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Digital media and reality. A
brief introduction to
operational constructivism

This paper (first draft) provides a brief introduc-
tion to Niklas Luhmann’s epistemological perspec-
tive of operational constructivism. Subsequently, it
uses this perspective as a basis to discuss the inter-
play of mass media, many-to-many communica-
tion, and journalistic content on the social web in
the social construction of reality. How does a »com-
mon« description of the present emerge in the dig-
ital information society where the co-existence of
different perspectives becomes an everyday experi-
ence? How do processes of social complexity reduc-
tion and algorithmic selection procedures interact?
What opportunities and challenges arise for the in-
tegration of new points of view?

1 Introduction

Almost 50 years ago, Paul Watzlawick (1976: xi)
argued that »all our versions of reality are the re-
sults of communication and not reflections of
eternal, objective truths.« Clearly, our world is
shaped by physical, chemical, biological, mate-
rial, and technological conditions, as well as so-
cial facts that cannot be argued away. However,
how these conditions and social facts are under-
stood and interpreted varies considerably de-
pending on the perspective from which they are
observed. Against the backdrop of divergent in-
dividual life experiences, collective communica-
tion processes, and socio-cultural dynamics, a
multitude of different perceptions of reality
emerge, which sometimes appear entirely incom-
patible. This has never been more apparent than
on the platforms of the social web, where diverse
points of view are in direct conflict with each
other, high-frequency attention and disinfor-
mation campaigns are run, and countless social
media influencers engage in product, political, or
self-marketing.

»Reality« is a contested value—and what we see
as »shared« reality can primarily be described as
the result of genuine social communication pro-
cesses. The suspicion that »reality« is a socially
situated matter was formulated early on in socio-

logy: Already Auguste Comte (1798-1857) was
concerned with a culture’s changing understand-
ing of reality; Max Scheler (1874-1928) empha-
sized the »fundamental fact of the social nature
of all knowledge and of its preservation and
transmission, its methodological expansion and
progress.« (Scheler 1980 [1926]: 33); Alfred
Schiitz (1899-1959) assumed that the individual
»life-world« includes »not only the >nature« expe-
rienced my me but also the social (and therefore
the cultural) world in which I find myself«
(Schiitz & Luckmann 1973: 5). And Peter L. Ber-
ger (1929-2017) and Thomas Luckmann (1927-
2016) then explicitly applied these insights to the
everyday world, in which they see all individuals
confronted with a cascade of socially ingrained
views of reality, most of which are internalized
without question (Berger & Luckmann 1966).

Mass media, as became increasingly evident in
the second half of the 20th century through the
work of Marshall McLuhan (1964) and Betty
Friedan (1963) or the novels of Philip K. Dick
(»The Penultimate Truth«, 1964), play a promi-
nent role in the coordination processes between
individual and collective world views. Mass me-
dia not only reach a large audience but also con-
vey a highly selective picture of world events
given scarce attention resources, in which spe-
cific contexts are highlighted while other rela-
tions are overlooked. In their information and
entertainment offerings, they pass on established
views of reality and offer a prominent orientation
and demarcation surface in individual socializa-
tion. Moreover, in the course of their develop-
ment—from the first print media to the World
Wide Web—they have fundamentally reconfig-
ured human communication patterns. Substan-
tial transformations in the media structures are,
therefore, always accompanied by far-reaching
changes in the social construction of reality
(Couldry & Hepp 2022).

This paper (first draft) examines how the social
processes of reality construction are changing
through the institutionalization of social media
platforms as a genuinely new media form and
how digital many-to-many media and one-to-
many mass media interact in the social descrip-
tion of the present. This is done from the episte-
mological perspective of operational constructiv-
ism, which essentially identifies Niklas Luh-
mann’s (1927-1998) sociology as a theory of so-
cial reality construction and, that is the view



represented here, continues to provide instruc-
tive conceptual tools for studying the communi-
cative dynamics of digital information society.

2 Operational constructivism: basics and
distinctions

Luhmann’s theory of social systems (Luhmann
2012, 2013 [1997]) has irritated students of all so-
cial science disciplines and regularly provoked
adverse reactions among social science research-
ers of differing provenance, which relate above all
to the decision to consider humans not as parts
of but as the environment of society (e.g., Fuchs
& Hofkirchner 2009). Then again, recent publica-
tions discuss whether such a narrowing of society
to communication, as Luhmann suggested, could
open up the possibility of also describing non-
human entities (e.g., generative artificial intelli-
gence) as points of attribution in societal com-
munication (Esposito 2022; Dickel 2023).

The following remarks focus on an area that can
be, to a certain degree, decoupled from questions
about adequate models of society: the relation-
ship between communication, media, and a so-
cially crystallized »common reality«. Based on its
epistemological foundation, Luhmann’s sociol-
ogy can be read as a theory of social reality con-
struction that deals with the question of how the
genesis of a societal description of reality under-
stood as common becomes possible despite the
contingency of all knowledge (Luhmann 1988).
This contingency becomes even more evident in
digital society due to the multitude of infor-
mation and communication possibilities.

