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  Abstract 

In the 21st century, social media has become a pivot of all human activities and influenced youth and their 

cognitive abilities including language. Our research work focuses on identifying the nature of the influence 

social media has on the linguistic choices of youth, keeping in view the relationship between politically 

more dominant and less dominant youth. Twitter is our selected social media platform to conduct this 

study. It is mixed-method research with its prime focus on the context of discourse. Van- Dijk’s socio-

cognitive model is applied to the data extracted from twitter comprising a single tweet posted by Zulfi 

Bukhari, a British Pakistani businessman and politician, and replies of 5 young Pakistani people to this 

tweet. The study finds out that social media discourse framework, as much lexically dense as textbook 

discourse, incorporates and encourages representative speech acts the most in it, and politically dominant 

youth, preferring use of endophoric references, produces more commissive discourse with higher lexical 

density whereas politically less dominant youth prefers using exophoric references and produces more 

directive speech acts with lower lexical density. 

 

Keywords: Social Media, Twitter, Impacts, Linguistic Cognition, Youth. 

 

Introduction 

Social media are computer-based platforms that unclog the opportunities to share and create all sorts of 

content via social networking sites at a global level. Social Networking Sites (SNS) are virtual crowds 

consisting of people who can make their profiles and share their ideas with the world, particularly in the 

form of discourse. Most popular SNS (Social Networking Sites) may include Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, 

YouTube, etc. Pakistan being a developing country, is trying to evolve technologically at a rapid pace. Its 

youth especially enjoys open access to these technological treats, mainly social media platforms. There 

were recorded 76.8 million social media users in Pakistan in January 2020, while the social media users 

were recorded to be 37 million (Kemp, 2020). Twitter is the most modish social media app that keeps up 

with the top trends to be apropos. It is a micro-blogging platform that bounds its posts to 1490 specimens. 

Most recently, people have started shifting their political campaigns from print media to social media.  
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Social media is a potent source for the propagation of news, particularly in the form of discourse. This 

discourse encompasses and deals with society in every possible way most prominently in terms of 

cognition.  

 

Cognition may be defined as knowing and acquiring knowledge and understanding through thought and the 

senses. Attention, perception, memory, language, learning, and higher reasoning and terms like this fall 

under the broader spectrum of cognition. Almost all social acts are linked with cognition. Van-Dijk (2016) 

sees discourse, processed via long-and short-term memory, as shaping our perception and understanding. A 

socio-cognitive approach to discourse is a particular application of a more general theory or philosophy of 

social constructionism (Flowerdew, 2013). The impacts that social media has on the young generation's 

linguistic cognition can be easily put into some form, using the Socio-cognitive model of CDA.  

 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) can be of great help in pointing out different social media impacts on 

cognition of youth by extracting and analyzing discourse from different SNS. The discourse analysis may 

provide us with reflections on the personality of its creators. This personality information in the form of 

preferences and choices (use of grammar, diction, topics, etc.) can help us determine the impacts social 

media has on the cognition of its users, who in this study are youth. While considering social media, one 

can find it beneficial to apply models of CDA to tweets by youth who are a part of different educational 

setups. Van-Dijk's socio-cognitive model has become prevalent among media studies and media 

researchers. It has significant applications in the news, shedding light on power relations, focusing on 

discursive racism, and attempting to connect society and discourse.  

 

Aims and Objectives  
 

This study aims to highlight the impacts that social media has on the cognitive abilities of Pakistani youth 

in terms of their linguistic choices. This study also aims to pave a new way for Pakistani undergraduate 

researchers to enter a new domain where they are encouraged to study social media users' virtual 

personalities by analyzing the discourse they post on social media. 

 

It has the following research objective; 

 

 To revise social media's impacts on the linguistic choices made by youth, keeping in view the 

relationship between politically dominant and less dominant youth. 

 

Significance of the Study  
 

One of the aims of CDA is to discover the discourse buried in the language used to maintain power and 

sustain existing relations. Social media has the power to shape the way we communicate. This brings new 

challenges and opportunities for CDA analysts. It is not an easy task to analyze all the discourse available 

in this world; that is why very little work has been done in the field of CDA since its origin in the 1960s. 

