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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectof virtual social network use on aggression among upper
secondary school students in Yazd. This applied study used a descriptive survey design. The
statistical population consisted of 7,600 upper secondary school students in Yazd during the
2023-2024 academic year, from whom 365 students were selected using Cochran’s formula
and random sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire
assessing social media use and the 30-item Aggression Questionnaire (AGQ), which measures
physical aggression, verbal aggression, anger, and hostility. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were
0.87 for the researcher-developed questionnaire and 0.89 for the AGQ. Data were analyzed
using SPSS version 26 and SmartPLS 4 through Pearson correlation analysis, comparative
statistical tests, and partial least squares structural equation modeling. A significant positive
relationship was found between duration of social media use and total aggression (r = 0.58, p
< 0.01). Gender was significantly associated with type of violence (p < 0.05), whereas
socioeconomic status was not significantly related to cyber violence (p > 0.05). In the structural
model, duration of social media use significantly predicted cyber violence experience (B =
0.71), aggression-promoting attitudes (B = 0.33), and overall aggression (f = 0.18). Cyber
violence experience (B = 0.58) and aggression-promoting attitudes (B = 0.42) significantly
predicted overall aggression. The indirect effects of social media use on aggression through
cyber violence experience (B = 0.41) and aggression-promoting attitudes (f = 0.14) were
significant. The total effect of social media use on aggression was 0.73 (p < 0.001). Greater
use of virtual social networks is associated with higher levels of aggression among students,
and cyber violence experience and aggression-promoting attitudes appear to play important
mediating roles; therefore, school-based programs focusing on media literacy, self-regulation,
anger management, and cyber-violence prevention are recommended.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital communication technologies and social networking platforms has
fundamentally transformed the ways in which adolescents communicate, construct social relationships, access
information, and spend their leisure time. Social media platforms have become deeply embedded in the
everyday lives of students and now represent one of the most influential social environments outside the family
and school. Although these platforms provide important opportunities for communication, learning, identity
exploration, peer interaction, and social participation, excessive or poorly regulated use may expose
adolescents to a range of psychological, behavioral, and interpersonal risks. Adolescence is particularly
sensitive in this regard because it is characterized by heightened responsiveness to peer approval, increasing
independence, identity formation, emotional instability, and the gradual development of self-regulatory
capacities. Consequently, experiences within digital environments may exert a considerable influence on
adolescents’ emotional and behavioral functioning (Barry, 2022; Zakaei, 2020).

Among the behavioral outcomes associated with extensive digital media exposure, aggression has attracted
substantial research attention. Aggression is a multidimensional construct that may include physical
aggression, verbal aggression, anger, and hostility. In school-aged populations, these manifestations can
negatively influence peer relationships, classroom climate, academic adjustment, psychological well-being,
and broader social functioning. The growing integration of social media into adolescent life has also expanded
the settings in which aggressive behaviors can emerge. Digital communication may facilitate insults, threats,
humiliation, exclusion, rumor spreading, hostile exchanges, and other forms of interpersonal aggression that
are less constrained by the immediate social feedback present in face-to-face communication (Amiri & Fallah,
2023; Minaei, 2022).

The General Aggression Model provides a useful theoretical framework for understanding these processes.
According to this model, repeated exposure to aggressive stimuli can activate aggressive thoughts, negative
affect, and physiological arousal, thereby increasing the likelihood of aggressive responses. Repeated
experiences may gradually strengthen aggressive scripts, beliefs, and normative expectations, making
aggressive reactions more cognitively accessible in future interactions (Anderson & Bushman, 2021). Social
networking platforms may intensify this process because users are not merely passive recipients of content;
they simultaneously observe, create, share, comment on, and respond to material generated by others.
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Accordingly, adolescents may repeatedly encounter aggressive norms while also participating directly in
hostile interactions.

