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Social media and smartphones, the lat-
ter carrying this newest of mankind’s 
means of communication and activism, 

have in many cases served as agents of change 
for both good and ill. We asked our panel of 
global experts how these new networks and 
those who use them may have disrupted dai-
ly life in their respective parts of the world.
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CHILE: EMPOWERMENT
SEBASTIÁN VALENZUELA
Chile is experiencing a social media frenzy. 
Nearly 95 percent of Chilean Internet users 
have an account on a social networking site, 
which they check several times a day. In the 
past few years, Facebook and YouTube have 
become two of the most visited sites, only 
surpassed by Google.com and Google.cl. 
Nowadays, campaigns, whether for politi-
cal or advertising purposes, must feature a 
social media component. The popularity of 
social media is closely related to the diffu-
sion of mobile technology among Chileans. 
The country leads Latin America in smart-
phone penetration. Indeed, after Facebook, 
the most downloaded mobile app is the 
messaging service WhatsApp. 

The popularity of social media and smart-
phones among Chileans has changed the way 
people socialize. When meeting new friends, 
it’s common to ask, “¿Tenís Face?” (“Do you 
have a Facebook account?”), or end a conver-
sation with “Wazapéame” (“Let’s connect on 
WhatsApp”). New forms of sociability and 
communication have also empowered citi-
zens. Consumers expect banks, department 
stores, and public services to deliver customer 
service through social media. Protest move-
ments, such as the environmental and student 
movements, coordinate street demonstrations 
through Facebook and other messaging ser-
vices. Politicians use Twitter to engage with 
their constituencies. 

These technologies have also brought new 
challenges, disrupting Chileans’ daily life. 
Cyberbullying is becoming a major issue for 
school-age children and their educators. Pri-
vacy issues and social media addiction have 
also been reported—and increasingly so. 

Sebastián Valenzuela is an assistant professor at 
Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, where he 
studies the uses and effects of social media.

ICELAND: FRAGILITY
VALGEIR VALDIMARSSON
In 2010, comedian Jón Gnarr founded a 
political party, posted a YouTube video that 
went viral, and ran for mayor of Reykjavík. 
To his great surprise he was elected, and re-
cently completed his term as one of Iceland’s 
most trusted politicians. His popularity and 
subsequent election would not have hap-
pened without social media. We are a society 
of early adopters with a thirst for new tech-
nology. The country has one of the highest 
rates of Facebook adoption in the world, and 
public discourse in Iceland principally takes 
place on social media.

Also, Iceland’s old media network is frag-
ile. With a population of barely 320,000, 
the market for traditional media is tiny, so 
non-state media has largely been subsidized 
by political and business interests. With mas-
sive social media adoption among the general 
population, this structure is getting harder to 
maintain, and the strain is showing.

Political parties exist, at least in Iceland, 
to reduce a certain type of information asym-
metry. We’re starting to see concrete exam-
ples of how social media is solving this prob-
lem more efficiently by allowing individual 
politicians to sidestep the party system and 
engage voters personally and directly, using 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, even Snapchat. 
Not only is a new generation of social media-
savvy politicians appearing, a whole new gen-
eration of voters impatiently awaits them.

Valgeir Valdimarsson founded Takk Takk, an 
award-winning agency that helps Iceland’s com-
panies use social media to make friends and in-
fluence people.

NIGERIA: PROPAGATION
NWACHUKWU EGBUNIKE
It’s easy to conclude social media’s impact 
is effectively inconsequential for Nigeria. 
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With a population of 170 million and 
28 percent Internet penetration, largely 
skewed toward urban elites, social media 
is far from disrupting the daily life of the 
average Nigerian. Still, the Nigerian so-
cial media network is not to be dismissed. 
Some 11 million Nigerians on Facebook 
represent the largest group in sub-Saharan 
Africa and the continent’s third largest 
country on Twitter. The 2012 #Occupy-
Nigeria Protests and the 2013 #Bring-
BackOurGirls campaign focused inter-
national interest in Nigeria and further 
propelled online activism. While tradi-
tional media offered a better, more nu-
anced discourse of these issues, the social 
media-led awareness about #BringBack-
OurGirls campaign is undeniable. 

