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Abstract: In the social media environment, interaction metrics enable the datafication of social
attention, and digital visibility becomes a critical resource affecting individual influence. Through
Bourdieu's capital theory and Goffman's self-presentation theory, this study finds that visibility is the
product of the interaction between platform algorithm allocation and user strategic presentation, and
sustained attention can be converted into symbolic capital and can be monetized. However, visibility
competition may trigger risks such as attention anxiety and digital inequality, which need to be
addressed through algorithm governance, media literacy, and other measures. This study, to some
extent, extends the explanatory power of classical theories in the digital environment and provides a
new perspective for understanding digital social stratification.
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1. Introduction

With the further development of digital technology, quantitative indicators such as likes and reposts
on social media have enabled the datafication of social attention, and "visibility" has become a key
social resource and a new form of symbolic capital. This paper combines Bourdieu's capital theory with
Goffman's self-presentation theory and mainly explores three core questions: whether digital visibility
constitutes a new form of symbolic capital, how platform algorithms affect the generation of visibility,
and how individuals participate in the competition for visibility through self-presentation strategies.
This paper extends the digital explanatory power of classical sociological theories at the theoretical
level and reveals the structural stratification of digital platforms; at the practical level, it provides a
certain reference for understanding governance issues such as attention anxiety and algorithmic power.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Conceptual Evolution of Visibility Theory

The concept of "visibility" was first systematically discussed and examined in studies of power and
media. The French thinker Foucault, in his research on disciplinary society, proposed the model of the
"panopticon" and further pointed out that power can achieve continuous monitoring of individual
behavior through the structure of visibility[5]. The communication scholar John B. Thompson
introduced the concept of "mediated visibility," arguing that mass media have transformed the structure
of visibility in traditional society, enabling social actors to enter a broader public view[6]. The Italian
sociologist Andrea Brighenti defines visibility as a structure of social relations, and he argues that there
is an asymmetry between "being seen" and the power of seeing[4]. These studies have laid the
theoretical foundation for visibility from the perspectives of power and media structure.

2.2 Digital Visibility in the Social Media Environment

With the development of social media, visibility has increasingly become a very important
perspective for understanding digital interaction. The scholar Li Jing points out that platforms, through
interactive mechanisms such as likes and comments, datafy individuals' social relationships and
identity expressions and make them continuously visible, thereby further promoting the "visualization"



of social capital[10]. The scholar Lyu Jing conducts research on the social media behavior of young
people, and she finds that liking is not only a form of interaction but also a very important strategy for
users to manage their image and present themselves[11]. In their study of WeChat Exercise, the scholars
Jiang Hong and Long Xiaoxu point out that platforms allow individuals' daily activities, in the form of
data records, to be continuously presented in the social network, enabling users to adjust their visibility
between showing and hiding[8].

2.3 Algorithmic Mechanisms and Visibility Allocation

As recommendation algorithms become more widespread, the academic community has begun to
discuss the generation mechanism of visibility from the level of platform structure. The scholar Zhou
Baohua points out that, in an information-overloaded environment, "being seen" becomes an important
condition for an issue to enter the public opinion space, and the process of public opinion formation is
essentially an allocation of attention and visibility[7]. The algorithm system, by analyzing user behavior
and social relationships, ranks the order of information dissemination and the scope of exposure,
thereby affecting the dissemination path of public issues, and gradually shifts the logic of public
opinion dissemination from "editorial selection" to "algorithmic allocation"[7].

2.4 Research Review and Limitations

Existing research has revealed the generation logic of digital visibility from the perspectives of
theory, media practice, and platform mechanisms, but most studies focus on expressive behavior and
interactive mechanisms, and they pay insufficient attention to how digital visibility is transformed into
social resources within social relationship networks. Research that systematically analyzes the
relationship between visibility and social stratification from the perspective of social capital or
symbolic capital remains relatively limited, and this gap constitutes the research space for further
exploration in this paper.

3. Theoretical Framework and Analytical Model

3.1 The Concept of Digital Visibility

In the social media environment, visibility generally refers to the degree to which an individual or
content is viewed and followed on a platform. Compared with traditional social interaction, visibility
on digital platforms has an obvious quantifiable characteristic. Indicators such as the number of likes,
the number of reposts, comment interactions, and the size of followers can relatively clearly reflect the
amount of attention a user receives on a platform. These indicators not only record the status of
information dissemination but also construct a new social evaluation system. When some users have
higher interaction data, their content is more likely to be recommended by platform algorithms, thereby
further expanding the reach of their content. This creates a "visibility cycle," in which high visibility
brings more attention to them, and more attention in turn further enhances their visibility.

