32 / Research of deviance and social problems

A Meta-Analysis of Research on the Impact of Virtual
Social Networks on Political Participation in Iran

Zhila Pourya"
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Political participation serves as a benchmark indicator for social,
cultural, and political development, constituting a defining
characteristic of an active civil society. In the contemporary era,
virtual social networks significantly modulate the dynamics and
intensity of political participation. This study conducts a quantitative
meta-analysis of domestic empirical research published in Iran
between 2009 and 2023 (1388-1402 AH) exploring the relation
between virtual social networks and political participation. The
empirical findings indicate that all included primary studies are
statistically significant at the 99% confidence level, with the sole
exception of one study. A funnel plot analysis revealed the presence of
a notable publication bias. Utilizing a random-effects model, the
calculated combined average effect size of virtual social network
utilization on political participation was determined to be 0.297. This
estimated effect size falls within the acceptable confidence interval,
thereby empirically validating the positive impact of virtual platforms
on political activism. According to Cohen's criteria, this point estimate
signifies a small-to-moderate effect size. Furthermore, the
homogeneity test confirmed significant heterogeneity among the
primary effect sizes. Sociologically, these results suggest that digital
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platforms up to some extend foster critical political awareness, lower
communication barriers, and facilitate the self-organization of citizens
into associations and civil society groups. This digital mobilization, in
turn, enhances citizen oversight over political resource holders and
institutional authorities.

Keywords: Meta-analysis, Social Networks, Political participation,
Iran, Political behavior

Introduction Political participation is widely recognized as a
foundational pillar of civic identity and a primary source of
institutional legitimacy for contemporary governments. This
multifaceted phenomenon is shaped by an array of structural and
environmental variables, including the institutional vitality of political
parties, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), trade unions,
grassroots syndicates, and traditional or digital elites. In the modern
public sphere, the free flow of information has migrated from
conventional mass media to virtual social networks. These digital
platforms have thoroughly restructured not only everyday social
integration but also the micro-dynamics of political behavior. Core
political actions such as voting, participating in physical or digital
rallies, expressing ideological dissent, and coordinating collective
action are increasingly mediated through online communication.

Consequently, political actors and state officials heavily utilize
these tools due to their unprecedented audience reach, rapid
dissemination capabilities, and the circumvention of traditional media
gatekeeping. Prominent global examples, such as the strategic use of
Twitter (X) during various US presidential campaigns and diplomatic
standoffs, alongside the active digital presence of Iranian authorities,
underscore this paradigm shift. Virtual social networks have evolved
into autonomous domains for news production and public discourse,
directly influencing whether citizens choose to participate in or
alienate themselves from the political process. By using a systematic
quantitative meta-analysis, this study synthesizes conflicting empirical
findings within the Iranian academic literature to answer a central
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question: "What is the collective structural impact of virtual social
networks on the political participation of the Iranian population?"

Experimental Background

Globally, extensive research has studied the relation of digital media
and political mobilization. For instance, Orijinwa and Perseus (2023), in
their study "Agenda Setting for Public Discourse: Exploring the Impact
of Social Media on Political Participation among Youths,"
demonstrated that virtual platforms successfully executed an agenda-
setting function during the 2023 Nigerian general elections,
substantially driving youth turnout. Similarly, Ahmed, Alvi, and
Iftikhar (2019) explored social media dynamics in Pakistan, finding that
university students leverage digital networks to cultivate political
awareness, which translates into online activism and offline electoral
participation. Furthermore, Mahmud and Amin (2017), investigating
Facebook usage at the University of Dhaka, concluded that social media
platforms are instrumental in coordinating physical demonstrations,
human chains, and civil rights advocacy, reinforcing the hypothesis that
online engagement catalyzes offline political mobilization.

Theoretical framework

The theoretical architecture of this study is grounded in two primary
sociological paradigms:

1. Lerner’s Modernization Theory: In his classic work, The
Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East, which
analyzed data from six developing nations (including Iran), Lerner
demonstrated a robust, statistically significant relationship between
exposure to mass communication media and the expansion of socio-
political participation.

