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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the processes influencing cultural identity transformation among university
students within the context of virtual social networks, using the grounded theory approach. The study is
qualitative in nature and based on grounded theory methodology. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 50 students from Shiraz University. The analysis was conducted through open,
axial, and selective coding. The theoretical framework integrates perspectives from Hall's cultural
representation, Castells' network society, Bourdieu's field and cultural capital theory, and Blumer’s
symbolic interactionism. The analysis yielded over 500 initial codes and 36 subcategories. The core
category identified was the “dominant culture of virtual social networks.” This culture interacts with causal
conditions (e.g., digital celebrity modeling, media illiteracy), contextual conditions (e.g., generational gap,
weak cultural institutions), intervening factors (e.g., family supervision, peer influence), strategic behaviors
(e.g., identity masking, adopting alternative digital identities), and outcomes such as disconnection from
native identity and decreased social cohesion. A significant finding was the emergence of "hybrid identity"
among students trying to reconcile traditional and modern cultural values. The results indicate that virtual
social networks function not only as communication tools but also as cultural arenas that actively shape
and transform students’ cultural identities. This transformation is systemic, ongoing, and structurally
embedded. Cultural policymakers, families, and academic institutions need to proactively enhance media
literacy and support youth in navigating identity reconstruction in the digital realm.
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The rapid expansion of virtual social networks has redefined the boundaries between cultural
tradition and digital modernity, particularly among young people navigating transitional identity
phases. In contemporary societies, especially within Iran, digital platforms like Instagram, Telegram,
WhatsApp, and Twitter serve not only as communication tools but also as symbolic environments
where users actively negotiate and reconstruct their cultural identities. These platforms present an
open space for visual representation, selective identity management, and cultural hybridization. As
Zhang (2019) notes, new media are not passive channels of information but dynamic agents that
influence the structure and perception of identity in globalized societies.

Youth, especially university students, are among the most affected groups due to their simultaneous
exposure to academic, social, and technological stimuli. Their cultural identity is increasingly
subjected to redefinition as they interact with and adapt to the dominant digital culture. Sihvonen
(2023) emphasizes that media consumption plays a central role in shaping young people’s identity
projects, highlighting the powerful interplay between online representation and self-construction.
Similarly, Buss et al. (2021) explain that social media platforms enable users to craft multiple,
context-dependent identities, a trend that is particularly pronounced among marginalized or
transitional identity groups.

Within the Iranian context, this transformation is situated against a backdrop of traditional values,
religious norms, and limited cultural infrastructure capable of responding to the dynamics of digital
environments. Studies like those of Arabi (2022) and Kohsari (2022) underline how young Iranians,
especially women and youth in urban areas, actively engage with digital platforms to renegotiate
social and cultural constraints, often moving away from inherited identity markers toward a more fluid
and hybrid cultural self.

The concept of cultural identity, encompassing values, beliefs, symbols, and social behaviors, is
highly responsive to symbolic environments like virtual networks. Drawing from Hall's cultural
representation theory, media does not merely reflect reality but constructs it through meaning-
making processes. This perspective is echoed in Hu et al. (2023), who suggest that social media
facilitates social commerce not only through connectivity but also by enabling identity performance.
Similarly, McGannon et al. (2017) illustrate how public figures in sport, like Kim Clijsters, reshape
personal and cultural identities through media narratives that reflect and recreate social
expectations.

Iranian studies have further highlighted the consequences of this ongoing digital influence.
Ghiasvand (2018) explores how Facebook usage contributes to users’ distancing from traditional
cultural identity in favor of more global, image-driven identity models. Likewise, Fooladi (2007)
asserts that the absence of structured media literacy education and the dominance of imported
cultural content accelerate cultural erosion among Iranian youth. The increasing disconnection from
national heritage and collective cultural anchors is further supported by Gol Mohammadi (2007), who
suggests that the globalization of culture disrupts the continuity of localized identities and social
cohesion.

Moreover, digital platforms offer new forms of capital—symbolic, social, and cultural—that redefine
how users position themselves within the virtual field. Following Bourdieu’s theoretical framework,
Sarukhani (2003) and Mahdizadeh (2016) argue that cultural capital plays a crucial role in identity
formation within media environments, with digitally literate users better equipped to navigate and
assert their identities online.
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This study is informed by such theoretical foundations and aims to analyze the processes influencing
the cultural identity transformation of university students in Iran through grounded theory
methodology. It draws from a wide range of interdisciplinary scholarship to contextualize identity
change as both a social negotiation and a cultural struggle, rooted in digital engagement.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed the grounded theory approach to explore and model the processes
affecting cultural identity change among university students. The participants included 50 students
from Shiraz University, selected through purposive and theoretical sampling. Data were collected
through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The interviews were then transcribed and analyzed
through three stages of coding: open, axial, and selective coding. In the open coding phase, over
500 initial concepts were identified and grouped into 36 subcategories. Axial coding organized these
into five major categories based on the Strauss and Corbin paradigm model: causal conditions,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. Selective coding
focused on identifying the core category that unifies the model.

