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Abstract 
Introduction: The use of social media as a channel for political communication is becoming 

increasingly common in modern society. Some users seek virality to influence public opinion. 

Among them, some employ manipulative tactics to achieve virality, which can undermine 

deliberative democracy. Unfortunately, the impact of manipulative virality on deliberative 

democracy has not received sufficient attention. This study aims to describe how manipulative 

virality poses a threat to deliberative democracy. The researchers focus on five social media 

platforms--X, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and YouTube, because Indonesians widely use these 

for political communication. 

Methods: The researchers use a qualitative, exploratory approach, focusing on relevant 

documents using interpretive analysis and observation to study of X, Instagram, Facebook, 

TikTok, and YouTube.  

Findings: Research identifies four methods of manipulative virality that undermine deliberative 

democracy: using fake accounts, deploying bots, paying buzzers, and spreading hoaxes. These 

practices threaten and subvert deliberative democracy by creating false appearances of support, 

potentially distorting public opinion, misleading policymakers, and damaging society. 

Manipulative virality often benefits wealthy groups, as they can afford to pay buzzers and deploy 

bots, unlike poorer groups. 

Originally: This study explores the role of social media in public discourse to promote 

deliberative democracy. It offers novelty by presenting an in-depth analysis that digital media has 

the potential to undermine deliberative democracy due to the use of bots, fake accounts, and paid 

influencers. The findings emphasize the importance of preserving authentic public dialogue while 

addressing unethical practices that manipulate social media for personal or political gain. 

Keywords: Bots, Hijacking Democracy, Paying Buzzer, Social Media, Virality Manipulation.  
 

Introduction  

In today's society, it is common for people to use social media to express their 

opinions. This method of communication has been proven to be effective in achieving 

various goals such as garnering public attention, influencing opinions, and obtaining 

solutions from relevant authorities (Forestal, 2023). Additionally, social media serves as 

a tool for social control, leading to the successful resolution of many societal issues in 

line with public expectations. 

The effectiveness of communication is often achieved when a message goes viral 

on social media. Due to this, social media users usually try to make their posts go viral. 

This viral phenomenon occurs on various platforms, especially micro-blogging platforms 

like Twitter (now known as X after Elon Musk’s acquisition in 2022), Instagram, 
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Facebook, TikTok, and YouTube. These five platforms are highly popular for sharing 

opinions in Indonesia, which is the focus of this study. 

One example of virality in Indonesia on the X platform is the rise of a K-pop fandom 

promoting Anies Baswedan for the 2024 presidential election through the account 

@aniesbubble (BBC News Indonesia, 2024). This account managed to capture public 

attention for several days, even creating new nicknames for Anies, such as Park Ahn Nis, 

Anies Ahjussi, and Anies Appa. Viral content on X wasn't limited to Anies; other 

candidates also gained traction, with one generating 614.556 public responses (Iradat, 

2023). Similarly, Ganjar-Mahfud went viral with their free internet campaign, though not 

to the same extent (Sembiring, 2023). 

The TikTok platform has been effective in making several cases go viral. For 

example, Bima Yudho Saputro's criticism of the badly damaged roads in Lampung gained 

widespread attention. Bima, a TikTok creator with the username @Awbimax Reborn and 

712.000 followers (Putri & Pratiwi, 2023), referred to the Lampung government as 

‘Dajjal’ in one of his videos. In Islam, ‘Dajjal’ is a term that refers to a figure believed to 

emerge before the apocalypse (Fatkhullah et al., 2018). This message caught the public's 

attention and led to government intervention. Initially, the local government responded 

negatively by summoning Bima’s parents and urging them to reprimand their son. This 

action only increased the video's popularity, prompting the central government to step in 

and address the road infrastructure issue. 

Virality can also occur on YouTube. For instance, the documentary "Dirty Vote" 

was seen as an attack on Prabowo-Gibran during the 2024 presidential election. This film 

garnered over 3.5 million views in a short time by February 2024 (ES, 2024). Moreover, 

other viral topics on YouTube included the disappearance of Kaesang following his 

private jet trip to America and old footage of students occupying the Indonesian 

parliament building during the 1998 reform movement. Similar viral cases also emerged 

on Facebook and Instagram, two closely integrated platforms. 

The issues that go viral on social media are diverse. Beyond infrastructure 

problems, they often involve law enforcement matters, ranging from minor offences to 

serious crimes resulting in death. Examples include the sexual harassment case on the 

Jakarta-Bogor commuter train (Hardiantoro, 2022), an armed robbery by an individual 

posing as a police officer against a ride-hailing driver (Huda, 2023), the assault of Mario 

Dandy on David, which left the victim in a coma (Putri, 2023), and the shooting of 

Brigadier Joshua in Jakarta by his superior under suspicious circumstances, resulting in 

his death from multiple fatal gunshot wounds (R. K. Dewi, 2022). All of these cases went 

viral on social media, prompting authorities to respond. 

