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To prioritize readability, I have kept in-text citations to a minimum. Only essential references appear in the body of the text. All other sources and contributions are listed in the final bibliography, organized alphabetically, for readers who wish to explore further.
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In recent years, one figure has become ubiquitous on our screens: the digital guru, also known as a mentor. Sometimes they appear with a smile and a cup of coffee in their hand. Other times, they appear with a frown and a warning about how you are wasting your life. Always with certainties. Always with a formula. Always with a truth that, according to the person uttering it, promises to change your destiny.

The discourse of these mentors—aggressive, vehement, and often discriminatory—caught my attention long before their popularity. Social media is populated by figures eager for visibility, but in these cases, the aggressive, sexist, homophobic, and openly cruel rhetoric made a difference. Over time, that initial interest shifted to another dimension. In my practice, as well as that of my colleagues, young people began to appear who were overcome by intense anxiety, dominated by a constant fear of not measuring up and by persistent guilt at any deviation from the ideals of productivity, success, or strength. They did not come to talk about mentors. They arrived exhausted, overwhelmed, and with a punitive relationship with themselves. Only later, as they reconstructed their stories, did these figures emerge, named with reverence akin to that reserved for a father, a savior, or an unquestionable judge. 

And that's when the alarm went off.

This book is conceived both in the clinic and in concern. As a psychologist specializing in behavior—and with complementary training in relationships and the psychology of art—I have spent the last few years listening to stories that seem to follow the same script. People who stop seeing their friends because "they don't understand them." Who distance themselves from their families because "they don't vibrate on the same frequency." Who criticize scientific evidence, critical thinking, and any view that doesn't fit with their mentor's narrative. In extreme cases, they even convince themselves that therapy is a mechanism to "keep them asleep." According to some of these digital leaders, psychologists are emotional mercenaries who take our patients hostage to charge for endless therapy.

Of course, I have interviewed many of these mentors. Listening carefully to their stories reveals that, beyond the categorical statements and gestures of confidence, there is a striking lack of academic training, a persistent distrust of science, and a marked difficulty in talking about their family or emotional ties. In many cases, a history of early deprivation or unresolved resentment emerges, a background that complicates the interpretation of the phenomenon. These are people who carry unresolved wounds and who, based on that experience, tend to reproduce patterns of harm in their ways of relating to and influencing others.

Therefore, this is not a work that seeks to simplify in terms of good and bad. It is an attempt to understand the complex. And for that, we need to look deeper.

One of the hypotheses that runs through this research is that people with insecure attachment styles—anxious, avoidant, or disorganized—can develop a dysfunctional relationship with technology, especially social media. The need for constant validation, fear of loneliness, and difficulty establishing healthy emotional boundaries can provide fertile ground for digital manipulation. Certain influencers—with their promises of success, community, and meaning—are not just selling a product. They are offering belonging. And for those who have experienced deprivation, that offer can be deeply seductive.

Looking more closely does not require complex theories, just the decision to pause. Recognizing the psychological mechanisms that allow certain figures to acquire an almost messianic authority is part of that exercise. Understanding how platform design amplifies this logic is also part of the work. An even more revealing aspect emerges when we dare to ask why so many people find refuge in these expressions and why, at certain moments, we too feel that someone is speaking directly to us.

The way these leaders build their power is far from innocent, but there is nothing irremediable about this phenomenon either. By analyzing this configuration from multiple scientific perspectives—clinical psychology, attachment theory, group dynamics, neuroscience, and studies on addiction and manipulation—the aim is to provide tools for understanding and, above all, for emancipation.

Throughout these pages, an emotional map of the present unfolds. There are no mandatory paths or absolute truths; rather, there are signs, detours, and risk areas that warrant investigation.

To preserve the privacy and confidentiality of the individuals involved, all names, professions, locations, and identifiable details have been modified or anonymized. Some characters are reconstructions based on multiple real cases, particularly when their stories reflect recurring clinical patterns observed in consultations. The tour invites us to pay attention to the invisible mechanisms of influence that permeate our decisions, shape our relationships, and affect our identity in the digital world. Pausing to consider these traces opens up the possibility of recovering something essential: the ability to think independently in an environment that often seeks to distract us from ourselves. 

To support this analysis, cases, testimonies, and accounts have been collected from interviews with digital influencers and their followers, from experiences shared in therapeutic contexts with consent, from personal conversations, and from publicly available social media materials. In all scenarios, special attention has been paid to confidentiality, and respect for the privacy of those involved has been prioritized. Similarly, many of the quotations attributed to digital mentors derive from publicly available audiovisual and textual materials. To protect identities, no specific figures are identified.

This work reflects on a deeply current reality. It examines how certain self-help approaches, financial motivation, and personal development influence the mental health and emotional lives of those who adopt them. Therefore, carefully observing how these links form raises important questions about the relationship among vulnerability, charisma, and the search for guidance.