2.1 Observation and knowledge

The thesis that our understanding of reality is
shaped by individual experience and is, in prin-
ciple, a relative matter has been pursued in phi-
losophy since antiquity, discussed in a variety of
ways from Plato (ca. 428-348 BC) to Karl Popper
(1902-1994) and addressed in numerous pop-
cultural works), particularly from the late 20th
century onwards, such as the Wachowskis’ mov-
ies and series (e.g., »Matrix«, 1999; »Sense8«,
2015-2018). Luhmann’s operational constructiv-
ism takes up this assumption in a clang with re-
cent cognitive science (e.g., Friedenberg et al.
2022) and assumes that knowledge and knowers

are inextricably linked: »Regardless of how cog-
nition reflects upon itself, the primary reality lies
not in >the world out there, but rather in the cog-
nitive operations themselves [...].« (Luhmann
2000 [1996]: 6)

The existence of an ontological reality is not de-
nied in operational constructivism; otherwise,
»the concept of the system’s boundary, which pre-
supposes that there is another side, would make
no sense either« (Luhmann 2000: 6). However,
reality cannot be grasped independently of the
observer, which is why there are just as many
views of reality as there are meaning-processing
systems—psychic systems (human entities of con-
sciousness) and social systems (communication
contexts). Consequently, operational construc-
tivism »does not lead to a >loss of world«« but »as-
sumes that the world is not an object but is rather
a horizon, in the phenomenological sense.«
(ibid.). In other words: »Luhmann’s theory of op-
erational constructivism radicalizes hermeneu-
tics by spelling out that observation always in-
volves an observer, and as such it is always bi-
ased.« (Rasmussen 2004: 177) Every observation
is already an act of interpretation—»seeing is a
rtheory-laden« undertaking« (Hanson 1958: 19).

Every person perceives their environment differ-
ently, given diverging biographies; every psychic
system interprets environmental events depend-
ing on its previous social experiences. Likewise,
in every communication context, idiosyncratic
views of reality are brought into play; every social
system of meaning sets specific observation pri-
orities and interprets observations along the lines
of previous communication processes.

From the perspective of operational constructiv-
ism, psychic and social systems are characterized
by both cognitive openness and operational closure
(Fig. 1): They perceive their environment with all
their senses and are indissolubly embedded in
this environment—and at the same time, they
can only interpret their perceptions in the con-
text of their own operations. A person cannot de-
cide to forget everything previously thought in
order to approach a situation as »openly« as pos-
sible. In a communication context, previous dis-
cussions cannot be erased from the collective
memory. In other words: »[...] the only reality in
which different systems, both psychic and social,
can operate is the reality that stems from their
own operations.« (Nassehi 2012: 14)



Fig. 1: Operationally closed but cognitively open meaning-processing systems
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In order to create basic compatibility between
these divergent views of reality, socially crystal-
lized symbol structures and shared references are
necessary, as otherwise countless individual ex-
periences would have to be introduced into eve-
ryday communication contexts (see also: Elias
1991; Abrutyn & Turner 2022): Without a shared
language, communication remains laborious;
without a shared understanding of time and
numbers, many processes of social coordination
would be inconceivable; without a collectively
anchored concept of money, even buying bread
would become a highly complex matter.

2.2 Communication and action

The basic conviction of operational constructiv-
ism that every observation is already an act of id-
iosyncratic interpretation is accompanied by a
specific understanding of communication.

As people are not determinable entities, the
transfer of the sender-receiver model (Shannon
& Weaver 1949) to human communication seems
misguided from Luhmann’s perspective: Content
cannot be transmitted without interference be-
tween psychic systems, but can be interpreted
differently, selectively perceived or forgotten; di-
vergent socio-cultural imprints can hinder un-
derstanding. Added to this is the general opacity
of human cognition: we can never know what the
other person is thinking; we can only strive to
make ourselves understood and to understand.

Social systems theory, therefore, describes com-
munication as a triad of three contingent selec-
tions (Luhmann 1995 [1984]: 1371f.):

— Information refers to the selection from a
nearly infinite horizon of referential possibil-
ities as to what content should be communi-
cated. This selection is not determined di-
rectly by environmental events but by the per-
spective of observation.

— Utterance describes the selection from a rep-
ertoire of intentional acts or a specific mode
of message, for example, in the form of verbal
or written statements, using physical gestures,
or via media technology channels with spe-
cific characteristics.

— Understanding describes the choice of how
the distinction between information and ut-
terance is observed (»What has been commu-
nicated and how?«) as well as the following re-
action, from which it can be deduced how it
has been understood.

From the perspective of operational constructiv-
ism, communication only comes about through
the synthesis of these three selections and is con-
sequently described as a self-referential process:
as a self-stabilizing social meaning-processing
system that stands between the involved psychic
systems (Fig. 2). If, in the simplest case, psychic
system 1 wants to communicate something to
psychic system 2, what is to be communicated
(A) must first be translated into a form that can



be communicated. Psychic system 2, in turn, can-
not refer to A itself but only to an externalized
derivation (A), i.e., to a thought encoded in a
shared language. Furthermore, psychic system 2

must first decode this utterance again. Thus, in its
reaction B it always refers to A”— to the message
A as it has interpreted it (hence the often-heard
query: »Did I understand that correctly?«).

Fig. 2.2 Communication as a social system of meaning
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In this sense, what social science researchers can
observe consists solely in the context of meaning
that becomes visible between the involved psy-
chic systems. This context of meaning is the only
thing on which further communication in the
paradigm of social systems theory can be based.
Everything else—thoughts or actions—must first
be observed and communicatively encoded be-
fore reference can be made to it (similar to a
thread on the Web). Luhmann (1995: 2551t.) thus
initially analytically excludes people from society
to enable precise analytical distinctions to be
made. At the same time, however, he recognizes
their interpenetration: Society is constituted
solely through communication—and for the pro-
cess of communication, psychic systems are es-
sential as syntactic and semantic interpreters.

The thesis of operational constructivism thus also
leads to a social-theoretical castling of »action«
and »communication« (Luhmann 1995: 1371L.):
Since actions must always first be observed and
introduced into communication in order to make
a difference there, actions attributed to social ac-
tors appear just as much as a context-relative con-
struct as the image of an acting actor functions as
a projection surface for a multitude of attribu-
tions. Individual and collective actors (e.g., social

movements; Tilly 2002) or organizations (Luh-
mann 2018) are attributed specific characteristics
and action orientations—and these attributions
can vary considerably depending on the perspec-
tive of observation.

