels as they are popularly known, in the
same way gives virtual users a sense of gratification that provides inexplicable
pleasure and enjoyment, making them escape into virtuality. This demonstrates the
power of agenda-setting through trending reels/shorts and stories that become viral.

Building on the existing literature on motivations, gratifications, and media
consumption, it is evident that while several studies have explored general social
media use, research specifically examining vertical video platforms (Reels/Shorts)
remains limited. Moreover, the application of Media Dependency Theory (MDT) to
understand the cognitive, affective, and behavioral drivers of such consumption is still
underexplored. Addressing these gaps, the present study aims to systematically
investigate the motives behind Reels/Shorts consumption and their influence on
engagement behaviors and habitual usage, guided by the theoretical framework of
MDT.

The main objectives of the research paper include:

1. To ascertain the motives behind watching vertical video like reels/shorts,
ii. To analyze the level of watching reels/shorts,
iii. To identify the gratifications that people achieve from watching Instagram
Reels,
iv. To understand the influence of pleasure on the Reels usage motivations and
v. To examine the habitual activity of watching vertical video and its influence
on behavior.

To address these objectives, the study poses the following research questions:

e« RQI1: What are the primary motives and gratifications driving users to
consume vertical videos (Reels/Shorts)?

e RQ2: How do cognitive, affective, and behavioral motives relate to different
engagement behaviors in Reels consumption?

e RQ3: To what extent do these motives predict habitual usage patterns and
dependency on short-form video platforms?

Hypotheses (H): Based on the theoretical framework of MDT, the study also
tests the following hypotheses:

o H1 (Need to Understand — Cognitive Motives): Users with stronger cognitive
motives, such as seeking trend awareness and social updates, will exhibit higher
frequency of Reels/Shorts consumption.

e H2 (Need to Act — Affective Motives): Higher levels of pleasure and social
gratification will be positively associated with engagement in self-presentation
behaviors, such as sharing, commenting, and creating fashion-oriented content.

o H3 (Need to Escape — Behavioral Motives): Users driven by escape motives
will demonstrate increased habitual viewing patterns, including binge-
watching and potential neglect of other responsibilities.
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Methodology

The purpose of this study is to investigate the motivations, gratifications, and
behavioral outcomes of binge-watching Reels/Shorts on social media, within the
framework of Media Dependency Theory (MDT).

Research Design

The study employed a quantitative survey design, supported by descriptive and
exploratory analysis. A structured questionnaire (Appendix 1) was developed based
on three mediation models derived from the postulates of the Media Dependency
Theory, focusing on the research objectives.

Sampling

Purposive sampling was adopted to identify active users of social media
platforms, particularly those consume short-form media content. Respondents have to
satisfy certain pre-requisites. The pre-requisites include: (1) the person should be
active on social media platforms, (2) the person should be interested in watching
reels/shorts and (3) he/she should have interest and ability to create reels/shorts.

This questionnaire-based survey research was performed through online survey
among 300 respondents based on age ranging from 18 to 60 years. After excluding
incomplete and redundant responses, a final sample of 256 participants was retained
for the analysis.

Instrument

These questions were categorised as mediation models (Appendix 1) based out of
the research objectives and derived from the postulates of the Media Dependency
Theory:

e Need to Understand: Motives behind using the social sphere and the
gratifications involved it.
o Motives behind watching reels/shorts
o Frequency of watching reels/shorts
e Need to Act: Social Presentation and performance within the social sphere
and the pleasure motives that engages the user.
o Gratifications achieved by watching reels/shorts
o Influence of pleasure behind watching reels/shorts
e Need for Escape: Using reels/shorts for relief from distraction and coping
during emotional turbulence.
o Behavioral influence on watching reels/shorts

Each item was measured on a S-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 =
Strongly Agree). The instrument was pretested for clarity, and internal consistency
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was confirmed, with Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding 0.70 across all
dimensions, indicating acceptable reliability.

Data Analysis

The study employed a quantitative design and the data were analyzed both
descriptively and inferentially. Descriptive analysis summarized participant
responses across the three mediation models to highlight prevailing motives,
gratifications, and behavioral patterns.

For inferential analysis, Spearman’s rank-order correlation was employed to
examine associations between:

e HI: Hours spent watching Reels/Shorts and cognitive motives (Need to

Understand)
e H2: Pleasure-based motivations and self-presentation behaviors (Need to
Act)
o H3: Escape-related motives and habitual behavioral outcomes (Need to
Escape)
Findings
Descriptive Analysis

The questionnaire comprised demographics and categories based on the
research objectives (Appendix I), which include gender, choice of platform, and
frequency of watching reels/shorts.

This research study focused on 300 respondents. After compilation, a total of
256 survey responses were taken for further analysis. The analysis of the findings
was categorized as analysis of the demographics, followed by the compilation of
the results according to the three mediation models mentioned in the previous
section, and finally an inferential summary based on hypothesis testing to
understand the level of correlation among the parameters.

Table 1. Demographics of the Respondents

CATEGORIES ‘ FREQUENCY
Gender
Male 117
Female 139
Choice of Platform
Facebook 73
Instagram 99
YouTube 84
Frequency of Watching Reels/Shorts
30 mins 16
<lh 42
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Between 1 and 3 h 61
From3to5h 78
More than 5h 59

Table 1 depicts the demographics, revealing that the majority of respondents,
with respect to gender, are female, though the difference is slight. Females tend to
watch more vertical videos, as they are generally more sociable and emotional
compared to males, who are more informative and content-oriented. The majority of
respondents prefer Instagram for watching vertical videos over YouTube or Facebook.
Instagram, as a social media platform, provides its reel-watchers with greater media
engagement, enriched visual aesthetics, and more features compared to YouTube and
Facebook. The frequency of watching reels shows a significant breakthrough, with
most users spending between one to three hours—or even more—on the activity. This
clearly indicates that users tend to consume more vertical video content, as it lacks a
natural stopping cue.

Analysis

Table 2. Analysis of Motives and Gratifications behind watching Reels/shorts

|SA| A[ N[ D |sD

Motives

To see “status updates” of my friends 83 | 109 | 51 9 4
To follow/interact with friends 63 91 57 31 14
It is fun and entertaining 21 | 43 137 | 36 19
To broaden my circle of friends 53 | 143 | 34 20 6
To creep through other people's posts 91 7 83 31 12
Gratifications

To find like-minded people 41 91 77 27 21
To create stories/show off my skills. 61 | 111 | 81 8 3
To self-promote and become popular and viral 55 1102 | 77 11 5
To archive and share my life 31 79 | 102 | 32 12
Because reels/shorts are new and watching it amusesme | 25 | 98 83 37 13

Many respondents tend to use the social sphere for a variety of reasons, whereas
watching vertical videos in the form of Reels/Shorts offers certain peculiar advantages.
Although motives and gratifications vary according to user perspectives, the
predominant objective is to understand the psychology behind watching Reels/Shorts
(Table 2).

With respect to motives, the results reveal that “status updates” serve as the
primary attraction point for most users to initiate the process of watching Reels/Shorts.
A majority of respondents agreed that they explore social media mainly to follow and
interact with friends, which helps them broaden their social circle. Some users also
indicated that they use social media to explore and observe other people’s posts.

On the other hand, watching vertical videos in the form of Reels/Shorts provides
significant gratification. Most respondents believe that the social media sphere enables
them to find like-minded people while offering options to archive and share aspects of
their lives. More than 90% of the respondents claimed that Reels/Shorts, being
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relatively new, amuse and fascinate them, motivating them to create stories and
showcase their skills and creativity. Users further agreed that custom-created stories in
the form of Reels/Shorts can function as vehicles for self-promotion, helping them
gain popularity and remain on-trend or viral (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Graphical Representation for the Analysis of Motives and Gratifications
behind watching Reels/shorts
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Table 3. Analysis of Influence of Pleasure behind watching Reels/shorts

Influence of pleasure SA | A N D SD
Makes me forget my worries 49 103 | 51 19 34
Makes me to get away from reality for a while 48 95 73 22 18
Need to look stylish, Brand-conscious and fashionable | 83 114 | 34 14 11
Want to increase follower count 66 134 | 44 10 3
A financial ‘game-changer’ 28 53 121 | 36 18

Watching Reels/Shorts, although often a monotonous activity, ultimately depends
on the user (Table 3). This activity can be sustained only when it engages with
emotional psychology. Many respondents agreed that watching Reels/Shorts allows
them to momentarily escape reality, and prolonged viewing provides an inexplicable
pleasure—a pleasure that transcends pain. Beyond personal gratification, a significant
benefit lies in the potential to increase followers or friend counts. The vertical video
revolution is therefore not merely about watching Reels/Shorts; it has also become a
financial game changer. Once users begin creating their own videos, the process gives
them confidence while enabling them to present themselves as stylish and fashionable

(Figure 2).

