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ABSTRACT

Received: 22 Jul 2025 This study aims to explore and interpret the lived experience of hope and fear among
Accepted: 13 Nov 2025 university students in Tehran in their interaction with social media from a
First Available: 16 Nov 2025 phenomenological perspective. Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, data were
Final Publication: 09 Apr 2026 collected through 35 semi-structured in-depth interviews with 29 students and 6 experts in

social sciences and communication. Data were analyzed based on Braun and Clarke’s six-
step thematic analysis model. Participants were selected through purposive sampling, and
data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Credibility was ensured
through participant validation and constant comparison techniques. The findings revealed
phenomenology, lived experience, | that hope among Tehran students is a multidimensional and dynamic phenomenon rooted
students, social networks, Tehran : in learning, faith, self-development, and moral action. Fears primarily stem from economic
instability, social pressure, media-driven comparison, and institutional distrust. Students
cope with these challenges by employing strategies such as limiting social media exposure,
focusing on learning and creativity, civic engagement, and spirituality. Their lived
experience represents a dialectic of resistance and meaning-making within Tehran’s socio-
digital environment. Hope for the young generation in Tehran is not merely an emotional
state but a cognitive-social mechanism for maintaining meaning amid instability. Despite
pervasive fears, students reconstruct an intrinsic and resilient form of hope. The results carry
policy implications for enhancing psychological resilience, institutional trust, and media
literacy education among youth.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Hope as a multidimensional and dynamic construct has long been recognized as a
critical psychological and sociological factor influencing personal growth, social
integration, and mental well-being. Within contemporary societies, and particularly among
young adults and university students, hope functions not merely as a positive emotion but
as a cognitive—motivational mechanism that sustains meaning and direction amid
uncertainty (1). In Iran’s rapidly changing sociocultural environment, characterized by
economic instability, institutional distrust, and the pervasive presence of digital
technologies, the examination of hope and fear has become increasingly relevant.

In recent decades, social networks have transformed the communicative landscape
of youth. They serve as platforms for learning, identity construction, and civic participation
(3), yet simultaneously generate new psychological pressures such as social comparison,
anxiety, and fear of missing out (FOMO) (4, 7). This duality—where digital spaces act both
as agents of empowerment and sources of distress—has generated scholarly interest
worldwide. Shan and Xu (2025) demonstrated that hope and academic thriving act as
adaptive mechanisms for fostering psychological peace among university students (6).
Conversely, excessive social media engagement, as shown by Wirtz et al. (2021), can erode
subjective well-being through mechanisms of comparison and perceived inadequacy (5).

In the Iranian context, the dynamics of social hope are deeply intertwined with social
capital, governance quality, and collective trust. National surveys indicate that young
Iranians’ sense of hope is closely tied to perceptions of justice and economic opportunity
(11). Mashayekhi, Jafariniya, and Pasalvarzadeh (2022) emphasized that social hope
declines in contexts where transparency and institutional responsiveness are weakened (12).
These findings resonate with Putnam’s (2000) seminal concept of social capital, which
posits that trust, reciprocity, and cooperation are the building blocks of collective well-
being (20).

From a phenomenological perspective, hope and fear can be understood as lived
experiences embedded in the individual’s interpretation of their social world. Husserl
(2001) asserts that human experience is always intentional, mediated through
consciousness, and grounded in meaning rather than external objectivity (21). Applying this
framework to the lives of Tehran’s students reveals that the interplay between digital
participation and emotional experience is not a linear cause-and-effect process, but rather
an interpretive and embodied phenomenon. Social media use not only mediates



communication but also reconstructs users’ emotional reality, reshaping how they perceive
themselves and their society (22).

Globally, the paradoxical nature of social media as both an enabler of hope and a
trigger of fear has been well documented. While early works such as those by Steinfield,
Ellison, and Lampe (2008) and Zhao, Grasmuck, and Martin (2008) highlighted its
potential to strengthen social ties and enhance social capital (s, 10), later studies
demonstrated its negative psychosocial impacts. Roberts and David (2019) found that fear
of missing out fosters compulsive engagement and emotional depletion, undermining well-
being (7). Similarly, Vogel et al. (2014) concluded that exposure to idealized online
portrayals reduces self-esteem and fosters social anxiety (4). However, Valenzuela et al.
(2009) revealed that civic participation through social media may strengthen hope and self-
efficacy by increasing individuals’ sense of social influence (9).

In the Iranian sociocultural context, Chegeni and colleagues (2021; 2022) found that
social media addiction often stems from escapism and emotional coping strategies among
youth, though meaningful engagement can enhance social connectedness (15, 16).
Kamalikhah et al. (2021) further showed that excessive digital exposure correlates with
heightened anxiety and reduced emotional stability in adolescents (17). These findings
underscore the dual role of social media in shaping both psychological resilience and
emotional exhaustion.

The current study situates itself within this theoretical and empirical landscape by
examining the phenomenology of hope and fear among university students in Tehran.
Drawing upon Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy (18, 19), Schneider’s cognitive—
motivational model of hope (1), and Putnam’s theory of social capital (20), the research
explores how individual agency, social trust, and digital communication intersect to shape
emotional experiences of youth.

