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Abstract

This study aimed to validate a digital literacy model for the optimal use of foreign social networks with
emphasis on cultural and cognitive challenges among students of Islamic Azad University, Najafabad
Branch. This quantitative study was developmental-applied in purpose and descriptive-correlational and
cross-sectional in design. The statistical population consisted of students of Islamic Azad University,
Najafabad Branch, of whom 400 participated in the study. Data were collected using an 83-item
researcher-developed questionnaire comprising 51 items on digital literacy, 14 items on outcomes of
optimal foreign social network use, 12 items on cultural challenges, and 6 items on cognitive challenges.
Face and content validity were assessed by experts using CVR and CVI, and reliability was confirmed
using Cronbach’s alpha. Data were analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS 3 through measurement and
structural model assessment. Composite reliability values ranged from 0.934 to 0.982 and average
variance extracted values ranged from 0.521 to 0.701. All HTMT values were below 0.90, supporting
discriminant validity. The R2 value for optimal-use outcomes was 0.787 and Q2_predict was 0.764. Digital
literacy had a significant positive effect on optimal-use outcomes (3=0.768, t=3.619, p<0.001), whereas
cultural challenges ($=-0.392, t=3.148, p<0.001) and cognitive challenges ($=-0.299, t=2.512, p<0.001)
had significant negative effects. The proposed model demonstrated satisfactory validity, reliability,
explanatory power, and predictive relevance. Enhancing digital literacy while reducing cultural and
cognitive challenges may substantially improve the optimal use of foreign social networks among university
students.

Keywords: Digital literacy, foreign social networks, optimal use, cultural challenges, cognitive challenges,
structural equation modeling
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The rapid expansion of digital technologies and the growing penetration of social media into different
aspects of individual, educational, professional, and social life have transformed digital literacy from
a limited technical skill into a multidimensional competence. Contemporary users are no longer
passive recipients of information; rather, they simultaneously produce, redistribute, interpret,
evaluate, and interact with digital content. Foreign social networking platforms provide extensive
opportunities for communication, informal learning, professional development, participation in global
communities, entrepreneurship, marketing, tourism, and cross-cultural interaction. At the same time,
however, these platforms expose users to complex cultural and cognitive challenges that may reduce
the quality of their digital experiences when they lack sufficient competencies for critical, purposeful,
and responsible use. Accordingly, digital literacy should be understood not merely as the ability to
access digital tools, but as a combination of informational, cognitive, communicative, cultural, and
behavioral capabilities that enable users to interact with digital environments effectively and
responsibly.
The growing role of platform-based communication has made the ability to understand platform
affordances and limitations increasingly important. Users and content creators must adapt their
practices to the technical and communicative structures of platforms and develop strategies
compatible with algorithmic visibility, audience engagement, and platform-specific norms (Bhatia et
al., 2024). Digital platforms have also substantially altered commercial and organizational practices.
Digitalization can improve cross-border business performance by facilitating market access and
reducing geographical constraints (Dallocchio et al., 2024), while social media platforms have
become integral to international marketing strategies, particularly among startups and internationally
oriented firms (Olivieri & Testa, 2024; Rocha et al., 2024). These developments indicate that the
effective use of social media depends not only on access to technology but also on users’ capacity
to recognize opportunities, understand platform mechanisms, and manage digital interactions
strategically.
Social media behavior is also shaped by psychological, cultural, institutional, and contextual factors.
Users differ in their willingness to adopt and continue using digital platforms, and such differences
are associated with technological, behavioral, and perceptual characteristics (Tk, 2024). Migration
from one platform to another further demonstrates that information management, perceived platform
quality, and users’ assessment of the digital environment influence their patterns of engagement
(Yan, 2025). These findings highlight the need for a dynamic conception of digital literacy that equips
individuals to adapt to changing digital environments rather than simply teaching them fixed technical
procedures.
Cultural challenges are particularly important in the context of foreign social networks because global
platforms transmit not only information but also values, lifestyles, identities, narratives, and patterns
of social behavior. Evidence from Iranian youth indicates that domestic and foreign social media may
have divergent associations with national identity, emphasizing the importance of cultural context in
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understanding social media outcomes (Taheri-Zangeneh & Rezaeian, 2025). Similarly, social media
can either facilitate or disrupt cross-cultural adjustment among international students depending on
the manner in which it is used and the psychological and social conditions surrounding such use (Hu
et al., 2025). Social media interaction has also been linked with cross-cultural communication
challenges, while psychological resilience may influence individuals’ capacity to manage these
difficulties (Min & Shapii, 2025). Moreover, differences in mobile application use between culturally
and institutionally distinct populations suggest that digital practices are embedded in broader social
environments rather than being technologically determined (Tseung et al., 2024).

