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Abstract

Purpose: This study offers an in-depth understanding of how young people analyse and confront racism on social media, drawing on evidence generated through a focus group specifically designed to explore their perceptions, experiences, and strategies. The analysis emphasises the ways in which platform technological architectures shape, amplify, or modulate these phenomena. Methodology: Using an interpretive qualitative approach, a focus group was conducted with young people who are active social media users. Through inductive and deductive coding, we examined their perceptions, attitudes, and experiences on platforms such as Instagram, X, TikTok, and YouTube, paying particular attention to how the technical features of these platforms may enable or hinder the circulation of racist and anti-racist content. Results: Most participants (54.4%) reported encountering discriminatory behaviours online, ranging from explicit forms of racism to normalised microaggressions. They highlighted the influence of algorithms on the virality of polarising content, as well as the role of anonymity in intensifying hostile behaviours. Their responses included both individual strategies (blocking, reporting) and collective actions linked to digital activism. Conclusions: The study sheds light on how certain groups of young people perceive and respond to digital racism, underscoring the need to advance critical digital literacy and to promote the ethical redesign of social media platforms.
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Resumen

Propósito: Este estudio presenta una comprensión profunda de cómo los jóvenes analizan y afrontan el racismo en las redes sociales, a partir de las evidencias generadas en un grupo focal específicamente diseñado para explorar sus percepciones, experiencias y estrategias. El análisis pone el acento en cómo las arquitecturas tecnológicas de las plataformas condicionan, amplifican o modulan estos fenómenos. Metodología: Desde un enfoque cualitativo interpretativo, se llevó a cabo un grupo focal con personas jóvenes usuarias activas de redes sociales. A partir de una codificación inductiva y deductiva, se exploraron sus percepciones, actitudes y experiencias en plataformas como Instagram, X, TikTok y YouTube, atendiendo a cómo sus características técnicas pueden favorecer u obstaculizar la difusión de contenidos racistas y antirracistas. Resultados: La mayoría del grupo (54,4%) observó conductas discriminatorias en línea, desde formas explícitas de racismo hasta microagresiones normalizadas. Los participantes señalaron la influencia de los algoritmos en la viralización de contenidos polarizantes, así como el efecto del anonimato en la intensificación de comportamientos hostiles. Entre sus respuestas destacan tanto estrategias individuales (bloqueo, reportes) como acciones colectivas vinculadas al activismo digital. Conclusiones: El estudio permite comprender cómo ciertos públicos jóvenes perciben y enfrentan el racismo digital, y destaca la necesidad de avanzar en la alfabetización digital crítica y en el rediseño ético de las plataformas sociales.

Palabras clave: Algoritmos; Plataformas digitales; Racismo digital; Activismo juvenil; Posibilidades de acción tecnológicas; Resistencia digital.

Resumo

Propósito: Este estudo oferece uma compreensão aprofundada de como os jovens analisam e enfrentam o racismo nas redes sociais, a partir das evidências geradas num grupo focal especificamente concebido para explorar as suas perceções, experiências e estratégias. A análise salienta de que modo as arquiteturas tecnológicas das plataformas moldam, amplificam ou modulam estes fenómenos. Metodologia: Com base numa abordagem qualitativa interpretativa, realizou-se um grupo focal com jovens utilizadores ativos de redes sociais. Através de uma codificação indutiva e dedutiva, foram examinadas as suas perceções, atitudes e experiências em plataformas como Instagram, X, TikTok e YouTube, prestando especial atenção à forma como as características técnicas destas plataformas podem favorecer ou dificultar a circulação de conteúdos racistas e antirracistas. Resultados: A maioria dos participantes (54,4%) relatou ter observado comportamentos discriminatórios online, desde formas explícitas de racismo até microagressões normalizadas. Destacaram a influência dos algoritmos na viralização de conteúdos polarizadores, bem como o papel do anonimato na intensificação de comportamentos hostis. As respostas incluíram estratégias individuais (bloqueio, denúncias) e ações coletivas associadas ao ativismo digital. Conclusões: O estudo permite compreender como determinados grupos de jovens percebem e respondem ao racismo digital, sublinhando a necessidade de avançar na literacia digital crítica e no redesenho ético das plataformas sociais.

