
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Working Papers Series 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

First Author and Second Author and Third Author 

Working Paper n. 1/2011 
Month 2011 

ISSN: 1828-xxx 

Costanza Sartoris, Lydia Milly Certa and  
Sasha Piccione 

Organizing in a fluid social 
media sphere: the 
empowering and 
disempowering effects of 
ownership, openness, and 
stakeholder engagement 
through an affordance 
perspective 

Working Paper n. 07/2025 
September 2025  

ISSN: 2239-2734 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This Working Paper is published under the auspices of the Department of 
Management at Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia. Opinions expressed herein are those 
of the authors and not those of the Department or the University. The Working Paper 
series is designed to divulge preliminary or incomplete work, circulated to favour 
discussion and comments. Citation of this paper should consider its provisional 
nature. 



  

 

  

 

 

 

Organizing in a fluid social media sphere:      
the empowering and disempowering effects of 

ownership, openness, and stakeholder 
engagement through an affordance perspective* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

September 2025 
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1  Introduction 
 

Many scholars are investigating the remnants of social media platforms as public agora, 

questioning their dual function as fora for public engagement on societal issues while exposing 

their darker dimensions (Castells, 2008; Etter, Ravasi & Colleoni, 2019; Castelló Molina, 

Colleoni & Scherer, 2024). In today’s social media landscape, where platforms are increasingly 

flooded with fake news, heightened emotionality, and confrontational attitudes, scholars are 

increasingly concerned about issues such as polarization (Barberá, Jost, Nagler, et al., 2015; 

Winkler, Etter & Castelló, 2020), disinformation (Vosoughi, Roy & Aral, 2018; Joachim, 

Castelló & Parry, 2024), and online violence (McCarthy & Glozer, 2022) as these dynamics 

may contribute to societal fragmentation and may erode democratic processes (Scherer, 

Neesham, Schoeneborn, et al., 2023; Scherer & Neesham, 2023).  

These debates point to what makes a social media platform a space that can afford a 

democratic debate, inviting broader reflections on the notion of public space itself, given 

nowadays platforms’ role as “Custodians of the Internet” (Gillespie, 2018), whose architecture 

may amplify or suppress problematic content in their attempt at prioritizing either corporate or 

political agendas. This tension is particularly salient in light of recent controversies surrounding 

platforms like Twitter/X, and their approaches to moderation and censorship (Joyella, 2024), 

raising questions about what remains of free speech and truth (Williams, 2024) and prompting 

reflection on the ethicality of such approaches (Milmo, 2024).  

The architecture and affordances of social media platforms, by nature, are never 

politically neutral (Davis, 2020). Affordances “mediate between a technology’s features and its 

outcomes” (Davis, 2020, p. 6), making them a crucial starting point for studying how social 

media platforms might promote or restrict spaces for democratic debate. Since most social 

media platforms are privately owned and operate across transnational settings, it is vital to 

bridge critical management and organizational studies with social media research and their 

political influence on the public sphere in liberal democracies. This helps to explore how social 

media ownership shapes the platform infrastructure and its related affordances, and how this, 

in turn, affects the intertwined dimensions of openness and stakeholder engagement. 

The paper is structured as follows: first, it will introduce the debate on what public space 

social media afford and the private nature it entails. Then, it provides a brief definition of 

openness and stakeholder engagement, offering examples of how these concepts can be 

understood in terms of social media affordances. Afterwards, it examines how ownership 
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affects both openness and stakeholder engagement, and how this can lead to either empowering 

or disempowering effects on the community of users themselves. Lastly, it offers a list of 

research questions for potential paths forward in empirical research. 

 

2  Social media platforms affording a public//private agora 
  

Insert text here What are social media? We are so used to empirically live with these 

platforms that, as Carr & Hayes suggest, there is a consensus on what tools can be considered 

social media, but not a clear definition of them (2015, p. 46). To overcome this gap, they 

developed this definition: “social media are Internet-based channels that allow users to 

opportunistically interact and selectively self-present, either in real-time or asynchronously, 

with both broad and narrow audiences who derive value from user-generated content and the 

perception of interaction with others” (Carr & Hayes, 2015: 50). Although it is quite a complex 

definition, interestingly, their focus lies on the user's perception of what social media enables 

them to do in terms of communication. This concept overlaps with the notion of affordance, 

initially developed by Gibson (1986) and subsequently extensively used in design (Norman, 

1988), and eventually applied also to social media (Aichner, Grünfelder, Maurer, et al., 2021; 

Ronzhyn, Cardenal & Batlle Rubio, 2023; Willaert, Olbrich & Banisch, 2024). All these studies 

adopt a user-centric perspective, examining social media platforms in terms of what they can 

afford to the user interacting on and with them. In fact, “social media affordances are the 

perceived actual or imagined properties of social media, emerging through the relation of 

technological, social, and contextual, that enable and constrain specific uses of the platforms” 

(Ronzhyn, Cardenal & Batlle Rubio, 2023: 3178). Indeed, although Aichner and colleagues 

(2021) don’t specifically talk about affordances, they talk about social media “applications” or 

how social media have been used in the last 25 years, identifying five major uses: socializing 

with friends and family, romance and flirting, interacting with companies and brands, job 

seeking and professional networking, and doing business.  

