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Extended Abstract

Social media with their features such as interactivity, participatory, and user-generated
content have provided a great opportunity for self-expression of the users. However,
cultural differences affect the extent and modality of users’ self-expression. This study
aims to investigate the modality of self-expression of Iranian users of the social
networking sites. In doing so, an online survey was conducted among the students of three
Iran universities: University of Tehran, Amirkabir University of Technology, and Sharif
University of Technology. A total of 371 students participated in the study. Having
conducted quantitative analysis, the study results showed that women and ethnic
minorities are more inclined to support their cultural differences compared to men and
ethnic majority group. Supporting cultural differences was observed more among Shia
religious majority group. Religious minorities expressed less tendency to create content in
social networking sites and as a result support their religious identity.
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Introduction

Social networking sites with their specific features such as user-generated content,
participatory, interactivity, anonymity, and lack of monitoring provide a great and unique
opportunity for self-expression of users. However, the cultural and identity differences affect
the extent and modality of this self-expression. This study aims to investigate the role of
cultural differences in self-expression of Iranian users of social networking sites.

Methodology

To this end, an online survey was employed to examine the role of cultural and identity
differences in self-expression in social networking sites among the students of three Iran
universities: University of Tehran, Amirkabir and Sharif University of technology. The study
sample was selected from the undergraduate and postgraduate students of the three
aforementioned universities. The most significant characteristic of these students is their
memberships in one of the social networking sites such as Facebook or Google Plus. At first
stage, the link of the questionnaire was sent by email to individual students as well the
students’ Telegram groups and asked them to spread the questionnaire to their friends.
Finally, 371 students responded the questionnaire. Among the respondents, there were 193
male students and 178 female students. In addition, 210 students were studied for BS and 161
students for MS.

Results

The research findings are categorized into four sections. First, investigating the extent of
content creation by the users; second, investigating the content created by the users regarding
identity and culture; third, investigating the sharing of content regarding the cultural and
identity issues; and finally, investigating the users’ support of cultural and identity
differences. Regarding the extent of content creation by the users, 132 users created content
in social networking sites and 239 respondents were only the users of the contents created by
others. The second research question investigated to what extent the users created content
regarding their sex, ethnic, and religious identity. According to the results, the amount of
users’ creating content about their identity is low. The third research question examined the
modality of users’ self-expression in their personal profiles. In doing so, they were asked
whether or not they have reported their real identities, as well as their ethnic and religious
identities in their profiles. Based on the results, of 371 respondents, 341 users mentioned
their real sex, 204 users made public their religious identity and 113 users gave out their
ethnic identities. In this regard, sex identity was more expressed than two other items. The
forth research question investigates to what extent users create or share any content to
support their sex, ethnic, or religious identity. The results indicated that only 40 users
intensively supported their sex identity and 182 respondents did not support their sex
identity at all. Regarding the support of ethnic identity, the results showed that 206
respondents did not support their ethnic identity at all. While only 28 users intensively
supported their ethnic identity. Regarding religious identity, 72 users intensively supported
their religious identity. However, 143 respondents have not supported their religious identity
in their personal profiles.



Conclusion

One of the most significant examples of users’ active participation in social networking sites
is self-expression, in particular, expressing their sex, ethnic, and religious identity. The results
of investigating the role of cultural and identity differences in self-expression of the students
of three universities in Iran indicated that while social networking sites, have provided a great
opportunity for self-expression of different cultural groups, the rate of self-expression of the
users participated in this study was low. The study results indicated that the participating
ethnic minorities are more inclined to give out their ethnic identities. The results also
indicated that female students supported their sex identities more compared to male ones.
Regarding the support of religious identity, Shia Majority group showed higher level of
support compared to other religious minority groups.

Research innovation

This study investigated whether Iranian university students affiliated with any cultural
minority groups in Iran could use social networking sites to express their cultural identities.
To this end, the role of cultural and identity differences was considered. One of the most
significant and distinguishing features of this research is its study on the students’ level of
support of cultural identity in their self-expression in social networking sites.
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