Findings

The analysis revealed that the core phenomenon shaping identity change was the “dominant culture
of virtual social networks.” This culture is characterized by visual appeal, interactivity, and behavioral
norms shaped by influencers and viral content. Students’ exposure to this culture leads to a
reevaluation of traditional values and identity expressions.

Causal conditions included visual seduction and interactivity of digital platforms, lack of formal media
literacy education, and emulation of online influencers. Contextual conditions encompassed the
generational gap between youth and parents, weak cultural institutions, and social pressure to
accept modern identity standards.

Intervening factors were family supervision, peer relationships, and the educational atmosphere.
These played a dual role, either amplifying or moderating the identity transformation process.
Strategic responses by students included masking their real identities, adopting alternative online
personas, and joining specialized virtual communities (e.g., nationalism, feminism, modern
lifestyles). These strategies were often adaptive, serving to reconcile conflicting social expectations
and digital norms.

Consequences of these adaptations were significant. Students experienced cultural disconnection,
hybrid identity formation, decreased social cohesion, and weakened trust in traditional institutions.
Many reported a sense of disorientation as they struggled to reconcile inherited cultural scripts with
the emergent digital identity framework.

The final conceptual model, centered on the dominant culture of virtual social networks, illustrates a
dynamic process of identity transformation driven by the interplay of personal agency, structural
conditions, and cultural negotiations.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that cultural identity among university students is increasingly
shaped by the hegemonic forces of digital media environments. These environments act not only as
spaces of communication but also as active agents of cultural reproduction. The dominant culture of
virtual social networks offers a new template for identity expression, characterized by selective
representation, hyper-visibility, and consumer-driven authenticity. Students navigating these spaces
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are compelled to modify their cultural identities to align with platform-specific norms, often distancing
themselves from traditional identity structures in the process.

This phenomenon is not limited to Iran but resonates globally, as highlighted by Nawaz (2024), who
documented similar hybrid identity trends in Pakistan, and Ezzat (2020), who reported comparable
patterns among Egyptian youth. However, the Iranian context presents unique challenges, including
institutional constraints, lack of native digital platforms, and limited cultural counter-narratives. These
factors make the digital identity negotiation process more vulnerable to cultural erosion and identity
fragmentation.

Importantly, the study underscores the role of media literacy—or the lack thereof—as a critical
determinant in how students engage with digital identities. Without the tools to critically analyze
content and reflect on self-representation, students are more likely to passively absorb dominant
digital narratives. This echoes the concerns of Fooladi (2007) and Arabi (2022), who argue for
systemic interventions in media education to buffer the cultural impacts of social media.

Another key insight is the strategic adaptability displayed by students. Faced with conflicting cultural
demands, they develop nuanced identity practices—selectively revealing or concealing aspects of
themselves, participating in targeted virtual communities, and creating digital selves tailored to
perceived norms. These strategies, while adaptive, come with costs: psychological strain, identity
confusion, and social detachment. The phenomenon of “hybrid identity,” wherein students blend
traditional and modern identity components, serves as both a coping mechanism and a sign of
unresolved cultural tensions.

The study also emphasizes the importance of environmental factors—such as family support, peer
networks, and institutional culture—in shaping the trajectory of identity change. In environments
where families or universities foster open dialogue and cultural resilience, identity transformations
were found to be more integrated and less disruptive. This highlights the need for a coordinated,
multi-level response involving families, educators, and policy-makers to support healthy identity
development in the digital age.

In conclusion, virtual social networks are not passive reflections of culture but active arenas where
cultural identities are constructed, contested, and transformed. For university students in Iran, these
networks offer both opportunity and risk: they provide platforms for self-expression and agency, while
simultaneously challenging the coherence of inherited cultural narratives. Navigating this complex
landscape requires not only individual reflexivity but also structural support. Empowering students
with media literacy, investing in culturally grounded content creation, and fostering intergenerational
dialogue are essential steps toward preserving cultural identity while embracing the inevitability of
digital change.
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