What is interesting about these applications, is that they seem to overlook the democratic 

possibilities social media affords to large part of the population worldwide and that has been 

widely studied by governments, policy makers, and scholars alike, more recently specifically 

looking at how social media seems to impact, oftentimes negatively, democracies (see i.e., 

Castelló Molina, Colleoni & Scherer, 2024; Lorenz-Spreen, Oswald, Lewandowsky, et al., 

2022).  
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What constitutes a public agora or public sphere within the social media realm remains 

an open debate among scholars of political studies. A significant stream follows the line opened 

by Habermas (2015, 2024) and his notion of public sphere and deliberative democracy, which 

now focuses on the ongoing, profound changes in the public sphere due to three major shifts 

that can be easily linked also to the rise and pervasiveness of social media platforms in recent 

decades. As pointed out by Seeliger and Sevignani (2022), these transformations are brought 

about by digitalization, commodification, and globalization, which in turn affect some of the 

key aspects of deliberative democracy, namely transparency, validity and orientation, and 

identity formation. Seeliger and Sevignani (2022: 11) explain how digitalization, on one hand, 

allows broader access to information, while on the other hand, it brings higher fragmentation 

and easier manipulation of information, similar to what happens in social media echo chambers. 

Instead, commodification, in their opinion, focuses on the privatization of the media, and 

therefore a market logic that pushes toward entertainment while weakening deliberative 

discourse practices, resulting in audiences being increasingly shaped as customers, another 

phenomenon highly attributable to social media platforms. Lastly, globalization operates at the 

transnational level, thereby having a larger frame of reference that brings about less pronounced 

effects of rational discourse and a larger spectrum of participants without a single representative 

governmental body.  

Another stream, coming from media studies, portrays this transformation of the public 

sphere as a form of “platformization,” or “the penetration of the infrastructures, economic 

processes, and governmental frameworks of platforms in different economic sectors and 

spheres of life” (Poell, Nieborg & Van Dijck, 2019: 5–6). The public sphere, within 

platformization, ceases to be public, as most interactions occurring within it operate through 

mainly private transnational infrastructures. As Gorwa simply puts it, social media platforms 

are companies, and companies “function in many ways as traditional corporate actors” ( 2019: 

860). Within platformization, Zech (2025) identifies the meme as a dominant feature of this 

new private//public sphere. The private//public sphere afforded by platforms is shaped by 

asymmetrical power structures between users and platforms, and users behave on them with the 

most varied motivations through “a set of interwoven digital practices that emerge through 

mutual reference, repetition, and readaptation and that, in their collective aggregation, exert a 

meaningful influence on political discourse” (Zech, 2025, p. 6).  

Specifically, Zech (2025) supports the idea that social media platforms are never neutral 

tools, following the idea also from Davis for whom “technologies don’t make people do things 
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but instead, push, pull, enable and constrain” stressing that “affordances are how objects shape 

action for socially situated subjects” (Davis, 2020, p. 11, italics as in the original). Therefore, 

we ask: to what extent is this ideal public agora then practically enforced as a private agora? 

Maintaining a user-centric approach, we can start sketching what we mean by social media 

platforms affording a public//private agora, where social media platform infrastructures, 

individual users, as well as users’ culture (Zech, 2025, p. 5) reciprocally and relationally 

influence one another with specific affordances, as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Social media platforms affording a public//private agora 

Technical affordances refer to what social media infrastructure and architecture enable 

users to do. Although each social media platform presents unique technical affordances, there 

are certain affordances that can be identified in the majority of social media platforms. Willaert 

and colleagues (2024) disentangled a series of technical affordances that enable political 

engagement on social media. For example, among others, the possibility of having a 

public/private profile; the possibility to create your own content or to reply to the content of 

others; the possibility to join a debate anonymously with or without login.  

