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ABSTRACT 

 Various social media platforms have been used as tools by social movements and 

have propelled democratic ideals. Social media has also been used by autocratic leaders 

to control and repress populations. Both uses of social media have played a prominent 

role in Venezuela’s political discourse since 2000. However, while it is clear that social 

media has played a salient role in Venezuela’s politics, what remains unclear is how 

effective these platforms are at empowering the social movement sector versus helping 

authoritarian regimes. The case of Venezuela offers insights useful in this debate because 

it was one of the first countries in South America to experience democratic backsliding 

during the digital age. Therefore, this thesis originally sought to answer the following 

questions: How does social media help the Venezuelan authoritarian regime? How does 

social media help the social movement sector in Venezuela? How can we measure the 

impact of these tactics? Does social media help the regime or the social movement sector 

more? Because of the limited data available in secondary research, it is not possible to 

directly measure effectiveness. Nevertheless, the analysis did reveal that the regime’s and 

opposition’s use of social media in Venezuela has augmented their traditional strategies. 

Understanding which faction it helps more overall will require access to social media 

databases. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Social media has been a popular platform in global politics for organizing, 

assembling, and promoting political views. Various social media platforms have been used 

as tools by social movements and have propelled democratic ideals. However, social media 

has also been used by autocratic leaders to control and repress populations. Both uses of 

social media have played a prominent role in Venezuela’s political discourse since 2000. 

This thesis examines how social media has been used for political purposes in Venezuela, 

seeking to determine if social media platforms have helped Venezuela’s regime to maintain 

or increase its control over the country more than they have helped the social movement 

sector to achieve its political objectives.  

The case of Venezuela is particularly useful for investigating this phenomenon 

because the country underwent a transition from democracy to authoritarianism, during 

which the use of social media was prominent. During Hugo Chávez’s tenure, Venezuela 

transitioned from a democracy into what scholars have called a competitive authoritarian 

regime.1 According to Laura Gamboa, a competitive authoritarian regime “has a 

meaningful competition for power, but this competition is largely unfair. The government 

uses its control over the state institutions to commit widespread fraud and repress, harass, 

or deny critical resources to the opposition.”2 Chávez amended the constitution and 

legislation of Venezuela to remain in power and increase the government’s control over 

traditional media outlets.3 In 2013, Nicolás Maduro became the president of Venezuela 

and transitioned the country from a competitive authoritarian regime (partly free)4 into an 

 
1 Laura Gamboa, “Opposition at the Margins: Strategies against the Erosion of Democracy in 

Colombia and Venezuela,” Comparative Politics 49, no. 4 (July 2017): 47, http://www.jstor.org/stable/
26330983. 

2 Gamboa, 460. 
3 Gamboa, 463. 
4 Rolf Frankenberger and Patricia Graf, “Elections, Democratic Regression and Transitions to 

Autocracy: Lessons from Russia and Venezuela,” in Regression of Democracy? Comparative Governance 
and Politics, ed. Gero Erdmann and Marianne Kneuer (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 
2011), 201–20, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-93302-3_8. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-93302-3_8
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authoritarian regime (not free)5 that further restricted civil liberties and repressed the 

population. He has followed in Chávez’s footsteps, making amendments to the constitution 

that permit him to remain in power. Maduro increased his control over the population by 

removing the legislative branch’s legal power and removing the opposition’s legal venues 

to oppose him.6 He sought further control over the traditional media (radio, newspapers, 

and television), which has driven the opposition to organize and disseminate their message 

through social media.7  

Therefore, social media now plays a central role in the opposition’s strategy. 

Opposition leader Juan Guaidó has used social media platforms to organize protests against 

Maduro’s regime, as well as to raise international awareness of Venezuela’s humanitarian 

and political crisis.8 For example, Guaidó created the hashtag #23FVzlaALaCalle 

(#23FVenezuelaToTheStreets) on Twitter to encourage his followers to take the streets on 

February 23, 2019 in order to pressure Maduro to allow entry of humanitarian aid into 

Venezuela.9 This is just one example of how Guaidó’s tweets effectively triggered 

thousands of citizens to protest.10 Another example occurred on March 9, 2019, when 

Guaidó released a propaganda video through Twitter asking Venezuelans to take the streets 

to fight for their liberties. Several hours after the video was posted, thousands of 

Venezuelans rushed to Carlota in Caracas.11 

At the same time, the Venezuelan government has expanded its digital 

authoritarianism toolkit to surveil the population and deter protests. President Maduro has 

 
5 “Venezuela Freedom in the World Ranking,” Freedom House, 2020, https://freedomhouse.org/

country/venezuela/freedom-world/2020. 
6 Javier Corrales, “Venezuela’s Odd Transition to Dictatorship,” Americas Quarterly (blog), October 

24, 2016, https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/venezuelas-odd-transition-to-dictatorship/. 
7 Moises Rendon and Arianna Kohan, “The Internet: Venezuela’s Lifeline,” Center for Strategic & 

International Studies, December 4, 2019, https://www.csis.org/analysis/internet-venezuelas-lifeline. 
8 Rendon and Kohan. 
9 Sophie Foggin, “How Guaidó’s Twitter Persuades Thousands to Take to the Streets,” Latin America 

Reports (blog), March 28, 2019, https://latinamericareports.com/guaido-twitter-persuade-thousands-to-
streets/1529/. 

10 Foggin. 
11 Foggin,  

https://freedomhouse.org/country/venezuela/freedom-world/2020
https://freedomhouse.org/country/venezuela/freedom-world/2020
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used his control over the state- sponsored internet service to repress the opposition by 

blocking its access to social media. For example, on April 28, 2019, during one of the 

opposition’s protests, the regime blocked websites like Twitter and Instagram to prevent 

the opposition leader’s message from spreading across the country.12 The government also 

surveils political activities on social media platforms to counter their messages by waging 

disinformation campaigns.13 These tactics have contributed to the erosion of democracy in 

Venezuela by limiting freedoms, especially political discourse.  

However, while it is clear that social media has played a salient role in Venezuela’s 

politics, what remains unclear is how effective these platforms are at empowering the social 

movement sector versus helping authoritarian regimes. Therefore, this thesis originally 

sought to answer the following questions: How does social media help the Venezuelan 

authoritarian regime? How does social media help the social movement sector in 

Venezuela? How can we measure the impact of these tactics? Does social media help the 

regime or the social movement sector more? Due to limitations in the available data, the 

thesis was not able to answer this question. However, the analysis did reveal that the regime 

and the opposition have benefited from the use of social media. The regime was able to use 

social media to repress, control, and influence the country. The opposition was able to use 

social media to organize, coordinate, and raise international awareness of the economic and 

political crisis in Venezuela. Overall, the regime’s and opposition’s use of social media in 

Venezuela has augmented their traditional strategies, but it is unclear whether social media 

platforms help one political faction more than the other.  

A. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

Studying whether social media helps the social movement or the authoritarians 

more in the political realm of Venezuela contributes to the literature on the importance of 

social media in politics. This literature reflects two opposing views: Authors like Rebecca 

MacKinnon and Nicholas Kristof argue that social media can be an effective weapon to 

 
12 Drew Harwell and Mariana Zuñiga, “Social Media Remains Key to Venezuela’s Opposition, 

despite Efforts to Block It,” Washington Post, accessed June 28, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
technology/2019/04/30/social-media-remains-key-venezuelas-opposition-despite-efforts-block-it/. 

13 Harwell and Zuñiga. 
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effect political change and to deter political leaders from repressing populations.14 They 

argue that social media has been able to efficiently disseminate the social movement 

sector’s message and organize the masses rapidly. MacKinnon points to the case of Egypt, 

where citizens utilized social media to protest and mobilize against the Egyptian 

government, which led to Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak stepping down.15 

Conversely, authors such as Malcolm Gladwell argue that social media has not played an 

essential role in effecting political change and that these platforms distract from the 

message being delivered.16 Other scholars like Robert Putnam, Evgeny Morozov, and 

Henrik Christensen similarly argue that digital activism does not lead to civic engagement 

and that social media can undermine political goals.17 

The case of Venezuela offers insights useful in this debate because it was one of 

the first countries in South America to experience democratic backsliding during the digital 

age. According to Javier Corrales, democratic backsliding “is a term used to describe the 

process whereby existing democracies become less democratic.” 18 Studying the role of 

social media during Venezuela’s backsliding will provide valuable insight into how 

effective these platforms are in shaping a country’s ideology and governance structure. 

Moreover, an analysis of social media’s role in Venezuela during its democratic 

 
14 Rebecca MacKinnon, “Our Web Freedom at the Mercy of Tech Giants,” TED Talk Tuesdays (CNN, 

July 31, 2011), http://www.cnn.com/2011/OPINION/07/31/mackinnon.tech.freedom/index.html; Nicholas 
Kristof, “Tear Down This Cyberwall!” The New York Times, opinion, June 17, 2009, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/18/opinion/18kristof.html. 

15 Amir Manzoor, “Social Media for Promoting Grassroots Political Movements and Social Change,” 
2016, 610, https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Social-Media-for-Promoting-Grassroots-Political-and-
Manzoor/34c966014099b17d33d0d9c66eb49c6d7ffd9b1f. 

16 Malcolm Gladwell, “Does Egypt Need Twitter?” The New Yorker, February 2, 2011, 
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/does-egypt-need-twitter. 

17 Henrik Serup Christensen, “Simply Slacktivism? Internet Participation in Finland,” JeDEM - 
EJournal of EDemocracy and Open Government 4, no. 1 (October 18, 2012): 1–23, https://doi.org/
10.29379/jedem.v4i1.93; Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 
Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000); Morozov Evgeny, “The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of 
Internet Freedom,” New York: Public Affairs 9, no. 4 (2011): 432, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1537592711004014; Henrik Serup Christensen, “Political Activities on the Internet: Slacktivism or 
Political Participation by Other Means?,” First Monday, 2011, https://doi.org/10.5210/FM.V16I2.3336. 

18 Javier Corrales, “Democratic Backsliding through Electoral Irregularities: The Case of Venezuela,” 
European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 109 (April 30, 2020): 41–65, 
https://doi.org/10.32992/erlacs.10598. 
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backsliding can help establish if these platforms might be playing a similar role in other 

parts of Latin America that are also experiencing this phenomenon.  

B. LITERATURE REVIEW  

This thesis is anchored in two bodies of literature within the broader field of social 

media studies: the study of digital authoritarianism and of how the internet has aided the 

development of social movements.  

For the purposes of this research, the definition of social media is that established 

by Caleb T. Carr and Rebecca A. Hayes, who state that social media platforms are 

“internet-based channels that allow users to opportunistically interact and selectively self-

present, either in real-time or asynchronously, with both broad and narrow audiences who 

derive value from user-generated content and the perception of interaction with others.” 19 

Popular social media platforms include Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube, Instagram, 

Pinterest, WhatsApp, Snapchat, TikTok and WeChat, as well as comment sections of 

websites where users interact with each other.20  

Social media is a central part of digital authoritarianism. Alina Polyakova and Chris 

Meserole define digital authoritarianism as “the use of digital information technology by 

authoritarian regimes to surveil, repress, and manipulate domestic and foreign 

populations.”21 According to the Varieties of Democracy’s Data Set and Mass 

Mobilization Project, autocratic regimes that employ digital authoritarianism tactics “face 

a lower risk of protests than do those autocratic regimes that do not employ these same 

tools.”22 For example, in 2013, Cambodia’s opposition movement led supporters via social 

media to oppose the results of the presidential election in demonstrations that turned 

 
19 Caleb T. Carr and Rebecca A. Hayes, “Social Media: Defining, Developing, and Divining,” Atlantic 

Journal of Communication 23, no. 1 (January 1, 2015): 50, https://doi.org/10.1080/15456870.2015.972282. 
20 Antony Maina, “20 Popular Social Media Sites Right Now,” Small Business Trends (blog), May 4, 

2016, https://smallbiztrends.com/2016/05/popular-social-media-sites.html. 
21 Polyakova and Meserole, Exporting Digital Authoritarianism, 1. 
22 Andrea Kendall-Taylor, Erica Frantz, and Joseph Wright, “The Digital Dictators,” April 16, 2020, 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2020-02-06/digital-dictators. 
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violent.23 In response, the following year, the Cambodian government passed a law that 

gave the government control over the media and created a cyber war team that monitored 

and flagged online antigovernment activity. As a result, Cambodia only had one 

antigovernment protest in 2017 versus 36 in 2014.24 

Digital authoritarianism can be implemented in a number of ways. According to 

Steven Feldstein, six main digital repression tactics used by governments are “surveillance, 

censorship, social manipulation [e.g., disinformation campaigns] and harassment, cyber-

attacks, internet shutdowns, and targeted persecution against online users.”25 Two 

innovators in this realm are Russia and China, both of which have exported digital 

authoritarian tools to Venezuela.26 China is an autocratic regime that has paved the way 

for digital authoritarianism and has exported its model worldwide.27 The Chinese 

Communist Party has been able to collect a vast amount of data on its citizens through its 

“great firewall,” a tool that aggressively monitors and blocks social media content that 

contradicts President Xi Jinping’s ideology.28 The “great firewall” has allowed the regime 

to control Chinese political behavior, manipulate the population, and detain human rights 

activists.29 Moreover, once the information is collected, the Chinese government utilizes 

artificial intelligence to analyze the data and create “social credit scores,” which set the 

parameters for acceptable behavior and penalize unsanctioned behavior.30 If the Chinese 

 
23 Kendall-Taylor, Frantz, and Wright, “The Digital Dictators.”  
24 Kendall-Taylor, Frantz, and Wright.  
25 Steven Feldstein, “When It Comes to Digital Authoritarianism, China Is a Challenge — But Not the 

Only Challenge,” War on the Rocks, February 12, 2020, https://warontherocks.com/2020/02/when-it-
comes-to-digital-authoritarianism-china-is-a-challenge-but-not-the-only-challenge/. 