3.2 Digital Visibility and the Transformation of Symbolic Capital

Within the framework of capital theory, symbolic capital typically manifests as social recognition
and prestige. When interaction metrics on digital platforms become a crucial standard for measuring
social influence, visibility increasingly acquires the attributes of symbolic capital. The number of likes
and the size of followers are not only important technical indicators but also gradually become an
important basis for social evaluation. This process can be understood as a mechanism of capital
transformation. Individuals can obtain a certain degree of visibility by producing content and
participating in interactions, and as visibility accumulates, it slowly transforms into social recognition
and online influence. After influence is further expanded, some users can even further convert this
symbolic capital into economic capital, for example, by cooperating with advertisers or monetizing
content to achieve personal income.

3.3 AModel of the Capitalization Mechanism of Digital Visibility

Through theoretical analysis, this paper constructs a "model of the capitalization mechanism of
digital visibility and symbolic capital accumulation." This model includes four core links. The first is



platform structure, where platform algorithms and interaction mechanisms constitute the institutional
environment of digital interaction and determine the basic rules of information dissemination. The
second is digital visibility, where indicators such as likes, comments, and the number of followers
constitute the specific forms of visibility. The third is self-presentation strategy, where users can
enhance their visibility on platforms through content production and identity construction. The fourth is
symbolic capital accumulation, where the continuous increase of visibility brings certain social
recognition and online influence, thereby forming new symbolic capital. This mechanism allows the
platform's technological structure and individual behavioral strategies to work together, ultimately
forming a new digital social stratification structure.

4. Generation Mechanism of Digital Visibility

4.1 Platform Algorithms and Visibility Allocation

In social media, algorithmic recommendation, as the core of information dissemination, has
replaced active search. Platforms sort content based on users' behavioral data, such as clicks and
interactions. Since users only browse a portion of the information feed, the platform becomes the
primary allocator of digital visibility and can determine the visibility of content. The dissemination
scale of a piece of content is often determined by its initial interaction rate; content with a higher
interaction rate will be amplified by the algorithm, while content with a lower rate will be
overwhelmed by the massive amount of information. This mechanism highly concentrates the
allocation of visibility, making it a scarce resource. At the same time, users adjust their production
strategies according to the algorithm's preferences in order to gain more exposure. It can be seen that
platform algorithms not only affect the allocation of visibility but also play a certain role in shaping the
content ecology and culture of the platform.

4.2 Self-Presentation Strategies and Visibility Competition

As visibility becomes an important resource, many users adopt strategic behaviors to enhance their
chances of exposure, which is highly consistent with the content discussed in Goffman's
self-presentation theory. Specific strategies include producing entertaining and emotional content based
on platform culture and audience preferences, continuously updating interactions; carefully designing
visual elements on image- and video-dominated platforms to shape online identity; and triggering
resonance by sharing personal experiences and emotional stories to strengthen emotional connections.
As visibility competition intensifies, some users turn to systematic operation, using data analysis, trend
tracking, and timing optimization to improve dissemination effects. Highly strategic behaviors
transform self-presentation from daily interaction into goal-oriented content production.

4.3 Visibility Cycle and Symbolic Capital Accumulation

When users gain a certain degree of visibility on a platform, their influence further expands,



forming a "visibility cycle." This process includes three stages. The first is initial accumulation, where
users gain attention through content publishing, and highly interactive content is boosted by the
algorithm to attract more users. The second is influence expansion, where sustained high visibility
increases the account's weight, allowing it to accumulate loyal audiences. The third is symbolic capital
formation, where high attention converts into social recognition, and users may become opinion leaders
and can further monetize this into economic benefits. Thus, digital visibility manifests as the interaction
between algorithm allocation and user strategies; in this process, visibility gradually transforms into
symbolic capital, thereby forming a new social stratification structure in the digital space.

5. Social Risks of Digital Visibility Competition

5.1 Digital Visibility Competition and Attention Anxiety

On social media, explicit interaction metrics such as likes, comments, and follower counts not only
serve as important standards for measuring online influence but also, to some extent, shape users'
perception of their own value. Excessive and continuous attention to data not only generates visibility
competition but also brings psychological pressure to content creators. When the data fails to meet
expected results, users are prone to feelings of frustration. Users constantly increase their content
output in order to maintain a certain level of exposure. When others receive higher levels of attention,
users are likely to experience anxiety by comparison. Therefore, some users tend to post emotional or
controversial content to boost their interaction rates. Although such content can increase visibility in
the short term, it also greatly exacerbates the emotional tone of online discussions. It can be seen that
visibility competition both affects individual psychology and shapes the atmosphere of online culture.

5.2 Algorithmic Allocation Mechanism and Digital Inequality

In the platform society, algorithmic recommendation dominates the dissemination of information by
analyzing certain user behaviors. Although this mechanism improves efficiency to some extent, it also
exacerbates digital inequality. Algorithms tend to favor content with high interaction rates, which
makes it easier for users who have already gained some attention to receive further attention, while new
users find it more difficult to gain attention and break through the threshold, thus creating a "the rich
get richer" structure. This visibility inequality further translates into differences in discursive power:
users who occupy the center of attention wield greater influence, while groups lacking exposure are
easily marginalized, thereby reinforcing the platform stratification composed of opinion leaders,
ordinary consumers, and content creators. Therefore, it can be seen that the platform's technological
structure profoundly shapes digital visibility, and its inequality has become a significant feature of
digital society.

