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Abstract 

This study examined how personal values shape the ways participants use social media and 

engage with politics online. A mixed-method design explored links among Schwartz’s basic 

values, social media integration, and political engagement, along with open-ended reflections on 

gendered language, gender norms, and the influence of digital platforms. Quantitative results 

showed that benevolence, self-direction, and universalism were the most strongly endorsed 

values, and that several value patterns were tied to social media integration and political 

engagement. Achievement and universalism predicted higher political engagement, while 

tradition and self-direction predicted lower engagement. The qualitative findings showed that 

participants viewed gendered digital discourse as emotionally charged and often exaggerated, 

interpreting these messages through values related to autonomy, fairness, and social awareness.  
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Under the Influence: How Values Shape Pathways to Gender Ideologies and Extremism 

Social media continues to be a powerful influence in shaping social perspectives, 

personal identities, and the ways individuals engage with issues, make decisions, and interpret 

the world around them. Although there has been extensive research on how digital platforms 

affect behavior and public opinion (e.g., Bail et al., 2018; Bakshy et al., 2015; Vosoughi et al., 

2018), less attention has been devoted to whether these interactions reflect individuals’ value 

systems or play a role in shaping them over time. That distinction matters for understanding how 

people meet and react to ideological narratives in their feeds. 

This study addresses that distinction by examining how personal values relate to social 

media usage patterns, perceived digital influence, and belief formation in political and social 

contexts. Grounded in the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and Schwartz’s 

(1992) Theory of Values, this study employs a quantitative survey of Generation Z participants to 

evaluate how their values connect to social media use and political engagement.  The study’s 

focus on gender-related narratives strengthens this broader purpose by showing how personal 

values and digital discourse work together to shape ideological identity. 

Literature Review 

Impacts of Social Media Use 

Over the past two decades, social media have become part of everyday communication 

and have changed the ways people connect with one another. Bolton et al. (2013) explained that 

these platforms rely on simple, user-friendly design that allows people to produce and circulate 

content that invites interaction. They also create spaces where relationships can form and where 

online communities take shape. As users choose what to post and how to frame it, they assemble 
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public identities that reflect personal values and respond to the expectations of others (Thomas et 

al., 2017). 

Pew Research studies consistently show that members of Generation Z are among the 

most active social media users. In 2005, only 12% of adults aged 18 to 29 reported using social 

media. This figure rose to 90% in 2015 (Perrin & Pew Research Center, 2015). By 2021, 

platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok had become central to daily life for this age 

group, and most users engaged with them several times a day (Auxier & Anderson, 2021). Social 

media use has expanded across all age groups, but young adults continue to lead in digital 

engagement and shape the online norms and trends.  

Similarly, Goldring and Azab (2021) found that Generation Z interacts with major social 

media platforms and content-sharing communities several times each day. Although they also 

visit blogs and other niche platforms, these play a smaller role in their digital routines than fast-

paced, image-driven apps. In addition to high-frequency use, Gen Z demonstrates strong value 

awareness and actively looks for promotional offers. These findings demonstrate that digital 

networks serve as both sources of entertainment and credibility in peer-influenced purchasing 

decisions. 

According to Tirocchi (2024), members of Generation Z are digital natives who have 

grown up in a world dominated by social media. They have been exposed to algorithmic 

personalization, influencer culture, and platform-based branding from an early age, all of which 

have shaped their digital behaviors and value orientations. Millennials (Gen Y), their closest 

generational counterparts, have also been deemed “digital natives” due to their early exposure to 

computers, video games, and the internet (Prensky, 2001, p. 1). As a result, Prensky (2001) has 

labeled everyone older than millennials “digital immigrants,” which are individuals who have 



5 
 

had to adapt to a digital world later in life (p. 3). Goldring and Azab (2021) found that 

Generation Z market mavens, defined by Feick and Price (1987) as highly informed consumers 

who actively seek out and share marketplace information, demonstrate strong tendencies toward 

status-driven consumption and socially influenced decision-making. They frequently use social 

media to build personal influence and shape their peers’ purchasing behavior. These behavioral 

patterns are most visible on image based platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat, where 

mobile centered design and fast moving content streams heighten attention to personal 

presentation and social feedback. 

Extant research on Millennials provides helpful context for understanding how online 

behavior has shifted across adjacent cohorts. Millennials are also described as digital natives due 

to early exposure to computers, gaming, and the internet (Prensky, 2001). Their formative years 

coincided with the rise of early social platforms and the transition from desktop to mobile 

browsing, which shaped their comfort with online communication. Studies of Millennials show 

clear overlap with Gen Z in areas such as promotional awareness and participation in content 

sharing communities. Hysa et al. (2021) noted that Millennials engage with major platforms on a 

daily basis and remain active on blogs, microblogs, and rating forums, although these spaces 

play a more limited role in their routines compared with the fast moving, image driven apps 

favored by Gen Z. Goldring and Azab’s (2021) study of market mavens, originally centered on 

Gen Z, shows how digitally fluent consumers turn to social media as an information source and 

use what they learn to shape the choices of people around them. 

Millennials’ early experiences with social media offer a useful context for understanding 

the environment Gen Z entered as new social media users. Bolton et al. (2013) described how 

Millennials often used early platforms for entertainment, emotional regulation, and staying 
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connected during a period of rapid innovation and uncertainty. Although the two cohorts grew up 

in different technological moments, they are close enough in age that many late Millennials 

shared online spaces with early Gen Z users. This overlap carried forward shared norms and 

expectations that shaped how social media developed and how younger users learned to navigate 

it. 

Negative and Positive Outcomes 

Social media continues to play an increasingly influential role in everyday life, yet its 

impact remains far from straightforward. Scholars have documented both positive and negative 

consequences across various psychological and social dimensions. Martin et al. (2018) described 

social media as a double-edged sword that can create a sense of connection and community, 

while also posing risks to individual well-being and the fabric of society. Similarly, Bekalu et al. 

(2019) argued that while routine use of social media can foster a sense of social connectedness, 

emotional overreliance on these platforms is linked to declines in self-reported health and 

everyday social functioning. 

These studies reveal that platforms like Instagram and TikTok, while appearing harmless, 

can evoke strong feelings that lead to unexpected and potentially harmful effects. The influence 

of social media extends across multiple levels of society by shaping individual attitudes and 

behaviors, as well as political institutions and public discourse. For example, Boulianne (2015) 

questioned commonly accepted claims about the civic potential of social media, finding little 

evidence that online political discussion translates into higher voter turnout or long-term 

democratic participation. In fact, voter turnout among people aged 18 to 49 declined in 2024 

compared to 2020 (Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and Engagement, 

2024). Barati (2023) investigated how casual social media use influences youth political 
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participation. He did not find a direct link between casual social media activity and offline 

political action, but did uncover an indirect connection via online engagement. Based on these 

findings, he predicts that youth will become increasingly politically active over time (Barati, 

2023). 

As these generational habits took shape, the same digital spaces that supported identity 

work and community building also became arenas for public communication with far wider 

reach. Social media’s role expanded beyond personal expression and began to influence political 

life in visible and consequential ways. Zhuravskaya et al. (2020) described how ordinary users 

have relied on these platforms to call out corruption, challenge authoritarian actors, and push 

back against state-controlled narratives. Yet this open flow of information has another side, 

because the same systems that amplify civic action can also support the rapid spread of 

misleading or harmful content. Enders et al. (2023) found that individuals already drawn to 

conspiracy thinking are more likely to encounter posts that confirm those beliefs, which makes 

political discussion more fragmented and less constructive across digital networks. 

Pellegrino et al. (2022) offered a broad map of how scholars have approached the study 

of social media addiction and problematic use rather than reporting direct outcomes among 

adolescents. Their bibliometric analysis shows that researchers continue to focus on patterns such 

as compulsive use, emotional distress, and the spillover effects that heavy online engagement can 

have on daily routines. Although their work does not present new clinical or behavioral findings, 

the trends they identified illustrate the concerns that shape much of the current research. 