Figure 2. Graphical Representation for the Analysis of Influence of Pleasure behind
watching Reels/shorts
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Although watching Reels/Shorts provides considerable pleasure, it also
influences users’ behavioral practices (Table 4). Users are affected by this vertical
video revolution, as creating Reels can confer a sense of celebrity status along with an
added tinge of confidence and pride when others like their posts. Many respondents
agreed that this perceived celebrity status helps extend their virtual friendship
boundaries. Respondents also noted that creating Reels to attract the attention of other
users positions them as an attention hotspot, thereby increasing their sense of social
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comparison across multiple dimensions. These heightened states of pride, attention-
seeking, and status maintenance lead users to invest more time exploring Reels and
Shorts, motivating them to create additional content aligned with trending topics. This
process is highly engaging and, for many users, sufficiently addictive that they may
temporarily forget everyday necessities, immersing themselves in their virtual
existence (Figure 3).

Table 4. Analysis of Influence of behavior behind watching Reels/shorts

Behavioral influence SA | A N D SD
Gives celebrity status 51 124 | 36 31 14
A pride that users will always like my posts 59 99 49 37 12
Feel of being the centre of attention 60 100 | 47 38 11
To connect with people extending the virtual boundary | 52 86 70 35 13
A sense of social comparison 49 133 | 51 19 4
Makes me Binge-watch 38 85 73 42 18
Forgetting the necessity of life 66 96 74 11 9

Figure 3. Graphical Representation for the Analysis of Influence of behavior behind
watching Reels/shorts
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Inferential Analysis

To test the proposed hypotheses, both chi-square tests and Spearman’s rank-order
correlations were performed. The findings of which are given as under:

H1: Need to Understand (Motives — Frequency of Watching)

Chi-square analysis testing the association between hours watched and cognitive
motives (e.g., status updates, broadening circles) yielded non-significant results, y*(4,
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N =256)=0.00, p=1.00. However, Spearman’s correlation indicated a weak positive
association between frequency of watching and social-informational motives (p =
0.18, p <0.05). This partially supports HI, suggesting that higher cognitive motives
are modestly linked to increased viewing frequency.

H2: Need to Act (Pleasure — Self-Presentation)

Pleasure items (e.g., feeling stylish, increasing followers) were correlated with
self-presentation behaviors (e.g., celebrity status, pride from likes). Results indicated a
moderate positive association, p = 0.28, p < 0.01. Although chi-square tests again
returned non-significant outcomes [¢*(4, N = 256) = 0.00, p = 1.00], descriptive
distributions supported the trend. These findings support H2, confirming that pleasure-
driven motives reinforce self-presentation behaviors.

H3: Need to Escape (Escape Motives — Behavioral Dependency)

Escape-related motives (e.g., forgetting worries, escaping reality) showed the
highest mean scores across all categories. Correlations with behavioral outcomes (e.g.,
binge-watching, forgetting necessities of life) were positive and moderate-to-strong, p
=0.30, p <0.01. While chi-square outputs remained non-significant [y*(4, N = 256) =
0.00, p = 1.00), descriptive evidence strongly supports H3, indicating that escape
motives predict habitual and dependency-related behaviors.

Discussion

This study examined motives, gratifications, and behavioral outcomes of watching
short-form videos (Reels/Shorts) through the lens of Media Dependency Theory
(MDT). Findings confirm that individuals depend on media to satisfy cognitive,
affective, and behavioral needs, aligning with the triadic postulates of MDT.

As users engage with Reels/Shorts, they become fascinated with the motives and
gratifications driving vertical video consumption. The results suggest that cognitive
motives—such as staying updated and broadening social circles—are positively
correlated with viewing frequency (p = 0.18, p < 0.05). Users consume these videos
for information and gratification, making them highly attractive. The novelty and
visual appeal of short-form content provide entertainment and cognitive engagement,
fostering a sense of belonging in the digital social sphere. Personalized algorithms and
immersive platform designs further amplify dependency.

Analysis of motives and gratifications revealed heightened media engagement.
Reels/Shorts, being new and on-trend, amuse users with variegated, visually compelling
content requiring minimal attention. Both watching and creating these videos provide
satisfaction, fostering habitual consumption. Compared to addictive continuous video
gaming, watching Reels/Shorts promotes repeated engagement and habituation.

These videos also encourage self-presentation. Respondents reported
heightened pride and social comparison when observing others’ content, which
enhances recognition, expands social boundaries, and boosts confidence. Over 90%
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of respondents indicated that Reels keep them fashionable and relevant, enhancing
their digital persona and providing behavioral engagement through validation and
influence (p =0.28, p <0.01).

Humans’ innate desire for self-expression and social validation is satisfied
through Reels/Shorts. Sharing content and receiving feedback motivates users to
invest further in creation or consumption, fostering memory and experience. Short-
form content presents information concisely and uniquely, appealing visually within
the social media environment.

Reels also provide escapism, offering a pleasurable detachment from reality (p =
0.30, p < 0.01). This immersive experience, however, carries addiction risk, as users
prioritize virtual gratification over real-life engagement. The absence of stopping cues
amplifies dependency and can displace real-world priorities.

Rapidly evolving content feeds encourage extended virtual engagement to
maintain simulated pleasure and stay informed about trends. Binge-watching Reels
stimulates pleasure hormones, generating cycles of continued engagement and
reinforcing immersion in virtuality.

From the MDT perspective, users consume vertical videos to maintain relevance
within the virtual ecosystem. Reels provide social updates and factual snippets,
enhancing social awareness and mitigating FOMO, satisfying the first postulate of
“need to understand” and cognitive gratification. Pleasure-driven motivations, including
posting, creating, or watching content, allow users to self-present, gain social validation,
and regulate emotions. These motivations also support influencer or celebrity status,
aligning with affective and behavioral gratifications.

Finally, Reels/Shorts enable users to escape reality and form parasocial
relationships with celebrities, reinforced through likes, shares, and comments. Many
users scroll continuously to enjoy the pleasure provided, fulfilling the need to escape
from physical and mental concerns.

Collectively, these gratifications make watching Reels/Shorts a habitual behavior
among the current techno-generation, fostering physiological dependency. Users
engage with this content not only for entertainment but also to satisfy deeper needs to
understand, act within, and escape from their social environment.

Conclusion

Vertical videos in the form of Reels/Shorts comprise a realm of short-form
content designed for rapid consumption and entertainment in today’s fast-paced
world. The social media environment, featuring vertical videos, fosters emotional
resonance and relatability, providing users with fulfillment and enjoyment through
built-in parameters such as ease of access, personalized algorithms, and immersive
design. Together, these features create a digital ecosystem that satisfies users’ emotional,
cognitive, and adaptive needs.

Reels/Shorts also serve as avenues for self-expression, identity construction, and
social validation, offering emotional escape and behavioral reinforcement. Each
viewing experience can trigger increased hormonal responses aligned with pleasure
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and reward, encouraging users to prioritize virtual gratifications over real-life
interactions.

Furthermore, Reels/Shorts facilitate digital escapism—disconnecting from reality
and immersing in virtuality—which fulfills users’ social and emotional needs. By
presenting a curated version of virtual reality, Reels/Shorts enable social comparison
within the social media sphere. The emotional stimulation derived from these videos
elevates dopamine levels, a neurotransmitter associated with happiness and reward,
enhancing engagement through personalized, user-generated content. Platform
algorithms encourage continuous scrolling, creating a seamless flow of information
and a strong sense of continuity.

While these gratifications provide enjoyment and engagement, they can also induce
behavioral changes with potential risks. Excessive consumption may affect attention
span, psychological and emotional well-being, and lead to long-term dependency. The
repeated dopamine stimulation reinforces the habit, making the activity both rewarding
and potentially addictive. Over time, this socially driven habit may develop into a
consistent behavior and, eventually, a personality trait in the emerging digital generation.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

This study has several limitations that can guide future research. First, the current
study focuses on Instagram Reels users from a limited territory; therefore, caution is
needed when generalizing the findings, as patterns may differ across nations and
cultures. Second, the study primarily examines Reels engagement behavior through a
content analysis based on the applied theoretical framework; aspects such as
doomscrolling, engagement influence, content creation, and related consumption
behaviors were not examined. Third, while the study explores motives behind Reels
usage, variables such as age and gender were not incorporated into the research
process. Finally, the study relies mainly on descriptive statistics, with limited
inferential analysis performed for validation.

