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Abstract

This study seeks to examine whether mobile-based social networks in Iranian society
reduce sensitivity toward social issues and lead individuals or communities into a
state of social indifference. In other words, does increased use of social networks,
instead of generating appropriate reactions, result in greater indifference among
citizens, where individuals refrain from active engagement and merely observe
events? The research employed a survey method using questionnaires, with data
collected from undergraduate and graduate students across six faculties of Allameh
Tabataba’i University in 2023. A sample of 375 students was selected through multi-
stage random sampling with a margin of error below 0.05. The collected data were
analyzed using inferential statistics and Pearson correlation tests. The findings
indicate a positive and significant relationship between the use of mobile social
networks and four dimensions of social indifference: cultural aversion, self-aversion,
collective negligence, and social isolation. However, no significant relationship was
found with the dimension of social powerlessness. Overall, both the level of mobile
social network usage and the four dimensions of social indifference were moderate.
This suggests that mere usage of mobile social networks does not necessarily cause
social indifference (cultural aversion, self-aversion, social isolation, and collective
negligence with dispersed social responsibility); rather, excessive use of these
networks contributes to the emergence of social indifference .
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Introduction and Statement of the Problem

Contemporary Iranian society is witnessing two parallel trends: on the one hand,
signs of declining civic participation and growing social indifference among citizens,
particularly the youth; and on the other hand, the widespread and increasing use of
mobile social networks within this group. Social indifference refers to the
diminishing sensitivity of individuals toward collective issues and the replacement of
active engagement with passive observation. This phenomenon stands in contrast to

the longstanding tradition of altruism and cooperation in Iranian culture .

This study is designed to examine the relationship between these two phenomena.
The central research question is: Is there a significant correlation between the extent
of mobile social network usage and social indifference among students?
Investigating this relationship contributes to a deeper understanding of the social
impacts of modern communication technologies and provides insights for

developing strategies to mitigate their negative consequences.

Theoretical Framework

Guy Debord’s Theory of the Society of the Spectacle

Guy Debord argues that in modern societies, the spectacle has replaced reality.
Individuals no longer engage with life through direct experience but rather through
images and media representations. This shift leads to alienation, transforming active
participants into passive spectators and fragmenting the unity of lived experience.

Mobile social networks exemplify the society of the spectacle in the digital age, where

life becomes a continuous performance and being seen emerges as the ultimate goal .

The Theory of Media Narcotization

Lazarsfeld and Merton, through the concept of the “narcotizing dysfunction” of
media, contend that the overwhelming flood of information can lead not to action
but to social numbness and lethargy. In this process, individuals develop an illusion
of participation by consuming vast amounts of information, yet in practice, due to

feelings of helplessness, they turn toward passivity and indifference. Social networks

intensify this process even further .

Conceptualization of Social Apathy
Social apathy (from the Greek apatheia) originally referred in Stoic philosophy to

indifference toward matters beyond one’s control. In contemporary social sciences,
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social apathy denotes a condition in which individuals become disengaged from

public issues and refrain from collective participation. This study examines social
apathy through five key dimensions :

Sense of Powerlessness — the belief that one’s actions cannot bring about social
change .

Social Isolation - feelings of detachment and withdrawal from society and social
groups.

Cultural Alienation - devaluation of societal norms, values, and cultural symbols.

Self-Alienation - low self-esteem and a sense of personal inadequacy .

Collective Neglect and Diffusion of Responsibility - diminished individual
responsibility in collective situations.

Research Methodology

This study was conducted using a survey method and a researcher-designed
questionnaire. The statistical population consisted of all male undergraduate and
graduate students from six faculties of Allameh Tabataba’i University in 2023
(approximately 8,000 students). Using Cochran’s formula, the sample size was
determined to be 375 students, selected through multi-stage sampling. In the second
stage, the sample size was proportionally distributed among the faculties according
to the number of students in each. In the third stage, students were chosen randomly

from each faculty .

The questionnaire comprised three sections: demographic information use of mobile
social networks, and a 30-item scale measuring social apathy based on the Likert
scale. The overall reliability of the questionnaire was calculated with a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.69, while the reliability of the components ranged between 0.67 and 0.71.
Data analysis was performed using descriptive and inferential statistics (Pearson

correlation, multiple regression, and chi-, questions related to the square test) with

SPSS software .

Data Collection Instrument

The primary tool for data collection in this study was a researcher-designed
questionnaire consisting of three sections:

Section One: Demographic information, including age, level of study, and faculty.
Section Two: Questions related to the use of mobile social networks, (including
Membership in social networks (Yes/No)
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Duration of membership (less than 6 months, 6 months to 1 year, 1-2 years, 2-3
years, more than 3 years)

-Daily usage time (less than 1 hour, 1-2 hours, 2-3 hours, 3-4 hours, more than 4
hours)

Section Three: A social apathy scale consisting of 30 items measuring five
dimensions:

-Sense of powerlessness (6 items)

-Social isolation (6 items)

—Cultural alienation (6 items)

—Self-alienation (6 items)

-Collective neglect and diffusion of responsibility (6 items)

The items were designed based on a five-point Likert scale (from Strongly Disagree =

1 to Strongly Agree =5) .

