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KEYWORDS: ABSTRACT: In today’s digital society, social networks have acquired great importance in
Social capital; the lives of young people, who use them as virtual spaces to establish and maintain social
youth; relationships. The aim of this systematic literature review is to analyze the potential of use

social networks;
online communities;
linkages.

of social networks to contribute to the development of social capital in virtual communities
of young people. Following the indications of the PRISMA 2020 statement, 18 relevant
studies that met the established inclusion and exclusion criteria were identified and
selected. The results indicate that social networks play a significant role in the development
of social capital in virtual youth communities. These platforms provide opportunities for
social interaction, identity building and community participation, thus strengthening social
connections, strengthening young people’s sense of belonging and empowering them.

PALABRAS CLAVE:

Capital social;

jovenes;

redes sociales;

comunidades
virtuales;

vinculos.

RESUMEN: En la sociedad digital actual, las redes sociales han adquirido una gran
importancia en la vida de los jévenes, quienes las utilizan como espacios virtuales para
establecer y mantener relaciones sociales. El objetivo de esta revisién sistemética de la
literatura es analizar el potencial del uso de las redes sociales para contribuir al desarrollo
del capital social en las comunidades virtuales de jévenes. Siguiendo las indicaciones de
la declaracién PRISMA 2020, se identificaron y seleccionaron 18 estudios relevantes que
cumplieron con los criterios de inclusién y exclusidn establecidos. Los resultados indican
que las redes sociales juegan un papel significativo en el desarrollo del capital social en las
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comunidades virtuales de jévenes. Estas plataformas brindan oportunidades para
la interaccién social, la construccién de la identidad y la participacién comunitaria,
fortaleciendo asi las conexiones sociales, fortaleciendo el sentido de pertenencia de los
jévenes y empoderandolos.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE:
Capital social;
juventude;

redes sociais;
comunidades online;
ligacdes.

RESUMO: Na sociedade digital atual, as redes sociais adquiriram uma grande importéncia
na vida dos jovens, que as utilizam como virtuais para estabelecer e manter relagdes sociais.
O objetivo desta revisdo sistematica da literatura é analisar o potencial da utilizagio das
redes sociais para contribuir para o desenvolvimento do capital social em comunidades
virtuais de jovens. Seguindo as indica¢des da declaragdo PRISMA 2020, foram identificados
e selecionados 18 estudos relevantes que cumpriam os critérios de incluséo e exclusdo
estabelecidos. Os resultados indicam que as redes sociais desempenham um papel
significativo no desenvolvimento do capital social nas comunidades virtuais juvenis. Estas
plataformas proporcionam oportunidades de interagéo social, construcso de identidade e
participagdo comunitaria, fortalecendo assim as ligagdes sociais, fortalecendo o sentimento
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de pertenca dos jovens e capacitando-os.

1. Introduction

Currently, 84% of people between the ages of
18 and 29 use at least one social network (Wong,
2023). These social network (SN) platforms have
created a virtual space where people can connect
with others regardless of geographic distance
and cultural barriers. The transition from a static
phase of the 1990s, interactive platforms and
social networks in the 2000s, led us to a shift
to collaborative platforms in the 2020s where
these social networks actively engage users in the
creation and dissemination of online content. This
has had a significant impact on youth communities,
the main drivers and users of these networks
(Vromen et al., 2015, cited in Bano et al. 2019).
Despite being a highly widespread concept,
there is no single or commonly accepted definition
of social networks. In the beginning, Kaplan &
Haenlein (2010), cited in Tulibaleka & Katunze
(2023), defined social networks as “a group of
Internet-based applications that are based on the
ideological and technological foundations of Web
2.0, and that allow the creation and sharing of
user-generated content” (p. 2). Likewise, for Way &
Malvini Redden (2017), cited in Brough et al. (2020),
social networks are significant environments
where young people form identities, create and
maintain relationships; spaces where young
people understand their cultivated identities
and experiences in these social networks, which
take place in different virtual communities. These
interactions vary according to the environment in
which they take place and influence the dynamics
that are generated and how social capital is
built. For Matenda et al. (2020), the interactive
capacity of social networks allows young people
to collaborate, coordinate and generate social
capital (SC) in virtual communities, in the same
way that the interrelation or coexistence with

face-to-face groups or the absence of these, all
these actions influence the way in which these
relationships develop in the virtual environment.
In addition, it should be noted that a social
media platform also has limitations depending
on its design and structure. In this way, the social
relations that occur adjust to the “architecture” of
the SN, although the use given to them depends
on the members that make up the community
(Ramos-Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes, 2023).

The widespread use of social networks in
much of the world has influenced the commitment
of young people to their civic participation,
in the broadest sense of the concept. Social
networks have become one of the main sources
of information and communication (understood in
a bidirectional sense, no longer just unidirectional
by the media towards users) for the general
population, and especially for young people
(Newman et al, 2019). Currently we know that
social networks promote greater commitment
among young people because they form virtual
communities. However, itis not clear what happens
and what conditions promote it. This is a relevant
question, since community participation is what
enables young people to contribute significantly
to the development of current societies (Matenda
et al,, 2020), as well as the identification of the
participant groups. Consequently, the interest of
many countries in including in their youth agendas
policies aimed at increasing the community
participation of young people through social
capital and youth empowerment is evident. A
relevant example would be the “Integration
of young adults with fewer opportunities in
organizations and reinforce their empowerment”
project (Valdivia et al., 2022).

Currently, it is not possible to answer this
question ignoring the virtual communities that are
formed in SN. Virtual communities are defined
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as “the organization of Internet users who share
similar interests, tastes, preferences and points
of view, who meet in virtual space to share
information, work or communicate with their
peers” (Loaiza-Ruiz, 2018, p. 223, in Mancilla &
Flores-Fuentes, 2023, p. 3), also influenced by the
degree of formality and the shared expectations of
the people who form these communities. Although
the digital component is what characterizes these
communities, members can also form a community
outside the virtual plane. For example, a class
group from a secondary education institute can
have its virtual community on a SN.