Palabras-chave: Algoritmos; Plataformas digitais; Racismo digital; Ativismo juvenil; Affordances tecnológicas; Resistência digital.

1. Introduction

Social media has profoundly transformed contemporary spaces of communication, redefining how individuals interact, organise, and participate in the public sphere (Dimitrova & Matthes, 2018; Milli et al., 2025; Pérez-Rodríguez et al., 2022). We are faced with digital platforms that not only serve as channels for entertainment or social interaction, but have also become key tools for political mobilisation, social criticism, and the construction of collective identities. Young people in particular play a central role in this digital ecosystem, developing new forms of participation and activism that are reshaping traditional notions of citizenship and civic engagement (Martínez Sainz & Hanna, 2023; Setty, 2023).

However, along with these opportunities come significant challenges. One of the most alarming issues is the proliferation of hate speech and discriminatory practices that, far from being outside the digital environment, are amplified by the platforms’ own technological logics (Amores & Arcila-Calderón, 2025; Metzler & García, 2024). The phenomenon of digital racism cannot be understood on its own as a mere transposition of social prejudices to the online realm. On the contrary, it is fuelled by algorithmic architectures that favour polarising content, maximise interaction, and perpetuate exclusion dynamics, all within a context of anonymity and lack of accountability (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021). Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Twitter (now X), and YouTube are privileged spaces where these dynamics are particularly visible. They are are highly visual, immediate, and participatory environments where feed algorithms can have a significant influence on users’ attitudes and behaviours, affecting the circulation of political and social content (Ozalp et al., 2020; Vergani et al., 2022; Guess et al., 2023; Reinikainen et al., 2025).

Within this context, attention may be drawn to how various Spanish NGOs have recognised the pedagogical and transformative potential of these platforms to promote inclusive narratives, aimed specifically at young migrants. Instagram in particular has been used as a means to raise awareness and spread educational content focused on social justice and respect for diversity (Trillo-Domínguez et al., 2024a).

This study examines the perceptions and responses of young university students to racism and hate speech on social media, through a qualitative exploration centred on their communicative experiences. The focus is on digital activism as a resistance strategy, but also as a space for identity construction and youth political agency (Trillo-Domínguez et al., 2024b). The investigation begins from the premise that social networks are not just communication channels, but spaces where meanings are negotiated, narratives are disputed, and emerging forms of subjectivity and collective action are generated. In this regard, there is an examination of both the opportunities and the tensions and contradictions inherent to the digital domain, including the superficiality of clicktivism, the viral spread of polarising rhetoric, and the fragility of online community ties (Li et al., 2021).

The analysis is situated in a social context marked by the intensification of migratory flows, the globalisation of racial discourse, and the resurgence of exclusionary narratives. Within this framework, media and political representations play a crucial role in shaping social imaginaries regarding otherness, reinforcing stereotypes and justifying discriminatory practices (Ozduzen et al., 2021). The involvement of young people in social media is analysed from a dual perspective: on the one hand, through the lens of critical digital literacies, which considers not only technical mastery of the platforms, but also the ability to interpret, question, and transform digital discourse; and on the other, from the theoretical framework of technological affordances, understood as the structural conditions —enabling or restrictive— shaped by digital environments for the active exercise of citizenship, influencing possible forms of expression, organisation, and collective action (Barrio-Romera, 2025; Costa Sánchez & Piñeiro Otero, 2012; Olmos Alcaraz, 2018).

As such, the specific aims of the study are: (1) To analyse young people’s perceptions of expressions of racism on social media.

(2) To identify, from the focus group discourse, strategies of discursive resistance against hate speech, and

(3) To explore how the participants interpret the role of algorithms and anonymity in the spread of discriminatory content in digital environments.

Through a qualitative methodology based on group dialogue and discursive analysis, the objective is to gain a deep understanding of the experiences and strategies of a diverse group of university students, who play a central role in shaping anti-racist digital narratives. Their account allows for an unravelling of how youth resistance practices are intertwined with contemporary technological and socio-political structures, generating new forms of social intervention within the digital sphere (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Castro Vieyra & Fontanelli, 2025; Flick, 2013).