Compared with studies that directly examine youth experience, their review helped clarify why 

researchers continue to study sleep disruption, anxiety, and social strain among younger users. It 

provides context for understanding why digital environments are often framed as both socially 
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valuable and potentially overwhelming for people who develop strong emotional ties to their 

online lives. 

Although social media use can have adverse effects, it is essential to recognize that it also 

offers meaningful benefits when used intentionally. Rao et al. (2022) identified several 

constructive uses of social media, including professional networking, entrepreneurial marketing, 

digital health consultations, and educational collaboration. They also emphasized that these 

platforms enable businesses to expand their reach and engage with customers in dynamic ways. 

At the same time, they cautioned that excessive social media use can interfere with face-to-face 

interaction, underscoring the importance of balance.  

Similarly, Brandtzæg and Heim (2011) observed that users often turn to social media to 

maintain friendships and foster a sense of belonging. Activities such as browsing profiles, 

sharing content, and engaging with others' posts reinforce shared social identities and promote 

ongoing interpersonal connections. These findings indicate that the risks and rewards of social 

media coexist and are influenced by the specific ways in which individuals choose to integrate 

these technologies into their daily routines and value systems.   

Political Communication 

Oral (2022) examined The Prince through the lens of political communication and argued 

that Machiavelli provides early insight into how leaders use strategic messaging to hold power. 

Machiavelli’s approach was not limited to persuasion. He stressed the importance of shaping 

public perception, adjusting rhetoric to the needs of different audiences, and sustaining authority 

through deliberate public narratives. These ideas remain influential in contemporary political 

communication. 
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Similarly, Kenski and Jamieson (2017) reviewed a range of scholarly definitions and 

drew from Lasswell’s early communication model to define political communication as “making 

sense of symbolic exchanges about the shared exercise of power and the presentation and 

interpretation of information, messages or signals with potential consequences for the exercise of 

shared power” (p. 5). This foundational view highlights the origins of political communication in 

meaning-making and the negotiation of authority. 

Building on these definitions, contemporary scholars have shifted their attention to how 

political communication operates in real-world contexts, with a focus on decentralized, media-

saturated environments. Bennett and Pfetsch (2018) described it as the interaction among social 

dynamics, message dissemination, and audience response, all of which represent a systems-level 

approach to influence and communication. Chatterjee and Dutta (2024) noted that political 

communication now blends strategies from politics, marketing, and campaigning to build 

relationships with voters. As centralized party messaging has declined, politicians have begun 

engaging audiences directly through social media, while influencers, activist groups, and 

everyday users also play active roles in shaping political discourse. This shift has expanded 

participation and made political communication more strategic and collaborative than in earlier 

eras. 

This broader shift toward decentralized, participatory political communication is evident 

in how individuals use social media to express political beliefs. Lane et al. (2021) described 

these expressions as an “intrapersonal communication process,” noting that even public posts 

often begin with internal reflection and personal deliberation before becoming outward messages 

(p. 339). As a result, the study of political communication in digital spaces must consider the 
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public content that is shared and the psychological and emotional processes that inform its 

creation. 

While political communication helps explain how individuals express beliefs online, it is 

also closely tied to the development of ideological frameworks. These frameworks, which are 

shaped by exposure, peer reinforcement, and algorithmic curation, can reflect and reshape the 

personal values individuals bring into digital spaces. These dynamics create conditions in which 

ideologically charged beliefs can take shape and spread through conversations about gender, 

identity, and power. 

Ideology 

Social media enables expression and influences the belief systems that individuals adopt 

and reinforce. In online spaces, ideologies form, evolve, and gain traction in ways that reflect 

users’ personal values and digital behaviors. This section examines how specific gendered 

ideologies circulate in these spaces, offering insight into the values that underlie digital identity 

formation and belief expression. By tracing these narratives, the present study explores how 

exposure to ideologically charged content may reinforce or disrupt individuals’ worldviews over 

time. 

Misogynistic ideologies, while not new, have gained renewed cultural prominence 

through digital channels. Some of the belief systems that emerge in these spaces can take on 

increasingly rigid or hostile forms that scholars identify as extremist variants of gender ideology. 

O’Hanlon et al. (2023) noted that online platforms allow harmful and sometimes extreme 

rhetoric to reach broader audiences and, in some instances, escalate into offline violence. The 

manosphere, which is a loosely affiliated network of influencers, websites, forums, and creators, 

has become a hub for promoting strict, hierarchical views of male dominance. These 
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communities often draw on evolutionary psychology to justify traditional gender roles and cast 

men and women as biologically distinct in their social value (Ging, 2019). 

Ging (2019) outlined five primary subcultures within the manosphere: Men’s Rights 

Activists (MRAs), Men Going Their Own Way (MGTOW), Pick-Up Artists (PUAs), traditional 

Christian conservatives (TradCons), and pockets of gamer culture. Despite differences in tone 

and emphasis, these groups often coalesce around Red Pill ideology, which is a belief system 

inspired by The Matrix that presents feminism as a cultural illusion. This worldview divides men 

into “alpha” and “beta” archetypes, with alpha males portrayed as dominant and sexually 

desirable, while beta males are cast as weak and undesirable. Some self-identified beta males, 

particularly in online gaming spaces, embrace the term “incel” (involuntary celibate), framing 

their alienation as the result of social or biological injustice. Ging also identified the zeta male, a 

less common identity, which is described as a “sociosexual warrior” who rejects both traditional 

masculinity and manosphere orthodoxy. To clarify these terms and the ways they operate within 

manosphere and femosphere discourse, Table 1 summarizes key labels and their commonly cited 

definitions. 

Table 1 
 
Manosphere and Femosphere Key Terminology  
_____________________________________________________________________________  
Term       Definition   
______________________________________________________________________________   
Manosphere      A loosely affiliated network of influencers,  

websites, forums, and creators which has  
become a hub for promoting strict 
hierarchical views of male dominance 

  
Red Pill Ideology     A belief system inspired by the Matrix that  

presents feminism as a cultural illusion 
 

Alpha Male      A dominant and sexually desirable man 
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Beta Male      A weak and undesirable man 
 
Incel        Involuntarily celibate; Usually a  

self-identifying beta male; Often part of 
online gaming communities; Believe their 
celibacy is due to a biological injustice 
 

Zeta Male       Sociosexual Warrior; Rejects both  
traditional masculinity and manosphere  
Orthodoxy 
 

Sigma Male       A supposed superior alternative to the Alpha  
Male; characterized as socially withdrawn,  
emotionally distant, and singularly focused  
on personal success; categorizes women as  
distractions, threats, and trophies 

 
Girl Boss       Aligns empowerment with ambition,  

entrepreneurship, and curated personal  
branding  
 

Gurlesque       An exaggerated form of femininity used to  
market entrepreneurial identity  
 

Reactionary Feminism/Feminist Realism  Treats gender inequality as a fixed condition  
and views male behavior as largely  
unchangeable  
 

Female Dating Strategy (FDS)   Promote emotional distance and calculated  
relationship strategies that urge women to  
focus on personal advantage rather than  
collective reform 
 

Femosphere       The diverse ecology of women’s online  
communities that have arisen since 2018,  
primarily through Reddit, in defensive  
reaction against the manosphere, and which  
can be understood as a gender-flipped  
version or mirroring of the manosphere 

 
Strategic Femininity      An approach that encourages women to use  

traditional gender roles as a tool for gaining  
emotional or financial security. Rather than  
advocating for social change, it frames 
empowerment as the ability to succeed  
within existing systems 
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Sprinkle Sprinkle Method     Tiktoker SheraSeven’s catchphrase. She is 

often labeled as the female Andrew Tate.  
 

