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Filter bubble and echo chamber metaphors are no longer, and likely never were, particularly
useful for describing most individuals’ experiences of our Internet-enabled media environment
or for understanding and responding to fears of political polarization, commonly described as
an online harm. Both metaphors describe a media environment where people end up, either
by algorithmic design or personal choices, primarily receiving information and connecting with
people that confirm their existing beliefs. The fear is that without exposure to other ideas, people
will be unable or unwilling to understand other perspectives leading to polarization, or be more
easily manipulated, for example through disinformation campaigns.

But, empirical evidence suggests very few people get caught in filter bubbles or echo chambers.
Not only that, we argue that political polarization, which is often the feared outcome of filter
bubbles and echo chambers, is unlikely to be resolved by focusing on these metaphors. We also
argue that the technological affordances and features some fear lead to polarization actually
make it easier for people to share specific information, connect with particular communities, and
mobilize toward social change. These things are of great societal value, but are far too often
overlooked.

Evidence about filter bubbles and echo chambers

The filter bubble and echo chamber metaphors have become very popular in a world where the
Internet enables a high-choice media environment that gives individuals access to a vast number
of information sources.2 The metaphors are easy to grasp and often seem intuitively true. We
have all had experiences where a recommender system keeps feeding us the same suggestion over
and over, or where it seems like every friend on our social media feeds has the same view on a
given topic. These are possible examples of what Pariser (2011) coined “the filter bubble.”

We also have all likely experienced moments where it seems like no matter what app you
open or what television or radio station you turn to, you keep hearing about the same topic.
This illustrates the idea of an echo chamber. In 2001, Sunstein cautioned that echo chambers
might emerge as people had increased opportunities to choose their sources and channels of
communication. He worried people would be motivated to select sources and channels which
confirm their views and would be less likely to serendipitously come across information they
disagree with or that is on topics they do not intentionally opt-in to.

The problem is, while we can each think of anecdotal examples, empirical evidence does not
suggest that the majority of people are caught in filter bubbles or echo chambers. While we do
often find ourselves in communities of people like us (what sociologists call homophily) and while
search and social media algorithms are designed to personalize the information they prioritize in
our feeds (called algorithmic curation), these processes do not make us unable to access other
information, ideas, or people. This is because most people rely on many different sources and
channels of communication to find information and connect with people depending on their needs
and in varied contexts.3



A note on methods

One of the major issues with studying these concepts is that they are often measured very
differently from one study to the next. Researchers do not always agree on what constitutes a
filter bubble or echo chamber. A lack of agreed upon or consistent measurement makes it difficult
to know if these studies measure the same thing. Beyond that, researchers often have to rely
on whatever data they can get, which is restricted by platforms. And even when they can gain
access to data, it is often messy and difficult to manage. This is particularly concerning since
platforms do not have strong records of algorithmic transparency, which means that academics,
the public, regulators, and legislators are impeded in their ability to evaluate potential harms or
unintended consequences of using these algorithms. Finally, single-platform studies are common
even though we know people rarely rely on a single platform to gather information and are
exposed to information that could impact their beliefs and behaviors across a range of platforms.

Evidence about filter bubbles

The filter bubble metaphor describes a situation where our social media feeds and news aggregation
suggestions are populated only with content that is similar to what we have previously viewed or
interacted with.4 Filter bubbles arise from the distribution of information by decisions made
outside an individual’s control.5 The filter bubble idea assumes that algorithmic curation6 is
designed to personalize content, optimizing for future clicks, likes, and favorites. But it is
important to recognize that this is a design choice and not the way algorithmic curation must be
designed.7 For example, Ovadya (2022) suggests that optimizing for bridging links — prioritizing
content and relationships that connect across groups — in a system could lead people’s feeds to
be more diverse.8 So, while filter bubbles could emerge, it is not a foregone conclusion. It is also
important to remember any personalization or algorithmic curation happens in a wider social
context:9 regardless of the algorithms underpinning Facebook, we are already likely to be friends
with folks who have similar views and experiences as we do.