As presented previously, there is evidence in
the scientific literature that interactions between
young people in these virtual communities
contribute to the development of SC. According
to Bourdieu (1985), cited in Matenda et al. (2020),
social capital refers to how a person’s social
connections can be used to access resources that
are important to their well-being. For Martinez &
Ucar (2022), it is generated from the structure of
social relationships that exist in a community and
the connection of the individuals that are part of
it. Martinez & Ucar (op.cit.), referring to Putnam
(1993), Durnston (1999) and Atria et al. (2003),
highlight the collective nature of SC as a quality
of groups, communities and institutions. Likewise,
they defend that SC is not only a resource of
individuals and communities, but that it is a
collective and community capacity. In this way,
communities can increase and develop it. There
are five key factors in the SC of communities: (1)
trust, (2) norms, (3) relationships, (4) values and
(5) participation, voluntariness and access to
information (Martinez & Ucar, op.cit).

Formal and
essential components of young people’s SC,
among others due to the links they form with
other members of the community. According
to Woolcock and Narayan (2000), there are
different types of relationships depending on
their nature: bonding, bridging and linking. Firstly,
bonding relationships are socially close and are
generated from points of agreement inherited or

informal social networks are

created as a result of frequent personal contact.
On the other hand, bridging relationships are
characterized by being horizontal and semi-
closed. These are moderately close ties based
on acquired points of agreement. These types of
relationships can become bonding relationships.
Finally, linking relationships are characterized by
being asymmetrical and mostly vertical, as they
occur between individuals with different spaces
of power. All these types of links are essential for
the SC development of young people today.

Generally, there is evidence that SNs have
become a powerful source of SC development, as
they have facilitated the mobilization of resources
and the maintenance and creation of relationships.
However, more research is required to understand
how this development of SC occurs in SN. For this
reason, the research question of this systematic
review of the literature is posed: how can social
networks contribute to the development of
SC in virtual communities of young people? To
give a more concrete answer, three research
sub-questions have been raised: How do social
networks contribute to the development of social
capital in youth communities? What types of
social capital have been generated from the use
of social networks in virtual youth communities?
What are the functionalities of social network
platforms that facilitate the development of social
capital?

By better understanding how social media can
promote the development of SC among youth,
more effective interventions and policies can
be designed to harness the potential of these
platforms for the benefit of youth communities.
Furthermore, it is hoped that this research will
prompt reflection on the wider effects and
implications of social media in today’s society,
and how we can encourage responsible and
constructive use of these digital tools.

2. Objectives

The general objective of this research is to
analyze the potential of using social networks to
contribute to the development of social capital
in virtual communities of young people. Likewise,
three specific objectives have been specified:

- To describe the general characteristics
of the experiences of developing social
capital through social networks in virtual
communities of young people.

- To identify how social capital is developed
as a result of the use of social networks in
virtual communities of young people.

- Toanalyze the functionalities of social media
platforms that promote the development
of social capital in virtual communities of
young people.

3. Methodology

A systematic literature review has been done to
answer the questions and achieve the objectives
of the research, since this methodology allows us
to answer the questions posed using a rigorous
method. Guirao Goris (2015) defines a systematic
review as a summary of evidence on a given topic,
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which is obtained through a rigorous search and
analysis process to minimize biases. Specifically, it
is an exploratory systematic review, in that it seeks
to analyze and synthesize the existing knowledge
in scientific literature (Codina, 2021).

Following this type of methodology, the aim
is to identify, evaluate and synthesize existing
studies to answer a specific question and draw
conclusions from data already collected. In order
to guarantee the transparency and veracity of
the results, the indications of the PRISMA 2020
declaration have been followed throughout the
process (Page et al,, 2021). The SALSA framework
has been used as a reference to ensure that the
research is rigorous, organizing it into 4 phases:
search, evaluation, analysis and synthesis.

First of all, the systematic search was
conducted (Figure 1). Considering the research
question, we worked with three main themes: (1)
young people, (2) social networks and (3) social
capital. The final search expression resulted in:
“youth” AND “social media” AND (“social capital”
OR “bonding” OR “linking"), which was applied in
the title, summary and keywords fields. The search
was conducted in English to cover international
literature. Three search engines (Scopus, Web
of Science and ERIC) were used because of
their relevance to educational and social science
research. These databases were selected for their
rigor and breadth of coverage:

1. Scopus, one of the largest multidisciplinary
databases, offers global access to peer-
reviewed studies, including social sciences
and technology, essential for the analysis of
social networks and social capital.

2. Web of Science is recognized for its high
quality and coverage in the social sciences,
which allows tracking citations and key
studies that influence the field.

3. ERIC waschosenforitsfocus oneducational
research, providing access to specific
studies on vyouth, social networks and
social capital development in educational
contexts.

The combination of these databases ensures
comprehensive and adequate coverage for
the objectives of this exploratory review. After
reviewing the results, it was not necessary to
adjust the keywords.

It should be noted that a search was carried
out on the youth collective in general, without
specifying any element of their context, since
the objective was to obtain a general overview of
all the areas in which all types of young people
use SNs to form communities that contribute to
developing SC. However, from an early stage of
the search it was identified that the majority of
the results referred to groups of young people
in vulnerable situations. This may be due to the
fact that the concept of SC has traditionally been
linked to community development studies, which
are usually carried out in this type of communities.
Likewise, it is also worth noting that the selection
of the three search engines creates a bias in the
resultsthatis, toacertainextent,intentional. These
are databases that mainly contain publications
from Anglo-Saxon journals and, although authors
from other countries can publish in these journals,
itis true that the data can be geographically biased.
However, this is appropriate for the purpose of
this review, since it is necessary to study contexts
where young people use NS regularly. However,
we acknowledge that this is not the reality of all
young people in all countries.

