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Social media blamed for violence
THE GROWING PANIC
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• Claims of a direct, causal relationship between social media and violence are 
overblown 

• Virtually all hostile social media content stays online 

• Social media aggression may spill offline only under rare, particular conditions 

• The content linked most directly to offline violence is not the kind we imagine—
it’s far more mundane 

• Communities are using social media as a historically novel resource to prevent 
and de-escalate 

• Social media provide a new tool for violence intervention 

• Social media introduce a complex mix of countervailing variables and forces

SOME KEY FINDINGS
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• 5 years of immersive fieldwork and observations alongside 
Chicago gang factions 

• “Hanging out” at housing projects, court, school, family 
gatherings 

• 2 years concentrated with “Corner Boys” (CBE) gang faction 

• Over 150 formal interviews with gang-affiliated youth, family, 
community members 

• Hundreds of audio recorded conversations

SSYVPP
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South Side Youth Violence Prevention Project



Status-Seeking and Campaigns for Respect
FOUNDATIONAL THEORIES OF GANG VIOLENCE
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• The code of the street was largely constrained by the dynamics 
of place-based, face-to-face interaction 

• Allowed “audience segregation” and “code switching” 

• Parties could rely on a relatively secure “back stage”  



Digital social media “collapse” multiple stages, audiences, and 
roles into a single, public sphere

CONTEXT COLLAPSE
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The necessity of online misrepresentation (i.e., “flexing”)
CONTEXT COLLAPSE AS LIABILITY
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FLEXING
Re-presenting mundane activities as violence-related
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SLIDING ON THE OPPS BLOCK
Innocuous car trips are presented as drive-by shootings
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GETTIN’ MONEY
Staging drug profit dioramas



Weaponizing context collapse
THE POLITICS OF FLEXING
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• Widespread assumption that rivals (“opps”) are also 
misrepresenting 

• Leads to a new practices of reputational struggles 

• Attempts to publicize gaps between rivals’ online persona and 
offline identity 

• Proactively creating context collapse for rivals and enemies
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STRATEGY 1: CROSS-REFERENCING
Cross-checking online content against other online content
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STRATEGY 2: CALLING BLUFFS
Challenging rivals to make good on online boasts
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STRATEGY 3: CATCH OPPS LACKING
Attack and record rivals engaged in other roles



Some conditions seem to generate higher likelihood of violence
PREDICTING OFFLINE VIOLENCE?
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Offline Conflicts as
Recontextualization Struggles

Cross Referencing

Calling Bluffs
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Mundane content may be most directly linked to violence
THE DEADLIEST CONTENT?

Forrest Stuart | Stanford University | Department of Sociology

Stevie (shooter):


“Right now, somebody is out there 
lurking somebody getting ready to put a 
bullet in ‘em. People know what you 
doing, what you eating, that you out in 
front of yo’ house. It’s mad easy.”   



UNEXPECTED AFFORDANCES
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“Communication visibility” allows third parties to act in new ways



EVAN’S DAILY GEOGRAPHY
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Using rivals’ social media posts to chart safe passage

Murderville
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TEEN GIRLS AS GUARDIANS
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The role of young women is expanding due to social media
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TEEN GIRLS AS GUARDIANS
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The role of young women is expanding due to social media



DANIELLE SAFEGUARDS DJ
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Network access and visibility allows her to keep her brother away from harm

• Danielle constantly monitors the geographic locations 
of the Corner Boys’ rivals 

• Can prevent DJ from accidentally crossing paths 
with rivals 

• Danielle constantly monitors the girls in rivals’ networks 

• Can reduce likelihood of “baiting” and 
ambushes  

• Danielle constantly monitors DJ and his friends’ social 
media posts to gauge their emotional states and 
trauma 

• Can provide additional emotional support when 
it’s needed most—before it turns to violence



PUTTING COMMUNITY KNOWLEDGE TO WORK
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How can we formalize and “scale up” safety strategies?
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PUTTING COMMUNITY KNOWLEDGE TO WORK
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How can we formalize and “scale up” safety strategies?



GETTING “SMARTER” ABOUT SOCIAL MEDIA
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Key lessons and pathways forward

• Resist the myth of a direct causal relationship between online 
taunts/challenges and retaliatory offline violence 

• Online content is more likely the expression of offline events and 
dynamics 

• Pay more attention to the context and conditions of online 
content (e.g., which particular content brings parties into shared 
physical space?) 

• Become more familiar with community strategies for using social 
media to promote safety 

• Build on community knowledge to create formal interventions


