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e-mail addresses: i in improving the mental health of Iranian society.
Rostamiukl@gmail.com i Methods: This applied research was done in 2024 using a mixed method approach. The
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Mental health i Results: Teaching the methods for distinguishing true from fake news, injuries resulting
Media literacy ! from negative news, teaching how to face negative news, teaching media literacy from pre-
Iran : school to high school, and the development of multimedia skills have the highest frequency

; among the particiants. According to the quantitative results, the value of Pearson's statistic
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i for “understanding the content of media messages”, “the hidden goals of media messages”,
d 10.61186/jha.27.1.71 | “the conscious selection of media messages”, “a critical look at media messages”, and “the
Tanalysis of media messages” were equal to 0.541, 0.577, 0.311, 0.533, and 0.420,
: respectively (P<0.0001). This indicates a significant relationship between the five
j dimensions of media messages and the improvement of mental health in Iranian society.
i Conclusion: The results show that as media literacy increases, the mental health of society
ialso improves, and vice versa. Therefore, media literacy training should be prioritized in
I'the field of mental health for society. Prioritizing this training not only enhances people's
Eability to recognize fake news and false content, but can also improve their mental health.

What was already known on this topic:
* Nowadays, media have become an integral and prominent part of our daily lives.
* The quality of information received affects our choices and their consequences.
* One of area that can be affected by media content is the mental health of society.
What this study added to our knowledge:
» With an increase in media literacy, the mental health of the society also improves, and vice versa.
* Prioritizing media literacy training in the field of mental health can lead to improvements in people's mental
health.
« It is necessary for relevant organizations and institutions to formulate and implement practical, and targeted
programs to promote media literacy.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Today, media have become an inseparable part of
our daily lives, making it difficult to carry out tasks
without it. Mobile phones, as the dominant medium,
encompass all previous forms of media and have a
pervasive presence in both personal and public
spheres. The influx of various media types has
ushered in a new era of communication and
information exchange; however, even the most
private areas of our lives are not immune to media
influence. This shift has led to significant changes in
daily life, affecting how we process information and
make decisions [1-3]. One critical area that is
impacted by media content is the mental health of
the community. Exposure to negative news can
trigger a fight-or-flight response in the brain,
activating the sympathetic nervous system and
leading to the release of stress hormones such as
cortisol and adrenaline. Prolonged exposure to stress
can result in physical symptoms such as fatigue,
anxiety, depression, and sleep issues [4-7]. Given
the profound effects of media on daily life,
enhancing media literacy can support the mental
health of society. Media literacy is essential for all
citizens, particularly younger generations, as they
navigate their roles as both individuals and
participants in the community [8]. A key indicator of
a society's media literacy is the emphasis on media
education. Therefore, national strategies should
focus on promoting critical, responsible, and ethical
media engagement among citizens. Improving
media literacy equips individuals to interact with
information and the media landscapes, fostering
purposeful ~communication based on their
informational needs. This can help mitigate the
psychological harms associated with negative media
content [9]. Research by Saei et al. [10] indicates
that personal, demographic, social, and
informational factors, alongside media literacy, play
a crucial role in determining citizens' health literacy
levels. Increased media access and critical
evaluation skills enhance citizens' communication
abilities, improve their health information
processing, and strengthen their use of technology.
Findings by Rezadad and Shoai [11] suggest that
higher media literacy correlates with improved
family health and reduced behavioral-emotional
issues. Furthermore, Atrian and colleagues [12]
found a significant relationship between media
literacy and social health among students, as well as
between various dimensions of media literacy and
social health. Additionally, studies indicate a
positive correlation between media literacy and
health literacy [13,18]. Despite the recognized role
of media literacy in mental health, it has received
limited attention in Iran, with no comprehensive
studies examining its impact on mental well-being.

Addressing the role of media literacy in improving
health literacy and preventive health behaviors can
be a wvaluable tool for health planners and
policymakers. Therefore, the aim of this study was
to explore the role of media literacy policy in
enhancing the mental health of the Iranian
community.

Methods

This applied research employs a mixed-methods
approach, combining qualitative methods based on
thematic analysis and quantitative methods using
questionnaires. The study aimed to explore the
factors affecting community mental health and the
role of media literacy. In the qualitative phase,
expert opinions were gathered to identify key
components, which informed the development of a
questionnaire that was used in the quantitative
phase.

Qualitative Phase: The qualitative phase was
conducted in 2023 to gather in-depth insights from
experts regarding community mental health and
media literacy. Semi-structured interviews were
utilized to collect data, allowing for the exploration
of nuanced perspectives. The population consisted
of communication professors specializing in media
literacy and psychology. Purposive sampling was
employed to select participants with relevant
expertise, and a total of 10 participants were selected
to achieve theoretical saturation, ensuring no new
information emerged from additional interviews. To
analyze the qualitative data, thematic analysis was
applied, identifying and reporting patterns within the
data, providing both detailed descriptions and
interpretive insights. This method organizes data at
a minimum level and describes it in detail while also
interpreting various aspects of the research topic
[19]. This phase laid the groundwork for the
quantitative phase by identifying impactful
components that were used to develop the
questionnaire.

