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Abstract

This research uses grounded theory to explore and analyze gender differences in
students' fears and hopes within social media contexts. Data was collected through
in-depth interviews with 14 female and 15 male students from universities in
Tehran, and analyzed using three stages of coding: open, axial, and selective.
Findings revealed that the outcomes of students' interactions and strategies in
response to environmental conditions have two aspects: conscious use of social
media and focus on personal goals strengthen hope, resilience, and personal growth;
however, exposure to negative content and exaggerated representations of others'
lives, alongside experiences such as discrimination and inequality in opportunity
distribution, lead to increased anxiety and decreased social hope. The core category
of this study is "The Dynamics of Students' Social Hope in Interaction with Social
Media," which connects the main and subcategories while considering gender
differences. To strengthen social hope, gender-oriented strategies are recommended:

supportive policies tailored to gender needs, gender-oriented media literacy
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education, support for content production aligned with concerns of young women
and men, diverse spirituality-oriented programs, and strengthening different coping
skills for female and male students. These can contribute to the formation of a

hopeful, empowered, and resilient generation.

Keywords: Social hope, fears, social media, hope-generating media, students.

Introduction

Social hope, as a multidimensional and dynamic concept, plays a central role in
social dynamics and in shaping young people’s sense of progress and quality of life.
Structural conditions and patterns of social media use exert dual effects, both
strengthening and weakening hopes and fears. This qualitative research, applying
Grounded Theory, examines gender differences in the experience of social hope
among Tehran university students active on social media. Students were chosen
because of their strong academic presence, heavy engagement with social media,
and unique gendered conditions that produce distinct experiences of hope and
despair. The study explores how Tehran’s structural context affects students’ hopes
and fears, how they interact with social media under these conditions, and what
coping strategies they employ. The findings aim to inform policies related to social
justice, gender equity, and student wellbeing.

To analyze social hope through a gender perspective, the research integrates four
theoretical approaches. The psychological approach (Schneider, 2011; Bandura,
2008) highlights how personality traits and personal experiences shape and sustain
social hope. The sociological approach (Putnam, 2000) emphasizes social capital—
trust and participation—as key foundations for collective hope. The communication
approach (McQuail, 1987) examines the dual role of social media in fostering civic
and political engagement while also spreading misinformation and disillusionment.
Finally, the emotional intelligence approach (Goldman, 1995) focuses on social
media’s influence on mental wellbeing, pointing to both its positive potential and its
negative psychological consequences. Together, these approaches show that social
hope is formed through multidimensional interactions among individual, social, and
communicative factors. Gender serves as a crucial variable mediating these
interactions, shaping how male and female students in Tehran experience and

negotiate social hope within the context of social media use.
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Materials & Methods

Using Grounded Theory, interviews were conducted with 29 students and 6
specialists. Snowball and theoretical sampling continued until saturation. Analysis
followed Corbin and Strauss’s coding process, producing 167 initial codes, 52
subcategories, 19 main categories, and one core category: “dynamics of students’
social hope in interaction with social media.” Validity was ensured through member

checking, triangulation, and saturation.

Discussion and Result

Tehran’s structures show dual impacts: positive factors like education, cultural
diversity, urban facilities, and jobs; negative factors including inequality, economic
struggles, and restrictions. Overall, unfavorable conditions dominate. Religious
beliefs and religious content consumption on social media serve as major sources of
hope, especially for female students, who more often rely on them for resilience.
Youth adopt strategies such as “intelligent media consumption management,”
“active search for positive content,” and “reliance on personal meaning
frameworks.” Gender differences emerge: females are more purposeful and cautious
in content selection, while males take an analytical stance. Conscious social media
use fosters growth and hope, whereas unstructured use leads to “social anxiety” and
“decreased self-confidence.” Outcomes differ by gender: females use social media
for business, professional development, reducing loneliness, and motivation, but are
vulnerable to “social comparisons” and negative news. Males also use it for business

but are more affected by negative or unrealistic portrayals.

Conclusion

Findings confirm social hope is multifaceted, shaped by structural, social, and
personal dimensions, with gender differences across experiences. Two opposing
forces drive it: strengthening factors (education, opportunities, cultural diversity)
and inhibiting factors (inequalities, distrust, cultural limits). Currently, obstacles
outweigh opportunities in Tehran. Social media plays a dual role. It strengthens
hope through motivational and religious content but undermines it through
unrealistic portrayals, “comparisons,” and negative news. This duality aligns with
McQuail's theory and with findings from Vogel et al. (2014), Shannon et al. (2022),
and Topino et al. (2023). Young people in Tehran actively employ diverse strategies
including intelligent media consumption management, focus on personal goals, and
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strengthening spirituality. These findings align with Schneider (2011) and Bandura's
(2008) theories emphasizing personality traits and positive life experiences in
fostering hope. Gender differences remain crucial: females face greater barriers to
employment yet use media for empowerment, while males experience stronger
income pressure and are highly sensitive to negative portrayals. To strengthen social
hope, the study recommends:

1. Supportive policies addressing gender-specific needs.
2. Gender-oriented media literacy education.

3. Support for gender-responsive content.

4. Diverse spirituality-oriented programs.

5. Strengthening coping skills tailored by gender.

The research concludes that enhancing social hope requires a gender-sensitive
approach addressing inequalities, promoting positive content, and tailoring media

literacy to different usage patterns among male and female students.
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