Cyberaggression and cyberbullying are among the most prominent manifestations of digitally mediated
violence. They may involve insulting messages, online threats, public humiliation, spreading rumors, sharing
private information, exclusion from online groups, impersonation, and coordinated harassment. Unlike
traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur beyond school hours, reach large audiences quickly, and persist
through repeated circulation of harmful content (Chakraborty et al., 2021; Hinduja & Patchin, 2018).
Developmental studies have further demonstrated that cyberbullying is associated with multiple individual,
familial, and social risk factors, while supportive parenting, positive school attachment, and self-regulatory
skills may serve protective functions (Kowalski et al., 2019). Evidence also suggests that cyberbullying affects
younger adolescents and can produce significant emotional and behavioral consequences (Hinduja & Patchin,
2023).

The amount of time adolescents spend on social media may be particularly relevant because longer exposure
increases opportunities for encountering conflict, aggressive content, social comparison, peer rejection, and
online harassment. Excessive social media use may also displace face-to-face interaction and has been
associated with greater perceived social isolation among young people (Primack, 2023). Moreover, online
interaction can facilitate relational aggression and technology-mediated abuse within adolescent relationships,
including monitoring, coercion, threats, and privacy violations (Afrouz & Vassos, 2024). Iranian studies have
similarly indicated that cyberspace and social networking use may be associated with higher aggression,
emotional difficulties, academic problems, and other psychosocial risks among students (Alizadeh & Shamsi,
2023; Balazadeh, 2020; Saeidi, 2024).

Nevertheless, the effects of social media are not uniform. Media literacy, self-control, emotional regulation,
family supervision, and educational support may influence how adolescents respond to digital risks. Evidence
suggests that media literacy may reduce adolescents’ involvement in risky online behaviors (Wright & Wachs,
2023), while preventive educational models can improve students’ awareness and management of cyberspace-
related harms (Ghasemi & Mousavi, 2022). Psychosocial approaches to cyberspace therefore emphasize the
interaction of individual, family, school, peer, and digital-context factors rather than attributing aggression to
technology alone (Zolfaghari & Nouri, 2022). Against this background, the present study aimed to examine
the effect of virtual social network use on aggression among upper secondary school students in Yazd using
the Aggression Questionnaire (AGQ).

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a descriptive survey design. The statistical population consisted ofall 7,600 upper
secondary school students enrolled in Yazd during the 2023-2024 academic year. Using Cochran’s formula
with an error level of 0.05 and variance estimates based on previous research, a sample size of 365 students
was determined. Participants were selected through random sampling. Five educational regions of Yazd were
randomly selected, followed by the random selection of four schools from each region. Eligible students were
then recruited from the selected schools. Participation was voluntary, and students were informed about the
purpose of the study, confidentiality of responses, anonymity, and their right to discontinue participation.
Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire and the standard Aggression Questionnaire.
The researcher-developed instrument included six demographic items and eight items assessing the extent and
pattern of social media use. Content validity was evaluated by five specialists in educational sciences and
psychology. Construct validity was assessed through exploratory factor analysis. Internal consistency of the
researcher-developed questionnaire was acceptable, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.87.

Aggression was assessed using the 30-item AGQ, scored on a five-point Likert scale. The instrument evaluates
four dimensions of aggression: physical aggression, verbal aggression, anger, and hostility. Higher scores
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indicate greater levels of aggression. In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the AGQ was
0.89, indicating satisfactory internal consistency. The questionnaires required approximately 25-30 minutes
to complete.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics included frequency, percentage, mean, and
standard deviation. Inferential analyses included Pearson’s correlation coefficient, independent-samples t tests,
and analysis of variance. In addition, a structural equation model was tested using the partial least squares
approach in SmartPLS 4. The measurement model was evaluated using composite reliability, average variance
extracted, and the Fornell-Larcker criterion. Direct, indirect, and total effects were then assessed in the
structural model.

Findings

Among the 365 participating students, 51% were female and 49% were male. The mean age was 16.9 years
with a standard deviation of 1.3 years. Regarding daily social media use, 15.9% of the students reported using
social networks for less than two hours, 38.9% for two to four hours, 31.5% for four to six hours, and 13.7%
for more than six hours per day. Overall, 45.2% of participants used social media for more than four hours
daily, indicating a substantial level of prolonged exposure.