The apparent emancipation often presented to us conceals a subtle structure of emotional subjugation, cleverly disguised as a personal choice. It is a system that seductively attracts, shapes through conditioning, and affects with lasting marks, all in a surreptitious manner. Within this framework, giving shape to a collective malaise is a more significant task than finding definitive solutions. It involves the effort of naming what disturbs us, recognizing that articulating it accurately takes time. 

It is crucial to articulate the unease that settles into everyday life, which is highly relevant in the context of hyperconnection. From this starting point, we can explore the relationships that emerge between new digital mentors and their listeners. The goal is to glimpse what still drives the search for external voices to define our identity, value, and direction, particularly when we are immersed in a flow of messages that promise to do so for us. 

The total deactivation of this emotional machinery is often an elusive goal. A more radical and transformative path is to stop, look with new eyes, and start listening to ourselves again.

Eduardo Vélez Soler.

​
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​Introduction. The age of digital gurus
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“I've followed everything my mentor says on social media. I've invested in his courses, I've left my friends, who 'don't understand my mindset for success,' I even quit my job because he convinced me that I should 'bet on myself'... but now I'm in debt, anxious, and I don't know what to do.”

This was the testimony of one of the people I interviewed, a patient at a mental health center. A 32-year-old man who is in therapy after spending months under the influence of a so-called digital mentor who promised him wealth, success, and an unstoppable mindset. It wasn't the first time I had heard a similar story. More and more people are coming to sessions with anxiety, financial stress, and shattered self-esteem after being swept away by promises of success and personal growth that never materialized. 

Some have lost substantial sums of money on courses and mentoring; others have broken off personal and family relationships, believing that their environment was holding them back; and many more have fallen into a cycle of frustration at failing to meet the unrealistic expectations imposed by these self-proclaimed experts.

In my clinical experience, I have observed individuals who developed a strong dependence on digital mentors. Many of them were caught up in manipulative strategies that are widely documented in behavioral psychology. Among these, one scheme stands out, which we will mention several times in various sections of the book: intermittent reinforcement, a pattern that keeps the follower in a state of permanent expectation; social isolation, which encourages distancing from family and friends who do not share the leader's vision; and discursive aggression, a modality that ridicules or discredits any dissent to reinforce control. These tactics are presented covertly, and their effects may go unnoticed until the damage is difficult to reverse. 

These practices, which previously belonged to the realm of sects and radical groups, have found fertile ground in the digital biosphere, where “virality” and misinformation amplify their reach. In some cases, the relationship with these influencers extends beyond initial admiration and assumes an almost devotional tone. Their followers justify any statement, no matter how improbable, and repeat their words as if they were part of an unquestionable framework. As a result, they weaken their capacity for critical analysis and become more vulnerable to manipulation. 

Constant exposure to these messages reinforces erroneous beliefs about self-sufficiency, extreme meritocracy, and the supposed need to exclude those who think differently. At the same time, the validation offered by these figures is addictive, and their ability to make people feel part of something exclusive is one of their greatest attractions.

One of the most striking aspects of those who lead the digital space is their psychological profile. Many of these leaders display traits compatible with what is known in psychology as the dark triad of personality, consisting of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. Narcissism is reflected in their need for admiration and their conviction that they are above the rest. Machiavellianism allows them to manipulate and persuade with great skill, without scruples about the means used to achieve their goals. Finally, psychopathy is evident in their lack of empathy towards their followers and their willingness to exploit the emotional weaknesses of others for personal gain. These characteristics, combined with magnetic charisma, enable them to influence their followers in ways that defy rational explanation.

Fascination with these mentors is not a new form of relationship. The evolution of digital cults on social media has made forms of control more dispersed, gradual, and less obvious to those who experience them. Instead of clandestine meetings or closed communities, these new leaders operate in broad daylight, generating engaging content that combines self-help with promises of success, social validation, and exclusive membership. What once required physical isolation is now achieved through algorithms that reinforce certain narratives and limit exposure to divergent opinions, creating increasingly hermetic ideological bubbles. 

Throughout history, charismatic leaders have mobilized large masses, whether in the religious, political, or business spheres. What has changed in the digital age is the speed with which these messages can spread and the ease with which a person can build a devoted community without being held accountable. 

Thanks to social media, it is possible to operate as an authority figure without regulation, academic certification, or protection mechanisms for those who consume this content. Anyone can call themselves an expert and start offering solutions that lack empirical support. In this context, responsibility in the use of technology takes on even greater importance. This raises a necessary question: how much of what we find on social media is verifiable information and how much is constructed to direct our attention and condition our decisions?

Technology itself is not the problem. However, digital platforms have been designed to prioritize content that elicits strong emotional responses, whether outrage, admiration, or fear. Algorithms favor the viralization of simplified and polarized messages, in which nuance and critical thinking are relegated. The very characteristics of these platforms encourage certain influencers to adjust their approach to increase their visibility and strengthen their influence on their followers. The intensity of this impact depends on the type of relationship each user establishes with these spaces. 