The aim of this study was to analyze, through a phenomenological lens, the lived
experience of hope and fear among Tehran’s university students in their interaction with
social networks.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative design grounded in phenomenological and
thematic analysis. The research sample consisted of 35 participants, including 29 students
from various Tehran universities and 6 academic experts in social sciences and
communication. Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews focusing

on participants’ lived experiences of hope and fear in relation to social media.
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All interviews were conducted face-to-face, recorded with participants’ consent, and
transcribed verbatim. Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six-step model.
Coding was carried out inductively, and emerging themes were refined through iterative
comparison. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Research
credibility was enhanced through participant validation and continuous peer review.
Ethical standards such as confidentiality, informed consent, and withdrawal rights were
observed throughout the process.

FINDINGS

Analysis of the interviews revealed a complex emotional landscape characterized by
the coexistence of internal hope and external anxiety. Hope among students emerged as an
active and self-regulated process rooted in learning, faith, and self-development.
Participants described hope not as a fleeting feeling but as a practical and resilient stance
toward life. They frequently associated hope with self-improvement—such as learning new
skills, cultivating independence, and building digital entrepreneurship.

Conversely, fears stemmed from social, economic, and institutional stressors.
Students expressed deep concern about unemployment, financial instability, and the
perceived erosion of trust in public institutions. Exposure to negative news, economic
crises, and political tensions on social media often triggered a sense of helplessness and
emotional fatigue. Many reported that continuous engagement with online negativity
produced a “cycle of mental exhaustion” that intensified feelings of uncertainty.

The findings also indicated that social comparison was a major source of
psychological strain. Participants mentioned that idealized portrayals of success and wealth
on platforms such as Instagram led to feelings of inadequacy and lowered self-worth.
However, despite these challenges, students demonstrated agency in managing their digital
experiences. They adopted strategies such as limiting screen time, curating online content,
and engaging in selective exposure to positive or educational materials.

Another salient theme was the spiritual dimension of hope. Many participants
reported turning to religious or philosophical practices—such as prayer, fasting, or
meditation—to restore inner peace. This spiritual resilience functioned as a psychological
buffer against pervasive social insecurities. Similarly, interpersonal trust, particularly
within family networks, was identified as a critical anchor for maintaining hope.

In summary, five overarching themes were identified: (1) hope as active learning
and self-growth; (2) fear as emotional fatigue rooted in social comparison and institutional
distrust; (3) the dual role of social media as both hope-inducing and anxiety-provoking; (4)



spirituality as a coping mechanism; and (5) family and peer relationships as stabilizing
forces amid uncertainty.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study illuminate the paradoxical nature of hope and fear among
Tehran’s students within the socio-digital milieu. While economic and institutional
instability foster collective anxiety, youth are simultaneously reconstructing hope through
personal agency and creative adaptation. Their narratives illustrate that hope is not
externally granted but internally generated—a form of “resistant optimism” grounded in
everyday practices of learning, faith, and self-regulation.

This perspective aligns with Bandura’s notion of self-efficacy, which emphasizes
the role of perceived personal control in maintaining motivation and psychological
stability. The study further supports Schneider’s conceptualization of hope as a cognitive—
motivational system, where individuals define attainable goals and identify pathways
toward them despite external constraints. Within Tehran’s sociocultural context, where
structural barriers often limit opportunities, hope emerges as both a psychological necessity
and a subtle act of resistance.

At the societal level, the results confirm earlier findings that social trust and
participatory engagement are indispensable for sustaining collective hope. However, as
formal institutional trust weakens, students turn toward informal networks—friends,
families, and online communities—to rebuild interpersonal solidarity. This process mirrors
Putnam’s description of bonding social capital, wherein close-knit networks provide
emotional support when institutional mechanisms fail.

From a communicative standpoint, the dual function of social media reflects
McQuail’s understanding of media as both a mirror and a constructor of social identity. On
the one hand, digital platforms empower students to express individuality, build
communities, and access knowledge. On the other, the same spaces foster anxiety through
comparison, misinformation, and emotional overexposure. Participants’ strategies of self-
regulation—content filtering, time management, and mindful engagement—indicate a
form of “digital reflexivity,” where individuals consciously reshape their media
consumption to protect mental health.

The phenomenological approach of this study reveals that hope and fear are not
opposing forces but intertwined dimensions of lived experience. Hope is sustained not in
the absence of fear, but through active negotiation with it. For Tehran’s youth, to hope is

to endure, to learn, and to act meaningfully despite uncertainty. Their resilience exemplifies
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a generational shift from “institutional hope,” based on collective promises, to “existential
hope,” founded on individual meaning-making.

In conclusion, this study underscores the significance of understanding emotional
life in the digital age as a multilayered interaction between self, society, and technology.
For Iranian youth, social networks are both a site of vulnerability and a laboratory of self-
reconstruction. The phenomenology of their hope reveals an emerging form of adaptive
consciousness—one that transforms fear into reflection and adversity into agency.

Pragmatically, these insights suggest the need for educational and policy initiatives
that promote media literacy, emotional resilience, and civic participation. By nurturing
critical awareness and strengthening supportive networks, society can help sustain youth
hope as a vital resource for psychological and social stability. Ultimately, the study
contributes to a deeper understanding of how digital modernity reshapes the contours of
hope and fear in contemporary Iranian life—illuminating not only the challenges but also
the quiet strength with which a new generation confronts uncertainty and continues to
believe in possibility.
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