SOCIAL MEDIA CAUTION
ADVANCED DIGITAL CONDUCT AND IMMIGRATION AWARENESS GUIDE

Social mediais a powerful communication tool that allows people to share ideas, build
community, and stay connected across borders. However, in the United States, online
behavior may also have legal and immigration consequences. Refugees and other non-citizens
should understand that immigration authorities may review online activity when evaluating
immigration applications, background checks, or discretionary benefits.

Digital conduct is increasingly considered part of a person’s public record. Posts, comments,
and shared content may be reviewed to verify identity, assess public safety risks, or evaluate
eligibility for immigration benefits. Understanding these realities helps refugees protect their
immigration journey while adapting responsibly to American online culture

Online conduct matters — and what you post publicly may have long-term consequences.

11.1 Why Social Media Matters in Immigration
Government Review of Online Activity

U.S. immigration authorities have expanded screening and vetting practices to include review
of online presence in certain immigration processes. Social media may be examined to:

« Verify identity or biographical information
« Detect fraud orinconsistencies
- Evaluate potential security risks

Government agencies may collect social media information as part of background checks, and
online content can be considered during discretionary immigration decisions. (USCIS)

Recent policy developments show that immigration authorities increasingly analyze online
activity when adjudicating benefits. Content perceived as supporting extremist ideologies or
threats to public safety may be treated as a negative factor. (USCIS)

Comparison: South Africa vs United States Online Scrutiny

South Africa United States

Social media rarely linked directly to Online activity may be reviewed during
immigration status immigration screening

Government monitoring typically limited [ Immigration authorities may consider online
to criminal investigations behavior during benefit adjudication
Informal online expression often Online posts may influence immigration
culturally accepted discretion decisions

This difference makes digital awareness especially important for refugees adjusting to life in
the United States.
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11.2 Types of Content That May Create Risk

Avoid Posting Hate Speech or Threats

Posts that contain hate speech, violent rhetoric, or threats can create serious legal and
immigration problems. Immigration authorities may interpret online content as evidence of

character orintent during application reviews.

Authorities have indicated that content endorsing extremist ideologies or promoting violence
can negatively affect immigration decisions. (USCIS)

Examples of high-risk posts include:

« Threatening language directed at individuals or groups

« Callsforviolence or harm

« Harassment or bullying

Even jokes or sarcasm may be misunderstood when viewed outside of context.

Extremist or Violent Content

Government announcements note that immigration officers may consider social media posts
supporting terrorism or extremist organizations when reviewing benefit requests. (USCIS)

This does not mean lawful political expression is automatically prohibited. However, refugees
should be mindful that:

« Public support for violent movements may be viewed negatively
« Sharing extremist symbols or slogans may raise concerns
« Online associations may be interpreted broadly

Consistency With Immigration Applications

Immigration authorities may compare social media profiles with information provided in
applications. For example, employment history, education details, or travel timelines shared
online should match official documents.

Legal guidance suggests applicants review online profiles to ensure accuracy and avoid
inconsistencies that could be interpreted as fraud. (employmentlawworldview.com)

Comparison: Cultural Expression Online
South African Online Culture
In South Africa, social media discussions may be more informal or politically expressive,

reflecting a vibrant democratic culture. Humor, sarcasm, and strong political opinions are
common.
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United States Immigration Context

While freedom of speech is protected, immigration decisions may still consider public
behavior and character during discretionary evaluations. (USCIS)

Understanding this distinction helps refugees balance free expression with awareness of
immigration responsibilities.

11.3 Privacy and Transparency in Social Media
Disclosure of Social Media Accounts

Some visa and immigration processes may require applicants to provide social media
identifiers or maintain public profiles during vetting periods. (Travel.state.gov)

Providing accurate information is important. Failure to disclose required online accounts may
lead to delays or denial of immigration benefits.

Permanent Digital Records
Immigration officers may preserve screenshots or records of online content during reviews.

Even deleted posts could remain part of an official case file if captured earlier during
screening. (The Guardian)

This means that digital behavior should be treated as permanent, even when platforms allow
users to delete posts.

11.4 Free Speech vs Immigration Consequences
The United States strongly protects freedom of speech under its Constitution. However,
immigration law allows authorities to consider behavior — including online conduct — when

making discretionary decisions about benefits or status.

For example, certain policy updates indicate that “anti-American” or extremist activity online
may be treated as a negative factor during immigration adjudications. (USCIS)

This does not eliminate free speech rights, but it highlights the importance of responsible
digital communication for non-citizens navigating immigration processes.

Practical Comparison

South Africa United States
Political debate often expressive and Online statements may be reviewed in
confrontational online immigration context

Free expression exists but immigration

Free expression culturally encouraged -~ .
decisions may consider conduct

Social media rarely tied to residency Online behavior can influence immigration
rights discretion
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11.5 Professional Online Presence

Maintaining a professional and respectful online presence helps demonstrate good moral
character and credibility.

Recommended practices include:

« Avoid sharing false information

« Maintain respectful communication
« Review privacy settings carefully

+ Keep professional profiles accurate

Employers and immigration authorities may view platforms such as LinkedIn when reviewing
work history or background information.

11.6 Protecting Yourself Online

Refugees should take proactive steps to manage their digital presence:
Think Before Posting

Ask yourself:

Would | be comfortable explaining this post to an immigration officer?
Could this message be misunderstood?

Does this reflect respect for others?

Avoid Online Arguments

Political or religious debates online may escalate quickly. While discussions are allowed,
aggressive language or personal attacks can create unnecessary risks.

Secure Your Accounts

« Use strong passwords
« Avoid sharing sensitive personal information publicly
« Be cautious when accepting friend requests from unknown individuals

11.7 Real-World Integration Scenario

A refugee shares a social media post criticizing government policies using aggressive
language. Years later, during a citizenship interview, immigration officers review online activity
as part of discretionary evaluation. The applicant must explain the context and intent of the
post.

This scenario demonstrates why maintaining thoughtful online communication protects long-
term immigration goals.
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Key Differences Refugees Should Remember

« Immigration authorities may review online activity during application processes.

« Hate speech, threats, or extremist content can negatively affect immigration outcomes.
« Social media profiles may be compared with immigration documents.

+ Deleted posts may still be recorded during vetting reviews.

« Responsible digital behavior supports successful integration.

Conclusion

Social media is an important part of modern life, but it also carries legal responsibilities for
refugees living in the United States. Immigration authorities may review online activity as part
of security screening, identity verification, or discretionary benefit decisions.

By avoiding harmful content, maintaining respectful communication, and ensuring online
profiles are accurate and professional, refugees can protect their immigration status while
participating responsibly in digital communities.

Digital awareness is not about limiting expression — it is about understanding how online
behavior fits within the legal framework of immigration and integration in the United States.

Footnotes

USCIS Privacy Updates - Social Media in Background Checks
USCIS Screening Guidance - Social Media Vetting

USCIS Policy Updates on Discretionary Factors

U.S. State Department - Expanded Online Presence Review
Legal Guidance on Social Media and Immigration Applications

Immigration Discretionary Analysis - USCIS Policy Manual

WWW.SACHAMBERUSA.COM