The viral nature of these events also fueled public engagement and expanded into 

other areas, such as the doxing of Mario Dandy’s personal life and his family after his 

case went viral. Doxing, the act of searching for and publishing someone’s private 

information online without their consent, is often done with punitive intent (Chen et al., 

2018; Douglas, 2016). The public engaged in doxing the personal life of Rafael Alun 

Trisambodo, Mario's father and a government tax official, which ultimately led to his 
dismissal from his position as Head of the General Affairs Division at the South Jakarta 

II Regional Tax Office and triggered a nationwide internal reform at the Ministry of 

Finance. Additionally, Rafael was arrested for economic crimes, and Mario Dandy’s case 

was further investigated. 

Beyond these cases, many other viral incidents have driven law enforcement and 

authorities to act swiftly, leading to the public perception that "without virality, there is 
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no justice" (Powell, 2015; Triono et al., 2022). This perception arises because authorities 

often do not act quickly unless an issue goes viral (Grecya & Yahya, 2022). Consequently, 

many members of the public exploit virality to gain attention and solutions for pressing 

issues. The use of virality to gain attention, influence opinions, garner support, and affect 

policies is essentially a form of ‘pressure group’ activity. Pressure groups are 

organizations that strive to influence government actions  (Gabriela, 2015; Ganji & 

Ashtarian, 2019). While experts distinguish between interest groups and pressure groups, 

some view them as identical (Balyer & Tabancali, 2019). Both types aim to impact policy 

(Lagadec, 2014). Pressure and interest groups are modern phenomena in democracies (S. 

Singh, 2015). These groups can emerge from organizations or individuals with shared 

interests (Martini, 2012). 

Interest groups can be categorized into several types: anomic, non-associational, 

institutional, and associational (Maiwan, 2016). Each category has distinct characteristics 

and functions. Anomic groups refer to situations where individuals feel alienated or 

directionless in society. Anomie is generally unstructured and spontaneous. In this 

context, individuals may feel disconnected from larger social groups, leading to deviant 

behaviours or social dissatisfaction (Raihani, 2012). Non-associational groups also lack 

formal structures or clear organizations. They form around shared interests or experiences 

but do not have organized goals or agendas. Despite being unstructured, non-associational 

groups can provide crucial social support and help in building social identity (Nitzgen, 

2013). 

Institutional groups are formally organized with clear structures, such as 

government bodies, educational institutions, or charities. These groups aim to achieve 

specific objectives and often have rules and procedures governing member interactions. 

Institutional groups play a critical role in public policy development, resource 

management, and facilitating public participation in decision-making processes (Pavitt & 

Johnson, 2001). In contrast, associational groups are formed based on common interests 

and have clear objectives. These groups are often involved in advocacy or campaigns to 

influence public policy or raise awareness on specific issues. Examples include non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), labour unions, and advocacy groups. They work to 

advance their members' interests and can drive social change (Pavitt & Johnson, 2001; 

Raihani, 2012). 

Pressure groups are often temporary, focusing attention on specific issues and 

making them viral. Researchers define virality as the rapid and widespread dissemination 

of messages (Aroja-Martin et al., 2020; Denisova, 2020). Virality exerts significant 

pressure on governments. Once the issue is addressed as desired, the pressure from 

interest groups diminishes. These groups then shift their focus to new and different issues. 

In their quest for virality, many employ various tactics, including bots, fake accounts, 

memes, misinformation, paid influencers, and deepfakes. 

The use of bots, fake accounts, memes, false information, paid buzzers, and 

deepfakes to achieve virality can be referred to as manipulative virality. Manipulative 

virality refers to the engineered spread of content to ensure its rapid and widespread 
dissemination online. It differs from a rapid spread in the empirical world, as one person 

may operate numerous accounts under fake identities. Therefore, manipulative virality 

constitutes a form of deception of public opinion. In this context, the virtual world is quite 

different from the empirical one, as the number of accounts involved in an issue does not 

correspond to the actual number of individuals in real life. This is especially true when 

virality is driven by bots designed to disseminate specific information, whether true or 
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false, quickly and widely. For instance, in elections, these accounts can be used to amplify 

certain voices while reducing the visibility of others, creating the illusion of greater 

support for a particular candidate or ideology (Pastor-Galindo et al., 2021; Shao et al., 

2018). 

The pursuit of virality has become a recurrent pattern. People intentionally create 

viral content to achieve their goals. Virality is no longer a natural occurrence based on 

genuine public sentiment but a result of social media manipulation. It has evolved into a 

sophisticated industry with manipulative tendencies (Fredheim et al., 2020). Several 

politically motivated viral cases have involved fake news, such as the misinformation 

about the assault on Ratna Sarumpaet (Prasongko & Chairunisa, 2018), the false reports 

of seven containers of ballots in the 2019 Indonesian election (Farisa, 2024), claims of 

electoral fraud in Indonesia in 2019, and opposition to the omnibus law (Rustiani, 2021). 