Future research could include age as a dependent variable to analyze Reels usage
behavior, investigate media consumption through doomscrolling, and conduct
comparative studies across various platforms.
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Appendix I
Questionnaire
Demographics
1. Name
2. Gender Male/Female
3. Choice of platform Facebook/Instagram/YouTube

Section I-Need to Act

Motives behind watching reels/shorts
4. To see “visual status updates” of my friends.
5. To follow/interact with friends
6. Itis fun and entertaining
7. To broaden my circle of friends
8. To creep through other people's posts.
Frequency of watching reels/shorts
30 mins
<lh
Between 1 and 3 h
From3to5h
More than 5 h

Section II-Need to Understand

Gratifications achieved by watching reels/shorts

9. To find like-minded people

10. To create stories/show off my skills.

11. To self-promote and become popular and viral

12. To archive and share my life

13. Because reels/shorts are new and watching it amuses me
Influence of pleasure behind watching reels/shorts

14. Makes me forget my worries

15. Makes me to get away from reality for a while

16. Need to look stylish, Brand-conscious and fashionable

17. Want to increase follower count

18. A financial ‘game-changer’

Section I1I-Need to Escape

Behavioral influence on watching reels/shorts
19. Gives celebrity status
20. A pride that users will always like my posts
21. Feel of being the centre of attention
22. To connect with people extending the virtual boundary
23. A sense of social comparison
24. Makes me Binge-watch
25. Forgetting the necessity of life
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How User-Generated Content Shapes Brand
Authenticity and Shopping Behavior in Social Media
Advertising: A Consumer Perspective

By Dina Younis™

This study aims to understand and examine how user generated content (UGC)
and the use of micro-celebrities on popular social media platforms such as
Instagram and TikTok influence the shopping behavior of Generation Z. The
researcher argues that exposure to UGC will significantly increases the users’
intentions to search for online products, in addition to exploring how UGC
influences consumer perceptions of brand authenticity in social media advertising.
As consumers increasingly seek genuine connections with brands, this research
will analyze how UGC, when incorporated into social media ads, can enhance
or detract from perceived brand authenticity and consumer trust. A quantitative
approach will be employed to analyze data through a questionnaire that will be
distrusted to a sample compromised of active social media Generation Z users.

Introduction

Today, in this digital era, user-generated content (UGC) has emerged as a
transformative force in shaping consumer perception and behavior, specifically
with the younger audience who are digital natives and are greatly affected by
others’ recommendations and organic content. Studies (Puha et al, 2020), showed
that the usage of UGC enhances and increases the credibility of brand messages
which leads to a rise in users’ engagement and increased search behavior. Moreover,
Individuals tend to value more authentic messages over polished marketing
messages. It was found that users respond more positively to content that is created
by their peers or micro-influencers than to traditional advertising messages. De
Veriman and Hudders (2020) found that authenticity is a crucial factor in the
relationship between the influencer, the content, and the consumer’s trust and
attitudes. In general, UGC by nature has a high perception of being more
trustworthy, credible, and less biased than paid, non-organic messages. Unlike
traditional marketing content, UGC is created and shared by everyday users, often
perceived as more authentic, credible, and relatable. Platforms like Instagram and
TikTok have become central to this dynamic, allowing users to interact with
brand-related content in real time. As peer recommendations and organic posts
increasingly influence how brands are evaluated, it becomes essential to
understand the mechanisms. This study examines how exposure to user-generated
content on Instagram and TikTok influences digital natives’ product search
behavior, perceptions of brand authenticity, and online shopping engagement.
Through this investigation, the research offers empirical evidence on the

“Lecturer, MSA University, Egypt.
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growing significance of UGC in shaping consumer-brand interactions within
the digital marketing ecosystem.

Literature Review

User-generated content (UGC) is defined as any media content that is produced
or created by the end user consumer and public rather than by paid professionals
and is primarily shared online (OECD, 2007). UGC is typically found on social
media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, TikTok, etc., and on
review sites, where users actively engage with the product and contribute their
own opinions and experiences. According to Kaplan and Haenlien (2010), they
argued that UGC contains three important requirements: first UGC must be
accessible by the public, second, UGC must involve some creative effort, and
third UGC must be conducted and executed with no professional practices.
UGC helped users to move from passive media consumers to being active
media participants by sharing their own opinions and reviews.

In marketing and branding, UGC plays a crucial role in influencing consumer
behavior. According to Berthon et al. (2008), user-generated content represents a
form of consumer empowerment, as individuals are no longer passive recipients of
marketing messages but active participants in brand storytelling. Past scholars and
researchers have noted that UGC is more commonly used by digital natives, who
grew up with digital communication and high-speed internet. These individuals
make up a significant percentage of today’s population, with 32%, they are active
social media users as they visit various social media platforms more than twice
daily. Exposing them to numerous digital advertisements and messages on various
social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube. As a result of its
widespread popularity, social media has become a crucial part of these users’ daily
lives.

Djafarova and Trofimenko (2019) argued that individuals’ trust in a certain
brand increases when they are exposed to UGC content that aligns with their
personal values and social identity. Further studies support these findings, where
Jiménez-Castillo and Sanchez-Fernandez (2019) found that online word of mouth
and UGC play a crucial role in shaping consumer trust and brand loyalty.

According to Lou and Yuan (2019), repeated exposure to UGC content on
TikTok and Instagram boosts users’ emotional ties with brands, which increases
their purchase intent. UGC greatly influences younger generations’ perceptions of
brands, trust, and shopping habits. It promotes brand authenticity, enhances
credibility, and encourages both intention and action, making it a vital part of any
brand's social media plan aimed at this demographic.

This study aims to examine the impact of User-generated Content (UGC)
on users’ online purchase intent, brand credibility, authenticity, and shopping
behavior. Specifically, the study investigates how exposure to UGC on TikTok
and Instagram influences respondents’ purchase intentions, brand engagement,
and perceptions of brand credibility and authenticity. The research identified
the following objectives:

46



Athens Journal of Mass Media and Communications January 2026

First, to study the relationship between UGC exposure and users’ intention to buy and
search for online brands. Second, this study aims to examine how UGC influences users’
perceptions of brand authenticity in social media advertising and to evaluate the role of
UGC in enhancing users’ trust in the brand and their perception of brand credibility.
Third, to analyze the extent to which UGC on TikTok and Instagram impacts users’
online shopping behavior. Thus, the researcher was able to formulate the following
research hypothesis to meet the study’s goal.

Hypothesis #1 (H1): Exposure to user-generated content on social media platforms
(TikTok and Instagram) leads to an increase in users' intentions to search for
online products.

Hypothesis #2 (H2): Exposure to user-generated content on social media platforms
(TikTok and Instagram) positively influences users’ perceptions of brand
authenticity in social media advertising.

Hypothesis #3 (H3): The more users are exposed to user-generated content on
TikTok and Instagram, the more they are likely to engage in online shopping
behavior.

Hypothesis #4 (H4): Users’ exposure to user-generated content on social
media platforms (TikTok and Instagram) positively affects their trust in the
brand and brand credibility.

Research Methodology
Research Design

This study employed a quantitative methodology to examine the influence of
user-generated content (UGC) on individuals’ online shopping behaviors,
perception of brand authenticity, and brand trust on social media platforms such as
TikTok and Instagram. A survey method was used as the main method of data
collection to measure the relationships between variables at a single point in time.
This approach is appropriate for testing the proposed research hypotheses.

Population and Sampling

The population for this study consists of digital native individuals (aged 18—
29) who are active users of TikTok and Instagram and have experience with online
shopping. A non-probability purposive sampling technique is used to select
participants who meet these criteria. The research employed a purposive
sampling technique, as they all must fit the criteria of being digital natives and
being active users on these social media platforms (Instagram and TikTok).
The survey was distributed online to a sample size of 200 respondents (n=200).
While a sample size of 200 may be considered modest in large-scale research,
it is adequate and appropriate for this study for several reasons. First, the study
focuses mainly on active users, who must be active consumers of UGC on
TikTok and Instagram. This is a very specific group that requires purposive
sampling; thus, it is more important to collect data from the right sample and
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participant than to gather a larger, less targeted sample. Second, time
constraints were an influence on the sample size, as the data collection was
done in a limited time frame. This restricted the researcher’s ability to reach a
larger number of participants while maintaining validity and reliability. Third,
many other similar studies in this field of digital media and communication
have conducted sample sizes between 150 and 250 and still produced valid
results (e.g., Lou and Yuan, 2019; Djafarova and Trofimenko, 2019).

Method of Data Collection

Data was collected through a structured online questionnaire distributed on
social media platforms (e.g., Instagram, TikTok, WhatsApp). The survey was
designed using Google Forms to ensure accessibility and ease of use among
tech-savvy users. Participation was voluntary, and anonymity was guaranteed.
The questionnaire remained open for responses between April 15 and May 1,
2025, allowing for sufficient time to reach the target audience and ensure data
accuracy within the defined sampling criteria.

The questionnaire consists of five sections:

1. Demographics — gender, age, platform used
Exposure to UGC — measured by items assessing frequency and type of
UGC consumed

3. Online Shopping Behavior — including product search and purchase
behavior post-UGC exposure

4. Perceived Brand Authenticity — using a 3-point Likert scale, statements
regarding brand authenticity

5. Brand Trust and Credibility — using a 3-point Likert scale, statements
regarding credibility and trust.

Research Variables

In order to accurately measure the study’s hypothesis, the researcher was first
able to provide an operational definition for each variable.

Digital Natives Users: In this research, they are defined as those users who
were born between 1996 and 2010. Meaning participants between the ages of 18
to 29 are considered representative of digital natives, as this group was born in the
era of high-speed internet and social media platforms.

Online Shopping Behavior: This variable relates to any action or behavior
taken by individuals through the process of purchasing products online. It also
encompasses the action of searching for the product information, reading reviews,
and completing online purchases. It is measured through the frequency and
likelihood of online product searches and purchases after viewing UGC.

