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This study, with a focus on political participation, aims to assess and understand its
relationship with political awareness in the online sphere. Online political participation
is a significant issue that has gained attention with the expansion of new social
networks. This research is descriptive-analytical in nature and applied in purpose,
examining the role of social networks in political awareness and online political
participation among students at the Islamic Azad University, Ahvaz Branch. The
sample size consisted of 380 individuals selected through simple random sampling. A
questionnaire comprising 17 items was developed. The reliability coefficient of the
scale was calculated using Cronbach’s alpha method and found to be 77%. The
findings of the study indicate that cyberspace has a moderate impact on individuals’
political tendencies, behaviors, and participation. Furthermore, individuals use virtual
space primarily for obtaining political news and information, while the least usage is
related to encouraging participation in city council elections. Most individuals express
no desire to participate in presidential, parliamentary, or city council elections and do
not use social networks for political news and information at all. Regarding the form
of political activity, whether active or passive, the majority of individuals show no
inclination toward active political participation. This may reflect a form of
disillusionment with active political engagement and direct involvement in such
activities. In addition, the tendency toward peaceful political participation is higher
than toward non-peaceful participation. Most respondents also believe that social
networks significantly facilitate the exchange of information and political discussion,
freedom of expression, and political communication among citizens.
Keywords: Political awareness, students, social networks,
participation
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Political participation has long been considered a core tenet of democratic governance,
encompassing individuals' active or passive involvement in shaping, endorsing, or contesting political
systems. Traditionally, this participation took tangible forms such as voting, attending rallies, or engaging
in political dialogue within public spaces. However, the rapid emergence of social networks has ushered
in a new arena for political engagement. These digital platforms have not only supplemented conventional
participation but have also forged novel mechanisms for expression and activism (White, 2022). Platforms
such as Instagram, Twitter, Telegram, and WhatsApp in Iran now serve as dynamic spaces where political
actors, citizens, and students engage in discourse, mobilize support, and even protest. Particularly during
elections or crises, hashtags and trending topics become tools for shaping public opinion (Theocharis et al.,
2023), while virtual campaigns play a crucial role in rallying youth and marginalized voices (Eubank et al.,
2021).

This paradigm shift has significant implications for political awareness, a construct often defined
as an individual's knowledge of political concepts, institutions, and history. The proliferation of digital
information has enhanced accessibility to political content, yet simultaneously blurred the lines between
verified facts and misinformation (Tariq et al., 2022). The potential for confusion is high, with accurate
reporting coexisting alongside biased or fabricated content (Shahzad & Omar, 2021). This duality
necessitates a deeper understanding of how social networks influence not only the quantity but also the
quality of political awareness, particularly among students, who are both avid consumers of digital content
and future political agents (Rahman et al., 2018).

Online political participation—whether through commenting, signing e-petitions, liking political
posts, or engaging in virtual forums—is increasingly recognized as a legitimate form of political behavior
(De Zufiga et al., 2014). Such participation reflects users’ attitudes toward democracy and their sense of
civic responsibility (Arabi et al., 2023). The contextual environment, including media format, emotional
salience, and proximity of information, further shapes the intensity and style of engagement (Geise et al.,
2021). Importantly, students' political behaviors are shaped not just by individual agency but by the
communicative affordances of the platforms they use (Nguyen et al., 2020), prompting political institutions
to optimize their presence across these networks. Despite the promise of online engagement, there remains
a gap in the literature concerning how these dynamics manifest among Iranian university students—a
population navigating a complex sociopolitical landscape and an evolving digital culture.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a descriptive-analytical survey approach with an applied orientation. The
study population included students of the Islamic Azad University, Ahvaz Branch. A total of 380
participants were selected through simple random sampling. Data collection utilized both library and field
methods. For the fieldwork, a researcher-made questionnaire was administered online through university-
affiliated virtual groups and channels. The questionnaire assessed three main variables: usage of social
networks, political awareness, and online political participation. Political awareness was evaluated across
three subdimensions—knowledge of political concepts, political institutions, and political history. The
reliability of the instruments was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha, with coefficients of 0.74 and 0.77
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for online political participation and political awareness respectively. Quantitative data were analyzed
using SPSS software, employing descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation, and multiple regression
analyses.

Findings

The demographic analysis revealed that 55% of respondents were male and 45% female.
Regarding marital status, 44.73% were single and 55.26% were married. The most represented age groups
were 35-44 years (35%) and 18-24 years (33.68%). In terms of education, the highest proportions were
found among bachelor's (45.26%) and master's (25.64%) degree holders.

Among social network platforms, WhatsApp (mean = 3.53), Instagram (mean = 3.34), and
Telegram (mean = 3.13) had the highest usage. The most common reasons for using these networks were
to access scientific content (mean = 3.89), social content (mean = 3.82), and political content (mean =
3.46). Political awareness scored a mean of 3.62, which is above average, while online political
participation had a mean of 1.95, indicating a below-average engagement level.

Correlation analysis showed a statistically significant positive relationship between the frequency
of social media use and political awareness (r = 0.197, p = 0.021). Further analysis revealed a significant
correlation between social media use and active political participation (r = 0.277, p = 0.036), particularly
for Twitter users, whose engagement in activities such as writing political articles, signing e-petitions, and
uploading political videos was higher (p = 0.043).

Multiple regression analysis indicated that gender, marital status, age, and education did not
significantly affect active political participation. However, variables such as frequency and type of social
media use, and especially political awareness, significantly predicted active online political participation.
Political awareness emerged as the strongest predictor (B = 0.506), followed by content type (B = 0.259)
and frequency of use (f =0.083). The adjusted R? value of 0.297 indicated that about 29.7% of the variance
in political participation could be explained by the independent variables.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study explored how social networks influence political awareness and online political
participation among students of Islamic Azad University in Ahvaz. The concept of online political
participation, while relatively new, encapsulates a broad array of digital behaviors that are politically
meaningful. In this research, it was evident that while students are active users of various social media
platforms, their engagement in active political behavior remains limited. A significant number of
respondents reported using these platforms to obtain political news, yet refrained from participating in
traditional political processes such as elections.

Interestingly, Twitter stood out as a platform associated with higher levels of political engagement,
suggesting its role as a conduit for more expressive and direct forms of activism. Despite this, the overall
level of active participation remained low, possibly due to political disillusionment, lack of trust, or
perceived inefficacy of such actions. However, the data also highlighted a preference for peaceful and
information-based political involvement, reflecting a shift toward more discursive and less confrontational
forms of engagement.

Political awareness was found to be the most powerful predictor of online political participation,
underscoring the idea that informed citizens are more likely to engage. The role of social media as a
catalyst for this awareness cannot be overstated—it acts both as an information hub and a space for
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discussion and deliberation. This points to the need for further exploration into the content quality and
information literacy skills of users, which may enhance or inhibit their political agency.

While the study provides valuable insights, limitations such as reliance on self-reported data, lack
of qualitative insights, and the exclusive focus on one university campus must be acknowledged. Future
research would benefit from employing mixed-method approaches and comparing diverse student
populations across regions and institutions. Nonetheless, the findings confirm that social networks have
become indispensable in shaping the political consciousness and behaviors of the new generation.
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