2.3 Societal function systems

Given the observer relativity of all cognition, as
stated in operational constructivism, successful
communication initially appears unlikely. In or-
der for communication to be perceived as suc-
cessful, three improbabilities must be overcome:

— Firstly, the message must reach the addressee
or come to their attention. In modern society,
this reach is facilitated by dissemination me-
dia.

— Secondly, it seems unlikely that the addressee
will understand the message as intended. This
understanding is simplified by shared symbol
structures and references.

— Thirdly, it is unlikely that the addressee will
react to the message as expected. One indica-
tor is the subjectively perceived credibility or
usefulness of the content communicated.



In addition to socially crystallized symbol struc-
tures, in Luhmann’s sociology, societal function
systems—i.e., social meaning-processing systems
tailored to specific societal functions—contribute
to increasing the probability of successful com-
munication (Table 1). Social functional systems
such as politics, economics, or law reduce the
complexity of communication in specialized ar-
eas. Every functional system of meaning has a

Table 1: Some societal function systems

symbolically generalized communication medium
that makes communication more reliable, as all
participants know, in principle, what is meant
and can react accordingly (Luhmann 1997:
743ff.). Young adults, for example, typically know
what can be done with the communication me-
dium of money; they know what can happen if
current legal norms are violated; they know what
power means in the political sphere.

Symbolic medium Program Guiding distinction Function
Economy Money Price, budgets Payment / Material reproduction
non-payment
Law Legal norms Jurisdiction, laws | legal / illegal Normative certainty of
expectations
Politics Power political ideas and | Government / collectively binding
programs opposition decisions
Science Insight Theory, empirical | true / untrue Generation of new
research knowledge
Religion Faith Revelation, Immanence / Orientation, reduction of
dogmatics, rituals | transcendence indeterminacy
Mass media Attention Topic setting Information / General description of
non-information the present

From the perspective of each functional mean-
ing-processing system, the complexity of the en-
vironment is reduced along a specific guiding dis-
tinction in observation. The economy, for exam-
ple, observes its environment along the distinc-
tion of »payment / non-payments; in the context
of law, this distinction is »legal / illegal«; politics
observes society along the question of power. In
the case of a war or a pandemic, for example, the
economy is primarily interested in economic
consequences; politics is interested in shifts in
power tectonics; the law asks to what extent ob-
served activities are within the legal system.

According to the theory of social systems, mod-
ern society is differentiated into a multitude of
social function systems, which are aligned with
idiosyncratic references and operate in a cohesive
manner. The economy, for example, serves mate-
rial reproduction; politics serves the production
of collectively binding decisions; the law creates
normative certainty. Luhmann (2012: 49ff.) em-
phasized, however, that operational closure
should not be understood as isolation. Rather, the

cognitive openness of a social system is based
precisely on its operational closure because the
degree of specialization determines its ability to
avoid information overflow. Undoubtedly, com-
panies can be influenced by uneconomical offers
or politicians by financial grants; however, these
do not affect social function systems per se, but
rather organizations or individuals who align
themselves to other references.

Based on the thesis of operational constructiv-
ism, Luhmann’s sociology is concerned with the
social structures of meaning that make social or-
der possible. Its focus is on the network of mem-
ories and expectations in social meaning-pro-
cessing systems, to which humans cannot be fully
assigned: Even Warren Buffett cannot be exclu-
sively formatted as an »actor of the economyx, as
he is also involved in other social systems. On the
other hand, all communication that is oriented
towards specific references can be assigned to a
function system: As soon as money and payment
are involved, for example, communication can be
described as part of the economic system.



2.4 Mass media and the description of the present

If we adopt the perspective of operational con-
structivism and assume that a multitude of spe-
cialized social systems operate in modern society,
the question arises as to how a description of re-
ality understood as shared can be updated in the
short term. Luhmann’s answer to this question is:
through the mass media.

»Whatever we know about our society, or indeed
about the world in which we live, we know through
the mass media. [...] On the other hand, we know
so much about the mass media that we are not able
to trust these sources. Our way of dealing with this
is to suspect that there is manipulation at work, and
yet no consequences of any import ensue because
knowledge acquired from the mass media merges
together as if of its own accord into a self-reinforc-
ing structure. Even if all knowledge were to carry a
warning that it was open to doubt, it would still
have to be used as a foundation, as a starting
point.« (Luhmann 2000: 1)

In social systems theory, however, mass media
are not described as a conglomerate of organiza-
tions and media outlets but rather as a meaning-
processing system that observes the world along
the unspecific distinction of »information / non-
information« or the question »What is societally
relevant / irrelevant?« and thus continuously gen-
erates a highly selective general description of the
present (Schrape 2017).

Luhmann (2000: 25-62) identifies three superor-
dinate mass media program areas:

— News continuously determines which devel-
opments find their way into the social short-
term memory. As the focus is on compact
provision, strict selection criteria prevail:
News must report something novel and ap-
pear credible and significant across the entire
society, which is why conflicts and crises are
often prioritized. Understanding is facilitated
by introducing communicative objects (e.g.,
»climate crisis«), which we associate with
clear meanings, even though they could be in-
terpreted differently. The result is a highly
complexity-reduced description of the pre-
sent, which, as a rule, cannot be returned to
the same level of dissemination.

— Entertainment offerings construct an idiosyn-
cratic reality. Fictional stories (e.g., streaming
series, novels) can be decoupled from the per-
ceived »real world« to a certain degree, but the
recipient must still be able to put themselves

in the stories’ shoes. Orchestrated entertain-
ment events (e.g., a world cup) must appear
sufficiently credible to attract attention. On
the one hand, shared views of reality are reim-
pregnated through entertainment; on the
other hand, recipients can position them-
selves regarding the content without risk.