1.1. Context

The rise of social media has radically transformed the way we interact and communicate, establishing new scenarios where identities, discourses, and power relationships are constructed and negotiated (Dimitrova & Matthes, 2018). Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, X, and YouTube, are spaces central to the daily lives of young people, who use them not only for leisure and socialising, but also political expression, cultural production, and symbolic resistance to various forms of social exclusion. This centrality has created a digital ecosystem that enhances both democratic participation and the reproduction of discriminatory messages and traditional power structures (Ozalp et al., 2020; Vergani et al., 2022).

In this setting, digital racism and hate speech have found particularly favourable conditions to proliferate. The algorithmic logic of platforms — based on maximising attention and content virality — favours polarising and sensationalist narratives, often containing explicit or implicit racist messages. This automated boosting of discriminatory content is far from neutral; on the contrary, it follows a design that serves commercial interests to the detriment of respect for human rights and social cohesion (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021). Young people using these platforms intensively are constantly exposed to this kind of content, resulting in emotional impacts and changes in how they perceive others.

In addition, the partial anonymity offered by social networks, along with audience fragmentation and limited effective content moderation, enables the reproduction of stereotypes and promotes the normalisation of racism as part of the hegemonic digital discourse (Li et al., 2021; Metzler & García, 2024). This phenomenon manifests not only in offensive comments or direct attacks, but also in more subtle practices such as microaggressions, systematic silencing, and the invisibility of certain voices in recommendation algorithms.

Given this situation, university students are not just passive recipients. On the contrary, they position themselves as critical actors capable of identifying, questioning, and confronting digital racism through various resistance strategies. These range from direct reporting and discursive confrontation to the development of alternative content, peer education, and the establishment of support communities. The plurality of these responses highlights the complexity of youth digital activism, which integrates the emotional, the political, and the technological in their daily practices (Olmos Alcaraz, 2018; Trillo-Domínguez et al., 2024b).

From a theoretical perspective, these practices are framed within the study of technological affordances, which allow understanding of how possible forms of action are conditioned — but not determined — by the technical features of each platform (Costa Sánchez & Piñeiro Otero, 2012). Thus, opting for a certain social media platform is tied to the nature of the message to be conveyed, target audience, and intended outcome. This approach emphasises that digital activism cannot be analysed separately from the technological infrastructure that enables or limits it.

Furthermore, the analysis of these dynamics is especially relevant in migratory contexts marked by the tension between inclusion and exclusion. Media and political narratives play a central role in shaping imaginaries of migrants, influencing their integration opportunities and public representation (Ozduzen et al., 2021; Valdivia-Flores, 2025). In this regard, this work seeks to provide a qualitative and in-depth understanding of how the university youth collective perceives and confronts digital racism, analysing their resistance strategies in an environment conditioned by algorithmic architectures and hegemonic discourses.

2. Methodology

The research presented in this study is framed within a qualitative interpretive approach, focused on a thorough exploration of the perceptions, experiences, and resistance strategies of university students in the face of digital racism and hate speech on social media. This perspective is particularly appropriate for addressing complex social phenomena intersected by symbolic and technological structures, such as racism and youth activism, which involve subjective, contextual, and emotional dimensions (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Flick, 2013).

Amid quantitative approaches focused on generalising results, interpretive research permits the understanding of lived experiences from the perspective of the individuals involved. Therefore, access is gained to the social and cultural constructs that participants attribute to their digital reality through analysis of their discourses, accounts, and stances (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2015).

A focus group was used as the main information gathering technique, due to its suitability for generating collective conversational dynamics where attitudes, beliefs, and experiences emerge spontaneously. This tool permits the observation of how group interactions influence the construction of shared meanings, especially in regard to sensitive topics such as racism (Krueger & Casey, 2014; Lunt & Livingstone, 1996; Morgan, 1996).

