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ABSTRACT

Received: 17 May 2026 This study aimed to develop and validate a model explaining the role of new media, particularly
Accepted: 02 Sep 2026 cyberspace and the Internet, in the formation and transformation of university students’ cultural
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design. The qualitative study population comprised experts in educational sciences, social networks,
Final Publication: 22 May 2027 and university academics. Fifteen eligible experts were selected through purposive snowball sampling
and participated in semi-structured field interviews. The interview data were analyzed using thematic
analysis to extract concepts, subthemes, and major dimensions relevant to the role of new media in
Keywords students’ cultural identity. Following the qualitative analysis, the extracted indicators were evaluated
and validated using the fuzzy Delphi technique to establish expert consensus and eliminate indicators
considered insufficiently important for inclusion in the final model. The fuzzy Delphi validation
Cultural Identity, University supported the final structure of the proposed model. Four indicators were eliminated because of
insufficient importance, while 114 indicators organized into 14 components and four major
dimensions were ultimately confirmed. The validated dimensions were “reconstruction and
transformation of cultural identity in the digital environment,” “education, awareness, and cultural
governance in the digital environment,” “social interactions and cultural communication in the digital
environment,” and “cultural challenges, harms, and consequences of the digital environment.” The
validated components indicated a dual role of new media: they can promote the representation of local,
religious, and national identity, media literacy, social capital, and intercultural interaction, while
simultaneously contributing to hybrid identities, identity crises, erosion of traditional normative
boundaries, adverse media consequences, and passive internalization of global culture. The validated
model demonstrates that the relationship between new media and students’ cultural identity is
multidimensional and bidirectional. Strengthening media literacy, purposeful cultural education, and
effective institutional governance may therefore maximize the identity-enhancing capacities of digital
media while mitigating their potentially adverse cultural and identity-related consequences.

New Media, Cyberspace, Internet,

Students, Fuzzy Delphi.

How to cite:

Ramezani Fokolaei, A., Hosseinzadeh, B., Hoseini Daronkolae, S. Z., & Ghasemzadeh, K. (2027). Developing a Model of the Role of New
Media, with an Emphasis on Cyberspace and the Internet, in Students’ Cultural Identity. Study and Innovation in Education and Development,
7(2), 1-28.

* Corresponding Author: @

Babak Hosseinzadeh © 2027 the authors. Published by Institute for Knowledge, Development, and

E-mail: babak2002@iau.ac.ir Research. _ _
This is an open access article under the terms of the CC BY-NC 4.0 License.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-0089-6427
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4730-854X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4534-227X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1481-5780
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

Ramezani Fokolaei et al. Study and Innovation in Education and Development, Vol. 7, Issue 2: 2027

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

The rapid expansion of digital technologies, the Internet, and social media has
fundamentally transformed the environments in which individuals communicate, acquire
knowledge, establish social relationships, and construct their identities. New media have
moved beyond their conventional role as channels for transmitting information and have
become complex socio-cultural environments in which values, beliefs, lifestyles,
behavioral norms, and representations of the self are continually produced and negotiated.
This transformation is particularly important for young people and university students,
whose developmental stage involves active exploration and consolidation of personal,
social, national, religious, and cultural identities. Social media platforms provide young
users with extensive opportunities for self-expression, interpersonal communication,
participation in virtual communities, and exposure to diverse cultural narratives; however,
these opportunities are accompanied by risks related to identity instability, social
comparison, excessive media engagement, and psychological vulnerability (2, 4).

Cultural identity constitutes a central component of individuals’ understanding of
themselves in relation to their social, historical, national, religious, and cultural
environments. In the digital age, cultural identity can no longer be regarded as a completely
stable or predetermined construct because individuals are continuously exposed to
competing cultural symbols, lifestyles, values, and narratives. Social media facilitate
encounters with both local and global cultures and may consequently contribute to the
reconstruction, hybridization, strengthening, or weakening of particular dimensions of
cultural identity. Evidence indicates that social media use is associated with changes in
social interaction and self-identity and can influence how individuals understand and
represent themselves within contemporary society (1). Similarly, research using a mixed-
method approach has demonstrated that social media are closely connected with the ways
individuals negotiate and experience cultural identity in contexts characterized by
interaction between indigenous cultural traditions and emerging media influences (3).

