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The study addresses the fragmented nature of existing findings by
estimating the overall magnitude of the relationship and examining the
moderating effects of platform characteristics and sociopolitical
context. Using a systematic review protocol, 24 eligible studies
published between 2015 and 2026 were included, comprising 12
domestic and 12 international studies. Effect sizes were standardized
using Pearson's correlation coefficient, and a random-effects model was
employed because of substantial heterogeneity among the studies. The
results indicate a positive and statistically significant relationship
between social media use and political subjectivity among Generation Z
(r = 0.382). Moderator analysis shows that this relationship is stronger
on visual-interactive platforms such as Instagram and TikTok (r=0.412)
than on text-based and discussion-oriented platforms such as Twitter/X
and Telegram (r = 0.315). The relationship is also stronger in politically
restricted or transitional contexts (r = 0.425) than in more open and
democratic contexts (r = 0.350). Egger's test (p = 0.190) and sensitivity
analyses indicate no meaningful publication bias and confirm the
robustness of the overall estimate. The findings suggest that social media
functions not merely as a communication or entertainment medium but
as an important arena for constructing political identity, developing
agency, expressing political meanings, and engaging with public life.
The study highlights the importance of platform affordances and
sociopolitical context in understanding the changing nature of political
subjectivity among Generation Z.

Cite this Article: Safari,H , Jaberian,N and Ak,S . (2026). Meta-analysis of the impact of virtual

social networks on political subjectivity in Generation Z. International Relations Researches, 15(4),
165-197. doi: 10.22034/irr.2026.593344.2888

= © Author(s)
() D& icher: Irani iati i i
ST ublisher: Iranian Association of International Studies
DOI: 10.22034/irr.2026.593344.2888




Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital communication has fundamentally transformed the
ways in which younger generations construct identity, develop political awareness,
express opinions, and participate in public life. For Generation Z, social media
platforms are not merely supplementary communication channels but integral
components of everyday social experience. Political information, social interaction,
identity construction, cultural expression, and civic engagement increasingly occur
within digitally mediated environments. This transformation raises an important
theoretical and empirical question: to what extent does social media use contribute
to the development of political subjectivity among Generation Z? Although a
growing body of domestic and international research has examined the relationship
between social media and political attitudes, participation, identity, and agency
among young people, existing findings remain fragmented and sometimes
inconsistent. Moreover, differences in platform characteristics and political-cultural
contexts make it difficult to determine the overall magnitude and direction of this
relationship. Against this background, the present study seeks to provide a systematic
synthesis of the existing empirical evidence on the relationship between social media
use and political subjectivity among Generation Z. Rather than examining individual
platforms, countries, or forms of political participation in isolation, the study
estimates the overall strength of the relationship and investigates whether it varies
according to platform type and sociopolitical context. The study therefore
contributes to the literature by integrating domestic and international evidence and
by conceptualizing political subjectivity as a multidimensional process involving
political awareness, identity formation, political expression, perceived agency, and
engagement with public affairs.

Theoretical Approach

The study adopts an interdisciplinary theoretical perspective that combines insights
from digital media studies, political sociology, youth studies, and theories of political
agency. From this perspective, political subjectivity is understood not simply as
formal political participation or conventional political behavior, but as the
individual's capacity to interpret public issues, construct political identity, express
political meanings, perceive oneself as an agent, and establish relationships with
broader social and political processes. Social media can influence these processes by
providing accessible spaces for self-expression, interpersonal interaction, identity
performance, political information, symbolic communication, and collective
meaning-making. This perspective moves beyond the traditional understanding of
political participation as voting, membership in political organizations, or direct
collective action. For Generation Z, political engagement may increasingly take the
form of lifestyle politics, visual expression, symbolic practices, networked
communication, and everyday forms of mediated participation. The theoretical
framework also emphasizes the importance of platform affordances and
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sociopolitical context. Visual-interactive platforms such as Instagram and TikTok
provide particular opportunities for emotional communication, visual storytelling,
identity performance, and symbolic influence, whereas text-based or discussion-
oriented platforms such as Twitter/X and Telegram may facilitate more cognitive,
informational, and deliberative forms of engagement. Similarly, the political
environment can shape the function of social media. In politically restricted or
transitional contexts, digital platforms may compensate for limitations in formal
channels of communication and participation, thereby creating alternative spaces for
identity expression, public awareness, and perceptions of political agency.
Methodology

This research employed a meta-analytic methodology based on a systematic review
protocol. The study population consisted of empirical domestic and international
studies examining the relationship between social media use and political
subjectivity or closely related dimensions of political agency and engagement among
Generation Z. Following the application of predefined inclusion and exclusion
criteria, 24 studies published between 2015 and 2026 were selected for analysis,
comprising 12 domestic and 12 international studies.

To ensure comparability across studies, effect sizes were standardized using
Pearson's correlation coefficient (r). Given the substantial heterogeneity identified
among the included studies, a random-effects model was employed as the principal
analytical framework. This model allows for variation in the underlying effect across
studies and is therefore more appropriate than a fixed-effects model when studies
differ in populations, measurements, platforms, and sociopolitical contexts.

