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ABSTRACT: 

Emotions have become increasingly important in our time, in all realms of social reality. 

This revaluation of the affective dimension of the person is revealed in its common 

presence as subject of research in many fields of knowledge. Also in Media and 

Communications studies, and specifically in relation to the use of digital technology, 

there is an academic interest in emotions. This paper maps the field of study where 

emotions and digital technology converge, specifically in the use of the Internet. There 

appears a vibrant, wide and complex field of study in which come together approaches 

of different types, both on the theoretical plane and on the methodological one. The 

article provides an overview of research carried out in this subject, which includes the 

study of social media as spaces of interaction where emotions are displayed, the 

massivescale emotional contagion or the sentiment analysis in the digital platforms, 
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among other topics. We conclude that the Net not only arouses emotions in users and 

serves as a channel for the expression of affection, but also influences the way in which 

this affection is modulated and displayed, as well as the configuration of the personal 

identity of the users of the Internet. 

Keywords: Emotion, Internet, technology, emotional contagion, emotional 

identification, social networks, multiscreen society. 

INTRODUCTION 

Unlike what happened in previous times, where the affective dimension of the person 

was usually displaced to a secondary plane and confined to the private sphere, today we 

live immersed in a strong emotional culture, which permeates all areas of social life 

(Bendelow & Williams, 1998). Although throughout the Western tradition the reflection 

on the nature of human affection has always been present – since the writings of 

Aristotle, and more recently in Descartes, Spinoza or William James among others 

(Solomon, 2003) – also in the academic world there has been in recent decades an 

"affective turn" (Clough & Halley,  2007); in the sense that emotions have become the 

object of study of different scientific disciplines (such as anthropology, economics, 

linguistics, computer engineering, etc.). Advances made in neuroscience have 

contributed to this, highlighting the role played by emotions in mental processes and 

their key role in the development of brain functions (Ferrés, 2014). 

There are, therefore, various theoretical approaches to emotions, which are 

conceptualized and explained from both neurobiological and sociocultural approaches. 

In this sense, it does not seem feasible to understand emotions, their experience, 

expression and communication without taking into account the social context in which 

they are manifested, hence one of the most fruitful theoretical approaches is the one 

developed from the "sociology of emotions" (Turner & Stets, 2007). However, the 

complex reality of this facet of human nature makes it an object of interdisciplinary 

study, but on which there is still no comprehensive vision, capable of sharing and 

integrating all these various disciplines. There is also no conceptual and terminological 

consensus about the phenomena encompassed here, such as affect, emotions, feelings or 

passions. 

Parallel to the rise of the affective dimension in social life and in the academic field, 

in the last two decades we have also witnessed the growing social implantation of 

information and communication technologies (ICT). Technology is already fully 

integrated into our daily lives; and the adoption, omnipresence and ubiquity of digital 

devices is not a mere quantitative issue, since, as Lasén (2014: 7) points out, "their wide 

dissemination, personalization and the possibility of permanent connection they create, 

contribute to reconfiguring numerous aspects of daily life and as well as contemporary 

processes of subjectivation and socialization". 
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There is no doubt, therefore, that nowadays people already interact both in the offline 

and online environment; Moreover, that social relations are already hybridized between 

both contexts. At the same time, the digital field presents its own peculiarities, which 

come from its electronic condition and which in turn affect the emotional dimension of 

the person. Traditional social life, which is slower and more localized, coexists with 

digital social life (faster and more rootless). Thus, they are two spatio-temporal regimes; 

and each one is accompanied by its corresponding emotional regime. The technological 

emotional regime is, above all, a regime of emotional intensities, in which the amount 

of emotion matters, while the traditional regime is above all a regime of emotional 

qualities. Although it is not feasible that the technological regime can one day annul the 

traditional one – since this is the condition of possibility of the former; there is no 

doubt, however, "that the coexistence of both emotional regimes generates interferences 

between the emotional logics of each one" (González, 2013: 13-14). This coexistence, 

on the other hand, causes the scope of analysis on digital technology and emotions to be 

broad and complex, since it has to attend to the implications that derive from it both in 

the face-to-face and in the digital level. 

2. Material and methods 

From a historical perspective, the Western world's relationship with technology has 

always been highly emotional. As technology is always situated in the realm of novelty, 

its irruption opens the question of how the new flows within the old, or the already 

known. This process, as Fortunati and Vincent (2009: 6) point out, "is played out in a 

binary path between the pole of curiosity, rarity, new risk and uncertainty, on the one 

hand; and, on the other hand, the old habits, stability, security, certainty." To this we 

must add the set of meanings, symbols and values that technology is associated with. 

That is why every technological novelty, especially in its beginnings, raises a debate 

between enthusiasts and skeptics or, to put it in terms of Eco (1964), between 

"apocalyptic and integrated". 

Today, the growing importance of the affective dimension in social life, on the one 

hand; and, on the other hand, the role acquired by technology and specifically the 

Internet in everyday interactions has led to the field of research in which both realities 

converge being very fertile and varied, both at the level of the conceptual approaches 

and methodologies used and in that of the themes, emotions, social groups or specific 

technological devices that focus the various studies and publications to date. 

With all this, the objective of this article is to provide, within the scope of 

communication studies, an overview of the field of research on the Internet and 

emotions, showing the different areas of study and the most relevant publications in 

each of them. We will not address here, as it exceeds the limits of this research, studies 

that examine the affective investment that people put into digital technology, embodied 

through various devices, especially mobile phones. 
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Thus, in the following pages and through an extensive bibliographic review, we will 

draw a map of this field, taking as reference the academic literature that has explicitly 

studied emotions in relation to the new field of socialization and emotional outcrop that 

is the Internet. To do this, we will first present a framework with the main theoretical 

and methodological issues involved in the study of the Network, and that have been 

addressed from various disciplinary traditions. Next, we will explore in more detail the 

expression of emotions in social networks, both at the micro level (of interactions 

between users) and at the macro level (considering the phenomenon of emotional 

contagion, also known in the field of neuropsychology as emotional identification). 

 

CONCLUSIONS  

An approach to the Internet from the point of view of emotions, understood as a 

predominant value of contemporary society, allows us to draw – as we have done 

throughout these pages – a vibrant, broad and complex field of research, in which 

approaches from different traditions and theoretical schools converge, from digital 

literacy to cultural studies.  going through audiovisual communication or gender studies. 

Whether at the micro level of interactions through different platforms (social networks, 

blogs, forums, etc.) or at the macro level (through large-scale emotional contagion), it is 

clear that the Net is not only a channel for the manifestation of the various emotions and 

affections of users, but also contributes to shaping and amplifying them. From the 

methodological point of view, the challenge of combining qualitative and quantitative 

techniques that allow measuring and comparing emotions in parallel in the offline and 

online world remains. 

This confluence of the face-to-face and digital spheres (with their own spatio-

temporal and emotional regimes), the sociocultural practices associated with the use of 

the Web (together with the technical, legal and market constraints) or the peculiarities of 

computer-mediated interactions versus face-to-face encounters are some of the issues 

that articulate the studies in this matter. In this sense, the contributions of research from 

neuroscience continue to shed light for a better understanding of emotions. 

Finally, and from a broader point of view, it is possible to venture that the growing 

extension of the so-called "Internet of things", making the presence of technology in 

daily life more ubiquitous and immersive, as well as the appearance of wearable devices 

– which represents a further step in the adaptation and physical integration of 

technology to the user,  and advances in the design of social robots (facilitating a more 

natural interaction with humans), are some lines of future research that stand out as of 

interest in the study of emotions in the use of digital technology. 
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