Quantitative Phase: Informed by the qualitative
findings, a researcher-designed questionnaire was
developed to quantitatively measure the identified
factors. In addition, the questionnaire was based on
published books, articles, and theses. Its validity was
ensured through face validity, verifying that the
questions addressed the research objectives without
ambiguity. Content validity was confirmed by
experts in media literacy and psychology, and their
feedback was applied to refine the tool. Reliability
was assessed using Cronbach's alpha coefficient,
which yielded a score above 0.70 for a sample of 30
participants, indicating high reliability. The
quantitative phase targeted citizens over 18 years old
residing in Tehran. Based on the 2016 census, it was
estimated that approximately eight million
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individuals over 18 live in Tehran. A multi-stage
cluster sampling method was employed to collect
the data. In the first stage, four neighborhoods were
randomly selected from central, eastern, western,
northern, and southern regions in Tehran. In the
second stage, parks, sports halls, and recreational
centers within each neighborhood were randomly
chosen, and participants were selected using
convenient sampling. Using Cochran's formula for
large populations, a sample size of 384 was
determined. To account for non-responses, 400
questionnaires were distributed, and 388 valid
responses were finally analyzed. The quantitative
data were analyzed using SPSS version 25, with the
Pearson Correlation Coefficient employed to

Results

The qualitative findings were extracted from
interviews using a thematic analysis approach. After
reaching theoretical saturation, the researcher
organized the core themes and eliminated closely
related or less important themes, leading to the
development of a comprehensive theme network
(Table 1). The themes with the highest frequency
included teaching media literacy from preschool to
high school, strategies for handling negative news,
and developing multimedia skills, as these were
regarded as crucial by experts in the field of media
literacy policy-making to improve the mental health
of society.

examine relationships between variables.
Table 1.0rganizing themes emerging from the research process and their frequency

Row The title of the theme of the organizer Abundance of related basic
themes (occurrences)

1 Media literacy teaching from preschool to high school 12
2 Structuring and categorizing media literacy education 5
3 Training media literacy experts 4
4 Utilizing appropriate educational tools in the field of media 3
5 Involvement of formal and informal organizations 2
6 Use of national media for media literacy education 3
7 Educating people on how to handle negative news 13
8 Enhancing family media literacy

9 Accuracy in spreading negative news by media outlets 7
10 Injuries from the spread of negative news 16
11 Influence of emotional reactions generated by media 12
12 Risks to family mental health 7
13 Active participation in the media space 9
14 Vulnerability of social beliefs 4
15 Inability to monitor content in digital space

16 Teaching methods to distinguish true from false news 17
17 Developing multimedia skills 11
18 Techniques for news highlighting and gatekeeping 2
19 Evaluating the tone and language of the news 3
20 Optimal use of media-sourced data and information 4

Based on these findings, three themes were further
refined to create the overarching framework (Table
2). Key elements included media literacy education
from early childhood, strategies for handling
negative news, and multimedia skill development,

Table 2. Comprehensive network of themes in the research

all of which play a critical role in fostering societal
mental health. Experts noted the significant role of
accurate news dissemination, the prevention of harm
from negative news, and methods for verifying news
authenticity.

Row Overarching themes Number of subcategory
organizer (Table 1)
1 Media literacy education, including structuring, categorization, and tools Themes 1-8
2 Psychological and emotional impacts of media, including participation and Themes 9-15

content monitoring

3 Skills development in news evaluation and analysis

Themes 16-20

Qualitative results indicate that the introduction of
media literacy education from preschool to high

school, the training of media literacy experts, and
increasing family engagement with media literacy
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can enhance societal mental health. On the other
hand, risks include emotional manipulation by the
media, which can undermine the mental well-being
of families, societal beliefs, and the inability to
control digital content. Quantitative data were
collected from respondents, of whom 51.5% were
men and 48.5% were women. Respondents' age
groups included 18-25 (28.1%), 26-28 (24.5%), 29-
31 (22.7%), and 32-35 (24.7%). Educational levels
varied from below diploma (24.5%) to bachelor's
degree (26.9%) and master's degree or higher
(26.5%). To examine the relationship between
media message comprehension and the mental
health of society, Pearson's correlation test was

applied. Results showed a significant positive
relationship between understanding media messages
and the improvement of mental health (P = 0.001),
with a Pearson coefficient of 0.541 for content
comprehension, 0.577 for recognizing hidden
motives, 0.311 for selective message perception,
0.533 for critical media evaluation, and 0.420 for
media message analysis. These findings highlight
that as the ability to critically analyze and
understand media messages improves, so does
societalmental health. In contrast, lower levels of
media literacy correlateed with a reduction in mental
health benefits.