Many other instances of misinformation and fake news, especially during elections, are 

likely to be found in the political sphere. This phenomenon is not exclusive to Indonesia 

but occurs in developed countries as well. For example, in the United States, Donald 

Trump's supporters spread information about Hillary Clinton's poor health during the 

2016 presidential election to influence voters against him (Cillizza, 2016). The purpose 

of the information was to influence the public not to vote for Hilary Clinton during the 

2016 presidential election. 

The pursuit of online virality will likely continue in the future, especially with the 

development of artificial intelligence, which enables the creation of deep fakes--

manipulated audiovisual content that can deceive the public (Appel & Prietzel, 2022). 

Such manipulative virality can have serious negative impacts on society, including in 

deliberative democracy. Deliberative democracy is a political theory emphasizing that 

political decisions should result from fair and rational discussion and debate (Scudder, 

2021). Its main principle is to ensure meaningful participation in political decision-

making, where diverse opinions are openly expressed and carefully considered before 

final decisions are made. Thus, deliberative democracy prioritizes not just the outcomes 

but also a transparent and inclusive process (Berg & Lidskog, 2018). 

Despite the potential dangers, public awareness of virality remains varied. Many 

view it simply as a tool to disseminate information and raise awareness of social issues. 

However, there is also a lack of awareness about the negative aspects of virality. 

Similarly, the academic focus on virality remains limited. A review of peer-reviewed 

articles over the last five years using keywords such as ‘social media,’ ‘manipulation,’ 

‘deliberative democracy,’ ‘public policy,’ and ‘virality’ in both Indonesian and English 

on Google Scholar reveals that this topic is still underexplored. 

The scarcity of descriptions of manipulative virality’s impact on deliberative 

democracy limits public understanding of this issue from a democratic perspective. This 

limited understanding may foster a permissive attitude toward manipulative virality. 

Worse, the public may come to see manipulative virality as a normal part of democracy. 

This is detrimental to both society and deliberative democracy as a whole. Therefore, it 

is essential to publish knowledge about virality from the perspective of deliberative 
democracy. This article finds relevance and significance in that context, as it offers a 

novel and comprehensive description of virality within the framework of deliberative 

democracy. 
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Methods  

The article aims to explore the concept of manipulative virality on social media 

within the framework of deliberative democracy, using a qualitative, exploratory research 

approach. Data was gathered through document analysis, focusing on both digital and 

internet-related materials concerning the viral spread of content in the context of 

democratic deliberation. Additionally, non-participatory observation was conducted on 

social media accounts actively engaging in political discussions. The researchers analyzed 

the profiles and posts from these accounts, applying sentiment analysis to determine 

positive or negative reactions across different topics. The social media platforms 

examined included X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and YouTube--

chosen due to their popularity for expressing public opinions and frequently hosting viral 

phenomena with significant social impact. These platforms are widely used in Indonesia 

for sharing political views. A literature review was also conducted, with Google Scholar 

serving as the primary tool for sourcing academic references. The sample included 

accounts with regular posting on public and political issues but without commercial 

motives. 

Data was analyzed using interpretative techniques, a well-known method in 

qualitative research (Alhoussawi, 2023; A. S. Dewi et al., 2022). This approach was 

selected for several reasons: it allows for in-depth exploration, identifies patterns not 

evident in other analyses, and offers flexibility (Permatasari et al., 2021), producing richer 

data (Nabilah et al., 2022). Although valuable for theory development, the study faced 

limitations due to the sheer number of social media platforms and accounts, which could 

affect the findings. 

 

Results 

Social media users, from elites to everyday people, often manage multiple accounts 

across platforms, sometimes even on the same platform. Accounts are categorised as 

original, fake, and a mixture. Original accounts feature verified user details, while fake 

ones use false information. A mixture of accounts mixes real and fake elements. Users 

are generally more cautious with original accounts, avoiding problematic posts. 

Conversely, fake accounts encourage freer, often negative, and unethical behaviour. 

These trends are seen across all platforms. 

Across all platforms, there are authentic, fake, and hybrid accounts. The image 

below shows a screenshot of an authentic account on each platform. Figure 2 presents a 

screenshot of a fake account, while Figure 3 displays a screenshot of accounts that use 

both fake and real data in their profiles, referred to as mixture accounts. 