Initially, n=149 results were obtained (Web
of Science n=78, Scopus n=64 and ERIC n=7).
Next, the results were evaluated according to the
inclusion criteria:

- last 5 years (2019-2023)

- textin English / Spanish / Catalan

- available access with university permissions

- text type: articles

- field of knowledge: social sciences

The application of criteria reduced the results
to n=47 (Web of Science n=15 Scopus n=3
and ERIC n=1). After removing duplicates, n=36
remained. Titles and abstracts were reviewed,
and the following exclusion criteria were applied,
which eliminated n=18 documents:

- no mention of social networks

- no concept of community

- no focus on developing social capital/

connections in the community

This process reduced the sample to n=18
documents for this systematic review.
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Initial search

= in title, abstract and keywords

"youth" AND “social media” AND ("social capital" OR "bonding" OR "linking")

Web of Science: n=78
Scopus: n=64
ERIC: n=7

Total: n=149

Y

Weh of Science: n=15
Scopus: n=31
ERIC: n=1

Total: n=47

Inclusion criteria:
* last 5 years
* text in English / Spanish / Catalan
+ available acces (open or institutional)
* type of text: articles
- field of knowledge: social sciences

\

Selected for abstract
screening

Total: n=36

Y

duplicates: n=11

|

Selected for the literature
review

Total: n=18

A

Exclusion criteria:
* no reference to social media
* no presence of the concept of
"community"
* no focus on the development of social
capital / linkages among the community

Figure 1. Flowchart of the systematic search process. Source: Own elaboration.

The resulting documents are summarized in Table 1.:

Table 1. Summary of documents selected for the systematic review

Reference

Context

Method

Kornbluh (2019)

United States

- Questionnaire

Mixed method sequential:

- Social network design (3 waves)
- Semi-structured interviews

Matenda et al. (2020)

South Africa

- Focus groups

Mixed method sequential:
- Quantitative questionnaire

Brough et al. (2020) United States Qualitative study: interviews

Yuen y Tang (2021) Hong Kong Mixed method:
- Public quantitative data from Instagram
- Semi-structured interviews

Bano et al. (2019) Pakistan Quantitative study: questionnaire
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Reference Context Method

Kasperski y Blau (2023) Israel Qualitative study: grounded theory

- Semi-structured interviews

- Observation of online student-teacher
interactions

Brown et al. (2022) United States Qualitative study: interviews

Tisdall y Cuevas-Parra (2022) Not specified Theoretical article (essay), references existing
literature

Junus et al. (2023) Hong Kong Quantitative study: questionnaire applied in 2
waves

Nursey-Bray et al. (2022) Australia Mixed method:

- Document analysis

- Semi-structured interviews
- Questionnaire

Dredge y Schreurs (2020) Belgium Systematic literature review

Walby y Gumieny (2020) Canada Qualitative study: document analysis (content
from Twitter accounts)

Tulibaleka y Katunze (2023) Uganda Qualitative study:
- Semi-structured interviews
- Focus groups

Ramos Mancilla y Flores-Fuentes (2023) Mexico Qualitative study:

- Participant observation

- Observation of communities in digital
environments

Theben et al. (2021) Spain Qualitative study: literature review and analysis
of an inventory of good practices in European
countries. To collect information on good
practices:

- Document analysis

- Qualitative questionnaire

- Interviews

Chan et al. (2021) China, Taiwan and Hong Kong | Quantitative study: questionnaire

Newman (2019) Not specified Theoretical article (essay), references existing
literature

Gureeva et al. (2022) United States Mixed method:

- Questionnaire

- Social network analysis

- Semi-structured interviews

Figure 2 shows a graph that summarizes  as “non-contextualized” are those theoretical
the graphic distribution of the documents articles that, therefore, do not report concrete
reviewed by continents. The most frequent are experiences in a specific context.

America (n=6) and Asia (n=5). Articles classified
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America Europe

Africa

Australia Not specified

Figure 2. Geographlc distribution of the reviewed studies. Source: Own elaboration.

Figure 3 shows a graph that summarizes the
types of studies reviewed according to their

NoOWw B!

=

Mixed Qualitative

Quantitative

methodological design. The most frequent are
qualitative (n=7) and mixed (n=5).

Theoretical Systematic review

Figure 3. Type of reviewed study according to methodology. Source: Own elaboration.

After the evaluation process, the documents
were analyzed to extract relevant data. To this end,
the documents were read, and their content was
analyzed by means of an analysis sheet, prepared
in accordance with the research subquestions
and the objectives of this systematic review.
Subsequently, the team proceeded to the phase
of synthesis of the analyzed content. A table
was used to organize these results and proceed
to their discussion, which is presented in the
following section.

4. Results

In order to answer the objective and question of
this research (how can social networks contribute
to the development of social capital in youth
communities?), the results are presented based
on the research questions:

- What are the analyzed experiences of
social capital development through social
networks like?

- What there about the
development of capital?  What
functionalities of social media platforms
facilitate the development of social capital?

evidence s
social

4.1. How do social networks contribute to

the development of social capital in youth
communities?

