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Abstract
This study aimed to explore and interpret the lived experiences of upper secondary

school counselors regarding socio-cultural harms arising from students’ engagement
with virtual space. A qualitative research design employing thematic analysis was
used. Participants consisted of 15 female school counselors working in upper
secondary schools in Rumeshkan County during the 20242025 academic year,
selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected via semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using Attride-Stirling’s thematic network
approach. Trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability criteria. Data analysis yielded 300 basic themes, 66
organizing themes, and 13 global themes. The global themes included negative
impacts on identity and culture, addiction and dependency on virtual space, low-
quality digital content, reduced academic motivation, psychological and social
problems, changes in social relationships, weakened student—teacher communication
skills, diminished self-confidence, sleep and concentration disturbances, negative
social behaviors, erosion of respect and social horms, tension between freedom and
control, and the prevalence of superficial online relationships. The findings indicate
that socio-cultural harms of virtual space constitute a multidimensional and
interconnected phenomenon that affects students’ identity formation, psychological
well-being, academic engagement, and social interactions, underscoring the need for
integrated educational, counseling, and family-based interventions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital technologies and social media platforms has profoundly transformed the
cultural, social, and educational landscapes of contemporary societies. Virtual space is no longer limited to
information exchange or entertainment; rather, it has become a central arena for identity construction, social
interaction, value formation, and everyday meaning-making, particularly among adolescents. Research
indicates that the penetration of social networking platforms among young users has reached a level where
significant portions of socialization, communication, and even emotional regulation occur online (Ziaeepervar
& Aghili, 2010). While these environments offer opportunities for learning, self-expression, and social
connection, they simultaneously generate a range of socio-cultural harms that increasingly challenge
educational systems.

Adolescents in upper secondary education represent a particularly vulnerable group, as they are situated in a
critical developmental stage characterized by identity exploration, heightened sensitivity to peer evaluation,
and the search for autonomy. Exposure to diverse and often contradictory norms in virtual environments can
disrupt this developmental process, leading to identity confusion and distancing from local cultural values.
Empirical studies have shown that intensive engagement with virtual social networks may weaken family
cohesion and alter traditional value systems, thereby reshaping adolescents’ cultural orientations
(Hosseinpour & Arab Momeni, 2017). These changes are especially salient in societies where family and
school play a central role in cultural transmission.

From an educational perspective, the dual role of virtual space as both a learning resource and a distraction has
been widely discussed. Although digital platforms facilitate access to educational content and academic
communication, their highly stimulating and competitive nature often undermines sustained attention and
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intrinsic motivation for learning. Prior research has demonstrated that excessive use of social media can
negatively affect academic engagement, concentration, and students’ attitudes toward formal education
(Rezaei et al., 2016). This issue becomes more pronounced when students lack adequate media literacy and
self-regulation skills.

Psychological and social consequences of virtual space use have also been extensively documented. Studies
consistently report associations between problematic social media use and increased levels of anxiety,
depression, loneliness, and reduced self-esteem among adolescents and young adults (Noor et al., 2025; Zhu,
2025). Cyberbullying, in particular, has emerged as a major social harm, facilitated by anonymity and reduced
accountability in online environments, and linked to significant emotional distress and social withdrawal
(Mujidin et al., 2023; Zahra et al., 2025). Moreover, continuous exposure to idealized images and normative
pressures in social media has been shown to negatively influence body image and psychological well-being
(Mazzeo et al., 2024).

Beyond individual outcomes, virtual space reshapes patterns of social interaction and institutional
relationships. Research suggests a gradual shift from deep, face-to-face relationships toward more superficial
and transient online interactions, accompanied by declining empathy and erosion of social norms (Jahantighi,
2023). In educational settings, reliance on digital sources may weaken student—teacher relationships and
diminish the pedagogical and moral authority of educators (Wrottesley, 2023). These transformations raise
ethical, cultural, and policy-related concerns, including the responsibility of platforms and institutions to
protect adolescents from online harms (Couzigou, 2018; Watney, 2022).

