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Article

It has become a truism that social media environments, 
constituted by platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, 
have expanded the venue where and the repertoire of how 
individuals can participate politically (Bode et al., 2014; 
Theocharis & van Deth, 2018), prominently to more discur-
sive forms of participation (Vromen et al., 2015). 
Underpinning these changes is the paradigm of alternative 
citizenship models, which posits changes in the nature of 
citizenship itself and thus in citizens’ perceptions of what it 
means to be a “good citizen” (Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017). 
Research on changing citizenship has mostly concentrated 
on novel acts of citizenship, where social media serve as 
tools for action and expression (Bennett et al., 2011; Cohen 
& Kahne, 2012), and focused on the question of to what 
extent citizens believe that these acts constitute good citi-
zenship. However, part of the alternative citizenship para-
digm is acknowledging that social media are more than 
tools for enacting citizenship (Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017). 
Rather, social media constitute socio-technical environ-
ments where political participation as a communicative 
process is intertwined with imagined affordances that both 
enable and constrain citizenship (Nagy & Neff, 2015). 
Accordingly, social media may provide an environment in 

which normative understandings of “good citizenship” 
develop due to citizens’ experiences, for example, through 
imagined affordances. An open point in the agenda of alter-
native citizenship is to theorize how citizenship norms 
emerge and evolve in socio-technical environments on 
social media platforms (Lane et al., 2021).

In this study, we sought to identify the citizenship norms 
people express in relation to participation in social media 
environments and to uncover what experiences and affor-
dances shape those norms. For this purpose, we conducted 
three focus group discussions and 25 interviews with young 
adults with extensive social media experience. The findings 
indicate an awareness that new possibilities to engage entail a 
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novel set of responsibilities that pertain to the role of citizens 
in the public discourse. We identify three groups of norms—
individual information care, discourse care, and considered 
contribution—that emerge from positive and negative experi-
ences in social media environments. Paradigmatically, discur-
sive citizenship norms help enhance our understanding of 
how citizenship norms are actualized and how they evolve on 
social media. The article sheds light on the democratic under-
pinnings of political participation on social media from the 
perspective of ordinary citizens and provide a number of 
implications for future research.

Changing Participation Forms, Changing 
Citizenship Norms

Digital and, in particular, social media have been intensively 
discussed as drivers of new political participation practices 
(Lane et al., 2017; Theocharis & van Deth, 2018). Studies 
interested in changes in how citizens exercise their role in 
democracy have commonly focused on assessing citizenship 
norms instead of participation practices. Citizenship norms 
are a type of injunctive norms (“norms of ought,” Cialdini & 
Trost, 1998) that elicit shared expectations of citizens’ role in 
politics (Dalton, 2008) and shape the meaning that citizens 
assign to participation (Bolzendahl & Coffé, 2013; van Deth, 
2007). Citizenship norm research is informed by the demo-
cratic theory that enables scholars to assess forms of political 
participation against this background, evaluating to what 
extent some forms of political participation contribute to or 
hamper the democratic social order (Schnaudt et al., 2021).

Early work has revealed a diversification of political par-
ticipation forms (Dalton, 2008) and communication styles 
(Bennett, 2008). For almost a decade, then, research into 
changing participation remained fascinated by the presumed 
shift from participation grounded in the sense of duty toward 
institutions (dutiful citizenship), such as voting, toward par-
ticipation driven by one’s own political passions (self-actual-
izing citizenship), such as buycotting and political expression, 
and oscillated between the two poles of dutiful and self-actu-
alizing citizenship (Copeland & Feezell, 2017; Feezell et al., 
2016; Leißner et al., 2019; Shehata et al., 2016). Meanwhile, 
the underlying conceptual debate has transitioned into a 
hybrid and pluralized understanding of contemporary citi-
zenship (Ohme, 2019; Thorson, 2015).