Verbal violence was the most frequently reported form of violence, affecting 71.2% of participants. Relational
violence ranked second at 58.7%, followed by cyberbullying at 49.3%, while physical violence or threats of
physical violence were reported by 35.6% of students. These findings indicate that nonphysical forms of
violence, particularly verbal and relational aggression, were more prominent than direct physical threats.

The mean total aggression score was 23.4 with a standard deviation of 6.8. Among the AGQ subscales, verbal
aggression had the highest mean score at 6.9 + 2.4. Physical aggression had a mean of 5.8 + 2.1, anger had a
mean of 5.7 + 2.2, and hostility had the lowest mean at 5.0 + 1.9. Thus, verbal aggression emerged as the most
prominent component of aggression among the students.

Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated a positive and statistically significant relationship between duration
of social media use and total aggression score (r = 0.58, p < 0.01). Gender was also significantly associated
with type of violence (p < 0.05), whereas socioeconomic status was not significantly related to cyber violence
(p > 0.05).

The structural equation model further supported these relationships. Duration of social media use had a strong
positive effect on the experience of cyber violence (= 0.71, t = 14.82, p < 0.001) and a positive effect on
aggression-promoting attitudes (f =0.33, t =5.01, p <0.001). Cyber violence significantly predicted overall
aggression (B =0.58, t=10.45, p <0.001), while aggression-promoting attitudes also had a significant positive
effect on overall aggression (p = 0.42, t="7.33, p <0.001). A smaller but statistically significant direct effect
of social media use on overall aggression was also observed (B =0.18, t=3.12, p<0.001). Gender significantly
predicted overall aggression (f=-0.19, t=3.98, p < 0.001).

The indirect effect of social media use on aggression through cyber violence was statistically significant ( =
0.41, t = 816, p < 0.001). The indirect pathway through aggression-promoting attitudes was likewise
significant (f = 0.14, t = 4.22, p < 0.001). The total effect of social media use on aggression was substantial
and statistically significant (f=0.73, t=15.07, p <0.001). Composite reliability values for all latent constructs
exceeded 0.70, average variance extracted values were above 0.50, and the Fornell-Larcker criterion supported
discriminant validity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that extensive social media use is meaningfully associated with higher aggression among
upper secondary school students. The moderate positive correlation between daily social media exposure and
total aggression suggests that students who spend more time in virtual social environments tend to report higher
levels of aggressive thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. The structural model further clarified that this
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relationship is not exclusively direct. A considerable proportion of the association appears to operate through
increased exposure to cyber violence and the development or reinforcement of attitudes that normalize
aggressive responses.

The prominence of verbal aggression in both reported violence experiences and AGQ scores is particularly
notable. Digital environments facilitate rapid verbal exchanges and can reduce some of the social constraints
that typically regulate face-to-face behavior. As a result, hostile comments, insults, ridicule, and threats may
become relatively common expressions of interpersonal conflict. Relational violence was also highly
prevalent, indicating that exclusion, rumor spreading, and damage to peer relationships constitute important
components of students’ online experiences.

The significant mediating role of cyber violence suggests the existence of a potentially reciprocal process in
which greater exposure to social networks increases opportunities for experiencing aggression, while such
experiences may subsequently contribute to anger, hostility, retaliation, and broader aggressive behavior.
Similarly, the mediating effect of aggression-promoting attitudes suggests that repeated exposure to aggressive
norms may gradually influence students’ beliefs about the acceptability or effectiveness of aggression.

The results also imply that interventions should not focus solely on reducing screen time. Although duration
of use is important, the type of online interaction, exposure to harmful content, emotional self-regulation,
digital literacy, and peer norms are also likely to determine whether social media use becomes problematic.
Schools and families therefore need integrated strategies that combine reasonable time management with
media literacy, anger management, conflict-resolution skills, cyberbullying prevention, and supportive parent—
adolescent communication.

Overall, the study demonstrates that prolonged use of virtual social networks is significantly associated with
aggression among upper secondary school students and that cyber violence and aggression-promoting attitudes
represent important mechanisms through which this relationship may operate. These findings underscore the
need for coordinated educational, familial, and school-based interventions aimed at promoting responsible
social media use, strengthening emotional and behavioral self-regulation, and reducing students’ exposure to
and participation in online violence.
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