Recent developments such as social virtual reality environments further complicate this landscape by blurring
boundaries between physical and digital realities and introducing new forms of risky behavior (Chen et al.,
2024; Maloney et al., 2021). Although a growing body of research has identified various types of cyberspace
harms among children and adolescents (Bibak & Jafari, 2023; Mahdavi Sabet & Abdullahi, 2020;
Mashayekh & Hajizadeh, 2023), there remains a notable gap in qualitative studies that explore these issues
through the lived experiences of school counselors. Counselors, as frontline professionals dealing directly with
students’ psychological, social, and academic problems, possess unique insights that extend beyond
quantitative indicators (Mohammadi Jalali Farahani et al., 2023). Therefore, a phenomenological approach
focusing on counselors’ lived experiences can provide a deeper and more contextualized understanding of
socio-cultural harms associated with virtual space use.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in phenomenology, using thematic analysis to
explore the lived experiences of school counselors. Participants consisted of 15 female counselors working in
upper secondary girls” schools in Rumeshkan County during the 20242025 academic year. They were selected
through purposive sampling with a snowball technique to ensure maximum variation in professional
experience and educational background.

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews that focused on counselors’ observations and
experiences regarding socio-cultural harms of virtual space among students. Interviews were audio-recorded,
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using Attride-Stirling’s thematic network approach. The analysis involved
open, axial, and selective coding, leading to the identification of basic themes, organizing themes, and
overarching global themes. Trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, transferability, dependability,
and confirmability procedures, including peer debriefing, member checking, and detailed documentation of
the analytic process.

Findings
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Analysis of the interview data resulted in the extraction of 300 basic themes, which were condensed into 66
organizing themes and ultimately synthesized into 13 global themes. These global themes represented the core
socio-cultural harms of virtual space as experienced and interpreted by school counselors.

The first global theme concerned negative impacts on identity and culture, including identity confusion,
weakening of cultural belonging, and increased attraction to non-native cultural patterns. The second theme
highlighted addiction and dependency on virtual space, manifested through excessive use, emotional reliance
on online interactions, and difficulty disengaging from digital environments. A third theme focused on low-
quality and inappropriate content, encompassing exposure to misleading information, unethical material, and
superficial values.

Educational consequences emerged as a distinct theme, with counselors reporting reduced academic
motivation, declining concentration, and superficial learning patterns. Psychological and social problems
constituted another major theme, including anxiety, depression, loneliness, emotional instability, and reduced
self-esteem. Changes in social relationships were also evident, characterized by diminished face-to-face
interactions, increased social isolation, and the prevalence of shallow online relationships.

Additional themes included weakened student—teacher communication skills, reduced self-confidence and
self-efficacy, sleep disturbances and attention problems, negative social behaviors such as disrespect and
aggression, erosion of social norms and etiquette, tensions between freedom and control in virtual space use,
and the dominance of superficial online relationships over meaningful real-world connections.

Collectively, these findings depict socio-cultural harms of virtual space as interconnected and cumulative
processes that influence students’ identity formation, mental health, academic engagement, and social
functioning.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that socio-cultural harms associated with virtual space use among upper
secondary students are complex, multidimensional, and deeply interrelated. Counselors’ lived experiences
reveal that these harms do not occur in isolation; rather, they form a chain of influences that begins with identity
and value disruptions and extends to psychological well-being, educational outcomes, and social relationships.
At the individual level, virtual space plays a powerful role in shaping adolescents’ self-concepts, often fostering
unrealistic comparisons and emotional dependency that undermine self-esteem and psychological stability. At
the relational level, the shift toward online interactions weakens the quality of social bonds, reduces empathy,
and alters traditional patterns of communication within families and schools. At the institutional level,
excessive reliance on digital resources challenges the pedagogical and relational functions of schools,
particularly the student—teacher relationship.

The phenomenological perspective adopted in this study underscores the importance of understanding
cyberspace harms from the standpoint of practitioners who encounter their real-life manifestations daily.
Counselors’ insights highlight the need for holistic and multi-layered responses that address not only individual
behaviors but also cultural, educational, and structural dimensions of virtual space use.

In conclusion, socio-cultural harms of virtual space among adolescents constitute a pervasive and systemic
issue that requires coordinated efforts from schools, families, and policymakers. Interventions should prioritize
media literacy, emotional regulation, and the strengthening of real-world social interactions, while also
supporting counselors and educators in their preventive and remedial roles. By grounding future strategies in
the lived experiences of school counselors, educational systems can develop more context-sensitive and
effective approaches to mitigating the negative impacts of virtual space on adolescent development.
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