Initially, the notion of norm hybridity was invoked to 
describe that most people are, in fact, between dutiful alle-
giance to formal politics and a preference for self-expressive 
forms of participation (e.g., Vromen et al., 2015). Recently, 
it has been suggested that feelings of duty might play a role 
in digital citizenship (Amnå, 2013; Penney, 2019), for 
example, when young Americans say that they feel a duty to 
engage in partisan debates (Penney, 2019) and consider 
political self-expression as a part—albeit the least important 
one—of good citizenship (Lane, 2020), or when users 
engage in collective sanctioning of what they perceive as 

norm violation (Kunst et al., 2021; Watson et al., 2019; 
Ziegele et al., 2020). However, the language of hybridity 
seems more like an easy way out than it helps carve out the 
normative particularities of discursive participation (Vromen 
et al., 2015). Notwithstanding, existing research provides 
useful indications of where to search for more clarity.

While the democratic theory has typically informed citi-
zenship norms research by providing benchmarks for assess-
ing the viability, desirability, and efficacy of political and 
civic behavior as such, it does not provide instruments to 
register the actualization and emergence of norms. Instead 
of reducing citizens’ political action and interaction in social 
media environments to their support for predefined demo-
cratic norms (Schnaudt et al., 2021), looking at citizenship 
norms as communicative practices that unfold in social 
media environments may be more fruitful. Research has 
revealed that social media not only afford new tools for 
political communication (Bode et al., 2014; Theocharis & 
van Deth, 2018) but as spaces where political communica-
tion unfolds, they also enable processes of social and com-
municative change (Flanagin, 2020). Specifically, social 
media alter the nature of engagement in the public life 
(Baym & boyd, 2012), including changes in citizenship 
norms, for example, due to risk-return calculations (Parviz 
& Piercy, 2021).

One reason to believe that new or altered norms may 
emerge in social media environments is that “people shape 
their media environments, perceive them, and have agency 
within them because of imagined affordances” (Nagy & 
Neff, 2015, p. 1). Accordingly, transforming the social mean-
ing of technical features is possible, as the example of the 
“hashtag” illustrates: hashtags were initially made not for 
political mobilization but as features to help build groups 
around messages on Twitter (boyd et al., 2010), but people 
recognized that they could be used as powerful mobilization 
tools even outside the social media sphere (Bennett & 
Segerberg, 2012; Wang et al., 2016). Following this logic, 
imagined affordances may shape what political action is pos-
sible and desirable from the citizens’ perspective.

Citizenship norms may also emerge in social media envi-
ronments because social interaction is a constitutive part of 
social media environments. A relevant, yet mostly implicit, 
aspect of the existing research is that political participation 
online occurs in the context of socially mediated publicness 
(Baym & boyd, 2012). Social interaction is based on socially 
constructed behavioral scripts that provide individuals with 
guidelines for action and enable them to navigate various 
situations (Bicchieri, 2017; Cialdini & Trost, 1998). 
However, interaction at times yields unintended conse-
quences and dynamics, which, in turn, can induce a renego-
tiation of existing norms or emergence of new norms. For 
example, norms can emerge due to individual or collective 
actions that harm or benefit individuals and collectives 
(Coleman, 1990; Opp, 2001). Although social media envi-
ronments induce benefits for individuals’ civic participation 
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(such as political mobilization on an unprecedented scale or 
political emancipation through self-expression), they also 
induce harmful experiences that may constrain individual 
agency (such as hate speech that aims to intimidate and dis-
criminate) (Parviz & Piercy, 2021). In the presence of both 
harms and benefits, there is reason to believe that there would 
be a demand for norms (Coleman, 1990) that help people 
navigate social media environments in a democratic sense. 
Thus, we ask the following:

RQ. What citizenship norms do people express, and how 
are they related to experiences in social media environments?

Methods

Having highlighted several desiderata that need more explo-
ration and data-based theory development, like whether there 
is a certain kind of “digital citizenship” or a new plurality of 
norms and practices, we formulated a research question of an 
exploratory nature that we addressed with qualitative meth-
ods. We collected individual data with semi-structured inter-
views and focus group discussions to provide personal 
reflections on how citizenship on social media is experi-
enced, what norms of good citizenship in social media envi-
ronments are expressed and shared, and how these inform 
civic practice online.

