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Objective: This study investigates the role of social media use in shaping the social identity
of university students, with religious teachings as a mediating variable among students at
Malayer University.

Method: The study is applied in terms of purpose and employs a correlational design using
structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of 6,400 students enrolled
at Malayer University during the 2024-2025 academic year. A stratified proportional
sampling method was used to select a sample of 362 students. A total of 400 questionnaires
were distributed, and 357 completed responses were analyzed. Data were collected using
the Social Identity Questionnaire by Safariniya and Roshan (2011), the Religious Teachings
Scale by Shogi-Bana (2013), and the Social Media Impact Survey by Ipsos Institute (2024).
Findings: Social media use had a significant negative impact on social identity (8 = -0.426,
p <0.01). Religious teachings had a significant positive effect on social identity ( = 0.305,
p < 0.01). Moreover, religious teachings significantly mediated the relationship between
social media use and social identity (f = 0.141, p <0.01).

Conclusion: The findings indicate that religious teachings serve as a meaningful mediating
variable in the relationship between social media use and social identity. Path analysis and
Sobel testing confirmed that religious teachings not only mediate this relationship but also
function as a moderating mechanism, influencing the extent to which social media affects
social identity. These results underscore the importance of strengthening religious
foundations as a key factor in preserving and enhancing social identity in the digital age.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction and Objective: In the contemporary era, social media has become one of the
most pervasive and influential phenomena in the lives of young people, particularly university
students. Social identity, as a crucial component in shaping individual beliefs and values, is
significantly affected by these platforms. Given the complexity and multidimensional nature of
social identity and its role in reinforcing individuals’ sense of belonging to social groups, there
remains no clear answer to the question of how and to what extent social media influences
social identity.

Previous studies have shown that social media can serve both as an opportunity to strengthen
religious beliefs and teachings and as a source of value conflicts. However, findings in this area
are scattered and sometimes contradictory. Consequently, a major research gap exists in
analyzing the mediating effect of religious teachings in the relationship between social media
use and students’ social identity. Notably, no comprehensive study has simultaneously
examined the positive and negative roles of social media alongside the mediating mechanism
of religious teachings within the Iranian student community.

The present study, therefore, seeks to investigate and explain the role of social media in
students’ social identity with the mediating effect of religious teachings, providing a clearer
picture of the mechanisms through which social media influences both individual and collective
identity among students. Accordingly, the research addresses the following questions:

e Does social media use significantly affect students’ religious teachings?
e Does social media use significantly affect students’ social identity?
e Do religious teachings significantly affect students’ social identity?

e Does social media use, mediated by religious teachings, significantly influence
students’ social identity?

By addressing these questions, the study aims to fill the existing gap in understanding the
relationship between social media, religious teachings, and social identity and to propose
scientific and practical strategies for strengthening students’ social identity.

Method: The present study employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural
equation modeling (SEM) to examine the relationship between social media use, religious
teachings, and social identity among students of Malayer University.

The statistical population consisted of 6,400 students enrolled at Malayer University during the
2023-2024 academic year. The sample size was determined to be 362 using Cochran’s formula.
To ensure sufficient completion of questionnaires, 400 were distributed, of which 357 were
fully completed and included in the analysis. Sampling was conducted using stratified
proportional sampling, with strata defined by academic level (undergraduate, master’s, and
doctoral programs), and samples allocated proportionally to the frequency of each stratum.

Data Collection Instruments:

e Social Identity Questionnaire by Safarinia and Roshan (2011), consisting of 20 items
across individual and collective dimensions.

e Religious Teachings Questionnaire by Shogi-Bana (2013), comprising 15 items across
doctrinal and behavioral dimensions.
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o Social Media Use Questionnaire developed by Ipsos Institute (2024), containing 12
items.

All instruments were designed on a five-point Likert scale. Validity and reliability were
confirmed using CVR, CVI, convergent and discriminant validity indices, and Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients.

Descriptive statistics (frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation) and inferential
statistics were employed. Pearson correlation tests and structural equation modeling were used
to test hypotheses. Analyses were conducted using SPSS version 26 and SmartPLS version 3.

Findings: The findings demonstrated that social media use has a direct and significant impact
on both religious teachings and students’ social identity. Path analysis revealed that increased
student activity on social media was associated with lower scores in the doctrinal and behavioral
dimensions of religious teachings. Specifically, the path coefficient for the negative effect of
social media use on religious teachings was —0.462, significant at the 0.01 level. This finding
provides a clear answer to the first research question, showing that the consequences of social
media use lead to a decline in belief and practice of religious teachings.

Social media use also had a direct negative effect on students’ social identity, with a direct path
coefficient of —0.285 and a total effect of —0.426, both significant at the 0.01 level. This result
addresses the second research question, indicating that students’ individual and collective
identity is weakened by engagement in social media.

The findings further revealed that religious teachings act as a mediating variable. The indirect
effect of social media use on social identity through religious teachings was —0.141, confirmed
by Sobel’s test at the 0.01 significance level. This provides an answer to the third research
question regarding the mediating role of religious teachings.

Additionally, religious teachings were found to have a positive and direct effect on social
identity, with a path coefficient of 0.305, significant at the 0.01 level. This suggests that a
stronger belief in and practice of religious teachings enhances both individual and collective
identity, thereby answering the fourth research question.

Finally, the combined results show that social media use influences social identity through the
mediating role of religious teachings. Religious teachings can mitigate the negative effects of
social media activity and help preserve students’ social identity. These findings provide a direct
response to the fifth research question regarding mechanisms that affect social identity.

Overall, the study highlights that religious teachings serve as both a framework for identity
and a moderating mechanism, helping to maintain individual and collective identity while
reducing the negative consequences of social media use. This underscores the importance of
strengthening religious foundations as a means of safeguarding social identity in the digital age.

Conclusion: The findings of this study revealed that social media use has a direct, negative,
and significant effect on students’ religious teachings and social identity. The results indicate
that the more students engage with social media, the lower their levels of belief and practice in
religious teachings, as well as their scores in individual and collective identity. These findings
are consistent with studies, such as Sadat Riyahi (2024) and Mohsen-zadeh (2022), which
reported that activity on social media can reduce religious belief and weaken social identity.
However, they diverge from studies such as Hamedi-Nasab et al. (2020), which found a positive
effect of social media on national identity. Such differences may be attributed to cultural
context, measurement tools, and operational definitions of variables.
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At the same time, religious teachings were shown to act as a mediating variable that mitigates
the negative effects of social media on social identity. Alignment of social media activity with
religious teachings can strengthen both individual and collective identity, providing students
with a moral and identity-based framework. This finding is consistent with studies by Sediqi-
Arfaei et al. (2021) and Khosravi & Behesht (2015), which highlight the key role of religious
teachings in shaping and reinforcing social identity.

The study faced limitations, including its correlational design, which restricts direct causal
inference, and its focus on a single university, which requires caution in generalizing the results.
Based on these limitations, future research is recommended to employ longitudinal or quasi-
experimental designs and include multi-university samples to improve generalizability and
allow for examination of causal relationships.

From a practical perspective, establishing credible online channels and groups for sharing
religious and cultural content, along with structured training workshops that integrate religious
teachings with skills for intelligent use of social media, can serve as effective strategies to
strengthen social identity and reduce the negative effects of virtual spaces. Overall, the
conclusion underscores the importance of integrating religious teachings with the management
of social media activity to support students’ social identity in the digital age.
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