The session was moderated by one of the researchers, following a semi-structured guide of open-ended questions designed to favour an organic and in-depth discussion, set around four thematic blocks: (1) Initial perceptions of racism; (2) racism and social media, including algorithms and anonymity, supported by carefully selected audiovisual stimuli. These videos were chosen through convenience sampling, considering two types of criteria: first, quantifiable impact indicators, such as number of views, comments, and viral spread on TikTok; second, qualitative criteria, such as thematic relevance to the study’s objectives, pedagogical approach taken, complementarity, and ability to spark debate among young audiences. All of the material came from profiles of anti-racist activists with a strong presence on social media, ensuring both their communicative adequacy and their potential for resonance within the focal group; (3) Strategies for dealing with racist comments, and (4) Choice of platforms for activism.

The participants were selected through purposive sampling to include individuals with different gender identities and varied personal experiences related to racism and digital activism, acknowledging limited diversity in terms of ethnicity, sociocultural background, and origin. The sample comprised 11 young students from the University of Granada, aged between 18 and 27, a demographic group considered especially relevant for the study of racism in the social media context due to their high exposure and participation on these platforms (Krueger & Casey, 2014). It included five women, five men and an individual identifying themselves as non-binary, ensuring a representation of different gender identities and, as a result, a wide range of experiences and perspectives.

Prior to the focus group, an initial questionnaire was administered to contextualise the discussions, gathering information on social media usage, interest in anti-racist content, and experiences of discrimination. The majority reported using platforms like Instagram, X (Twitter), and YouTube on a daily basis, with a significant portion stating they had experienced or witnessed acts of racism in digital environments.

The session was recorded and transcribed in full, with interventions coded using labels (P1 to P11, for participants) and speaking turns and key interactions documented. The data analysis was performed using a combined coding strategy: inductive, identifying emerging categories directly from the discourse; and deductive, applying concepts derived from the study aims and thematic guide (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Miles & Huberman, 1994). The NVivo software package was used to this end, aiding the organisation of the material and the detection of relationships and patterns in the data.

Once the thematic codes were defined, they were grouped into eight discursive patterns based on their semantic and functional affinity. These patterns, representing shared narrative structures among the participants, were in turn organised around four main analytical categories: perceptions of racism; technological mediation; responses to racism, and anti-racist strategies. This thematic-analytical structure underpins the development of the results section.

In order to enhance the reliability of the analysis, independent double coding was applied by two researchers, each analysing the transcriptions separately, identifying units of meaning and assigning codes. A process of cross-checking between coders was then carried out through consensus sessions where discrepancies were discussed and the most representative codes were agreed upon, ensuring interpretative coherence and strengthening the internal validity of the analytical process. The discrepancies that arose between coders were minimal, mainly focusing on the assignment of subtopics or nuances within the main discourse patterns.

Among the most relevant codes identified were: self-isolation, influence of media and politics, role of education, impact of algorithms, anonymity on social media, authenticity in communication, intervention strategies to counter racism, and strategic choice of platforms. The final categorisation resulting from these codes is summarised in the table of the results section.

Standardised protocols were also applied for conducting the session and the subsequent analysis, in order to reinforce the consistency of the procedure and minimise potential biases. From an ethical perspective, the recommendations for social research involving human participants were followed (Corti et al., 2014): written informed consent was obtained, anonymity was ensured through alphanumeric codes, and data confidentiality was maintained. Special attention was paid to the emotional well-being of all participants, given the sensitivity of the topic, allowing them to refrain from answering uncomfortable questions. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Granada.

This methodology provides a comprehensive approach to the digital racism phenomenon from the perspective of university students, articulating their lived experience with a rigorous analysis of the technological and discursive frameworks that shape communication on social media. Attention to ethics, transparency in qualitative analysis, and diversity of perspectives within the focus group afford strength and relevance to the results of the study in academic, social, and communicative spheres.

Mention should be made of the fact that standard artificial intelligence text processing tools were employed for style and format modifications. All substantive content, analysis, interpretation, and conclusions are solely the result of the authors’ intellectual work.

3. Results

The findings deriving from the qualitative analysis of the focus group appear below. The presentation of results is structured around thematic categories generated from the coding process, without imposing previous theoretical frameworks. In this section, priority is given to empirical description through the voices of the participants, while theoretical interpretations and links to specialised literature are developed in the discussion section.

