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Abstract 

This research paper delves into the examination of social media's detrimental impact on society 

through a cinematic lens. While numerous studies explore the overall influence of social media, 

understanding its adverse effects necessitates awareness. Cinema, as a potent medium with 

immediate and enduring effects, serves as a crucial source for such analysis while entertaining 

audiences. Focusing on qualitative content analyses of the films "Searching" (2018) and 

"Missing" (2023), this paper employs the theoretical frameworks of Social Cognitive Theory 

and UTAUT. The investigation brings to light various thematic elements, including Digital 

Facades and Authenticity, Amplification of Social Pressures, Digital Vigilantism and the Dark 

Side of Connectivity, as well as Technological Isolation and Emotional Distance. Results 

illuminate the cinematic portrayal of cyberbullying, misinformation, invasion of privacy, and 

the erosion of authentic connections, contributing valuable insights to the discourse on social 

media's darker aspects. Implications of this study extend to both academia and society at large. 

By leveraging cinematic portrayals, this research enhances our understanding of the nuanced 

and multifaceted aspects of social media's negative impact. The identified themes serve as a 

foundation for developing strategies to mitigate the adverse consequences of social media use. 

Additionally, the study underscores the importance of media literacy and critical thinking in 

navigating the digital landscape. As society grapples with the challenges posed by social media, 

the findings provide a platform for informed discussions, policy considerations, and the 

development of interventions aimed at fostering a healthier online environment. 
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Introduction: 

In an era where digital connectivity is ubiquitous, social media has entrenched itself deeply in 

our daily routines, fundamentally transforming our modes of communication, information 

consumption, and worldview perception (de Zúniga et al., 2017). Despite offering 

unprecedented platforms for social interaction and information dissemination, the pernicious 

aspects of social media have gradually surfaced, casting significant concerns over societal well-

being (Appel et al., 2020). This research delves into the cinematic visualization of these dangers 

and their profound societal impacts, as illustrated in the narratives of "Searching" (2018) and 

"Missing" (2023). These films poignantly reflect the perils concealed within the ostensibly 

innocuous realms of online communication. 

The omnipresence of social media in contemporary society has revolutionized communication, 

information sharing, and our global perception. While these platforms provide unmatched 

connectivity, the insidious shadows of social media's darker dimensions often remain obscure 

to the general populace (Kircaburun et al., 2018). This study embarks on an in-depth 

exploration of social media perils, utilizing cinematic narratives as a potent medium to 

illuminate the hidden dangers within the digital realm. Through a meticulous analysis of 

"Searching" (2018) and "Missing" (2023), this research seeks to unravel the complexities of 

social media's darker aspects, leveraging the narrative and visual potency of cinema to foster 

awareness and provoke critical discourse. 

Cinema, as a potent storytelling medium, uniquely engages and resonates with diverse 

audiences. It functions as a societal mirror, reflecting nuanced realities, and in this research 

context, serves as a lens that magnifies the concealed dangers within the expansive digital 

landscape (Appel & Richter, 2007). "Searching" and "Missing" exemplify how cinematic 
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narratives can vividly portray the consequences of unrestrained social media interactions on 

individuals and societies. By immersing viewers in the lives of characters grappling with the 

perils of digital connectivity, these films not only entertain but also offer a visceral experience 

that prompts contemplation on the intricacies of our digital age. 

The importance of cinema as a medium for societal reflection and awareness cannot be 

overstated. It captures the zeitgeist, reflecting societal concerns, fears, and aspirations 

(McCormack et al., 2021; Mukherjee, 2014). In this study, cinema emerges as a powerful tool 

for highlighting the dark side of social media (Ghazali et al., 2021), elucidating issues such as 

cyberbullying (Dechamps & McNutt, 2016), misinformation (Shehade & Stylianou-Lambert, 

2020), privacy invasion (Tuna et al., 2016), and the erosion of authentic human connections 

(Shensa et al., 2016). The narratives in "Searching" and "Missing" become compelling vehicles 

for exploring these themes, enabling audiences to witness the potential consequences of 

unchecked social media use through empathetic characters and gripping storylines. 

This research employs a qualitative thematic analysis grounded in Social Cognitive Theory 

(SCT) (Bandura, 2009) and the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 

(UTAUT) (Venkatesh et al., 2013). This dual theoretical approach allows for a comprehensive 

dissection of cinematic portrayals in the selected films and the extraction of insights with real-

world implications. SCT provides a psychological framework emphasizing observational 

learning and modeling, while UTAUT offers a lens to understand the motivational and 

contextual factors influencing characters' acceptance and use of social media. This integrated 

approach enriches the analysis, deepening the understanding of how cinematic narratives 

resonate with the complex dynamics of social media in contemporary society (Mukherjee, 

2014). 
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Through this comprehensive exploration, the study underscores the critical role of cinema in 

raising awareness about the dark side of social media. By making audiences acutely aware of 

potential dangers, cinema becomes a catalyst for informed discussions and actions, 

transcending mere entertainment to become a societal mirror that reflects and refracts the 

intricate interplay between technology and humanity. As we delve into the cinematic narratives 

of "Searching" and "Missing," this research invites a confrontation with the shadows cast by 

social media, fostering a collective understanding that empowers individuals to navigate the 

digital landscape more consciously. In doing so, cinema emerges not just as a source of 

entertainment but as a powerful instrument for societal introspection and change. 