Another problem with smartphone/
online activism in Nigeria is the rising 
trend of rumor propagation. This is par-
ticularly worrisome as traditional media 
in the country increasingly canonizes 
these falsehoods from social media plat-
forms. Fact checking, balance reportage, 
and fairness associated with journalism 
are not principles that Nigerian bloggers 
always respect. Nigerian netizens have 
successfully demanded transparency, ac-
countability, and freedom of expression 
from their leaders on numerous occasions. 
However, a downside to social media’s 
growth as a tool for activism is the belief 
that real institutional change can simply 
come from data plans and smartphones. 
The subsequent effect is the illusion of a 
digital echo chamber, not meaningful po-
litical reform.  

Nwachukwu Egbunike, media researcher in 
Ibadan, specializes in social media, politi-
cal participation, and social movements. He 
edits AfricanHadithi and writes for Global 
Voices Online.

FRANCE: THREATS
MATTHEW FRASER
Social media and smartphones have been dis-
ruptive to business models in a host of profes-
sions—from public relations and advertising 
to journalism and the music industry. Social 
media diffuses power to the margins and 
tends to flatten hierarchies. Some would call it 
democratization, though we know hierarchies 
always react (and use the web) to preserve their 
power. In France—historically closed, elitist, 
rigidly hierarchical, and bureaucratic—social 
media has been perceived as a profound threat 
to established interests. French politicians, 
long used to media complicity in the cozy and 
closed Parisian chattering classes, have been 
destabilized by the virus of media reports on 
the web. They can’t control these messages, 
and often sue for defamation.

When Uber arrived in the French mar-
ket with its smartphone app-based taxi 
service, Parisian taxi drivers paralyzed the 
city’s traffic in protest.  So the French gov-
ernment backed down, thwarting Uber’s 
entry to the market. These reactions are 
aggravated by France’s lack of a strong free 
speech tradition, ironic given that France is 
the cradle of the Enlightenment.

Courts in France frequently rule in favor 
of personal privacy and against freedom of ex-
pression. A French court fined a blogger who 
wrote a nasty restaurant review that appeared 
high in Google display rankings. In French 
companies, employees get fired—and lose ap-
peals in court later—for items they post on 
Facebook. To be sure, such tensions arise in 
other countries, but they are particularly con-
tentious in France, with its rigid hierarchies 
and closed systems of elitist power suspicious 
of innovation and change.

Matthew Fraser, associate professor of communica-
tions at the American University of Paris, lectures 
at the Institut d’ Études Politiques de Paris. 
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GHANA: ONLINE CLASS
ARABA SEY
In Ghana, mobile phone subscriptions have 
officially passed 100 percent penetration, 
and mobile broadband coverage is high. 
Internet diffusion was 40 percent in 2013, 
mostly from mobile data subscribers. Ac-
cording to a 2014 Pew Internet Research 
report, 77 percent of Internet users in Gha-
na access social media. The numbers make 
it easy to understand the population’s prev-
alent use of smartphones and social media. 
Still, there remains a significant population 
that cannot access social media. For those 
who can, access to social media is mostly at 
cybercafés or through mobile phones with  
Internet capabilities but which lack the ad-
vanced functionality of smartphones.

For most Ghanaians, active use is con-
strained by the expense of smartphones and 
mobile data, availability of relevant content, 
and awareness of just how Internet services 
might be used. Barely 20 percent of mobile 
phone users have smartphones, 19 percent 
of mobile phone owners access social media 
from their phone, and the reach of Facebook, 
the most popular social networking site in 
the country, stands at about 7 percent.

So any disruptive impact is limited to 
the small population that can afford smart-
phones and mobile data, and for whom In-
ternet content is relevant. Most are urban-
based, middle class, and young (18-29 
year-olds), a subset of the vast mobile phone 
population. Lives currently unaffected by 
social media and smartphones include the 
rural, low-income, uneducated, elderly, dis-
abled, and illiterate portion of the popula-
tion. Still, there are visible signs of change. 
Network providers are beginning to offer 
more affordable options, including lower 
cost smartphones, unlimited data bundles, 
and social media access packages. Stripped 
down versions of social networking plat-

forms are also available for future phone 
access that will eventually broaden access, 
while lowering barriers across the board.