Social affordances arise from the community of users that collectively develop a shared 

sense of meaning or possibilities allowed by certain features of the platform. The most 

commonly used social affordances are hashtags, such as #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter, 

which serve as a form of memetic activism (Zech, 2025), a form of transnational and trans-
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modal way supporting the organization of social protests. Another interesting example is given 

by the meaning attributed to certain emojis. For instance, the watermelon emoji   has been 

transformed into a globally recognized symbol of the protests pertaining to the liberation of 

Gaza, memetically used across a variety of platforms and languages.  

User behavior pertains, instead, to the single user and if and how she/he decides to 

choose and use specific social media platform(s) and its affordances, both technical and social. 

Both the skills and the motivations that bring people to certain social media platforms or others 

are the most varied, sometimes following the platform’s intended mission and purpose, and 

sometimes not. An emblematic case is Minecraft and “The Uncensored Library,” a library 

developed to diffuse forbidden and censored texts in countries where information is highly 

controlled.  

The three key intertwined affordances of the social media sphere (technical affordances, 

social affordances, and user behavior) operate in specific regulatory contexts, where social 

media platform companies, single individual users, as well as users’ culture are subject to local 

and international laws and regulations (Gorwa, 2019). Kinzer (2025), for instance, studied how 

a legislative change impacted sex workers operating on multiple social media.  

Nevertheless, such local and international regulations can be readily devised, as 

unfortunately happens with the sharing of pedo-pornographic content. Although sharing pedo-

pornographic content is prohibited from a legislative perspective, certain platforms, due to their 

internal regulatory systems, do not moderate or control the spread of this material by 

implementing a policy of no surveillance, such as in encrypted messaging apps. This is what 

makes social media platforms “custodians” of the internet (Gillespie, 2019), with a complex 

internal governance structure regarding content moderation and its potentially paradoxical 

effects, such as excessive or insufficient censorship and shadow-banning.  

Strictly linked to the regulatory context is the ownership and business model of the 

social media platform under scrutiny. A significant stream of literature in strategy and 

management has studied platform governance from a market perspective (Harraca & Gawer, 

2023; Hunt, Townsend, Simpson, et al., 2024), examining how declared governance from 

platforms’ owners and actual practices converge or diverge, also thanks to the collective action 

brought forward by platforms’ users themselves. Economists refer to this high concentration of 

ownership and similar business models as a form of oligopoly (Peitz & Sato, 2025), 

characterized by significant asymmetries, particularly in terms of reach and traffic size.  
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Looking at the European regulation of VLOPs (Very Large Online Platforms, or 

platforms having more than 45 million monthly users in the European Union as classified by 

the European Commission’s Digital Services Act – DSA) what emerges is that in Europe there 

are 25 VLOPs, where, among these, three are search engines (Google Search, Bing, and Google 

Maps), nine are market places (Alixpress, Amazon Store, Apple Store, Booking.com, Google 

Play, Google Shopping, Shein, Temu, and Zalando), and four are adult content platforms 

(Pornhub, StripChat, XNXX, Xvideos). In contrast, the remaining nine platforms can be 

considered social media for the purpose of this study (European Commission, 2025). 

Specifically VLOPs social media platforms are, in order of traffic (in brackets millions of 

monthly used declared as for July 2025): YouTube (416), Facebook (259), Instagram (259),  

Wikipedia (151,1), TikTok (135,9), LinkedIn (132,5 out site visits, 45,2 logged in), Pinterest 

(124), X (115,1), and SnapChat (102). Among these, all but Wikipedia are private profit 

companies, where their purpose seems to follow their business model by extracting payments 

in attention, information, or affiliation to be sold to anybody benefiting from the possibility of 

influencing the commercial or political behavior of their targets (Hunt, Townsend, Simpson, et 

al., 2024; Zuboff, 2022). For-profit social media platforms have specific technical affordances 

designed to sustain their business model, for instance, through algorithmic curation, which 

promotes content with more interactions (e.g., Instagram and TikTok). As a result, “stronger” 

and larger profiles appear more often than smaller ones, providing valuable space for 

influencers and brands to promote their products. At the same time, many of these for-profit 

social media platforms offer subscription-based services with the advantage of not seeing, for 

instance, ads or seeing content not available to non-subscribed users (e.g., YouTube Premium).  

On the other hand, other platforms guided by the idea of fostering the commons, such 

as Wikipedia, offer opportunities for different technical affordances, allowing for more 

deliberative and democratic processes (Dalle & Jullien, 2003; Levine & Prietula, 2014; Tkacz, 

2014), basing their business model on donations provided by the users who freely access their 

services.  