When scholars have systematically tested for filter bubbles, very few have found support for
them. In 2016, a review study found little evidence of their existence, but warned that increased
personalization from tools like news aggregators could change this reality.10 But that did not
manifest and there remains little evidence in support of filter bubbles.11 Rather than create
individual ‘bubbles,” Nechustai and Lewis (2019) find that, “the news agenda constructed on
Google News replicates traditional industry structures more than disrupts them.”12 Moreover,
by using social media, we actually see an increase in exposure to news, especially for those with
little interest in it.13 So, rather than create information silos, social media use increases exposure
to information, which could include cross-cutting information and at the very least is tied to
increased activities to avoid echo chambers.14

That said, there are examples where specific uses of single social media platforms can lead to an
increasingly narrow set of information, what some call a ‘rabbit hole./15 For example, experiments
on YouTube have showed that its recommendation system typically suggests increasingly extreme
content, 16 and the longer you follow the YouTube recommendations, the more ideologically
narrow the content recommended becomes.17

However, there are two important caveats here. First, those most susceptible to fall into extremist
rabbit holes tend to be already predisposed to extremist ideas.18 Second, very few people consume
only information on a single topic from a single platform. The vast majority of people have much



more diverse media diets. Even those who go down rabbit holes rarely do so in the absence of
other input.

Evidence about echo chambers

The echo chamber metaphor helps explain people’s exposure to different ideas considering their
wider media environments. Rather than focusing on the choices embedded in the algorithm of
a single platform, the metaphor calls on us to instead look at the decisions people make in a
high-choice media environment. An echo chamber would exist when an individual, confronted
with many options for accessing information, only chooses information that is in line with their
pre-existing beliefs.19

But, the empirical evidence to date is, at best, mixed.20 Some suggest echo chambers may be a
reality for some people but only for certain topics, specifically those that are more political,21
and some find evidence of echo chambers for only the most partisan/extreme individuals.22 Yet
others point out that even among those who are politically interested, simply using a variety of
social media tools is related to greater avoidance of echo chambers.23

Importantly, we can also draw insight from the closely related concepts of selective exposure
and selective avoidance.24 Evidence suggests that while people prefer information they agree
with, they don’t necessarily avoid information they disagree with.25 And remember, even with
algorithmic curation happening, people tend to be exposed to a greater variety of ideas when
they use social media.26 Taken together, this suggests very few people are likely to be caught in
echo chambers.

That said, there appears to be a small portion of individuals who may be unable to avoid echo
chambers,27 and some already radicalized individuals may form echo chambers.28

Taking stock of the evidence

We believe concerns that individuals exist in filter bubbles or echo chambers are overblown.
Rather than being sorted into filter bubbles or sorting ourselves into echo chambers, most people
consume information and connect with others across multiple channels of communication. Human
beings are multi-faceted. Some live in very homogenous communities, online or offline, others
actively seek out and engage with opposing viewpoints. These dynamics change over time and
are context dependent and consequently, we exist and interact with media differently in different
contexts. Importantly, people are learning to work within an information environment that
assumes algorithmic curation is happening. For example, 70% of Canadians say they took actions
out of concern for the accuracy of the news they were reading, including 39% who said they
checked several news sources to see if a story was portrayed in different ways.29 Ultimately,
the filter bubble and echo chamber metaphors do not seem to reflect the relationship of most
individuals to their media environments, except for a small minority. For the latter group, it is
probably a more effective use of resources to use policy tools to address this specific concern,
rather than treat this as a systemic, societal concern.

The misguided link between filter bubbles, echo chambers, and polarization

Despite the fact that filter bubbles and echo chambers are unlikely to accurately describe most
people’s experience of the current media environment, the metaphors are often referred to when



trying to explain online harms such as polarization and radicalization. But even if we had
evidence to support filter bubbles and echo chambers, these metaphors can’t actually explain
what is happening and why. Focusing on them can make it harder to develop policy responses to
respond to those harms.