Crunchservative      Conservative influencers who express  
conservative ideology using  
wellness-oriented language 
 

Femcel       Female involuntary celibate; in contrast to  
incels who place blame on women and  
“desirable men,”femcels look inward, 
focusing on feelings of rejection, emotional 
depravity, and dissatisfaction with modern 
dating norms 
 

Red Pill Women      Active participants who adopt conventional  
norms with specific goals in mind 
 

Femininity Premiums      Rewards to conventional gender roles,  
including affection, financial support, and  
household stability 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
A newer category, the sigma male, has emerged in manosphere discourse as a supposedly 

superior alternative to the alpha male, characterized by social withdrawal, emotional distance, 

and singular focus on personal success (Tanner & Gillardin, 2025). Sigma discourse often 

categorizes women as distractions, threats, or trophies. These ideas spread through memes and 

coded language that downplay their misogyny, making them more palatable to younger 

audiences and less likely to draw platform moderation. 

Influencers like Andrew Tate have capitalized on these narratives by combining self-help 

language with aggressive gender politics. Haslop et al. (2024) argued that Tate frames financial 

success and female subjugation as parallel goals, presenting control over women as a byproduct 

of male excellence. His blend of irony, bravado, and spectacle makes these messages feel 

accessible to adolescent boys navigating identity, frustration, and peer validation. 
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Other creators employ similar rhetoric. For example, Czerwinsky (2024) claimed that 

podcasts like Fresh & Fit, hosted by Walter Weeks and Myron Gaines, frequently argue that 

social systems unfairly favor women, which encourages a backlash against what they refer to as 

“simp culture.” In a similar vein, the podcast Good Bro Bad Bro participates in conversations 

that reduce the concept of high social value to nothing more than physical appeal and racially 

influenced desirability, frequently reinforcing hierarchical and exclusionary standards. 

While these ideologies target male audiences, female-centered ideologies have also 

gained visibility. One of the most prominent is the “Girlboss” archetype, popularized by 

Amoruso (2014), which aligns empowerment with ambition, entrepreneurship, and curated 

personal branding. Mastrangelo (2021) characterized this phenomenon as a form of neoliberal 

feminism, which links women’s worth to individual success and productivity. The Girlboss 

model promotes online visibility as a form of capital, encouraging women to build marketable 

personas to navigate competitive environments. 

Fradley (2022) criticized this viewpoint for promoting relentless self-optimization and 

assuming that all women have equal access to time, energy, and freedom from caregiving 

responsibilities. Similarly, Alexandersson and Kalonaityte (2020) examined the “gurlesque” 

aesthetic, which presents an exaggerated form of femininity used to market entrepreneurial 

identity. Although often presented as inclusive, this model of empowerment tends to obscure 

systemic inequalities and emphasizes personal branding and consumption over collective 

progress. 

In response to the perceived shortcomings of liberal feminism, a newer digital movement 

called reactionary feminism has emerged. Kay (2024) conceptualized this ideology as “feminist 

realism,” which treats gender inequality as a fixed condition and views male behavior as largely 
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unchangeable. Communities such as Female Dating Strategy (FDS) promote emotional distance 

and calculated relationship strategies that urge women to focus on personal advantage rather than 

collective reform. According to Kay, these spaces, often referred to as the “femosphere,” reflect 

some of the same patterns found in the manosphere, including a belief in rigid gender roles, 

biological explanations for behavior, and a fundamentally adversarial view of gender relations. 

Building on this perspective, Lewis (2023) explored how reactionary feminism often 

promotes what she calls strategic femininity. This approach encourages women to use traditional 

gender roles as tools for gaining emotional or financial security. Rather than advocating for 

social change, it frames empowerment as the ability to succeed within existing systems. Using 

phrases like the “sprinkle sprinkle method,” these communities suggest that women can benefit 

most by understanding and accepting the social rules shaped by evolutionary differences. While 

this may appear to offer agency, it also reinforces the idea that a woman’s value is defined by her 

ability to attract and manage male attention. 

Conservative influencers have adopted similar techniques. Aggarwal and English (2025) 

examined how the “#Crunchservative” aesthetic packages conservative ideology in wellness-

oriented language. Through lifestyle branding and relatable personal content, influencers attract 

young women without relying on overt political rhetoric. These messages frame traditional 

gender roles as desirable, intuitive, and empowering, using emotional resonance rather than 

political confrontation to build support. 

Building on these gendered frameworks, Evans and Lankford (2024) examined how 

femcel communities offer a distinct response to social and romantic alienation. Unlike incel 

spaces, which often turn outward in blame, femcel discourse tends to be inward-looking, 

focusing on feelings of rejection and emotional deprivation with modern dating norms. These 
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posts reflect frustration not only with men but also with broader gender expectations and the 

unequal emotional labor often placed on women. While some commentary may express 

bitterness, most femcel conversations center on unmet emotional needs rather than on calls for 

confrontation. Evans and Lankford emphasized that these forums serve as spaces of reflection 

rather than of hostility, revealing how digital platforms provide space for women to articulate 

complex experiences of loss, intimacy, and exclusion. 

A comparable strategic approach to gender roles can be observed in Red Pill Women 

(RPW) communities. Hoebanx (2024) describes these women as active agents who intentionally 

embrace traditional norms instead of passively following them to reach specific goals. 

Submission is often framed as a means of gaining emotional security, upward mobility, or access 

to what Hamilton et al. (2019) described as “femininity premiums,” which are resources such as 

affection, financial support, or household stability. These women frequently retain fallback plans, 

such as education or employment, illustrating how RPW participants navigate gender roles 

pragmatically rather than strictly. While these communities may appear to reinforce patriarchal 

norms, Hoebanx argues that they reflect adaptive strategies shaped by race, class, and evolving 

economic pressures.  

To contextualize these patterns within a broader political shift, Finlayson (2021) explored 

how online ideological movements have grown not through shared beliefs, but through shared 

emotional rejection of progressive norms. He describes this phenomenon as the emergence of 

affective publics, which he defines as communities that are more connected by shared mood than 

by specific messages. These spaces often rely on exaggerated adversaries, such as the “social 

justice warrior” or the “cultural Marxist,” to personalize political dissatisfaction. In both male 

and female ideological spaces, the red-pill metaphor functions as a narrative device that reframes 
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disillusionment as insight. Rather than building policy consensus, these groups engage in identity 

performance that emphasizes clarity, control, and the rejection of cultural pluralism. 

Finlayson (2021) argued that this emotional mode of digital participation strengthens 

neoliberalism rather than disrupting it. Online engagement becomes transactional and 

competitive, with visibility treated as a form of currency. Outrage and emotional provocation rise 

above dialogue or collective problem-solving. Within these spaces, users are rewarded for 

ideological branding that mirrors their values, self-image, and social ambitions. This 

environment turns belief formation into a process driven by emotional appeal and digital 

momentum, shaped more by patterns of interaction and reward than by sustained reasoning. 

These ideological landscapes show how digital spaces do more than just amplify 

opinions. They help build the systems of meaning that shape how people view themselves, 

understand others, and interact with the world. They also act as reflections that often influence 

value systems and are closely connected to how people use social media to develop and 

sometimes alter their beliefs. Understanding these dynamics is crucial to this study’s goal of 

analyzing how personal values, online behaviors, and exposure to diverse ideas interact in a 

feedback loop that shapes political and social identity. 

Theoretical Framework 

Values Theory  

The concept of values provides a foundational lens for understanding how and why 

individuals engage with social media in ways that reflect both personal identity and broader 

social priorities. Rokeach (1973) defined a value as “an enduring belief that a particular mode of 

conduct or that a particular end-state of existence is personally and socially preferable to 

alternative modes of conduct or end-states of existence” (p. 550). His framework distinguishes 
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between instrumental values, which refer to preferred modes of behavior, and terminal values, 

which represent desired end-states. This distinction highlights that values serve the functions of 

guiding actions and goals. This is supported by earlier research that suggests users intentionally 

craft their online personas to express their identity and meet the expectations of their perceived 

audience (Thomas et al., 2017). 