For university students, these processes are especially significant because digital
media constitute a major component of educational, social, recreational, and cultural life.
Through social networks, students do not merely consume information but actively
produce and redistribute cultural content, present selected aspects of themselves,
participate in online groups, and interact with people from diverse cultural backgrounds.
Media representation can therefore affect identity and self-perception by influencing the



social images, expectations, and meanings through which individuals evaluate themselves
and others (5). At the same time, digital environments can provide novel spaces for
expressing and reproducing national identity. Research has demonstrated that social media
platforms may contribute to strengthening national identity among university students
when they are used to circulate shared cultural symbols, values, narratives, and collective
experiences (8).

The relationship between social media and identity is nevertheless not uniformly
positive or negative. Digital media may facilitate cultural awareness, participation, social
capital, and the representation of indigenous, national, and religious identity, while they
may simultaneously expose users to globalized values and patterns that challenge
established cultural boundaries. Research among Iranian youth has indicated that domestic
and foreign social media may exert divergent effects on national identity, highlighting the
importance of the type and cultural origin of the media environment rather than simply the
amount of media use (6). Studies focusing on young people's cultural identity have
similarly emphasized that social media can influence cultural values, lifestyle preferences,
and identity formation through sustained exposure to different cultural representations (7).
Furthermore, digital fan communities and online cultural participation demonstrate that
national identity can be reproduced in new forms and combined with transnational digital
cultures rather than necessarily being eliminated by globalization (9).

The adverse dimensions of digital media also require careful consideration. Intensive
engagement with social media may be associated with identity disturbance, fragmented
self-representation, increased dependence on external feedback, and psychological strain
(10). Fear of missing out, loneliness, and the continuous comparison of one's life with
selectively presented online identities can further influence young people's experience of
identity and belonging (4). Excessive Internet use is also relevant to identity formation.
Previous studies have linked Internet addiction with identity styles and identity-related
difficulties, suggesting that the relationship between digital engagement and identity is
partly determined by how individuals organize and regulate their sense of self (11).
Research involving adolescents with Internet addiction and identity crisis likewise
emphasizes the interconnected nature of problematic Internet use and identity-related
difficulties (12).

Religious identity may additionally function as an important source of meaning and
behavioral regulation in young people's engagement with digital environments. Findings
concerning the predictive role of religious identity in Internet addiction indicate that
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identity resources can be related to patterns of online behavior and may influence
individuals' vulnerability or resilience in digital contexts (13). At another level, the
increasing importance of digital identity management in technological systems illustrates
how identity itself has become a central feature of participation in digital environments.
Research on digital identity management and access control demonstrates that identity has
become essential even in highly technical domains involving secure digital transactions
and intelligent systems (14). Collectively, these developments demonstrate that identity in
the digital era is simultaneously cultural, social, psychological, behavioral, and
technological.

Despite the growing body of research on social media, national identity, religious
identity, Internet addiction, self-identity, and psychological consequences of digital
engagement, existing studies often examine these dimensions separately. A comprehensive
framework is therefore needed to explain how new media simultaneously contribute to
cultural identity reconstruction, educational and cultural awareness, social and intercultural
interaction, and emerging cultural challenges among university students. Accordingly, the
present study aimed to develop and validate a comprehensive model explaining the role of
new media, with particular emphasis on cyberspace and the Internet, in the cultural identity
of university students.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The present study was applied in terms of purpose, adopted an instrument-
development orientation, and used a mixed-method design integrating qualitative analysis
with a quantitative-oriented expert validation procedure. The study population in the
qualitative phase consisted of experts in educational sciences, specialists in social networks
and digital media, and university academics possessing relevant professional or scholarly
experience. Fifteen participants who met the inclusion criteria were selected through
purposive snowball sampling.

Data were collected through semi-structured field interviews designed to explore the
perceived mechanisms, dimensions, opportunities, and challenges through which new
media and cyberspace influence students' cultural identity. The interview data were
analyzed using thematic analysis. Open coding was initially conducted to identify
meaningful statements and concepts directly related to the research question. Similar codes
were subsequently compared, organized, and integrated into axial categories, subthemes,
and overarching themes. This iterative process was continued through repeated
examination of the interviews and refinement of the conceptual categories.



Following thematic analysis, the extracted indicators were submitted to a fuzzy
Delphi procedure to assess their validity and establish expert consensus regarding their
relevance to the proposed model. Indicators considered insufficiently important were
excluded, whereas indicators achieving the required level of expert agreement were
retained. The final model was constructed by organizing the validated indicators within
their corresponding components and main dimensions.