Research Hypotheses
e There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social network

usage and social apathy (self-alienation) .
e There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social network
usage and social apathy (social isolation) .

e There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social network
usage and social apathy (cultural alienation)

e There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social network
usage and social apathy (collective neglect and diffusion of responsibility)

o There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social network

usage and social apathy (sense of powerlessness)

Descriptive Findings
—  93.3 % of respondents reported using mobile social networks .

—  The largest age group among participants was under 25 years old (44.3%), and
the majority held a bachelor’s degree (65.6%).

—  The average score of social apathy was at a moderate level (3.21 out of 5). The
highest mean was related to the dimension of cultural alienation (3.92), while

the lowest mean was associated with sense of powerlessness (2.84).
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Out of the 375 respondents

By age: 44.3% were under 25 years, 38.1% were between 25-30 years, 17.3% were
between 3135years, and 0.3% were over 35 years old These values indicate an
acceptable level of reliability for the research instrument.

By level of study: 65.6% were enrolled in undergraduate programs, while 34.4%
were in graduate programs and above.

By faculty: The highest number of respondents came from the Faculty of
Management and Accounting (81 students), while the lowest number came from the

Faculty of Economics (43) students.

Inferential Findings

—  The results of the Pearson correlation test showed

— There is a positive and significant relationship between the use of social
networks and cultural alienation (r = 0.465)

— There is a positive and significant relationship between the use of social
networks and social isolation (r = 0.455)

— There is a positive and significant relationship between the use of social
networks and self-alienation (r = 0.241)

— There is a positive and significant relationship between the use of social
networks and collective neglect (r = 0.217)

— No significant relationship was observed between the use of social networks and

sense of powerlessness .

Validity and Reliability of the Research Instrument

To determine the content validity of the questionnaire, after the initial design, it was
reviewed by 10 professors and experts in social sciences and communication.
Following their corrective feedback, .

To assess reliability, Cronbach’s alpha method was used. The alpha coefficient for
the entire questionnaire was 0.69, and for the individual components it was

calculated as follows. :

Sense of powerlessness: 0.71
Social isolation: 0.70
Cultural alienation: 0.67
Self-alienation: 0.68
Collective neglect: 0.67
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Using Cochran’s formula, with a confidence level of 95% and an estimation accuracy

of 5%, the sample size was calculated as 375 participants. The samples were selected
through multi-stage sampling.

Status of Mobile Social Network Usage

93.3%of respondents reported using mobile social networks, while only 5.9% did not
use them . .

By membership duration: 18.4% had been members for less than 1 year, 18.7% for
1-2 years-, 28.3% for 2-3 years, 22.9% for 3-4 years, and 11.7% for more than 5

years. .

-By daily usage: 12.8% used social networks for less than 1 hour per day, 31.2% for
1-2 hours, 26.1% for 2-3 hours, 20.3% for 3-4 hours, and 9.6% for more than 5
hours per day .

Status of Social Apathy and Its Dimensions
The average score of social apathy among the sample was at a moderate level (3.21
out of 5). The mean scores of the dimensions were as follows :

Cultural alienation: 3.92 (highest mean)

-Social isolation: 3.62
—Self-alienation: 3.31

-Collective neglect: 3.33

Sense of powerlessness: 2.84 (lowest mean) hypothesis testing section

Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis 1: There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social
network usage and social apathy (self-alienation)

The results of the Pearson correlation test showed a positive and significant
relationship between these two variables (r = 0.241, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypothesis
1is confirmed .

Hypothesis 2: There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social
network usage and social apathy (social isolation)

The results indicated a positive and significant relationship between these two
variables (r = 0.455, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is confirmed .

Hypothesis 3: There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social

network usage and social apathy (cultural alienation .
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This relationship was also found to be positive and significant (r = 0.465, p < 0.01).
Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is confirmed .

Hypothesis 4: There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social
network usage and social apathy (collective neglect and diffusion of responsibility)
The results showed a positive and significant relationship between these two

variables (r = 0.217, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is confirmed .
Hypothesis 5: There is a significant relationship between the extent of mobile social
network usage and social apathy (sense of powerlessness .(

The results showed no significant relationship between these two variables (p =
0.089). Therefore, Hypothesis 5 is rejected

Multiple Regression Analysis

To determine the contribution of each dimension of social apathy in predicting the

level of mobile social network usage, multiple linear regression analysis was
employed .

The Model Summary table showed that the coefficient of determination (R*) was

0.073, meaning that the dimensions of social apathy collectively explained 7.3% of
the variance in mobile social network usage. The adjusted R* was 0.060 .

The ANOVA table indicated that the regression model was significant (F = 5.791, p
<0.001)

According to the Coefficients table :

-The dimension of cultural alienation had the greatest impact on mobile social
network usage, with a standardized coefficient of 0.189 .

