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Abstract

The profound impact of communication and new technologies on our world’s future
is more pertinent than ever. The unprecedented influence of the internet and social media
has significantly shaped key democratic actors, creating a landscape where contrasting
impacts coexist. The roles of communication, social media, and artificial intelligence (Al)

in sustaining healthier democracies are increasingly crucial. In this dialogue, Dr. Gil de

1. Shih-Hsien Sandra Hsu is an assistant professor in the Department of Bio-Industry

Communication & Development at National Taiwan University. Email: ssandrahsu@ntu.
edu.tw

B EAIE 46 (2024) 1-24



= =]

The Journal of Information Society

Zufiiga shares observations on the evolving research trend in communication concerning
new technology and politics. Initially marked by optimism, studies portrayed technology’s
potential to democratize information and enhance political engagement. However,
recent years have revealed detrimental outcomes such as misinformation, populism, and
political polarization, adding complexity to the landscape. The swift transformation of the
informational landscape intensifies the challenge for citizens to equip themselves with the
skills needed to assess information veracity. Dr. Gil de Zufiiga notes a socio-political paradox
where increased participation does not necessarily translate to heightened information levels.
This challenge is further complicated by a generational shift in information consumption,
contributing to an information depth deficit. Examining the dynamics among technology,
society, and governance remains important, and Dr. Gil de Zuiiiga encourages future scholars
to investigate how new technologies redefine the mechanisms of democracy and foster a

more egalitarian society.

Introduction to Dr. Homero Gil de Zuiiga

Dr. Homero Gil de Zuiiiga is Distinguished Professor of Media Effects & Al at Penn
State University, Distinguished Research Professor in Political Science at the University of
Salamanca, directing the Democracy Research Unit (DRU), and holding a Senior Research
Fellow position at Universidad Diego Portales, Chile.

His research, grounded in theory, focuses on the societal impact of technologies like
social media, algorithms, and Al. Employing survey, experimental, and computational
methods, Dr. Gil de Zufiiga addresses some of today’s most critical challenges facing
democracies.

With over a dozen published books, including the forthcoming “Social Media
Democracy Mirage” with Cambridge University Press, he has authored 140+ peer-reviewed
articles and received numerous research awards. Recognized as a Fellow of the International

Communication Association (ICA) and the UNESCO Policy Lab, he has also received the

B EAIE 46 (2024) 1-24



HEEHRREREE 3

Krieghbaum Under—40 Award from AEJMC and the Pennsylvania State University Medal
for Outstanding Achievement in Social and Behavioral Sciences.

Acknowledged as one of the most prolific scholars in Political Communication and
Social Media (2008-2018), Dr. Gil de Zuiiga is a Thomson Reuters Clarivate JCR Highly
Cited Scholar for 2020 and 2022. He has secured over 50 grants and awards totaling over 4
million dollars and contributes to informing journalists for outlets such as USA Today, CNN,
Al Jazeera, and more.

Dr. Homero Gil de Zuiiiga’s impactful contributions extend to academia and beyond,

solidifying his position as a distinguished figure in media studies and political science.

HGZ: Homero Gil de Ziiiiga
SHH: Shih-Hsien Sandra Hsu
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SHH : What motivates and informs your engagement in the field of political
communication?

HGZ : My main motivation is curiosity. As scholars, we have the opportunity to learn
throughout our lives and discover something new every day. [ always say that the day
I stop learning and enjoying research, I’ll pack my bags and retire.

I feel 1 began engaging in this field when I was an undergraduate student in
Spain in the late 90s. I had a broad interest in political communication, initially in
journalism and its role in building stronger and healthier democracies. Similarly,
I’ve always been intrigued by new technologies and their impact on society and
democracy, more generally.

SHH : Could you provide some background on your journey in this area?

HGZ : 1 grew up in Spain and pursued my undergraduate studies in journalism. Following
that, I started to work as a journalist and pursued a technical graduate-level degree
in new technologies in Madrid. Shortly after, I began a PhD in Political Science,
also in Madrid. As I delved deeper into my studies, I realized that many fascinating
research works revolved around political communication and its convergence with
new technologies, often originating from the USA. Upon completing my Spanish
doctoral degree, I was determined to further my education in the USA. However,
due to my limited English proficiency, I spent a year working in the hospitality
industry before being accepted into a respectable research program to advance my
education. Fortunately, I got admitted to the Master’s program in Journalism &
Mass Communication at the University of Wisconsin—Madison. Subsequently, I
continued my academic journey and pursued my second PhD in Communication at
the same institution. Both doctoral programs, in Spain and the USA, equipped me
with different skills, collectively shaping me into the researcher and professor I am
today. Throughout my career, I have been privileged to have exceptional mentors. In
Spain, starting from my undergraduate years, I deeply valued the guidance of Prof.

Maria Gémez y Patifio. In the USA, Prof. Dhavan Shah mentored me during my time
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in Wisconsin. Additionally, learning from fellow students who were ahead of me in
the program was invaluable. Many of them, such as Prof. Hernando Rojas and Prof.
Jaeho Cho, have since established themselves as esteemed professors.