 
Figure 1. Some Examples of Real Social Media Accounts. Left to right, account in 

Platform X, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and YouTube (source: Researchers) 
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Figure 2. Some Examples of Fake Social Media Accounts. Left to right, account in 

Platform X, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and YouTube (source: Researchers) 

 
Figure 3. Some Examples of Mixture Social Media Accounts. Left to right, account in 

Platform X, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and YouTube (source: Researchers) 

Media Sosial X 

Initially, social media platform X was limited to sending short messages and was 

classified as a microblogging platform. However, since 2023, X has introduced features 

for sharing photos and videos, participating in discussions, and live broadcasting. These 

updates have made X's functionality similar to other social media platforms, allowing 

users to share text, photos, and videos, as well as participate in online discussions and live 

streaming. Platform X categorizes accounts into two types: free and paid. Free accounts 

can only post messages up to 280 characters, including spaces and punctuation. However, 

users can post up to 25.000 characters and upload videos up to 3 hours long with a 

premium subscription. Paid accounts are divided into three tiers: blue check, gold check, 

and grey check. The blue check is available for a subscription fee of $8 per month, the 

gold check for $1.000 per month, and the grey check is reserved for government and 

official institution accounts (Putri & Kurniawan, 2022). As a result of paid verification, 

fake accounts on platform X can also acquire blue and gold checks as verification marks 

(Media Indonesia, 2024). 

On platform X, many accounts frequently engage in political discussions. Examples 

of authentic accounts include @muannas_alaidid, @yunartowijaya, and @DokterTifa. 

There are also notable fake accounts such as @partaiSocmed, @wave_enthusiast, 

@logicapolitikid, @WagimanDeep212, and @__AnakKolong. Additionally, there are 

hybrid accounts that mix real and counterfeit identities but often go viral, such as 

@Dennysiregar7, @yusuf_dumdum, @Leonita_Lestari, @AirinDatangLagi, and 

@kurawa. The number of fake accounts is vast, especially when smaller accounts are 

included. Many users own more than one account, as creating an account on platform X 

is very easy. Findings indicate that accounts frequently attack and report each other to be 

taken down due to differing viewpoints. 
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Media Sosial Instagram 

Instagram is a social media platform that allows users to share photos and videos 

and interact with others through various features such as Instagram Stories, Direct 

Messages, and IGTV for sharing long-form interactive content. Instagram posts are 

primarily visual. Similar to platform X, users on Instagram can create authentic, fake, or 

hybrid accounts. On this platform, only authentic accounts can apply for verification to 

receive the blue checkmark. However, the public can also create fake accounts that appear 

authentic and are difficult to detect. Authentic accounts represent real individuals, brands, 

or organizations, while fake accounts often have distinct characteristics, such as using 

fake profiles, limited engagement on posts, impersonating celebrities or public figures, 

and generally having fewer followers. 

Officially, Instagram offers three types of accounts: personal, creator, and 

business/professional. Personal accounts are intended for individuals who want to share 

personal content. Creator accounts are used for sharing specific content like motivational 

posts or tips and tricks. Professional accounts are aimed at business purposes. Users can 

post text, photos, graphics, and videos. They can also set their accounts to private to 

control who can view and respond to their posts or set them as public accounts, allowing 

anyone to see and engage with their content. Instagram also allows users to broadcast 

live. Generally, Instagram users aim to have a large following and receive significant 

public engagement to appear popular and appealing. With a large follower base, users can 

leverage their accounts for business purposes. As a result, there are services on Instagram 

that offer to increase followers and likes on posts. Field observations indicate that many 

accounts compete to create engaging content, sometimes even using pranks that disregard 

ethical and normative standards, including employing deepfake technology. 

Social Media: Facebook 

Facebook (FB) is a social media platform that predates many other social media 

platforms. Its main focus is on connecting and enabling interaction between users. This 

includes providing a platform for individuals to share information, communicate, and 

form social networks. FB facilitates these interactions through various features such as 

status updates, comments, and sharing multimedia, allowing users to actively engage in 

their virtual communities. Initially, users could only share photos, but the platform has 

since evolved to include video sharing and live streaming capabilities. Additionally, FB 

offers business features, allowing companies to create accounts to promote products and 

services. 

The platform also ‘allows’ the creation of fake accounts, which, according to 

Kitchgaessner (2017), played a role in Donald Trump's victory in the 2016 U.S. 

Presidential election, along with Twitter, FB distinguishes between personal accounts, 

business accounts, and public accounts. Personal accounts are for individual use, enabling 

users to connect with friends and family. Business accounts are used by companies to 

promote their products and services and interact with customers. Public accounts are 

typically used by public figures or organizations to reach a broader audience. However, 

the ease of creating FB accounts poses challenges, particularly regarding the prevalence 
of fake accounts.  

Social Media TikTok 

TikTok is the youngest social media platform, featuring mostly entertainment 

videos, although users can also share political opinions and discuss other issues. Due to 

its short audiovisual messages that do not require deep thinking skills, TikTok has 
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attracted a large number of users. The content on TikTok is highly varied, and many 

messages eventually go viral. 