26 Polyakova and Meserole, Exporting Digital Authoritarianism, 6. 
27 Polyakova and Meserole, 5; Feldstein, “When It Comes to Digital Authoritarianism, China Is a 

Challenge.” 
28 Elizabeth C. Economy, “The Great Firewall of China: Xi Jinping’s Internet Shutdown,” The 

Guardian, June 29, 2018, http://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/jun/29/the-great-firewall-of-china-xi-
jinpings-internet-shutdown. 

29 Polyakova and Meserole, Exporting Digital Authoritarianism, 3. 
30 Kendall-Taylor, Frantz, and Wright, “The Digital Dictators.” 
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government deems a citizen unworthy, it excludes that person from state-sponsored 

benefits, enabling the regime to socially manage its citizens.31 

China has also demonstrated how to integrate digital authoritarianism tools with 

security cameras (CCTV) and drones to control any sector of the Chinese population 

deemed unworthy. According Polyakova and Meserole, this combination of technology 

has enabled the creation of the world’s largest open-air “digital prison.”32 The digital 

prisons are cities surrounded by gates with facial recognition software. Biometrics from 

individuals are collected, aggressive monitoring and surveillance are conducted on citizens, 

and spyware technology is installed on citizens’ phones to track online activity.33 In 2014, 

the Chinese government began to create “digital prison” cities in Xinjiang in response to 

ongoing civil unrest and violence, a move that enabled the government to conduct mass 

arrests and utilize pre-trial detention centers, with up to one million individuals are 

detained.34  

Russia is another regime that has implemented and exported digital 

authoritarianism techniques. For one, the Russian government has established a “sovereign 

internet” based on the Chinese model.35 Russia controls this internet and denies its citizens 

access to the worldwide web, enabling the government to block content and identify 

potential dissidents and allowing the authorities to shut down the worldwide web in specific 

regions while still maintaining the web’s general operability.36 

Moreover, Russia has created a toolbox for social manipulation that has enabled the 

government to influence how its citizens view the regime.37 To support this manipulation 

tactic, Russia employs “bots”—automated accounts—on social media to distract citizens 

 
31 Kendall-Taylor, Frantz, and Wright. 
32 Polyakova and Meserole, Exporting Digital Authoritarianism, 5. 
33 Polyakova and Meserole, 5. 
34 Polyakova and Meserole, 5. 
35  Polyakova and Meserole, 10. 
36 Polyakova and Meserole, 6–10. 
37 Kendall-Taylor, Frantz, and Wright, “The Digital Dictators.” 
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from the truth and create misleading posts ostensibly from the opposition.38 For example, 

in 2013, Russia created the New Eastern Outlook (NEO) website to promote pro-Kremlin 

and anti-U.S. views and conspiracy theories.39 This website published several articles 

accusing the United States of creating the coronavirus and waging biowarfare on China. 

The spread of these articles created confusion among European citizens and negatively 

affected the United States’ credibility with respect to the coronavirus information it was 

providing to the world.40 NEO also generated multiple articles denying Russia’s 

involvement in the downing of Malaysian Airlines flight 77 to create internet noise and to 

lead citizens to distrust democratic telecommunication networks that were reporting 

otherwise.41  

Thus, the digital authoritarianism literature has identified different tactics 

authoritarians use to repress their population and spread disinformation. Authoritarians 

employ digital surveillance, social manipulation, targeted persecution, and internet 

shutdowns in an attempt to deter antigovernment movements. It is clear from the literature 

that these tactics have been employed by different authoritarian rulers. However, the 

literature does not provide insight into how effective these methods are in helping 

authoritarian regimes gain or maintain power.  

The social movement sector has also employed social media tactics—to organize, 

raise international awareness of the crisis or problem a country is facing, and quickly 

disseminate and demonstrate dissent. Camilo Cristancho and Eva Enduiza identify the role 

of organization in social movements as a critical factor in motivating and inspiring political 

action.42 During their study of the Spanish social movement Indignados, they discovered 

 
38 Kendall-Taylor, Frantz, and Wright. 
39 Department of State, Global Engagement Center Special Report: Pillars of Russia’s Disinformation 

and Propaganda Ecosystem (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of State, 2020), 22, https://www.state.gov/
wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Pillars-of-Russia’s-Disinformation-and-Propaganda-Ecosystem_08-04-20.pdf. 

40 Department of State, 22. 
41 Department of State, 23. 
42 Camillo Cristancho and Eva Anduiza, “Social Media Accounts of the Spanish Indignados,” in The 

Routledge Companion to Social Media and Politics, ed. Axel Bruns et al., Routledge Media and Cultural 
Studies Companions (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2015), 165. 



9 

that unstructured framing allowed social movements to organize without centralized 

leadership.43 By having decentralized leadership, the movement enabled users on Twitter 

to personalize encampments and help the movement’s message to spread more quickly.44 

The information exchange resulted in the Indignados movement having Twitter users in 

highly politically influential positions that could advocate for the social movement’s rights 

and shape Spain’s policy.45  

Additionally, social media has enabled social movement sectors to raise 

international awareness of protests and events in areas where traditional media has limited 

access.46 For example, during the Arab Spring, social media played a crucial role in 

initiating a chain reaction of events in different countries by allowing direct and quick 

communication lines between individuals across borders.47 Scholars at Washington 

University conducted research on Twitter usage during and after the uprisings in Tunisia 

and Egypt and indicated that Twitter played a key role in spreading news across 

international borders.48 Social media enabled users in these countries to bypass traditional 

media to raise international awareness of the movement and ignite political activism in 

multiple countries. An activist in Cairo stated that “We use Facebook to schedule protests, 

Twitter to coordinate, and YouTube to tell the world,” illustrating how individuals used 

platforms to ignite political action across borders via the international aspect of social 

media.49  

 
43 Cristancho and Anduiza, “Social Media Accounts of the Spanish Indignados,” 177. 
44 Cristancho and Anduiza, 176. 
45 Cristancho and Anduiza, 177. 
46 Taylor Dewey et al., The Impact of Social Media on Social Unrest in the Arab Spring, Public Policy 

Program (Stanford, CA: Stanford University, March 20, 2012), 3, https://publicpolicy.stanford.edu/
publications/impact-social-media-social-unrest-arab-spring. 

47 Dewey et al., 35. 
48 Catherine O’Donnell, “New Study Quantifies Use of Social Media in Arab Spring,” UW News 

(blog), accessed November 19, 2020, https://www.washington.edu/news/2011/09/12/new-study-quantifies-
use-of-social-media-in-arab-spring/; Carla Danielle Monteiro Soares and Luiz Antonio Joia, “The Influence 
of Social Media on Social Movements: An Exploratory Conceptual Model,” in Electronic Participation, 
ed. Efthimios Tambouris et al., Lecture Notes in Computer Science (Cham: Springer International 
Publishing, 2015), 35, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-22500-5_3. 

49 Dewey et al., “The Impact of Social Media on Social Unrest in the Arab Spring,” 35. 
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Furthermore, another role social media has played in social movements is providing 

citizens the ability to re-shape an authoritarian regime’s monopolistic media control into a 

pluralistic media environment that enables citizens to demonstrate dissent.50 This 

happened in Egypt during the Arab Spring: social media allowed Egyptians to bypass 

traditional media and provided journalist different avenues to report the news and cover 

topics not allowed by the government.51 This led to a change in how the revolution was 

presented in traditional media and broadened the opposition’s forms of communications.52 

This use of social media during Egypt’s uprising amplified dissent and enabled the 

movement to be more versatile, inclusive, and diverse in ways that previous media had not 

permitted.53 

The literature on the use of social media in social movements has provided insight 

into different tactics opposition leaders use to disseminate, raise awareness, and 

demonstrate dissent. The social movement sector through the utilization of social media 

has enabled the masses to express opposing political views against a regime. It is clear 

from the literature that these tactics have been employed by social movement sectors. 

However, the literature does not provide insight into how effective these methods are.  

C. RESEARCH DESIGN AND POTENTIAL ARGUMENTS  

This thesis started with the ambition of evaluating how and the extent to which 

social media has helped Venezuela’s authoritarian regime to increase or maintain its power 

in comparison to how it has helped the opposition fight Maduro’s efforts. To investigate 

this question, this thesis utilizes an exploratory case study methodology. According to 

Claire Selltiz, Lawrence S. Wrightsman, and Stuart W. Cook, “exploratory research is the 

 
50 Zizi Papacharissi and Stacy Blasiola, “Structures of Feeling, Storytelling, and Social Media: The 

Case of #Egypt,” in The Routledge Companion to Social Media and Politics, ed. Axel Bruns et al., 
Routledge Media and Cultural Studies Companions (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2015), 214. 

51 Papacharissi and Blasiola, “The Case of #Egypt,” 213. 
52 Papacharissi and Blasiola, 216. 
53 Papacharissi and Blasiola, 218.  



11 

process of investigating a problem that has not been studied or thoroughly investigated.”54 

This method is appropriate for investigating the case of Venezuela because the political 

effects of social media in this country have not been analyzed before. Although exploratory 

research does not yield conclusive results, it does enable the identification of many 

variables regarding a problem.55 Therefore, this investigation increases our knowledge of 

the effects of social media, how to research this topic, and what research will be needed to 

reach more clarity regarding this problem.  

Within the context of the exploratory methodology, to assess social media’s 

effectiveness in Venezuelan politics, this thesis originally intended to use a number of 

indicators derived from the literature. These indicators would measure the extent to which 

social media supports the authoritarian regime by analyzing the effects of internet 

blackouts, media surveillance, and disinformation campaigns—in particular, if any of these 

tactics correlate to a reduction of the opposition’s mobilization or supports the regime’s 

main strategies of maintaining power. Likewise, they would measure the effects of social 

media in the social movement sector by examining whether social media posts lead to 

demonstrations by the opposition, concessions by the regime, wider international 

awareness, or domestic policy change that leads to democratization.  

To gather data on these indicators, this research utilized secondary research. 

Secondary research investigates a problem by relying on existing resources rather than 

generating data.56 Therefore, this thesis draws upon scholarly work, news articles, and 

official government documents related to the use of social media within Venezuelan 

politics. A limitation on the data is that the author does not have direct access to social 

 
54 Claire Selltiz, Lawrence S. Wrightsman, and Stuart W. Cook, Research Methods in Social 

Relations, 3d ed (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1976); “Exploratory Research: What Are Its 
Method & Examples?,” Formplus (blog) accessed December 9, 2020, https//www.formpl.us/blog/
exploratory-research; “Exploratory Research,” Research-Methodology (blog), accessed December 9, 2020, 
https://research-methodology.net/research-methodology/research-design/exploratory-research/; M. N. K. 
Saunders, Philip Lewis, and Adrian Thornhill, Research Methods for Business Students, 6th ed (Harlow, 
England ; New York: Pearson, 2012). 

55 Selltiz, Wrightsman, and Cook, Research Methods in Social Relations; Saunders, Lewis, and 
Thornhill, Research Methods for Business Students. 

56 “Primary vs Secondary Research Methods: 15 Key Differences,” Formplus (blog), accessed 
December 10, 2020, https//www.formpl.us/blog/primary-secondary-research. 
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media platforms’ databases, so the study relies on existing qualitative research regarding 

social media usage.  