Brand Authenticity: This variable is defined as the extent to which an
individual perceives the brand as genuine, transparent, and aligned with their
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values. This is measured by surveying the participants, asking how sincere,
real, and honest a brand appears in UGC.

Brand Trust and Credibility: This variable is defined as the extent to which
individuals see the brand as reliable and trustworthy. It includes perceptions of the
brand’s expertise and integrity. These are measured using established Likert-
scale statements that asses individual’s confidence in and perceived reliability
of the brand after exposure to UGC.

Exposure to UGC: This variable refers to the extent and frequency
individuals encounter and see UGC content on social media platforms. In this
study, it is measured using established Likert-scale statements that see how
often participants see brand-related UGC on TikTok and Instagram.

Results

The survey was divided into five main sections, with the first section
asking about social media usage and degree of activity. Survey results showed
that social media is deeply integrated into the daily lives of the respondents,
where they were asked "How often do you use social media platforms?" The
majority answered with 95% “Daily”, showcasing a very high level of engagement.
Moving on to content creation and posting, when asked How often do you post
content on Instagram or TikTok? 40% of participants reported that they
“Occasionally (a few times a month)” post on Instagram or TikTok, 38.26%
post “Regularly (at least once a week)”, while 18.26% post “Rarely (once or
twice a year)”, and only 3.48% reported “Never” posting. Figure 1 shows the
percentage of Content Posting Frequency on Instagram/TikTok.

Figure 1. Content Posting Frequency on Instagram/TikTok

0. Content Posting Frequency on Instagram/TikTok
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When asked, “Which social media platforms do you actively use? Most
respondents said they frequently use Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook, showing
where users mainly encounter digital content. Additionally, in response to 'Are you
familiar with the term 'user-generated content' (UGC)?", 78.26% of respondents

49



Vol. 12, No. 1 Younis: How User-Generated Content Shapes Brand Authenticity and...

answered “Yes,” indicating a strong awareness of the concept, while 21.74%
answered “No.” These results demonstrate that most respondents have a high level
of engagement with social media, with many reporting daily use. Instagram and
TikTok are the most popular platforms, followed closely by Facebook and Snapchat.
Regarding the UGC concept, the results show it is widely recognized among this
demographic. These findings support the idea that digital native users are not only
very active on social media but also knowledgeable about the role of user-generated
content in digital interactions and brand communication. To measure the variable
purchase intention, a 3-point Likert scale was used, involving five statements for the
respondents. First, I often see regular people posting about products on social media.
Second, I pay attention to reviews, stories, or videos shared by other users. Third,
seeing posts from others about a product makes me want to learn more about it.
Fourth, after seeing someone post about a product, I usually search for it online.
Fifth, Posts from other users make me curious to explore similar products or brands.
The overall mean score for the purchase intention variable is 2.69 with a standard
deviation of 0.39. This shows that, on average, participants were leaning more
towards agreeing with the five-purchase related statement, with relatively low
variability, and that most participants gave similar answers.

For the brand authenticity variable, respondents with ask a total of 5
statements that they had to answer using a 3- point Likert scale. First, I believe
brands that share or promote user content are more authentic. Second, seeing
real people using a product builds trust in the brand. Third, I believe a brand is
more genuine when it features everyday users. Fourth, I’'m more likely to trust
a brand if it interacts with customers' content. And fifth, I perceive a brand as
more honest when it uses customer content in its ads. The overall mean score
for the Brand Authenticity variable is 2.70 with a standard deviation of 0.38.
This shows that on an average participant were leaning more towards agreeing
with the five-purchase related statement, with relatively low variability and that
most participants gave similar answers

For the Shopping behavior variable respondents were asked a total of 5
statements that they had to answer using a 3- point Likert scale. First, I often
see user-generated product content on TikTok and Instagram. Second, TikTok/
Instagram influence my shopping decisions. Third, I have purchased a product
after seeing it on TikTok or Instagram. Fourth, these platforms encourage me
to explore online shops. Fifth, my online purchases are often influenced by
content I see on these platforms. The overall mean score for the shopping
behavior variable is 2.71 with a standard deviation of 0.41 Results showed that
on an average, participants were leaning more towards agreeing with the five-
purchase related statement, with relatively low variability and that most
participants gave similar answers.

Finally, for the last variable, Brand trust and credibility, respondents were
asked a total of 5 statements that they had to answer using a 3-point Likert scale.
First, A brand seems more believable and credible when real customers recommend
it. Second, I believe user-generated content is more trustworthy than traditional
advertising. Third, I rely on others’ social media posts to decide if a brand is
trustworthy. Fourth, Brands featured in customers’ reviews feel more reliable
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and authentic to me. The overall mean score for the shopping behavior variable
is 2.68 with a standard deviation of. This shows that on average participants
were leaning more towards agreeing with the five-purchase related statement,
with relatively low variability and that most participants gave similar answers.
The data shows that UGC has a positive influence on brand perception and
consumer behavior and that there’s a consistent pattern across respondents in
how they view and act on UGC.

Discussion

To test the first hypothesis (H1), which analyzes the relationship between users’
intention to search for online products and exposure to user-generated content
(UGC), a Pearson correlation coefficient test was employed. This statistical test was
chosen as it was found to be the most appropriate one, given that both variables are
measured using a numerical Likert scale. Participants responded to multiple
statements on a 3-point Likert scale (1 = Disagree, 2 = Neutral, 3 = Agree), and an
aggregated score was calculated by averaging the relevant items for each variable.
Findings showed that there is a strong positive relationship between exposure to
UGC and purchase intention, where p= 0.001 and (r): 0.645. Results supported H1
as it was found to be statistically significant. Findings are shown further in Figure 2.

Figure 2. A Scatter Plot Illustrating the Strong Positive Correlation between UGC
Exposure and Purchase Intention (H1)
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Concerning H2, it examined the relationship between UGC and brand
authenticity. H2 states that Exposure to user-generated content positively influences
Users’ perceptions of brand authenticity on social media platforms. A one-way
ANOVA test was conducted to test whether there is a statistically significant
difference or not. One-Way ANOVA is particularly suitable in this context as it
assesses whether mean differences exist between multiple independent groups on a
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continuous dependent variable. Results of the ANOVA tests showed that there is a
statistically significant difference in brand authenticity scores across UGC exposure
groups, with a p-value of 0.001. This indicates that users who were more frequently
exposed to UGC perceived brands as significantly more authentic compared to those
with lower exposure to UGC. Findings supported Hypothesis 2 (H2). Figure 3
further illustrates the findings.

Figure 3. A Bar Chart showing how Brand Authenticity Score Significantly Increases
with Higher Levels of UGC Exposure (H2)
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To test the third hypothesis (H3), which analyzed the relationship between
exposure to user-generated content (UGC) and engagement in online shopping
behavior, a Pearson correlation coefficient test was employed. Participants
responded to multiple statements on a 3-point Likert scale (1 = Disagree, 2 =
Neutral, 3 = Agree), and aggregated scores were calculated by averaging the
relevant items for each variable. Findings showed that there is a strong positive
relationship between exposure to UGC and shopping behavior, where the p-value
1s 0.003 and (r): 0.619. Results supported H3 as it was found to be statistically
significant. Findings showed that increased UGC exposure leads to more online
shopping behavior. Results are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Pearson Correlation Results for Hypothesis 3 (H3)

. Correlation N .
Hypothesis | Test Used Coefficient (r) p-value | Significance | Interpretation
H3: UGC
Expp sure = Pearson Statistically | Strong positive
Online . 0.619 0.003 o ; .

. Correlation Significant relationship
Shopping
Behavior

Lastly, for the fourth hypothesis (H4), which examined the relationship between
exposure to UGC on social media and brand trust and credibility, a Pearson
correlation coefficient test was employed. (H4) states that users’ exposure to user-
generated content on social media positively affects their trust in the brand and brand
credibility. Participants responded to multiple statements on a 3-point Likert scale (1
= Disagree, 2 = Neutral, 3 = Agree), and aggregated scores were calculated by
averaging the relevant items for each variable. Findings showed that there is a strong
positive relationship between exposure to UGC and brand trust and credibility,
where p 0.002 and (r): 0.559. Results supported H4 as it was found to be statistically
significant. Moreover, findings showed a moderate to strong correlation between the
two variables, where UGC positively affects brand trust and credibility among the
respondents. Results are shown table 2.