This study will create a new spot for researchers to place their feet on and create awareness among social 

media developers, influencers, and content creators to be careful about the kind of stuff they post online. 

Besides, it would be an insight for the users to observe and measure the intensity of the stuff they are either 

posting or viewing, its impacts, and its relationship with the society.  

 

Scope of the study 
 

The research paper operates its analysis on the set of one political tweet and its five most valid replies on 

twitter. The tweet has been published by youth, an aspiring young politician, and it comprises his political 

stances about a current affair.  
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Limitations and Delimitations 
 

The most significant limitations of this study are time shortage and plenty of available discourse on twitter. 

Because of the shortage of time and limited access to authentic twitter accounts due to privacy policy, only 

one tweet and five replies could be worked on. Tweet and replies with most likes and re-tweets are selected 

because, along with showing the minds of its publishers, these tweets also shed light on how the audience 

favors and relates with a specific type of content. Moreover, though Van-Dijk's socio-cognitive model is 

purely qualitative, the quantitative data is incorporated in the study.  This feat is achieved by using research 

tools such as lexical density, word frequency, word count, etc. Computing linguistic data with the help of 

numerical phenomena like mean, median, mode, average, etc. is another way of incorporating quantitative 

data in qualitative research papers.  

 

Research Questions 
 

i. What impacts does social media have on the cognition of youth in Pakistan in terms of their 

linguistic choices? 

ii. What difference exists between the linguistic choices of young politicians and that of the young 

public? 

 

Literature Review  
 

Social media is the platform that gives individuals the opportunity to interact, using two-way 

communication: anyone who has online accounts can share their opinions with other social media users 

(Hahem, Y., 2015). In 2020, an estimated 3.6 billion people worldwide use social media, a number 

projected to increase to almost 4.41 billion in 2025 since by the fourth quarter of 2019, Twitter had 152 

million monetized daily active users worldwide (Clement, 2020). The quick spread of interest of people in 

using social media like Instagram, Facebook and Twitter shows that the number may even go higher than 

the estimate.  

 

Social media plays a vital role in learning and job opportunities. Teenagers mostly use social media for 

communication with friends and families. Social media provided new web tools that students could use to 

raise their learning skills (Ali, A., Iqbal, A. & Iqbal, K, 2016). The students' attitudes towards the use of 

social networks vary according to the country they are residing in (Muhammad, H. & Tamimi, H., 2017). 

All researchers agree upon the learning support provided by social media. 

 

Using information technology in social media enhances its attractiveness in youth, specifically in the 

students of universities. As per the case study conducted at the University of Sargodha, social media is 

helping the students in education as well as approaching to cater to employment opportunities (Ali, A., 

Iqbal, A. & Iqbal, K, 2016). However, some negative impacts of the same were also observed among the 

youth. Social media influence an adolescent's life. It has both positive and negative impacts. According to 

the statistical analysis of a study conducted on the school students of Abu Dhabi, mixed relationships were 

observed among learning from social networking, perceived performance, and the effect of social 

networking (Badri, M., Nauimi, A. & Al Rashedi, A., 2017).  

 

The study found that though, the use of social networks contributes to improvement in reading skills. 

Nevertheless, its incorrect use may disturb the academics. A study on the research skills of undergraduates 

in Nigeria shows that reliance of the students on inappropriate sources of information due to the use of 

some social networking sites may result in deteriorating research. However, they may give research ideas 

and enhance writing capabilities from some (Lanelechi C.K. Nwanga, Ebun Yonlonfun, Tope Omotere, 

2014). Thus, the impact of social media on young university scholars has been found to vary according to 

the places they reside in and the interests they have; the influence, in some cases, is positive and, in some 

other, negative.   
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When creating a profile in social networks, users usually talk about themselves, status explanations, 

images, express feelings, and actions, write in one or two sentences and interests, and monitor their identity 

through social media (Apriyanto, S. & Nurhayaty, A., 2019). Therefore, constructing the system to predict 

a person's personality through social media is considered an essential bond between social media and 

personality paper. If a person's personality can be predicted through this system, it will help many things, 

such as determining the level of success (Chamrro-Premuzic,T. & Furnham, A., 2003). Personality 

identification through one’s expression of oneself on social media leads to understand their cognition.  