3.1. Discursive patterns concerning digital racism

During the thematic coding process carried out with the focus group transcriptions, eight recurrent discursive patterns were identified in the participants’ narratives. These patterns reflect significant cores of shared meaning and constitute the main codes of the analysis, with each one representing a key dimension of youth experience regarding digital racism and extracted from units of meaning that appeared repeatedly throughout the collective discourse. The eight identified discourse patterns were:



- Self-isolation as a form of protection from situations of exclusion or discrimination.

- The influence of the media and politics on the reproduction of racial stereotypes.

- The role of education in fostering critical attitudes towards racism.

- The impact of algorithms on the visibility of discriminatory or biased content.

- Anonymity as a facilitator of hate speech in digital environments.

- Authenticity as a value in anti-racist discourse, distinguishing between genuine commitment and performative opportunism.

- Strategies for addressing online racism, such as confrontation and digital pedagogy.

- The strategic choice of platforms for activism, depending on type of message, format, and audience.



These eight main codes were grouped into four major analytical categories, which structure the thematic analysis of the study. This organisation was based on two main criteria: the semantic affinity between emerging topics (for example, those related to experiences of exclusion or technological mediation), and the correspondence with the thematic blocks of the discussion guide. The analysis was thus structured coherently with the study aims, allowing for an integrated interpretation of the participants’ discourse. This approach aimed to provide a more systematic and coherent reading of the findings and link young people’s perceptions to their subjective interpretation of certain technological elements present in digital platforms (algorithms, anonymity, virality), as mentioned in the focus group. The four analytical categories and their respective codes are:



- Racism perceptions: gathers the patterns related to experiences of exclusion, stigmatising discourses, and the role of education as a tool for raising awareness (self-isolation, media and politics, education).

- Technological mediation: includes those elements related to digital infrastructures that amplify or condition online racism (algorithms, anonymity).

- Responses to racism: refers to the strategies expressed to address digital racism, both through confrontation and emotional support (intervention, authenticity).

- Anti-racist strategies: encompasses conscious communicative decisions aimed at activism, such as choosing a platform or designing content (platforms and content).

This conceptual structure is summarised in the Table 1, which outlines the thematic coding system applied to discursive analysis.


Table 1. Thematic coding system applied to discursive analysis




	Categories

	Codes






	Perceptions of racism

	Self-isolation, Media and politics, Influence of education




	Technological mediation

	Algorithms in social media, Anonymity on social media




	Responses to racism

	Addressing racism, Authenticity in communication




	Anti-racist strategies

	Platforms and anti-racist content






Source: own creation.



3.2. Qualitative analysis of youth narratives

The structure presented above allows for a thorough exploration of each analytical category based on the voices of the participants, as shown below.

3.2.1. Perceptions of racism

During the focus group debate, the participants described situations of social exclusion, especially during their childhood, associated with a migrant background. They also highlighted the role of the media and education in shaping attitudes towards diversity.

Regarding self-isolation as a form of protection, several accounts revealed experiences of exclusion:



- “In my school, from a young age, the children in my class excluded anyone who was Moroccan… We didn’t do anything together” (Participant 6).

“In the end that’s why they exclude themselves, for the simple fact of thinking ‘what am I going to open up for?’” (P5).

In relation to the influence of the media and political discourses, the participants stated:

- “The media is very influential in how it portrays racialised individuals. If they always show them in a negative way, it’s normal for people to be prejudiced” (P11).

- “Being a teacher is one of the most important professions in the world because, in the end, we’re all sponges, especially when we’re children” (P11).

3.2.2. Technological mediation

The focus group members shared their perceptions on how algorithms work and the role of anonymity on social media. Regarding algorithms, they pointed out:



- “When you’re scrolling on Instagram, you see the content you yourself have been selecting. “This means you only see what reinforces your ideas” (P10).

- “What goes viral is often what causes the most division” (P2).

Regarding anonymity, the accounts collected were:

“On social media you’re hidden by the screen, and you’re not face to face with that person. “This allows people to say what they like” (P1).