Participants and Data Collection

For younger generations, social and digital media play a far 
more central role in obtaining news and participating in soci-
ety than for older generations (Andersen et al., 2021; Newman 
et al., 2020); hence, they can serve as spaces for political 
socialization (de Vreese & Moeller, 2014). Accordingly, we 
believed that people roughly in their twenties are suitable for 
studying the emergence and actualization of norms in social 
media environments. We purposely sampled 40 people aged 
between 18 and 35 years, all residents of the German capital, 
who used at least two different social media platforms daily. 
We recruited participants via flyers and social media groups 
and offered gift cards to encourage participation. The average 
age of the sample was 27 years. All participants used Facebook, 
whereas roughly half used Twitter or Instagram. Participants 
with academic backgrounds and women were slightly over-
represented in the sample. Table 1 provides an overview of 
sample characteristics.

The semi-structured interviews covered the participants’ 
social media use and perceived role as citizens. We further 
encouraged reflection about past experiences applying con-
versational props, such as examples of Facebook posts. 
Midway through the interviewing period, we conducted a set 
of three focus group discussions as an additional method, 
using a slightly adapted interview guide. We found this 
method suitable for ensuring that we did not overlook rele-
vant topics, as focus groups provide a social situation for 
negotiating the topic at hand (Morgan, 1997). Based on our 

evolving understanding of the topics, we adapted the semi-
structured interview guide for the remaining interviews. 
When we noticed that no new topics were coming up, we 
assumed we had reached a state of theoretical saturation and 
stopped data collection at the 25th interview. Each interview 
lasted 60–90 min, and each focus group took up to 2 hr. One 
of the authors conducted the interviews and focus group dis-
cussions on the university campus or at locations selected by 
the participants. German was the language used in the inter-
views and focus groups.

Analysis Strategy

The interviews and the focus group discussions were coded 
using MAXQDA. While one author undertook the coding, all 
authors regularly discussed the emerging categories and 
decided how various terms had to be coded and categorized 
(Saldaña, 2016). The data were analyzed using a grounded 
theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Gioia et al., 2013). 
In the initial coding phase, we themed the data (Saldaña, 2016) 
and then openly coded the interviews. Open coding yielded 
first-order categories that were still very close to the original 
text of the interviews (Gioia et al., 2013; see Figure 1). In the 
next step of axial coding, we aimed to integrate the first-order 
categories into higher level categories (referred to as second-
level themes) by seeking similarities and differences among 
the generated codes and asking questions about conditions, the 
meaning people gave to certain actions and interactions, and 
the consequences thereof (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In this 
phase, we searched for “oughtness” in the stories of our inter-
viewees, aiming to distinguish between normative and behav-
ioral dimensions. The codes that did not prove productive for 
understanding citizens’ normative behavior were excluded. 
The second-order themes were further distilled into core 

Table 1. Overview of the Sample.

Criteria Specification Interview 
participants 
n = 25

Focus group 
participants 
n = 15

Frequency Frequency

Age 18–26 6 8
27–35 19 7
Average 29 26

Gender Female 15 9
Male 10 6

Education Non-academic 10 6
Academic 15 9

Political interest Strong 13 10
Medium 9 2
Low 3 3

Social media use Facebook 25 15
Twitter 14 4
Instagram 12 4
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theoretical dimensions (referred to as aggregate dimensions) 
in an additional step of theoretical coding (Gioia et al., 2013; 
Saldaña, 2016). You can find our data structure in the supple-
mentary materials.

Emergence and Actualization of Citizenship 
Norms in Social Media Environments

When asked about good citizenship online, participants were 
primarily concerned with practices that aimed at informing 
themselves and forming an opinion, and not, as we might 
have expected from the literature, contributing to social 
change and mobilizing around political issues (Bennett, 
2008; Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Lane, 2020). In this sense, 
the participants’ notions of citizenship emphasized civic 
duties of information and opinion formation that could be 
achieved online, and this was central to how they assessed 
good citizenship regarding social media. Participants 
expressed a host of positive and negative experiences for 
realizing informed and opinionated citizenship, and these 
experiences then provided the ground for formulating rele-
vant citizenship norms. As it is unlikely that all individuals 
support a norm or evaluate experiences similarly (Coleman, 
1990), we present only themes that predominantly emerged 
in the interviews. The logic of norm emergence, as shown in 
our data, is presented in Figure 1.