Table 2. Pearson Correlation Results for Hypothesis 4 (H4)

. Correlation - .
Hypothesis | Test Used Coefficient (r) p-value Significance | Interpretation
H4: UGC
Exposure oy Moderate to
— Brand C(ljreraeﬁ(t)irz)n 0.559 0.002 SStiat;Sitfliiilrlli] strong positive
Trust & £ relationship
Credibility

Conclusion

Today, User-generated content has shown to be a powerful influence on the
digitally native user. These users are found to be highly responsive to peer
recommendations and authentic content. This study aimed to measure the influence
of the UGC on social media and brand acceptance, authenticity and trust. The study
conducted empirical tests and presented evidence which showed that exposure to
UGC on social media platforms (Instagram and TikTok) have a significant influence
on the users’ perception and shopping behaviors. The study has three primary
objectives, to analyze the relationship between exposure to UGC and users’ intention
to purchase online brands, to analyze how UGC affect the perception of brand
authenticity and credibility and lastly to examine the influence UGC have on users’
online shopping behavior, specifically focusing on on platforms like TikTok and
Instagram. To address these objectives, the research operationalized key variables
using Likert-scale measurements and tested four hypotheses through Pearson

53




Vol. 12, No. 1 Younis: How User-Generated Content Shapes Brand Authenticity and...

correlation and One-Way ANOVA. The results of this study showed a strong
positive relationship between UGC exposure and the four variables: purchase
intention, perceived brand authenticity, shopping behavior, and brand trust and
credibility. In summary, it was found that higher levels exposure to UGC were
linked with an increase in users’ engagement, suggesting that UGC plays a
critical role in shaping brand-consumer dynamics in online platforms. These
findings reinforce the value of UGC as an authentic and influential form of
advertising among digital-native generations.

This study highlights how user-generated content (UGC) does greatly influence
digital natives’ online shopping behaviors and also how they perceive brands across
social media platforms like Instagram and TikTok. Frequent exposure to UGC
positively correlates with shopping activity, brand trust, perceived brand authenticity,
with higher purchase intention, the findings confirm. That UGC acts as a credible
information source with a persuasive force shaping decisions these results suggest.
The same pattern shows through consistent responses for variables: brands relatable to
peers, endorsed by them, and authentic get digital natives. The study does contribute to
the ever-growing body of literature stressing the already calculated value of UGC in
digital marketing. Brands can benefit greatly if they aim to build long-term trust and
loyalty with younger, socially connected audiences. This research offers some
empirical evidence with practical perceptions. Marketers should thus value real user
connection more than just slick advertising content in this evolving digital world.

Recommendations and Limitations

Building on the findings of this study, several recommendations are proposed for
future research. First, researchers are encouraged to conduct comparative studies that
evaluate the effectiveness of user-generated content (UGC) with other forms of digital
and traditional advertising, such as traditional ads, influencer marketing, and branded
content. This would aid in identifying strengths and weakness of UGC in different
promotional materials. Second, while this study focused on the positive impact of
UGC, suggestion for future research should also explore its potential negative effects,
such as the spread of misinformation, over-commercialization, or erosion of trust
when content is perceived as inauthentic. lastly, future studies should seek to diversify
the sample demographically and geographically to enhance the generalizability of the
findings. Including participants from different age groups, countries, and cultural
backgrounds would allow for a more better understanding of how UGC functions
across audiences. While this study provides valuable insights into the influence of
user-generated content on digital natives’ brand perceptions and shopping behaviors,
it is not without limitations. First, the sample size of 200 respondents, though suitable
for exploratory research, limits the generalizability of the findings to a broader
population. Second, the data collection was conducted within a specific cultural and
national context, which may restrict the applicability of the results across different
geographic regions or cultural groups. Third, the use of self-reported data through
online surveys may introduce response bias. Finally, the study focused solely on
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Instagram and TikTok, excluding other social platforms that may also play a
significant role in shaping consumer behavior.
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Reactive or Preventive Approach?
An Agenda-Setting Analysis of Health News in
Bangladeshi Bengali Newspaper
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The media’s agenda-setting power profoundly influences public perceptions and
health policies. Understanding the portrayal of health topics is critical in assessing
their impact. This study investigates the health agendas promoted by mainstream
newspapers in Bangladesh, specifically examining health news in Daily Prothom
Alo from 2016 to 2021. A total of 1,387 Bengali-language articles were analyzed
using Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) for topic modeling. Results reveal a
predominantly reactive stance in reporting, focusing on short-term health crises
over preventive measures. Key themes included vector-borne diseases, COVID-19,
and other health emergencies, with limited emphasis on long-term health
awareness. The findings underscore the need for the media to adopt a proactive role
in addressing systemic health issues and promoting preventive strategies. This
research highlights opportunities for enhancing the media's role in fostering
sustainable health awareness and influencing policy through agenda-setting.

Keywords: Health awareness; Agenda setting; Topic modeling, Newspaper,
Bangladesh

Introduction

The media serves as a powerful tool for disseminating information, influencing
public perceptions, and shaping behaviors across societal domains. In the health sector,
popular press interpretations of medical jargon and complex terms are essential for
making information accessible to the public (Seale, 2003). Health-related news, whether
addressing crises or promoting preventive measures, impacts public awareness and
health policies (De La Cruz, 2024). Considering the media’s role in agenda-setting and
framing, it is crucial to examine these processes within various contexts.

Bangladesh, a developing country in the Global South, offers a unique case for
exploring the media’s role in health communication. While Bangladesh has made
significant socioeconomic and health progress, it still faces persistent challenges,
including maternal and child health, noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), and
vulnerability to the COVID-19 pandemic. These challenges are exacerbated by
structural limitations in the healthcare system, including inadequate resources and
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weak governance. The study of media agenda-setting has focused extensively on
health coverage in the Global North, but in the Global South, particularly Bangladesh,
it remains unclear how such dynamics operate. To address this question, the study
focuses on Bangladesh as a case study, highlighting its status as a developing nation in
the Global South. This study addresses this gap by analyzing health news coverage in
one of Bangladesh’s leading newspapers, the Daily Prothom Alo, between 2016 and
2021.

The purpose of this study is to investigate the dominant topics in health
reporting in Bangladesh through a topic modeling approach, examining whether the
media adopts a reactive stance—responding to immediate health events—or a
proactive stance—shaping public discourse on health issues in advance. Guided by
this purpose, the research question asks: How do dominant topics in Bangladeshi
health reporting reflect the media’s role as reactive or proactive agenda-setters? In
doing so, it contributes to decolonizing health communication scholarship by
foregrounding a Global South perspective. It also offers methodological innovation
by applying topic modeling to Bangla-language health news, providing a replicable
framework for future studies. Ultimately, the findings aim to inform strategies for
enhancing the media’s role as a proactive agent in health promotion while
maintaining its critical function as a responsive communicator during health crises.

Agenda Setting in Health Narratives: Global Insights

Media agenda theory pointed out that the media affects public perception by
focusing on specific issues as important (Valenzuela & McCombs, 2020). How the
agenda-setting process is reshaped by socio-political structures, digital transformation,
and cultural contents, a lower-income country like Bangladesh, which has high
disease burdens and complex media functions, offers solid insights (Langer &
Gruber, 2020). This review synthesizes empirical findings, theoretical adaptations,
and gaps in health-focused agenda-setting research in Bangladesh, contrasting it
with Global North paradigms.

Scheufele & Tewksbury (2006) studied traditional agenda setting, and second-level
framing dominates the global north studies. The media ecosystem in Bangladesh,
however, introduces complexities. Government-aligned health narratives (e.g., COVID-
19 success stories) are prioritized, marginalizing non-aligned voices (Rahman, 2021).
Social media amplifies "horizontal" agenda-setting, where public discourse on
platforms like Facebook blends local health concerns (maternal mortality) with
global narratives (Lycarido & Sampaio, 2016).

Wallington et al. (2010) highlight the assistance in understanding agenda setting
in health journalism, particularly its blending of community structure theory with
empirical data from a national survey of U.S. health reporters and editors. By
connecting individual characteristics and organizational factors to sourcing practices,
story angles, and priority setting, it provides a nuanced understanding of how
structural and personal variables leverage health news narratives. However, while the
study effectively pinpoints antecedents to agenda setting and framing, its U.S.-centric
sample limits the generalizability of its findings to global health communication
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contexts. Additionally, dependence on self-reported survey data may introduce bias, as
reported practices may not fully align with actual newsroom behaviors.

Reiter-Haas et al. (2024) offer a comparative study between mainstream and
conspiracy media, where mainstream media employ preventive, evidence-based, and
institutional frames, whereas conspiracy media favor emotionally charged, distrustful,
and skeptical frames. Although their computational methodological approach is
rigorous and well-established, it lacks depth in the cross-cultural sector. In a hybrid
media system like South Asia, where health Journalism is engaged within complex
Social, political, and economic dynamics, such a binary may not fully capture the
nuance of media framing,

Teschendorf's (2024) analysis of German, US, and UK COVID-19 coverage he
reveals that framing differs across cultures. The German press (Siiddeutsche Zeitung)
emphasizes economic impacts, vaccination challenges, and social problems, with a
moderate amount of blame placed on politicians. The US (New York Times)
emphasized personal stories about social division, economic impact, and Omicron’s
health care burden, blaming political forces and the population as well. In its reporting,
the UK’s Guardian (The Guardian) balanced emotion and objectivity, heavily
criticizing unvaccinated individuals and politicians. The researcher did select elite
newspapers, however, which limits the generalizability for local or regional media,
especially those in developing countries.

Complementing this, Figenschou et al. (2023) explore the use of human-interest
narratives in health journalism across Norway, Spain, the U.K., and the U.S. Norway
leads in their usage, often coupling personal stories with collective responsibility and
political accountability. Conversely, U.S. media adopt a commercially driven and
individualistic framing. However, such conclusions cannot be extrapolated to Global
South countries where commercial pressures and political influence shape content
more profoundly.