- “Anonymity emboldens many people to say things they’d never say in person” (P10).

3.2.3. Responses to racism

The university students described various ways to respond to online racist content. Some expressed a preference for silence.



- “I don’t think comments lead anywhere, and you shouldn’t reply. Sometimes silence is more effective” (P6).

- “You have to respond to educate. If we don’t confront these ideas, they’ll continue to exist” (P7).

Authenticity emerged as a criterion for evaluating messages:

- “There are lots of people who share anti-racist content just because it’s fashionable, but you can tell it’s not something they really feel” (P2).

- “In order for a message to get through, it has to be genuine. People notice when you’re saying it just to look good” (P5).

3.2.4. Anti-racist communication strategies

During the debate, various platforms were identified based on the type of message and audience they sought to reach. TikTok was mentioned as a space for mass visibility:

“I think the platform where you can contribute the most, because of its nature and messages, is TikTok… it’s where most people are, where messages are seen more clearly” (P1).

Reference was also made to the importance of visibility on social media:

“Right now, what matters is having lots of likes, followers, people who follow you on other platforms and contact you… but also that they see you” (P7).

These accounts reflect the diversity of experiences, perceptions, and strategies expressed by the focus group participants in relation to digital racism and social platform dynamics.

4. Discussion and conclusions

This qualitative study has provided an in-depth examination of the perceptions and responses of a group of university students towards digital racism, providing a situated view of their resistance strategies and critical understanding of the environment mediated by digital platforms. The thematic analysis has captured both the underlying structures that shape young people’s experiences on social media and the subjective nuances of their practices and emotions. The main findings are discussed below in light of the specialised literature, paying special attention to their theoretical, social, and educational implications.

4.1. The importance of education and critical literacies

The focus group participants unanimously expressed the importance of education as a tool for addressing digital racism. This empirical finding aligns with previous studies that emphasise education as a protective factor against internalised biases and the perpetuation of stereotypes in the digital environment (Ozduzen et al., 2021).

However, the discourse obtained goes beyond a traditional conception of education. The participants not only sought more information, but specifically skills to interpret, question, and deconstruct both dominant media discourses and the algorithmic structures that sustain them.

The proposal by Noble (2018) on the importance of teaching how to identify algorithmic biases resonates with the focus group interventions, where several participants expressed awareness of how “the algorithm only shows you what you already think” (P10). This emerging critical consciousness, although still in its infancy as evidenced by these accounts, suggests there is a fertile ground for the development of specific educational programmes.

Based on these indications, it is proposed that modules be included on digital ethics, algorithm analysis, and responsible communication in educational programmes, especially from an early age. However, this proposal should be understood as an intervention hypothesis derived from the analysis, not as a definitive conclusion of the study.

4.2. Critical awareness of algorithmic architectures

The expressions gathered from the focus group regarding how algorithms operate reveal that, at least in this specific group, there is an emerging awareness of how the technical architecture of platforms influences public discourse. The participants acknowledged that personalised recommendations can reinforce informational bubbles and restrict the diversity of perspectives, although their explanations were mainly intuitive rather than technical.

This partial recognition of the role of algorithms contrasts with the specialised literature on platform design, which systematically documents how these systems are far from neutral and often act as exclusion devices (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021). The gap between users’ intuitive perception and the actual operation of these technologies highlights the need for deeper educational interventions.

Following the justice by design principles proposed by Costanza-Chock (2020), three possible intervention axes are identified that could complement users’ critical literacy:



1. Transparent algorithms: systems that explain to the user why specific content is shown and how their feed is configured.

2. Anti-discriminatory interfaces: designs that warn about offensive language and activate pedagogical response options.

3. Integrated algorithmic education: resources within the platforms themselves to understand how they work.



These proposals aim to shift responsibility from individual users to a structural responsibility shared by designers, regulators, and technology companies. However, their feasibility and effectiveness would need to be explored in future implementation and evaluation studies.

4.3. diversity of strategies: between silence and confrontation

One of the most significant findings of the analysis is the identification of a diverse spectrum of responses to racist content, ranging from strategic silence to active confrontation. This diversity reflects an emotional complexity that is rarely addressed in technical literature on digital activism.