— Adbvertising not only fights for attention but
also explicitly aims to manipulate. Since this
is well known and nobody wants to be directly
influenced, advertising acts as an aid to self-
deception: techniques of opacification, catchy
slogans (e.g., »Just do it«), or the labeling of
everyday items as premium goods make the
addressee engage with the products and want
what they did not want before. Luhmann
(2000: 46) also ascribes to advertising the
function of providing general references in
matters of taste—or »to provide people who
have no taste with taste«.

In all these areas, the mass media can rightly be
accused of continuously excluding topics from
public discourse—an accusation that has gained
traction in the social sciences since the establish-
ment of television (e.g. Herman & Chomsky
1988). However, this does not change the need
for a quickly graspable general description of the
present, to which non-specific communication
can be oriented. From the perspective of opera-
tional constructivism, it makes little sense to ask
»whether and how the mass media distort reality;
they generate a description of reality, a world con-
struction, and this is the reality on which society
orients itself« (Luhmann 2013: 318).

This is not to say that there is a uniform public
sphere, nor that it is impossible to distinguish
oneself from mass media descriptions: Even early
newspapers served divergent audiences, and this
diversity has increased further with electronic
media.

Nevertheless, generally known communicative
objects are constantly crystallizing and serve as
points of reference even when they are rejected or
when mass media reporting is questioned in gen-
eral. Once introduced, these objects function as
references that leave only the decision of »to
agree or disagree« (Luhmann 2000: 60). The news
that a state possesses weapons of mass destruc-
tion, for example, can be evaluated by the indi-
vidual as »real« or »fictitious«—but in both cases,
she/he must refer to it.



As soon as mass media are understood as a social
system, however, the suspicion of a static concept
arises, which makes the scope for the bottom-up
integration of variations seem hardly conceiva-
ble. Luhmann’s understanding of social systems
as meaning-processing communication contexts
that only exist in their actual operations does,
however, reflect gradual change. Since social sys-
tems are maintained solely through communica-
tive reproduction and their expectation struc-
tures are interpreted situationally, their refer-
ences oscillate continuously, and this favors in-
cremental change.

As short-term communicative objects, novel de-
scriptions of the present or viewpoints can
quickly gain widespread attention via the mass
media. However, to be regularly discussed there
and to consolidate themselves as shared patterns
of »common« reality, they have to overcome a va-
riety of hurdles. Empirically, it can be observed
that variations often initially spread in communi-
cative niches before they occasionally become
part of the general societal description of reality
(Schrape 2017). While »climate change mitiga-
tion« and »sustainability«, for example, were ini-
tially topics of the environmental movement,
these terms can now regularly be found in all
mass media program areas and the mission state-
ments of most organizations.

3 Operational constructivism in the digital
information society

From the perspective of operational constructiv-
ism, modern society can thus be described as a
network of more or less extensive social mean-
ing-processing systems, each of which pursues its
own view of reality—from individual communi-
cative contexts to topically, socially, or spatially
specified communication contexts to societal
function systems. In this perspective, mass media
as a social system fulfill the function of updating
a general and unspecified description of the pre-
sent, which appears incomplete from any more
specific point of view.

Of course, Luhmann formulated his ideas long
before the triumph of smartphones and social
media platforms, in the course of which the »end
of mass media« was postulated once again. Dan
Gillmor summarized the underlying expecta-
tions for the news sector early on as follows:

»Grassroots journalists are dismantling Big Me-
dia's monopoly on the news, transforming it from
a lecture to a conversation. [...] The communica-
tion network itself will be a medium for everyone's
voice, not just the few who can afford to buy mul-
timillion-dollar printing presses, launch satellites,
or win the government's permission to squat on
the public’s airwaves.« (Gillmor 2006: I, XIIT)

Nevertheless, not only regular surveys on media
use but also the ongoing criticism of the »main-
stream media« point to the role that mass media
and widely received media brands continue to
play in the societal description of the present, al-
beit less via linear broadcasts than via on-de-
mand offerings and contributions on the social
web. The exchange dynamics on social media
platforms are characterized by a changed inter-
play of technological and social structuring pat-
terns, opening up new visibility potentials for
variations in meaning and, at the same time,
making new forms of disinformation possible.
More than anything else, however, the inter-
twined flows of communication on the social web
demonstrate the plurality of reality views in a
poly-contextural society.

3.1 Poly-contexturality as everyday experience

Luhmann adopted the concept of poly-contextur-
ality from Gotthard Giinther (1979) and incorpo-
rated it into his theory of operational constructiv-
ism. This means that an infinite number of con-
text-bound world descriptions can be given in a
society, which can only be evaluated from other
context-bound perspectives. There is no observa-
tion position from which an unbiased description
would be possible. Seen this way, even an episte-
mologist becomes »a rat in the labyrinth and has
to reflect on the position from which he/she ob-
serves the other rats.« (Luhmann 2006: 250) From
this perspective, modern society has always been
characterized by a multitude of juxtaposed views
of reality, which have usually been camouflaged
by prominent overall narratives. In digital infor-
mation society, however, this poly-contexturality
is now openly evident in everyday life, as diver-
gent and established reality descriptions collide at
the same technological access level.

The digital transformation of media to date is
marked by three core dynamics:

— Media structures are subject to platformiza-
tion, accompanied by a convergence of distri-



bution and communication channels. This ex-
pands the possibilities for context-specific re-
trieval of media content, individual and col-
lective interaction radii, and the diffusion po-
tential for variations in social reality con-
struction in infrastructural terms. At the
same time, the abundance of available content
makes algorithmically automated selection
processes indispensable, giving market-lead-
ing IT companies considerable structuring
power (Dolata & Schrape 2023).