Of the documents reviewed, first the general
characteristics of the experiences they report
have been identified. This has been possible for 15
documents, since the systematic review and the
two theoretical articles have been excluded, since
they do not report results on a specific experience
that can be described. The experiences reported
are varied in their nature. In order to provide an
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overview of these experiences, they have been
categorized in Table 2 using the following study
variables: -

- Ambit. It refers to the social and study area
where the experience has been developed.
This variable is crucial because it allows us
to understand in which specific contexts
(such as education, community, activism,
welfare, among others) the interactions
that potentially develop social capital are
generated. Different environments present
different dynamics and needs in terms of
the use of social networks. The analyzed
experiences cover a wide variety of
settings, reflecting the diversity of contexts
in which interactions that contribute to the
development of youth social capital are
generated. Studies in domains of community
development (Matenda et al., 2020; Ramos
Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes, 2023) and social
activism (Yuen & Tang, 2021; Chan etal,
2021) predominate, while other experiences
focus on psychological well-being (Bano
et al, 2019; Junus et al., 2023), education
(Kornbluh, 2019; Kaspersky & Blau, 2023),
and community volunteering (Nursey-
Bray et al, 2022). This suggests that social
networks have the potential to contribute to
youth social capital in very diverse contexts, -
facilitating both community empowerment
and psychological support and access to
educational opportunities (Soler etal
2017).

- Participating group. It refers to the type of
young people who have participated in the
experience, focusing on what unites them as
a community. Identifying the type of youth
who have participated (e.g., high school
students, university students, vulnerable
youth) is critical, as the demographic and
social characteristics of the participants
can influence how social capital networks
are formed and strengthened. This
analysis makes it possible to determine
whether certain groups have an easier
time generating social capital through
social networks than others. Most studies
focus on high school and college students
(Kornbluh, 2019; Matenda etal, 2020;
Brough etal, 2020), while some studies
include specific groups such as vulnerable -
youth (Brough et al, 2020). The diversity
in the participating groups indicates that
social networks are not only useful for
generating social capital in homogeneous
communities or with a very specific profile,

but that they are present in very disparate
contexts.

Coexistence of an in-person group. In
the event that the virtual community
is the digitalization of a group that
previously existed only in person, it has
been categorized as “yes”; If the group
only exists in the virtual plane, it has been
categorized as “no”. The prior existence
of a face-to-face group may influence the
quality and intensity of social relationships
within the virtual community, affecting
the formation of social capital. In some
cases, virtual communities represented a
continuation of pre-existing face-to-face
groups, such as class groups in educational
experiences (Kornbluh, 2019; Kaspersky &
Blau, 2023), or community groups (Ramos
Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes, 2023). In these
cases, the existence of a previous face-to-
face community seems to favor greater
social cohesion in the digital environment.
However, in most of the studies, the youth
communities were exclusively virtual, which
could suggest that social networks are also
capable of facilitating the creation of new
forms of social capital, without the need for
a prior face-to-face relationship.

Network formality. It refers to the degree
of formality of the experience, with socio-
educational interventions being formal that
involve the creation of a virtual community
in NS with a specific purpose by the adult
responsible for the intervention. On the
other hand, informal experiences are those
in which virtual communities have formed in
a completely natural way. The semi-formal
ones are those in which the initiative to
create the virtual community has been that
of the young people themselves, so it is
formalized and used but without a specific
purpose on the part of the adult. The results
show how SNs can be used in both types of
contexts; however, their informal use stands
out. In fact, in most of the experiences, SNs
emerge informally, without a structured
purpose, reflecting their potential to
facilitate spontaneous interactions among
young people, which contribute to the
development of social capital.

Adult dynamization. This variable refers to
the presence of adults who facilitate or guide
the virtual community. The participation of
an adult facilitator can be crucial in formal or
semi-formal communities, where a specific
development of social capital is sought.
Adults can play key roles in moderation,
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goal setting and conflict resolution within
the community. This is the case of the
teacher-student relationship in the study
by Kaspersky & Blau (2023) or in socio-
educational interventions in third sector
entities (Theben etal, 2021). However,
in many informal experiences, adult
participation was not observed, suggesting
that young people can also manage their
own communities autonomously in virtual
environments.

- Associated training. This variable considers

whether any complementary training is
offered to participants to facilitate the
development of social capital in virtual
communities that are conducted at a

formal or semi-formal level. Some formal
experiences included supplemental training
for participants, such as leadership skills
(Kornbluh, 2019) or digital competencies
(Theben et al,, 2021). Training can provide
youth with the tools needed to interact
more effectively in the virtual community,
thus increasing the likelihood of generating
social capital. However, most experiences,
being informal, do not include specific
training. This may reflect less structured
planning in this type of network, although it
is not a determinant for the development or
non-development of social capital in youth
virtual communities.

Table 2. Descriptive summary of experiences in the development of social capital through social

networks
Coexistence
. . Participating of an Network Adult Associated
Experience Ambit . . N ..
group in-person formality dynamization training
group
Sociopolitical
F | f
development Secondary orma (par’F ° Yes (on
Kornbluh N . Yes (class a school project . R
and participation education . ) Not specified leadership
(2019) to improve the students group) integrated into skills)
P . teaching hours)
community
Secondary Some
Matenda Community education '
) . but not Informal No No
et al. (2020) development and university .
<tudents necessarily
Development
Brough of al of communities Minority
g ’ in vulnerable universit: No Informal No No
(2020) i
situations / students
minorities
Yuen & Tang Youth s.,omal University No Informal No No
(2021) activism students
Bano et al. Dsycholgglcal University No Informal No No
(2019) wellbeing students
Kasperski & Teacher-student Second-ary Yes (class Seml-Fon:maI Yes
Blau (2023) relationship education roup) (students’ own (teachers) No
students & initiative)
Secondary
(B;r(;;;vzr; etal oﬁlti:cjtsc?rtosfjjizs education No Informal No No
gatory students
Tisdall & Youth social
Cuevas- o Not applicable because it is a theoretical article
Parra (2022) activism
Young
. people with
Junus et l. Dsycholgglcal a history of No Informal No No
(2023) wellbeing .
psychological
disorder
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Coexistence
. . Participating of an Network Adult Associated
Experience Ambit . . N ..
group in-person formality dynamization training
group
. Youth YE.!S .
Nursey-Bray Community . (organization
. community No Informal No
et al. (2022) volunteering that leads
members )
volunteering)
D
redge & Daily use of SNs . L . .
Schreurs Not applicable because it is a systematic review
for young people
(2020)
Walby & Community Youth
Gumieny development local community No Informal No No
(2020) police initiative members
Tulibaleka Transition of youth | Young people
& Katunze from rural to from rural No Informal No No
(2023) urban areas areas
Ramos
Mancilla Informal learning Youth from Yes Formal Teroun ves:1 | 1eroun ves: 1
& Flores- for community indigenous (community (researchers’ g roup yno' g roup yno'
Fuentes development communities itself) intervention) group group
(2023)
Socio-educational Voune people Formal (socio- Yes (on
Theben interventions assocgia’?cedpto Yes (group educational Yes digital
et al. (2021) in third sector . at the entity) interventions of (educators) g
L. these entities X competence)
entities the entity)
Chan et al. Youth s'oaal University No Informal No No
(2021) activism students
Socio-educational
Newman interventions . . . .
(2019) in third sector Not applicable because it is a theoretical article
entities
Gureeva YOUth S.OCIaI Not specified No Informal No No
et al. (2022) activism

