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Introduction

The degree to which citizens feel secure—or insecure—profoundly influences societal dynamics, political stability, and
effectiveness of governmental institutions. Often, these feelings are shaped more by personal impressions than by objective facts. In
recent years, online political activities, including digital protests and information campaigns, have increasingly impacted how
citizens perceive security. By facilitating rapid political organizing and information dissemination (sometimes inaccurately), social
media platforms have become breeding grounds for narratives surrounding security. These narratives can heighten public anxiety,
deepen societal divisions, and erode trust in institutions. Both local and foreign actors utilize digital tools to sway public opinion and
exacerbate feelings of insecurity. In Iran, where traditional media are frequently restricted, social networks play a significantly
larger role in shaping citizens’ perceptions. Online political actions not only ignite social movements, but also intensify security
concerns, leading to stricter government policies. This study examined the impact of online political activities in Iran on citizens’
perceptions of security threats, aiming to elucidate the mechanisms underlying this process. Specifically, it explored how these
digital actions shaped citizens’ views on security and how trust in public institutions influenced these effects.

Materials & Methods

This study examined the relationship between online political
participation and concerns about security threats, focusing on
the potential mediating role of political distrust. We utilized
data from Iranian respondents in the seventh wave of the
World Values Survey (Haerpfer et al., 2020). A combination of
descriptive and inferential statistical methods was employed
to analyze the data. The descriptive analysis outlined the
demographic characteristics and identified the main statistical
patterns of the investigated variables. For the inferential
analysis, we employed Partial Least Squares-Structural
Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) using Smart PLS software to
explore the relationships between variables and assess the
role of political distrust as a mediator. SmartPLS was chosen
for its suitability to the exploratory nature of our conceptual

model, its alignment with the unique characteristics of our
dataset, and its support for the study’s analytical goals. Given
that we were venturing into relatively uncharted territory—
combining concepts, such as online political behavior,
institutional trust, and security threats, where direct research
was still limited—PLS-SEM proved to be a more appropriate
choice than traditional covariance-based  methods.
Additionally, since we were working with secondary data,
some variables did not follow a normal distribution, making
SmartPLS a robust and justifiable option for this analysis.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

This study demonstrated that online political engagement in
Iran was linked to a decline in trust toward political and
security institutions accompanied by increased concerns

*Corresponding author

Rahbar Qazi, M.R., & Sadeghi Naghdali, Z. (2025). Analyzing the mediating role of institutional trust in the relationship between online political

engagement and  citizens’  security  threat  perceptions.

https://doi.org/10.22108/srspi.2025.144999.2108

3041-8623/ © University of Isfahan

Strategic  Research on  Social  Problems, 14(4), 51-70.

E883

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND/4.0/ License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

d https://doi.org/10.22108/srspi.2025.144999.2108


https://doi.org/10.22108/srspi.2025.144999.2108
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8623
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.22108/srspi.2025.144999.2108
https://ssoss.ui.ac.ir/?lang=en
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8623
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3835-2581

52

about security threats. The relationships between online
political engagement, institutional trust, and security
concerns could be understood through concepts, such as filter
bubbles, echo chambers, and computational propaganda.
When citizens participated in online politics, social media
often amplified critical and emotionally charged content,
which eroded trust in institutions while heightening feelings
of insecurity and social unease. In contexts like Iran, where
access to traditional media was restricted, online platforms
serve as the primary source of information. The findings
align with previous research showing how social media
fosters distrust and political polarization; however, this study
was unique in directly investigating how online political
actions exacerbated security concerns. While institutional

Strategic Research on Social Problems, Vol. 14, Issue 4, No. 51, 2025

trust did play a mediating role in this dynamic—and the
effect was statistically significant—its influence was
relatively weak and only partially explained the relationship.
This might stem from Iran’s unique context, cultural
characteristics, or the specific nature of political activism
within the country. Overall, the findings indicated that in
societies with weak digital infrastructures and low social
capital, online political participation could unintentionally
intensify social and security instability without careful
policymaking.

Keywords: Online Political Behavior, Institutional Trust,
Security  Concerns,  Filter Bubbles, Computational
Propaganda.
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Fig 1- Conceptual model of the research
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