— Personal media repertoires are undergoing di-
versification, associated with further individ-
ualizing everyday information and communi-
cation routines. However, empirical studies
also indicate that the majority of online users

continue to rely on established media brands
for news reception (Newman et al. 2023) and
that streaming of entertainment content is of-
ten oriented to the popularity rankings of fa-
vored platforms (Prey 2020; Poell et al. 2021).

— The spectrum of public communication is un-
dergoing a pluralization, whereby different
arenas of public communication can be dis-
tinguished from one another with regard to
the targeted audience, typical reach, and com-
municative asymmetries, even on the web
(Table 2). The spectrum of low-threshold dis-
cussion and self-presentation arenas has ex-
panded considerably; nevertheless, regularly
achieving high reach remains presupposi-
tional (Schrape 2021).

Tab. 2: Some arenas of public communication on the web

Asymmetry Audience Reach
Mass media arena high dispersed, anonymous | high
Advertising / organization arena high dispersed, anonymous | high
Expert arena high Professional context-dependent
community
Social media influencer arena performance-related | following public low to high

Many-to-many discussion sphere low

context-dependent as a rule: low

Personal sphere low

own network low

Taken together, these dynamics, as Jiirgen Haber-
mas (2022: 153) has put it, are »blurring the per-
ception of [the] boundary between the private
and public spheres of life, although the social-
structural prerequisites for this distinction [...]
have not changed«. In other words, just as prom-
inent overall narratives previously concealed the
poly-contextural character of social reality con-
struction, nowadays, the boundaries between the
spheres of public and private communication are
receding into the background—and the co-exist-
ence of general journalistic, context-specific, and
individual descriptions of reality at the same level
of access is becoming the norm.

From the perspective of operational constructiv-
ism, every digital platform can be described as a
distinct social meaning-processing system with
specific expectations and a specific communica-
tion logic (Rachlitz et al. 2022). Moreover, every
communication context that unfolds on digital

platforms can be understood as a social system,
too: In each thread, every hashtag history, and
every communication network, selective views of
reality and idiosyncratic points of reference
emerge regarding which contributions are classi-
fied as appropriate or oft-topic and social demar-
cation processes take place. In extreme cases (as
in the COVID-19 pandemic), this form highly
polarized communicative domains in which any
dissenting view is classified as »disinformation«.

The poly-contexturality of social reality construc-
tion is thus becoming more explicit on the social
web—and at the same time, platform structures
offer extended opportunities to escape the asso-
ciated pressure of complexity: As all forms of
public communication are located on the same
infrastructural level in the digital society, it is eas-
ier than before to track down the communicative
contexts in which one’s own world view is con-
firmed. Digital transformation is accompanied



by increased visibility of the poly-contextural
character of social reality construction and sim-
ultaneously opens up new options for channeling
individual and collective perception.

3.2 Algorithmic selection and social complexity
reduction

This finding per se would support the long-circu-
lating thesis of a fragmentation of the mass audi-
ence (e.g., Neuman 1991), which, on the one
hand, is based on the media usage patterns of
young people, whose disinterest in political news
has not only been lamented since Instagram and
TikTok but already since the heyday of television.
On the other hand, this thesis is given a boost by
the concept of the »filter bubble«, which was in-
troduced by Eli Pariser (2012) to describe algo-
rithmically personalized information flows on
the social web and has since become an everyday
metaphor for self-referential communication
contexts (»in my bubble).

However, empirical studies conclude that even
highly specialized online users are regularly con-
fronted en passant (e.g., via references and links
on social media platforms) with a basic stock of
generally shared communicative objects that out-
line an agenda of cross-societal relevant topics,
which are then interpreted in an idiosyncratic
way in more specific contexts (Schifer 2023;
Fletcher & Nielsen 2018). If there were no such
basis of shared topics, there would also no longer
be a description of the present that is perceived as
common and thus no longer the basis for making
collectively binding decisions. In this respect, a
core question of operational constructivism is
posed today in an exaggerated form: How does a
»shared« description of society and the world
emerge in in the age of digital media where the
coexistence of different views of reality becomes
an everyday experience?

In this respect, the internet cannot be generally
characterized as a »mass medium« in Luhmann’s
sense. Rather, the internet reflects all previous
forms of dissemination media: from media for
individual communication to meso media for
specific contexts to mass media offerings with an
audience of millions. In contrast, social media
platforms are a genuinely new form of media that
have become hubs of communication on the web
over the last 20 years. Social media platforms and
their operato are not traditional media com-

panies that produce content for the mass market,
nor are they neutral transmission service provid-
ers. Rather, the services that social media plat-
forms indirectly sell consist explicitly of the auto-
mated and personalized compilation of content
produced elsewhere or generated by users: »|...]
they are neither distinctly conduit nor content,
nor only network or media, but a hybrid that has
not been anticipated by information law or public
debates.« (Gillespie 2018: 210)

From the perspective of operational constructiv-
ism, given the increased integration of automated
solutions in the social construction of meaning,
it can be assumed that algorithmic and social
structuring services are interacting increasingly
intensively not only in online communication but
in the social construction of reality as a whole:

— Algorithmic processes reduce the multitude of
potentially processable content by automated
curation procedures based on a chain of de-
fined instructions (from search engines to
generative artificial intelligence). In the social
web, algorithmic processes channel percep-
tion through numerous topical, social, and
temporal structuring patterns that are aligned
with the respective platform identity—i.e., the
interests, references, and routines explicated
there, which, however, vary from platform to
platform and can differ from the self-descrip-
tion in other communication contexts.