Moreover, this study acknowledges the broader implications of social media's dark facets, 

including its impact on mental health, political polarization, and misinformation dissemination. 

Social media platforms have been linked to increased rates of anxiety, depression, and 

loneliness among users (Primack et al., 2017; Twenge et al., 2018). Additionally, the echo 

chambers and filter bubbles created by social media algorithms contribute to the polarization 

of political opinions and the spread of misinformation, thereby undermining democratic 

processes and informed public discourse (Sunstein, 2018; Vosoughi et al., 2018). These 

broader societal impacts underscore the urgency of critically examining social media through 

various lenses, including the powerful narratives provided by cinema. 

By addressing these multifaceted issues, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of 

how social media influences contemporary society and highlights the need for more responsible 

and ethical use of these platforms. The cinematic exploration of social media's darker aspects, 

as depicted in "Searching" and "Missing," serves as a timely and relevant investigation into the 

complexities of our digital age, offering valuable insights and prompting crucial discussions 

about the future of digital communication. 
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Objectives: 

 The following were the objectives of the study: 

 

1. To identify and analyse thematic elements in "Searching" (2018) and "Missing" (2023) that 

depict the dangers of social media. 

2. To explore the cinematic representations of cyberbullying, misinformation, privacy invasion, 

and the impact on interpersonal relationships. 

3. To understand the broader societal implications depicted in the films concerning the 

unchecked influence of social media. 

4. To contribute insights to the ongoing discourse on the intersection of technology, media, and 

societal well-being. 

 

Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative thematic analysis to rigorously extract and interpret recurrent 

themes related to the perils of social media as depicted in selected films. The objective was to 

identify, analyze, and interpret patterns that emerge from the coded data, going beyond surface-

level observations to uncover the underlying messages and visualizations presented in the 

cinematic narratives. 

Data Collection 

A systematic approach was adopted for viewing and coding the films, focusing specifically on 

scenes, dialogues, and character interactions that illustrate the negative consequences of social 
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media use. Initially, the selected films were meticulously reviewed to identify instances that 

highlighted these adverse effects. This comprehensive viewing process involved detailed note-

taking and initial categorization of relevant content. 

Coding Procedure 

Subsequently, a detailed coding procedure was employed. This involved the systematic 

categorization and labelling of relevant elements within the films, such as specific actions, 

behaviours, or dialogues that illustrate the dangers of social media. The coding process was 

rigorous, involving multiple iterations to ensure reliability and validity. Codes were assigned 

to distinct elements within the scenes, which were then grouped into broader themes. 

Thematic Analysis 

The thematic analysis was conducted in several stages: 

1. Familiarisation with Data: Immersing in the film content through repeated viewings to 

gain a deep understanding of the narrative and its nuances. 

2. Generating Initial Codes: Identifying and noting down initial codes that represent 

features of the data relevant to the research questions. 

3. Searching for Themes: Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant 

to each potential theme. 

4. Reviewing Themes: Refining themes by checking if they work in relation to the coded 

extracts and the entire data set. 

5. Defining and Naming Themes: Conducting a detailed analysis to define and refine the 

specifics of each theme, generating clear definitions and names. 
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Analytical Approach 

The analysis acknowledges the complexity of cinematic portrayals of social media dangers by 

aiming for a nuanced understanding of the depicted issues. This approach explores the 

intricacies and subtleties in the films’ depictions, moving beyond simplistic categorizations to 

unravel deeper layers of meaning embedded in the narratives. By doing so, the research seeks 

to offer a comprehensive examination of the films' portrayals of social media-related perils. 

 

Theoretical Framework: 

This research adopts a theoretical framework that integrates Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) 

and the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) to provide a 

comprehensive lens for understanding the visualization of the dangers of social media in the 

cinematic narratives of the films. 

 

1. Social Cognitive Theory (SCT): 

Social Cognitive Theory, proposed by Albert Bandura (2009), posits that individuals learn by 

observing others and the outcomes of their behaviours. The core tenets of SCT emphasize the 

dynamic interplay between personal factors, behaviour, and the environment. In the context of 

this research, SCT serves as a lens to analyse how characters in the selected films interact with 

and respond to social media, drawing attention to observational learning, modelling, and the 

influence of external factors (Bandura, 2009). By examining how characters perceive and react 

to the dangers of social media within the narrative, SCT contributes to unravelling the 

psychological processes and behavioural patterns depicted in the cinematic portrayal of social 

media's darker facets. 
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2. Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT): 

UTAUT, developed by Venkatesh et al. (2013) provides a comprehensive framework for 

understanding the factors influencing the acceptance and usage of technology. The theory 

identifies four key constructs: Performance Expectancy, Effort Expectancy, Social Influence, 

and Facilitating Conditions (Venkatesh et al., 2013). In the context of this research, UTAUT 

serves as a lens to analyse the characters' attitudes and behaviours toward social media within 

cinematic narratives. By exploring how the characters perceive the benefits and challenges of 

social media, and the social influences shaping their interactions, UTAUT contributes insights 

into the motivational and contextual factors influencing the portrayal of social media's impact 

on society. 