Schwartz and Bilsky (1987) conceptualized values as internal standards that guide how 

individuals judge social behavior, which provides a useful way to understand peer-driven 

interaction and political discourse on social media. These internal standards arise from biological 

needs, social experience, and institutional expectations. They help explain how users decide 

whether information seems credible, whether content aligns with personal aims, and whether 

certain online behaviors feel socially acceptable. Earlier research supports this view by showing 

that people tend to judge digital content in ways that reflect their social positioning and their 

desire to fit comfortably within online communities (Brandtzæg & Heim, 2011). 

Schwartz’s (1992) theory of basic human values provides a cross-cultural way to 

understand how people approach digital spaces. These values influence how individuals judge 

information and decide what to share. Research on Generation Z illustrates this connection. 

Goldring and Azab (2021) found that many young users rely on identity signaling and 

promotional engagement when interacting online. Tirocchi (2024) showed that years of exposure 

to recommendation systems and influencer culture have shaped how this cohort interprets digital 

content. These studies point to the role of values such as self-direction and achievement in 

guiding everyday online behavior. A detailed list of Schwartz’s (1992) ten value types and their 

definitions is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2 
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Schwartz Theory of Basic Values 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Value     Description  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Power    Social status and prestige, control or dominance    
    over people and resources 

Achievement   Personal success through demonstrating     
    competence according to social standards 

Hedonism   Pleasure or sensuous gratification for oneself 

Stimulation   Excitement, novelty, and challenge in life 

Self-direction   Independent thought and action, including choosing creating,  
    exploring. 

Universalism   Understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and     
    protection for the welfare of all people and for    
    nature 

Benevolence   Preserving and enhancing the welfare of those with    
    whom one is in frequent personal contact (the ‘in-   
    group’) 

Tradition   Respect, commitment, and acceptance of the    
    customs and ideas that one’s culture or religion    
    provides 

Conformity   Restraint of actions, inclinations, and impulses    
    likely to upset or harm others and violate social    
    expectations or norms 

Security   Safety, harmony, and stability of society, of     
    relationships, and of self 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Values do not remain static across a person’s life span. Research comparing Generation Z 

and Millennials indicates that both groups are active digital users, yet they prioritize different 

values when engaging online (Hysa et al., 2021). Schwartz’s framework helps explain these 

patterns by noting that certain values, such as security or conformity, gain prominence with age 
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or broader social change. Shifts in value salience may therefore account for differences in how 

various cohorts interpret digital content and choose to participate in online communities. 

McClintock’s (1972) work also supports the idea that behavior reflects the perceived 

importance of potential outcomes. When applied to digital contexts, this suggests that individuals 

rely on their value structures when deciding how to present themselves, which content to 

endorse, and how to respond to matters involving politics or identity. These decisions reflect an 

ongoing interaction between personal values and the social environments in which digital 

behavior occurs. This relationship provides a logical foundation for introducing the Theory of 

Reasoned Action in the next section, since TRA emphasizes how beliefs and intentions shape 

behavioral choice. 

The extensive scholarship on values theory shows that personal beliefs about what 

matters in life shape how people judge digital content and how they present themselves in online 

settings. These value orientations also guide the goals users bring to social media and the choices 

they make when joining or leaving particular communities. Prior work further shows that age 

groups differ in the priorities they rely on when moving through digital environments, which 

helps explain why similar platforms can produce different experiences across cohorts. These 

ideas establish a strong foundation for examining the values held by participants in this study and 

how those values relate to their patterns of online use and political expression. With this 

foundation in place, the study begins by identifying the value orientations that participants 

consider most important. 

RQ1: What are the most prominent personal values held by participants, based on Schwartz’s 

values framework? 
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RQ2: Are specific personal values related to the degree to which participants integrate social 

media into their daily lives? 

RQ3: Are there relationships between participants’ values and their political engagement on 

social media? 

RQ4: How are participants’ personal values associated with their endorsement of zero-sum 

gender beliefs? 

Theory of Reasoned Action 

Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) explains how individual 

attitudes and perceived social norms shape intentional behavior. According to this theory, 

behavior results from deliberate evaluation rather than impulse. Individuals develop behavioral 

intentions based on their personal attitudes toward an action and their understanding of what 

others expect of them (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). These two elements, attitude and subjective 

norms, jointly influence intention, which is the most immediate predictor of actual behavior. 

This theory can be applied to the examination of digital engagement in ideologically 

charged settings. In social media environments, users often decide whether to engage with 

content based on both personal beliefs and anticipated consequences, such as social approval, 

backlash, or increased visibility. For younger users, these evaluations occur in real time and are 

shaped by peer feedback, platform norms, and social incentives such as likes and shares (Liu et 

al., 2020). TRA captures this decision-making process by emphasizing how individuals assess 

their attitudes simultaneously with perceived social expectations before expressing beliefs in 

digital spaces. 

TRA also aligns with how scholars describe social media-based political behavior as a 

process of internal deliberation. Lane et al. (2021) defined online political communication as a 
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form of “intrapersonal communication,” in which users reflect on their beliefs before making 

them public (p. 339). This process illustrates the fundamental structure of the TRA model: 

individuals evaluate a behavior, take others’ expectations into account, and form an intention to 

either act or refrain from performing it. 

The overall structure of TRA also helps explain how ideological positions are reinforced 

through social and technological feedback. Trending content, algorithmic amplification, and 

rapid-response interaction shape what users see and what they perceive as normatively 

acceptable. Over time, repeated exposure to certain narratives may influence attitudes or 

normalize belief systems through subtle shifts in perceived expectations and social rewards, 

rather than through overt persuasion (Duskin et al., 2024; Milli et al., 2025). Although the 

Theory of Planned Behavior builds on the Theory of Reasoned Action by adding perceived 

behavioral control (Ajzen, 1985), that extension is not applicable in the current study. For 

example, the behaviors under examination, such as sharing political content and responding to 

value-based messages, involve voluntary choices rather than actions constrained by external 

conditions.  

Communicative Feedback Loops in Digital Environments 

While the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) helps explain how attitudes and social 

norms influence behavior, it does not fully account for the recursive nature of digital 

environments. To extend this framework, Trilling’s (2024) concept of communicative feedback 

loops offers a useful addition. A feedback loop is defined as a system of interdependent human 

and algorithmic actions in which each communicative output, such as a post, comment, or 

reaction, influences the conditions for future interactions. On social media, these loops emerge as 

users engage with content, platforms amplify it, and others respond, thereby reinforcing specific 
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patterns of behavior and visibility. This study applies the concept of feedback loops to 

understand how online actions are shaped by both social feedback and algorithmic reinforcement 

in the context of value signaling and ideological expression. 

Because every digital action feeds into the system, users’ decisions to engage with 

ideological content may reflect their values and actively reinforce and reshape them. As Trilling 

(2024) noted, this reinforcement can cause a behavior that reinforces itself over time and amplify 

certain beliefs while diminishing others. For example, when users receive high engagement on 

value-based content, they are more likely to repeat that behavior, which strengthens ideological 

expression as a form of social identity. 

Papakyriakopoulos et al. (2023) provided strong support for this framework in their 

analysis of Reddit. Their findings show that both the type and intensity of feedback users receive 

can influence the content they produce over time. Voting systems function not only as 

mechanisms for reinforcement but also as tools for signaling shared values and social norms 

within online communities. These individual responses are further amplified when integrated 

into platform recommendation algorithms. Even when user feedback does not reflect genuine 

preferences, it still affects which content is promoted, prioritizing material that performs well 

under algorithmic patterns rather than content aligned with authentic beliefs. 