As can be seen in Table 2, the ambits of

experiences are diverse. This can be explained
by the versatility of use of SN, as well as the
diversity of spaces and situations in which the
development of SC can be evidenced, both
by individuals and However,
despite the variety, certain coincidences are
identified. Some experiences refer to community
development in general (Kornbluh, 2019; Brough
et al, 2020; Walby & Gumieny, 2020; Ramos
Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes, 2023), to youth social
activism (Yuen & Tang, 2021; Tisdall & Cuevas-
Parra, 2022; Chan et al, 2021; Gureeva etal.,
2022), to transition stages that characterize the
life stage of young people where they must make
many decisions (Brown et al.,, 2022; Tulibaleka &
Katunze, 2023) and the links between community
members (Kasperski & Blau, 2023; Nursey-Bray
et al,, 2022), among others.

communities.

Regarding the participating group, 8 of the 18
studies refer to high school or university students.
This can be explained by the researchers’
accessibility to the sample. However, the common
element between all groups is that they are young
people who are part of physical communities, but
virtual communities.

On the other hand, for the category’s
coexistence of in-person group, network
formality, adult dynamization and associated
training, the frequencies of each subcategory
have been calculated and the corresponding
percentages have been calculated in Table 3.
The most frequent is that there is no in-person
group equivalent to the virtual community; that
they are informal experiences; that they are not
dynamized; and that do not have associated
training. The details in Table 2 help understand
the association between these options.
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Table 3. Calculation of frequencies of descriptive categories of the reviewed studies

Yes 4 27%
Coexistence of an in-person group

No n 73%

Formal 3 20%
Network formality Semi-formal 1 7%

Informal 1 73%

Yes 3 20%
Adult dynamization No n 73%

Not specified 1 7%

Yes 3 20%
Associated training

No 12 80%

The results are the following:

- Coexistence of an in-person group: Most of
the virtual communities (73%) do not have a
previous face-to-face group, indicating that
these networks are usually formed directly
in the digital environment, without relying
on previous face-to-face interactions.

- Network formality: 73% of the
communities analyzed are informal, forming
spontaneously
structure. This predominance of informality
suggests that young people tend to organize
themselves in digital spaces with flexibility

without a predefined

and autonomy.

- Adult dynamization: In 73% of the
experiences, the communities operated
without adult intervention, which shows
that young people manage their online
interactions autonomously. Only in 20% of
the cases was there adult facilitation.

- Associatedtraining: 80 % of the experiences
did not include complementary training,
suggesting that social capital in these
communities is developed intuitively or
through direct experience, without relying
on formal educational interventions.

4.2. What types of social capital have been
generated from the use of social networks in
virtual communities of young people? What
are the functionalities of social networking
platforms that facilitate the development of
social capital?

As can be seen in the previous question, the
documents reviewed present diverse experiences
of SN use in virtual communities of young people.
However, all the papers have a common element:
the results report evidence of SC development
when there is participation and involvement in

these networks. Ramos Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes
(2023) are the only authors who, in one of the two
virtual communities of their socio-educational
intervention, do not report SC development. The
authors explain this because of the functionalities
of the SN platform chosen (Google+, a topic
that will be developed in greater depth in the
following section), as well as the lack of perceived
usefulness of using this SN to form a community
on the part of the young people.

In the rest of the cases, young people actively
participate in virtual communities with a clear
purpose, which is closely related to the field of
experience. For example, in the experience of
Tulibaleka & Katunze (2023) young people in rural
areas use SNs to receive support in the process
of transition to the big city and cover all the
needs that arise. In Kornbluh's (2019) experience,
young people use SNs to make their community
improvement project known to other institutes,
as well as to be informed of their projects and
establish alliances with young people in the
territory who they do not know because they
attend different high schools. In this way, it is
observed that the sense of the network is a
common element for the participation of young
people and for the development of SC. The degree
of formality of the network, the coexistence of in-
person groups, adult dynamization or associated
training do not seem to be determining elements.

4.2.1. Types of generated social capital

Considering the diversity of experiences,
Woolcock and Narayan's (2000) classification of
types of bonding, bridging and linking has been
used to report SC developments, since it is a
widely used and accepted classification in the
field of social capital studies.
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Bonding ties

Bonding ties refer to socially close relationships
that are generated from points of coincidence
inherited or created as a result of frequent
personal contact. SNs enable the development
of bonding ties in that they strengthen already
existing relationships, especially in the case of
face-to-face group coexistence. For example,
Kasperski & Blau (2023) explain that the creation
of a Facebook group with all members of the
class allowed them to improve the quality of
relationships and increase the feeling of trust and
relevance to the group. This was possible because
the SN allowed them to get to know other more
personal dimensions of the lives of classmates
and teachers, which allowed them to discover
common interests, discover new sensitivities, have
greater understanding, etc. This also happens
with other platforms such as WhatsApp, for which
Bano et al. (2019) identified a significant positive
association between its use and SC bonding.