TikTok offers various ways for users and businesses to generate income, including 

ads, affiliate marketing, and other innovative features. In addition to ads, TikTok provides 

an affiliate program that involves collaborations between content creators or influencers 

and marketers to promote products or services through video content. Influencers can earn 

commissions whenever a product they promote is sold via affiliate links. Another 

monetization feature is virtual gifts, where users can give gifts to creators during live 

streams, which can later be converted into cash. TikTok has also developed an e-

commerce feature, allowing users to shop directly through the app, increasing revenue 

potential for businesses participating on the platform. These features encourage users to 

create engaging content to go viral. Research shows that TikTok users strive to gain more 

followers and attract public viewership for their content, aiming for virality, sometimes 

even resorting to unethical practices that disregard social norms and ethics, such as 

creating prank videos. 

Social Media YouTube 

YouTube is the largest social media platform today, where users can upload, watch, 

and share videos. The platform not only serves as a source of entertainment but also as a 

marketing tool, a medium for education, information dissemination, and discussion on 

various topics. YouTube has long been a significant platform for marketing and 

monetization. Content creators can earn money through the YouTube Partner Program, 

allowing them to generate revenue from ads displayed on their videos. Additionally, 

Super Chat and channel subscriptions provide extra ways for users to financially support 

their favorite creators. 

Many YouTubers have succeeded in earning substantial financial gains. For 

instance, Klara Tania, with 18.8 million subscribers, earns between Rp1.6 billion and 

Rp26.5 billion per month; Vilmei, who regularly uploads entertainment content, earns 

around Rp1.1 billion to Rp18.7 billion per month, along with many other successful 

YouTubers (Detikfinance, 2024). YouTuber earnings are primarily measured through 

Cost per Mille (CPM), which calculates revenue per thousand views and clicks on ads 

displayed in the videos. The more engaging the content, the higher the views, resulting in 

more ads being displayed. This success inspires other users to follow suit, creating a wide 

variety of engaging content. It’s not uncommon for users to produce prank videos, 

impersonate public figures, parody advertisements or movies, or create other fabricated 

videos mainly to attract viewers, even if the content is false. 

On the YouTube platform, the presence of fake accounts and bots is also 

widespread. Researchers have found that fake accounts are often used to artificially inflate 

follower counts or video views, creating an illusion of popularity for certain content, 

making it seem as though the videos have been viewed by many people. Fake accounts 

are frequently involved in spreading false information, particularly during major events 

like elections or public health crises, such as Covid-19. These accounts disseminate 

misinformation about vaccines and treatments, which pose risks to public health. They 
manipulate information so that the content appears engaging and credible. This way, 

creators can attract more attention from other users, increasing their chances of 

monetizing through ads and sponsorships. 
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Discussion 

Based on research findings, the public utilizes social media for various purposes. 

These include forming friendships, expressing opinions, influencing public sentiment, 

spreading information, entertainment, and engaging in public discussions, including 

political matters, alongside business interests. Public discussions related to politics on 

social media tend to increase significantly during major events like elections. During 

these events, people from all walks of life, from well-known figures to ordinary citizens, 

actively participate in the discussions. These discussions also involve all types of 

accounts, whether real, fake, or those with mixed identities blending false and real 

information. The public’s engagement in discussions via social media demonstrates that 

platforms like X, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and YouTube play an important role in 

democratic life. The public interacts, communicates, exchanges ideas, and provides 

suggestions and critiques through digital channels such as social media, websites, and 

blogs, unrestricted by physical boundaries (Mulyono et al., 2022). This form of 

democracy on social media can be seen as an evolution from face-to-face democracy to 

democracy in the digital space. 

Some members of the public engage in well-reasoned, rational discussions, 

embodying what can be described as deliberative democracy. This form of democracy 

emphasizes active citizen participation, collaboration, and the development of public 

opinion through meaningful dialogue and discussion (OECD, 2020). Deliberative 

democracy prioritizes equality, participatory decision-making that is free and fair, and the 

common good. It is based on thoughtful discussion and consensus among society (N. N. 

Abdullah & Abdul Rahman, 2017). 

In digital democracy, the public can observe emerging aspirations and trends in 

public opinion through viral content, reflected in the number of likes, shares, and 

comments on a particular issue. The public categorizes each issue with hashtags (#) to 

easily find related posts. The number of social media users employing the same hashtag 

indicates that the topic has gained significant public attention. This form of deliberative 

democracy provides legitimacy to authorities to make binding decisions that involve all 

parties (N. N. Abdullah & Abdul Rahman, 2017). 

In public discussions, many parties attempt to influence public opinion and 

policymakers. One of the strategies used to achieve this is by creating viral content. 

Researchers interpret virality in different ways, but fundamentally, it carries the same 

meaning: information that spreads faster than others. Aroja-Martin et al. (2020) refer to 

virality as a message that spreads globally. Other researchers describe viral content as 

information disseminated from one source to another via the internet, both online and 

offline (R. N. Abdullah & Azman, 2019). The virality of content on social media is not 

determined by the number of accounts involved, but by how quickly and widely the 

content spreads across platforms (Boppolige & Gurtoo, 2017; Denisova, 2020). 