In this same vein, Brummette et al. (2018) described how discourse around terms like 

“fake news” is shaped through feedback loops on platforms like Twitter. In ideologically 

homogenous clusters, repeated exposure to like-minded content created the illusion that certain 

viewpoints were widely accepted, thereby legitimizing them and encouraging users to adopt and 

reinforce those beliefs. The authors found that these loops reinforced partisan frames and 
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suppressed opposing viewpoints by signaling which narratives were safe or rewarded within the 

group. 

These studies show that feedback loops created by user behavior, social validation, and 

algorithmic reinforcement shape how values and ideological identities grow over time in digital 

environments. In this study, the feedback loop perspective helps explain how participants’ 

personal values and their social media habits influence one another as they move through 

different stages of belief formation. This framework leads directly to the qualitative research 

questions, which focus on the ways participants make sense of gendered narration online and 

how they believe digital platforms shape their understanding of identity, power, and gender. 

RQ5: How do participants interpret and respond to gendered messages and narratives they 

encounter in digital environments? 

RQ6: How do participants believe social media platforms shape the development of beliefs about 

identity, power, and gender? 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were young adults connected to a public university in the Mid-Atlantic 

region. Most were enrolled as undergraduate or graduate students, and others were young adults 

who accessed the survey through campus networks. Eligibility required participants to be at least 

eighteen years old. A total of 252 individuals opened the survey. After removing the two 

Qualtrics header rows and cases with substantial missing data, valid cases ranged from about 174 

to 249, depending on the variable. Participation was voluntary and anonymous. 

Recruitment and Procedure 
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Data were collected online through Qualtrics in October and November 2025. 

Participants were recruited using a nonprobability sampling approach that combined an initial 

systematic recruitment strategy with convenience and volunteer sampling. Recruitment began 

with faculty-mediated outreach to upper-level university courses and was later expanded to open 

participation via social media due to nonresponse. Participants were given an opportunity to 

enter a gift card drawing by submitting an email address, and these addresses were stored 

separately from the survey data before analysis. All procedures were reviewed and approved by 

the university’s Institutional Review Board. 

Measures 

The survey included validated scales assessing personal values, social media integration, 

political engagement, and gender related attitudes, along with three open-ended questions and 

demographic items. All items appeared in a fixed order in Qualtrics and used the exact wording 

shown in the instrument. 

Schwartz Value Survey 

Personal values were measured with a shortened form of Schwartz’s Value Survey. Each 

of the ten value domains appeared as a single item, and participants rated the importance of each 

value on a five-point scale ranging from “not important” to “extremely important.” Because the 

survey used one item per domain, each value was treated as its own variable rather than 

combined into composite scores. The single-item approach is commonly used when researchers 

aim to capture relative rankings of value priorities rather than to estimate latent factors. This 

format also allows for clear comparisons across value domains within the same sample. 

Social Media Use Integration Scale (SMUIS) 
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Social media integration was measured using an adapted version of the Social Media Use 

Integration Scale (Jenkins-Guarnieri et al., 2013). Items assessed emotional connection to social 

media, habitual use, and its role in social relationships. Responses were recorded on a five-point 

agreement scale, and one negatively worded item was reverse-coded. Items were averaged to 

create a composite integration score. 

Online Political Engagement Scale (OPEnS) 

Political engagement was measured using the Online Political Engagement Scale 

(Vaccari et al., 2015). Items required participants to indicate how often they viewed or interacted 

with political content across digital platforms using a four-point frequency scale. Items were 

averaged to produce a composite political engagement score. Examples were adapted to fit the 

context of U.S. politics while retaining the original scale's structure. 

Zero-Sum Perspective of Gender Scale (ZSPGS) 

Beliefs about gender-based competition were measured using the Zero-Sum Perspective 

of Gender Scale (Ruthig et al., 2017). Items measured the belief that advantages for one gender 

result in disadvantages for another. Responses were recorded on a five-point agreement scale and 

averaged to form a composite score, with higher values indicating stronger zero-sum beliefs. 

Open-Ended Items 

Three open-ended questions asked participants to describe their reactions to gender 

related terminology, their personal beliefs about gender roles and identity, and their views on 

how platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Reddit shape beliefs about identity and power. 

Brief definitions for unfamiliar terms were included to support full participation. 

Demographic Items 
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Demographic questions captured additional characteristics of the participants, such as 

age, gender identity, race or ethnicity, academic status, first-generation college status, political 

ideology, party identification, and religious affiliation. Additional items asked about the 

frequency of social media use, primary platforms used, and general political discussion habits. 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative Survey Items  

Survey responses were exported from Qualtrics into SPSS Version 30. Initial screening 

involved removing the Qualtrics header rows and cases with almost no usable data. Several 

individuals started the survey but did not finish it, often completing only the open-ended 

questions or a few demographic items. As a result, these cases were excluded from the analyses. 

Descriptive statistics were computed for the demographic items and for each measured variable. 

Internal consistency for the multi-item scales was assessed with Cronbach’s alpha. Normality 

was assessed using Shapiro-Wilk tests and by examining histograms and Q-Q plots. 

Scores for social media integration, online political engagement, and zero-sum gender 

beliefs were calculated by averaging the items within each scale. The ten Schwartz values were 

treated as separate variables because each value domain was represented by a single item. 

Analyses included a repeated-measures analysis of variance to compare ratings across the ten 

Schwartz values, correlations to examine associations among the value variables and the three 

multi-item scales, and a multiple regression model to test which values were associated with 

online political engagement when entered together. 

Open-Ended Survey Items  

Open-ended survey responses were analyzed using an inductive constant comparative 

approach, following Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) method of comparing each participant’s 
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response with others to identify shared ideas and points of contrast. Coding began with open 

coding, where the researcher generated an initial list of descriptive codes from the raw responses. 

These codes were then reviewed for conceptual relationships and grouped into broader categories 

through axial coding. Selective coding was used in the final stage to refine these categories into 

the central themes that represented the most stable patterns across the dataset.  

This structured progression from open to axial to selective coding ensured that the themes 

reflected the content of the responses rather than any preconceived framework. Across the three 

open-ended items, every response was coded, and the patterns that appeared throughout the 

dataset were consistent enough to indicate that the analysis reached a reasonable level of 

saturation.  

Results 

A total of 252 individuals opened the survey. After removing partial or invalid responses, 

valid cases ranged from 174 to 249 across variables. The sample was predominantly female 

(73.2%, n = 182), followed by male (19.6%, n = 49), with the remaining respondents identifying 

as nonbinary, transgender, or preferring not to specify. Most respondents were between eighteen 

and twenty years old. 

Participants were primarily White (78.4%, n = 197), followed by Black or African 

American (11.3%, n = 28), Hispanic or Latino (7.7%, n = 19), and Asian (1.5%, n = 4). Fewer 

than one percent identified with another racial or ethnic group. About one third (34.4%) 

identified as first-generation students. Politically, 40.7% described themselves as moderate, 

33.5% as liberal, 12.9% as conservative, 11.9% as very liberal, and 1% as very conservative. A 

majority (55.7%) identified as Democrats, followed by Independents (21.8%), Republicans 

(18.4%), and other affiliations (4%). Nearly half (47.2%) identified as Christian, while 39.8% 



29 
 

reported no religious affiliation. The remaining respondents identified with a non-Christian or 

minority faith. 

