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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the impact of social media on the Islamic-Iranian
identity of sixth-grade elementary students, with the mediating role of family
communication orientation. This was a descriptive-survey research with an applied
purpose. The statistical population included all sixth-grade students in Tonekabon
County, Iran. A sample of 384 students was selected using simple random sampling.
Data were collected using three standardized questionnaires: Islamic-Iranian Identity
Questionnaire (Rashidi et al., 2021), Social Media Usage Questionnaire (Badri et al.,
2017), and Family Communication Orientation Questionnaire (Koerner &
Fitzpatrick, 2002). Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson
correlation, and structural equation modeling (SEM) via SmartPLS software. The
results revealed a significant positive relationship between social media use and
Islamic-Iranian identity (f=0.189; t=4.484). Family communication orientation was
also significantly associated with Islamic-Iranian identity (f=0.488; t=12.962) and
acted as a significant mediator in the relationship between social media use and
identity (indirect effect=0.102; t=4.018). The overall model fit index (GOF) was
reported at 0.305, indicating a satisfactory model fit. The findings suggest that social
media can positively influence students’ Islamic-lranian identity when managed
within the framework of constructive family interactions. Enhancing dialogue-
oriented communication in families can serve as a crucial moderating factor in
shaping adolescents' media engagement and identity development.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The rapid expansion of social media over the past two decades has dramatically reshaped how young people
perceive themselves, relate to others, and internalize cultural and ideological values. Social media platforms
have transformed into powerful arenas where identity construction, negotiation, and transformation occur
continuously, especially during the formative years of childhood and adolescence. This shift is particularly
critical in non-Western societies such as Iran, where traditional value systems—rooted in religious and national
ideologies—are confronted with globalized digital content. The intersection of social media influence and
cultural identity raises a significant concern for educators, policymakers, and families alike regarding the
preservation and reinforcement of Islamic-Iranian identity in the face of digital modernity.
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Numerous studies have demonstrated that adolescents’ identity development is increasingly influenced by their
interactions with digital content, especially through social media platforms that promote self-expression, social
comparison, and identity experimentation (Anwar, 2024; Fan, 2023). While some scholars highlight the
positive potential of these platforms in fostering a sense of belonging and facilitating cultural expression, others
warn of the risks associated with identity confusion, cultural alienation, and superficial engagement with
heritage values (Kawamoto, 2021; Obrenovic et al., 2024). In the Iranian context, this duality is more
pronounced due to the emphasis placed on religious-national identity as a central component of social cohesion
and moral development. As such, the Islamic-Iranian identity, characterized by adherence to Islamic values
and national-cultural heritage, faces both opportunities and threats within the social media ecosystem (Hoseini,
2013).

Meanwhile, the role of the family in shaping children’s identity remains indisputable. Family communication
orientation—a measure of how open and structured communication flows within a household—has been
identified as a critical moderator in how young individuals internalize media messages (Sahin et al., 2024).
Families that prioritize open discussion and dialogic engagement with their children are better positioned to
guide their interaction with social media and contextualize online content within cultural and moral
frameworks (Bahadorikhosroshahi & Bargi, 2018). Conversely, low-quality communication may leave
children vulnerable to unfiltered digital influences, leading to weakened cultural attachment and identity
instability (Bagheri Anilu & Rashidi, 2019).

Research in both Western and non-Western contexts underscores that identity construction in adolescence is
not a linear or isolated process. It is shaped by the convergence of multiple systems—media, family, school,
and peer interactions—with social media playing an increasingly dominant role (Bacev-Giles & Haji, 2017;
X. Hu et al., 2023). In light of these dynamics, it becomes essential to explore the interaction between social
media use, family communication patterns, and the development of Islamic-Iranian identity among Iranian
youth. While some prior studies have explored each variable independently, few have investigated the
mediating mechanisms by which family communication might influence the relationship between digital
behavior and identity outcomes in children (Faghiharam, 2019; Farzin et al., 2022).