Using this methodology, this thesis sought to investigates whether social media has 

been more effectively used by the regime and digital authoritarian tactics have contributed 

to Venezuela’s becoming more autocratic; 57 whether social media has helped the 

opposition raise awareness of Venezuela’s crisis; whether it helped the regime and the 

opposition; or whether social media has not produced any discernable effect on 

Venezuela’s governance structure. However, because of the limited data available in 

secondary research, it is not possible to directly measure effectiveness. 

D. THESIS OVERVIEW AND DRAFT CHAPTER OUTLINE 

This introduction is followed by three chapters. Chapter II examines the main 

strategies used by the regime to maintain power and provides an account of the country’s 

democratic backsliding. It explains how Venezuela’s regime has implemented digital 

authoritarian tactics and analyzes whether these have helped the regime to maintain power. 

Chapter III provides Venezuela’s internet and social media penetration history and explains 

how the opposition in Venezuela has tried to counter the regime via social media. Chapter 

IV summarizes the principal findings and provides recommendations for future research. 

  

 
57 “Venezuela Freedom on the Net Ranking,” Freedom House, 2020, https://freedomhouse.org/

country/venezuela/freedom-net/2020. 
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II. THE REGIME’S BASIS OF POWER AND USE OF SOCIAL 
MEDIA 

The first step in determining if social media helps the Venezuelan regime more than 

it does the opposition is to examine how the regime uses social media and to what extent 

its activities on social media have helped the regime maintain control over the country. 

Hugo Chávez’s rise to power and his efforts to consolidate power in the executive branch 

to further his political agenda paved the way for the regime’s usage of digital 

authoritarianism, including tactics in the realm of social media. This chapter first examines 

Venezuela’s democratic backsliding process and the strategies used by the regime under 

President Chávez and President Maduro to consolidate power and maintain control over 

the country. It then analyzes the use of digital authoritarianism tactics by the regime under 

President Maduro’s administration. The analysis reveals that these tactics have allowed the 

regime to effectively deter the opposition from making political gains and to intimidate 

citizens to some degree from dissenting. The ambition of Chávez’s successor, Nicolás 

Maduro, to remain president has led to the regime’s further utilization of digital 

authoritarianism. The regime’s use of digital authoritarianism has helped it to refined and 

expand its traditional repressive tactics to control its population more comprehensively, by 

monitoring social media posts, further extending its control over the media, and effectively 

eroding freedom of speech.  

A. DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING AND THE REGIME’S BASIS OF 
POWER 

Assessing the ways and extent to which Venezuela’s autocratic regime has 

benefitted from its use of social media requires understanding its strategies for maintaining 

power—strategies that have caused the country’s democracy to backslide. This democratic 

backsliding has occurred in the context of a broader trend over the last twenty years in 

Latin America. Democracy has completely eroded in five Latin American countries: 
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Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, Nicaragua, and Honduras.58 In particular, as demonstrated 

in Figure 1 and Table 1, Venezuela went from having the highest rates of democracy and 

representative government in the region to becoming a competitive authoritarian regime in 

2009 and experiencing full democratic breakdown in 2017.59  

Figure 1. Venezuela’s trajectory to democratic breakdown.60 

 

 
58 Aníbal Pérez-Liñán and Scott Mainwaring, “Cross-Currents in Latin America,” Journal of 

Democracy 26, no. 1 (January 2015): 114, https://journalofdemocracy.com/articles/cross-currents-in-latin-
america/. 

59 International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, The Global State of Democracy 
2019: Addressing the Ills, Reviving the Promise (Stockholm, Sweden: International Institute for Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance, 2019), 122, https://doi.org/10.31752/idea.2019.31. 

60Source: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 122. 
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Table 1. Venezuela’s representative comparison between 1996 and 2018.61 

 

Figure 1 shows democratic erosion in Venezuela during socialist Hugo Chávez 

tenure.62 President Chávez deteriorated democracy in Venezuela by consolidating power 

to the executive branch. He achieved this consolidation as it will be discussed in the next 

section by restructuring governmental institutions, controlling the state’s economic affairs, 

utilizing the profits from oil production to maintain followers, and repressing the media.63 

Upon Chávez’s death in 2013, his successor, Nicolás Maduro, furthered Venezuela’s 

democratic erosion by utilizing the same strategies, ultimately resulting in the country’s 

transformation into an authoritarian regime.  

1. Chávez’s Regime 

One of the main strategies Chávez used to consolidate power and erode 

Venezuela’s democracy was restructuring governmental institutions to concentrate power 

 
61 Source: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 122. 
62 International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 223; Margarita Lopez Maya, “Hugo 

Chavez and the Populist Left,” in The Resurgence of the Latin American Left, ed. Steven Levitsky and 
Kenneth Roberts (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011). 

63 Other means the regime used to consolidate power were drug and corruption schemes and receiving 
assistance and consulting from the Cubans. Also, the refugee crisis in Venezuela led citizens opposing the 
regime to flee the country, thus reducing the amount of the opposition in the country. These factors 
contributed to democratic erosion but will not be discussed in this thesis because it’s outside the scope. Ted 
Piccone, “Latin America’s Struggle with Democratic Backsliding,” Brookings (blog), February 26, 2019, 4, 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/latin-americas-struggle-with-democratic-backsliding/; International 
Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, The Global State of Democracy 2019, 122–24. 
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in the executive branch, thereby reducing the legislative and judiciary branches’ ability to 

oppose the president’s decisions.64 Initially, Chávez expanded participatory democracy in 

Venezuela through his use of a referenda to implement new laws and change existing ones, 

but he did so to circumvent the legislative and judicial branches. For example, in 1999, 

with the approval of a popular referendum, Chávez convened a Constituent National 

Assembly to modify the Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (CBRV).65 

Some of the changes made to the constitution allowed the president to weaken political 

parties by letting citizens directly vote for political positions and laws.66As a result, 

political parties had less controlled over was policies and laws were passed. These changes 

reasserted the state as a central component and centralized the power within the executive 

branch.67 After Chávez won the presidency again in 2006, he invoked articles of the 

modified 1999 CBRV to establish laws without the permission of the legislative branch. 

His intent in doing so was to fulfill his campaign promise to establish a 21stcentury 

socialism in Venezuela. The first law he enacted to that end was the Enabling Law, which 

allowed the executive branch to establish new laws for a delimited period (art. 203).68 With 

the Enabling Law in place, the president was also allowed to reform articles of the 1999 

CBRV that presented political or economic obstacles to a transition to socialism. As 

Chávez was invoking these articles, the legislative branch, under heavy influence from 

Chávez, delegated to him its legislative authority over ten spheres of public administration 

for eighteen months, including the National Electoral Commission, the Comptroller’s 

Office, and the Prosecutor’s Office, furthering Chávez’s dominion over the state’s 

governmental institutions.69 

 
64 International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 123. 
65 Lopez Maya, “Hugo Chavez and the Populist Left,” 220–28. 
66 Lopez Maya, 220–28. 
67 Lopez Maya, 220–28. 
68 Lopez Maya, 226. 
69 Lopez Maya, 227; International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, The Global State 

of Democracy 2019, 223. 
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Furthermore, as part of his efforts to restructure governmental institutions, Chávez 

enacted CBRV article 331, which gave control over military institutions to the president.70 

This article allowed Chávez to have complete control over military promotions, removals, 

and job assignments and enabled him to staff the military ranks with loyal soldiers.71 

Having a military full of Chávez loyalists allowed him to consolidate and maintain power 

by giving military officials key ministerial posts, including in the state’s oil company, 

banks, and other institutions.72 For example, General Nestor Reverol serves as the Minister 

of the interior and justice.73 Moreover, in 2009, Chávez passed laws and reforms like the 

Organic Law of Decentralization and the Special Regime of the Capital District that 

allowed him to recentralize powers from the regional and municipal to the national 

executive level.74 He also nationalized several businesses considered by Venezuelan 

politicians to be strategic for the government, including the oil company, telephone 

company, and electricity in Caracas.75 These combined actions allowed President Chávez 

to make decisions without formal and informal democratic checks and balances and 

contributed to the erosion of democracy in Venezuela.  

Enabled by his nationalization of various sectors, another main strategy Chávez 

used to consolidate power and erode the country’s democracy was through his control over 

Venezuela’s economic affairs—in particular, his use of profits from oil production to gain 

voters and maintain political allies. The 1999 CBRV positioned the state as a key 

component in economic decisions, blocked the state’s privatization efforts, and enforced 

 
70 Javier Corrales, “The Authoritarian Resurgence: Autocratic Legalism in Venezuela,” Journal of 

Democracy 26, no. 2 (2015): 37, https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2015.0031. 
71 International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, The Global State of Democracy 

2019: Addressing the Ills, Reviving the Promise (International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 
Assistance, 2019), 223, https://doi.org/10.31752/idea.2019.31. 

72 International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 223. 
73 “Chavez Announces New Venezuelan Cabinet,” USA TODAY, accessed April 1, 2021, 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2012/10/14/hugo-chavez-venezuela-cabinet/1632289/; “A 
Closer Look at the Venezuelan Military,” accessed April 1, 2021, http://country.eiu.com/
article.aspx?articleid=1677616751&Country=Venezuela&topic=Politics; Iselin Åsedotter Strønen, “‘A 
Civil-Military Alliance’: The Venezuelan Armed Forces before and during the Chávez Era,” CMI Working 
Paper WP 2016:4 (2016), https://www.cmi.no/publications/5808-a-civil-military-alliance. 

74 Lopez Maya, 234. 
75 Lopez Maya, “Hugo Chavez and the Populist Left,” 227, 234. 
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strong regulatory controls over economic activities.76 Chávez’s control over economic 

activities allowed him to create “missions,” community councils that worked with the 

military and were funded by the revenue produced by the state’s oil company. These 

missions stimulated the population to work in the oil sector, grew state institutions that 

contributed to the country’s GDP growth, and created social programs in order to gain and 

retain votes.77 For example, the Mercal mission sold and distributed food at subsidized 

prices to lower income sectors.78 This mission allowed the state to distribute food to 40% 

of the population and fostered a reliance on the state that Chávez capitalized on during 

elections.79 A sustained economic growth since 2004 and the increased investment in these 

“missions” contributed to Chávez’s victory in the 2006 elections.80 The political base 

Chávez secured through economic redistribution enabled him to achieve many political 

and referendum victories that helped him consolidate power in the executive branch.  

Furthermore, the state’s management of economic resources allowed Chávez to 

maintain political allies by creating special funds that were funded by oil rent and directly 

administered by him; how these funds were spent was not subject to public scrutiny, nor 

did Chávez disclose the budget for these special funds.81 Chávez utilized these funds to 

redistribute the profits from the state’s oil company to his followers.82 His followers in the 

National Assembly voted for laws that Chávez wanted to pass, such as eliminating 

presidential terms.83  

 
76 Lopez Maya, 221. 
77 Lopez Maya, 223. 
78 Lopez Maya, 224. 
79 Lopez Maya, 224. 
80 Lopez Maya, 225. 
81 Lopez Maya, 223. 
82 Javier Corrales and Michael Penfold, Dragon in the Tropics: Venezuela and the Legacy of Hugo 

Chávez (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2015), 6–41; Piccone, “Latin America’s Struggle 
with Democratic Backsliding,” 4; International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, The 
Global State of Democracy 2019, 224; Corrales, “Venezuela’s Odd Transition to Dictatorship.” 

83 Corrales and Penfold, Dragon in the Tropics, 40. 
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Lastly, another main strategy used by Chávez to consolidate power and erode the 

country’s democracy was repressing the media. This strategy limited the opposition’s and 

population’s ability to dissent. Chávez repressed the media by establishing numerous laws 

that censored the media and forced them to self-censor to avoid being penalized.84 Among 

the most significant of these laws was the revised Law for Social Responsibility in Radio, 

Television, and Electronic Media (2010). This law allows the government broadcasting 

authority, Comisión Nacional de Telecomunicaciones (CONATEL), to revoke or suspend 

broadcasting media licenses of any media outlet that foments anxiety, promotes 

disobedience, or, as the law states, “refuse [s] to recognize the legitimately constituted 

authority,” or criticizes public authorities and institutions.85 This law also allows 

CONATEL to fine broadcasting media, radio, and internet service providers that transmit 

messages containing expression that violates the above restrictions—up to 10% of their 

previous tax year’s gross income.86 Likewise, according to the Human Rights Watch 

report, the revised Organic Law of Telecommunications (2010) “declare [s] broadcast 

media and the internet to be a public service reserved for the state” and this subjects the 

media to greater state control.87 This law also “allows the state to suspend and revoke 

broadcasting concessions to private outlets” if it is in the purported best interest of the 

 
84 Arch Puddington et al., Freedom in the World 2011: The Annual Survey of Political Rights & Civil 

Liberties (New York, NY: Rowman & Littlefield, 2011), https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2020-
02/Freedom_in_the_World_2011_complete_book.pdf; Arch Puddington et al., Freedom in the World 2010: 
The Annual Survey of Political Rights & Civil Liberties (New York, NY: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), 
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/FIW_2010_Complete_Book_Scan.pdf; “Venezuela: 
Legislative Assault on Free Speech, Civil Society,” Human Rights Watch, December 22, 2010, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2010/12/22/venezuela-legislative-assault-free-speech-civil-society.; Mia 
Alberti, “Venezuela Media Law: Threat to Freedom of Expression,” accessed February 9, 2021, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/11/20/venezuela-media-law-threat-to-freedom-of-expression; 
“Venezuela,” Media Landscapes, accessed February 7, 2021, https://medialandscapes.org/country/
venezuela;”Venezuela’s War on the Press,” Columbia Journalism Review, accessed February 7, 2021, 
https://www.cjr.org/the_media_today/venezuela_crisis_maduro_trump.php. 