FINDINGS

The thematic analysis initially generated 349 open codes from the semi-structured
interviews. Through continuous comparison, conceptual integration, and categorization,
these codes were organized into a hierarchical thematic structure describing the role of new
media, particularly cyberspace and the Internet, in students' cultural identity.

The results identified four main dimensions. The first dimension was reconstruction
and transformation of cultural identity in the digital environment, comprising four
components: production and representation of indigenous cultural identity; strengthening
religious, national, and ethical identity; identity transformations among students; and
transformation of lifestyle and cultural behavior.

The second dimension was education, awareness, and cultural governance in the
digital environment, comprising three components: media literacy and critical thinking;
education, awareness, and cultural socialization; and cultural policymaking and
institutional intervention. This dimension reflected the importance of students' ability to
evaluate media content critically, acquire cultural awareness, integrate indigenous values
with technological possibilities, and use digital media responsibly.

The third dimension was social interactions and cultural communication in the
digital environment, comprising three components: social relationships and social capital;
transformation of communication in digital environments; and globalization and cultural
interaction. The indicators within this dimension reflected expanded multidirectional
communication, cultural networking, increased access to information, transnational
interaction, development of global and hybrid identities, and the integration of local,
national, and global cultural elements.

The fourth dimension was cultural challenges, harms, and consequences of the
digital environment, consisting of four components: ethics, norms, and digital
responsibility; identity-cultural challenges and crises; negative media-related harms and
consequences; and passive acceptance and internalization of global culture. Indicators
within this dimension included weakening of traditional cultural boundaries, cultural
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alienation, identity conflicts, dependency on social approval, reduced real-world
interaction, media addiction, weakening of family and traditional identity resources, and
gradual internalization of imported values and global cultural patterns.

The fuzzy Delphi validation resulted in the elimination of four indicators considered
to have insufficient importance. Consequently, 114 indicators organized into 14
components and four main dimensions were retained and confirmed as the final structure
of the model.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that the influence of new media on students' cultural
identity is multidimensional and bidirectional rather than linear or uniformly positive or
negative. Digital environments function simultaneously as arenas for cultural
reconstruction, education, social participation, intercultural communication, and potential
cultural disruption. Students are therefore not merely passive recipients of digital content;
they participate actively in selecting, reproducing, modifying, and communicating cultural
meanings.

The first dimension indicates that cyberspace can contribute to the reconstruction of
cultural identity by providing opportunities for the production and positive representation
of indigenous, national, religious, and ethical values. At the same time, continuous
interaction with diverse cultural content may result in selective, hybrid, and
multidimensional identities. Students may combine elements of traditional culture with
modern and global lifestyles, producing identity configurations that differ from
conventional forms of cultural identification.

The second dimension highlights the central role of education, media literacy,
critical thinking, and institutional governance. Exposure to digital content does not
necessarily lead to the same cultural consequences for all students. The ability to critically
evaluate information, recognize cultural bias, distinguish reliable from manipulative
content, and consciously integrate technological possibilities with indigenous cultural
values can substantially affect the direction of media influence. Universities therefore have
an important role in transforming students from passive media consumers into critical and
responsible digital participants.

The third dimension demonstrates that new media have restructured social and
cultural communication. Digital platforms can strengthen social relationships, facilitate
collective cultural action, increase social capital, and enable students to communicate
across geographical and cultural boundaries. Such interactions can broaden cultural



awareness and create opportunities for global engagement. Nevertheless, they can also
make cultural boundaries more fluid and facilitate the emergence of transnational and
hybrid forms of identity.

The fourth dimension emphasizes that the cultural opportunities of digital media
coexist with significant risks. Excessive, uncritical, or passive engagement may contribute
to cultural alienation, identity conflict, weakening of traditional value boundaries, media
dependency, reduced face-to-face interaction, and progressive internalization of external
cultural patterns. Consequently, the cultural effects of digital media depend substantially
on how they are used, the content to which students are exposed, and the educational and
institutional frameworks surrounding their use.

Overall, the validated model provides an integrated framework consisting of 114
indicators, 14 components, and four major dimensions for understanding the role of new
media in students' cultural identity. The model suggests that effective cultural policy should
neither treat cyberspace exclusively as a threat nor regard technological access as
inherently beneficial. Instead, universities and cultural institutions should adopt a balanced
approach that promotes media literacy, responsible digital participation, indigenous
cultural content production, critical thinking, and meaningful social interaction while
simultaneously identifying and mitigating identity-related and cultural risks. Such an
approach can strengthen the constructive capacities of new media while reducing their
potentially disruptive consequences for students' cultural identity.
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