Pollution and Disassociation of the Information Environ-
ment. Throughout the interviews, the most common nega-
tive experience was a sense of fatigue due to an abundance of 
information, coupled with what participants perceived as 
pollution of the information environment (Wardle & Derakh-
shan, 2017). Concretely, participants were bothered by the 
typical click-bait content from dubious sources and the 

perceived tabloidization of traditional news outlets regarding 
sensationalist and misleading headlines that aim at generat-
ing clicks (Bradshaw et al., 2020). Moreover, the interview-
ees reported being worried about the uncontrollable and 
speedy proliferation of junk news. What made this alarming, 
some said, was their susceptibility to reading headlines 
swiftly and believing without much thinking. A few inter-
viewees shared their irritation with their own inadequate rea-
soning and ability to (quickly) identify falsehoods:

Sometimes, I catch myself when friends share something funny, 
something crazy; then, I look in the comments and see that it’s 
just an altered image. Then, I’m surprised how quickly they had 
me on, and that adds to my skepticism, and I wonder why I fell 
for it. (Lars, aged 33)

However, participants largely considered themselves well 
equipped to face the challenge of environmental pollution 
and considered misinformed others to be far more problem-
atic. These “infodemically vulnerable” group(s), as Nielsen 
et al. (2020) call them, are regarded as leading causes of the 
“pollution.” Carmen (aged 25) angrily explained that

These [falsehoods] wouldn’t have any foundation if people 
wouldn’t share them . . . people don’t take the time to read 
articles in detail and to think a step further: Where does this 
information come from? Where does the data basis come from? 
And developing an understanding for the fact that some outlets 
work reputably, and others don’t. But this just doesn’t happen 
anymore.

Moreover, Agnes (aged 33) was convinced that some people 
“know [about misinformation], but simply don’t care,” add-
ing that “such people, even if it sounds arrogant, have to be 
taken by the hand, because they just can’t handle it.” 

Positive experiences Negative experiences

EXPERIENCES
IN SOCIALMEDIA
ENVIRONMENTS

DISCURSIVE
CITIZENSHIP
NORMS

GOOD
CITIZENSHIP
ON SOCIAL
MEDIA

Personal flow curation Mobilising attention Informing others …

Correcting disinformation Reporting Critical assessment of information …

Individual, Social and Situational Factors

Individual, Social and Situational Factors

Discourse
opening

Considered contribution

Discourse
pollution

Discourse care

Pollution and
disassociation
of information
environment

Individual information care

Figure 1. The emergence of citizenship norms in social media environments.
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Participants were aggravated by this perceived pollution of 
their information environment because it burdened their 
information practices, in that it forced them to invest more 
effort into informed citizenship.

Concurrently, many participants were concerned about 
losing a societal common ground due to human and algorith-
mic selectiveness. For instance, human selectiveness was 
understood as the preference for information sources that 
affirmed one’s beliefs and as removing “friends” or unfol-
lowing those whom one disagrees: “You often get caught up 
in little bubbles and only want to hear what you yourself 
stand behind” (Alex, aged 18). However, algorithmic selec-
tiveness was considered more problematic and, for many, 
resulted in frustration over the content received or missed 
(Swart, 2021). For example, people complained that the 
algorithm “treats news like commercials” (Elisabeth, aged 
26), always showing more of the same thing, which many 
believed could induce tunnel vision and filter bubbles. 
Participants experienced selectiveness as a disassociation 
from people and topics, which they perceived as harmful, as 
it hindered their access to diverse perspectives needed to 
form an informed opinion.

Discourse Pollution. Moreover, the participants were annoyed 
at the poor discussion culture on social media, characterized 
by the “right of the louder.” Lars (aged 33) explained,

I do frequently look at the comment section to learn how people 
discuss a topic. . . But somehow, I really don’t think that the 
comment section reflects how most people would discuss a topic.