SHH : Could you elaborate on your current research focus and shed light on what
aspects of this field continue to intrigue your interest and dedication?

HGZ : My most recent research focuses on pivotal aspects of social media, algorithms,
and Al and their profound implications for our democracy and society at large. For
instance, what is the role of social media in generating an (dis) (mis) informed public
opinion? How can Al alter the way democracy works? This way, I am currently
exploring these questions about the role of social media in shaping public opinion,
often leading to either a well-informed or misinformed populace. Additionally, |
investigate how Al might redefine the mechanisms of democracy itself.

Building on this line of research, an emerging area that captivates my attention
is our ongoing exploration of how citizens perceive the relevance and necessity of
politicians in society, particularly in light of Al potentially fostering a more egalitarian
society. This area of study carries immense significance. Firstly, it’s fundamentally
flawed to assume such a premise. Secondly, this perception significantly influences
how citizens engage with our political institutions and the functioning of democracy.

I anticipate that research in this domain will remain exceptionally influential for
years to come, profoundly impacting our understanding of the evolving dynamics
between technology, society, and governance.

SHH : What significant trends have you observed in political communication over the
years?

HGZ : Over the past two decades, the internet, and particularly social media, has become the
predominant arena for understanding contemporary politics. This isn’t solely confined
to academic research; it permeates all levels, from journalists to politicians, and the
very institutions governing our democracies. The unprecedented influence of the

internet and social media has shaped crucial democratic actors—citizens, journalists,
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elected officials, and more.

Initially, this research trend appeared markedly optimistic, portraying
technology’s potential to democratize information, reduce knowledge barriers, and
enhance political engagement for all. However, recent years have revealed a more
nuanced and less sanguine reality. The landscape has grown increasingly complex,
shedding light on both positive and negative aspects. While technology, the internet,
and social media hold promise in positively transforming our world, they have
also fostered detrimental outcomes such as misinformation, populism, and political
polarization.

The most intriguing paradox lies in the concurrent nature of these effects.
The internet and social media deliver both positive and negative consequences
simultaneously, creating a landscape where these contrasting impacts coexist.

SHH : In the past, when a new medium was introduced, it was customary to discuss
the advantages and disadvantages of using that medium (the optimistic vs.
pessimistic view). Research followed the same path when the Internet and social
media first appeared. Is it still the right direction for research? What are your
thoughts on the current state of research in this domain?

HGZ : This observation is indeed fascinating, and it holds true for many technologies
integrated into society. The underlying reason likely resides in the multifaceted
advantages that any technology initially offers to its users—a domain often
scrutinized by researchers. As these technologies gain widespread acceptance and
are used over extended periods, researchers develop a deeper understanding of their
various implications and effects, and oftentimes are not ideal. The internet and social
media exemplify this trend.

An illustrative case demonstrating the challenge of mitigating technological
harm or the unexpected outcomes of innovations is the “enshittification” assumption,
articulated by journalist Cory Doctorow last year. This hypothesis suggests that any

social media platform initially serves a collective good for users and citizens but
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inevitably evolves towards maximizing its own benefits, consequently undermining
societal well-being and civility.

SHH : You have recently published a new book, “Social Media Democracy Mirage.”
Could you discuss your main argument and concerns in this work?

HGZ : Absolutely! This book is coming with Cambridge University Press in 2024, and 1
want to take the opportunity to thank the CUP Elements’ Series Editor in Political
Communication Prof. Soroka who has invaluably shepherded this project, and of
course, I also would like to thank my co-authors of the book, Prof. Marcos-Marné,
Prof. Goyanes, and PhD student, Rebecca Scheffauer. Their contributions have been
vital in shaping this work.

Basically, we argue that for more than two decades, research in political
communication has celebrated social media’s potential to rejuvenate democracy. It
was anticipated that social media platforms would offer new avenues for individuals
to engage with political information and participate actively in civic matters.
However, based on two comprehensive literature reviews spanning social media’s
impact on political knowledge and participation (2000—2020) and supported by
empirical evidence from four original US survey datasets spanning over a decade
(2009—2020), this book argues that social media has only partially lived up to these
expectations. It asserts the existence of a “Social Media Democracy Mirage.”

This notion suggests that while social media has fostered increased sociopolitical
engagement, it has not necessarily corresponded to a more informed public opinion.
The result is a socio-political paradox wherein people are more participatory than
ever, yet not necessarily more informed.

SHH : How do you think research related to social media can continue to develop?
What new technologies, aspects of new technologies, or user behaviors need
special attention next?

HGZ : As | elaborated previously, delving into the evolution of social media algorithms, the

implications of opaque information management systems, information dissemination
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on social media platforms, and the influence of Al in society hold the potential to
significantly transform how citizens learn, access information, seek entertainment,
communicate with one another, and engage with political institutions.

SHH : Social media challenged the authoritative and exclusive role of traditional news
media, but the weakening of this role created many crises. In your view, what
role can social media and traditional media play in fostering and sustaining a
healthy democracy?