 

Cognitive processes, such as thinking, perceiving, knowing, believing, understanding, interpreting, 

planning, hoping, feeling, etc. take place in the mind or memory of individual social actors (Van-Dijk, 

2016). According to Van-Dijk, the cognitive component is crucial for a theory of discourse in general, and 

critical studies in particular. Socio-cognition comprising the social and personal context is the mediating 

factor for bringing society and discourse together. Van-Dijk’s socio-cognitive approach attempts to link 

cognitive theories and approaches with linguistics (Khazraji, 2017). Therefore, the present study attempts to 

study the relationship between social media and the users’ cognition to identify the nature of influence 

through the use of Van-Dijk’ s Socio-cognitive model for CDA.  

 

Research Design 
 

This research operates on descriptive research design to obtain systematic responses to our research 

questions. It is mixed-method research with its prime focus on the context of discourse. Keeping in view 

the number of research questions, the research is divided into two significant steps. The first step is to 

accumulate and synthesize quantitative data, while the second step research deals with quantitative data 

analyzed in a qualitative manner. Our research source is Twitter.  

 

In order to keep in line with Van- Dijk’s socio-cognitive model, the data extracted from twitter comprises a 

single tweet posted by Zulfi Bukhari and replies of 5 young Pakistani people to this tweet. Sayed Zulfi 

Bukhari, also known as Zulfi Bukhari, is a British Pakistani businessman and politician. He currently serves 

as Special Assistant to PM Imran Khan in the capacity of a Minister of State in Cabinet.  Tweet 1 will be 

named as tweet zero, while replies will be called response 1, response 2, etc. 

 

Hypothesis: “Social media impacts the linguistic choices of Pakistani youth public differently as compared 

to youth politicians."  

 

Van Dijk’s textual analysis toolkit is employed here; 

 

1. Speech Acts 

2. Lexical Density 

3. Cohesion 

 

Context of Tweets 

 

The most significant flex of 2020 so far is Corona Pandemic. It has alarmed health organizations and 

institutions all over the world. Pakistan being a developing country, is at a higher risk of being a victim of 

the corona. The government of Pakistan became one of the very first governments in the world to impose 

smart lockdown. The Tweet Zero, published by Zulfi Bukhari, Special Assistant to the PM, is a political 

tweet. It focuses on the government's effort to get a hold on corona and her apparent success. Replies to this 

tweet comprise young Pakistanis' responses to the government's claim that they have taken hold of the 

pandemic. 
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Analysis 
 

Discourse analysis is performed to highlight the action taking place on and beneath the surface of discourse. 

Thus, discourse analysis favorably deals with function rather than the formal features of the discourse. 

Speech acts can be seen as the basic unit in Discourse Analysis (Flowerdew, 2013).  Speech acts are a study 

of how the signalers and receivers use language. Speech Acts are of three types, i.e., Locutionary, 

Illocutionary, and Perlocutionary. Locutionary is what is said, illocutionary is what is done via 

communication; Perlocutionary is the effect produced as a result of the utterance. Illocutionary acts are the 

most crucial action levels. This is the actual force desired by the speaker, which determines the action. 

Illocutionary speech acts are further divided into Representatives, directives, commissive, expressive, 

declarations. 

 

Table 1 

Speech Acts Tweet Zero Response1 Response2 Response3 Response4 Response5 

Representatives 3 1 2 3 1 2 

Commissive 1 - 1 - - - 

Directives - - 1 - - 1 

Expressive - 1 - - - - 

Declarations - - - - - - 
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 According to our calculations, the maximum number of speech acts spotted in our twitter data are 

representatives. Representatives are the utterances based on the speaker's or writer’s perception of the 

world or his\her beliefs. There are two commissive acts. In contrast, there is only one directive, one 

expressive, and one interrogative. 

 

 Social media has impacted the choice of speech acts of its users as they tend to incline toward using 

representatives. In other words, it means that Twitter allows young people to share and express their 

personal beliefs, ideas, and perception of the world. 

 

 The general public's primary use of representatives gives a clue that twitter allows them to use 

language freely in response to more powerful people. However, when we calculate the mean value of 

the number of representative acts of the younger public, we get a mean value of 1.8, which is still less 

than the total number of speech acts found in Tweet Zero. Hence, the young politician is still showing 

better linguistic choices in terms of representing his ideas more profusely than the young public. 