Araba Sey, Ghanaian research assistant profes-
sor at the University of Washington Information 
School, is studying appropriation of communi-
cation technologies by populations in low- and 
middle-income countries. 

TAJIKISTAN: DISCONTENTS
TOHIR PALLAEV
Barely 16 percent of the population in Tajiki-
stan has Internet access, but even this small 
fraction creates enough of a headache for the 
current regime, leading to several efforts to 
block social media networks entirely. Social 
media has become a platform for expression of 
popular discontent of the Tajik government, 
especially directed at the ruling Rakhmon 
family. Citizens, behind social media’s shield 
of anonymity, can post videos, images, and 
statements critiquing the reigning political 
elite. As a response, the government consis-
tently tries to restrict access to these “danger-
ous” websites. The government ordered all 
Internet providers in the country to block 
access to Facebook, which Director of Com-
munications Services Beg Zuhurov deemed a 
“hotbed of slander.”

YouTube is also a frequent target for cen-
sorship in Tajikistan. The regime blocked 
YouTube in 2012 when videos of military 
violence in Gorno-Badakhshan leaked, and 
again in 2013 when a video featuring the 
apparently intoxicated Tajik president was 
uploaded to the site. Currently, access to You-
Tube and other Google services remains par-
tially restricted.  

Social media allows citizens to expose a 
devastating reality, which directly contradicts 
the official narrative promoted and cherished 
by political elites and state-owned media. Be-
cause of the government’s fear of social me-
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New media has been associated with 
democratic political communication, which 
may help erode information centralization—
a condition Thailand is experiencing.

Pavin Chachavalpongpun is an associate pro-
fessor at Kyoto University’s Center for Southeast 
Asian Studies.

TURKEY: STAY CONNECTED
ERKAN SAKA
The rise of social media usage in Turkey has 
accompanied a dramatic increase in smart-
phone ownership. While a strong govern-
ment dominates Turkey’s mainstream media, 
the political authority cannot contain news 
production and growing social opposition. So 
smartphone-empowered social media opens 
up more news channels, allowing social op-
position to be mobilized, organizing events 
like those in Gezi Park. The summer 2013 
protests drew hundreds of thousands of citi-
zens to downtown Istanbul, opposing the 
conversion of one of its major parks into a 
mall. Although protests waned, political cri-
tiques have persisted in social media.

Mobile usage does not necessarily lead 
to explicit challenges to political authority, 
however. Citizens use various applications 
and mobile services as they live their daily 
lives, choosing between services offered by 
private and public institutions. From big 
state institutions to local municipalities, 
from large corporations to small business, 
all players must be more alert to public 
feedback as smartphones come to occupy 
a central place in daily communications. 
An informed citizenry can disrupt tradi-
tional governance. After heavy rain in Is-
tanbul in July, people documented failing 
municipal infrastructure across Istanbul in 
smartphone photos. 

Social media usage can also create oppor-
tunities for creative sectors, which can lead to 

dia’s impact, it’s reasonable to expect that the 
regime will continue to tighten its grip over 
these new opportunities for self-expression.

Tohir Pallaev, student of international and com-
parative politics at the American University of 
Central Asia, is a journalist interested in nation-
alism and ethnic conflicts. 

THAILAND:INFORMATION WARS 
PAVIN CHACHAVALPONGPUN 
With some 15 million Internet users in Thai-
land, social media has served as a catalyst 
for the distribution and sharing of informa-
tion, with a substantial impact on the politi-
cal situation, and by extension, Thais’ daily 
lives. Opposing political camps have actively 
engaged in information wars through social 
media networks, which in turn have played 
a significant role in the current political crisis 
and the entire democratization process. For 
the first time, Thais are able to have direct 
and, to a degree, equal access to political in-
formation from diversified sources. Such a va-
riety allows citizens to compare content and 
make decisions based on this information, ex-
amine the issues from alternative viewpoints, 
or even challenge information controlled and 
disseminated by the Thai state.