85 Human Rights Watch, “Venezuela: Legislative Assault on Free Speech, Civil Society”; Puddington 
et al., Freedom in the World 2011; Carlos Arcila Calderón and David Blanco Herreo, “Venezuela Media 
Landscape,” Media Landscapes, accessed February 7, 2021, https://medialandscapes.org/country/
venezuela; “World Report 2020: Rights Trends in Venezuela,” Human Rights Watch, December 11, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/venezuela. 

86 Human Rights Watch, “Venezuela: Legislative Assault on Free Speech, Civil Society.” 
87 Human Rights Watch. 
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country and reverts expired or terminated broadcasting licenses to the government.88 In 

addition, the Law for the Defense of Political Sovereignty and National Self-Determination 

(2010) allows the regime to obstruct Venezuelan human rights advocates from doing their 

duties of defending political rights, monitoring the performance of public offices, and 

inviting non-governmental organization (NGO) members to evaluate human right policies 

by preventing these defenders from publishing their reports.89 The regime has used this 

law to expel NGO members from the country under the premise that they have violated 

this law, which stipulates that human right organizations cannot attack or offend the 

institutions, sovereignty, or officials of the state.90 Furthermore, the regime also has 

established compulsory registration for journalists with the National Journalism 

Association and punished reporters with prison sentences for criticizing the government. 

As a consequence of the establishment of these laws, Venezuela’s independent press has 

drastically declined, and the regime has blocked sensitive political information and 

detained journalists and citizens opposing the government.91 

2. Maduro’s Regime 

In 2013, President Chávez died, and his appointed successor, Nicolás Maduro, 

assumed command of the country. That same year, Maduro ran for the presidency and won. 

According to a Freedom House and The Global State of Democracy 2019 report, by 2017, 

Venezuela had transitioned from a hybrid regime to an authoritarian regime.92 President 

Maduro has been able to further erode democracy and maintain power by implementing 

the following key strategies: removing or manipulating governmental institutions that 

could oppose the executive branch; controlling the country’s economic affairs; repressing 

 
88 Human Rights Watch. 
89 Human Rights Watch. 
90 Human Rights Watch. 
91 Calderón and Herreo, “Venezuela Media Landscape”; “Freedom of the Net 2012 - Venezuela” 

Freedom House, 2012, https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/Venezuela%202012.pdf. 
92 Freedom House, “Venezuela: Freedom in the World 2017 Country Report” (Washington, DC: 

Freedom House, 2017), https://freedomhouse.org/country/venezuela/freedom-world/2017; International 
Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, The Global State of Democracy 2019, 123. 
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the population through the security apparatus; surveilling and conducting counter-

intelligence operations on Venezuelan citizens; and repressing the media.93  

As during the Chávez administration, one main strategy the current Venezuelan 

autocratic regime uses to maintain power is restructuring governmental institutions; this 

strategy has allowed Maduro to remove all legal avenues that the opposition could use to 

challenge his rule. Maduro’s most important action within this strategy was restructuring 

and later supplanting the National Assembly, a move that politically dismantled the 

opposition by preventing them from gaining the majority in the assembly and eventually 

from holding legislative office altogether.94 By December 2015, two thirds of the National 

Assembly seats were occupied by the opposition; the government responded by appealing 

the legality of the results with the Supreme Court.95 The Supreme Court at the time was 

controlled by Maduro loyalists; as a result, it ruled in favor of the regime, stating that the 

elections were “in contempt” and overturned the results.96 This action allowed the regime 

to replace some of the elected members by appointing loyalists and attempting to gain the 

majority within the National Assembly.97 While sources disagree on how Maduro lost the 

majority after the 2015 National Assembly election, what is clear is that in May 2017, 

Maduro invoked article 347 of the CBRV and ratified it without conducting the required 

referendum to approve this action.98 This article allows the president to establish a 

Constituent National Assembly (ANC) in order to transform the state institutions, create a 

 
93 Javier Corrales, “Authoritarian Survival: Why Maduro Hasn’t Fallen,” Journal of Democracy 31, 

no. 3 (2020): 39–53, https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2020.0044; Boz, “Ten Things Keeping Maduro in Power 
Revisited - December 2019,” accessed January 12, 2021, https://boz.substack.com/p/ten-things-keeping-
maduro-in-power. 

94 Corrales, “Authoritarian Survival”; Julie Turkewitz, “Venezuela’s Maduro Claims Control of 
National Assembly, Consolidating Grip on Power,” The New York Times, January 5, 2020, sec. World, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/05/world/americas/venezuela-noticias-guaido-maduro.html. 

95 Mark P. Sullivan, Venezuela: Issues for Congress, 2013–2016, CRS Report no. R43239 
(Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, 2017), 11, https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/
R/R43239. 

96 “BTI 2020 Venezuela Country Report,” BTI (blog), accessed January 20, 2021, /en/reports/country-
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new judicial system, and write a new constitution.99 However, Maduro never intended to 

use the ANC for its main purpose of rewriting the constitution. Instead, Maduro used this 

assembly, composed of loyalists, to nullify the power and functionality of the opposition-

controlled National Assembly:100 Once the ANC was established, this institution gave 

itself the power to make laws and began to act as a National Supreme Court, election 

authority, foreign ministry, and politburo.101 The ANC then barred opposition candidates 

from running for office. Once Maduro’s party gained the majority of seats in the National 

Assembly in the elections of 2020, strengthening the regime’s control over the country, 

Maduro dismantled the ANC without fulfilling its nominal objective of reforming the 

constitution.102  

Also, like Chávez, another of the regime’s main strategies for maintaining power is 

its control over the state’s economic affairs. This strategy allows the regime to maintain 

allies within the military by letting loyalists make a profit from state affairs; these loyalists 

then help the regime repress the population. The Maduro regime has exerted complete 

control over Venezuela’s economic affairs by monopolizing imports, imposing extensive 

controls on domestic companies, controlling the supply of crucial raw materials, managing 

the national oil company, and deciding which officials will be assigned to control important 

industries.103 The regime uses this economic control to assign loyalists—mainly military 

members—to these positions of control so they can profit from the revenues generated by 

state-run industries.104 For example, the state-owned oil company is run by Maj Gen 

Manuel Quevedo of the National Guard and the food distribution service is headed by 

 
99 “Constitution - Title IX: Constitutional Reforms (Art. 340–350),” Venezuelanalysis.com, July 25, 
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Defense Minister Vladmir Padrino.105 Furthermore, in recent years, Maduro has avoided 

losing support from the military during the economic crisis by allowing military members 

to profit from narco-trafficking and illegal mining operations without any legal 

repercussions.106  

The regime’s relationship with the military is central to its ability to implement 

another of its main strategies for maintaining its power: repressing the population mostly 

using the country’s security apparatus. The military helps Maduro maintain control of 

Venezuelan citizens by quelling protest, illegally arresting members of the opposition, and 

controlling the administrative institutions that could potentially oppose him. This strategy 

has allowed the regime to instill fear in the population and dissuade Venezuelans from 

opposing the regime.107 The regime has repressed the population by conducting 

extrajudicial executions, using excessive force, conducting arbitrary detentions, and 

controlling the food supply.108 The state has utilized its Special Actions Force (FAES) to 

conduct extrajudicial executions of its citizens who have in some way participated in 

protests in order to frighten the population and discourage their participation in social 

movements. In January 2019, the FAES executed six men linked to participating in or 

organizing protests.109 In each case, FAES portrayed the victims as criminals, tampered 
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with the crime scenes to make it appear as if the men were resisting arrest, and tortured the 

victims in front of their families.110 Amnesty International has reported that FAES, the 

Bolivarian National Police (PNB), and the Bolivarian National Guard (GNB) have used 

excessive force to quell protests. On January 22, the PNB opened fire on a group peacefully 

protesting in Catia and injured Alixon Pizani, who died at the hospital due to the bullet he 

received to his thorax. Pizani family members and friends were also targeted by the FAES, 

which opened fire on them at the hospital entrance.111 Additionally, the regime has 

conducted arbitrary detentions of children and adolescents throughout the country to 

prevent citizens from engaging in protests.112 Once detained, the adolescents have been 

branded as terrorists and tortured for crimes that, according to national law, do not require 

detention.113 For example, some of these adolescents have been charged with instigating 

citizens to protest through Facebook, and the judicial system applied the “Law against 

Hatred” to prosecute them.114 Moreover, Maduro also applies repressive tactics to 

maintain control of the military. The United Nations has accused the regime of torturing 

soldiers with “electric shocks, suffocation, waterboarding, sexual violence, and water and 

food deprivation”;115 this strategy has created an environment in which the military is 

extremely unlikely to oppose Maduro. Maduro also represses the population by leveraging 

food to coerce people to participate in elections and vote for him.116 In March 2018, a 

Venezuelan teacher interviewed by the Wall Street Journal stated that the government 

threatened to eliminate her state job benefit of receiving food, her only way to feed her 

family, if she did not vote for Maduro in the upcoming elections.117 
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The military is the focus of another main strategy used by the regime to maintain 

its power: surveilling and conducting counter-intelligence operations on soldiers. This 

strategy has allowed the regime to monitor for any coup attempts, identify personnel who 

oppose Maduro’s rule, and create a climate of fear.118 The regime has utilized the 

Directorate General of Military Counterintelligence (DGCIM) to spy on the armed forces, 

instill paranoia in soldiers, and quash dissent through repressive tactics.119 DGCIM 

surveils the military by using Genesi, a program that can “intercept, monitor, and analyze 

every kind of information source.”120 Furthermore, the department taps the phones of 

officers and commanders and embeds agents loyal to the regime in the units to compile 

dossiers on soldiers who display disloyal behaviors. These tactics employed by DGCIM 

have led to hundreds of arrests.121 In June 2017, the DCGIM arrested Rafael Acosta, a 

Navy Captain, accusing Acosta of “participating in an unspecified ‘right wing’ plot.”122 

While in custody, Acosta died, presumably from being tortured.123 Acosta’s wife claimed 

that the accusations were false and demanded that DCGIM investigate the events 

surrounding his death; this demand prompted the department to acknowledge what 

happened to Acosta, but DCGIM claimed that it was an “unfortunate event.”124  

Lastly, as during Chávez’s administration, another main strategy Maduro uses to 

maintain power is legally repressing the media. This strategy allows Maduro to penalize 

journalists who criticize the government, limits the citizens’ ability to dissent, and censors 

the media. Among the most significant of these laws was the Law against Hate, for Pacific 
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Coexistence and Tolerance.125 This law criminalizes the promotion of “fascism, hatred, 

and intolerance” and gives the state authority to imprison any person who publishes in the 

media or on social media messages of hatred or intolerance as defined by the 

government.126 In January 2018, the regime used this law to persecute its first victims, 

three teenagers, who were accused of inciting hatred for encouraging citizens via social 

media to protest against the government.127 Likewise utilizing this law and the laws 

established by his predecessor, Chávez, Maduro was able to shut down much of 

Venezuela’s independent press, close over 40 radio stations and three quarters of the 

country’s newspapers, and detain ten reporters, and his regime has performed over 200 

physical attacks on reporters.128 As a consequence of this strategy, Venezuela’s 2020 press 

freedom index ranking was 147 out of 180 countries, thirty-one places lower than in 

2014.129 Maduro’s strategy has repressed and restricted the media environment, does not 

permit journalists to hold the state accountable for its actions, and limits the media’s ability 

to have an open dialogue about the policies being implemented. 
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B. DIGITAL AUTHORITARIANISM VIA SOCIAL MEDIA IN VENEZUELA 

As part of its broader authoritarian strategy, the Maduro regime has used digital 

authoritarianism to further extend its control over the Venezuelan population. Since 2014, 

there have been three major upheavals in Venezuela during which the regime’s use of 

digital authoritarianism has been prominent: the protests of 2014, 2015–2018, and 2019–

2021, including the 2018 presidential elections. Analysis of these events reveals that the 

regime has used social media to implement digital authoritarianism in the form of 

surveillance, censorship, disinformation campaigns, internet shutdowns, phishing 

attempts, harassment, and targeted persecution of citizens who criticize the government in 

social media posts, all in order to repress the opposition and maintain power.130 The vast 

majority of these tactics were used to quell protests, and mislead citizens about the status 
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of the country in the hopes of maintaining public support and power. Overall, the regime’s 

use of digital authoritarianism via social media has helped it to refine its traditional 

repressive tactics by monitoring social media posts, further extend its control over the 

media, and effectively erode freedom of speech and thereby comprehensively control its 

population.  