— Processes of social complexity reduction take
place in a distributed form along the refer-
ences of specialized social meaning systems
(e.g., economy, politics), which direct atten-
tion in the social web, too, to specific aspects
of the observation horizons, channel commu-
nication and in this way co-determine which
content is classified as significant or negligi-
ble. In addition, generally known communi-
cative objects that establish shared references
between these idiosyncratic communication
contexts continuously crystallize through the
topics set by widely received media brands
(Luttrell & Wallace 2021).

Processes of social complexity reduction and al-
gorithmic selection procedures are in a continu-
ous interrelationship: Even basic algorithmic
structures are products of genuine social deci-
sions, just as their training data are selective rep-
resentations of social dynamics and already es-
tablished views (Airoldi 2021). Which platform



accounts are associated with is determined by
collective click paths. Which references to a
thread are listed is determined by the content reg-
istered there. Which links and references are sug-
gested to users on the web depends on their usage
behavior, which, in addition to algorithmic rec-
ommendations, is also based on tips from experts
or influencers who achieve their status not only
through counts and figures but also through so-
cial attribution.

In this sense, Axel Bruns (2021) points out that
many of the phenomena discussed under the
term »filter bubble«, including selective world
perception and a preference for views close to
one’s own point of view, are not purely technol-
ogy-induced phenomena. Also in earlier times,
there were communicative domains in which
prejudices and resentments became entrenched
(seminal: Elias & Scotson 1965).

Automated curation mechanisms offer a solution
to a fundamental cognitive challenge of the digi-
tal information society, in which all meaning-
processing systems, both psychic and social, de-
pend on effective procedures to identify what is
memorable and negligible due to limited atten-
tion resources. They offer a technology-mediated
response to the increased selection pressure asso-
ciated with the abundance of instantly visible
content. However, they do not directly overwrite
either long-term societally crystallized reality
patterns or the consolidation dynamics of idio-
syncratic descriptions of the world in specific
communication contexts, which, in the event of
radicalization, can move far away from the de-
scription of reality that is perceived as common.

Moreover, algorithmic selection procedures are
inextricably embedded in processes of social
complexity reduction—and become further ref-
erence points in communication: In individual
cognitive navigation, they establish an initial ori-
entation basis from which to proceed. They open
up new horizons of expectation in developing
and evaluating media content. And they offer a
quick overview of highly popular content via au-
tomated rankings.

3.3 Social media, mass media, and the descrip-
tion of the present

A signature feature of digital information society
thus consists of a new mixture of technical and

social structuring processes in the genesis of the
general or context-specific description of the pre-
sent. Especially on the social web, algorithmic se-
lection procedures have become omnipresent co-
players in the social formation of meaning. In ad-
dition, the internet is, at least to a certain degree,
fulfilling hopes for a democratization of media
(Carpentier et al. 2013): Smartphone users today
have all the media technology means at their dis-
posal to produce and disseminate text, audio, im-
age or video content; any topic can, in principle,
participate in the game for public attention.
Long-term observation shows, however, that se-
lection thresholds remain in creating society-
wide visibility and that the effort required to gain
societal attention beyond chance remains high.

Although individual social media posts or crowd
dynamics (e.g., #¥MeToo) can regularly be identi-
fied on social media platforms that trigger soci-
ety-wide debates, the subsequent mass media
coverage often contributes significantly to the
further diffusion of corresponding positions
(Brunner & Partlow-Lefevre 2020). Similarly, the
attention dynamics surrounding social move-
ments such as Fridays for Future (e.g., Della Porta
& Portos 2023) show that addressing mass media
selection criteria continues to be part of the rep-
ertoire of relevant protest PR alongside mobiliza-
tion on the social web (Moélders & Schrape 2019).
Furthermore, studies on social media influencers
show that, if successful, they are generally subject
to increasing professionalization and economiza-
tion (Van Driel & Dumitrica 2021).

This indicates that, in addition to algorithmic se-
lection procedures, cumulative processes of so-
cial complexity reduction remain indispensable
in the digital age: No person or communication
context can keep an eye on the whole world by
itself; without the references of social function
systems, individual and collective observation of
the world would be permanently overburdened.
Against this background, there is much to be said
for describing the genesis of overarching visibil-
ity as a gradual multi-level process, which is,
however, characterized more explicitly than be-
fore by the interlocking of technical and social
structuring patterns (Schrape 2017):

— Situational communication dynamics are sig-
nificantly shaped by the infrastructures used
and available. Like conversations on buses
and trains, in public places, or in pubs and
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bars, volatile exchange dynamics on social
media platforms are co-determined by the en-
abling and channeling characteristics of the
respective socio-technical conditions. Since
the negotiated content is more visible on the
social web than in less technologized environ-
ments, networking or accumulation effects
can occur more easily. Without further efforts
of social coordination, however, consolida-
tion beyond the moment remains unlikely.

— Issue-centered communication contexts are
characterized by a higher degree of organiza-
tion and a narrowing of the content and forms
of communication marked as suitable. Today,
such topically, socially, or spatially specified
communication contexts are, in many cases,
initially based on algorithmically pre-struc-
tured discussion dynamics on the social web.
Over time, however, they develop their own
structuring patterns and idiosyncratic views
of reality that enable them to differentiate
themselves from their environment and make
them more independent of the peculiarities of
specific platforms or infrastructures.

— Cross-societal communication contexts are
based on the structurings of societal function
systems, which constantly generate a highly se-
lective and complexity-reduced version of the
distributed communication in society. For the
description of the present, Luhmann (2000)
has ascribed this function to the mass media—
and insofar as mass media are understood as a
social meaning-processing system and not
equated with specific organizations or outlets,
there is little reason to question this diagnosis
in principle, also in view of regular studies on
media use (e.g., Newman et al. 2023).

