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Introduction

With the Internet and social media development, various fields have been
changed and transformed in Iran. Politics is a field that has gained significance in
recent years under the influence of social media. Some researchers believe that
social media has become a valuable tool for citizens’ participation in political
activities in democratic and non-democratic countries (Zhang & Lin, 2014).
With the increased access to the Internet, people have had more tools to use the
Internet in recent years. Although people only had access to the Internet through
computers in the past, in recent years, smartphones have facilitated access to the
Internet and Internet news for citizens. Smartphones have provided more
opportunities for people to use social media, increasing the importance and role
of social media in civil society and especially in political fields. The use of social
media has changed citizens’ information and news sources (Zhao & Ling, 2013),
so social media provides more news and political information than traditional
media. In this regard, it seems that with the increase in citizens’ political
knowledge and political discussions on social media, the level of people’s trust
in political institutions and norms has changed, and probably the type of political
behavior and the level of their political participation will be affected (Zhang &
Lin, 2014). Of course, different theories and findings about how social media
affects political participation exist. While Gill et al. (2012) believed that using
social media positively affects political participation, Margolis and Resnick
(2000) showed that it acts as an obstacle to citizens’ participation in political
spheres.

Moreover, the research results of Zhang et al. (2010) showed that although social
media has had a positive effect on civic participation, this media has not had any
significant effect on political and electoral participation. Therefore, it seems that
there are different theories and findings at the global level, and it is not clear
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which of them applies to Iranian society. However, most of the related research
conducted in Iran, such as Shams and Forghani (2017) and Ashtarian and
Amirzadeh (2014), showed that social media negatively affected electoral
participation.

Furthermore, although there are different theories about the direct impact of
social media on political participation, the existing findings show that social
media have positively impacted the values of modernity (Gureeva, 2021). In
other words, Castells (2011), Zuckerman (2014), and some other researchers
argued that modernity spreads its values globally through unique tools such as
social media. Values by weakening traditional and indigenous values in Asian
and African countries provide space for modernity values such as secularism and
liberation values. But the problem arises when traditional values are weakened in
third-world societies, and the political spheres of such countries, which are
mixed with traditional values, suffer a decline in one way or another. In this
regard, one of the societies whose political realms seem to have been heavily
influenced by social media in recent years is Iran. Due to the lack of parties and
solid civil institutions in Iran, most political information and news are published
and transmitted through the Internet and social media. Naturally, such a thing
can have many political and social effects on the relatively traditional society of
Iran. In this context, this research tries to test social media’s direct and indirect
impact on electoral participation in Iran by using data from the 7th wave of the
World Values Survey (WVS) in 2020. Therefore, the goals of this research are:

1. Explaining the direct impact of social media on electoral participation;

2. Explaining the indirect effect of social media on electoral participation
through the mediating variable of secularism; and

3. Explaining the indirect effect of social media on electoral participation
through the mediating variable of liberation values.

1. Methodology
1-2. Population and sampling

This research used the 7th wave of the WVS data collected in Iran in 2020. The
WVS is a global research project that examines citizens’ values and beliefs: how
they change over time and what social and political effects they have. Since
1981, a global network of social scientists has conducted sample national
surveys as part of the WVS in about 100 countries. The global values survey
criteria mainly include support for democracy, tolerance for foreigners and
ethnic minorities, support for gender equality, the role of religion and changing
the level of religiosity, the impact of globalization, attitudes towards the
environment, work, family, politics, national identity, culture, Diversity,
insecurity, and mental well-being and some other things. The WVS Association
has made this data freely available to the public. In the 7th wave of WVS, 1499
Iranians were surveyed.

2. Data analysis
2-1. Testing the research hypotheses
In this research, to test the hypotheses, the bootstrap method was used in the
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macro program by Preacher and Hayes (2008), and the results are reported
below. According to this figure, in path a, the amount of non-standard direct
effect from the social media variable to liberation values is 0.019 and from the
social media variable to secularism is 0.019. In path b, the amount of non-
standard direct effect from the variable of liberation values to electoral
participation is -0.532 and from secularism to electoral participation is -1.199.
Finally, the results show that social media has an insignificant direct effect on
electoral participation.

Table 1. Indirect effects of social media on electoral participation

through mediating variables

Effect size | Standard error | Z-statistic | Sig.

Total -0.033 0.004 -7.42 0.00
Liberation values -0.010 0.002 -3.80 0.00
Secularism -0.023 0.003 -6.17 0.00
C1 0.012 0.004 2.63 0.00

Table 1 illustrates the results of the bootstrapping strategy of Preacher and
Hayes, which shows the indirect effects of social media on electoral participation
with the mediation of liberation values and secularism (paths a and b). The
results generally show that social media, through liberation values and
secularism mediating variables, can negatively affect electoral participation and
cause a decrease in electoral participation among citizens.

3. Discussion and conclusion

In this regard, the research findings contradict most theories that believe in a
positive or negative relationship between social media and political participation.
In line with the results of Zhang et al. (2010), there is no direct relationship
between social media and electoral participation. Besides, consistent with the
theories of Inglehart and Norris (2014), Inglehart and Welzel (2015), and some
other theorists and researchers, the research findings show that although social
media did not have a significant impact on electoral participation directly, these
media can indirectly and significantly reduce the electoral participation of
people. As Inglehart and many other researchers argued, social media can
increase people’s sense of independence from customs and traditions and
consequently strengthen liberation values or the principle that man is the
standard of all values and virtues, including truth and righteousness. Also, with
the increase of human independence or the strengthening of the liberation values
in society, it is natural for society to increase the desire for secularism. In other
words, social media weakens the position of traditional hierarchy in society and
causes the place of religion and religious institutions to decrease. In this regard,
although such a thing probably does not weaken the political participation of
citizens in a secular society, in a religious and traditional society where people
consider political participation as their religious and legal duty, social media
weakens this value. Traditional and religious practices lead to a decrease in
citizens’ political and electoral participation. In other words, as Tong (2006: 135)
argued, new communication technologies are not neutral and impartial tools, but
like all other tools, the developers’ biases and prejudices are hidden in them.
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Therefore, most of the Internet and social media design has been done within the
western culture and structures. Western worldviews and worldviews are hidden
within these new technologies, which causes social media to negatively impact
political participation in these societies by changing the essence of indigenous
cultures in traditional countries.

Keywords: Social Media, Liberation Values, Secularism, Electoral Participation,
Secondary Analysis
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