 

By integrating SCT and UTAUT, this research aims to offer a more nuanced understanding of 

the cinematic depictions of the dangers of social media. SCT provides a psychological 

foundation, emphasizing the observational learning and modelling processes, while UTAUT 

contributes insights into the motivational and contextual factors influencing characters' 

acceptance and use of social media within the narrative. Together, these theories form a robust 

theoretical framework that addresses both the cognitive and behavioural dimensions of social 

media portrayal in the selected films. 

 

Through this integrated lens, the research seeks to uncover the complexities of how characters 

navigate the digital landscape, shedding light on the psychological and motivational aspects 

that drive their interactions with social media. This theoretical framework guides the thematic 

analysis, allowing for a comprehensive exploration of the cinematic representation of social 

media's darker dimensions and their implications on individual and societal levels. 
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Analysis 

 

Thematic Exploration: 

 

1. Cyberbullying: 

In "Searching," the theme of cyberbullying is intricately woven into the narrative, offering a 

sophisticated examination of how online interactions exacerbate the challenges faced by the 

characters. The film subtly yet powerfully highlights the insidious nature of virtual harassment, 

illustrating its pervasive influence on the characters' lives and decisions (Balakrishnan, 2017). 

This nuanced portrayal is highly relevant to the study as it provides a deep understanding of 

the psychological and social dimensions of cyberbullying, demonstrating how such negative 

online behaviors can disrupt lives and shape perceptions. The protagonist’s journey, where the 

anonymity and reach of social media amplify personal vulnerabilities, resulting in a nuanced 

portrayal of the far-reaching consequences of online harassment (Zuboff, 2019) is a facet that 

adds to the study. 

 

Conversely, "Missing" adopts a more explicit approach to cyberbullying, portraying the 

protagonists' struggles with false accusations and relentless online harassment in their pursuit 

of truth. This film delivers a raw and unflinching depiction of the severe psychological toll 

cyberbullying imposes on individuals, capturing the profound emotional and mental distress 

experienced by the victims (Görzig & Frumkin, 2013; Kircaburun et al., 2019). The interaction 

with the topic in "Missing" is direct and intense, using the characters' experiences to illustrate 

the devastating impact of cyberbullying on mental health and the complexities of navigating 
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digital threats in the quest for justice and truth. The relevance to the study lies in its vivid 

illustration of the extreme consequences of cyberbullying, emphasizing the urgent need for 

awareness and intervention strategies in mitigating such online threats (Zuboff, 2019). By 

analyzing these cinematic representations, the study underscores the critical importance of 

addressing cyberbullying within the broader context of social media's impact on society. 

 

2. Misinformation: 

Both films adeptly portray the rapid dissemination of misinformation through social media 

channels, highlighting the profound consequences of unreliable digital information. In 

"Searching," characters are frequently misled by false leads, underscoring the ease with which 

misinformation can complicate and distort investigative efforts (Audrezet et al., 2020). This 

portrayal is relevant to the study as it illustrates the pervasive influence of misinformation on 

decision-making processes and the challenges it poses to discerning truth in a digital landscape 

(Stengel, 2020). 

 

In "Missing," the repercussions of misinformation are starkly evident as characters struggle 

with the fallout from relying on inaccurate digital sources. The film emphasizes the emotional 

and psychological toll of misinformation, making it a central theme that underscores the 

potential dangers of digital falsehoods in contemporary society (Shensa et al., 2016). This 

depiction is significant to the study because it highlights the real-world implications of 

misinformation, reinforcing the critical need for digital literacy and robust mechanisms to 

combat the spread of false information (Stengel, 2020). By examining these cinematic 

representations, the study aims to shed light on the broader societal impact of misinformation 

in the digital age. 
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3. Invasion of Privacy: 

"Searching" masterfully explores the theme of invasion of privacy, revealing hidden facets of 

characters' lives through digital means. The film meticulously examines the ramifications of 

such invasive practices, challenging ethical boundaries and personal privacy (Carr, 2010). This 

exploration is particularly relevant to the study as it highlights the ethical dilemmas posed by 

digital surveillance and the erosion of personal privacy, emphasizing the need for critical 

discourse on maintaining boundaries in an increasingly connected world. 

 

Similarly, "Missing" delves into the invasion of privacy, portraying characters grappling with 

the ethical complexities of accessing personal information (Duivestein & Bloem, 2013). The 

film encourages viewers to scrutinize the limits of intrusion in the pursuit of justice, adding 

nuanced layers to the narrative (Tuna et al., 2016). This depiction is significant to the study as 

it underscores the tensions between privacy and transparency, prompting a deeper 

understanding of the ethical implications of digital intrusion. By analysing these cinematic 

narratives, the study aims to illuminate the broader societal concerns surrounding privacy in 

the digital age, reinforcing the necessity for robust ethical standards and protections. 