Currently, digital training rarely includes tools for carefully examining what circulates on social media. Platforms prioritize content with immediate impact and defer assessment of its veracity. In this type of design, figures of authority find a space that amplifies their presence without difficulty. For this reason, those of us who navigate these virtual environments must learn to detect strategies aimed at influencing our perceptions and understand how these influences can alter our emotional stability.

Given that mental health is an essential pillar in anyone's life, it is paradoxical that it is rarely given the priority it deserves. We live in a society that rewards productivity over well-being, and digital mentors reinforce this idea. They make us believe that if we don't progress, it's because we fail to work, believe, or try hard enough. This type of message creates a misleading illusion, and its most obvious consequence is the discomfort it generates, with guilt, anxiety, and a persistent feeling of inadequacy. 

Success takes the place of an unattainable goal—always conditional on buying the next course, the next mentorship program, or the new secret strategy we have not yet discovered. In my practice, I have accompanied patients through depressive episodes and identity crises when they felt unable to meet the unreal standards promoted by certain digital leaders. I have also worked with individuals who, after a process of self-reflection, were able to step back from the influence these figures had on how they saw themselves and organized their emotional lives. 

One patient, after investing time and money in self-help programs that only increased his sense of inadequacy, began to notice the lack of tangible results and the contradictions in the discourse of his supposed mentor. With therapeutic support, he was able to identify the mechanisms of manipulation and regain his autonomy, rebuilding his self-confidence from a more realistic perspective. Many people are trapped in an endless cycle of self-demand, in which the only way out offered to them is to consume more and more content, courses, and methods, presented as the ultimate solution to achieving a full and satisfying life.

My purpose is to investigate the psychological and cultural conditions that favor the proliferation of charismatic figures on digital platforms. We will explore the manipulation techniques used to attract followers, the psychological effects on those who fall into their networks, and the parallels with traditional sects. Through real-world testimonies and scientific studies, we will elucidate how these mechanisms function and how we can protect ourselves from them. 

Carefully examining what circulates on social media does not require dismissing those who produce it in advance, nor does it invalidate the contributions that may arise from personal growth processes. The priority is to identify when a strategy ceases to guide and begins to manipulate, thereby crossing ethical boundaries and becoming a covert form of emotional exploitation.

The work presented here examines in greater depth how manipulation and promises of absolute success have reshaped our conceptions of effort and happiness in the digital era. Beyond theoretical analysis, it incorporates testimonies from people who have directly experienced these forms of emotional influence, with the aim of offering material that helps distinguish genuine personal growth from models that turn human vulnerability into a resource.

Much of my reflection brings together a study of the behavioral and identity mandates imposed by digital media. In the face of this saturation, the need emerges to question the origin of our certainties. The analysis must draw boundaries between what we create through sovereign choice and what we absorb as the result of an engineered influence. We must also ask whether our decisions express personal autonomy—or whether, in fact, they follow scripts written by others.

By interpreting these mechanisms, we can exercise our decision-making capacity with discernment, separate useful information from self-serving manipulation, and, above all, strengthen our critical thinking in a world where digital influence is increasingly powerful. This book describes the relational configurations that sustain the influence of digital leaders, analyzes the effects they have on their audiences, and details the strategies they use to consolidate their power. 

This project stems from the need to explore these contemporary expressions of influence and to provide resources that facilitate their interpretation. The work investigates the psychosocial factors that confer legitimacy on certain figures and how this influence can either foster growth processes or, conversely, erode personal security, strengthening the capacity for evaluation and cultivating a critical eye that facilitates movement in a digital space where the seduction of much content conceals its manipulative potential.
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​Part One. The psychology of digital deception
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The present era is defined by the circulation of information at an unprecedented speed. Against this backdrop, social media has transformed how we consume content and reshaped how we place trust, follow authority figures, and adopt beliefs. Out of this context, a different kind of digital leadership has emerged—embodied by figures who promise success, prosperity, and well-being to a global audience, drawing on a mix of charisma, personal narratives, and emotional authority. 

At this point, a question emerges that articulates the entire analysis: why do so many people, even those who consider themselves lucid and reasonable, find these figures to be such an influential source of guidance? The inquiry seeks to understand the psychological processes that enable individuals to place their trust, resources, and a significant part of their inner balance in presences that exist only in the digital realm.

The persuasion practices that circulate online draw on principles that have been widely known and used for decades in advertising, politics, and traditional influence groups. Among the most influential factors are the need to belong and the promise of temporary relief, followed by emotional setbacks—basic dispositions that social media amplifies by offering spaces for collective identification. In those spaces, mentees find support, reaffirmation, and a sense that they are moving in the right direction. Personal charisma, combined with carefully calibrated persuasive techniques, allows these figures to consolidate themselves as unquestionable authorities and to present themselves as carriers of knowledge supposedly reserved for those who, by their own standards, possess the “right” disposition.