Reliability of Multi-Item Scales 

Internal consistency was evaluated for the multi item scales that were intended to operate 

as cohesive measures. The Social Media Use Integration Scale showed strong reliability (α = 

.869), and the Zero-Sum Perspective of Gender Scale showed similarly strong reliability (α = 

.897). The Online Political Engagement Scale was adapted in this study to reflect platform-

specific political behaviors, and the items function as a behavioral index rather than 

interchangeable indicators in a single latent scale. For this reason, internal consistency is not an 

appropriate indicator of reliability for this measure. The ten Schwartz value domains were not 

evaluated with alpha because each domain reflects a distinct motivational construct rather than a 

single latent factor. Alpha values are known to be unstable in condensed SVS formats, so domain 

scores were treated as indicators of relative value priorities rather than tests of internal 

consistency. 

Tests of Normality  

Normality was evaluated for the three multi-item variables used in the quantitative 

analyses of social media integration, online political engagement, and zero-sum gender beliefs. 

The ten Schwartz values were examined as individual items rather than as a combined scale, as 

each domain reflects a distinct value construct. Shapiro-Wilk tests were significant for the three 

multi-item variables, as expected for samples of this size. Social media integration showed W = 

.983, p = .007, online political engagement showed W = .962, p < .001, and zero-sum gender 

beliefs showed W = .816, p < .001. Histograms and Q-Q plots indicated that social media 

integration was roughly symmetric, political engagement showed a slight left skew, and zero-
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sum gender beliefs showed a strong right skew. Given the sample size and the robustness of 

parametric procedures, analyses proceeded without transforming these variables. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics were computed for all key variables. The social media integration 

score had a mean of 3.02 (SD = 0.81). The political engagement index had a mean of 2.04 (SD = 

0.71), and the zero-sum gender belief score had a mean of 1.62 (SD = 0.74). The ten Schwartz 

values were analyzed as separate items. Power received the lowest importance rating (M = 2.85), 

followed by conformity (M = 3.15), tradition (M = 3.33), and stimulation (M = 3.37). Hedonism 

(M = 3.70) and security (M = 3.71) fell in the middle of the distribution. The highest means were 

observed for achievement (M = 4.04), universalism (M = 4.07), self-direction (M = 4.26), and 

benevolence (M = 4.41). These results indicate stronger endorsement of values tied to autonomy, 

care for others, and personal growth, along with low support for values associated with power 

and strict conformity. 

Quantitative Results 

Research Question 1: Personal Values 

A repeated-measures analysis of variance examined differences across the 10 Schwartz 

values. The model was significant, F(9, 230) = 87.06, p < .001, η² = .27. Benevolence had the 

highest mean rating (M = 4.41), followed by Self Direction (M = 4.26), Universalism (M = 

4.07), and Achievement (M = 4.04). Power received the lowest mean (M = 2.85). Conformity (M 

= 3.16) and Tradition (M = 3.33) were also rated relatively low. These results show that 

participants placed stronger emphasis on prosocial and autonomy-oriented values than on 

authority, status, or adherence to tradition.  

Research Question 2: Social Media Integration 
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Pearson correlations examined associations between personal values and social media 

integration. Positive correlations were found for Power (r = .196, p = .003), Achievement (r = 

.298, p < .001), Hedonism (r = .243, p < .001), Self Direction (r = .132, p = .042), and 

Conformity (r = .169, p = .009). These patterns show that participants who placed greater 

importance on success, pleasure, independence, or social appropriateness tended to report higher 

levels of social media integration. 

Research Question 3: Online Political Engagement 

Several values were positively associated with online political engagement. Achievement 

(r = .183, p = .005), Hedonism (r = .167, p = .010), Stimulation (r = .138, p = .034), and 

Universalism (r = .205, p = .002) showed positive correlations. Tradition was negatively 

correlated with online political engagement (r = −.148, p = .023). 

Research Question 4: Zero-Sum Gender Belief 

Pearson correlations were used to explore how the Schwartz values related to zero sum 

gender beliefs. Several relationships reached significance. Power was positively associated with 

zero sum beliefs, r = .246, p < .001, meaning that students who placed greater importance on 

authority and influence were more likely to view gender gains as competitive or mutually 

exclusive. Tradition also showed a positive association, r = .219, p < .001, as did conformity, r = 

.265, p < .001. These patterns indicate that students who value established norms and social 

expectations tend to report stronger zero-sum beliefs. Universalism, however, showed a negative 

association with zero sum beliefs, r = −.145, p = .026, suggesting that students who emphasize 

equality and concern for others were less likely to endorse a zero-sum view of gender. The 

remaining values were not significantly related to zero sum beliefs. Overall, the results show that 
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value orientations linked with maintaining social order align with stronger zero sum thinking, 

while values tied to equality relate to weaker endorsement of these beliefs. 

A multiple regression model tested the unique effects of all ten values when entered 

together. The model was significant, F(10, 223) = 3.91, p < .001, R² = .15, adjusted R² = .11. 

Achievement (β = .17, p = .020) and Universalism (β = .24, p = .003) predicted higher political 

engagement, while Tradition (β = −.26, p = .003) and Self Direction (β = minus .18, p = .037) 

predicted lower engagement. The model explained 15% of the variance in online political 

engagement. A model of this size with broad value constructs would be expected to account for a 

modest share of behavioral variance, so 15% represents a reasonable and interpretable effect in 

this context. 

Multicollinearity was evaluated using collinearity diagnostics in SPSS. Condition indices 

ranged from 1.00 to 26.93, which falls within the range considered acceptable for stable 

regression estimates. Methodological guidelines note that serious multicollinearity is usually 

indicated by condition indices above 30 and high shared variance proportions within a given 

dimension (Belsley et al., 1980; Hair et al., 2019). In this analysis, no pair of predictors showed 

variance proportions above .50 on any dimension associated with a higher condition index. The 

pattern of coefficients, standard errors, and significance levels remained stable across predictors, 

supporting the conclusion that the 10 Schwartz value domains operated as separate predictors 

that could be included in the model simultaneously. 

Qualitative Results 

Research Question 5: Interpreting Gendered Messages  

The open-ended survey questions yielded important insights into the perspectives of our 

participants. They offered detailed and at times emotionally charged responses to questions. 
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First, participants responded to gendered labels with a wide range of reactions. Several described 

terms, such as Alpha Male, Red Pill, Dark Feminine, tradwife, incel, and femcel, were described 

as exaggerated or theatrical. One participant said, “It’s all a vacant and hollow imitation of 

identity curated by our modern online culture.” Many viewed them as symbolic shortcuts that 

reduce complex ideas into emotionally charged categories. One participant said, “I think that 

sometimes they can make discussions on important topics become less serious because of their 

casual nature.” Another said these terms were “a way to hold women back from equality and 

praise men for no reason.” Others said the terms can trap people inside negative identities. A 

participant wrote that incel and femcel “show how lonely people can feel, but I worry that those 

identities can trap people in bitterness.” 

Participants also commented on traditional gender roles. Some rejected traditional roles 

entirely, while many expressed full support for them. One participant mentioned how “gender 

roles contribute to the violent patriarchy, which benefits no one.” Another said “I think it’s the 

man’s role to be masculine (provider, safety, security) and it’s the woman’s role to support her 

husband & family. People that accept their roles are happier & fulfilled.” A smaller group 

supported traditional roles for men but not for women. One participant explained, “In a 

relationship, I like the traditional aspect. Like the guy planning things, driving, and paying. And 

the girl is very supportive and loving. So not in a way where the woman should not work and just 

clean.” Another participant claimed, “I enjoy traditional roles for men but more growth in roles 

for women.” These views were often connected to online spaces that promote femosphere 

content, which includes ideas tied to Red Pill Women. 

Participants described online gender messages as heavily shaped by performance and 

social reaction. One participant said terms such as AlphaMale, Incel, Femcel, Red Pill, Dark 
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Feminine are “wholly unproductive and reductive, and many who endorse them (e.g., Andrew 

Tate and his Red Pill BS) do so for profit or political influence, not out of good intent.” Humor 

was named as a common vehicle for these messages, which participants believed can make 

harmful ideas seem less serious. Participants noted that labels spread quickly because they are 

easy to repeat and align with the speed of platforms such as TikTok and Reddit. Some 

participants reported that online discussions become hostile or repetitive, leading them to 

disengage. Another participant described this pattern as: “They start off sometimes ridiculous or 

sometimes empowering, and then quickly head into a dangerous territory.” Others took time to 

evaluate messages and compare them with their personal values.  