1. 2014 Protests 

One of the first major incidents in which the regime used digital authoritarianism 

was during the 2014 protests against Maduro. During these events, the regime utilized 

many digital authoritarian tactics, the most prominent of which were disinformation 

campaigns, political bots, digital surveillance, and persecution of citizens based on their 

social media posts. These tactics hampered citizens from criticizing the government, 

allowed the regime some control over the narrative within the country’s borders about the 

crisis, and ultimately deterred the opposition from achieving their political goal of 

removing Maduro. 

In January 2014, the political opposition party accused Maduro of fraudulent acts 

during the special elections, which Maduro won by a margin of 1.5%.131 During this 

period, inflation and violent crime rates in Venezuela were at their worst since 1999, and 

the opposition capitalized on the population’s discontent to rally citizens around the 

hashtag #LaSalida (#TheExit) to pressure Maduro into resigning his presidential post.132 

During these protests, the government responded with violent tactics (e.g., tear gas, 

shooting citizens, running over citizens with trucks) to disband the demonstrations.133 The 

violence during these protests resulted in forty deaths.134 The protests finally wound down 

in May of 2014 after the government’s display of strength.135 

One of the regime’s main tactics in the social media realm during the 2014 protests 
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was manipulating the media environment by tweeting progovernment messages, filling 

social media with content not relevant to the protest, and conducting disinformation 

campaigns regarding the opposition.136 Kevin Munger analyzed the Twitter usage of the 

2014 Venezuelan National Assembly members (diputados) from both political parties to 

infer the regime’s information strategy during the protests. The study revealed that the 

regime’s strategy was to increase the volume of tweets by its politicians during this period, 

flooding their accounts with topics unrelated to the protests to divert citizens’ attention 

from the protests and acts of suppression by the regime, as well as creating disinformation 

campaigns.137 The regime employed this strategy to reduce the protests’ visibility among 

citizens and to decrease citizens’ confidence in the validity of information about the 

protests posted on social media, including by other citizens.138 For example, in an effort 

to damage the regime’s reputation and bring international awareness to Venezuela’s violent 

crime rates, the opposition had forged images of violence during the protests and uploaded 

them to social media platforms.139 The regime was able to prove that images were fakes 

and used this opportunity to create disinformation campaigns on social media to discredit 

all violent pictures regarding the protests, claiming that the opposition had falsely accused 

the regime of using violent tactics to quell protests.140 This effort helped the regime to 

obfuscate the violent tactics it was using to disband the protests. The regime also uploaded 

images on social media of Venezuelans enjoying a festival at the beach in areas near the 

protests in order to portray the country as peaceful to domestic and international 

audiences.141 The regime’s largest volume of tweets concentrated on creating a trending 

topic of portraying the opposition leader Leopoldo López as a fascist and claiming that the 
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opposition were terrorists.142 The regime used this tactic to discredit the opposition and 

thereby invalidate the accusations made by the opposition towards the government. 

Munger’s study determined that the regime’s strategy of a large volume of tweets, 

persistent social media messaging, and disinformation campaigns throughout the protests 

deterred citizens from organizing and coordinating the revolution. This tactic thus 

contributed to the failure of #LaSalida and the opposition’s withdrawal of this aggressive 

strategy to oust the president.143  

The regime’s disinformation campaigns on social media during this period were 

effective in part because the regime augmented them with political bots.144 The regime’s 

use of bots augmented its ability control the media environment by quickly disseminating 

its narrative and creating the illusion of widespread public support. According to Michelle 

Forelle’s research team, bots are “automated scripts [that] generate content through social 

media platforms and then interact with people.”145 The regime used this software to extend 

its social media impact by artificially increasing its number of social media followers and 

causing artificial trends.146 For example, Maduro had more than six thousand bot Twitter 

accounts that followed his account and retweeted his progovernment messages, making 

Maduro the third most re-tweeted public figure in the world at the time.147 The use of 

political bots also created the perception of a regime favored by its citizens.148 This 
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perception likely discouraged the opposition from openly criticizing the regime since, once 

Twitter deleted many of the regime-associated bot accounts, Munger identified an increase 

of open criticism of the government.149 

Moreover, the regime further controlled the media environment in 2014 by 

conducting internet blackouts and disrupting internet service. These tactics allowed the 

regime to obstruct the opposition from utilizing social media platforms to criticize the 

government and organize protests. These efforts allowed the regime to hide the harsh 

repressive tactics it utilized to disband protests and helped the regime to control the 

narrative to some extent within its country.150 During 2014, to prevent Venezuelans from 

getting information on the country’s crisis and ongoing protests, the regime blocked over 

1,000 sites that were critical of the government or that the opposition used to organize 

protests. Among them were Argentine site Infobae, the website of Colombian channel 

NTN24, Zello, and some images posted on Twitter.151 The regime blocked these websites 

and others under the pretense of fighting off online cyber-attacks against the government. 

It also blocked websites that were documenting the regime’s abuses against its population. 

This tactic helped the regime hide its repressive tactics by claiming to wage cyber war 

against the opposition’s disinformation campaigns regarding the repressive tactics utilized 

by the government during protests.152 Given the number of sites blocked, the duration of 

internet shutdowns, and the disruption of internet service, the regime was likely effective 

at obscuring information transmitted by the opposition via social media about the crisis 

within the country. 

Finally, the regime also extended its strategy of surveillance by monitoring social 

media postings, persecuting citizens who spoke negatively of the government by detaining 
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them and/or publishing their private information to humiliate them and tarnish their 

reputations.153 The regime’s social media surveillance extended to governmental 

institutions, private institutions, and citizens. In January 2014, Minister of Communication 

and Information Delcy Rodríguez tweeted the personal information (e.g., ID numbers, 

vacation destinations, flight information) of 27 opposition members to make them feel 

threatened in retribution for supporting the ongoing protests.154 In February 2014, 

Globovisión journalist David De Matteis criticized Maduro during a presidential 

conference on Twitter, which allegedly led to his dismissal by Globovisión as 

punishment.155 In March 2014, congresswoman Maria Corina Machado allegedly 

supported a plot on social media to overthrow the government and was removed from her 

parliamentary seat by the regime; her phone records were aired to expose her 

involvement.156 In October 2014, at least six citizens were arrested and accused of digital 

espionage, inciting crime, and violent defamation for propagating information, images, and 

jokes on social media about the death of Roberta Serra, a parliament member of the ruling 

party.157 The constant online surveillance allowed the regime to collect personal data on 

citizens who opposed the regime and use that information to intimidate, persuade, and 

coerce individuals to stop posting unfavorable social media posts.  

Overall, the digital authoritarianism tactics used by the regime in 2014 helped the 

regime deter the opposition’s political goal of removing Maduro from office and obscure 

information on the crisis Venezuela was facing. The regime’s disinformation campaigns 

were effective at flooding the internet with contradictory information that ultimately led 

the opposition to stop requesting Maduro’s resignation. 
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2. 2015–2018 Protests and Presidential Election  

Another major event in which the regime used digital authoritarianism was during 

the protests of 2015–2018 and the 2018 presidential election. During these events, the 

Venezuelan regime utilized many digital authoritarianism tactics, the most prominent of 

which were digital surveillance through the Fatherland Card, distributed denial of service 

(DDoS) attacks against websites that citizens used to oppose the regime, blocking digital 

media, and social media harassment.158 These tactics extended the regime’s strategies of 

surveillance, repressing the population using the security apparatus, and control over the 

media environment to maintain power. These efforts helped the regime to coerce citizens 

to vote for Maduro, obscure negative information posted online regarding the regime, and 

to repress the population, including physical attacks and attacks on freedom of speech.  

From 2015–2018, the citizens of Venezuela were again protesting the regime. 

Venezuelans were demonstrating through these protests their discontent with the regime’s 

establishment of a National Constituent Assembly to circumvent the opposition-controlled 

National Assembly and the social and economic crisis within the country.159 In particular, 

they were demanding that all protesters arrested during the 2014 protests be released, 

seeking policy changes to improve their quality of life, asking for governmental 

infrastructure changes that would decentralize power from the executive branch, requesting 

better policies to decrease the country’s violence rates, and demanding that the regime 
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provide necessities (e.g., more food and medical supplies).160 Furthermore, Venezuela 

held presidential elections in 2018 in which the regime used the data collected from 

surveilling social media platforms to coerce citizens to vote for Maduro—a tactic that 

potentially enabled his victory. The result of the election prompted a new wave of protests, 

once again demanding the removal of President Maduro.161 The government responded to 

these protests in a similar manner to the 2014 protest, using a mixture of traditional 

authoritarian tactics (e.g., attacking protesters, destroying the offices of media outlets, and 

confiscating media outlets’ equipment) and digital authoritarian tactics via social media.162 

As a result of these tactics, there were fewer mass protests in 2018 than in previous 

years.163 

One of the regime’s main digital authoritarianism during these protests was 

extending its capability to surveil the population by tracking its citizens’ social media and 

online activity using the Fatherland Card. The regime also created a Twitter account for 

the “Fatherland Card” and used it to spread progovernment propaganda, encourage citizens 

to get the card, and persuade voters to vote for Maduro. In 2017, Venezuela bought Chinese 

technology from ZTE corporation that allowed the regime to implement the “Fatherland 

Card” (Carnet de la Patria). The Fatherland Card is required to get economic assistance 
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and access to other government social programs.164 The government uses the “Fatherland 

Card” to track its citizens’ purchases, health history, and voting activity, among other data, 

by monitoring online activity, including social media platforms and how the users interact 

with the platform.165 The Fatherland Card thus creates a centralized database that allows 

the regime to access citizens’ online activity without needing to monitor each social media 

platform individually, increasing the regime’s social media surveillance capability.166 

Creating an extensive profile of each citizen allows the government to coerce citizens into 

supporting the regime. For example, in the lead-up to the 2018 presidential election, 

government officials urged citizens via social media to register for the “Fatherland Card” 

and strongly implied that voter participation during the election would be monitored.167 

During the election, the regime rewarded voters who used the “Fatherland Card” to vote 

for the ruling party with food handouts and measles vaccines, which were scarce resources 

at the time.168 The regime also used the data collected on this ID card to track down 

individuals who had not yet voted at the time and encouraged them to vote by reminding 

them of their government benefits.169 The implementation of this card helped the regime 

to secure the presidential election victory, centralize individuals’ social media activity in 

one database, increase its surveillance capability, and thereby maintain control over the 

country. 

Moreover, during this timeframe, the regime increased its DDoS attacks on social 

media platforms and blocked digital media (e.g., websites) in order to deter the spread of 

unfavorable information and so further its control over the media environment. According 

to Cloudflare, DDoS attack is “a malicious attempt to disrupt the normal traffic of a targeted 
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server, service or network by overwhelming the target or its surrounding infrastructure with 

a flood of Internet traffic.”170 The regime targeted with DDoS attacks media outlets and 

human rights organizations that criticized the government or reported on the humanitarian 

crisis within the country. For example, between January and March of 2017, the regime 

conducted 10 DDoS attacks on the websites of news outlets, including El Cambur, Caraota 

Digital, Correo del Caroní, Provea, Apporea and Acción Solidaria.171 One of the most 

notable attacks was against the media outlet El Pitazo-an attack that forced the website to 

go offline and conduct extensive repairs on its infrastructure.172 These attacks made these 

organizations websites inaccessible to the public for long periods of time and sometimes 

even caused these news outlet websites to locked out of their websites without measures to 

recover them.173 This tactic built on the regime’s social media repression tactics and 

helped it control the information being disseminated within its borders. Given the number 

of websites and the duration of the blocked content, this tactic likely hampered the 

opposition’s ability to disseminate information.  