Participants also criticized a lack of constructiveness, benev-
olence, and politeness in user comments, all of which can be 
considered violations of communication norms (Bormann 
et al., 2021). Commonly, participants speculated that such 
communicative misbehaviors occur due to the anonymity 
and de-individuation that social media environments afford. 
Echoing previous qualitative research from a US context 
(Marwick, 2021; Penney, 2019), our participants often talked 
about battles of ideological camps, describing them as a 
“waste of time” (Hannes, aged 31) and criticizing them for 
discouraging free expression:

Because, if I say something and right away there are 20 right-
wing Twitter accounts shooting off racist insults . . . then this 
inhibits people from expressing themselves publicly. (Markus, 
aged 22)

Many believed that the visibility of such ideological battles 
altogether enhanced polarization. Overall, participants expe-
rienced discourse pollution as harmful because it discour-
aged discussion, both for those who wished to participate 
and for standby citizens (Amnå & Ekman, 2014), who fol-
lowed online discussions as a way to obtain “authentic public 
opinion,” like Lars, whom we quoted above.

Discourse Opening. Simultaneously, the participants experi-
enced social media environments as an expansion of the dis-
cursive civic space. Given the centrality of informed and 
opinionated citizenship in our sample, discourse opening 
was seen as beneficial for one’s civic practices. Most partici-
pants expressed their satisfaction with being able to benefit 
from others’ informed contributions on social media and to 
access a plurality of perspectives easily. Cherished perspec-
tives included the following:

The people around [East-German city] apparently have no work 
but also have little to say in the mass media. And now, . . . you 
can really hear people in videos or via blogs, and you can really 
see . . . individuals who are concerned speaking for themselves. 
(Thea, aged 27)

Observing “authentic public opinion” was further enabled by 
the affordance of anonymity, which facilitated lurking 
(Crawford, 2009). It was quite common for participants to 
check out the Facebook pages or Twitter accounts of those 
with different political leanings. Munir (aged 31) told us that 
he regularly checked some right-wing accounts to “see 
what’s new with the enemy.”

Finally, while being critical of algorithmic curation, the 
participants enjoyed the affordances of network association 
(Fox & McEwan, 2017) and virality, as conveyed in their 
perceived amenity to algorithmic curation and content sug-
gestions for informing themselves, adding to viral “news you 
can’t avoid” (Gil de Zúñiga & Diehl, 2019). For example, 
Julian (aged 22) told us that he liked that some platforms 
“give you suggestions for other people and accounts that 
might be of interest that you otherwise wouldn’t have stum-
bled upon.”

Based on these positive and negative experiences of being 
part of the public discourse on social media, the interviewees 
expressed how people ought to handle these experiences and 
navigate social media environments in the sense of “good 
citizenship.”

Discursive Citizenship Norms

Individual Information Care. People employ different strategies 
to handle information on social media (e.g., Koc-Michalska 
et al., 2020; Swart & Broersma, 2021). However, we found 
that people speak of some of these strategies in a normatively 
laden sense, seeing it as a civic duty not only to inform one-
self but also to do so properly. The call for individual infor-
mation care emerges from the perceived prevalence of 
information carelessness among fellow citizens, which 
induces the inflation of junk news online. For example, the 
participants considered that one must choose information 
sources that one consumes actively and thoughtfully, as 
opposed to giving in to algorithmic curation and political tar-
geting. As Nora (aged 21) explained, “I can only be partly 
responsible for the things not shown to me [by the algorithm]. 
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But you should actively try to shape [the part that you see].” 
Most of the participants also believed that social media feeds 
must not be the only sources of news and that they ought to 
seek professional journalistic news outside of social media 
by, for example, having news apps or actively visiting web-
sites of news outlets. Participants’ practices implied active 
news feed curation, including following trustworthy people 
or sources, ensuring a diversity of information sources, and 
unfriending and unfollowing misinformed others.

In response to the perceived informational pollution 
online and to distinguish themselves from misinformed oth-
ers, the participants insisted on adopting a skeptical attitude 
toward information on social media and reflecting on the 
information they consume. This finding speaks to a general-
ized skepticism in navigating “different sources and plat-
forms for different purposes without having naive confidence 
in any one of them” (Fletcher & Nielsen, 2018, p. 2).

Finally, although the pollution of the information environ-
ment posed a problem for most participants, and despite the 
agreement that junk news should somehow be countered, we 
could not identify a norm for correcting dis- and misinforma-
tion on social media, although many people in the sample 
said they did it. Noah (aged 23) tried to correct disinforma-
tion on many occasions by providing links to statistical facts: 
“[b]ut people are often unteachable, and you are talking to a 
wall. That’s why, at some point, you just stop talking to this 
wall . . . because it’s not working.” Several participants 
reported having similar experiences. Hence, they often 
impose sanctions by hiding, unfollowing, or deleting misin-
formed persons without engaging in a verbal argument.