Across responses, participants described a pattern of selectively engaging with gendered 

content. This selective approach was driven by a desire to maintain thoughtful reflection and 

avoid being drawn into polarized debates. One participant said, “Online narratives often feel 

disconnected from real life and create distorted expectations about relationships.” Another 

participant described algorithms as “a tool used to slaughter critical thinking skills.” Even when 

participants criticized gendered language, they acknowledged its influence and the ease with 

which it circulates in digital spaces.  

Research Question 6: Social Media and Beliefs About Identity, Power, and Gender 

Participants consistently identified social media, influencers, and algorithmic exposure as 

the central forces shaping how people form beliefs about gender and identity online. Many 

viewed influencers as highly persuasive. One participant said, “Creators like Andrew Tate have a 

lot of influence in perpetuating negative and harmful ideas.” Another noted how constant 

exposure to curated content can push users toward a narrow set of views even when they do not 
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intend to seek them out. Participants believed that repeated exposure encourages people to 

internalize the content they see. 

Participants described social media as capable of shaping the attitudes of family members 

as well. One participant reported that their brother had become “angry and very right-leaning” 

after following influencers such as Joe Rogan and Charlie Kirk. They reported that his views 

changed once he deleted TikTok, which improved their relationship. Another student described 

how their father was drawn into red pill and alpha male content. The participant said, “If 

someone interacts with red pill or alpha male content, they will be sucked down that rabbit hole 

and internalize it.” 

Although many expressed concerns about the influence of algorithms, participants also 

described positive effects. Some said online gender discussions challenged the traditional views 

they grew up with. Others said social media helped them see people living in ways that differed 

from what they had been taught was normal. One participant said social media “gives people an 

outlet to express the same opinion and empower people.” Another viewed it as “a good way to 

see into the lives of others.” 

Participants described social media as capable of both demonizing and romanticizing 

traditional gender roles. A participant who supported traditional roles said platforms unfairly 

portray them as backward. A participant who rejected those roles said algorithms create an 

idealized version of tradition to influence young people. Some also criticized social media for 

amplifying extreme content to “increase engagement for the creator and create division among 

groups.” 

Across responses, participants framed social media as a space that shapes belief 

development through repetition, emotional appeal, and constant exposure. They believed these 
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forces push users toward specific interpretations of identity and power whether they intend to 

reflect critically or not. At the same time, they recognized that thoughtful engagement can 

disrupt these patterns and help people form more grounded views of gender. Some participants 

urged users to consume social media responsibly, saying, "I believe all social platforms have a 

place for every side of the spectrum regarding the situation. It really depends on what pipeline 

you fall down, and what media you are willing to consume.” 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how personal values shape young adults' use of 

social media and engagement with political content online, and how participants describe the 

development of their beliefs about gender, identity, and social life in digital environments. When 

viewed through the lens of Schwartz’s theory of basic values and the Theory of Reasoned 

Action, the results indicate that values provide a stable framework that participants rely on when 

navigating online discourse. The patterns identified in this work align with the literature on 

Generation Z’s social attitudes, identity expression, and digital behavior, and they help clarify 

why certain types of content carry greater influence than others. 

The first research question asked which values were most important to participants. 

Benevolence, self-direction, and universalism emerged as the highest rated. These values reflect 

concern for others, independent judgment, and a commitment to fairness. Their prominence is 

consistent with research characterizing Generation Z as a cohort that emphasizes inclusion and 

socially responsible behavior (Goldring & Azab, 2021; Hysa et al., 2021; Tirocchi, 2024). Prior 

studies also show that young adults often experience digital environments as extensions of their 

everyday social world, where supporting peers and expressing sincere or value-driven views are 

common forms of participation (Brandtzæg & Heim, 2011; Jenkins-Guarnieri et al., 2013). 
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The lower importance placed on power, conformity, and tradition is consistent with 

research showing that younger adults often question rigid hierarchies and favor norms that allow 

greater personal autonomy (Bolton et al., 2013; Hysa et al., 2021; Tirocchi, 2024). These 

tendencies help explain the motivational context through which participants interpret political, 

social, and gender related content in digital environments, since value priorities shape how users 

make sense of the messages they encounter online. 

The second research question examined how value priorities relate to the degree of social 

media integration. Several value domains showed meaningful associations with the extent to 

which participants integrated social platforms into their daily routines. For example, 

achievement, hedonism, self-direction, conformity, and power each showed positive associations 

with social media integration. These patterns align with studies showing that many young adults 

use platforms to monitor social expectations, express individuality, and build recognition through 

curated personal content (Brandtzæg & Heim, 2011; Goldring & Azab, 2021; Tirocchi, 2024). 

The entertainment features of digital media align well with hedonistic aims, while achievement 

and power align with the status-oriented and aspirational elements of online interaction. The 

association between conformity and integration reflects how platform norms and peer signals 

influence everyday participation. These findings indicate that social media use reflects 

underlying motivations related to enjoyment, identity expression, and sensitivity to social 

evaluation. 

This study revealed how certain value priorities are associated with how often 

participants engage with political content online. Higher scores on achievement and universalism 

were associated with more frequent political activity, suggesting that people who emphasize 

personal competence or concern for broader social welfare may be more inclined to follow and 
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engage with public issues. Tradition moved in the opposite direction, indicating that individuals 

who favor stability or established norms were less active in online political spaces.  

The result for self-direction stood out because it shifted once all values were entered 

together. Although it showed a positive association in the simple correlations, its unique 

contribution in the full model was negative. This pattern points to a group of participants who 

value independent thought while limiting visible political expression, even while staying 

informed. 

The fourth research question examined the relationship between participants’ personal 

values and their endorsement of zero-sum gender beliefs, defined as the belief that gains for one 

gender necessarily result in losses for another. Power, tradition, and conformity were all 

positively associated with zero-sum gender beliefs. The positive association with power suggests 

that individuals who place greater value on maintaining personal influence may be more resistant 

to the idea of power being shared across genders. Similarly, the positive relationships between 

tradition and conformity indicate that participants who prioritize long-standing social norms and 

adherence to established expectations may perceive gender equality as disruptive, unnecessary, 

or threatening to the existing social order. 

In contrast, universalism was negatively associated with zero-sum gender beliefs. This 

finding suggests that individuals who value equality, social justice, and concern for all people are 

less likely to conceptualize gender relations as competitive and more likely to view shared power 

as a social good. No significant relationships were observed between zero-sum gender beliefs 

and hedonism, self-direction, stimulation, achievement, benevolence, or security. Taken together, 

these results suggest that values centered on control and the preservation of traditional norms are 
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associated with stronger endorsement of zero-sum gender beliefs, whereas values emphasizing 

broad concern for others are associated with lower acceptance of such beliefs. 

The quantitative findings show how value orientations shaped participants' approaches to 

political content in digital settings. The pattern is consistent with Schwartz’s view that values 

guide judgment across different situations. It also reflects the core idea of the Theory of 

Reasoned Action, which holds that people weigh their own attitudes alongside the expectations 

they perceive in their environment when deciding how to act. Participants appeared to filter 

political information through the values they considered important, and those same values 

influenced whether they turned private reactions into visible online behavior. These results point 

to a process in which political engagement on social media arises from deeper motivational 

priorities and the social cues embedded in digital platforms. 

The qualitative findings add depth to the quantitative results by showing how participants 

described the development of their political, social, and gender related beliefs in everyday life. 