 

 Commissives confide the communicator to any action expected to happen in the next time. This action 

may include promises, threats, proposals, declinations, vows. There is only one commissive speech act 

used by the politician in Tweet Zero, where he is committing himself and the nation to go forward and 

bring progress to the country. He is exercising his authority and rights. It may be deduced that power 

ball is still in the hands of tweet zero, as the young public does not seem to enjoy any type of authority 

to commit the ruling class in terms of proposals or even worse threats. This may hint at the linguistic 

indifference of youth as they seem unaware of their commissive rights on social media. Thus, the 

virtual platform allows them to present themselves but, at the same time, does not provide the 

confidence of a physical connection. It may also be deduced that the young public does not trust the 

politician enough to make a promise, or even a declination. 

 

 There are two directives, and both are strikingly present in replies, but not in Tweet Zero. In reply 2, 

youth is directing the politician to provide certain medicines in their area: "I still appeal to the govt. To 

kindly make the availability of Actreme and Remdesivir drug for critically ill patients easily”. In reply 

5, the nature of direction is changed, and the young respondent is asking the politician to see through 

facts and fear its consequences: "Do you not fear this is the manipulation of true figures?"   

 

 Expressives speech acts are the personifications of articulations as the mental state of the speaker. For 

example, Acknowledgments, confessions, excuses, greetings, etc. Declarations are the articulations that 

produce an immediate change in the official state of individuals. The least number of speech acts used 

in the twitter posts by young respondents are expressive while no declarations can be seen at all. It may 

be deduced that social media least affects the psychological state of mind and gives the least 

opportunity to the young people to express gratitude, apologize, or congratulate publicly. Twitter is not 

a place where youth, either public or political, can produce immediate changes. 

 

Lexical density can be defined as a linguistic device designed to scale construction and connotation of 

communication in discourse. Lexical density can be weighed by dividing the number of lexical terms by the 

total amount of linguistic terms in a manual. We will go with the very same method to check the lexical 

Density of Tweet Zero and the replies to the tweet.  

 

Lexical Density = (lexical items÷  All linguistic items) ×100 

 

The lexical density is affected by education, age, situations, literary creativity, the inherent structure of L1, 

etc. Lexical density influences the ability of readers and listeners to cognize the content of the 

communication. According to URE, written forms of human communication in the English language 

typically have lexical densities above 40 % (Castello, 2008). In a survey of historical texts by Michael 
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Stubbs, the typical lexical density of fictional literature ranged between 40% and 54 %, while non-fiction 

ranged between 40 and 65 % (Camicittoli, 2007). 

 

The purpose of adding this tool to this study is to know the extent of meaningfulness and structure in 

discourse produced by youth on social media. This will also shed light on the linguistic choices that the 

twitter users made while creating the content by choosing to use certain parts of speech (noun, verb, adverb, 

adjective) more than the others(pronouns,  auxiliaries, prepositions, conjunctions). 

 

Table 2 

 

The results here show some confounding variables.  A little survey was conducted by us to find out the 

general idea of youth regarding twitter discourse.  Surprisingly, 2 out of 5 said that twitter discourse was 

more meaningful, while 5 out of 5 said it was less structured than textbook discourse. The most common 

speculation is that twitter discourse with letter restriction might not be as structured and meaningful as is 

expected from a book or article text. However, these findings suggest otherwise. All these tweets showed 

the lexical density ranging between 50-60%. This is unique as this is the average or otherwise most 

commonly accepted lexical density of a formal written text. This means that twitter did impact the linguistic 

choices of its young users but certainly positively. We calculated the mean value of the lexical density of all 

five replies, and what we got was 52.6 %, which is undoubtedly less than the lexical density of the young 

politician's tweet.  This might suggest a noticeable difference between the linguistic choices of the ruling 

class and the general public. 