HGZ : This is a very good observation. Social media may indeed provide lots of information
that overcame the classic journalistic gate keeping role performed by more traditional
media outlets. While this expansion of voices and perspectives is a positive, it also
presents a downside. The absence of professional journalistic curation may result
in information lacking in factual accuracy, verification, and source accountability.
Consequently, it falls upon users to discern the credibility and origins of the
information they encounter. Hence, media literacy has become increasingly important
in our society.

The swift and profound transformation of our informational landscape intensifies
the challenge for citizens to equip themselves with the skills needed to assess the
veracity of the information they encounter. This stands as a critical challenge that our
societies will continue grappling with in the foreseeable future.

SHH : Additionally, what role does the field of communication studies play in
contributing to it?

HGZ : While I acknowledge my bias towards communication and politics, I firmly believe
that the influence of communication and new technologies in shaping the future of
our world has never been more relevant than it is now. The role of communication,
social media, and Al in sustaining healthier democracies is more pertinent than ever.

SHH : Your involvement in recent projects focused on young people’s political
participation and news consumption habits. Could you provide more insight into

these initiatives? What observations have you made, and what motivated your
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decision to contribute to these studies?

HGZ : Yes. The way young people consume information is not only different from the
way their parents did, but also how their older siblings did! While there has always
been a generational shift in information consumption, the pace of these changes is
accelerating rapidly. Today’s youth not only gravitate toward news on social media
but are particularly inclined to consume news via platforms like TikTok. This may
bring obvious deleterious repercussions beginning with an information depth deficit
as opposed to consuming newspapers news, or even TV news. On the bright side,
there are emerging narratives of information that heavily rely on opinion leaders and
Tik Tok community members or political influencers. They play a pivotal role in
simplifying complex issues and disseminating crucial news to a wider audience. This
phenomenon is well-documented in the work of my doctoral student, Zicheng Cheng,
who explores the concept of the “second-person view” and its influence on news
engagement on TikTok (see her 2023 piece in Social Science Computer Review).

SHH : Your extensive list of publications is impressive. Could you share which piece of
your research is particularly meaningful and what makes it your favorite?

HGZ : Thank you for your kind words. This is the toughest question so far!!! The fact is
that publishing a paper is like having little academic kids, you have to “love them all
equally.” However, and thankfully different from having real kids, there are always
some papers that one may end up appreciating more than others. Papers that introduce
new theories and validate them through empirical testing do tend to stand out. Thus,
I really like the papers where we propose new theories and test them empirically. For
instance, papers revolving social capital and social media, second screening, media
efficacy, or on the news finds me perception, are among my favorites.

Then it is up to other researchers to discern whether those papers are more
influential than others, or more “meaningful” as you posed in your question. To
me, they are all similarly important and influential. Ultimately, it’s the collective

contribution that matters, and the diverse range of topics researchers delve into
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enriches the whole academic landscape. | am just happy to see others use my work,
and to witness others using my papers to assist in their own work.

Having conducted research, taught, and worked in academic institutions
across various European countries and states in the U.S., you bring a unique
perspective on political communication, social media, and democracy. While
Europe and the U.S. are often categorized as Western countries, your experiences
suggest potential differences. Have you noticed variations in the research areas
and focus of scholars in these countries concerning the abovementioned topics?
What differences have you observed across countries and organizations, and

what do you believe might account for these distinctions?

: Having this international and diverse academic background and experience has only

strengthened my conviction regarding the importance of integrating research findings
and empirical testing from countries beyond the US. Emphasizing a comparative
perspective across various political contexts and societies significantly advances our
field and enhances our comprehension of complex phenomena. This deficiency in our
field and social scientific scholarship underscores the crucial need for more studies
that encompass diverse empirical research from around the world.

Additionally, considering your cross-cultural experiences, what opportunities do
you see for cross-cultural or interdisciplinary research? Lastly, in terms of future
collaborative efforts, what steps could be taken to promote interdisciplinary or

international research partnerships?

> Yes! This is clearly another advantage of our discipline. I view communication as

inherently interdisciplinary and multicultural. This perspective naturally fosters
enduring, diverse, and impactful collaborations, which I believe will serve as the
foundation of future advancements in communication.

I take great pride in collaborating with others, and particularly mentoring
students and junior faculty. Practically, all of my articles are co-authored. The main

reason is that even when leading a paper, I always look for some students who might
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be interested in co-authoring so they can practice, learn, and foster their CV to be
successful in an increasingly more competitive job market. This approach is my way
of paying forward the mentorship I received. Following the footsteps of my own
mentors, | aim to support and guide others in their academic journey as well.

SHH : To maintain your position at the forefront of your expertise, could you share
insights for current and future researchers regarding the proactive steps you
take to continually develop your skills?

HGZ : It is interesting that the first and last questions of this interview may garner
similar responses. If I were to offer insights, I would encourage present and future
researchers to maintain their curiosity, as it will indelibly fuel their research agenda.
Also, the most proactive approach to advancing and refining their research skills
surely involves continuous reading of published works. Reading acts as the vitamin
of science. When coupled with curiosity, it becomes the most efficient means to

pursue impactful research.
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