But how do these affordances allow users to organize their political engagement within 

such a public//private social media sphere, fostering a democratic debate? The notions of 

openness and stakeholder engagement in management and organizational studies (Figure 2) 

enable us to construct a conceptual framework that links these concepts together, thereby 

creating space for new critical, situated, and relational research questions.   



 

 9 

 

 

Figure 2. Openness and stakeholder engagement as fluid organizing principles 

 

3  Openness and stakeholder engagement as fluid organizing 
principles  

 

Insert text here To begin with, openness can be understood as the degree to which an 

individual user retains control over their experience and the norms governing a platform’s 

operation. It encompasses the ability to determine the quantity and nature of data shared with 

the platform, as well as access to non-personal information by various stakeholders, such as 

researchers (Townsend & Wallace, 2017). Another dimension of platform openness concerns 

the user’s direct experience and the level of control they exercise over it. Some classical 

examples are offered by widely adopted platforms such as Facebook and Instagram from the 

Meta group, where users can decide to whom to share the content they produce, either publicly 

or to a selected network of friends/followers.  

A paradigmatic example of extreme openness is Wikipedia, where users are not required 

to provide any personal information to participate in knowledge production or engage in 

discussions with other contributors. The platform’s deeply democratic nature allows virtually 

anyone to influence decision-making processes through direct participation (see Konieczny, 

2010; Rijshouwer, Uitermark & De Koster, 2023). While certain privileges are earned through 
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active involvement (Reagle, 2007) (Reagle, 2007), they are not restricted by paywalls or access 

barriers.  

At the same time, openness extends to the ability to customize one’s experience—

whether as a passive observer (or "lurker") or as a content creator (Sun, Rau & Ma, 2014). A 

notable case is the blogging platform Tumblr, where users retain significant control over what 

they see and what others can view (Haimson, Dame-Griff, Capello, et al., 2021). Haimson and 

colleagues (2021) studied Tumblr as a trans technology until 2018, as the openness of the 

platform, afforded by its policy allowing “adult” content, made it a safe virtual space where 

people undergoing a transition could explore their transitioning bodies. This transparency in 

platform governance has fostered widespread trust among users and the broader community. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum lie platforms like TikTok, where user control is 

severely limited, particularly regarding the content they encounter (Shin & Jitkajornwanich, 

2024). This contrast reflects a broader shift in social media toward a media-consumption model, 

where users increasingly function as passive observers rather than active creators or participants 

(Burgess, 2015). 

Openness, therefore, is an interesting organizing mechanism between social media 

infrastructure and users’ culture, as well as between social media infrastructure and individual 

users. As seen in the Tumblr example (Haimson, Dame-Griff, Capello, et al., 2021), certain 

communities (and therefore users' cultures) prefer one social media platform over others, 

precisely because of its openness/closure features. At the same time, even on platforms where 

extreme openness is considered key, such as Wikipedia, certain forms of closure (Dobusch, 

Dobusch & Müller-Seitz, 2019) directly and indirectly shape the group of users who stay on 

the platform in the long run (Steinsson, 2024). 

At the same time, stakeholder engagement broadly looks at “the symbolic or 

substantive involvement of and by actors within organizational activities in which they are 

interested, or by which they are affected” (Wenzel, Trittin-Ulbrich, Edinger-Schons, et al., 

2025: 1056). Wenzel and colleagues (2025, p. 1059) identify three key modes of stakeholder 

engagement, namely participation, or the gathering and provision in the form of ideas and 

information; inclusion, or how stakeholders are given voice through the co-creation of issues, 

priorities, and procedures; and democracy, or how stakeholders are conceded with decision-

making rights. The role of social media in and between these modes of stakeholder engagement 

is still an emerging field of research, where few examples studied how to make companies 
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accountable for misconduct (Blum & Uldam, 2024) or to show dissent (Castelló & Lopez-

Berzosa, 2023).  

Stakeholder engagement is strictly linked to how people engage within the user culture 

on certain platforms, e.g., Facebook or TikTok are marketed as places whose stated main 

purpose is to meet friends online or “inspire creativity and bring joy” (TikTok website). On the 

contrary, a white fly remains Wikipedia, a social network not considered as such by its 

community of users, since its raison d’être is stressed by its mission: “the free encyclopedia 

that anyone can edit” (Wikipedia home page).   

Within stakeholder engagement, many studies investigated participation and how, 

within social media, this can foster polarization (Barberá, Jost, Nagler, et al., 2015; Winkler, 

Etter & Castelló, 2020), disinformation (Vosoughi, Roy & Aral, 2018; Joachim, Castelló & 

Parry, 2024), and online violence (McCarthy & Glozer, 2022), mainly caused by the internal 

technical affordances such as algorithmic curation of content and network suggestion that 

brings users into echo chambers in many social platforms (Santos, Lelkes & Levin, 2021).  