Similarly, Matenda etal (2020) reported
the usefulness of SNs to foster cohesion and
contact with trusted peers when they need
support during university, thanks to the iterative
communication, trust, and intimacy that these
platforms offer. Junus etal (2023) identifies
similar results in peer support for mental health.
Ramos Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes (2023) report
that indigenous young people who were part of
the virtual community on Facebook strengthened
the relationships they already had and further
developed community identity by sharing
publications related to memory, daily activities,
parties and celebrations, landscapes (of the
territory) and claims (also linked to the territory).
Finally, related to activism, Yuen & Tang (2021)
explain that SNs allowed young people who knew
each other but did not have a close relationship
to create collegiate ties and intercollegiate
communities that facilitated student mobilization
during the protest.

In some of these cases, it is made explicit that
SNs have given rise to bonding ties because they
allow existing relationships to be prolonged in
space-time. For example, in the case of Kasperski
& Blau (2023) and Matenda et al. (2020), it is
reported that young people used SNs to continue
providing support outside the classroom. In the
case of Tulibaleka & Katunze (2023), young people
in rural areas used SNs to stay in touch with their
families when they migrated to the city.

In this case, SNs served to enhance the
relationships that already existed. Despite
being less frequent, evidence has also been
identified that SNs can generate new bonding

ties that initially begin as bridging. That is, SNs
can increase the number of close ties. This is
especially relevant for some minorities who
connect deeply with people they identify with. In
this sense, Brough et al. (2020) identify that SNs
allow the formation of communities and networks
based on identity. For example, a young person
reports having used the hashtag #blackLBGTQ
to find friends like him, and another young person
reports having connected with local Latina women
and mutually supporting her Latino businesses
through dedicated Instagram accounts. It is
also relevant for people who arrive new to an
institution such as the university (Matenda et al,,
2020), for people who are shy or have difficulties
establishing new face-to-face relationships within
a group (Kasperski & Blau, 2023), or for close ties
between young people in third sector entities
(Newman, 2019).

Bridging ties

Bridging ties refer to horizontal and semi-closed
social relationships, moderately close ties based
on acquired points of agreement. This type of
link is the most frequent that SNs generate, as
they allow young people to connect with users
or other realities but with certain points of
coincidence, and that will not necessarily develop
into close relationships such as bonding. Although
bonding relationships are more frequent in virtual
communities with their equivalent in-person
group, bridging relationships are more frequent
when there is no in-person group.

In this sense, the use of SNs allows young
people to connect with other people’s realities.
To achieve this, open social media sites, such
as Twitter, Instagram and Facebook, are more
common than closed ones such as WhatsApp
or private Facebook groups. For example,
Bano et al. (2019) identify a greater association
between the use of WhatsApp and bonding than
with bridging. For Gureeva et al. (2022), these
networks allow citizens to interact with all types
of people and learn about various problems,
which ultimately influences them and leads them
to action. Likewise, Brough et al. (2020) identify
that when minorities use SNs they manage to raise
awareness among the non-minority public about
their experiences (for example, coming from a
low-income community, being a first-generation
university student, being a person of color or
belonging to the LGTBI community) and give
rise to their voices. Furthermore, thanks to SN,
minorities have access to news and information
with which they identify, since the dominant
media often does not cover certain topics or
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communities of interest to them. Along the same
lines, Theben etal. (2021) and Kornbluh (2019)
identify that young people using SNs can act as
multipliers and facilitators that make community
actions visible. SNs also offer an opportunity to
generate intergenerational links (Tisdall & Cuevas-
Parra, 2022; Nursey-Bray et al, 2022; Newman,
2019), so young people connect with perspectives
that they do not know.

The use of SNs also allows young people
to obtain references that facilitate inclusion
and empower them. For example, in the
experience reported by Matenda et al. (2020),
most participants use SNs to access financing
opportunities in studies, volunteering and work,
since key agents share them in their profiles. This
is especially important in their case because the
population comes from a poverty-stricken area,
so the ability to access financing opportunities
is important. In the study by Brown et al. (2022),
young people who will be first-generation students,
as they explored their post-obligatory education
options, their online participation allowed them to
recognize new and diverse sources of information
and social support during the transition. In this
case, the referents were other students from their
high school a few years older who had recently
entered university and followed each other on
Instagram. They saw photos of university life on
their profiles and could resolve their doubts, which
helped them demystify the university experience
and deconstruct institutional narratives, seeing
different realities and seeing themselves capable
of going to university even though their parents
they did not. References were also key for rural
young people who moved to the city, who saw
other references through the stories on SNs
of people with the same business, supported
them emotionally in complicated times and from
whom they learned how to face their challenges
(Tulibaleka & Katunze, 2023).

In general terms, most experiences report that
SNs generate bonding ties that allow the creation
of links to participate in the community, whether
it is a local community or exclusively virtual
(Dredge & Schreurs, 2020). This is an especially
key point in the field of volunteering (Nursey-Bray
et al, 2022; Newman, 2019). Former volunteer
organizations became bridging organizations
that promote bridging between community
members and young people. They provide a
space for the co-production of knowledge, the
building of trust, the creation of common sense,
learning, vertical and horizontal collaboration
and conflict resolution, promoting social learning
opportunities as iterative processes of reflection
on the community. Similarly, in the case of

Walby & Gumieny (2020), local police establish
relationships with the community to generate a
feeling of trust and respect, either by creating
their own content or interacting with other
community organizations on Twitter, such as
youth centers and schools. The results report a
significant impact on the lives of young people
and their participation in the community. Creating
links for participation is also important in activism
(Chan et al., 2021). Finally, it should be noted that
in the case of the existence of an in-person group
or local community in general, the bridging links
generated in the SNs are transferred to face-to-
face (Llena-Berfie et al., 2023).