From the perspective of operational constructiv-
ism, the weight of algorithmic selection com-
pared to processes of social complexity reduction
is reduced with the level of universality in com-
munication. While situational communication
dynamics are made considerably more effective
through automation and the pool of visible vari-
ations of meaning on which issue-centered com-
munication contexts can be built is increased,
non-specifically oriented social meaning-pro-
cessing systems such as the mass media remain
relevant in the overarching description of the
present, as they observe distributed communica-
tion processes, disseminate discontinuities and

thus contribute to the continuous construction of
a »shared reality« as a general basis of reference.

In this view, it becomes clear that the pointed de-
scription of the mass media in the 20th century
was by no means the result of inadequate techno-
logical development but that cumulative pro-
cesses of social complexity reduction remain in-
dispensable in a poly-contextural society. This is
particularly true for the digital information soci-
ety, which is confronted with an even more inten-
sified need for selection in self-perception, given
the abundance of visible communication.

As the services of the mass media are not linked
to specific formats or outlets, however, it seems
conceivable that new nodes of mass attention will
gain relevance in the future, which are not only
substantially oriented towards algorithmic auto-
mation in the structuring and dissemination but
also in the production of content.

In many cases, journalistic processes are already
co-based on the structuring services of digital
platforms; likewise, many sports and financial re-
ports are already co-generated by machines.
However, the use of algorithmic processes or ar-
tificial intelligence and the underlying selection
patterns inevitably remain subject to public de-
bate and social negotiation (Deuze & Beckett
2022; Marconi 2020). This can be seen, for exam-
ple, in the »standards for use of artificial intelli-
gence in newsrooms« (Bauder 2023), which were
recently put up for discussion by the Associated
Press and other news agencies.

More generally, from the perspective of opera-
tional constructivism, the social construction of
reality can be understood as an evolutionary pro-
cess, which— similar to the biological concept of
»hierarchical levels« (Gould 2002)—is character-
ized by interlocking levels of selection (Fig. 3):

— Variations condense in the form of novel de-
scriptions of reality, perspectives, or ideas on
less differentiated levels of societal communi-
cation, which today are often substantially
shaped by information technology.

— As soon as a variation is recognized as a dis-
continuity at a more comprehensive level, a
selection occurs. The respective social mean-
ing-processing system decides to reject or ac-
cept the variation and integrate it into its own
description of the world.
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— In both cases, this is followed by a restabiliza-
tion of the social meaning-processing system,
i.e., the positive or negative selection is re-
flected in its further operations (Luhmann
2012: 2511t,; Cevolini 2022).

Since selection and restabilization are genuine
social processes within the horizon of long-term

Fig. 3: Levels of social reality construction

Long-term societal

crystallized patterns of social reality construc-
tion, technical structuring processes play a sub-
ordinate role here, especially when it comes to so-
cietal function systems. However, it is essential to
remember that such a view does not go hand in
hand with the notion of absolute sovereignty of
social systems at superordinate levels of selection.
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3.4 Communicative mobility

In the paradigm of operational constructivism,
stabilized societal function systems such as the
economy, politics, or law maintain themselves
solely through the communicative reproduction
of their structures of meaning. They are conse-
quently dependent on recognizing and pro-
cessing changes on other levels of social reality
construction at an early stage.

This also applies to mass media as a social system:
To be able to continuously generate a description
of the present that is generally assumed to be
known, their content must regularly enter the
realm of general attention. In this respect, the
mass media must constantly rebalance them-
selves and cannot afford to ignore variations on
other levels of social meaning formation in the
long term (Boccia Artieri & Gemini 2019).

Situational communication dynamics

From this perspective, the individual levels of so-
cial reality construction are thus in a co-evolu-
tionary relationship. Just as changes in the social
description of the present affect situational com-
munication dynamics and specialized social
meaning-processing systems, the diffusion pro-
cesses of variations and the formation of new
communicative domains on less differentiated
levels of social reality construction influence the
cross-societal description of the present.

In this regard, new or divergent views can fer-
ment in communicative niches for a long time
before they are reflected on a broader level. The
goal of ecologically sustainable development, for
example, was already outlined in the 1970s and
then took several decades to become central part
of the socio-political discourse. Today’s wide-
spread awareness of the digital transformation of
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society and the debates on artificial intelligence
are also based on long discursive antecedents.

The condensed communication structures of the
digital information society are, however, accom-
panied by intensified exchange dynamics be-
tween the levels of social reality construction dis-
tinguished here. From the perspective of media
and communication research based on network
theory, these exchange dynamics are particularly
prominent, which is why Friemel and Neuberger
(2023: 1) propose that the public sphere should
be understood situationally as »a dynamic net-
work of actors and contents that are linked to
each other by communicative actions«. From the
perspective of operational constructivism, which
focuses on the long-term processes of social real-
ity construction, it can be seen that increased
connectivity is, on the other hand, not necessarily
linked to increased integration of variations in
the societal description of the present (Mélders &
Schrape 2019):

— As public communication on the social web
becomes more effective, the horizontal com-
municative mobility of variations on less dif-
ferentiated levels of social reality construction
increases, and it appears to be less demanding
for social movements, interest groups, organ-
izations, or individuals to reach the observa-
tion horizon of adjacent communication con-
texts with their content or to initiate viral dis-
semination dynamics.

— However, this is not accompanied by a funda-
mental increase in vertical communicative
mobility—i.e., no increased probability of
these variations being selected by societal
function systems such as the economy, law,
politics, or the mass media. Conversely, as
soon as the number and frequency of poten-
tially visible variations increase, the probabil-
ity of each variation being recognized as a dis-
continuity by social systems at a higher level
of selection decreases.