Table 3.Pearson’s correlation between various aspects of media messages and societal mental health

Dimensions of media messages

Improving the societal mental health

Pearson coefficient P-values
Media message comprehension 0.541 P<0.0001
Understanding hidden motives 0.577 P<0.0001
Selective message perception i 0.311 P<0.0001
Critical evaluation of media | F o 0.533 P<0.0001
Media message analysis I 0.420 P<0.0001

These results demonstrate that increasing critical
and analytical thinking about media messages leads
to better mental health outcomes for society,
establishing media literacy as a vital tool in
safeguarding psychological well-being.
Discussion

The undeniable connection between societal mental
health and media literacy plays a crucial role in both
scientific understanding of issues and the
identification and dissemination of positive and
negative news [3-4, 20-21]. The qualitative findings
of this research suggest that media literacy education
from preschool through high school, structured
training programs, training of media literacy experts,
the use of appropriate educational tools, and the
involvement of formal and informal organizations
can collectively enhance media literacy, thereby
improving societal mental health. Interviewees
emphasized that accuracy in the dissemination of
negative news, the impact of media-induced
emotions, the risk to family mental health, active
participation in media spaces, and the inability to
monitor online content are among the significant
challenges posed by media in relation to public
mental health. Furthermore, key educational
strategies such as distinguishing real from fake
news, developing multimedia skills, and evaluating
language and tone of news are crucial for fostering

societal mental health. Quantitative findings also
reveal a statistically significant relationship between
media  message  comprehension and  the
improvement of mental health in Iranian society. As
media message comprehension increases, societal
mental health improves accordingly, and vice versa.
These results align with the findings of Rezadad and
Shoaei [11] and Xin et al. [19]. Similarly, a
significant relationship exists between
understanding the hidden goals of media messages
and mental health, reaffirming the importance of
comprehending media content for psychological
well-being. This finding is consistent with those of
Salemi et al. [15] and Xin et al. [19]. Additionally,
the research reveals a significant correlation
between conscious selection of media messages and
improved mental health, a result supported by
Rezadad and Shoaei [11] and Vahedi et al. [16]. The
data also indicate that critical evaluation of media
messages contributes to enhanced mental health, a
conclusion consistent with the studies by Rezadad
and Shoaei [11] and Salemi et al. [15]. The final
quantitative finding shows a statistically significant
relationship between analyzing media messages and
societal mental health, indicating that better media
analysis skills result in improved mental health.
These findings align with those of Rezadad and
Shoaei [11], Salemi et al. [15], and Xin et al. [19].
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Media literacy, especially during social crises, has a
more profound impact than the crises themselves. In
today’s world, where social networks and advanced
communication technologies have transformed the
globe into a connected village, media literacy is
crucial for discerning the truth and mitigating the
negative effects of crises. Ignoring this vital
knowledge can lead to severe psychological and
social consequences. Media plays a dual role during
crises. It can either foster hope and mental balance
in society or, through the spread of false and
negative information, exacerbate feelings of despair
and anxiety. The strong relationship between
societal mental health and media literacy
underscores the importance of scientific
understanding and the ability to discern between
positive and negative news [3-4, 20-21]. The
research findings highlight that teaching media
literacy from early education through high school
and using appropriate educational tools can enhance
societal mental health. Interviewees pointed out that
accuracy in the dissemination of news and the
management of media-induced emotions are critical
to protecting the mental health of families. This calls
for the implementation of strategies that help
individuals distinguish real news from fake, develop
multimedia skills, and evaluate the content of media
messages [22]. Quantitative findings further confirm
a significant relationship between media message
comprehension and mental health in Iranian society.
This result, in line with previous studies such as
those by Rezadad and Shoaei [11] and Xin et al.
[19], underscores the importance of understanding
the hidden objectives of media messages.
Additionally, the significant relationship between
the conscious selection of media messages and
mental health, particularly in times of crisis, requires
further attention. This study also emphasizes the
need for critical thinking and media literacy
education as essential components for societal well-
being. This study clearly demonstrate that media
literacy is a fundamental need for all citizens,
especially younger generations, and plays a crucial
role in improving both mental health and social
awareness. With the rapid growth of media and its
widespread influence on individual and social
behaviors, media literacy has become an essential
skill. This study emphasizes that media literacy
education must become a priority for society. Such
education not only enhances the ability of
individuals to identify fake news and

misinformation but also contributes to improving
mental health. Therefore, it is essential for relevant
organizations to develop and implement practical
and targeted programs aimed at promoting media
literacy. Finally, the following recommendations are
proposed based on the findings of this research:
First: Increase media literacy programs in schools
and universities to reduce the negative impact of
misinformation and enhance the ability to analyze
media content. Second: promote a culture of media
critique through public media and social networks to
reduce anxiety and stress caused by false and
negative news. Finaly, develop national policies to
strengthen media literacy, with the goal of
improving citizens' ability to understand media
messages and prevent their negative effects on
mental  health. By implementing  these
recommendations, media literacy in society can be
enhanced, leading to improved mental health for all
citizens.
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