On a societal level, one of the main concerns around filter bubbles and echo chambers is that
they create an environment where there is less discussion of conflicting ideas, which violates
one of the principles of deliberative democracy. If everyone is only consuming information they
agree with and not being exposed to other perspectives, then society divides into groups with
no shared understanding or common ground. When the space between divided groups grows, it
is called political polarization.30 If large swathes of the population aren’t engaging with each
other, then society becomes difficult to govern because there are fewer common understandings
or opportunities to develop compromises. This concern has been raised by politicians, journalists,
and activists who are grappling with a rise in polarization in several Western democracies.31 For
instance, President Obama has argued that one of the “dangers of the internet is that people
can have entirely different realities. They can be cocooned in information that reinforces their
current biases,”32 leading to the fragmentation of society into possibly conflicting groups.

The implied argument is that people are using the Internet to embed themselves in echo chambers
(that could be reinforced by filter bubbles). There is some experimental evidence that shows
when people are placed in groups of like-minded individuals to discuss political topics, they end
up leaving with more hardened and extreme positions.33 The fear with filter bubbles and echo
chambers is that they recreate this on a societal scale. For instance, following the events of the
Freedom Convoy in Canada, in February 2022 many politicians, across the political spectrum
attributed the strong opposing views they saw to filter bubbles and/or echo chambers, arguing
that, “it has been unbelievable to see how people are getting their information from information
silos. I think it is one of the biggest contributing factors to the division we are seeing in this
country.”34

In particular, there is a concern that people will end up in partisan or ideological echo chambers.
But, in the US, where polarization is arguably more evident than Canada,35 studies have found
the same news programming is often consumed by Democrats and Republicans,36 including
from more partisan outlets.37 And, in Canada, evidence suggests social media use does not lead
to polarization.38 So, while we may see societies polarize, echo chambers don’t seem to be the
culprit.

Though most individuals aren’t in echo chambers and filter bubbles, we know that people prefer
to read information they agree with, and a high-choice media environment makes this easier.
But, the problem here is that the situation is more dynamic and less one-directional. It’s often
assumed that online spaces, by sorting individuals into distinct homogenous communities, leads
to polarization. But there is evidence that polarization drives social media use, as opposed to
the other way around.39 Unsurprisingly, a lot of offline social dynamics are reproduced in online
spaces, and it becomes quite difficult to disentangle the dynamic relationship that exists.40 Given
that people don’t actually tend to exist in filter bubbles or echo chambers, we should focus on
the underlying causes of social polarization and radicalization in society.41

Moreover, political polarization certainly can exist in the absence of an echo chamber. A common
argument is that if people were exposed to information that goes against their existing beliefs,
then they would be less polarized. But the motivations for engaging with that other content, and



the contexts in which people engage with others who have different views from them matters. A
study that looked at the content of conversations on Twitter regarding the Catalonian referendum
to secede from Spain found that individuals did engage with the other side, but the conversations
were confrontational.42 This is important because if interactions are aggressive, and thus do not
fulfill the democratic ideal of debate of ideas, it could contribute to further anger and resentment,
and thereby increase polarization. Similarly, if individuals consume information only to refute
it, then it’s likely to not be de-polarizing.43 So, being exposed to wider varieties of information
alone does not necessarily lead to lower levels of polarization.

Beyond polarization, there are concerns that social media’s algorithmic curation and people’s
choices in a high-choice environment could lead to radicalization, manipulation of public opinion,
increased spread of disinformation, and political apathy, among other concerns. By focusing
on filter bubbles and echo chambers instead of the actual underlying causes of these kinds of
online harms, we risk developing responses and policies which are ineffective, or worse, make it
impossible to benefit from finding like-minded others and specific information and communities
online.