Examining the inclusion dimension and its interrelated social affordances, the way 

certain individual users utilize the technical affordances of specific platforms can have a 

profound impact on self-representation, for instance, among gay employees (Amaral, 2023). By 

studying qualitatively how gay employees in Brazil portray themselves as both gay and 

professionals, Amaral (2023) highlights how they strategically use social media, such as 

Facebook and Instagram, in a continuous state of worry and adjustment depending on the 

reaction of other users to the content they post.  

Stakeholder engagement offers an interesting organizing mechanism between 

individual users and users’ culture, as well as between social media infrastructure and individual 

users. Key to stakeholder engagement is the possibility for individual users to be an active part 

of the private public sphere, either as readers/watchers of content or as producers voicing and 

debating their ideas. The platformization in which we now live blurs the boundaries between 

what is political and what is not, thereby offering an interesting starting point to rethink the way 

the debates unfold within the limits and possibilities afforded by private platforms.  

4  A research agenda: the empowering and disempowering 
effects of ownership  

 

Given the extreme asymmetry of power between social media platforms and individual 
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users (Hunt, Townsend, Simpson, et al., 2024; Wang, Zhang, Suk, et al., 2024; Zech, 2025), 

power struggles become an interesting terrain for studying key organizing practices by 

individual users and their groups vis-à-vis the social media infrastructure within which they 

operate. Hunt and colleagues (2024:16) map four types of resistance to power struggles already 

explored in the digital platforms literature, namely refusal, voice, escape, and creation.  At the 

same time, Wang and colleagues (2024) observed how ownership change in Twitter/X under 

Elon Musk had constrained the possibility of users discussing and expressing their opinions 

about this change.  

What can critical management and organizational studies bring in the mapping of the 

empowering and disempowering effects of ownership on the social media public sphere?  

Although social media platforms are highly diverse and, therefore, offer a low level of 

comparability among them, by focusing on the ownership and the business model behind each 

platform, comparability becomes easier, since many technical affordances are mimicked and 

copied by other platforms, especially if they are associated with an economic benefit in for-

profit social media platforms. 

We propose to ground the analysis in the model outlined in Figure 2, specifically 

looking at the organizing principles of openness and stakeholder engagement to understand the 

interrelated effects each element has on the other.  

The empowering or disempowering effects of ownership spillovers on the technical and 

social affordances users interact with, influencing their range of possible actions and behaviors, 

where one option is always leaving and boycotting. Although users' motivations and skills in 

using technical affordances can vary widely, their engagement remains fluid because it is 

transnational, trans-platform, and memetic in its essence, since it is tied to user culture and the 

meanings they assign to certain symbols, images, or videos (e.g., the watermelon emoji). At the 

same time, the level of openness or closure of the platform allows for different ways to interact 

within a user group, depending on the technical affordances available. Users' organizing is 

therefore fluid, as is their engagement and adaptability to the technical affordances, which in 

turn co-create the social ones.  

Since fluidity characterizes the system, identifying important turning points in terms of 

changes in ownership and business model can be a valid starting point for critically tracking 

changes in technical affordances and the overall system. The literature has already explored 

how new laws/amendments have impacted some stigmatized workers (Kinzer, 2025) or how a 



 

 13 

 

new ownership has constrained users' expression (Wang, 2024). 

At the same time, besides focusing on the social media platform itself, a starting point 

could be empirically focusing on niche and marginalized groups of users whose 

empowered/disempowered participation might be enhanced or not, given the already fragile 

standpoint they operate from. 

Another issue remains methodological: given the speed at which social media platforms 

operate, how can the changes in the technical affordances that the platform offers be tracked 

when openness is not granted? What kind of historical approaches can we use to map and study 

the evolution of closed platforms?  

A possible answer is that, within closed platforms, the only way to access information 

is to rely on individual users and their experience within the platform itself. Interviews and 

surveys can disentangle what single users perceive as affordances (either technical or social) 

and how they behave with them.  

 

Table 1 - A research agenda: the empowering and disempowering effects of ownership 

Table 1 outlines potential research questions to empirically tackle how openness and 

stakeholder engagement can simultaneously empower and disempower users, depending on the 

governance choices and affordances embedded in each platform. 

In conclusion, once the empirical setting is delineated in terms of the specific social 

media platform and the community of users under examination, the aim is to empirically 

observe how they mutually and relationally co-construct one another, as well as to assess the 
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extent to which the underlying political architecture of the platform, stemming from its 

ownership, either empowers or disempowers its users.  
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