 

4. Erosion of Authentic Connections: 

Both films poignantly underscore the erosion of authentic connections in the digital age, 

emphasizing the emotional and relational toll of pervasive digital communication. In 

"Searching," characters grapple with the difficulty of maintaining meaningful relationships 

amid the chaotic and often superficial interactions facilitated by the online world (Shehade & 

Stylianou-Lambert, 2020). This portrayal is highly relevant to the study as it highlights the 



13 
 

detrimental effects of digital communication on interpersonal bonds, illustrating the challenges 

of fostering genuine connections in an era dominated by virtual interactions. 

 

Similarly, "Missing" echoes this theme, depicting characters who struggle to form and sustain 

authentic relationships under the pervasive influence of social media (Odaci & Çikrikçi, 2014). 

The film accentuates the emotional consequences of excessive reliance on digital 

communication platforms, stressing the potential costs to personal relationships and social 

well-being. This exploration is significant to the study as it reveals the broader societal 

implications of digital connectivity, prompting critical reflections on how social media shapes 

and often undermines the quality of human interactions. By examining these cinematic 

narratives, the study aims to deepen the understanding of the complex dynamics between 

digital communication and authentic human connections, advocating for a balanced approach 

to technology use in fostering meaningful relationships. 

 

5. Social Media as a Tool for Connection and Alienation: 

In "Searching," the protagonist David Kim leverages various online platforms to locate his 

missing daughter, Margot. The narrative underscores the dual potential of social media to 

connect individuals while simultaneously exacerbating feelings of loneliness and alienation. 

Margot's online interactions not only shape her identity but also add layers of complexity to 

the investigation, highlighting the intricate and often troubling ways in which digital personas 

influence real-world dynamics. This portrayal is pertinent to the study as it reveals how social 

media, while being a powerful tool for connection, can also deepen personal disconnection and 

complicate familial relationships. 
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Similarly, in "Missing," June Allen employs social media to unravel the mystery of her 

mother's disappearance. The film vividly illustrates the dual nature of these digital platforms – 

they facilitate crucial connections yet also conceal deceptive elements. June's quest for truth 

exposes the dangers inherent in online relationships, as her mother's hidden past and the 

surrounding criminal conspiracies are deeply intertwined with the digital sphere. This depiction 

is relevant to the study as it emphasizes the precarious balance between the beneficial and 

harmful aspects of social media, underscoring the need for critical awareness and careful 

navigation of digital interactions. 

 

6. Online Deception and Its Consequences: 

"Searching" delves into the ramifications of online deception, particularly through the character 

Robert, who creates a false identity to connect with Margot. This narrative highlights the 

profound harm caused by fabricated online personas, demonstrating the severe impact on real-

world relationships and the tragic outcomes that ensue from such deceit. The film emphasizes 

the critical need for vigilance in navigating online interactions and underscores the potential 

for severe consequences, thereby contributing to a broader understanding of digital trust and 

authenticity. This exploration is highly relevant to the study, as it illuminates the complexities 

of online deception and its far-reaching effects on personal and social dynamics. 

 

In a similar vein, "Missing" features the antagonist Kevin, who uses social media to fabricate 

a false reality, ultimately leading to the abduction of June's mother. The film offers a 

compelling critique of the ease with which individuals can manipulate digital environments, 

highlighting the perilous consequences of unchecked online interactions. This portrayal 

underscores the dangers inherent in the digital manipulation and the significant repercussions 

such actions can have in the physical world. The relevance to the study lies in its vivid 
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illustration of the potential hazards of online deception, reinforcing the necessity for robust 

safeguards and heightened awareness in digital engagements 

 

7. Law Enforcement and Social Media: 

"Searching" illustrates the collaboration between law enforcement and social media in solving 

a missing persons case. Detective Rosemary Vick utilizes online platforms to gather crucial 

information about Margot, highlighting the integration of technology in contemporary 

investigations. This film underscores the potential benefits of digital tools in aiding law 

enforcement but also emphasizes the pitfalls, such as false leads and misinformation, that can 

complicate investigations when overly reliant on digital evidence (Stengel, 2020). This aspect 

is particularly relevant to the study as it showcases the delicate balance required in leveraging 

social media for investigative purposes while maintaining critical scrutiny of digital data. 

 

Similarly, "Missing" portrays the FBI and June's use of social media to investigate a 

disappearance, exposing the inherent vulnerabilities of online information. The film 

emphasizes the challenges faced by law enforcement in navigating the complexities of the 

digital landscape, such as verifying the authenticity of online evidence and managing the rapid 

dissemination of misinformation. This narrative underscores the need for a nuanced and 

multifaceted approach in handling digital evidence, reinforcing the importance of combining 

traditional investigative methods with modern technology. The relevance to the study lies in 

its examination of the intricate dynamics between law enforcement and social media, 

highlighting the potential and the limitations of digital tools in modern criminal investigations. 

 

8. Impact on Personal Relationships and Identity: 
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Both films delve deeply into the impact of social media on personal relationships and individual 

identities. In "Searching," Margot's online interactions are pivotal to understanding her 

emotional state and motivations. The film illustrates how social media serves as an outlet for 

individuals to express their inner struggles, thereby shaping their self-perception and 

influencing their real-world decisions. This portrayal is highly relevant to the study as it 

highlights the complex interplay between digital personas and personal identity, demonstrating 

how online interactions can profoundly affect emotional well-being and relational dynamics. 