 

Cohesion occurs when the interpretation of any item in a text or discourse requires referring to some other 

item in the same text or discourse (Halliday, M. & Hasan, R., 1976). Cohesion is a process that combines 

sentences to a meaningful unit. It can be categorized into specific types of cohesive ties or elements like 

substitution, conjunction, ellipsis, lexical cohesion, and reference. We will be examining 'reference' as the 

cohesive tie in our selected twitter discourse. "Reference" can be defined as the linguistic item whose 

presence in the text is determined by another item's presence in a discourse. References are of two types; 

Exophoric, which always refers to something that is not a fragment of the particular discourse and 

endophoric, which points out items that are fragments of specific discourse.  

 

Table 3 

Cohesive tie 

(Reference) 

Tweet 

Zero 

Response1 Response2 Response3 Response4 Response5 

Endophoric 1 - - - - - 

Exhophoric - 1 - 1 - 2 

 

 The overall idea we extract from the above table is that there is a lack of cohesion in twitter discourse. 

This can be linked with the fact that there is a letter limit on twitter. You cannot tweet more than 1490 

characters. Hence, we can argue that twitter limits the linguistic choices of youth as users seem forced 

to drop specific cohesive ties just to complete the message, not knowing that they are lessening the 

structural quality of their discourse. 

 

 Exophoric references are usually not considered to be a part of cohesion. Its only endophoric 

references that are considered to bring cohesion to the text. However, here, we have to analyze the 

cohesive ties concerning the discourse structure of twitter. Hence, we have to consider exophoric 

reference as cohesion developing item. The text in replies will never be delivered adequately without 

reference to the situation in tweet zero. Exhophoa is considered situational, while endophora is textual. 

Tweets Tweet 

Zero 

Response1 Response2 Response3 Response4 Response5 “Mean” of 

Responses 

Lexical 

Density 

62 % 50 % 51 % 50 % 57 % 55 % 52.6 % 
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There is only one endophoric reference in our data, but there is still cohesion in the text.  That is due to 

exophoric references. In reply 1: "How can you claim so?"  'so' here is acting as a cohesive tie, linking 

sentence here with a situation explained in Tweet Zero.  

 

Findings 
 

Following findings were extracted from the data from the above analysis;  

 

 Social media discourse framework incorporates and encourages representative speech acts the most 

in it. 

 Politically dominant youth produces more commissive discourse. On the other hand, politically less 

dominant youth-produced more directive speech acts. 

 Social media does not seem to impact the lexical structure and meaning of discourse negatively. 

 Social media discourse is as much lexically dense as textbook discourse. 

 Young social media discourse has lexical density ranging from 50-55 %, while more politically 

dominant youth produced a discourse with a lexical density ranging from 60-65 %.   

 Social media impacts the cohesion of discourse negatively. 

 The character limit on twitter impacts the user's choice of implying cohesive ties in discourse. 

 Politically dominant youth prefers using endophoric reference while less dominant used exophoric 

references more frequently. 

 

Discussion 
 

The researchers, in this study, have analyzed the impacts that social media has on the cognitive abilities of 

Pakistani youth in terms of their linguistic choices to understand their virtual personalities by analyzing the 

discourse they post on social media. The results and findings of the present research reiterate the claim 

made by the earlier researchers about the strong impact of social media of the cognition of its users. The 

results are aligned with the findings of Apriyanto & Nurhayaty (2019) that the social networks users 

usually talk about themselves and express their feelings in one or two sentences and monitor their identity 

through social media.  

 

The study has also proved the claim by Chamrro-Premuzic & Furnham (2003) that constructing the system 

to predict a person's personality through social media is considered an essential bond between social media 

and personality paper, and if a person's personality can be predicted through this system, it will help many 

things, such as determining the level of success.  The present study has successfully shown the relationship 

between social media and the users’ cognition and has identified the nature of influence using Van-Dijk’ s 

Socio-cognitive model for CDA.  

 

Conclusion 
 

The young generation expresses its political views freely on Social Networking Sites. Whatever people 

encounter on social media builds up their linguistic cognition and impacts it in various ways. Twitter is one 

such social media platform where, along with analyzing the linguistic features of discourse, we can notice 

prominent differences between linguistic choices of politically more dominant and less dominant groups.  

 

We would like to suggest our fellow researchers embark upon the journey of social media discourse studies 

to keep up a virtual future ahead. We would also like to recommend twitter to unbound or extend its 

character limit as it negatively affects students' linguistic choices.  
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