Within this web, technology plays a decisive role in the phenomenon, as platforms enable certain materials to circulate quickly and reach large audiences. Recommendation systems prioritize what is immediately moving, elevating what is most exaggerated or loud. Followers of these leaders pay attention to their interventions and, along with them, receive a constant stream of pieces that repeat the same stance, creating an ideological atmosphere around them that leaves little room for different positions. The manipulation techniques used in these spaces are not new and owe their current degree of refinement to the immediacy and unlimited reach of the internet.

The core challenge extends beyond the mere existence of these guides and concerns how their methods exploit their audience’s emotional and psychological vulnerabilities. Those who approach these leaders often do so in moments of existential vulnerability—seeking direction in life or longing for personal reinvention. Ironically, instead of acquiring genuine resources for growth, they become trapped in a harmful spiral of codependency, where each supposed step forward demands a greater investment—more premium content, more exclusive training, more personalized sessions—in a race with no visible endpoint.

This first part of the book will explore the psychological foundations that explain the fascination with certain charismatic figures in the digital environment, the role of technology in consolidating this type of leadership, and the mechanisms of manipulation that allow them to maintain their influence over time. This work will examine how social media increases the visibility of certain proposals, the psychological traits that increase vulnerability to such proposals, and the design strategies that sustain these patterns of influence.

Identifying these factors marks the beginning of a process to strengthen decision-making autonomy. The ability to question what we encounter online, to detect maneuvers designed to shape our perception, and to develop solid criteria for evaluating information are essential tools in the digital age. Self-help and personal development can offer valuable resources—and for those resources to be truly useful and constructive, discernment is indispensable. What matters most is learning to distinguish clearly when advice comes from a genuine intention to support, and when, instead, it is part of a strategy that exploits our insecurities.

Working through this analysis helps dismantle the logic of influence and deepen our understanding of our own vulnerability. Autonomy in decision-making grows out of deep understanding and critical thinking—indispensable tools in the face of increasingly imperceptible strategies of control.
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​Chapter 1. Vulnerability, algorithms, and the birth of the digital guru
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A woman enters her home after a grueling day at work. She takes off her shoes, leaves her phone on the table, and prepares something for dinner. She feels her body tense, her mind overwhelmed. No thought completely fades away. Pending tasks, self-critical phrases, and unfinished ideas continue to spin around without pause. Before going to sleep, as she does every day, she checks her cell phone. What she finds is not just any notification; it is a video. A warm voice speaks to her as if it knows exactly how she feels. It tells her that she is tired because she has allowed herself to be manipulated by a system that does not want her to wake up. It offers her a way out. A method. An exclusive three-day mentoring program to transform her life. All she has to do is trust. Click. And without thinking too much about it, she does.

That click does not mark the beginning of a problem, nor does it announce a solution. It represents the continuation of something deeper: a process that has been forming for a long time, expressing a search for meaning in a world that seems to have stopped offering it. The need for an external voice to organize the internal noise. For someone—or something—to speak clearly when everything else feels blurry. What is at stake is not a simple marketing strategy; it is an emotional promise. A guide for when thinking hurts and deciding is exhausting.

The emergence of charismatic voices with strong emotional authority is predictable in a reality marked by psychological pain and a demand for attention that amplifies their visibility. This condition is characterized by diffuse anxiety, emotional isolation, and overexposure to aspirational models. The current period is also characterized by vast access to information, a circumstance that, paradoxically, presents the challenge of having few tools to filter out what is valuable, authentic, and constructive. In this ocean of frequent stimuli, the voices that prevail are often those that resonate with greater forcefulness, confidence, and apparent emotional certainty.

And in recent years, that voice has ceased to be that of a teacher or a recognized and educated public figure. Now it can be that of a stranger with good diction, a white background, and a polished content strategy. A spirituality coach who talks about vibrations and trauma without any training in psychology. A business mentor who flaunts his repeated failures as a badge of authority. A fitness guru who insists that “you fail yourself every time you eat carbohydrates.” They all share a common trait: they don't offer products; they offer certainties presented with almost perfect confidence.

The question, then, is not why these leaders exist. The real question—the uncomfortable one, the one that cuts to the core—is why we need them so badly. What part of us is so willing to delegate the ability to maintain an internal interpretive framework and guide our decisions in exchange for a form of expression that is clear, emotionally engaging, and available at all times?

The starting point is genuine concern, accompanied by amazement and far from any desire to condemn. As a psychologist, I have repeatedly heard stories with a common core, in which lucid and critical people—even some who described themselves as skeptical—became entangled in proposals that seemed to offer personal strength but were ultimately grounded in emotional obedience. Often, the main impact transcended the economic; in many cases, the bond was maintained by a deeper seduction, difficult to detect and, consequently, more complex to dismantle.