 

Similarly, "Missing" explores the impact of social media on personal relationships through 

June's evolving perception of her mother, Grace. As social media reveals hidden aspects of 

Grace's past, the film examines the consequences of these online revelations on familial bonds. 

It raises critical questions about the authenticity of digital identities and the subsequent effects 

on individuals' understanding of their loved ones. This narrative is significant to the study 

because it underscores the complexities introduced by social media in personal relationships, 

emphasizing the need for a nuanced understanding of how online and offline identities intersect 

and influence each other. 

 

Through these narrative explorations, it becomes evident that the movies "Searching" and 

"Missing" intricately weave social media's dangers into their storytelling fabric, offering a rich 

tapestry of characters grappling with the complexities of the digital age. The thematic elements 

are not merely points but integral components of the films' narratives, contributing to a nuanced 

and immersive portrayal of the dark side of social media. 

 

Analysis of Searching (2018): 
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Observational Learning and Modelling 

In "Searching," David Kim's quest to find his missing daughter serves as a compelling narrative 

that intricately explores observational learning. Initially portrayed as a technologically 

inexperienced father, David undergoes a significant transformation as he becomes adept at 

navigating the digital landscape. The film meticulously depicts David's observational learning 

process, highlighting how he deciphers the complexities of social media by closely monitoring 

his daughter's online activities. This evolution underscores the critical role of learning through 

observation, particularly in the realm of technology and digital interactions. The film's 

emphasis on David's transformation argues that technological proficiency can be achieved 

through persistent observation and engagement, reflecting a broader societal trend towards 

digital literacy. 

 

Vicarious Reinforcement 

"Searching" masterfully illustrates the concept of vicarious reinforcement through the 

unfolding of its plot. As David delves into his daughter's online world, he uncovers previously 

unknown facets of her life, demonstrating the profound emotional consequences of online 

actions. The audience, through David's discoveries, vicariously experiences the emotional toll 

and ramifications of social media interactions. The film strategically uses vicarious 

reinforcement to engage viewers on an emotional level, effectively highlighting the broader 

implications of digital choices. This narrative technique argues that the consequences of online 

behavior extend beyond the individual, impacting those connected to them, thus prompting 

viewers to reflect on the ethical dimensions of their own digital engagements. 

 

Self-Efficacy and Empowerment 
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David's growing proficiency in navigating social media platforms serves as a focal point for 

exploring self-efficacy and empowerment. The audience witnesses David's increasing 

confidence and competence in managing the digital world, showcasing the transformative 

power of digital literacy. His journey underscores the empowerment that comes with mastering 

social media tools, symbolizing the broader potential for individuals to gain control over their 

digital lives. This portrayal argues that digital literacy is not merely a skill but a form of 

empowerment that can significantly enhance one's ability to navigate modern challenges. The 

film, therefore, encourages viewers to recognize the value of understanding and effectively 

utilizing digital technologies. 

 

"Searching" seamlessly integrates themes of observational learning, vicarious reinforcement, 

and self-efficacy, creating a thought-provoking narrative that captivates audiences while 

prompting deep reflection on the impact of technology on individual lives. The film argues for 

the transformative potential of digital literacy, the emotional consequences of online actions, 

and the empowerment derived from technological proficiency. Through its nuanced portrayal 

of these themes, "Searching" not only tells a gripping story but also offers a critical commentary 

on the role of technology in contemporary society, urging viewers to consider the broader 

implications of their digital interactions. 

 

 

Analysis of Missing (2023): 

 

Performance Expectancy 

In "Missing," the narrative underscores the concept of performance expectancy by portraying 

characters who rely on social media platforms as pivotal tools in their search for a missing 
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person. This storyline effectively illustrates the perceived benefits of digital connectivity 

during crises. Characters hold strong expectations that social media can serve as a powerful 

and efficient means of disseminating information and soliciting assistance. The film thereby 

explores the inherent belief in the efficacy of social media as a tool for navigating critical 

situations, highlighting the urgency and dependence placed on these platforms. This portrayal 

argues that the perceived usefulness of social media significantly influences individuals' 

willingness to adopt and rely on these technologies in times of crisis. 

 

Effort Expectancy 

The film intricately examines the effort expectancy associated with digital engagement, 

particularly as characters interact with social media platforms during their search efforts. 

Characters face challenges such as misinformation and communication hurdles, grappling with 

the perceived complexities of using social media in critical situations (Stengel, 2020). Instances 

where characters struggle to sift through vast amounts of online information serve as poignant 

examples, emphasizing the effort and difficulties intertwined with relying on digital resources. 

This exploration argues that while social media can be a valuable tool, its effective use requires 

significant effort and skill, particularly in high-stakes scenarios. 

 

Social Influence 

"Missing" vividly portrays the pervasive influence of online communities and public opinion 

in shaping characters' decisions and actions. The film highlights how social media trends and 

collective responses impact characters' choices, underscoring the significant role of social 

influence in the digital age. By delving into the complexities of individual decision-making 

under the sway of online communities, the narrative offers a nuanced exploration of the 

intricate relationship between social media and personal choices. This depiction argues that 
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social media's power extends beyond information dissemination to significantly influence 

behavior and decision-making processes. 