Also, under the guise of protecting Venezuela from the information war within its 

borders, the regime outright blocked several social media platforms that published political, 

social, or economic content, increasing the regime’s control over the media 

environment.174 For example, the regime blocked the website Infobae because it published 

two articles critical of the regime that informed Venezuelans on the human rights situation 

in the country.175 The regime also blocked streaming sites and online TV sites like Vivo 

Play, El Capitolio TV, and Venezolanos por la información that were covering the violent 
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antigovernment protests.176 The regime also blocked the websites El Nacional, El Pitazo, 

La Patilla, and rogue policeman Oscar Pérez’s Instagram page during a police operation 

against Pérez that ended in his death.177 During the operation, Pérez was posting to his 

Instagram the violent clash between himself and the police officers. Pérez was a well-

known supporter of the opposition and had organized multiple protests, and for this, he was 

branded a terrorist by the regime and executed.178 These blocking campaigns aided the 

regime in controlling the narrative within its borders and obscuring any information that 

was not favorable.  

Lastly, the regime extended its strategy of repressing the population utilizing the 

security apparatus by incorporating the tracking of social media posts and the opposition’s 

usage of these platforms to extend its intelligence gathering capabilities. In particular, the 

regime used social media harassment campaigns to persecute and request information on 

the whereabouts of opposition members who participated in protests. As a result, the 

regime gained new ways to track and repress citizens. For example, a United States 

Department of State Country Report on Human Rights Practices reported that the 

Venezuelan forensic police were using Twitter to brand seven individuals who participated 

in protests against the Supreme Court and Maduro as terrorists.179 The Criminal and 

Forensic Investigations Corps (CICPC) utilized the account “Prensa CICPC” to denounce 

and criminalize them, publishing 186 messages with the hashtags #SeBuscaTerroristas 

(#TerroristsWanted), #TerroristasVanPresos (#TerroristsGoToPrison), and 

#DenunciaTuZona (#ReportYourArea) and asking the public to inform them of the 

“terrorists’” locations.180 These social harassment campaigns were used to slander the 

reputation of members of the opposition and persecute critics of the regime.  
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Overall, these digital authoritarianism tactics via social media helped the regime to 

request and obtain information on citizens that oppose it through phishing attacks. It also 

allowed the regime to obscure undesirable information regarding the crisis. Lastly, these 

tactics extended the regime’s security apparatus reach over its citizens, thus likely 

increasing the effectiveness of the traditional authoritarian tactic of utilizing the security 

apparatus to repress its citizens. 

3. 2019–2021 Protests  

Another major event during which the regime used digital authoritarian tactics was 

during the protests of 2019–2021. During these events, the Venezuelan regime’s most 

prominent tactics were phishing attacks, internet shutdowns, and targeted persecution of 

online individuals. As during previous years, these efforts extended the regime’s strategies 

of repression and control over the larger media environment. These tactics allowed the 

regime to collect information on citizens who opposed its rule, to hinder its citizens’ ability 

to coordinate and organize protests, and to use social media platforms to track the location 

of citizens.  

In 2019, the opposition leader, Juan Guaidó, called upon Venezuelans to protest 

against the regime to demonstrate support for his claim to power as interim president and 

demand the restoration of the constitutional order.181 The opposition also used these 

demonstrations to appeal to the military to no avail.182 Furthermore, while the majority of 

protests up to 2019 were mostly led by the opposition and demanded regime change, in 

2020, the protests faced by the regime were a result of the policies it implemented to 

combat COVID-19.183 These protests were mainly centered in rural areas that saw 
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worsening electricity, water, gas, petrol, and household supply shortages as a result of the 

COVID-19 lockdown.184 These citizens demanded better living conditions and the 

restoration of these resources.185 The regime responded similarly to all the mass protests 

since 2014: it used a combination of traditional and non-traditional tactics that resulted in 

the disappearances, deaths, and use of violence (e.g., torture) against critics of the 

regime.186  

One of the regime’s main tactics in the social media realm during the 2019–2021 

protests was its use of phishing attacks on social media to collect information on citizens 

who opposed it, which furthered its ability to surveil citizens by increasing its database on 

them. According to Imperva, phishing is “a type of social engineering attack often used to 

steal user data, including login credentials and credit card numbers. It occurs when an 

attacker, masquerading as a trusted entity, dupes a victim into opening an email, instant 

message, or text message.”187 The regime utilized sophisticated phishing attacks on social 

media to collect personal information such as addresses, emails, and social media of 

citizens who were aligned with the opposition.188 For example, in 2019, the regime utilized 

a phishing attack against a site used by the opposition to distribute aid in order to divert 

supporters of this cause to a fake website similar to the original to collect personal 

information, such as identity card number, home address, emails, and social media 

accounts.189 Maduro has had a longstanding policy of not accepting humanitarian aid, and 

for that reason, the regime targeted the website in order to identify citizens who oppose his 
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government.190 As a result of this attack, thousands of citizens had their personal 

information stolen.191 Subsequently, in 2020, the regime launched another phishing attack 

against Héroes de la Salud, a site developed to facilitate external economic aid to 

healthcare workers.192 The government attacked this platform in order to gain personal 

information on its citizens like home and work address, identification, and other images of 

official documentation.193 These phishing campaigns helped the government to capitalize 

on the personal information it collected to persecute and coerce citizens to support the 

regime. The regime retaliated against citizens who worked in the public sector by firing 

them.194 The regime has often used these types of social media attacks in the past to coerce 

support from its citizens. For example, Venezuelan teacher Sara Meza claimed that she 

voted for the regime during the mayoral and presidential elections of 2018 because she was 

told by regime members that if she did not, there would be trouble, implying that she could 

lose her job as a teacher and subsidies.195 

Furthermore, the regime has continued its tactics of utilizing internet shutdowns to 

censor unfavorable information on social media platforms and to deter the opposition from 

using social media platforms to organize. For example, in April of 2019, Compañía 

Anónima Nacional de Teléfonos de Venezuela CANTV (the state-run internet service 

provider) appeared to block social media platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, 

and Google chat service in order to prevent Juan Guaidó, the opposition leader, and other 

groups from organizing and mobilizing a growing protest against the Venezuelan 

government.196 In January of 2020, Netblocks, a Twitter account, reported that CANTV 
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had blocked the usage of Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Facebook Messenger, and 

YouTube hours priors to the National Assembly meeting to elect a new leader. Guaidó was 

hoping to be re-elected during this vote since the National Assembly was the only 

institution not controlled by President Maduro. The Venezuelan government prevented 

Guaidó from entering the Assembly building, and as a result, he lost the election to a pro-

Maduro candidate. Venezuelans were not able to see the government’s transgression since 

it had blocked social media platforms and no coverage of this event was broadcast within 

Venezuela, potentially decreasing the risk of mass protests as a response to impeding the 

opposition leader from partaking in the election.  

Lastly, the government’s continued effort to dominate the social media narrative 

within its borders involves persecuting citizens based on what they post on social media, 

extending its strategy of media environment control. For example, in May 2019, Pedro 

Jaimes Corrillo was arrested and imprisoned in Helicoide for sharing on Twitter the route 

that President Maduro’s presidential plane was taking.197 The regime stated that Criollo 

was arrested and awaiting trial for national security–related charges.198 In June 2020, 

journalists María Luisa Arriaga and Marco Aurelio Antonima were arrested for allegedly 

running a Twitter account, “@VV_periodistas,” that covered the COVID-19 pandemic 

shortages and posted Venevision’s self-imposed censorship directives that prevent the 

criticism of the government.199 Also, in 2020, the editor of the Senadores de Apure news 

site, Eduardo Galindo, was detained by the regime for covering on social media gasoline 

shortages within the country.200 The regime tried to confiscate his computer, but he 

refused. As result, he was charged with “disclosing false information.”201 

The regime’s persecution of citizens over social media posts has involved even 

harsher repressive tactics. For example, six protesters were executed by the Venezuela 

Special Actions force in several locations for causing posts criticizing Nicolás Maduro to 
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go viral on social networks.202 One of the protesters was Luis Enrique Ramos Suárez, who 

was executed a day after posting on social media a voice note that announced the next 

protest against the president.203 He was beaten and shot by 20 heavily armed security 

forces members in his home while his family was present.204 These persecution campaigns 

against online users force citizens to self-censor and be cautious of what they post. This 

tactic makes it difficult to foster public discourse and therefore helps the regime control 

the narrative.  

Overall, the digital authoritarianism tactics used by the regime during this 

timeframe helped it dominate the narrative within its borders, extending the regime’s 

capability to control the media environment. It also hampered the citizens’ ability to 

coordinate protests, as well as repressed its citizens, including their freedom of speech. 

C. CONCLUSION  

The Venezuelan regime’s use of digital authoritarianism has contributed to its 

ability to maintain power by creating a media environment that is not trusted by citizens,205 

which helps Maduro obscure the country’s economic and humanitarian crises. The first key 

effect of the regime’s use of digital authoritarianism tactics to remain in power is that they 

have allowed the regime to retain voters by deterring and slandering the opposition via 

disinformation campaigns, thus making citizens question their credibility. A second key 

effect of the regime’s use of digital authoritarianism tactics has been its ability to maintain 

broader public support by controlling the information Venezuelans receive and portraying 

a favorable narrative of the regime, which has contributed to some extent to the regime’s 

electoral victories. Lastly, another key effect of the regime’s digital authoritarianism tactics 

is that it has been able to deter the opposition’s ability to make political gains through 
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protests by suppressing the platforms the opposition use to communicate and organize 

demonstrations. A V-Dem Institute research report titled “Digital Repression in 

Autocracies” has concluded that the regime’s implementation of digital authoritarianism 

in Venezuela has helped decrease its risk of experiencing a protest by 4 to 6%.206 Thus, 

control over social media allows the regime to deter the opposition’s political agenda and 

makes it difficult for them to coordinate and organize resistance activities. Overall, the 

implementation of digital authoritarianism via social media helps the regime extend its 

ability to surveil, repress, and control the media environment, thus maintaining power over 

the country.  

  

 
206 Frantz, Kendall-Taylor, and Wright, “Digital Repression in Autocracies,” 50. 



44 

THIS PAGE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK 



45 

III. SOCIAL MEDIA PENETRATION IN VENEZUELA AND THE 
OPPOSITION’S USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA 

The second step in determining if social media helps the Venezuelan regime more 

than it helps the opposition is to examine how the opposition uses social media and to what 

extent its activities on social media help the opposition counter the regime. Hugo Chávez’s 

rise to power in Venezuela and the regime’s use of social media to expand its authoritarian 

governance caused the opposition to incorporate social media into its efforts to organize, 

coordinate, and call upon international influence.207 This chapter first examines the 

opposition’s political objectives and the broader strategies they have used to counter the 

regime. It then provides information on social media penetration in Venezuela to establish 

the extent of social media influence in the country. The penetration of social media in 

Venezuela has been fundamental in allowing politicians, the citizenry, and activists to 

protest the regime and to advocate for societal change.208 This chapter then analyzes the 

effectiveness of social media usage by the opposition since 2014.  