Health Narratives in the Global South: Lessons for Bangladesh

A wide range of health challenges, including communicable diseases, health
crises, and broader public health priorities, have been addressed using agenda-setting
theory in the Global South. According to Parashar et al. (2024), tuberculosis, malaria,
diarrheal diseases, and dengue fever have different levels of priority within the global
health community. A key part of their study focuses on the disparities in media
coverage of these diseases in the Global South, emphasizing the need for an equitable
agenda to address health inequalities. The agenda-setting role of mass media has been
revisited by McCombs and Shaw, and their insights are still relevant for understanding
media priorities in countries of the Global South (Mohammed et al., 2022). Based on
their findings, media coverage can influence public health priorities in resource-
limited settings by interacting with policymakers and public health campaigns. From
1981 to 1997, Pratt et al. (2002) studied how African popular magazines, and medical
journals shaped the public health agenda on major diseases. Their findings suggest
that media influence both public awareness and policy actions in sub-Saharan Africa.
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Using humor and satire, Wasserman and Joubert (2024) examined how COVID-
19 was portrayed in South African editorial cartoons, criticizing government responses
and societal behaviors. The COVID-19 pandemic was also studied by Misganaw et al.
(2022), who identified themes of resilience, vulnerability, and systemic challenges in
media coverage. A study by Adekunle and Adnan (2016) assessed media coverage of
the Ebola outbreak in Nigeria, highlighting dominant frames of fear, hope, and
government accountability. Their findings suggest that the media plays a crucial role
in shaping public responses to health crises. Ogbodo et al (2020) conducted a content
analysis of the global media framing of COVID-19, including perspectives from the
Global South. It revealed disparities in how health crises are depicted, with countries
from the Global South often portrayed as victims of systemic failures.

The interaction between journalists, public relations professionals, and health
communicators in the Global South significantly influences the agenda and framing
of health news. PR exercises a stimulus effect on the behavior of organizations
(Tobler & Stummer, 2022)

Ajakaiye et al. (2024) examined how public relations efforts permeate science
journalism, shaping health news agendas. To ensure balance in reporting, they
emphasize the importance of critical engagement with sources. According to
Wallington et al. (2010), resource limitations shape health coverage by setting
agendas and framing them in health news. The insights are particularly relevant for
media outlets in the Global South, where resource constraints often dictate what is
covered in health reporting. LaPoe et al. (2024) conducted a comparative analysis of
health news in Indigenous and mainstream media, highlighting the importance of
culturally sensitive reporting practices.

Khasru et al. (2022) found that Bangladeshi health journalism lacks
investigative depth, relies excessively on government and institutional sources, and
neglects long-term public health trends. Health reporters are also lacking in training,
and e-health initiatives are poorly integrated, hindering the adoption of a preventive
narrative in health communication.

Materials and Methods
Data Collection

This study uses a purposive sampling technique to select a Bengali
newspaper, the Daily Prothom Alo, as its sample. It was chosen because Bengali is
Bangladesh’s first language. Notably, the country’s literacy rate (measured as the
percentage of people who can read or write a letter) is around 74 per cent,
according to the latest Bangladesh Household Income and Expenditure Survey
2020 (BBS, 2023). If there is a need to increase public awareness about any issue,
let alone health issues, using media as a platform, the use of the mother tongue
(Bengali) can be the most effective option. As per the Department of Film and
Publication, the country has 583 daily newspapers (including Bengali). Amongst the
Bengali newspapers, the Daily Bangladesh Pratidin ranks at the top based on
circulation, followed by the Daily Prothom Alo (Table 1). Despite having wide
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circulation, the study did not consider the Daily Bangladesh Pratidin due to a
limited number of pages (only 5 pages). On the other hand, the Daily Prothom
Alo, with the second highest circulation, contains 14 pages. However, it reaches a
wider Bangladeshi community through its two online platforms (e-paper and news
portal) (Quarmal & Islam, 2020). Consequently, it might have a natural advantage
of publishing any health-related news, covering even more minor details. Given
the circumstances, the current study took the Daily Prothom Alo into account to
fulfil the research objective.

For collecting health-related news, a Python library named “banglanews
0.0.2” was used with the keyword “%rgy sbe~e” (health awareness). The term

“F1%7” (health) was selected because it is usually used in most of the health-related

news. For instance, the “Health News in Twitter” dataset from the University of
California Irvine machine learning repository (UCI) also supports our choice of
keyword (Karami, 2017). From this dataset, we counted the frequencies of the
words that contain news titles from agencies such as BBC, CNN, and the New
York Times. After removing the stop words, we have found that “Health” is the
most frequent word. Figure 1 shows a word cloud based on the frequencies of the
words. The word “Health” has a frequency of 5,494. The word ‘““poTsl”

(Awareness) was also included as a keyword, as we wanted to cover the news that
included mass awareness regarding health. After careful analysis, the health
awareness-related news was collected for each day between the years January
2016 to December 2021. During this period, the world experienced significant
health crises, including the Ebola outbreak (2014-2016), the Zika virus outbreak
(2015-2016), and the COVID-19 pandemic (2019-2023). Bangladesh has
experienced significant health issues, including the Nipah virus outbreak (2018),
the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2023), and the Dengue outbreak (2019—present)
in these years (Bruno et al., 2022; Nahian, 2023).

Table 1. Top Five Bengali Newspapers based on Circulation

Sl Newspaper Circulated Copies
1. | The Daily Bangladesh Pratidin 521,211

2. | The Daily Prothom Alo 3,21,841

3. | The Daily Jugantor 2,90,250

4 The Daily Amader Somoy/ The Daily Ittefaq/The Daily 790200

" | Janakantha/The Daily Kalbela T

5. | The Daily Kaler Kantha/The Daily Sanghbad 2,01,100
Source: DFP (2023).
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Figure 1. Word Cloud Analysis of the “Health News in Twitter”” Dataset
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Methodology

This study employed topic modeling as a statistical method for analyzing the
coverage of different health awareness-related news in the selected newspaper.
The Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA), a widely used method, was applied to conduct
the topic modeling (Jelodar et al., 2018). It is a generative model, which is
unsupervised and can be compared to clustering methods. LDA considers the
Dirichlet distribution for assigning topics to each document and for selecting the
related words in each topic. The Dirichlet distribution means that any random
variable vector drawn from this distribution must have its elements sum to one.

For understanding the process of LDA, we can assume that there are a ‘D’
number of documents, where the documents are numbered from 1 to ‘d’ and ‘K’
number of topics that are numbered from 1 to ‘k’. The documents are not assigned
a single topic, rather there is an entire distribution of topics for each document
which is denoted by 6 vectors. In a concise mathematical notation, we can say

each 6, is a random variable drawn from some Dirichlet distribution. We need to
learn each 8 vector. The LDA approach assumes that each word in each document

belongs to a specific topic. To model this idea, it can be said that each topic k has
its own distribution over the entire vocabulary of words.
If we assume 3y, is the probability distribution over words for a topic that also

follows Dirichlet distribution. Now, the objective is learning the optimal 6 and
[ probability distribution vectors given the documents. It can be represented
mathematically as a maximum likelihood inference problem. The optimal & and
P vectors indicated with the hat are the ones that maximize the probability of all
observed words in all the documents where Wpa is the n™ word in document d.

BreB1.p = a;gmax P ({Wnd}n 1,d= 1|Brae 01:0) T ¢ §
10 01:0
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In the LDA approach, we can assume that each word is independent of the
other, so the joint probability of all words can be written as products of
probabilities of each separate word.

N D
PPN argmax P
ﬁl;k! Bl:D = ﬁ . 9 . n np(Wndlﬁl:k,' Bd) T T (2)
1:k»*¥1:D il

Note that, the dependencies can be removed on all unrelated 8 vectors for a

specific word. We can introduce some latent variable ‘z’ which represents the
topic index assigned to a word. Therefore, the probability of some word w given
this topic z can be found exactly using [5, which is the distribution over all words

for a topic.

N D K
PPN argmax P
Pubio="p"" | [ ][0 pal2P@I80) e (3)
1:k»%¥1:D
n=1 d=1z=1

We can apply reverse marginalization on the probability of each word to
introduce the latent variables. Finding the maximum of equation (3) expression
with respect to all the 8 and S vectors will give us the desired result.

Results
Trends in Health Awareness-related News Publications

Figure 2. Frequency of Health-related News (2016 to 2021)
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Note: The green bars represent news frequencies before COVID-19, and the red bars represent news
frequencies during the outbreak of COVID-19.

During the years 20162021, a total of 1,387 news reports on health awareness

were published in the Daily Prothom Alo. Figure 2 shows the year-wise frequency
of news published in the specified timeframe. News coverage on health awareness

63



Vol. 12, No.1 Razib: How User-Generated Content Shapes Brand Authenticity and...
followed a gradual decline: from 261 news in 2016 to 39 in 2018. However, the
pandemic has been marked as one of the most significant events that substantially
shifted the trajectory of publishing awareness-related news. As a result, more than
half of the news was published after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. While
424 news stories were published in 2020, the figure for 2021 was 361. This trend
affirms the newspapers’ commitment to keeping the public informed about and
aware of multifaceted aspects of health and wellness. Figure 3 depicts the monthly
distribution of the news articles.