 

 

 

Facilitating Conditions 

The availability of technology and the accessibility of social media platforms are seamlessly 

woven into the fabric of "Missing." The film astutely explores how facilitating conditions, such 

as the reliability of digital information, play a crucial role in the characters' abilities to 

effectively utilize social media resources in their quest. This aspect adds depth to the narrative, 

emphasizing the interplay between external factors and the characters' digital capabilities. The 

film argues that these facilitating conditions are critical to the successful application of social 

media in crisis situations, highlighting the importance of robust digital infrastructure and 

reliable information sources. 

 

"Missing" provides a nuanced analysis of digital dynamics during a crisis, exploring 

performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions 

through the characters' quest to find a missing person. The film argues for the complex interplay 

of these factors in shaping the effectiveness of social media and technology in high-pressure 

scenarios. By illustrating these themes, "Missing" not only captivates audiences with its 

gripping storyline but also prompts critical reflection on the multifaceted role of digital 

platforms in contemporary crisis management. 
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Discussion 

"Searching" (2018), directed by Aneesh Chaganty, provides a nuanced exploration of the 

interplay between social media and contemporary societal dynamics. By leveraging the 

omnipresence of digital technology, the film delves into the complexities and paradoxes that 

arise when digital platforms mediate human connection, information dissemination, and the 

portrayal of reality. 

 

Digital Facades and Authenticity 

A central theme in "Searching" is the contrast between online personas and offline realities. 

The film vividly illustrates how individuals often curate idealized versions of themselves on 

social media, projecting facades that diverge from their true selves (Qureshi et al., 2022). This 

divergence raises critical questions about the authenticity of digital interactions and their 

impact on genuine human connections. Critics might argue that the film's portrayal is overly 

dramatic, suggesting that while digital facades exist, they do not universally undermine 

authenticity. However, "Searching" justifies this depiction by highlighting the pervasive nature 

of digital curation and its potential to distort perceptions, thereby affecting real-world 

relationships and interactions. 

 

Amplification of Social Pressures 



22 
 

The film also addresses the amplification of social pressures through digital platforms, where 

societal validation and acceptance are increasingly linked to online interactions (Rogers & 

Niederer, 2020). Characters in "Searching" are depicted as struggling under the weight of 

public opinion, which is often magnified by social media. This narrative prompts viewers to 

consider the psychological toll of seeking validation online and the consequences of adhering 

to societal norms perpetuated by digital platforms. While some might argue that the film 

exaggerates the impact of online validation, "Searching" effectively demonstrates how social 

media can amplify existing pressures and contribute to mental strain, thereby providing a 

realistic critique of digital age anxieties. 

 

Digital Vigilantism and the Dark Side of Connectivity 

"Searching" explores the darker dimensions of social media, particularly the emergence of 

digital vigilantism and the spread of misinformation. The film portrays how online 

communities can devolve into virtual vigilante groups, where instantaneous judgment and 

incomplete information can have severe consequences (Trottier, 2017). This aspect of the 

narrative invites viewers to reflect on the ethical responsibilities of digital discourse and the 

dangers of unchecked online behavior. Although critics might argue that the film overstates the 

prevalence of digital vigilantism, it effectively underscores the risks associated with rapid 

information dissemination and the need for responsible digital citizenship. 

 

Technological Isolation and Emotional Distance 

Despite the promise of connectivity, "Searching" also highlights the paradox of technological 

isolation (Vega et al., 2000). Characters experience profound personal challenges while 

remaining physically isolated from their loved ones, raising questions about the erosion of 

genuine emotional connections in a digital world. The film emphasizes the importance of face-
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to-face interactions for maintaining meaningful relationships and critiques the limitations of 

digital interfaces in bridging emotional gaps (Derobertis, 2003; Primack, 2017). Critics may 

contend that the film overlooks the positive aspects of digital communication, yet "Searching" 

compellingly illustrates how technology can sometimes exacerbate feelings of loneliness and 

distance. 

 

"Searching" transcends its role as a suspenseful thriller, offering a poignant commentary on the 

intricate relationship between social media and society. Through its exploration of digital 

facades, social pressures, digital vigilantism, and technological isolation, the film serves as a 

contemporary mirror reflecting the paradoxes and challenges of the digital age. Aneesh 

Chaganty's directorial vision prompts audiences to critically examine their digital engagement 

and the broader implications of social media on contemporary social dynamics. By addressing 

both the potential and pitfalls of digital connectivity, "Searching" invites a collective 

introspection on the impact of technology on the fabric of modern society. 

 

 

Missing (2023) 

"Missing" (2023) presents a nuanced exploration of social media's role in facilitating deception, 

digital investigation, social influence, and privacy invasion. This analysis delves into how the 

film portrays these themes, while also addressing potential criticisms and justifying the film’s 

depiction of digital dynamics. 