This first chapter seeks to enter the emotional core of this network of interacting processes—where the algorithm, emotional need, and collective psychology converge. At that intersection, a triangular configuration emerges, organizing many contemporary digital expressions (Figure 1). Identifying that configuration clarifies how technology, the desire to belong, and the charismatic figure combine to create the illusion of guidance and shared meaning that characterizes many online communities. Before examining manipulation strategies, we need to understand why these expressions find such receptive ground—and why so many people feel drawn to them rather than repelled.
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Figure 1

In the sections that follow, we examine the origins of these digital leaders, the reasons for their post-pandemic surge, and the emotional, social, and technological factors that sustain them. Even when they appear through new forms and channels, this structure of influence reactivates a persistent human need: to find guides who offer clarity amid disorder, certainty in the face of confusion, and examples of triumph in times of profound uncertainty. That guidance includes a central element as well—a cost that advances slowly until it becomes undeniable. It begins with likes, motivational phrases, and morning routines, and later transforms into emotional obedience, weakened critical thinking, and an increasingly marked disconnection from oneself.

The following discussion begins an inquiry that shifts the focus from closed certainties to the processes that make them possible. The journey pauses at the place occupied by those who present themselves as references of success, well-being, or consciousness within contemporary psychic life, at the deficiencies they shape, and at how a culture was consolidated in which the voice of a stranger on social media is more reassuring than one's own internal experience.

This approach does not seek to cancel or stigmatize others' actions. It focuses on inviting each person to look honestly at what they are really looking for when they swipe the screen and to question, with each click, whether the decision is a conscious choice or follows the automatic pattern of a habit. The influence of the person who leads this space is based less on their words than on the desire of those who receive them. It is in this demand for guidance—rather than in the words that accompany it—that the core of these dynamics of emotional attachment is concentrated. Clarifying this is crucial in today's world.

The promise of clarity in times of vulnerability

Carolina is thirty-four years old. She is a nurse, lives alone in a large city, and works in a public hospital, where accumulated fatigue, institutional bureaucracy, and the sense of not “doing enough” accompany her every day. During the pandemic, like millions of people, she turned to social media more than ever. What started as an occasional distraction gradually became a nightly ritual. After dinner and just before bed, she would open Instagram and watch reels of people speaking confidently, smiling constantly, and making statements that boiled down to expressions such as “If you're not achieving what you want, it's because you haven't unlocked your potential yet,” “Every change begins with a courageous decision,” or “You don't attract what you want, you attract what you believe you deserve.” At that moment, everything seemed to make sense.

One day, while watching a post with a sunset background and soft instrumental music, one of those self-help profiles posted a phrase that pierced her like an arrow. “If you're reading this, it's no coincidence. It's time to transform your mindset.” Carolina paused. She felt that the message was meant for her. She clicked on the profile. Then on a video. Then on a link. And so, without realizing it, she began a journey that would last for months.

What was revealing was not so much her access to the content as the way she integrated it into her daily life. First with curiosity, then with enthusiasm, later with doubt, and finally with a mixture of guilt and hope. She bought one course, then another. She began to follow that mentor's live broadcasts with the same devotion with which one attends a collective online ritual. She embraced expressions such as “Success is a decision” and “If it doesn't work, it's not the method, it's you.” Although the material lacked technical rigor and depth, it conveyed something that seemed more valuable at the time: a sense of emotional clarity.

Carolina said in the interview that this journey began in a state of great vulnerability and emotional receptivity. She was not in a place of strength; she felt out of control, with eroded self-esteem and a need for guidance that she could not find in her environment. The promises made by those who lead these spaces take on particular force when they encounter someone in a vulnerable period. In that condition, the power of such messages is sustained by a seductive offer that promises to give shape to internal chaos by using a “framework” that appears to contain all the answers.

Attachment psychology has shown that, in contexts of insecurity or perceived threat, human beings seek sources of emotional reference. In the digital environment, that figure can be an influencer, a coach, or a mentor who uses an affectionate tone and conveys inspiring messages. Physical closeness is not necessary; all it takes is a well-edited video, a warm smile, and a tone that simulates intimacy.

Cognitive psychology accounts for this process through the affect heuristic, a mental shortcut that facilitates rapid decisions by privileging emotional impressions over detailed, analytical reasoning. When a message generates hope or momentary relief, the cognitive system tends to assign it value, even in the absence of objective evidence to support it. The person delivering it assumes a position of emotional authority because of the effect they produce.

During the first days, Carolina experienced an emotional boost that made her feel more capable and oriented. But the encouraging tone did not last. Suddenly, messages would appear that reversed the initial mood and placed her under suspicion: “If you’re tired, it’s not because you did a lot—it’s because you didn’t do what you were supposed to do,” or “The greatest self-sabotage is doubt.” That abrupt shift left her in a state of inner vigilance. This alternation—already described as intermittent reinforcement—intensified her need to stay alert to every new post.

The effect was immediate; the young woman felt she was making progress, although she always remained one step away from achieving something decisive. Validation came irregularly, and that unpredictability prompted her to seek the next sign, convinced that there she would find the confirmation she was missing. The process mirrored that of certain exhausting relationships, in which recognition appears only at intervals. Despite its scarcity, each gesture of approval assumed disproportionate value and sustained the expectation of progress that never materialized.