The literature review indicates that the term ‘viral’ originated in the marketing 

world under the name ‘viral marketing,’ where viral strategies were employed for 

promotional purposes. The term ‘viral marketing’ was first introduced by Steve Jurvetson 
and Seth Godin in the mid-1990s, with Godin defining it as a marketing strategy that 

relies on the concept of ‘word of mouth’ amplified by the internet (Wong, 2017). This 

approach leverages the interconnectedness of online users to spread messages rapidly, 

much like a virus. The early examples of viral marketing included campaigns that 

encouraged users to share content via email, which was a popular medium at the time. 

For instance, the Hotmail email service famously included a signature line in every 
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outgoing email that invited recipients to sign up for their own free account, effectively 

utilizing its users as a marketing channel (Sharma & Kaur, 2020). Viral marketing can 

create explosive growth in a short period, reaching a broad audience (Ethelda et al., 2022). 

In recent years, the rise of mobile technology and the proliferation of smartphones 

have further accelerated the growth of viral marketing. emphasize that the prominence of 

digital technology has made viral marketing campaigns more cost-effective and efficient, 

allowing brands to reach targeted audiences rapidly (Puriwat & Tripopsakul, 2021). The 

integration of influencer marketing into viral strategies has also become a key trend, as 

brands collaborate with social media influencers to amplify their messages and reach 

wider audiences (Erwin et al., 2023). 

In general, viral content can be divided into two categories: positive and negative 

virality (R. N. Abdullah & Azman, 2019; Widyatama & Mahbob, 2024). Positive viral 

content refers to social media content that spreads widely and generates a positive 

response from users, such as admiration, happiness, or entertainment. On the other hand, 

negative viral content triggers negative emotions like anger, anxiety, or fear. Negative 

viral content can spread harmful messages, such as hoaxes or demeaning material. Some 

researchers view virality as one of the internet's great mysteries, making it difficult to 

explain why certain songs, movies, video clips, or news articles suddenly and widely 

become popular, while seemingly higher-quality content remains unnoticed (Al-Rawi, 

2019). 

Although many believe that virality is a mystery, it can be engineered. In the pursuit 

of virality, many social media users create diverse and creative content. Aside from 

humour, social media content can go viral if it has social value. Researchers suggest that 

information with practical or informational utility is more likely to spread widely (Berger 

& Milkman, 2012; Rudat & Buder, 2015). Emotions also play a significant role in virality; 

content that evokes stronger emotional engagement tends to be more viral than less 

engaging material (Nelson-Field et al., 2013). Berger and Milkman (2012) found that 

positive emotions are more effective in driving virality than negative emotions. 

Additionally, other researchers propose that content can become viral through shared 

fantasy, humour, parody, mystery, controversy, and rumours (Al-Rawi, 2019). All these 

efforts to achieve virality essentially represent a form of engineering. 

Virality extends into broader fields, such as politics and social issues, to gain public 

support. Deliberate viral engineering on social media is carried out not only by individuals 

but also by organizations and government institutions. Building virality involves a level 

of manipulation by various parties, creating social media messages that appear unnatural. 

Viral engineering on social media is especially prominent in politics, where many 

political figures, public officials, and political parties engage multiple social media 

accounts to create specific viral content in the digital world. During elections, whether at 

the regional level (e.g., legislative or local elections) or national level (e.g., legislative 

elections, the Regional Representative Council, the People's Consultative Assembly, and 

presidential elections), viral engineering has become a lucrative business opportunity. 

Individuals within society actively participate in influencing voters via social media, 
helping to build a public image with various motivations, whether voluntarily due to 

political alignment or for business purposes. 

An example of viral engineering can be seen on social media when hundreds or 

even thousands of accounts suddenly publish content about a particular political figure or 

public official simultaneously, delivering uniform messages, even though these accounts 

had previously shown little interest in the subject. Notable public figures who frequently 
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go viral on social media include Eric Tohir, Anies Baswedan, Prabowo Subianto, Ganjar 

Pranowo, and others. These accounts often post identical messages, indicating that the 

similarity in wording is not coincidental. This phenomenon demonstrates an effort to 

build virality as a form of engineered communication, which has become essential for 

some to achieve their desired outcomes. 

The need for viral success has given rise to services that increase followers (fake 

followers), likes, shares, and comments on posts, as well as comprehensive social media 

management. These services often create artificial realities, shaping communication 

through strategic manipulation. Consequently, individuals with significant financial 

resources can generate viral messages. The extent to which these services are utilized 

depends on one's financial capacity. Data searches reveal numerous services offering 

follower growth, likes, shares, and comments on all social media platforms (Fastwork, 

2024; Herco Digital, 2024; Jasa All Sosmed, 2024; Raja Komen, 2024). These services 

are easily accessible online, complete with pricing information and contact details, 

allowing the public to choose based on their preferences and financial means. 

Field findings identify five unethical models of engineering used to create virality. 