2. Putnam’s Social Capital Theory emphasizes the vital role of
social networks in generating civic engagement. He posits that denser
social networks yield higher levels of generalized trust and
reciprocity, enabling citizens to collaborate more effectively for
mutual benefit. When transposed to the digital sphere, horizontal
virtual networks function as modern institutional spaces that foster
interpersonal interaction, build horizontal social capital, and lower the
transaction costs of collective political action.
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Methodology

The present study used the meta-analysis method. The statistical
population is all research conducted in Iran on the same topic as the
impact of virtual social networks on users' political participation. The
internal criteria for entering the meta-analysis were Persian-language
articles published between 2009 to 2023 in scientific and research
journals. In addition, in this study, the dimensions of social networks
such as Instagram, Telegram, Twitter, and Facebook were studied. The
external criteria also included the elimination of articles that were
conducted using a qualitative method and did not obtain an acceptable
score, as well as articles that did not raise the coefficients of coherence
and regression despite the survey method. 47 article titles were
extracted using the keywords of virtual social networks Facebook,
Instagram, and Telegram between 2009 to 2023 were indexed and
collected. After reviewing the titles and articles, fourteen articles that
met the criteria for entering the meta-analysis were selected and were
performed with the CMA2 software (Comprehensive Meta-Analysis
and Effect Size Calculation Software).

Findings

The variance and effect size of the studies were examined.
According to the findings, all studies conducted on the relationship
between the use of virtual social networks and political participation
were shown to be significant at the 99 confidence level, except for the
study by Khajeh Sarwari and Nourbakhsh (2018), where the largest
effect size is related to the study by Amin et al. and the smallest effect
size is related to the study by Bayat (2018). The effect sizes indicate
that virtual social networks should be expanded not only as
communication tools but also as effective and socially influential
mechanisms from the individual to the structural level.

Evaluating bias due to publication of published studies and non-
publication of unpublished research is one of the basic issues in meta-
analysis; the most common method is the funnel plot. In this method,
the hypothesis (Ho) indicates that the plot is symmetrical and there is
no publication bias, and the opposite hypothesis (H1) indicates that
the funnel plot is asymmetrical and there is publication bias. Studies
have shown that the average use of virtual social networks and
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political participation are somewhat scattered, and the effect size is
not very accurate at points close to the mean. Publication bias with a
high effect size can indicate the effect of virtual networks on political
participation.

The results of the findings in examining the effect size of studies on
the relationship between virtual social networks and political
participation show that the average effect size of using virtual social
networks on political participation is 0.297. And the estimated effect
size is within the confidence limit. Therefore, the limit effect of virtual
social networks on political participation is confirmed. The point
estimate with the Cohen criterion indicates a low to moderate effect.
Therefore, the use of virtual social networks can have a small effect
on political participation. The stochastic model states that the effect of
virtual social networks on political participation is explainable and
this effect reflect the developments in the digital space of political
culture and power structures and institutional constraints.

Conclusion

The empirical synthesis achieved through this meta-analysis
confirms that virtual social networks up to some extend are capable of
reshaping and expanding political participation within the
contemporary Iranian context. However, this digital influence is not
uniform; it is continually moderated by macro-structural, socio-
cultural, and institutional variables. The findings up to some extend
are congruent with the international literature, including the work of
Ahmed et al. (2019) in Pakistan and Mahmud and Amin (2017) in
Bangladesh, which established that digital media serves as an
accelerator for political literacy and civil mobilization.

The findings strongly validate Putnam's emphasis on horizontal
social networks. Unlike vertical, state-controlled traditional media,
virtual social networks cultivate horizontal social capital. By
facilitating equal-status communication, mutual trust, and collective
digital agency, these networks allow citizens to construct autonomous
spaces for political discourse. Furthermore, as noted by Orijinwa and
Perseus (2023), these platforms excel at digital agenda-setting, turning
fragmented individual grievances into coherent collective actions.
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In conclusion, virtual social networks cannot be evaluated as mere
passive tools for entertainment or simple information retrieval. They
constitute highly dynamic institutional arenas that redefine state-society
relations. By decentralizing information networks, digital platforms
democratize political awareness and strengthen the capacity of civil
society to monitor and critique institutional authorities. For
policymakers and social scientists alike, these results indicate that
traditional models of state gatekeeping are increasingly obsolete. Future
social and political planning must recognize the decentralized, network-
driven nature of modern civic engagement, shifting focus toward
expanding digital literacy and building institutional channels that can
constructively absorb the digital political agency of the population.
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