Some participants expressed a preference for silence as a form of emotional self-protection. “I don’t think comments lead anywhere” (P6). On the other hand, some argued in favour of intervention: “You have to respond to educate” (P7). This tension should not be interpreted as inconsistency or lack of commitment, but as the recognition that different contexts and personal capacities require different response strategies.

This duality converges with studies by Jenkins et al. (2016) on youth activism and participatory culture, highlighting the importance of recognising multiple forms of digital agency. From this perspective, silence is not passivity but a conscious decision for managing conflict and looking after one’s own emotional well-being.

Based on these findings, it is suggested that resources be developed that include guidance on when and how to respond to hate speech, when to prioritise self-care, and how to support other users through online solidarity.

4.4. Youth agencies and communicative potential of platforms

Choice of platform as a tool for activism was another recurring element in the speeches. The participants showed a high level of sophistication in identifying the specific communicative potential of each social network, for example TikTok for visual and emotional storytelling, X for political debate, and YouTube for more elaborate content. This ability to tailor content based on the platform and desired audience demonstrates a high level of media literacy and a deep understanding of the contemporary digital landscape by young audiences.

As noted by Bucher (2017) and Hutchby (2001), technological capabilities do not determine behaviour, but they do condition it. The participants analysed in this study express an active role, using these potentials as tools for visibility, education and resistance. Instead of taking a passive stance, they deploy strategies that allow them to maximise the reach of their messages and build digital communities committed to social justice.

This strategic capacity reinforces the notion that online youth activism is not necessarily superficial or reactive, but can be deeply articulated, situated, and affective, as demonstrated by other studies focused on anti-racist and feminist movements in the digital realm (Peña-Fernández et al., 2023).

4.5. Emotional and community dimensions

The study reveals that digital racism goes beyond the structural to have a profound impact on the emotional dimension of young people, manifesting in self-isolating behaviours and a persistent search for authenticity (Ferguson et al., 2025). Considering this reality, social networks cease to be mere consumption scenarios to become spaces of collective support and validation. In these environments, mutual care and solidarity emerge as fundamental political dimensions of activism, allowing affectivity to complement a critical perspective within a “digital community culture” (Trillo-Domínguez et al., 2024b).

This approach encourages redefining the role of young people in the digital ecosystem: they should not be seen solely as vulnerable victims, but as critical agents with the ability to drive significant social change. However, since the focus group did not systematically delve into support networks, future research is needed to explore how building these connections ensures the sustainability of anti-racist activism among young people.

4.6. Conclusions

This study demonstrates that university students are not passive recipients, but critical agents capable of identifying digital racism and questioning the technological architectures that support it. The findings reveal a sophisticated communicative competence, where participants adapt their strategies to the possibilities of each platform, alternating between pedagogical confrontation and strategic silence as a mechanism of emotional self-care. This duality underlines the fact that youth online activism is a complex process that integrates technical, political, and emotional dimensions.

Furthermore, the interventions highlight how certain digital environments are perceived as potential spaces for community and affection, not just exposure or confrontation. This relational and emotional dimension is key to understanding the sustainability of youth activism in contexts marked by polarisation, insecurity, and identity vulnerability. Recognising these elements can guide the design of policies and resources that provide support for these groups.

Three lines of action are proposed based on the evidence collected: strengthening critical competencies in the educational field, moving towards an ethical and transparent technological design, and promoting social collaboration networks that support and afford visibility to anti-racist activism.

While the exploratory nature and particular sample of this study restrict the extent to which its findings can be generalised, they provide a solid foundation for future research to delve into the affective dimension of resistance.

We believe this work contributes to a contextualised understanding of digital racism and the role that certain youth sectors can play in symbolically responding to it. It values the discursive and affective practices developed on digital platforms and argues the need to address them from an interdisciplinary perspective that integrates the technological dimension, representation policies, and power dynamics in the digital public space. Understanding these processes is essential in order to build intervention frameworks that strengthen a more just, critical, and inclusive digital citizenship.
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