First, the creation of fake accounts that act as buzzers, tasked with amplifying content 

from feeders (Afriyadi, 2019). In addition to hiring follower-increasing services, some 

individuals intentionally create their fake accounts. Fake accounts not only emerge to 

create an illusion of support but also arise due to social media platforms' regulations, 

which provide loopholes for the creation of fake accounts. For example, the verification 

process on platform X allows fake accounts to obtain a blue checkmark simply by paying 

for verification (Kleinman, 2023).  

Fake accounts are social media accounts deliberately created with false identities 

(Kareem & Bhaya, 2018). Other researchers refer to fake accounts as anonymous, 

fictitious, or ambiguous accounts used by individuals to express themselves, exploit social 

media, and engage in various online activities without revealing their true identities 

(Wanda et al., 2021). The creators of these fake accounts use false names, and profile 

pictures taken from the internet, and provide fabricated personal information. 

Researchers note that fake accounts are often involved in criminal activity and the 

spread of false news (Abid et al., 2022). Others reveal that social media owners use fake 

accounts for various cyber-attacks, psychological information operations, and social 

opinion manipulation (Voitovych et al., 2022). Some researchers also state that fake 

accounts are often created to resemble real ones (Chrisendo M.S., 2023). These fake 

accounts frequently serve specific purposes, such as spreading false messages or 

information, influencing public opinion, attacking or defaming individuals, or gaining 

certain advantages. Posting inappropriate or irrational content, making offensive and 

hateful comments (based on race, gender, religion, et cetera), sharing violent messages, 

damaging someone’s reputation, insulting or shaming others, and tarnishing the image of 

opposition parties are common reasons for using a fake identity (Wani Ahmad et al., 

2017). Such irrational behaviuor undermines deliberative democracy, as the discussions 

within this form of democracy emphasize rationality (Cini & Felicetti, 2018). 
Second, the use of bots to support the virality of certain information. The term ‘bot’ 

(short for robot) refers to software systems that engage in conversations with humans 

(Orabi et al., 2020). A bot account is a social media account whose content and behaviors 

are controlled by specific software programs designed to influence certain opinions 

(Fatmala et al., 2020). These software bots operate hundreds to thousands of accounts 

simultaneously, generating buzz around particular issues and creating virality. Bot 
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accounts can shape public opinion and manipulate public discourse, making it appear as 

though a topic is widely discussed by the public, thereby undermining deliberative 

democracy (Fatmala et al., 2020). Deliberative democracy emphasizes equality, 

participatory and fair decision-making, the common good, and reasoned discussions for 

society at large (N. N. Abdullah & Abdul Rahman, 2017). Research from the Oxford 

Internet Institute indicates that social media bot accounts tend to be active only when 

there are specific interests at stake, including during elections (Bradshaw & Howard, 

2019). A study by the University of Southern California and Indiana University estimated 

that in 2020, 9-15% of Twitter users were bot accounts (Fatmala et al., 2020). The use of 

bots to create virality undermines deliberative democracy by distorting the equality of 

voices, as dominant voices are driven by controlled and fabricated software robots. 

Third, virality is often achieved by paying buzzers. Buzzers are individuals on 

social media who engage in word-of-mouth activities (Mustika, 2019). Researchers 

describe buzzers as accounts that amplify, promote, or campaign for certain issues on 

social media, intending to expand reach and impact (Fransisco, 2021). The term ‘buzzer’ 

originally comes from buzz marketing, which involves consumer interactions and product 

or service users who amplify the original marketing message (Soundararaj et al., 2015). 

Today, buzzers operate in various fields. The term ‘buzzer’ is derived from the English 

word meaning bell or alarm (Mustika, 2019). According to Oxford Dictionaries, a buzzer 

is an electrical device that emits a buzzing sound to signal something specific (OUP, 

2023). Buzz marketing is often equated with gossip-spreading (Dasari & 

Anandakrishnan, 2010). Buzz refers to information passed through word-of-mouth, often 

involving famous endorsers (Rimenda et al., 2019). Buzzers not only promote specific 

issues but also engage in campaigns and spread information to their followers, making 

them similar to brand ambassadors (Yuliahsari, 2016). Paid buzzers can manipulate 

deliberative democracy by making issues go viral for business interests, prioritizing profit 

over social responsibility (Sarumaha et al., 2022). An exploratory study by Juliadi 

revealed that buzzers receive significant compensation depending on their missions and 

objectives (Juliadi, 2017). Buzzers can be volunteers, party members, or individuals paid 

for their services (Handini & Dunan, 2019). While individuals have the right to promote 

issues based on awareness and opinion, promoting issues for business motives 

undermines the inclusive nature of deliberative democracy (Aubert, 2021). The use of 

paid buzzers allows wealthy groups to dominate public influence by hiring numerous 

buzzers to amplify their messages, while those without financial resources struggle to 

have their opinions heard 

Fourth, virality is often achieved through the creation of hoaxes. In short, a hoax 

refers to false information or news spread in the digital world with certain predictable or 

unpredictable motives (Meinarni & Iswara, 2018). The term ‘hoax’ itself means false 

information, fake news, or deception. Hoaxes aim to create public opinion, manipulate 

perceptions, or simply provide entertainment (Nuzirwan & Sukandar, 2021), besides 

altruism, which refers to caring for others' well-being without self-revelation (Apuke & 

Omar, 2021), though unfortunately, using inaccurate information. Thus, the creation of 
hoaxes is an attempt to manipulate public opinion and harm deliberative democracy, 

which emphasizes the use of rational arguments in discussions (Cini & Felicetti, 2018). 