 

Social Media as a Facilitator of Deception 

In "Missing," social media is depicted as a powerful tool for deception, with Kevin's 

manipulation of digital platforms playing a central role in the narrative. His use of Gmail and 
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other online channels to create multiple identities and orchestrate a complex ruse highlights 

how social media can be employed to obscure intentions and fabricate realities. This portrayal 

aligns with Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), which emphasizes learning through observation 

and interaction within social environments. The film effectively illustrates how Kevin’s digital 

interactions shape his deceptive behavior, reflecting real concerns about online identity 

manipulation. Critics might argue that the film dramatizes the extent to which social media 

facilitates deception, suggesting that such portrayals could lead to an overstated perception of 

online risks. However, the film’s depiction is grounded in plausible scenarios that resonate with 

contemporary issues surrounding digital privacy and authenticity, thus justifying its 

representation of social media's role in deception. 

 

Digital Investigation and Cyber Sleuthing 

June’s proactive engagement with social media becomes crucial as she employs her 

technological skills to uncover Kevin's criminal history. Her successful hacking of Kevin’s 

Gmail password and the subsequent revelation of his aliases underscore the film's alignment 

with SCT’s principles of observational learning and modeling. By showcasing June’s ability to 

navigate the digital space to uncover hidden truths, "Missing" highlights the potential of digital 

tools in solving complex problems. While the film’s portrayal of digital sleuthing might 

simplify the complexities of real-world cyber investigations, it provides a compelling narrative 

on the power dynamics within the digital realm. The film reflects how technological 

proficiency can lead to significant breakthroughs, even if it slightly dramatizes the ease with 

which digital investigations can be conducted. 

 

Social Influence and Manipulation 
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The film also explores the theme of social influence, focusing on Kevin’s ability to manipulate 

perceptions through online interactions. This manipulation emphasizes the dangers of 

unchecked digital influence, illustrating how online interactions can erode trust and 

authenticity within relationships. The narrative aligns with SCT’s focus on external factors 

affecting individual behavior, showcasing how digital interactions can impact characters’ lives 

and relationships. Some might argue that "Missing" overemphasizes the susceptibility of 

characters to digital manipulation, suggesting that not all online interactions lead to significant 

manipulation. However, the film provides a nuanced depiction of how social media can 

influence behavior, reflecting broader societal concerns about digital influence and its impact 

on personal relationships. 

 

Invasion of Privacy and Digital Footprints 

"Missing" adeptly addresses privacy invasion through its depiction of encrypted 

communications and the revelation of characters' digital footprints. The film highlights the 

potential for privacy breaches within the digital landscape, using the encrypted messages 

between Heather and Kevin as a focal point for its commentary on online privacy. While critics 

may argue that the film dramatizes the extent of privacy invasion, it effectively mirrors real-

world concerns about digital privacy and the challenges of managing personal boundaries in 

an interconnected world. By illustrating the consequences of digital actions on real-world 

privacy, "Missing" offers a relevant commentary on the implications of online behavior. 

 

"Missing" provides a comprehensive analysis of digital dynamics, exploring how social media 

facilitates deception, enhances digital investigation, influences behavior, and challenges 

privacy. Although some portrayals in the film might be subject to exaggeration, they effectively 

capture the complexities and risks inherent in the digital age. By addressing these themes, 
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"Missing" not only entertains but also prompts critical reflection on the impact of social media 

on contemporary life. The film engages viewers in a deeper examination of the evolving 

relationship between technology and human behavior, offering valuable insights into the 

multifaceted role of digital platforms in modern society. 

 

 

 

Cinematic Narratives as a Catalyst for Awareness: 

Beyond the thematic elements, "Missing" serves as a powerful cinematic tool for raising 

awareness about the dark side of social media. The film utilizes the storytelling medium to 

portray the intricate dynamics of online deception and the potential consequences of digital 

manipulation. Through its compelling narrative, "Missing" becomes an instrument for 

informing audiences about the complexities and dangers associated with contemporary social 

media interactions. The cinematic exploration enhances the impact of the research by providing 

a nuanced and visually engaging portrayal of the dark side of social media, transcending 

traditional academic discourse. 

 

"Missing" intricately integrates social media dynamics into its narrative, exploring themes of 

deception, digital investigation, social influence, invasion of privacy, and the broader 

implications of online interactions. The film serves as a compelling cinematic exploration of 

the dark side of social media, contributing significantly to the overarching research objective 

of unravelling the nuanced portrayals of these dangers in contemporary cinema. 

 

"Searching" (2018) and "Missing" (2023) intricately explore the nuanced impact of social 

media on lives, relationships, and investigations, integrating it seamlessly into their plots. The 
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films reveal the dual nature of online platforms, serving as tools for connection and breeding 

grounds for deception. They delve into the complexities of law enforcement's reliance on 

digital evidence, highlighting the profound influence of social media on personal relationships 

and identity formation. These thought-provoking reflections offer a comprehensive exploration 

of the intricate dynamics between technology, relationships, and the human experience in an 

increasingly digital world. 

 

Conclusion 

The analysis of "Searching" (2018) and "Missing" (2023) illuminates the intricate interplay 

between social media and society, offering insights into the evolving dynamics of technology, 

relationships, and the consequences of online interactions. To delve deeper into the 

implications of the thematic elements identified in the films: 

 

Technological Determinism and Social Change: 

Both films suggest a degree of technological determinism (Hauer, 2017), wherein the plot 

hinges on the use of social media platforms. The narrative arcs of "Searching" and "Missing" 

underscore how technological advancements shape the characters' choices and the unfolding 

of events. The films reflect society's increasing reliance on digital communication and the 

transformative impact of technology on individual lives. 