Linking ties

Linking ties refer to asymmetrical and mostly
vertical social relationships between individuals
with different spaces of power. In this sense,
SNs make it possible to bring together vertical
relationships that exist between some agents
of the local community/face-to-face group and
young people. This is the case of the local police in
the experience of Walby & Gumieny (2020), who
use them to be more accessible to the community,
so that they are informed and participate. In
the experience of Kasperski & Blau (2023), the
informal nature of communication and access
to the more personal than academic dimension
that occurs on social networks brings closer the
relationships between teachers and students.
Consequently, mutual trust increases.

In the case of communities that only exist
virtually, SNs help establish vertical relationships
that would be inaccessible in an exclusively face-
to-face context. For example, they help to get a
job, connect with professional contacts or access
professional mentors (Brough etal, 2020), as
well as connect with key agents in a position of
power with the capacity to offer financial support
and access decision-making spheres, especially
relevant in the field of activism (Yuen & Tang,
2021). Brown et al. (2022) also report key results
for minority youth who want to access post-
obligatory studies as first-generation students.
One of its participants explains that she shared
her letter of acceptance to the university on
Twitter and other young people advised her to tag
the institution. Staff members contacted her and
helped in the registration process, and even the
rector of the university sent her a direct message
through Twitter. This interaction probably would
not have occurred without the SN, or at least
not in this way of informal communication or in a
space of relative horizontality.
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4.2.2. Evidence of social capital development

The analysis of the literature reviewed indicates
that the use of social networks in virtual
communities of young people has proven to be
a significant factor in the development of social
capital. This development is mainly observed
when young people actively participate in these
communities with clear and shared goals.

For example, in Kornbluh’s (2019) study, young
people use social networks not only to promote
their community improvement projects, but also to
connect with other institutes, share experiences,
and establish collaborations. This activity not
only facilitates the expansion of their personal
networks, but also strengthens their involvement
in the community, providing clear evidence of
the development of social capital through these
interactions.

Another relevant case is that of Tulibaleka &
Katunze (2023), who document how young people
migrating from rural areas to the city use social
networks to receive support in their adaptation
to the new urban environment. Through these
platforms, young people obtain key information
and maintain contact with theirhome communities,
showing how social capital can be developed and
maintained in contexts of significant change.

In a different context, Brough et al. (2020)
examine how social
creation of identity-based virtual communities
among minority youth. These platforms allow
youth to connect with others who share similar
experiences and challenges, providing a space

networks facilitate the

for mutual support and empowerment that
contributes to the development of social capital
in a virtual environment.

In  contrast, & Flores-
Fuentes (2023) present an example where the
development of social capital was limited. In their
study on the use of the Google+ platform in a
virtual community, the authors did not observe
significant growth in social capital among young
people. They attribute this lack of development

Ramos Mancilla

to the limited functionalities of the platform and
the low perceived usefulness among participants.
This case highlights the importance of choosing
the right platform to facilitate the development of
social capital.

The analysis also evidenced contrasts and
exceptions, for example, the study by Ramos
Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes provides a crucial
example of how platforms that are not perceived as
useful or that do not adapt well to users’ needs can
limit the development of social capital. The lack of
interaction and participation in their study suggests
that, although social networks have the potential

to generate social capital, this development is
not automatic and depends on several factors,
including platform usability and relevance.

On the other hand, in most of the studies
reviewed, it is observed that when young people
use platforms that they consider intuitive and
valuable, the development of social capital is a
common outcome. This highlights the importance
of adapting platforms and digital experiences to
the expectations and habits of young people to
maximize their impact on social capital.

4.2.3. Functionalities of social media
platforms that facilitate the development of
social capital

The functionalities of social media platforms,
from group creation to privacy customization
and event organization, are fundamental to
facilitating the development of social capital in
virtual communities of young people. The choice
of platform and the alignment of its features with
the needs of users are essential to maximize this
positive impact. Each one of them is specified
below:

Creation and management of groups

The ability to form and manage groups is critical to
bringing together people with common interests
in a dedicated space. Facebook is a prominent
example, where groups allow users to share
content and hold discussions, enhancing cohesion
and a sense of belonging (Kasperski & Blau, 2023).
WhatsApp also facilitates the creation of groups,
where ongoing communication strengthens SC
between members (Bano et al., 2019).

Sharing multimedia content

The ability to share photos, videos, and links on
platforms such as Instagram and YouTube enrich
interaction, helping young people express their
identity and connect with others who share
similar interests. Brough et al. (2020) show how
these visual interactions on Instagram strengthen
SC by allowing the creation of shared narratives.

Synchronous and asynchronous
communication

Instant messaging and commenting functionalities
allow young people to communicate flexibly and
continuously. Tools such as direct messages on
Instagram and discussions on Facebook facilitate
the development of personal relationships and
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interaction around relevant topics (Matenda
et al.,, 2020; Gureeva et al., 2022).

Personalization and privacy control

The ability to personalize the experience and
control privacy is crucial for young people to feel
comfortable sharing and participating in virtual
communities. Facebook offers advanced privacy
options, essential for fostering participation
and the development of SC, while less intuitive
platforms such as Google+ have shown limitations
in this regard (Ramos Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes,
2023).

Tools for mobilization and organization

Social media facilitate the organization of events
and mobilization around common causes, as is
the case with events on Facebook and the use
of hashtags on Twitter and Instagram. These
tools allow young people to coordinate collective
actions and strengthen their SC through
participation in social movements (Chan etal,
2021; Yuen & Tang, 2021).