The institutional context of social media use is equally important. Digital strategies operate within
national institutional systems and cannot be fully understood independently of political, legal, and
cultural environments (Meyer et al., 2023). Professional use of global platforms may similarly be
shaped by organizational expectations and national interests, as shown in studies of journalists using
foreign social media platforms for work-related purposes (Wang-Hai & Lin, 2025). Thus, foreign social
networks may simultaneously create opportunities for global participation and generate tensions
resulting from differences between global platform norms and local institutional or cultural
expectations.

Cognitive challenges represent another important dimension of social media use. Users are
continuously exposed to large volumes of information, persuasive messages, competing narratives,
algorithmically selected content, and multiple information sources. Consequently, the ability to
assess credibility, distinguish factual information from promotional or manipulative content, manage
attention, and make critical judgments is essential. Influencer marketing can affect the decision-
making processes of younger users (Nadanyiova & Sujanska, 2023), while influencer narratives can
shape perceptions of destinations differently from official representations (Nazir, 2023). Social media
also influences tourism motivation and destination-related decisions (Kishnani & Sharma, 2024),
illustrating the substantial role of digital content in shaping perceptions and behavioral intentions.
At the same time, social media can provide meaningful educational and developmental benefits
when used appropriately. It may function as an environment for informal language learning and
interaction beyond traditional educational settings (Zhang & Forteza, 2024). Users also increasingly
engage with multiple platforms simultaneously, which broadens access to information but may
increase the complexity of information management and cognitive processing (Lee & Yen, 2024).
During periods of rapid environmental change or crisis, users and organizations may also need to
modify their digital behaviors and communication strategies, emphasizing the importance of
adaptability and cognitive flexibility (Liu & Zheng, 2025). Furthermore, the experience of digitally
driven cultural industries demonstrates that global digital platforms can be used strategically to
disseminate cultural products and strengthen international cultural presence rather than necessarily
undermining local culture (Fiaz, 2024).

Despite these findings, previous studies have often examined digital literacy, cultural challenges,
cognitive challenges, or social media outcomes separately. There remains a need for an integrated
empirical model capable of explaining how digital literacy and cultural and cognitive barriers jointly
contribute to the optimal use of foreign social networks. Therefore, the present study aimed to
validate a digital literacy model for the optimal use of foreign social networks with emphasis on
cultural and cognitive challenges among students of Islamic Azad University, Najafabad Branch.
Methods and Materials

The present study was quantitative, developmental-applied in purpose, descriptive-correlational in
design, and cross-sectional in terms of time horizon. The statistical population consisted of students
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enrolled at Islamic Azad University, Najafabad Branch. A total of 400 students participated in the
study. Eligibility criteria included current enrollment at the university, use of at least one foreign social
networking platform, sufficient familiarity with digital environments, and willingness to participate.
Data were collected electronically using a researcher-developed questionnaire.

The questionnaire contained 83 items covering four principal constructs: digital literacy, optimal use
and related outcomes of foreign social networks, cultural challenges, and cognitive challenges. Of
the 83 items, 51 measured digital literacy, 14 measured outcomes of optimal foreign social network
use, 12 measured cultural challenges, and 6 measured cognitive challenges. Items were rated on a
five-point Likert scale. Face validity was assessed in terms of clarity, comprehensibility, and
appropriateness of wording. Content validity was evaluated by 15 specialists using the Content
Validity Ratio and Content Validity Index. A pilot study with 30 students was conducted to examine
item clarity and preliminary reliability. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.981 for digital literacy,
0.915 for optimal-use outcomes, 0.936 for cultural challenges, 0.941 for cognitive challenges, and
0.943 for the total questionnaire.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS and SmartPLS 3. Descriptive statistics included
frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations. The measurement model was evaluated
through factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, rho_A, composite reliability, average variance extracted,
the Fornell-Larcker criterion, and the heterotrait-monotrait ratio. The structural model was assessed
using path coefficients, t-values, p-values, R2, Q2 _predict, SRMR, RMS _theta, and the goodness-of-
fit index. Statistical significance was considered at p<0.05.