The analysis reveals that the opposition’s use of social media has aided them in 

effectively organizing, coordinating, and mobilizing citizens to protest the regime. The 

opposition has also effectively used social media to increase international awareness of 

Venezuela’s political and economic crisis. However, the opposition has not been able to 

reverse the democratic backsliding by removing President Nicolas Maduro from power or 

even been able to significantly degrade the regime’s power and control over the country. It 
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has not been able to achieve its main political objective due to using the same ineffective 

strategies via social media that it has used against the regime since 2001.209  

A. THE OPPOSITION’S POLITICAL OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGIES TO 
COUNTER THE REGIME 

Assessing the ways and extent to which the opposition has benefited from its use 

of social media requires understanding the opposition’s broader political objectives and 

strategies to counter the regime. The opposition in Venezuela is composed of both 

parliamentary and nonparliamentary actors that alternately lead the movement.210 

Accordingly, the opposition has implemented institutional and extra-institutional strategies 

depending on the circumstances. All these strategies are in support of the opposition’s main 

political objective of installing a liberal democratic government with a market-based 

economy, but they have proven to be variously beneficial and ineffectual.211 

One strategy used by the opposition to counter the regime is the unification of all 

opposition actors in the political and civil spheres to rally in favor of a single set of 

candidates to obtain electoral wins.212 In 2006, for the first time, the opposition unified 

under the Democratic Unity Roundtable (MUD) party, creating a formal unified electoral 

vehicle, a unified discourse, and a centralized stable of candidates.213 This strategy initially 
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resulted in three national electoral successes: In 2008, the opposition won the 

governorships of six of the most important states in Venezuela, and in 2010, they obtained 

only 1% less of the votes than the regime in the legislative elections, impeding the regime 

from having a two-thirds majority of seats, making it harder for the regime to pass 

legislation that could further empower itself.214 In 2015, the MUD won two thirds of the 

seats in the National Assembly, altering for the first time its political balance since Chávez 

assumed command.215 The strategy of unification thus increased the opposition’s electoral 

strength and enabled it to achieve electoral victories.216 However, the strength of the 

opposition’s unity wavered through the years.217 In 2018, MUD launched the “Broad 

Front” (“Frente Amplio”) campaign to unify once again the political and civil society, 

creating a committee to organize general strikes and choose political leadership and 

drafting a program that could be used by a transitional government.218 However, the 

campaign failed to unify these groups, and the campaign has not been able to replicate the 

success MUD had initially.219 

Another strategy consistently used by the opposition to date is the organization and 

coordination of protests to challenge the regime, thereby pressuring the regime to listen to 

the opposition’s demands.220 The first cycle of protests occurred in 2001 when the 

opposition protested the Enabling Law.221 They then demanded for President Chávez to 
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step down, but the demonstrations did not yield any results: the decree remained in place 

and the president was not removed.222 The strategy of coordinating protest has also been 

in combination with institutional strategies.223 For example, in 2004, the opposition 

complemented its protests with a presidential recall referendum that ultimately was 

unsuccessful.224 In 2016, opposition leaders called for a presidential recall referendum 

against President Maduro that, according to Venebarómetro poll, indicated that 68% of 

Venezuelans wanted him out of office.225 The opposition mobilized citizens to protest 

against the government in order to pressure the regime into implementing the recall 

referendum, but ultimately, the opposition’s efforts were halted by the regime, and the 

referendum did not pass.226 

Lastly, another strategy used by the opposition to counter the regime has been to 

boycott elections in order to signal that elections in Venezuela are fraudulent.227 In 2005, 

the opposition boycotted regional and parliamentary elections because they did not believe 

that the electoral process would be fair and free.228 In 2018, the opposition boycotted the 

presidential election since they viewed the electoral process as “fraudulent [and] 

illegitimate” and stated that the regime had created unfair conditions such as barring 
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members of the opposition from running and banning MUD from running.229 The 

opposition strategy of boycotting this election fueled international condemnation of the 

regime from the OAS and helped opposition leader Juan Guaidó receive international 

backing.230 In 2020, the opposition urged Venezuelans to boycott the National Assembly 

(parliamentary) elections since the electoral process was fraudulent.231 This strategy has 

helped the opposition gain international influence and raise awareness of the country’s 

political crisis. 

Overall, though the political strategies used by the opposition to counter the regime 

and transition Venezuela into a democratic country have proven ineffective against the 

regime. The opposition have been using the same strategies since 2001 to no avail. Even 

though the opposition have gained small electoral victories, the regime has been able to 

maintain and increase its control over the country.  

B. SOCIAL MEDIA PENETRATION IN VENEZUELA 

Understanding how effectively the opposition has used social media to dissent 

against the government and its political agenda requires first establishing the degree of 

internet and social media penetration in Venezuela to establish the opposition’s reach to 

citizens via social media platforms. As Chapter II explains, one of the regime’s main 

strategies for maintaining power has been to control the media environment. This control 

has led Venezuelans to mistrust the country’s traditional media and to look for alternative, 
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reliable, sources of information regarding the country’s political events and economic 

crisis.232 A survey by Hinterlaces in 2018 reported that 77% of Venezuelans had little to 

no confidence in the country’s traditional media.233 Therefore, Venezuelans have become 

reliant on social media platforms to obtain information. A director at the Washington-based 

think tank Inter-American Dialogue emphasized social media’s role in Venezuela by 

stating that these platforms “had become the most critical ways Venezuelans 

communicated beyond the reach of government censors.”234 As a result, the opposition 

has organized, campaigned, vied for international influence, and countered the 

government’s narrative largely through social media platforms.235 In particular, the 

opposition mobilizes citizens publicly through Facebook and Twitter campaigns and 

privately communicates important information about upcoming protests through the 

encrypted messaging service WhatsApp.236 Therefore, establishing social media 

penetration in Venezuela since 2011, when President Hugo Chávez joined Twitter and 

propelled political discourse to social media platforms, is key to understanding the 

opposition’s ability to mobilize citizens against the government. However, the regime does 

not provide official statistics about social media usage within the country, so the only data 

available come from civil society groups, NGOs, and professional organizations, which 

sometimes offer contradictory information.237 Nevertheless, the data still provides useful 

insight into the country’s internet and social media penetration, as well as Venezuelans 

attitudes towards social media platforms. 

Over the last decade, Venezuela has experienced varying levels of internet 

penetration and infrastructure degradation; overall, however, the country has been able to 

increase its internet and social media penetration. During this period, citizens have 
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increasingly relied on social media platforms to obtain information about the status of the 

country and politics.238 By 2011, Venezuela’s internet and social media penetration had 

increased significantly from previous years, and politics took a more prominent role on 

social media platforms.239 The country’s internet penetration had reached 40% of 

Venezuelans, who ranked third in social media use in Latin America.240 Among internet 

users in Venezuela, 75% accessed social media platforms, so about 30% of the country’s 

population was on social media.241 In particular, Venezuela’s Twitter penetration 

exhibited the third highest growth worldwide as a result of President Hugo Chávez joining 

the platform in April of 2011.242 Twitter saw a 5% increase in registered Venezuelan users 

a few months after Chávez joined, making him the second most followed president in the 

world on Twitter that year.243 Chávez’s move to join Twitter influenced the opposition 

leader Henrique Capriles to increase his footprint on the platform by tweeting three times 

more than Chávez did, effectively propelling political discourse among Venezuelans on 

social media platforms.244 However, despite the increase of Twitter users within the 

country in 2011, Venezuela’s most utilized platform was Facebook, with 30% of 
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Venezuelan internet users subscribed to the platform and the country ranked fifth in 

Facebook usage in Latin America.245  

From 2011 to 2015, Venezuela saw a steady increase in internet and social media 

penetration. During this period, Venezuela’s telecommunication infrastructure and quality 

of internet access was hampered by the country’s economic crisis, thus exacerbating the 

gap in internet access between rural and urban areas and impeding continuous internet 

access to users.246 Venezuela’s internet penetration decreased by 2%.247 The country’s 

inability to adequately maintain internet infrastructure resulted in Venezuela having the 

worst internet speeds in the region.248 Regardless of the poor infrastructure and poor 

internet quality during this time, social media platforms’ role in politics was still 

prominent.249  

Finally, from 2017 to 2021, despite Venezuela’s poor infrastructure it has been able 

to slowly increase its internet and social media penetration and widen the range of topics 

in Venezuela’s public discourse.250 Social media platforms have become an even more 

important alternative source for Venezuelans to stay informed on political and state 

affairs.251 According to a survey by Delphos, 16% of the population rely primarily on 

social media platforms to stay informed on politics within the country.252 A survey done 

by Hinterlaces showed that Venezuelans trust information obtained from social media 

platforms more than that from traditional media: in 2017, 32% trusted social media, while 
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25% trusted traditional media.253 Social media platforms have thus become an important 

communication tool for the opposition and critics of the government, potentially explaining 

why, according to a Latinobarómetro 2018 report, Venezuela’s use of social media is above 

the Latin American average.254 Furthermore, in 2021, internet penetration in Venezuela 

increased by 0.3% from the previous year and has reached 72% of the population as of 

2021.255 Social media penetration increased by 16.7%, and the most popular social media 

platforms based on visits were Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube.256Overall, Venezuela’s 

internet and social media penetration has slowly increased over the last two decades despite 

the communication infrastructure deterioration.  

C. THE OPPOSITION’S USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA  

As social media penetration has increased, Venezuela’s regime has implemented 

measures to block the opposition from freely accessing and sharing data using traditional 

media and social media platforms.257 Nevertheless, as this section shows, the opposition 

has relied on the decentralized nature of social media to bypass the regime’s censorship 

and control over traditional media, making these platforms a critical tool for the opposition 

to further its agenda.258 In a media environment mainly controlled by the regime, social 

media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and others have allowed the 

opposition an arena in which they can contest the regime and force a pluralistic media 

environment.259 In particular, the opposition uses social media to allow the public to 

interact with each other, opposition leaders, and the international community and so join 
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in conversations geared toward the revolutionary movement opposing the government.260 

Additionally, the opposition has used social media to mobilize Venezuelans with the goal 

of pressuring the government into conceding to the opposition’s political terms. Since 

2014, the opposition has predominantly used social media in an effort to organize and 

coordinate demonstrations against the regime, as well as to raise international awareness 

about the country’s political and economic crisis. Like the regime, the opposition has also 

used social media tactics such as disinformation campaigns and political bots to augment 

and quickly disseminate favorable messages. Overall, the opposition’s use of social media 

has helped it to dissent against the regime and garner international awareness, but it has 

not helped the opposition make political gains or reach its goal of transitioning Venezuela 

into a democratic government.  

One of the opposition’s main uses of social media has been to coordinate the 

resistance against the regime via institutional strategies. One of the first major incidents in 

which the opposition used social media in this way to coordinate and mobilize citizens was 

during the 2013 presidential and local elections. During this event, opposition leader 

Henrique Capriles created the hashtag #Operacionavalancha (#Operationavalanche) to 

mobilize voters; the hashtag became a trending topic that generated thousands of retweets 

and an average of more than 120 messages per minute.261 This campaign likely contributed 

to the opposition’s loss against Maduro by only 1.49% of the vote. In 2016, the opposition 

used social media to coordinate, inform, and encourage citizens to sign a petition to conduct 

a recall referendum on the president.262 Analysis of opposition leader Henrique Capriles’ 

Twitter indicates that he used this platform to request signatures for the recall referendum, 

to publicize propaganda videos showcasing Venezuelans’ struggles to reach centers to sign 
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the petition, and to call upon citizens to peacefully protest to pressure the regime into 

holding a recall referendum.263 Despite the resulting demonstrations and the opposition’s 

effort to follow the legal framework to remove Maduro from power, the national electoral 

body decided to suspend the recall referendum, citing fraud allegations.264 The suspension 

of the recall referendum, the ongoing food and medicine supply shortage, and a 700% 

inflation rate fueled a second round of protests in Venezuela in that year.265 Capriles used 

the hashtag #LaTomaDeVenezuela (#Venezuelatakeover) to coordinate one of the largest 

demonstrations in Venezuela’s recent history, with more than 1.2 million protestors, at 

least 3% of the Venezuelan population.266 The protest resulted in international intervention 

in which the Vatican mediated a conciliatory dialogue between the regime and the 

opposition, but it did not yield any results or resolve the conflict between these parties.267 

Here again, while the opposition was able to use social media to effectively mobilize 

citizens, it was not able to achieve its political objective of holding a recall referendum, 

nor did it pressure Maduro to resign or get the regime to revise policies to provide food and 

medical supplies to Venezuelans.  

A second major incident in which the opposition used social media to coordinate 

and organize was during the 2014 mass demonstrations against President Maduro and his 

administration. During these events, the opposition used social media to coordinate protests 

and publicize its grievances via the hashtags #LaSalida (#TheExit), #SOSVenezuela, and 

#PrayforVenezuela, as well as utilized political bots to augment the number of messages 
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being posted with these hashtags.268 A study by Michelle Forelle and her team determined 

that the opposition used more political bots to retweet their content than the regime.269 The 

opposition used these tools to rally a series of protests, civil insurrections, and political 

demonstrations against poor governance by the regime, which had produced a rise in 

inflation, urban violence, unemployment, a poor economy, and a shortage of essential 

goods and services.270 For example, opposition leader Leopoldo López used Twitter to 

denounce the regime’s repressive policies, ask for Maduro’s resignation, and organize 

student protests.271 The protests were recorded by participants and shared widely via social 

media platforms to spur international community intervention in the country’s political, 

economic, and social situation.272 However, while these efforts enabled the opposition to 

rally citizens to protest the government, the use of social media did not aid in the achieving 

their political objectives to remove Maduro from the presidency and pressure his 

administration to provide better security for Venezuelans. Following the protests, the 

inflation and shortage of essential goods persisted.273 

Lastly, since 2014, the opposition has used social media in an effort to raise 

awareness of Venezuela’s crisis and to petition for international support. This effort yielded 

the most results during 2018–2021. During this timeframe, the opposition utilized social 

media to call on other countries to sanction the regime, support Juan Guaidó as interim 
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president, and advocate for humanitarian aid. In 2018 and 2020, the opposition used social 

media to validate the opposition’s claim to the presidency. During this timeframe, the 

opposition boycotted the presidential and national assembly elections since the electoral 

process was fraudulent and favored the regime, and as a result Maduro was elected 

president once again and gained control over the National Assembly.274 Opposition leader 

Juan Guaidó used social media platforms to denounce electoral fraud, inform the 

international community of the political crisis, declare himself president, and advocate for 

sanctions.275 This social media effort led to more than 50 countries recognizing Juan 

Guaidó as the legitimate interim president of Venezuela and regime officials getting 

sanctioned by the U.S., E.U., and Switzerland.276 The opposition’s use of social media was 

thus able to supplement its strategy of boycotting the election and to provide Juan Guaidó 

with international support. Furthermore, in 2019, the opposition used social media to 

denounce food and medicine shortages; this online activity led the international community 

to send humanitarian aid to Venezuela and to denounce Maduro when he blocked the aid 

at the borders.277 Overall, social media has helped the opposition to receive international 

support, but that support ultimately did not further their political objectives of removing 

Maduro from power and transitioning Venezuela into a democratic government.  
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D. CONCLUSION  

The opposition has effectively used social media to pass data as quickly as possible 

before it is deleted or filtered by the regime’s information monitoring agents, and social 

media has played a critical role in advocating for political change and better governance. 