Many pointed to several early influences, including family, religion, and political figures, while 

repeatedly emphasizing the strong pull of social media algorithms. Participants often described 

their feeds in ways that suggested the algorithm shaped what felt common or expected online. 

Many noted that repeated exposure to similar posts made certain messages seem more prominent 

than others, even though they recognized that their feed was customized. This pattern resembles 

the kind of social signaling described in the Theory of Reasoned Action, in which individuals 

interpret cues about what others approve of or reject. In this context, algorithmic patterns 

appeared to play a similar role by highlighting content that looked visible or rewarded. 

Participants explained that these cues shaped how they judged political or gender related 

messages and influenced their decisions about when to engage or step back. The algorithm did 
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not operate as a social referent, but its influence often felt social, shaping impressions of what 

carried weight in digital spaces. 

Responses showed mixed views on traditional gender roles. Some participants expressed 

comfort with online communities that promote a familiar or preferred narrative. Others separated 

content they considered reasonable from content they viewed as exaggerated or hostile. This 

evaluative process reflects the importance of fairness, autonomy, and universalism, which 

emerged as prominent values in the quantitative findings.  Participants also described social 

media as a place where earlier assumptions were reevaluated, especially when exposure to peers 

with different backgrounds encouraged comparison and reflection. This pattern aligns with 

research indicating that emerging adulthood is a period when value priorities shift as individuals 

enter new environments and social networks. In explaining what shaped their thinking about 

gender and power, participants mentioned family, religion, and personal intuition, but most 

emphasized the influence of social media, influencers, and algorithmic patterns.  

Many said that digital cues often made certain narratives seem louder or more prevalent 

than they were, contributing to the sense that some views received more approval or disapproval 

online. These descriptions echo the dynamics of subjective norms in the Theory of Reasoned 

Action, in which individuals infer expectations from the social signals around them. In this case, 

algorithmic repetition and visibility cues created impressions that felt like feedback from referent 

others. Participants responded by comparing these signals to their own values and experiences, 

adopting positions that felt coherent and grounded rather than simply following what appeared 

prominent in their feeds. 

Participants also described how they navigated gendered terminology and symbolic 

language in digital spaces. Terms such as Alpha Male, red pill, Dark Feminine, incel, femcel, and 
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tradwife were often labeled as reductive or overly dramatic. Some found humor or empowerment 

in specific settings, but most commented that these labels tend to oversimplify identities and 

exacerbate polarization. Several noted that repetition and emotional emphasis can distort 

meaning or exaggerate the significance of these labels. Several respondents described feeling 

pressure to join debates when certain terms or narratives trended, although many chose to step 

back when discussions felt unproductive or at odds with their lived reality. These choices reflect 

a value driven decision process in which autonomy, fairness, and mutual respect shape how 

participants interpret and engage with content. 

Across the qualitative themes, the findings show that participants recognize the emotional 

and symbolic intensity that surrounds gender discourse online. They also demonstrate a 

consistent pattern of filtering these messages through their own values. This value-based 

interpretation supports the study’s broader argument that online behavior and ideological 

development emerge from an interaction between personal motivations and the dynamics of 

digital platforms. 

Implications for Research 

The findings offer several points for scholars who study digital communication, political 

behavior, and gendered discourse online. The strong emphasis on benevolence, fairness, and 

independence in this sample supports existing research that describes Generation Z as a cohort 

guided by value-driven reasoning in many areas of life. The positive links between values tied to 

achievement, pleasure, and visibility and participants’ social media integration strengthen 

ongoing conversations about how platform design encourages value-based identity performance. 

In the literature, online communities flourish when users are motivated by recognition, emotional 

reward, or opportunities for visibility. The present study helps explain why certain gendered or 
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ideological narratives gain traction, since people who value consistency with their identity or 

social image may be the most responsive to emotionally charged or symbolic content. 

The predictive effect of universalism and achievement on political engagement reinforces 

work in political communication that ties value systems to participation. Individuals who value 

collective welfare or personal competence may engage with political information as part of 

staying informed and maintaining a sense of social responsibility. The negative role of tradition 

suggests that individuals who prefer stability may be more hesitant to participate in contentious 

digital spaces. The mixed effect for self-direction highlights the complexity of online political 

expression. Autonomy-oriented individuals may evaluate political issues carefully but choose not 

to express themselves publicly. This supports research that distinguishes between private 

political reasoning and visible participation. 

These implications support the theoretical model guiding this work. Schwartz’s 

framework explains how motivational priorities guide judgment and action across contexts, and 

the Theory of Reasoned Action clarifies how attitudes and perceived expectations shape 

behavior. Both theories help interpret why values influence social media use and political 

engagement in consistent ways. 

Limitations 

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the study. This study used a 

convenience sample consisting primarily of young women enrolled at a single public university. 

This limits the ability to generalize beyond similar campus settings. Since participants might 

have higher ego involvement, the value patterns in this sample could differ from those in larger 

populations. 
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The study also relied on self-report measures. Although the scales used were reliable, 

self-report introduces social desirability and selective recall. Participants may have framed their 

responses in ways that align with fairness, inclusion, or independence, which are common norms 

in college environments. Because the study involved political and gender-based content, the 

possibility of socially filtered responses increases. 

Another limitation concerns the lack of direct measurement of exposure to specific 

gendered ideologies discussed in the literature, such as red pill discourse, reactionary feminism, 

or neoliberal empowerment narratives. The open-ended items provided valuable insight, but they 

did not measure frequency or depth of exposure to these communities. This limits the ability to 

make precise claims about connections between values and specific ideological spaces. 

Finally, the regression model explained a modest proportion of variance in political 

engagement. Political behavior is shaped by many elements, including efficacy, network 

composition, emotional responses, and habitual media use. Values account for part of the pattern, 

but they do not explain the entire situation.   

Future Research 

Future research should include broader and more diverse samples to compare value 

structures across age groups, educational backgrounds, and cultural contexts. Including older 

adults and individuals from different regions would allow researchers to test whether the value 

patterns observed here hold across wider populations. Longitudinal research would be especially 

useful for understanding whether values and digital behaviors reinforce one another over time 

and whether feedback loops contribute to shifts in value salience. 

Future research should also incorporate measures that assess exposure to specific gender 

ideologies and digital communities. Surveys could include frequency scales, platform use 
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patterns, or recognition checks for specific terms or narratives. These additions would allow 

more precise testing of whether certain ideological spaces attract users with certain value 

orientations. 

Researchers should also examine how algorithmic reinforcement interacts with personal 

values. Since platforms amplify content that drives engagement, future studies could explore 

how these cues shape political expression, identity performance, or selective engagement with 

gendered narratives. Understanding how personal motivations intersect with platform design 

would help clarify how beliefs are formed, reinforced, or modified within digital systems. 

Finally, future work could explore the interplay between private political reasoning and 

public expression. Many individuals may stay informed while choosing not to speak publicly 

online. Studying this distinction could offer insights into political silence, selective participation, 

and the ways that values shape both visible and private engagement. 

Conclusion 

The patterns observed in this study show that young adults do not enter digital spaces as 

blank slates. They carry a set of values that guide how they read, interpret, and respond to the 

messages that circulate through their feeds. The survey data reveal strong commitments to care 

for others, independent judgment, and fairness, and the open-ended responses show how those 

same commitments shape their reactions to gendered and ideological content. Participants 

described moments when social media encouraged reflection and connection, and moments when 

algorithmic pressure pushed conversations in directions that felt distorted or exhausting.  

The combination of quantitative measures and personal accounts in this study makes it 

clear that value priorities anchor digital behavior even when platforms reward emotional 

intensity or symbolic performance. By recognizing how these priorities interact with the cues and 
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incentives built into social media, future work can move beyond narrow claims about echo 

chambers or radicalization and instead examine how identity, motivation, and visibility intersect 

to make some ideological pathways feel intuitive while others fade from view. 
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