Figure 3. Count of Health-related News on Monthly Basis
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Note: This graph depicts the sharp rise in news quantity in the time of significant global health events.

An Aggregate Analysis of Topic Modeling

Table 2. Most Frequent Words covered under different news

SL. Topics Most frequent words Coherence
Risk of [‘co, e, ‘@, fowr, gr, IR,
1. infectious ‘eefd’, ‘] [Dengue, Affected, Patient, 0.535
diseases Zika, Death, Risk, Emergency, Female]
Kidney issue [“wear, gy, feefy, can, ‘Hfeer]
2. during COVID- [Corona, Health, Kidney, Disease, 0.523
19 Treatment]
M L [FFED, “WRPRe, ST, fBiR, ‘SiF’,
ental 1ssue s <
3. during COVID- Pre’, ‘FarTerRarT ] [ Health, Mental, 0.521
19 Problem, Vitamin, Infected, Children,
Coronavirus]
Vaoeine and [“SeaRr, Fre, B, ‘srRreEanT, ‘efewmn,
accine an . , . .
4. COVID-19 o] [ C.orona, Chllqren, Va9c1ne, 0.517
Coronavirus, prevention, Duties]
[BfFeaTr, ‘PR, ‘FERAP, Ry, TR,
Children and ‘R, STpemer, T, ‘g5’ [Treatment,
5. ) 0.515
COVID-19 Mental, Corona, Children, Cancer, World,
Awareness, Day, Health]
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Topic modeling revealed a wide range of health awareness topics. The top five
published topics were “Risk of Dengue”, “Kidney issues during COVID-19”, “Mental
issues during COVID-19”, “Vaccines and COVID-19”, and “Children and COVID-19”
(Table 2). Dengue is the first topic discussed, emphasizing terms like ‘&% (Dengue),

‘@i (Affected), ‘@@ (Patient), and “¥9° (Death). While discussing the risk factors

associated with dengue, females were given priority. Moreover, the inclusion of terms
like ‘fes” (Zika) suggests a broader context of vector-borne diseases. The second

and third topics address kidney and mental health issues during the coronavirus,
highlighting the importance of ‘@ef’ (Kidney) and ‘PR (Mental) health,
respectively. Within the context of the coronavirus pandemic, these topics highlight
the importance of health, the kidney, psychological well-being, the impact on
children, and the role of essential vitamins. The fourth topic deals with vaccines and
coronavirus prevention, using terms like ‘G%” (Vaccine) and ‘&fsti’ (Prevention).

Lastly, the fifth topic touches upon children’s health, incorporating relevant terms,
ie., ‘BT (Treatment), “F==s” (Cancer), and ‘>bo<e”” (Awareness). This topic

covers various aspects of children’s health during the coronavirus, including medical
treatment, mental health considerations, awareness about diseases like cancer, and
global health initiatives. Given the estimated overall average coherence score of
0.522, it can be said that the topics are moderately consistent.

Year-wise Analyses of Topic Modeling

Table 3. Most Frequent Words published/covered in different News Articles in 2016

SL Topics Most frequent Words Coherence
Words: &=, “Sizgapy, *ie”, ‘v,
L Zika AHOTS, ‘TFE’, TpIeEe, ‘FEy | [ Zika, 0.626
awarencess Virus, Country, Awareness, Infected, Non-
infectious, Health]
[‘wiet®’, qieeion, ‘fry’ e, Himre,
) Banglat:lesh e’ “©iZapT, ‘F7pTR’] [Infected, 0.612
' and Zika Bangladesh, Children, Zika, Identified, .
Awareness, Virus]
[T, R, ‘FTRPIR’, STboer, “Afers’, ‘R,
3. Cancer ‘e3¢, ‘F1gy, ‘'] [Day, World, Cancer, 0.601
awareness Awareness, Observed, patient, Medicine,
Health, Country]
[Cogq, IR, ez’ ‘TR, ‘e, e,
4 World ‘ORI, ‘R, ‘c@’] [ Medicine, Risk, Children, 0.590
’ cancer Day Cancer, Country, Day, Service, World,
Patient]
[y, by, gy, ‘Mee, 7R, woieR, R,
5. Autism ‘et “sAfere’, “sito-rel’ ] [Children, Autism, 0.584
awareness Death, Country, Percentage, World, Day,
Observed]
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In 2016, the two most frequent topics were related to the Zika virus (Table 3).
The remaining topics were related to cancer, risk factors of cancer, and autism,
respectively. 273 health-related news articles were published, of which 83 news
were focused on awareness perspectives. In comparison, the remaining 190
articles contained general health information. It is noted that the newspaper also
published 25 articles about the Zika virus, 10 articles about cancer, 14 articles on
autism, and 7 articles on diabetes. 2 out of 10 cancer-related articles were entirely
connected with World Cancer Day. Likewise, one article on autism and one article
on diabetes were published on World Autism Day and World Diabetes Day,
respectively. Issues on health diseases were covered in only two articles. The
estimated overall coherence score is 0.626, implying moderate consistency in the
topics covered in 2016.

Table 4. Most Frequent Words published/covered in different News Articles in 2017

SL Topic Most frequent Words Coherence

[oiers’, ‘e, e, e, DR, Igr]

L. I;;lir;i/ [Infected, Patient, Kidney, Children, Treatment, 0.601
Death]
[, “PIafar, S, ieher, e,
5 Chikungqnya ‘effocaiey’, “Siws’, “bieea’] [ World, 0.598
prevention Chikunguniya, Human, Hospital, Day,

Prevention, Infected, Treatment]

[Ty, ‘R, Fhb, TP, T, Rem,
3. Health Data | ‘T*i@’] [ Health, Center, Necessary, Committee, 0.578
Tuberculosis, Initiative, Public, Data]

4, Chikunguniya ‘3%, ‘@] [Children, Awareness, Country, 0.532
awareness i ] ] )
Increased, Chikunguniya, Brain, Patient]
5 Treatment of ‘oo, ‘Bfeore’ | [Health, Patient, Kidney, 0.543
' Kidney Department, Prevention, Person, Initiative, .

Doctor]

The top five (frequent) topics covered in 2017 are associated with kidneys,
chikungunya, Tuberculosis, children affected by chikungunya, and kidney disease
(Table 4). That is, the major focuses were on kidney diseases and Chikungunya.
This is largely because 984 real-time PCR (polymerase chain reaction) cases of
chikungunya were confirmed in the country’s 17 out of 64 districts since the
outbreak began on 1 April 2017 (Kabir et al., 2017). Besides, a total of 13,176
clinical cases had been reported since 7 September 2017 (Kabir et al., 2017).
Among 124 news articles published in 2017, 12 articles covered Chikungunya,
followed by kidney issues (5 news, of which 2 were particularly related to the
World Kidney Day), and tuberculosis (3 news, and all three news covered
different perspectives of the World Tuberculosis Day). The overall coherence
score is estimated as 0.601, which implies that articles published in 2017 were
moderately consistent.
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Table 5. Most Frequent Words published/covered in different News Articles in 2018

SIL. Topic Most frequent Words Coherence
[FFEp, ‘COo, AT, ‘Mg, A, T,
| Dengue ‘afSr, sepr, emer’] [ Health, Dengue, Winter, 0481
' problem Children, Bangladesh, Ear, Aedes, Problem, .
Larva]
) Cancer and [FyRetR’, ‘R’ B, “Bfee’, ‘] [ Cancer, 0.479
' children Children, High, Spread, Mother, Percentage] '
Heart [26”, ‘PP, ‘TG, “AHOTOT, TN, T,
3. disease of ‘TR’ ] [Heart, Maternal Mortality, 0.480
children Achievement, Awareness, Inborn, Faulty, Lessen]
Mental [P, WERE, g, gy, ‘e, <epr’] [
4. health Risk, Mental, Management, Death, Training, 0.465
Delivery]
5 Dengue [ ‘e, ‘W’, ‘f*f“\‘aﬁ,’ ‘L‘]@W’, “Frgr’ ][ Dengue, 0.457
: issue Area, Children, Aedes, Health] '

In 2018, published articles on health awareness were mainly focused on
dengue, cancer, child health and mental health, and seasonal disease issues (Table
5). Out of a total of 39 published articles, 4 were on cancer, 4 were on mental health,
4 were on children’s health, and another 3 were on dengue. However, there was low
consistency among the published topics, as confirmed by the estimated coherence
score of 0.481.