In addition to estimating the overall effect size, subgroup and moderator analyses
were conducted to examine whether the relationship varied according to platform
characteristics and political-cultural context. Heterogeneity was assessed using
conventional statistical indicators, while publication bias was examined through
Egger's regression test. Sensitivity analyses were also performed to assess the
stability and robustness of the pooled estimate and to determine whether individual
studies exerted disproportionate influence on the overall findings.

Results and Discussion

The results demonstrate a positive and statistically significant relationship between
social media use and political subjectivity among Generation Z. The pooled effect
size was r = 0.382, indicating a moderate-to-upper-range association. This finding
suggests that greater or more meaningful engagement with social media is generally
associated with stronger political awareness, identity formation, perceived agency,
political expression, and participation among Generation Z. The result challenges
interpretations of social media as merely an entertainment or communication
technology and supports the view that digital environments have become significant
spaces for the construction of political subjectivity. The analysis also revealed
substantial heterogeneity across the included studies. This heterogeneity indicates



that the relationship cannot be understood as uniform, linear, or independent of
context. Instead, the strength of the relationship depends on the type of platform,
patterns of use, sociopolitical environment, and operationalization of political
subjectivity. Political subjectivity among Generation Z therefore appears to emerge
from the interaction of technological affordances, individual experiences, cultural
meanings, identity processes, and institutional environments.

The platform-based moderator analysis provides particularly important evidence.
The relationship was stronger for visual-interactive platforms such as Instagram and
TikTok, with an effect size of r = 0.412, compared with text-based and discussion-
oriented platforms such as Twitter/X and Telegram, where the effect size was r =
0.315. This difference suggests that political subjectivity among Generation Z is
increasingly constructed through multimodal and emotionally mediated forms of
communication. Visual storytelling, short-form video, self-representation, symbolic
expression, memes, and emotionally engaging content can transform everyday
experiences and personal identities into forms of political meaning. Thus, political
engagement among Generation Z may not necessarily begin with formal political
knowledge or conventional ideological discussion; it can emerge through
experiences of identity, emotion, recognition, representation, and participation in
networked communities. The contextual moderator analysis produced an additional
significant finding. The relationship between social media use and political
subjectivity was stronger in politically restricted or transitional contexts (r = 0.425)
than in more open and democratic contexts (r = 0.350). This finding suggests that
social media may acquire additional political and social significance when
conventional channels of communication and participation are limited, fragmented,
or disconnected from younger generations. In such contexts, digital platforms may
function as alternative spaces for expressing identity, discussing public concerns,
developing political awareness, and strengthening perceptions of individual and
collective agency. However, this finding should not be interpreted exclusively as
evidence of direct political activism. Rather, the stronger relationship may reflect the
broader role of social media in reshaping how individuals understand their position
within society and their capacity to influence their social environment.

The results further demonstrate that the digital political subjectivity of Generation Z
extends beyond conventional forms of political participation. Political meanings may
be communicated through visual narratives, lifestyle choices, symbolic
performances, memes, emotional expression, and everyday representations of the
self. Consequently, political subjectivity should be conceptualized as a
multidimensional and dynamic process rather than as a single behavioral outcome.
Importantly, Egger's test did not indicate significant publication bias (p = 0.190),
while the sensitivity analyses demonstrated that the removal of individual studies did
not substantially alter the pooled effect. The overall result can therefore be
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considered relatively robust despite the considerable heterogeneity among the
studies.

Conclusions and Suggestions

The study concludes that social media use has a positive and statistically significant
relationship with political subjectivity among Generation Z. With a pooled effect
size of r = 0.382, the findings indicate that digital platforms constitute important
environments for the development of political identity, agency, expression,
awareness, and public engagement. Nevertheless, the relationship is neither uniform
nor technologically deterministic. Platform affordances and sociopolitical contexts
significantly shape its intensity and form. From a practical perspective,
policymakers, educators, social scientists, and media practitioners should recognize
that social media constitutes part of the everyday environment in which Generation
Z develops identity and experiences political agency. Educational and civic
initiatives directed toward this generation should therefore incorporate visual
communication, participatory digital practices, networked interaction, and the
emotional dimensions of online engagement rather than relying exclusively on
conventional forms of political education.

Future research should move beyond predominantly correlational designs and
employ longitudinal, experimental, and causal approaches to determine the direction
of the relationship between social media use and political subjectivity. Greater
attention should also be given to developing standardized measures of concepts such
as digital political subjectivity, networked agency, and lifestyle-based political
engagement. Qualitative and ethnographic studies are equally necessary for
identifying the emotional, cultural, and identity-based mechanisms underlying
digital participation. Finally, platform-specific research should examine how
algorithms, attention economies, content formats, and platform cultures generate
distinct forms of political subjectivity.

Overall, the findings suggest that political subjectivity among Generation Z is
undergoing a broader transformation in the digital age, with social media functioning
as one of the principal arenas in which identity, agency, political expression, and
public engagement are constructed and negotiated. Understanding this
transformation requires an integrated perspective that simultaneously considers
technology, platform architecture, culture, political institutions, and individual
experience.

Keywords:Meta-analysis; Social Media; Political Subjectivity; Generation Z;
Digital Participation; Political Agency; Digital Political Engagement.
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