As the weeks went by, Carolina began repeating phrases she had heard in the videos and justifying her decisions based on those teachings. She also developed distrust toward colleagues who questioned such messages. A process of projective identification took shape, leading her to adopt her mentor's language, values, and interpretive framework as her own.

Projective identification is understood as a process in which certain aspects of the other come to organize the way a person interprets their own experience. This mechanism is especially powerful in digital mentorship environments, where continuous exposure to messages and the absence of alternative voices facilitate a gradual appropriation of the authority figure’s framework. This slow incorporation produces an effect that is clearly recognizable in clinical practice: the capacity to organize one’s own perspective weakens, and the interpretation of the world becomes filtered through external frameworks that, over time, are accepted as one’s own—shaping even one’s style of reasoning and speaking.

Carolina's experience reflects an increasingly common pattern among individuals with high emotional sensitivity who are experiencing life crises or feeling a void in their desires. It is shaped by a genuine emotional need, combined with digital devices that increase its persistence. Algorithmic personalization, along with repetition and promises of quick fixes, creates an environment that directs attention, intensifies receptivity, and limits critical thinking.

The responsibility does not lie solely with the technological structure. It also involves those who present themselves as role models and implement simplistic approaches or infallible promises, thus capitalizing on the vulnerability of their followers. By turning suffering into a commodity and uncertainty into a source of profit, they consolidate structures that undermine personal judgment and affect the psychological well-being of those who place their trust in them.

Digital platforms do not show content at random. Recommendation systems track demand, analyze behavior patterns, measure watch time, and reinforce messages with the greatest “engagement” potential. Someone who watches a motivational video in a moment of crisis will likely receive, in the days that follow, an avalanche of similar pieces—soon accompanied by offers for courses, mentorship programs, or exclusive memberships. What feels like a coincidence is the result of deliberate design.

Contemporary psychology shows that emotional validation in vulnerable states leaves a deep mark on emotional memory and belief formation. When that validation comes from someone who projects security, success, and certainty, the bond that is established can be as intense as that generated with figures of emotional authority in real life.

The rise of online influencers

In early 2020, the world came to a standstill. Empty streets, closed offices, connections reduced to screens. The COVID-19 pandemic not only disrupted routines but also destabilized the most basic certainties. The future became foggy; institutions lost authority, and millions of people were left exposed, without support or clear direction. In this context of global anxiety, emotional isolation, and digital overexposure, new role models emerged with force: digital gurus.

They were not experts in epidemiology, sociology, or philosophy. They were, for the most part, carefully curated influencers who conveyed a strong sense of security and promised something deeply seductive: an illusion of internal order amid chaos. During lockdowns, the use of social media and content platforms skyrocketed, and, according to a study by DataReportal (2024), the average time spent online increased by more than an hour per day compared to previous years. TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube moved beyond their role as entertainment platforms to become spaces where many people began to seek meaning, support, or answers. People no longer went to temples or browsed libraries; they opened apps. And there appeared the new spiritual, financial, fitness, or motivational guides, characterized by brief interventions, an image that communicates triumph and fulfillment, and formulas for rapid transformation.

Recommendation algorithms, designed to maximize time on the platform, found fertile ground. When they detected that someone was consuming content about anxiety, self-esteem, or job insecurity, they began suggesting videos about “success mindset,” “self-improvement,” or “disruptive personal finance.” The initial emotional relief opens a path that ultimately focuses attention on closed narratives in response to complex questions. Without noticing, the user begins to organize their distress around voices that eliminate doubt and replace personal exploration with immediate certainty.

Large platforms, apart from responding to the human need for guidance, also organize and intensify it, ultimately becoming an economic resource. The continuous increase in screen time has solidified them as central spaces for disseminating models of success and well-being. Experimental research shows that feeds do not operate as simple containers of information, but as structures that regulate what we see, how often, and in what sequence. A study published in Science (Guess et al., 2023) shows that these variations do not immediately change political attitudes, but they do significantly alter attention and emotional experience on the platform.

In this environment, algorithms favor content that prolongs screen time. The combination of emotional clarity and direct promises achieves much higher exposure than complex reflections. This structural bias transforms everyday consumption into a journey that favors powerful messages, inspiring biographies, and stories of immediate transformation.

When this landscape of amplified information coincides with moments of personal fragility, voices emerge offering themselves as guides and narrating experiences of collapse, revelation, and rebirth. The relief they provide in sensitive moments leaves a trace in emotional memory and makes it easier for those stories to be absorbed into one’s own interpretive framework. The risk appears when those promises rest on unrealistic expectations, and initial guidance becomes a form of emotional submission.

This form of influence takes up the pillars of self-help and adapts them to the imperatives of the digital environment. Thus, the old idea that “everything depends on you” became “you just need to follow my method”; emotional meritocracy became content, and vulnerability left its intimate sphere to become a strategy for engagement. As renowned sociologist Eva Illouz (2007) explains, in contemporary societies, personal suffering is commodified, “aestheticized,” and exchanged in the emblematic marketplace of the internet.