The overlooked value of filtering, sorting, and organizing

The filtering, sorting, and organizing roles of platforms can have great value in society, value that
is often overlooked because of fears about filter bubbles and echo chambers. It is important to
remember that people have always needed to filter, sort, and organize information and have done
so in a number of ways, from the dewey decimal system to group membership, such as being a
part of a political party or living in a particular city or country. We regularly rely on tools and
systems to help us sort and organize. While there is a definite need for greater transparency in
how these tools help us sort, organize and filter, when search engines and social media platforms
make it easier for people to share specific information, connect with communities, and mobilize
toward social change, there is important societal value.

Sharing information

A worry associated with filter bubbles and echo chambers is that people will only receive
information on particular topics which they are already interested in. Rather than thinking of
this as a bug, it can be a feature. Search engines help us hone in on specific information we want.
The algorithms underpinning what shows up on TikTok put information on the screen that you
might be interested in based on past use, not requiring a specific intentional search. Facebook
groups for niche topics can allow people to opt-in to information on that topic. These are ways
that platforms help us gain access to specific information, reducing information overload, and
making information on niche topics more accessible.

Finding community

Humans often spend time with those who have similar life experiences and interests, or are
broadly like them. This idea is known as homophily.45 Being a member of a community is
important for social development and happiness.45 Social media platforms have been particularly
useful for individuals to find communities they can feel a part of and to find spaces where
they feel safe to express themselves.46 For example, many communities of support for people
dealing with rare diseases exist so people can share their experiences and learn from one another.



Queer-friendly groups online have emerged, which can be a haven for folks living in regions where
being queer is illegal or generally not accepted by those around them.47 In other words, there are
times when being served information that conforms to your existing beliefs and being connected
with people like you can be extremely helpful.

Mobilizing toward social change

Enabling people to find communities and to share information within those communities is also
essential for mobilization toward social change. An early example is a series of pro-democracy
uprisings across the Middle East in 2010, known as the Arab Spring. In the lead up to these
uprisings, communities formed on and offline, and during the uprisings, text messages and social
media were used to spread messages and information quickly, which allowed for coordination and
planning of protests.48 More recently, the Black Lives Matter movement grew in a social media
context, where the tools helped people connect, share information, and coordinate action,49
as well as providing the space for challenging existing power structures.50 Of course in these
examples, social media is one piece of a much larger puzzle. Further, the distinction between
efforts toward beneficial social change and disruption leading to harms is often a matter of
perspective. Nevertheless, the point remains: finding some spaces in which people can mobilize
is essential to social change.

Conclusion

Ultimately, we believe that filter bubbles and echo chambers are not metaphors we should use
to try and understand people’s experiences of their media environments. But we can take two
important lessons from the last two decades of study into these metaphors: First, it is essential
to understand how search and social media platforms design their tools and how those tools
filter, organize, sort, and prioritize content. While we have always relied on tools to help us
sift through information and to understand our relationships to others, the systems technology
platforms put in place are more complex and more opaque, often intentionally so. A lot more
transparency and accountability around this is needed. Second, it is essential to consider how
people choose their channels of communication in a high-choice media environment. But we
must not assume those processes will lead people to receive only information that confirms their
existing beliefs, nor that it will necessarily lead to online harms.

Given the lack of convincing empirical evidence that echo chambers and filter bubbles accurately
reflect the online environment, and because of the negative connotations associated with these
metaphors,51 we should stop using these metaphors since it distracts from solving the actual
problems that democracies face. If it’s not filter bubbles or echo chambers leading to increasing
political polarization, then trying to use policies to ensure people do not find themselves in filter
bubbles or echo chambers will not be fruitful.

We suggest focusing on policy responses that promote transparency and accountability of
platforms which will help us better understand when and how information and relationships
are organized and prioritized through algorithmic curation. This can also support better digital
literacy and help equip people with the skills they need to critically reflect on what comes across
their screens. We also suggest honing in on the underlying causes of perceived online harms and
address those with targeted solutions.
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