 

Vulnerabilities of Online Spaces: 

The portrayal of deception and manipulation in both films raises concerns about the 

vulnerabilities inherent in online spaces. "Searching" emphasizes the potential dangers of 

fabricated online identities, leading to real-world tragedies. In "Missing," the ease with which 

Kevin constructs a false reality online highlights the potential for nefarious activities within 
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the digital realm. These narratives invite reflection on the need for increased vigilance and 

cybersecurity measures to mitigate the risks associated with online interactions. 

 

Ethical Dilemmas in Investigating Digital Evidence: 

The collaboration between protagonists and law enforcement in both films underscores the 

ethical dilemmas surrounding the use of digital evidence in investigations. "Searching" depicts 

Detective Vick's reliance on online platforms, leading to both accurate and misleading 

information. Similarly, "Missing" portrays the FBI's engagement with social media, revealing 

the challenges of navigating a landscape fraught with misinformation (Stengel, 2020). These 

depictions prompt discussions about the responsible and ethical use of digital evidence in law 

enforcement practices. 

 

Impact on Personal Relationships and Identity: 

The exploration of personal relationships and identity in the context of social media is a central 

theme in both films. "Searching" and "Missing" delve into the psychological impact of online 

interactions on individuals, illustrating how the digital realm shapes perceptions and influences 

real-world decisions. These narratives prompt reflection on the authenticity of digital identities 

and the potential strain on personal relationships when confronted with online revelations. 

 

Societal Reflections and Cautionary Tales: 

Both films serve as societal reflections and cautionary tales, urging audiences to consider the 

implications of an increasingly digitized world. "Searching" and "Missing" depict the blurred 

lines between the virtual and physical realms, raising questions about the consequences of 

unchecked online interactions. These narratives invite viewers to critically assess their 

relationship with technology and its potential impact on their lives. 
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Human Resilience and Adaptation: 

Despite the challenges posed by technology in the narratives, both films also highlight human 

resilience and adaptability. In "Searching," David Kim's relentless pursuit of the truth 

demonstrates the capacity of individuals to navigate the complexities of online spaces. 

Similarly, June Allen in "Missing" showcases resilience in the face of digital deception, using 

technology as a tool for empowerment rather than vulnerability. These characters embody the 

capacity of individuals to adapt to the digital landscape and overcome its challenges. 

 

This study critically examines the intricate relationship between social media and societal 

dynamics as depicted in "Searching" (2018) and "Missing" (2023). By analyzing these films, 

we gain a profound understanding of how digital technology shapes human behavior, 

influences relationships, and presents ethical dilemmas in our interconnected world. As society 

continues to navigate the complexities of an increasingly digital landscape, these narratives 

offer significant insights into the potential risks and benefits associated with social media and 

its pervasive impact on daily life. 

 

The study's primary objective was to dissect thematic elements that illustrate the hazards and 

advantages of social media as presented in the films. Through a meticulous analysis, the 

research identified and explored crucial thematic components, revealing how social media 

affects both individual behavior and societal interactions. This analysis has highlighted the 

extent to which technological advancements shape the characters' decisions and influence the 

plot, underscoring the growing role of digital communication in modern life. The identification 

of technological determinism in these storylines has demonstrated how digital platforms can 
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dictate the trajectory of personal and societal events, fulfilling the study's aim to uncover the 

dynamic interplay between technology and narrative. 

 

Moreover, the films' depiction of deception and manipulation in online environments has 

underscored the inherent vulnerabilities of digital interactions. By focusing on these risks, the 

study has accentuated the urgent need for enhanced cybersecurity and a more nuanced 

understanding of digital ethics. The analysis of the ethical dilemmas arising from the use of 

digital evidence in investigations has illuminated the challenges of navigating a landscape rife 

with misinformation, aligning with the study’s goal to explore the complexities of digital 

interactions. 

 

Equally important is the study's examination of how social media impacts personal identity and 

relationships. Both films prompt viewers to reflect on the authenticity of digital personas and 

the potential strains caused by unexpected online revelations. This aspect of the research 

contributes significantly to the ongoing discourse on the intersection of media, technology, and 

societal well-being, enhancing our understanding of how digital identities shape and are shaped 

by real-world interactions. 

 

In conclusion, this study positions "Searching" and "Missing" as not merely cinematic 

experiences but as critical reflections on the digital age. By portraying social media's dual 

nature—its capacity for both connection and deception—the films serve as cautionary tales that 

provoke important discussions about the role of technology in shaping human experiences. 

This research not only advances the literature on social media's impact but also underscores the 

necessity of a thoughtful approach to digital engagement. The study highlights the resilience 

and adaptability of individuals in the face of technological challenges, making a significant 
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contribution to the broader conversation on social media, technology, and societal welfare. As 

we continue to grapple with the implications of our digital lives, this analysis offers valuable 

perspectives for understanding and navigating the evolving interplay between technology and 

society. 
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