As a reaction to the perceived lack of (and capacity for) 
agency of misinformed others, the participants emphasized 
their own agency in curating information. In sum, individual 
information care thus aims to tackle negative experiences of 
informational pollution by individual means.

Discourse Care. Based on their experiences and observations 
that incivility pollutes the discursive environment, the par-
ticipants insisted on the indispensability of adhering to dis-
cussion norms online. Such norms included refraining from 
insulting people or treating others’ opinions with respect. 
The participants felt obliged to engage in sanctioning incivil-
ity by various means. This responsibility was anchored in the 
shared vocabulary of civil courage (e.g., Greitemeyer et al., 
2007) and articulated in the imperative to “demand civility 
from others” (Hannes, aged 31). In this light, the participants 
saw reporting disruptive content, such as hate speech, inci-
vility, or disinformation, in terms of duty to “alert the plat-
form that something is wrong. . . then the ball is in their 
court” (Sophia, aged 26). However, the participants were not 
convinced of efficacy of such interventions. As Michael 
(aged 28) explained, “I don’t think it’s an effective remedy 
because Facebook is apparently not trying very hard . . . But 
I’m doing it anyway.”

Many participants shared ambivalence about proper ways 
of caring for the discourse. Philip (aged 29) explained,

What I do when people get insulted or get bombarded with hate 
speech is to report their comments. I think of this as my duty, 
saying that, okay, well, this has gone too far . . . but I’d never 
write comments because that’s when you get torn apart.

While participants felt that “one must do something” and 
“one cannot remain a mere spectator,” the participants pre-
ferred soft, low-threshold interventions, such as reporting 
hate speech and affirming counter-comments through liking, 
over confrontational, high-threshold interventions, such as 
counter-speaking (cf. Porten-Cheé et al., 2020). A sizable 
minority in the sample strongly believed that counter-speak-
ing is a way of safeguarding the plurality of positions in 
online discussions that can counter polarization. Anna (aged 
33) said,

I pay attention . . . if there are too many right-wing comments, I 
always try to bring in a positive, that is, a different view. Because 
if my comments get more likes, then the right-wing comments 
are not at the top. It may be a way for me to get involved, 
although I’m not the kind of person who likes to write in groups, 
but I cannot just stand by.

Anna’s account stands out in two ways. First, we see that the 
addressees of counter-speaking and counter-liking are not 
primarily the misbehaving others; instead, the aim is to help 
form observers’ opinions by showing them a different view-
point. Second, those who counter-speak count on the support 
of like-minded citizens in the sense that “group-related prob-
lems can be solved by collective effort” (Bandura, 1995; van 
Zomeren et al., 2004, p. 651). As Elisabeth (aged 29) noted, 
“If somebody said something neutral and someone replies to 
it with hate speech, other people speak up and say that’s 
wrong. You see this more and more.” Furthermore, safe-
guarding the plurality of positions included engaging in dis-
cursive allyship, such as defending users who are treated 
unfairly or intervening when a minority group is misrepre-
sented (Kalch & Naab, 2017). Elisabeth’s observation, which 
most participants shared, hinted at the normalization of cer-
tain sanctions in social media environments.

Considered Contribution. The participants all subscribed to a 
culture of sharing (John, 2017) in that they generally appre-
ciated informed others’ sharing of information and knowl-
edge. However, participants did not speak of sharing or 
political expression on social media regarding duty, although 
many reported contributing in various ways, ranging from 
opinion expression (Lane, 2020) to mobilizing around politi-
cal issues. Instead, the participants repeatedly underlined 
that the pollution of the information and discourse environ-
ments is caused by “relentless” and “thoughtless” sharing 
and liking of content. Rather, the participants considered that 
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ensuring the quality of content was more of a civic duty than 
merely deciding to contribute or not:

Expressing your political opinion, I don’t know. . . many people 
are into it, fair enough, but it has to be very well differentiated, 
otherwise you should better not post it. There is enough garbage 
online already. (Max, aged 31)