Findings

Of the 400 participants, 54.3% were women and 45.8% were men. The largest age group consisted
of students aged 20-25 years (30.3%), followed by those aged 25-30 years (27.8%). Regarding
educational level, 35.0% were undergraduate students, 26.8% were master’s students, 19.5% were
doctoral students, and 18.8% were associate-degree students. Most participants were single
(56.3%). Regarding daily social media use, 38.5% reported using foreign social networks for 3-5
hours per day, while 26.8% reported 5—7 hours. Instagram was the most frequently used platform
(23.3%), followed by YouTube (22.5%) and Twitter (19.5%).

Descriptive examination of the questionnaire items indicated that all responses fell within the
expected range of 1-5. Skewness values ranged from -1.184 to 1.175 and kurtosis values ranged
from -0.454 to 1.460, indicating acceptable univariate distributional characteristics. Standardized
factor loadings were generally high, ranging from 0.687 to 0.949. Only one item had a loading slightly
below 0.70, while all remaining items met or exceeded the conventional criterion.

Measurement model assessment showed satisfactory internal consistency and convergent validity.
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from 0.915 to 0.981, rho_A values ranged from 0.915 to 0.982,
and composite reliability coefficients ranged from 0.934 to 0.982. AVE values were 0.521 for digital
literacy, 0.701 for optimal-use outcomes, 0.550 for cultural challenges, and 0.612 for cognitive
challenges. All HTMT values were below 0.90, ranging from 0.658 to 0.846, supporting discriminant
validity.

The structural model demonstrated substantial explanatory and predictive power. The R2 value for
outcomes of optimal foreign social network use was 0.787, indicating that digital literacy, cultural
challenges, and cognitive challenges jointly explained 78.7% of the variance in the dependent
construct. The Q2 _predict value was 0.764, indicating strong predictive relevance. The calculated
goodness-of-fit value was 0.687. RMS_theta was 0.112 and SRMR was 0.100, suggesting an overall
acceptable model fit.
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All three structural paths were statistically significant. Digital literacy had a strong positive effect on
optimal-use outcomes ($=0.768, t=3.619, p<0.001). Cultural challenges had a significant negative
effect (B=-0.392, t=3.148, p<0.001), and cognitive challenges also negatively predicted optimal-use
outcomes (=-0.299, t=2.512, p<0.001). Thus, higher digital literacy was associated with more
beneficial and optimal social media use, whereas greater cultural and cognitive challenges were
associated with poorer outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that digital literacy is a central determinant of the effective and optimal use
of foreign social networks. The strong positive path between digital literacy and optimal-use
outcomes indicates that students who possess greater ability to evaluate information, manage digital
interactions, understand platform mechanisms, regulate their online behavior, and use digital
resources purposefully are more likely to obtain beneficial outcomes from foreign social media
platforms. Digital literacy should therefore be conceptualized as a comprehensive competence
involving not only technical ability but also critical evaluation, information management, responsible
interaction, and self-regulation.

The negative effect of cultural challenges indicates that cultural incongruence, value conflicts,
unfamiliar communicative norms, and exposure to culturally divergent content may hinder users’
ability to benefit from global platforms. Foreign social media use places individuals within
transnational communication environments in which local and global values continuously interact.
When users lack the ability to interpret these differences critically and maintain an informed cultural
position, their use of such platforms may become less purposeful and more problematic.

Cognitive challenges similarly reduced optimal-use outcomes. Information overload, rapid content
consumption, difficulties in credibility assessment, distraction, and uncritical processing can
undermine users’ capacity to make informed decisions. This finding highlights the need to include
critical thinking, information verification, attention management, and reflective judgment in digital
literacy education. Users require not simply access to more information, but the cognitive skills
necessary to filter and interpret that information effectively.

The model’s high explanatory power suggests that digital literacy, cultural challenges, and cognitive
challenges together provide a meaningful framework for understanding students’ use of foreign
social networks. The findings support an integrated approach in which digital competence is
strengthened while cultural and cognitive barriers are simultaneously addressed. Educational
interventions should therefore move beyond teaching technical platform skills and include critical
information evaluation, digital self-regulation, cultural awareness, privacy and security, algorithmic
awareness, and strategies for managing information overload.

In conclusion, the validated model showed satisfactory psychometric properties, predictive
relevance, and explanatory power. Digital literacy emerged as a strong positive predictor of optimal
foreign social network use, whereas cultural and cognitive challenges acted as significant inhibitory
factors. The findings indicate that improving the quality of social media use among university
students requires strengthening comprehensive digital literacy while reducing the cultural and
cognitive barriers that interfere with purposeful engagement. The proposed model can therefore
provide a practical basis for designing university-level digital literacy programs, educational policies,
and assessment frameworks aimed at promoting safer, more critical, culturally informed, and more
productive use of foreign social networking platforms.
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