In this respect, studies from social movements re-
search show that the vertical communicative mo-
bility of variations in social reality construction
(including political impulses for change) is often
realized through feedback loops between less dif-
ferentiated levels of communication and stabi-
lized social systems, including many-to-many
communication on the social web and mass me-
dia reporting (Della Poeta & Diani 2020).

The Fridays for Future movement, for example,
which became visible across the board in 2018,
was not only able to build on the mobilization
achievements of the environmental movement
since the 1970s. In addition to its rapidly profes-
sionalized public relations work on the web, it
was also able to ideally meet the journalistic in-
terest in personalization with the life story of
Greta Thunberg. Furthermore, the movement
regularly seeks to connect with mass media cov-
erage through high-profile campaigns and col-
laborations, which has contributed significantly
to disseminating its positions (Kern & Opitz
2021). Comparable feedback effects can be iden-
tified for other social movement phenomena,
such as Black Lives Matter (Carney & Kelekay
2022), and the overarching visibility of publicist
offerings by influencers (Riedl et al. 2023).

The cross-societal visibility of content and posi-
tions is therefore determined not only by the han-
dling of algorithmically structured attention dy-
namics on the social web, but also by the ability
to connect with established topics in the over-
arching description of the present (Schrape
2017). The role of the mass media, which contin-
ues to be accentuated in these matters, is reflected
not least in the criticism regularly voiced in
movement contexts, among others, concerning
the framing in journalistic reporting (Von Zab-
ern & Tulloch 2021). If the mass media had lost
their relevance creating general societal visibility,
this criticism would be irrelevant.

4 Digital media and the social construction
of reality

Luhmann’s operational constructivism opens up
along-term perspective on the processes of social
reality construction. It focuses on the question of
how expectation-stable communication and,
thus, social order becomes possible in a poly-
contextural society.

Like any sociological concept, this approach of-
fers only one possible—and unquestionably ab-
stract—observation approach among many to
the dynamics of current media change. It coun-
ters the impression of a disruptive upheaval and
represents an instructive addition to the flood of
short-term diagnoses in the discourse on the dig-
ital information society. With regard to the
changes that accompany the digital transforma-
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tion of media structures in the social construc-
tion of reality, five assumptions can be derived
from the theory of operational constructivism.

(1) Modern society has always been characterized
by a medially expanded reality. After the expan-
sion of immediate perception and interaction
through language and writing, the expansion of
social exchange through the printing press was
an essential premise for the genesis of modern,
poly-contextural society, whose observation and
communication radii have been expanded once
again with electronic media. With digital media,
the associated media convergence, and the insti-
tutionalization of social media platforms, the so-
cial construction of reality is experiencing fur-
ther acceleration.

(2) The digital transformation expands the possi-
bilities of societal self and world description. The
condensed media and communication structures
of the social web, as well as automated selection,
curation, and ordering processes, open up a mul-
titude of new observation possibilities for psychic
and social meaning-processing systems and ex-
pand the scope for the diffusion of variations and
novel or deviant points of view. As a result, the
social construction of reality is becoming more
dynamic, the quantity and frequency of circulat-
ing, often competing, descriptions of the society
and the world—including disinformation—is in-
creasing and the poly-contextural character of
social reality construction is experienced ubiqui-
tously in everyday life.

(3) Algorithmic selection and social complexity re-
duction are increasingly interacting. It is not only
on the social web that the formation of social
meaning is increasingly based on the services of
automated selection and curation services, which
are now shaping the individual and collective
world view in many respects. At the same time,
algorithmic processes are inextricably embedded
in processes of social complexity reduction. They
are not only a product of genuinely social deci-
sions in their design but are also subject to con-
tinuous adaptation to changing social expecta-
tions in their modes of operation—through ma-
chine learning or active recoding on the part of
their operators (Dolata & Schrape 2023: 13f.).

(4) Social function systems not losing importance in
the digital information society. The references of
social function systems such as the economy, pol-
itics, and law do not recede into the background

compared to network configurations, but rather
continue to gain in prominence in view of the in-
creased visibility of the poly-contextural character
of social reality construction. Social function sys-
tems continue to shape the network of memories
and expectations in interpersonal, mediated, and
(semi-)automated communication contexts. In
their world observation and their offers of mean-
ing, applications of artificial intelligence are ori-
ented towards socially crystallized distinctions
(e.g., payment / non-payment) and generalized
symbolic media (e.g., money), too.

(5) A shared description of the present remains in-
dispensable in a poly-contextural society. This ap-
plies in particular to the digital information soci-
ety, where the coexistence of divergent views on
reality and self-referential communication con-
texts (»bubbles«) has become a discursive datum.
Even if established media organizations are cur-
rently in economic crisis, the distributed synthe-
sizing services of the mass media as a social sys-
tem can still be understood as constitutive for so-
ciety: Across all media outlets and platforms (e.g.,
social media, broadcasting, apps) and program
areas (news, entertainment, advertising), widely
received media brands continuously generate
well-known communicative objects that serve as
a shared basis of reference in communication—
whether they are trusted or distrusted.

From the perspective of operational constructiv-
ism, the digital transformation of media struc-
tures does not result in an erosion of long-term
crystallized modes of social complexity reduc-
tion but rather in a further expansion of the pos-
sibilities of social reality construction.

Undoubtedly, the intensified exchange dynamics
on the web and the inclusion of artificial intelli-
gence in communication are challenging estab-
lished social function systems. However, the fun-
damental problem for which the mass media as a
social system offer a solution remains in the dig-
ital information society: the continuous produc-
tion of a society-wide description of the present
that can serve as a basic reference in general com-
munication. This does not rule out the possibility
that new solutions for updating a »shared« reality
description will be established, which hardly re-
mind us of the mass media as we know it. Their
descriptions of reality will nevertheless be just as
much an object of public criticism and social ne-
gotiation as the services of the mass media today.
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