This study seeks to address this gap by examining the impact of social media usage on the Islamic-Iranian
identity of sixth-grade students in northern Iran, focusing particularly on the mediating role of family
communication orientation. Sixth-grade students represent a crucial developmental group, as they are
transitioning from childhood to early adolescence and are increasingly exposed to both peer influence and
media content. The findings of this study aim to inform educational and cultural policy, enhance family-based
interventions, and contribute to the broader discourse on identity resilience in the digital era.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a descriptive-survey methodology with an applied orientation. The statistical
population comprised all sixth-grade students in Tonekabon County, encompassing both public and private
schools in urban and rural areas. Using the Krejcie and Morgan table, a sample size of 384 students was
determined and selected through simple random sampling to ensure representativeness and reduce selection
bias.

Three validated instruments were used for data collection: the Islamic-Iranian Identity Questionnaire (7 items
on a 5-point Likert scale), the Social Media Usage Questionnaire (5 items on a 5-point Likert scale), and the
Family Communication Orientation Questionnaire (5 items on a 5-point Likert scale). The reliability of the
instruments was confirmed using Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability, with all coefficients exceeding
0.80. Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis) and inferential statistics (Pearson
correlation, structural equation modeling using SmartPLS) were used to analyze the data.

Findings

AR
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The descriptive analysis showed moderate to high mean scores for all variables: Islamic-Iranian identity (M =
3.45, SD = 0.803), social media usage (M = 3.60, SD = 0.741), and family communication orientation (M =
3.52, SD = 0.877). The skewness and kurtosis values were within acceptable ranges, indicating normal data
distribution.

Pearson correlation analysis revealed a significant positive relationship between social media usage and
Islamic-lIranian identity (r = 0.235, p < .01), between family communication orientation and Islamic-Iranian
identity (r = 0.482, p <.01), and between social media usage and family communication orientation (r = 0.150,
p <.01).

Structural equation modeling results confirmed the direct and indirect effects proposed in the conceptual
model. Social media usage had a significant direct effect on Islamic-Iranian identity (B = 0.189, t = 4.484), as
well as on family communication orientation (B = 0.209, t = 4.276). Family communication orientation
significantly influenced Islamic-Iranian identity (p = 0.488, t = 12.962). Furthermore, the mediation analysis
showed that the indirect effect of social media on Islamic-Iranian identity through family communication
orientation was statistically significant (B = 0.102, t =4.018), yielding a total effect of f = 0.291. The model’s
GOF value was 0.305, indicating an acceptable model fit.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study offer a nuanced understanding of how digital environments intersect with familial
structures to shape cultural identity in early adolescence. Contrary to deterministic views that portray social
media as inherently detrimental to traditional identities, the results of this research highlight that the
relationship between media use and identity is conditional and moderated by contextual factors such as family
communication. When families engage in open, dialogic communication, children are more likely to
contextualize and critically evaluate media content, leading to a reinforcement—rather than erosion—of their
Islamic-Iranian identity.

The significant mediating role of family communication orientation underscores the importance of intra-
familial dialogue in the digital age. Family interactions serve not only as buffers against harmful media
influences but also as facilitators of meaning-making processes that anchor children’s identities in their cultural
and religious heritage. In this sense, the family operates as a cultural interpreter, helping youth navigate the
complex and often contradictory messages encountered online.

Moreover, the positive direct relationship between social media use and Islamic-Iranian identity, though
moderate, suggests that digital platforms are not necessarily incompatible with cultural preservation. On the
contrary, they may provide novel opportunities for cultural expression, access to religious content, and
engagement with peer communities that affirm national values—provided that children are equipped with
critical media literacy and familial support.

This study also highlights the critical developmental window that exists during the sixth grade, as students
begin to solidify their sense of self and social belonging. The confluence of digital exposure and identity
formation during this period demands strategic interventions from families, educators, and policymakers to
ensure that media engagement occurs in culturally supportive environments.
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