Participants used words like “nuanced” and “well-argued” to 
describe how they wished people contributed online. Some 
participants were in favor of contributing only with expert 
opinions, and this was reportedly the logic behind many of 
their own contributions. Hannah (aged 26), who usually did 
not post much, became very active during the discussion 
about the European Union Copyright Directive. Having 
expert knowledge of the topic, she said, “I felt more and 
more that it was my duty to inform people because it would 
impact everyone, and no one was reporting about it.” 
Concurrently, these calls for rational and objective contribu-
tions stood in tension with participants who cherished affec-
tive engagement as an expression of an “authentic public 
opinion” and did not consider it democratically or discur-
sively illegitimate (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019).

Moreover, even participants who enjoyed sharing and 
posting did not impose expectations onto other citizens. For 
example, when asked whether he believes that participating 
online was a part of the civic role nowadays, Alex (aged 18) 
believed it was optional. Kathrin’s (aged 32) account is typi-
cal for this stance:

I actually only share or write stuff when I really find something 
important. But I do it only with topics that matter to me, and it’s 
true that I don’t know if someone will actually read it at the end 
of the day or not. After all, I feel good about it—I’m letting 
others know what I think and at the same time I might even do 
something good for my friends [by informing them]. I find that 
acceptable [laughs], but I don’t think that anyone needs to do it; 
in the end, it doesn’t matter that much.

Finally, all participants agreed about the responsibility to 
communicate only authentic content—“if they really mean 
it” (Marwick & boyd, 2011)—and if one has validated a 
post’s truthfulness beforehand. Inflationary contributions 
were routinely sanctioned by hiding or unfollowing.

Discussion

In this article, we argue that previous research on normative 
change in citizenship in the light of digital media has 
neglected that social media are both participation tools and 
communicative environments, where unexpected conse-
quences of social interaction may yield new norms or require 
an actualization of existing norms under new conditions. 
Thereupon, we set out to explore what citizenship norms 
people express related to social media environments and 
how experiences shape these norms.

By examining citizenship norms in the specific context of 
socially mediated political practices on social media, we 
found that users share positive experiences, which we term 
discourse opening, and a host of negative experiences of 
political participation, including pollution and disassociation 
of information and discourse environments. These experi-
ences comprise the background against which users reflect 
on what are appropriate and acceptable civic practices in 
social media environments, yielding what we conceptualize 
as discursive citizenship norms: individual information care, 
discourse care, and considered contribution.

Beyond the traditional understanding of informed citizen-
ship as a duty to be informed about political affairs 
(Poindexter & McCombs, 2001), and based on their experi-
ences on social media, our participants strongly focused on 
seeking and processing information. Individual information 
care as a citizenship norm speaks to the necessity of navigat-
ing the tiring complexity of polluted information environ-
ments online while making the best out of it. Good citizens 
navigate online information environments thoughtfully: to 
benefit from discourse opening, citizens must actively 
choose information sources while reducing the probability of 
being misinformed by maintaining a skeptical attitude and 
critically assessing information.

While individual information care emphasizes the respon-
sibility for oneself as a citizen, discourse care hints at a 
shared responsibility for online public discourse. Discourse 
care as a normative demand emerges from the shared notion 
that public discourse is everyone’s responsibility and that a 
functioning discourse is a precondition for opinion forma-
tion. Norms of discourse care resonate with the idea of estab-
lishing accessible and rational discourse conditions in the 
face of negative experiences, as demanded by deliberative 
democracy theory (Habermas, 2006). As a growing number 
of publications inquire about how and why citizens intervene 
against incivility (Kunst et al., 2021; Watson et al., 2019), we 
provide further empirical evidence that—at least some citi-
zens—may intervene based on the feelings of responsibility 
for the public discourse (Bormann et al., 2021; Porten-Cheé 
et al., 2020; Ziegele et al., 2020).