5.3 Platform Power Structure and the Concentration of Public Opinion Influence

As social media serves as the core communication channel, the visibility structure within platforms
deeply affects public opinion, and the power of dissemination is increasingly concentrated in the hands
of platforms and top users. Algorithms control the agenda-setting power, as they can boost the
popularity of topics or suppress marginal information. High-visibility opinion leaders exacerbate the
concentration of public opinion; although they facilitate information flow, they harm the diversity of
public discussion and cause complex issues to be neglected. The technical design of platforms directly
affects the public opinion environment, and how to maintain the diversity of the information ecology
while improving the efficiency of dissemination is an important issue worth attention. Although digital
visibility competition stimulates social interaction, it also brings risks such as individual anxiety, digital
inequality, and the concentration of public opinion power; therefore, there is an urgent need to explore
mitigation paths through institutional design and platform governance.

6. Governance Paths and Optimization Strategies for Digital Visibility Competition

6.1 Optimizing Platform Algorithm Governance and the Visibility Allocation Mechanism

Algorithmic recommendation can dominate the scope of information dissemination in the platform
society, thereby exerting a decisive influence on visibility allocation. Optimizing algorithm governance
is a key path to alleviating visibility competition. First, platforms can improve algorithmic transparency



to some extent, thereby reducing users' anxiety caused by opaque rules. Second, platforms can
implement diversified recommendation strategies to support new users and low-exposure content,
thereby breaking the "the rich get richer" dissemination effect and maintaining the diversity of the
content ecology. Finally, platforms should avoid overemphasizing a single interaction metric; by
comprehensively considering content quality and interaction depth, they can guide users to reduce their
reliance on emotional content. Through optimizing algorithm governance and visibility allocation,
platforms can not only improve dissemination efficiency but also effectively alleviate structural
inequality.

6.2 Enhancing Users' Digital Media Literacy and Rational Expression Ability

As information disseminators and ecological participants on digital platforms, users' digital media
literacy is crucial for mitigating the negative impacts of visibility competition. First, users should guide
themselves toward rational cognition, recognizing that user metrics do not equal personal value, so that
they can reduce their excessive reliance on attention resources and alleviate psychological pressure.
Second, users should improve their information expression ability, avoiding exaggerated or emotional
narratives for the sake of pursuing dissemination effects, and thus improving the atmosphere of public
discussion. Third, users should strengthen their sense of communication responsibility, attaching
importance to content authenticity and public impact during rapid dissemination. After enhancing the
above literacy, users can participate in visibility competition more rationally and effectively alleviate
the social pressure brought by the attention economy.

6.3 Building a Diversified Public Communication Ecology

Building a diversified public communication environment is a crucial step in mitigating the risks of
digital visibility. Platforms should encourage users to produce diverse and high-quality content, so that
social issues from different fields have opportunities for exposure, thereby preventing a single type of
content from dominating public attention. At the same time, valuing the expression of different groups
can enhance the inclusiveness of public discussion to a certain extent. Platforms can cooperate with
social institutions to promote the dissemination of scientific and rational content, balancing the
tendency toward excessive entertainment. By optimizing algorithms, enhancing media literacy, and
building a diversified environment, platforms can effectively alleviate some of the social risks brought
by visibility competition, thereby promoting the healthy development of the platform ecology.

7. Conclusion

In the social media era, indicators such as likes and followers can datafy social attention, and digital
visibility has become a key factor influencing individual influence and social recognition. Based
primarily on capital theory and self-presentation theory, this paper theoretically points out that digital
visibility is the product of the interaction between users and algorithms; algorithms can allocate
attention through information ranking, and users can compete by producing content. As attention
accumulates into a certain level of influence, it can transform into social prestige, and symbolic capital
becomes a new form in the digital age, which also possesses a certain potential for conversion into
economic capital. However, visibility competition can also trigger multiple risks in some contexts, such
as individual attention anxiety, increased structural inequality, and diminished diversity in public
discussion. Therefore, governance paths can be explored from dimensions such as optimizing algorithm
governance and enhancing media literacy. This paper makes three theoretical contributions. First, by
applying capital theory to the study of digital platforms, it expands the boundaries of its application.
Second, by integrating self-presentation with platform structure, it explains the generation mechanism
of visibility. Third, it constructs a "model of the capitalization mechanism of digital visibility and
symbolic capital accumulation," thereby providing a framework for understanding digital platform
stratification. Future research can combine empirical data with cross-platform comparative studies and
can also pay attention to the impact of artificial intelligence on algorithmic power, thereby deepening
the understanding of the social impact of digital visibility.
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