5. Discussion

The results of this systematic review show
that social networks play a significant role in
the development of social capital in virtual
communities of young people, although the
magnitude and nature of this contribution depend
on various contextual and technological factors.
The studies reviewed suggest that, in most cases,
SNs facilitate the creation and strengthening of
social ties, allowing young people to generate
and maintain meaningful relationships, both at a
close level (bonding ties) and in broader, but less
intense connections (bridging ties).

However, these findings also raise several
important questions. For example, it is necessary
to explore whether the social capital developed
in these virtual communities is sustained in the
long term or whether it tends to dissolve once
circumstances change. In addition, research
is required on how SC development varies in
different cultural and geographical contexts,
considering that most studies focus on Western
contexts. The question also arises as to whether
adult intervention, although not essential, could
be beneficial in specific situations, such as in more
vulnerable communities.

Variability in the nature of experiences

Experiences of developing SC through SNs vary
widely, not only in terms of their objectives, but
also in terms of the contexts in which they are
conducted and the groups of young people
involved. While this variability reflects the inherent
versatility of SNs, it also suggests that not all
platforms are equally effective in all contexts. For
example, informal experiences and communities
that spontaneously form in SNs tend to be more
successful in creating bonding and bridging ties.
These results indicate that young people have an
innate capacity to use SNs effectively, even in the
absence of adult facilitators or specific training,
although these elements may enhance outcomes
in certain circumstances.

Types of generated social capital

In relation to the types of social capital identified,
bonding ties are the most commonly reported,
especially in communities where there is prior
face-to-face interaction. SNs allow young people
to maintain and strengthen these relationships,
extending their interaction beyond physical and
temporal boundaries. This finding is consistent
with existing literature, which points to the capacity
of SNs to facilitate ongoing communication and
mutual support between members of an existing
community (Kasperski & Blau, 2023; Matenda
et al, 2020).

On the other hand, bridging ties, which allow
for the creation of connections with new people
and exposure to different perspectives, are also
common in the experiences reviewed. These
connections are especially important for young
people who participate in virtual communities
where there is no equivalent face-to-face group,
as SNs allow them to access new opportunities
and expand their social network beyond their
immediate circle (Gureeva etal, 2022; Brough
et al, 2020). Finally, bonding ties, although less
frequent, are also observed in contexts where
young people need to interact with authority
figures or access resources that require a vertical
relationship (Walby & Gumieny, 2020; Brown
et al., 2022). These ties are crucial in the context
of social mobilization and access to educational or
professional opportunities.

Functionalities of social network platforms

Specific functionalities of SN platforms play a
fundamental role in SC development. The ability
to create and manage groups, share multimedia
content, and facilitate both synchronous and
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asynchronous communication are key aspects
that determine the effectiveness of a platform in
promoting SC. Furthermore, the personalization of
the user experience and tools for the organization
and mobilization of events are essential to attract
and maintain the participation of young people
in these virtual communities (Kasperski & Blau,
2023; Chan et al., 2021).

However, the results also indicate that not all
platforms are equally effective. The perception
of usefulness and ease of use are determinants
for the success of a virtual community in SC
development. For example, the lack of intuitive
and relevant functionalities in Google+ significantly
limited the development of SC in the experience
reported by Ramos Mancilla & Flores-Fuentes
(2023), underlining the importance of a good
technological adaptation to the needs of users.

Finally, although SNs have great potential to
contribute to the development of social capital
in youth virtual communities, their effectiveness
depends largely on how these platforms are used,
the characteristics of the communities, and the
alignment of SN functionalities with the needs
of users. Platforms that offer greater flexibility,
customization options, and functionalities aligned
with the needs of virtual communities are more
likely to facilitate robust SC development.
Furthermore, although adult interventions and
facilitations are not essential, they can enhance
the effects in specific contexts, suggesting that
a hybrid approach might be the most effective in
certain scenarios.

These findings provide a solid foundation for
future research and practice in the use of SNs for
SC development, especially in youth communities,
highlighting the need for conscious, user-centered
design to maximize the positive impact of these
technologies. Furthermore, it is crucial that future
research addresses questions raised, such as the
long-term sustainability of social capital, cultural
differences in SC development, and the role that
adult intervention can play in more vulnerable
communities.

6. Conclusion
SN platforms offer opportunities to connect

with friends, family, and communities. They have
become anintegral part of the daily lives of millions

of people around the world, so their ability to
foster the development of social capital has been
explored. The conclusions of how interactions
in SNs contribute to the development of social
capital in virtual communities of young people are
presented below.

Social media platforms in themselves do
not develop social capital, it is the interactions
that occur online. A key finding is that social
media platforms themselves are not directly
responsible for the development of social capital.
These platforms act as a means to facilitate
social interactions, but it is the quality, quantity,
and “with whom” of these interactions that truly
generate social capital. Thus, SNs enable new
links (bridging and linking) and strengthen existing
ones (bonding), but they do not do so on their
own; they require the agency of their users.

A key element for the development of social
capital is motivation, the perception of need.
People tend to engage more actively on these
platforms when they feel they have a need to
connect with others, whether it is to obtain
information, emotional support, or satisfy a need
of belonging. The motivation to interact on social
media is essential to promote the generation of
social capital; without it people would not be
willing to actively participate and share social
resources. This explains that in all successful
experiences reviewed, participants are aware of
the meaning of their participation in the virtual
community.

The development of social capital occurs in
both formal and informal experiences. Although
it can be thought that formal socio-educational
experiences -that is, those that result from a
specific intervention mediated by an adult and
usually with associated objectives- develop SC
above the links that are generated informally
between young people, the results demonstrate
which is not like that. In fact, the results show that
a socio-educational intervention in the form of a
virtual community in SNs for young people is not a
guarantee of SC development if young people do
not perceive the meaning of this community. These
results agree with the findings of Ucar & Llena
(2006), who identify that both community actions
with objectives explicitly aimed at generating
social or community effects (formal) and those
that do not (informal) can generate these effects.
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