-The dimension of collective neglect ranked second, with a standardized coefficient
0of 0.167 .

-The dimension of self-alienation ranked third, with a standardized coefficient of
0.116 .

-The dimension of social isolation had a smaller effect, with a standardized

coefficient of 0.018 .

enter the model The dimension of sense of powerlessness did note



Society Culture Media/Volume 14, Issue 56, Autumn 2025 58

Discussion and interpretation of findings

The findings of this study indicate that there is a significant relationship between the
use of mobile

social networks and social apathy among students. This result is consistent with
previous research, including the study by Jamshidzadeh et al. (2019), as well as

international studies such as Norland et al. (2017) .

Interpretation of the Relationship with the Dimension of Cultural Alienation

The strongest relationship observed in this study was between mobile social network
usage and cultural alienation. This finding can be explained through Guy Debord’s
theory of the society of the spectacle. Social networks, by showcasing lifestyles,
values, and norms of other cultures (particularly Western culture), can gradually
diminish interest in and respect for local culture. Continuous exposure to idealized
representations of life in other cultures may lead users to perceive their own culture
as devalued or even develop feelings of aversion toward it. This process can result in
an identity crisis and a sense of cultural alienation, which in turn becomes an

obstacle to active social participation. .

Interpretation of the Relationship with Social Isolation

The significant relationship between mobile social network usage and social
isolation is another important finding of this study. Although social networks
seemingly provide opportunities to connect with a larger number of people, these
connections are often superficial, short-term, and lacking emotional depth. As Dean
(1961) noted, social isolation refers to a sense of separation from the group and its
standards. When virtual interactions replace face-to-face communication and deep
social relationships, individuals gradually distance themselves from the real social

fabric and experience isolation. This isolation, in turn, can lead to indifference
toward social issues .

Interpretation of the Relationship with Collective Neglect

The confirmation of the relationship between mobile social network usage and
collective neglect can be explained through Darley and Latané’s theory of diffusion
of responsibility. In the virtual space, users are exposed to vast amounts of content
related to social problems and crises. This constant exposure can lead to collective
neglect in two ways: first, due to the overwhelming volume of information,
individuals may feel that responsibility for solving these problems lies with everyone,
thereby perceiving their own role as insignificant. Second, observing the indifference
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of others (both in virtual and real contexts) can normalize apathy and justify one’s

own passive behavior .

Interpretation of the Relationship with Self-Alienation

The positive relationship between mobile social network usage and self-alienation is
also a noteworthy finding of this study. Social networks often serve as platforms for
showcasing idealized lives, achievements, and happiness of others. Constant
comparison of oneself with these curated images can reduce self-esteem and foster
feelings of inadequacy. Social psychologists such as Greenwald and Breckler
emphasize that low self-esteem is associated with reduced willingness to engage in

social issues, as individuals feel incapable of exerting influence .

Interpretation of the Lack of Relationship with the Dimension of Sense of
Powerlessness

The rejection of the hypothesis regarding the relationship between mobile social
network usage and sense of powerlessness can be interpreted in several ways. First,
social networks may serve as a platform for some users to express themselves and
voice dissent, thereby creating a false sense of empowerment. Second, feelings of
powerlessness may be more strongly influenced by structural and political factors
rather than communicational ones. Third, the measurement scale used for this

dimension in the present study may not have been fully aligned with the context of

social network usage. .

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the use of mobile social networks is associated with
increased social apathy among students. This relationship is particularly pronounced
in the dimensions of cultural alienation, social isolation, collective neglect, and self-

alienation. The findings suggest that social networks can contribute to the
reinforcement of social apathy through several pathways. :

1. Spectacle Pathway: By turning life into a continuous performance, they transform
individuals from active participants into passive spectators .

2. Narcotizing Pathway: Through information overload, they desensitize
individuals and normalize social problems. .

3. Comparative Pathway: By enabling constant comparison with others, they reduce

self-esteem and weaken motivation for participation. .
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4. Substitution Pathway: By offering superficial virtual connections, they increase
social isolation in real life. .

Nevertheless, it should be noted that this relationship is not deterministic. Social
networks are inherently neutral tools that can both create opportunities for
communication and participation, as well as lead to passivity and indifference. What
ultimately matters is how these tools are used, the level of media literacy among

users, and the cultural-social context in which they operate .
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ANOVA®
Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Regression 54.330 5 10.866 5.791 .000*
1 Residual 692.406 369 1.876
Total 746.736 374
Coefficients*
Standardized
Unstandardized Coefficients an ar 12¢
Model Coefficients T Sig.
B Std. Error Beta
(Constant) 3.629 .649 5.594 .000
STy 074 .022 .189 3.312 .001
se5 5 Ha 063 028 116 2222 027
szl (slosil .010 .031 .018 305 .007
s Cdase .070 .024 167 2.876 .004
8 g oles! .033 .028 .067 -1.178 239
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