One factor that explains the effectiveness of these digital leaders is that they do not present themselves solely as experts. They present themselves as enlightened peers. Someone who was “where you are” and today “lives where you dream of being.” This apparent emotional closeness is enhanced by direct language, immediate responses, and the continuous offer of mentoring, courses, premium communities, or exclusive spaces.

Across major social networks, communities proliferate that go beyond merely sharing content. They function as spaces of belonging where participants share a language of their own and reinforce recognition codes that give them a sense of identity. Daily interaction consolidates an internal validation system that rewards loyalty and alignment with the group. Within that affective web, many users find a sense of inclusion that replaces in-person bonds and offers the illusion of a cohesive environment—guided by shared values and the mentor’s central voice.

In this sense, the pandemic not only favored the growth of these spaces due to greater digital exposure but also because of the human need to feel part of something and to find meaning when traditional frameworks (work, religion, bonds) collapsed or became uncertain.

The patterns are clear. Beyond the areas in which they specialize—whether financial coaching, motivation, emotional relationships, or contemporary spirituality—the profiles that achieve greater visibility on social media exhibit common traits. They present their proposals as paths of transformation that promise almost total improvement, project a lifestyle that incites desire, formulate their content in extreme terms that divide experience between progress and failure, repeat slogans that call for immediate decisions, and disqualify any objection by attributing it to a supposed internal resistance on the part of the interlocutor.

Cases such as that of Andrew Tate, a former kickboxer turned promoter of extreme masculinity, or Marisa Peer, a British therapist who achieved global notoriety with her rapid transformational therapy proposal, show that digital success does not rest on academic rigor or clinical responsibility. Their visibility is backed by an attractive formula that combines an existence presented as ideal with experiences capable of arousing intense emotions, along with a precise strategy to leverage how the algorithm works. This mixture multiplies followers, fuels unrealistic expectations, and opens up the possibility of damage to the mental health of those who trust in unfounded promises. The power of these proposals does not depend on the consistency of their approaches. It emerges from the emotional impact they generate, the speed with which they elicit reactions, and the climate of closeness they instill in those who receive them.

Social psychology has shown that we tend to place more trust in the appearance of security and success than in the soundness of arguments. A firm expression, accompanied by a carefully crafted image, activates effects of authority and credibility even when there is no evidence to support it. In addition, emotionally charged phrases function as intermittent reinforcement, keeping the person hooked because validation appears without warning, yet with sufficient intensity to renew hope.

The presence of uncertainty or emotional fragility amplifies the persuasive impact of these messages. The promise of a clear, quick method feels like relief from internal chaos while creating the illusion of regaining control. However, what initially feels like a way out can turn into a cycle of frustration and dependence. Initial validation is motivating, but failure to meet expectations generates guilt, anxiety, and a persistent feeling of inadequacy. These forms of influence reduce independent thinking and shape it based on the mentor's voice. The person ultimately bases their decisions on what they have incorporated from that reference figure, replacing their ability to evaluate independently with an internal model shaped by that authority.

What these profiles bring into play transcends the sale of methods; they convey an identity, a model of how you “should” feel, act, think, or even love. If what we experience is an emotional void or a crisis of meaning, that promise of identity can be more addictive than any logical reasoning.

A cult without a temple

The old formalities of robes, hymns, or rituals no longer define belonging. Charismatic leaders and physical temples lost their centrality as sectarian structures found an open, permanent door in the digital space. In that environment, adherence is shaped by continuous connection and a sense of immediate community.

The leaders of these spaces do not adopt an explicit religious aesthetic. Their influence is based on affective processes that promote devotion, idealization, exclusion, and sustained loyalty. The platforms favor forms of belonging in which the individual voice is subordinated to slogans repeated by an influential figure. Devotion is no longer directed toward a deity; it is oriented toward instructions that circulate as certainties and that the system itself presents as reliable guidance.

Researchers Janja Lalich and Madeleine Tobias describe cults as systems of totalitarian influence in which a charismatic leader establishes an unquestionable doctrine and exercises emotional control over its members. This model, previously associated with religious or extreme political organizations, now takes on a more subtle form while maintaining its effectiveness within digital micro-cults. In these spaces, authority is exercised through slogans, communicative rituals, and cross-validations that reinforce adherence and reduce the margin for questioning. The constant repetition of the same approaches replaces written dogma, and physical walls are transformed into mental boundaries that determine what is legitimate to think or question.

In its digital expression, this type of recruitment takes on a fragmented form that adapts to individual trajectories. The tone varies, messages are dosed, and slogans are adapted to different sensibilities, while the central reference remains unquestioned. The guiding voice retains a dominant position and frames any discrepancy as a personal deviation. Algorithmic mediation orders the experience through repeated exposure, directs attention, and narrows the field of interpretation.