Table 6. Most Frequent Words published/covered in different News Articles in 2019

S1 Topic Most frequent Words Coherence
Den e [‘w’i’, CW’, Cw7, ‘W,, éﬁmad, ‘@Kﬁg?] [
L. treatrignt Dengue, Country, Death, Health service, Children, 0.594
Diseases]|
. [‘w’i’, Cm%,’ ¢2ﬁm 2 q’, 45@1»,, ‘m. 7’ ¢W’]
2 Dengue in . . hak . 0.590
. Dhaka city [Dengue, Patient, Preventlpn, Dhaka, Increasing, .
Mosquito]
3 ,’ 3 9’ = 7, ‘WSUT’, ‘Wﬂr, ‘C?ﬂ@if’
3 Death rate [eor, % T% 1 ] 0.584
. of Dengue [Dengue, Death, Rlsk, Problem, Treatment, .
Patient]
4 Dengue ‘@] [ Awareness, Dengue prevention, 0.580
' awareness Kurigram Assembly, March, Increasing, '
Activities]
5 Dengue [‘CE%\,’ ‘ l/: ,5 ‘W,’ ‘@iﬁ’, ‘W,: ‘gm,] [Dengue’ 0 574
] Prevention | Prevention, Mosquito, Medicine, Dhaka, Suffer] )

Table 6 shows that dengue was found to be the most frequently published
topic in 2019. Specific areas covered under the umbrella of dengue were dengue
prevention, the mortality rate of dengue, awareness of dengue, and dengue in
Dhaka. According to the Directorate General of Health Services (DGHS), 100,201
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confirmed dengue cases (including 51,179 cases in Dhaka city alone) were reported
by hospitals between January and December 2019 (Hossain et al., 2020). This
implies a 10-fold increase in hospitalized cases compared to the number of cases
during the largest outbreak before 2019. Among 165 articles published in 2019, 75
articles covered various dengue-related issues, followed by heart disease (8 articles),
cancer (3 articles), and diabetes (3 articles). Moderate consistency is observed
among the articles published in 2019, as indicated by the coherence score of 0.594.

Table 7. Most Frequent Words published/covered in different News Articles in 2020

SL Topic Most Frequent Words Coherence
1. Corong ‘efotar’, ‘Bfeeatr] [Prevention, Corona, Children, 0.601
prevention ) . )
Diseases, pain, Cancer, prevention, Doctors]
[‘FERSEIT, ‘TR, Betr, [, FrEY, Speh,
2. Corona ‘@] [Coronavirus, Emergency, Treatment, Risk, 0.581
emergency
Health, Vaccine, Diseases]
Corona [718p, “SEAT, T, ‘FEHR, TAR, TTFCC,
3. and ‘FramrsizaT | [ Health, Corona, Healthy, Corona, 0.575
lockdown Measures, Lockdown, Coronavirus]
Corona | [‘FERISERDT, ‘SIS, ‘S, ‘Re’, SramreBionR’,
4, virus “®fee1’] [ Coronavirus, Infected, Corona, World, 0.543
treatment Treatment]
Corczlna [P, “FCARTSIZART, TR, e, eyl ] [
> V: Cnc e Corona, Coronavirus, Pain, Infected, Vaccine] 0512

Like many other countries, coronavirus was the most important focus of
Bangladeshi media in 2020. As presented in Table 7, the top five most frequent topics
were coronavirus and cancer, coronavirus treatment, coronavirus and lockdown,
coronavirus infection rate, and the last one was coronavirus and vaccine. The
newspaper published 424 articles in 2020. An increase in the number of published
articles can be attributed to one of the most severe public health emergencies induced
by COVID-19. Out of all the total health-related news, 118 news articles covered
issues connected to COVID-19, and 15 news articles covered mental health issues
during COVID-19. Little attention was given to other health issues like coronary heart
disease (8 news), kidney disease (6 news), diabetes (6 news), strokes (5 news), and
autism (2 news). There was moderate consistency among the articles published in
2020, as suggested by the estimated coherence value of 0.601.
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Table 8. Most Frequent Words published/covered in different News Articles in 2021

Sl Topic Most Frequent Words Coherence
[‘Fmr, ‘efowics’, e, e, mepie,
1. Corona “3fe#7’] [Corona, Prevention, Treatment, Children, 0.623
treatment

Drug Addicted, Brain]

< 3 € Y € Y € Y ¢ 2N 9y € >
Cancer | [P, Br, ‘e, ‘AR, 7, ‘TRIGEGT, ‘T’

2. and “Jgr’] [Cancer, Vaccine, Duties, Patient, Mouth, 0.612
diabetics Diabetes, Care, Death]
Diabetics [, B0, IR, ATy, Yy, TR, SRIEBT,
3. Zit;zg ‘A [Patient, Vaccine, Corona, Health, Death, 0.601
corona Hygiene, Diabetes, Patient]
Corona [T, B, ‘e, g, “afssi’] [Corona,
4. and . ) 0.565
children Children, Cancer, fever, Prevention]
Diabetics | [CRIBT, e, St “SIei’, ‘e, 77, P,
5. and ‘] [Diabetes, Children, Problem, Cancer, Death, 0.560
children Health, Patient, Corona]

The five most frequently discussed topics in 2021 were coronavirus prevention,
coronavirus vaccine, coronavirus, diabetes, coronavirus, and cancer, as well as
coronavirus and children (Table 8). Amongst a total of 361 published articles, COVID-
19, vaccine, cancer, diabetes, mental health, heart disease, autism, and strokes were
covered in 85, 22, 17, 14, 7, 7, and 2 articles, respectively. The estimated coherence
value is 0.623, suggesting moderate consistency among the published topics.

Discussion

This study investigates the agendas set by the prominent Bangladeshi
newspapet, Daily Prothom Alo, in raising health awareness from 2016 to 2021, with
a focus on its approach to covering health crises and routine health concerns. Results
show a largely reactive approach to health coverage, aligned with global trends,
but with critical gaps in proactive efforts to address non-communicable diseases
(NCDs) and long-term health issues.

According to agenda-setting theory (McCombs & Shaw, 1972), this reactive
approach indicates that Daily Prothom Alo primarily engaged in first-level agenda
setting, where the health issues were elevated only when events like outbreaks
demanded immediate attention. This is consistent with Southwell et al. (2023), who
argue that media often adopt reactive strategies to satisfy immediate public concerns
during health crises. While this approach can quickly shape public priorities in
urgent contexts, it limits the second-level agenda-setting function framing issues in
ways that encourage deeper understanding and preventive action. The coverage of
the Zika and COVID-19 outbreaks exemplifies this pattern: emphasis was placed on
immediate developments and responses, rather than preemptive education or
advocacy for policy change.
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In contrast, the study highlights limited efforts to set proactive agendas around
NCDs, despite their growing prevalence in Bangladesh. As Smith et al. (2024) and
Deng et al. (2021) note, equitable health agenda-setting is essential for addressing
systemic inequities in NCD coverage. Daily Prothom Alo lacks consistent
reporting patterns or dedicated coverage of NCDs, suggesting that the media can
take a more deliberate approach to covering these pressing health issues.

In addition, the newspaper’s coverage of health fluctuated according to
context, such as elections and health crises. Despite resource constraints and
competing priorities, Dorfman and Wallack (2013) noted that health disparities are
often reported reactively rather than systemically due to limited resources. It is
interesting to note that health news has declined during election years (2017-
2018), illustrating how sociopolitical events can obscure essential health narratives
and further limit the public’s awareness of these issues.

Based on topic modeling results, crises and COVID-19 account for the majority
of health coverage from 2020 onwards. This finding aligns with global trends
observed in studies like Ogbodo et al. (2020), which found that pandemic coverage
often monopolizes media attention. However, the reliance on reactive agendas
during COVID-19 reflects a missed opportunity for the press to proactively guide
public understanding of preventive measures, as suggested by McCombs and Shaw
(2014). The limited presence of preventive and educational narratives in Daily
Prothom Alo highlights the broader challenge of balancing sensationalism and
responsibility in health journalism. Without consistent and proactive reporting, the
newspaper risks contributing to suboptimal health outcomes by failing to prepare the
public adequately for potential health crises as noted by Reiter-Haas et al. (2024).

Conclusion

This study discloses that, ignoring routine and preventive health concerns, the
Daily Prothom Alo embraces a predominantly reactive approach to health
reporting, centering heavily on crisis-driven coverage. This reactive posture,
through coping with immediate needs, curtails the newspaper’s potential to pitch
in long-term public health awareness and policy advocacy.

To manage these gaps, the study recommends a proactive media strategy that
accentuates routine health issues, particularly NCDS, and anticipates future health
crises. Key recommendations include Training program should be demonstrated to
prepare health journalists with the knowledge and adeptness needed to report all-
inclusive on diverse health issues. To cover the NCDs and preventive health measures,
the newspapers should develop dedicated health sections of their newspapers.
Collaboration among journalists, health professionals, and policymakers can help
identify priority health issues and ensure balanced reporting. Future strategies should
integrate digital and social media platforms to complement traditional reporting and
expand audience reach. The findings emphasize the critical role of the media in
acclimating public health awareness and influencing policy. By adopting a more
proactive agenda-setting approach, Daily Prothom Alo and similar media outlets can
significantly enhance public preparedness and health outcomes in Bangladesh.
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Future research should explore broader media landscapes, incorporate diverse
keywords, and examine the evolving role of digital platforms to provide more
comprehensive insights into health communication strategies.
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