The opposition’s political strategies aided the people in understanding the need to end the 

authoritarian leadership and the consequent poverty, lack of freedom, and the weak 

economy, all of which has vastly reduced the living standards of the larger Venezuelan 

population. As the Venezuelan president continues to force opposition leaders to flee the 

country, it has emerged that the opposition leaders in exile continue to use social media to 

influence the opposition in formulating political strategies and increasing international 

awareness and subsequent intervention measures.278  

However, while social media has proven to be effective in these efforts, it has 

finally not helped the opposition achieve its political objectives of removing Maduro from 

presidency and transitioning Venezuela into a democratic government. The opposition has 

not been able to achieve its political objectives because the opposition’s use of social media 

has been an extension of its previously ineffective strategies into the digital realm rather 

than a tool for innovating new, more effective strategies of resistance. Overall, social media 

is a critical tool to circumvent the regime, and the opposition has been able to effectively 

use it to mobilize citizens and gain international support, but it has not aided in the 

furthering of their political objectives. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 

As the previous chapters have shown, social media has been heavily used in 

Venezuelan politics. The regime has used social media to implement digital 

authoritarianism that extends its ability to surveil and repress Venezuelans. These tactics 

have helped the regime to control the media environment and deter some protests by 

suppressing the platforms that the opposition uses to organize demonstrations. However, 

the opposition has still been able to use social media to coordinate, organize, mobilize, and 

gain international support.  

This chapter offers key findings with respect to the research question, sets forth 

implications for U.S. policy in Venezuela, and makes recommendations for future research 

into the role of social media in Latin American politics. Overall, the analysis reveals that 

both the regime and the social movement sector have extensively incorporated social media 

into their political strategies. The use of social media as a political tool has helped the 

regime insofar as it has been able to incorporate social media into its broader successful 

strategy of maintaining power, while the opposition has used social media in part as an 

extension of otherwise ineffective strategies. However, based on the available evidence in 

secondary sources, it is not possible to determine definitively which party use of social 

media has helped more. 

Furthermore, while the findings are not a sufficient basis for altering current U.S. 

policy towards Venezuela, they can potentially provide insight into the use of digital 

authoritarianism in the process of democratic backsliding in other countries. Lastly, to 

better understand the role of social media in countries that are experiencing democratic 

backsliding, future research should be conducted to understand if the algorithms, 

anonymity, reach, and decentralization of social media platforms inherently favor 

authoritarian regimes over oppositional social movement sectors. 

A. KEY FINDINGS  

By internationally accepted measures, Venezuela has experienced democratic 

backsliding following Chavez’s election. During this process, the Venezuelan regime has 
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effectively used social media to implement digital authoritarianism in the form of 

surveillance, censorship, disinformation campaigns, internet blackouts, phishing attempts, 

harassment, and targeted persecution of citizens who criticize the government for the 

purpose of repressing the opposition and maintaining power. Overall, the regime’s use of 

digital authoritarianism helped it to refine its traditional repressive tactics. The case of 

Venezuela therefore suggests that digital authoritarianism is not a substitute for traditional 

authoritarianism: it augments and expands it. The use of digital authoritarianism in 

Venezuela has contributed to the regime’s ability to maintain power by creating a media 

environment that is not trusted by citizens.279A general distrust of media has helped 

Venezuelan authorities obscure the country’s economic and humanitarian crises by 

conflating information with disinformation. This strategy has resulted in reducing the 

number of protests and limiting the opposition’s options for disseminating information. 

Digital media has also helped the regime identify dissidents for arrest, spread its message 

farther and more quickly, and target opposition voices for suppression. By monitoring 

social media posts, blocking internet access, and undertaking disinformation campaigns, 

the Venezuelan regime has achieved greater control over its population. 

The opposition’s objectives in using social media include increased public 

engagement on political issues and coalescing varied opposition groups around the goal of 

removing Maduro from power and transitioning Venezuela to democracy. Accordingly, 

the opposition has used social media to quickly disseminate information domestically and 

abroad to damage the regime’s reputation and bring international awareness to Venezuela’s 

various social calamities, as well as to coordinate, organize, and mobilize Venezuelans to 

protest the regime. The opposition mobilizes citizens publicly through Facebook and 

Twitter campaigns and privately communicates essential information about upcoming 

protests through the encrypted messaging service WhatsApp. The opposition leader, Juan 

Guaidó, used social media to call upon Venezuelans to protest the regime, to demonstrate 

support for his claim to power as interim president, and to demand the restoration of the 

constitutional order. In general, the opposition has used social media to bypass the regime’s 
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control over traditional media. That said, while the use of social media by the opposition 

has been critical to gaining international support for its struggle, social media contributed 

mixed results to the opposition’s objectives and strategies. Overall, social media plays a 

central role for the opposition since it is one of the few media they can use to resist the 

government on a large scale with speed and agility. Thus, this research has found that social 

media has helped both the regime and the opposition. However, it was unable to determine 

if social media helped one side more than the other largely based on lack of available data 

on the following:  

• Social media platform databases 

• Venezuelan politically active social media users within the country versus 

outside the country  

• Venezuelan internet accessibility and use within the country  

• The role of external actors using social media regarding Venezuelan politics 

(e.g., the Venezuelan diaspora, NGOs, foreign governments) 

• Internal Venezuelan governmental data measuring the degree to which the 

government is becoming stronger or weaker as a result of social media 

• Protester turnout, voter turnout, and election outcomes in relation to social 

media use 

Overall, in the absence of this data, it is hard to correlate social media activity with 

tangible political outcomes to determine which political party uses social media more 

effectively.  

In sum, this research has found that neither the opposition nor the regime seems to 

believe that social media alone can deliver a revolutionary outcome or control a population; 

it is an extension of their strategies. Based on this analysis, the platforms have limitations 

based on the sophistication and motivations of the users. Social media’s ability to influence 

political change within a country has potentially been overemphasized by some scholars 

because the literature does not provide quantitative analysis of its effectiveness and tends 

to ignore social media’s limitations.  
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B. U.S. POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The current U.S. policy toward Venezuela has been to support and recognize 

opposition leader Juan Guaidó as interim president; the United States has also provided 

humanitarian aid to help the country and has sanctioned Venezuelan officials in an effort 

to transition the country to democracy.280 While the research findings reveal the role of 

social media in Venezuelan politics, they do not provide a sufficient basis for trying to use 

social media to aid in democratic transition. Specifically, this thesis has identified 

significant roadblocks to policy that seeks to aid Venezuela’s transition towards democracy 

via social media: the regime controls the internet service provider, giving the regime the 

ability to easily block content, and it does not properly maintain the internet infrastructure, 

limiting internet service in rural areas. These two problems limit U.S. foreign policy 

options since the U.S. does not have physical presence and so cannot help build a 

communication infrastructure or distribute information through non-electronic means. 

Moreover, the United States supports the opposition and their strategies to counter the 

regime, but the analysis revealed that having the ability to quickly disseminate information, 

coordinate, and mobilize are not sufficient to transition Venezuela into a democratic 

government. To influence democratic change in Venezuela would require a much greater 

investment from the United States.  

Despite these roadblocks, the United States will need to find ways to overcome 

these obstacles and use these tools to influence outcomes in the South American region. 

The United States has shifted its focus to great power competition and directed its efforts 

to combat the threats posed by Russia and China. This competition is prominent in Latin 

America, and Russia and China have exported digital authoritarian toolkits to countries in 

 
280 “U.S. Reaffirms Support for Venezuela’s Guaido, Sees No Talks with Maduro,” Reuters, February 

3, 2021, sec. Emerging Markets, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-venezuela-idUSKBN2A33AU; 
“Venezuela, Humanitarian Assistance, “U.S. Agency for International Development,” July 16, 2021, 
https://www.usaid.gov/humanitarian-assistance/venezuela-regional; “Venezuela-Related Sanctions,” 
United States Department of State (blog), accessed September 21, 2021, https://www.state.gov/venezuela-
related-sanctions/. 
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the area, threatening the United States’ democratic ideals and security.281 This 

development could enable Russia and China to export their tactics and software to other 

Latin America countries, thus expanding their influence in the region. The Venezuelan 

regime’s successful use of digital authoritarianism could also prompt other Latin American 

countries to use these tactics. Other states might observe that Venezuela’s successful 

authoritarian regime uses digital authoritarianism, which could prompt other Latin 

American countries to use these tactics to repress, surveil, and control their populations. 

Expanding our knowledge of how social media has enabled Venezuela’s descent into 

autocracy or challenged Maduro’s effort to remain in power could help the United States 

develop a strategy to promote democratic values through social media and deter 

authoritarians in the Latin American region.282  

C. FUTURE RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS  

The findings of this research can provide a basis for further research into the role 

in social media in the process of democratic backsliding in other countries and politics. In 

particular, this research could be expanded to compare what social media tactics are similar 

within Latin America and how the countries differ in their regimes’ use of social media to 

erode democracy. The case of Venezuela reveals that a potential first warning sign that a 

regime will use social media to implement digital authoritarianism is that it will repress 

and control traditional media to deter dissent and silence criticism. Furthermore, a regime 

could potentially implement or mandate the use of a government-issued identifying card 

that has a software imbedded to track the citizens online movements. Overall, this research 

provides insight into how Venezuela transitioned into an authoritarian regime and how the 

use of social media helped the regime to further that process. These findings can inform 

other case studies of countries that might be experiencing the same phenomenon.  

 
281 Alina Polyakova and Chris Meserole, Exporting Digital Authoritarianism: The Russian and 

Chinese models, Democracy & Disorder (Washington, DC: Brookings Institute, 2019), 1, 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/exporting-digital-authoritarianism/. 

282 Naazneem Barma, Brent Durbin, and Andrea Kendall-Taylor, “Digital Authoritarianism: Finding 
Our Way Out of the Darkness,” War on the Rocks, February 10, 2020, http://warontherocks.com/2020/02/
digital-authoritarianism-finding-our-way-out-of-the-darkness/. 



64 

Furthermore, in order to better inform U.S. policy, future research should be done 

to understand if the properties of social media platforms, such as algorithms, anonymity, 

reach, and decentralization of social media platforms, tend to help a regime or the social 

movement sector more. If there is a regime and opposition within a country that both have 

efficient strategies, does social media routinely give the advantage to the social movement 

sector or the regime? Additionally, to more accurately assess how effectively social media 

mobilizes political protest, a quantitative study should be conducted to see if the number 

of people posting on social media about protests typically correlates to how many people 

participate in demonstrations. Lastly, other future research can examine if social media 

disinformation campaigns by the opposition or the regime result in domestic policy change 

or contribute to governmental structure change. Being able to study the correlation between 

posts and outcomes can help determine social media’s political effectiveness. 

To expand the knowledge of digital authoritarianism in the country, further research 

can be done on how the Cuban government influenced the Venezuelan government via 

both security and intelligence assistance—in particular, how the Cubans served as a 

consultant to Venezuela regarding online dissenters and state media narratives. Studying 

Venezuela’s drug and corruption activities in relation to gaining supporters and how these 

activities affect the social media sphere would likewise help determine how effective social 

media is for the regime. Lastly, studying the migration and refugee problem in relation to 

social media could help determine if the majority of opposition users are outside or inside 

the country and correlate these numbers to political effects within Venezuela.  

D. CLOSING THOUGHTS  

As this research has revealed, the use of social media assists the Venezuelan regime 

in maintaining power and repressing the population. It also aids the opposition in 

organizing, coordinating, and planning efforts to counter those in power by decentralizing 

and hiding its communications, disseminating information, and organizing protests. 

Ultimately, social media does not replace the traditional strategies of the regime or the 

opposition but rather augments their existing strategies. However, understanding which it 

helps more overall will require more research and access to social media databases.  
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