The belief that the freedom to leave a group rules out the existence of a cult requires closer analysis, since that freedom is often only apparent. These systems do without physical locks and move the enclosure to the symbolic level. Retention is built around a network of recursive content. When someone begins consuming digital self-help or motivational content, platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok intensify the exposure by recommending similar content. The initial personal search progressively becomes a perceptual tunnel. This bubble of emotional confirmation reinforces what the leader claims—until it becomes an unquestionable truth. The result is a form of perceptual confinement: an intangible barrier that constantly sustains the original idea.

The emotional micro-cult creates a mode of affiliation that organizes belonging around a figure invested with emotional authority. This figure dispenses recognition, purpose, and orientation, channeling influence through a continuous stream of personalized digital messages. This form of attachment is built without formal ceremonies or visible hierarchies. It is structured around a charismatic authority figure, emotionally charged messages, a community that reinforces a sense of belonging, and a shared language that promises access to a special truth. Participation is enough—repeat certain ideas, adopt a common tone, and you feel included. For example, repeating slogans like “Some people are ready to move forward, and others prefer to stay where they are” draws a boundary between insiders and outsiders without explicit rules. That symbolic organization is enough to hold the group together and guide members’ behavior.

Digital mentors serve a dual function. They broadcast content and also operate as identity references. Their phrases adopt the cadence of mantras, their personal stories function as parables, and the products they offer attain a value akin to devotion. Within these communities, conversation gives way to adherence, and critical thinking yields to the idealization of the central figure. This reality is especially attractive to individuals with low tolerance for ambiguity or high need for external affirmation. In this context, the promise of emotional stability replaces a persistent orientation toward genuine understanding.

The community becomes a structure that guides, defines, and legitimizes. The group not only reflects its members, but it also defines their inner horizon, generating a form of belonging that pushes personal reflection into the background. The mentor ceases to be one voice among many and becomes the center of a universe in which identity is organized around their perspective. In these spaces, messages circulate such as “Only here do they understand you,” “Out there, they’re asleep,” or “We’re the ones who woke up,” phrases that strengthen an emotionally armored “we” against the rest of the world.

As we will explore in greater depth, it is clear that if someone expresses doubts, the group does not encourage a reasoned exchange. Those who question are accused of being contaminated. Dissent loses its role as an opportunity for learning and is interpreted as a threat to internal cohesion. That framing creates an environment in which conformity becomes more valuable than individual reflection and in which group security is prioritized over personal autonomy.

Immersion in digital communities centered on authoritarian leaders produces well-documented psychological repercussions. Recent research indicates that this type of participation reproduces effects similar to those observed in classic sectarian contexts, including loss of individual identity, polarized thinking, emotional dependence on the group, and systematic rejection of external perspectives. The subjective experience is then organized by collective references that displace personal interpretive criteria, a feature that is consistently observed in the cases analyzed throughout this book.

A decisive element in this phenomenon is the visual and scenic dimension. Those who achieve greater influence tend to rely on a recognizable aesthetic characterized by neutral backgrounds, warm lighting, soft music, and an enveloping vocal register. These components do not merely function as simple accompaniments; they actively participate in conveying the emotional message. The recurrence of this staging instills a sense of familiarity that predisposes trust and favors the attribution of affective authority.

This familiarity operates as an interpretive shortcut. Statements, even without verifiable support, gain weight because of the way they are presented, accessible, and emotionally close. The design privileges affective resonance over elaborate argumentation, thereby establishing a lived certainty that diminishes the willingness to engage in contrast or reflection.

The new digital cult does not require firm belief to sustain itself. It is enough for the person to feel that they belong. It is sufficient for them to repeat their mentor's phrases, share their posts, or react to their stories with emojis. Loyalty is no longer measured by explicit obedience; it is expressed in the amount of time each user spends in front of the screen. Control leaves fear behind as its primary resource and relies on something subtler and more effective: emotional identification.

Emotional persuasion mechanisms have a greater impact on individuals with attachment styles marked by insecurity or the need for emotional regulation. For those who fear rejection, the group acts as a refuge. Those who avoid intimacy find a seemingly secure bond in the virtual community. Similarly, for those who have experienced unpredictable or unstable relationships, digital authority offers a deceptive sense of emotional stability that, despite its unreality, provides comfort. Presence becomes an emotional anchor: it is presented without explicit conditions while encouraging implicit compliance. 
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Chapter 2. Emotional engineering: the digital guru's formula
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There is a hypnotic quality to the harangue that saturates the digital ecosystem. Regardless of the platform—Instagram, TikTok, or YouTube—a few seconds are enough for a confident voice, a compelling image, or a bold statement to pierce through us and inhibit questioning. The effectiveness of these messages is largely due to their presentation, which complements and enhances the content. Some use a soft tone that simultaneously conveys firmness; they use short, assertive phrases, look directly at the camera, and have a carefully studied background. In less than a minute, they manage to sow an emotion. If the recipient is in a vulnerable state, adherence is an almost immediate consequence.
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