Our study also helps to further theorize the concept of 
expressive citizenship. The findings corroborate recent 
research that showed that political expression is the least 
important part of good citizenship compared with other, 
more traditional ways of participating in society (Lane, 
2020). Concurrently, our findings reveal another relevant 
dimension of political expression that has been neglected in 
the debates about digital citizenship: that political expression 
can in fact be considered bad citizenship if it violates com-
munication norms and pollutes the discourse. In this light, it 
is the discursive quality that matters for political expression 
as a good civic practice, not the practice per se. If, however, 
citizens decide to engage in political self-expression, they 
expect that this contribution to public discourse is consider-
ate and thoughtful.
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We term these norms discursive citizenship norms for two 
reasons. First, our findings underline that citizens engage in 
what has been conceptualized as discursive participation 
(Vromen et al., 2015) and effectively perceive themselves as 
part of the public discourse. In social media environments, 
citizens perceive that even small acts of engagement, such as 
liking, unfriending, or information sharing, matter for public 
discourse regarding their symbolic and strategic value 
(Picone et al., 2019). With these enhanced participatory pos-
sibilities, citizens share a sense of ownership of public dis-
course and accordingly express their standards of good 
discursive participation. Second, although participants ques-
tioned the efficacy of their action to confront pollution, they 
expressed discourse-related norms when they reflected on 
why they took responsibility to intervene in disrupted discus-
sions on social media: a firm belief that their counteracting in 
public discourses can indicate to other users that exchanging 
information and opinions is possible despite disruptions.

However, although discursive citizenship norms resonate 
with the ideal of a rational public discourse (Habermas, 
2006), particularly in their endeavor to resist the “emotional 
architectures” of social media environments (Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2019), they should not be read as tools to meet the 
ideal of a rational public sphere. The participants, so our 
interpretation, were not concerned with achieving a rational 
discourse as much as they expected from their fellow citizens 
to act considerately and develop strategies to protect them-
selves and each other from pollutions and disruptions. As 
such, discursive citizenship norms bring to the fore the 
socially mediated nature of political participation online; 
they sharpen our view of discursive citizenship as a commu-
nicative process (cf. Geber & Hefner, 2019).

Amid hybrid understandings of contemporary citizen-
ship, discursive citizenship norms are dutiful, insofar as 
they elicit a sense of duty and responsibility toward the 
quality of the public discourse and other participants and 
spectators in the discourse. However, discursive citizenship 
norms also have a self-actualizing dimension, in that people 
are not bound by any externally mediated authority that pre-
scribes what needs to be done; instead, people are free to 
choose whether they want to partake in the discourse on 
social media or not, and in relation to which topics. All the 
three norms, individual information care, discourse care, 
and considered contribution, have modal functions, as they 
provide standards to the how-dimension of citizenship (and 
not to the what-dimension). Accordingly, we conclude with 
a definition of discursive citizenship norms as a conceptual 
umbrella: discursive citizenship norms are shared under-
standings of how citizens ought to participate in the public 
discourse shaped by social media.

The approach to eliciting norms based on experiences in 
social media environments was fruitful, as it helped us illus-
trate what experiences shape certain normative demands. On 
a critical note, these norms can be read as elitist, in that they 

do not account for resources that people have at their dis-
posal to be “good citizens” in the public discourse (Fraser, 
1990). Considering that the experience of political participa-
tion on social media is shaped by various factors, including 
social identity and group membership (Brock, 2012; Lane 
et al., 2022), there are good reasons to believe that, for exam-
ple, marginalized communities might have different experi-
ences and derive norms of discursive participation differently. 
Future research should investigate citizenship norms in digi-
tal environments using a more socially embedded approach.

Moreover, going beyond the study of incivility, future 
research should delve deeper into how people perceive and 
sanction transgressions of discursive citizenship norms, and 
how both platform infrastructures and socially mediated 
publicness constrain or facilitate norm enforcement. For 
example, discursive citizenship norms as civic standards can 
also be used to stigmatize those who fail to live up to them by 
labeling them as “the misinformed.” Also, Marwick’s (2021) 
study on morally motivated harassment indicates how social 
sanctioning may turn into harassment.

Although our study is bound to a specific social and polit-
ical context and a particular age group, it reveals that citizens 
extend established normative conceptions of citizenship by 
interpreting them through the lens of today’s communication 
environments. Discursive citizenship norms contribute to the 
debate on hybrid and pluralizing citizenship norms (Ohme, 
2019; Penney, 2019; Thorson, 2015) and add a novel per-
spective to the field of alternative citizenship (Kligler-
Vilenchik, 2017).
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