Hoaxes are a global problem that has become more rampant with the rise of social media. 

This phenomenon occurs worldwide (Balakrishnan et al., 2022; K. Singh et al., 2022), 

including in Indonesia (Nasir et al., 2020; Rahmawati et al., 2021). Hoaxes infiltrate 

public spaces through various social media platforms. They have a wide-ranging negative 
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impact on society (Kabha et al., 2020), pose risks to communities, and even cause deaths 

(Lim et al., 2021). Research shows that even educated individuals struggle to identify 

fake news (Syam & Nurrahmi, 2020). Other researchers argue that education does not 

guarantee people’s ability to distinguish between scientific and non-scientific information 

about Covid-19 (Abdulai et al., 2021). 

Although the researchers have successfully identified and described aspects that 

threaten deliberative democracy, the study has limitations. First, the vast number of 

objects studied with a limited sample size may impact the findings. Second, the use of 

interpretative analysis techniques, which tend to be subjective, means that the depth of 

analysis is influenced by the researchers themselves. These two main limitations should 

be noted by other researchers interested in studying similar issues to address these 

weaknesses. The researchers recommend that future studies combine other analytical 

techniques as a form of triangulation to achieve more objective conclusions. 

 

Conclusion 

Fake accounts, bots, paying buzzers, and hoaxes pose a threat to deliberative 

democracy, which is considered the most suitable modern system for accommodating the 

interests of all individuals in society. Deliberative democracy encompasses several 

principles, namely ‘of the people, by the people, and for the people’ (Becker & Raveloson, 

2011), inclusivity (Aubert, 2021), rational use of arguments in discussions (Cini & 

Felicetti, 2018), and equality of voices (White, 2022). Within the principles of 

deliberative democracy, there is the meaning that all citizens should receive recognition 

and respect without discrimination. The principle of recognition and respect also implies 

upholding the human rights of each individual, which is the most fundamental principle 

universally. Therefore, the implementation of deliberative democracy must consistently 

serve as part of efforts to respect human rights. Consistent implementation of deliberative 

democracy will build a healthy and civilized society. Freedom of expression is a 

cornerstone of deliberative democracy, ensuring that opinions are voiced without 

manipulation, and aligning high-level decisions with grassroots aspirations. However, the 

proliferation of fake accounts, bots, paying buzzers, and hoaxes distorts individual 

opinions, eroding the foundations of deliberative democracy. Addressing these challenges 

requires proactive solutions to curb their detrimental effects and enhance the quality of 

deliberative democracy. Allowing the practice of viral manipulation through bots, fake 

accounts, and paid accounts will enable wealthy groups to dominate public opinion by 

hiring buzzers and using bots, while poorer groups will struggle to gain influence and win 

over public opinion. Viral manipulation has the potential to hijack deliberative democracy 

and undermine democracy. Governments, as stewards of digital democracy, must enact 

regulations to safeguard against the misuse of social media, preserving its integrity and 

ensuring democratic processes remain robust. Deliberative democracy is considered the 

most suitable system of democracy in the modern world. In expressing their opinions, the 

public can utilize social media. Therefore, theoretically, social media can be used to 

support the development of effective deliberative democracy. In deliberative democracy, 
everyone is allowed to influence public opinion. Unfortunately, practices of 

communication engineering, such as manipulative virality, have emerged. A small group 

can control public opinion through bots, paid buzzers, and fake accounts. This situation 

undermines the functioning of deliberative democracy via social media, especially when 

manipulative virality practices occur. The consistent implementation of deliberative 

democracy should be part of efforts to respect human rights. Consistent application of 
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deliberative democracy will foster a healthy and civilized society. Researchers 

recommend that all parties, particularly the government, work to prevent manipulative 

virality practices. Addressing these challenges requires proactive solutions, including a 

strict ban on the use of bots, fake accounts, paid buzzers, and hoaxes. The government, 

as the guardian of digital democracy, must implement regulations to protect against the 

misuse of social media, maintain its integrity, and ensure robust democratic processes. 

However, such regulations must be crafted carefully, as virality also has positive aspects. 

Therefore, researchers recommend further investigation into how regulatory boundaries 

can be set to avoid being counterproductive to other interests, such as marketing 

communication and public service advertising. This calls for more in-depth studies, as 

this research is limited in scope. 
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