Social media also makes informa-
tion affordable, pervasive, and available, 
which contributes toward consolidating 
the democratization process. Social media 
has the power to tear down certain bar-
riers and allows the people a freedom of 
expression that was previously unavail-
able. Information flows are no longer one-
way, but interactive, loosening the grip on 
power of the Thai state. Citizens, whose 
views and opinions are now voiced freely 
through Facebook and Twitter, are even 
defying some media outlets that have his-
torically worked to guarantee the interests 
of the political elite.
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revolutionaries—people living their normal 
lives, but joining mass meetings in the most 
crucial moments of confrontation with the 
authorities. Coordinating activities through 
social networks enabled small-scale engage-
ment on a mass level, a feat that was previ-
ously much harder to achieve.

In turn, the turbulent political events 
in Ukraine triggered the popularity of social 
media. During the period between Septem-
ber 2013 and March 2014, the number of 
click-throughs from social media to Ukrai-
nian news websites (many opposition related) 
rose to 2.5 million daily. This is a perfect ex-
ample of authorities’ shrinking ability to con-
trol the flow of information or impose their 
dominant narrative via traditional media. 

Still, decentralized communication using 
digital tools can fragment public opinion, 
causing people to close themselves within an 
information bubble corresponding to their 
beliefs. This can be grounds for manipula-
tion. For example, with the rise of separatist 
movements in the east of Ukraine, social me-
dia has acted as a disseminator of propaganda. 
Ukrainian society remains in an early phase 
of digital communications, and the social im-
pact is still developing.  

Igor Lyubashenko, assistant professor at the 
University of Social Sciences and Humanities in 
Warsaw, is a contributing editor to New East-
ern Europe. Since February 2014, he’s been an 
assistant to Paweł Zalewski, a Polish member of 
the European Parliament, focusing on the situa-
tion in Ukraine.
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restructuring cultural industries and related 
businesses. A digitally-empowered citizenry 
can disrupt ongoing business models like 
news media, music, cinema, and publishing 
industries. Recently, the daily newspaper 
Radikal transitioned to an online format in 
response to shrinking hard copy sales. Sev-
eral news sites are already competing online 
for more traffic as they recruit distinguished 
columnists. Mainstream television channels 
are broadcasting online to compete against 
pirate sites. Furthermore, Internet sites like 
Ekşisözlük and Bobiler.org have become 
places for young users to engage in peer learn-
ing, which helps prepare them for the work 
force in advertising and related industries. 
Beneath an authoritarian government, Tur-
key’s super-connected, smartphone-powered 
base is disrupting and profiting from the na-
tion’s traditional systems. 

Erkan Saka is an assistant professor at the Istan-
bul Bilgi University’s Communication School. 

UKRAINE: DIGITAL TOOLS
IGOR LYUBASHENKO
At the end of 2013, more than 50 percent 
of all Ukrainians were actively using the In-
ternet. Though apparently unimpressive, 
the pace of change is striking. In 2008, this 
figure was barely 15 percent and had only 
reached 25 percent by 2010. Social media has 
provided an information infrastructure for 
Ukraine, which faced the deteriorating free-
dom of traditional media after 2010. Events, 
like the recent Euromaidan protest in Kiev, 
a mass movement prompted by the authori-
ties’ refusal to sign the Association Agree-
ment with the European Union, proved the 
ultimate confirmation of the reach and influ-
ence of this infrastructure. Social media was 
not a cause, but rather a significant tool that 
allowed the protest to achieve scale and in-
tensity. It allowed the emergence of part time 

 at COLUMBIA UNIV on December 19, 2014wpj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wpj.sagepub.com/

	Fall14_03-08_BigQuestion_Marks.p1.pdf
	Fall14_03-08_BigQuestion_Marks.p2.pdf
	Fall14_03-08_BigQuestion_Marks.p3.pdf
	Fall14_03-08_BigQuestion_Marks.p4.pdf
	Fall14_03-08_BigQuestion_Marks.p5.pdf
	Fall14_03-08_BigQuestion_Marks.p6.pdf

