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Abstract

The present study aimed to design and validate a critical media literacy model for Instagram and examine its role in explaining users’
cognitive resilience against distorted content. This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-method design. In the qualitative
phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 18 experts in communication studies, media literacy, media psychology, and
cultural studies. The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Based on the qualitative findings and theoretical foundations, a
researcher-developed Critical Media Literacy Scale was constructed. In the quantitative phase, 420 active Instagram users from Tehran
were selected through multistage cluster sampling. Exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, composite reliability, and
average variance extracted were used to assess the psychometric properties of the instrument. Structural equation modeling was applied
to examine the relationships between the dimensions of critical media literacy and cognitive resilience. The results of confirmatory factor
analysis indicated that the critical media literacy model consisted of five major dimensions: critical analysis of visual content, evaluation of
source credibility, identification of media distortion and manipulation, awareness of platform algorithms, and cognitive reflection in
response to media content. Model fit indices demonstrated satisfactory model fit (CFI=0.96, TLI=0.95, RMSEA=0.056). Structural
equation modeling revealed that all dimensions had significant positive effects on cognitive resilience. The strongest effect was observed
for identification of media distortion and manipulation ($=0.38), followed by cognitive reflection ($=0.33). Furthermore, the
dimensions of critical media literacy collectively explained 68% of the variance in users’ cognitive resilience (R?=0.68). The findings
demonstrated that critical media literacy in Instagram is a multidimensional construct that plays a substantial role in enhancing users’
cognitive resilience. Competencies related to critical analysis, source evaluation, identification of media distortions, algorithmic
awareness, and cognitive reflection contribute significantly to users’ ability to resist misinformation and misleading content. Therefore,
the proposed model provides a valid framework for developing media literacy educational programs in contemporary digital environments.
Keywords: Critical Media Literacy, Instagram, Image-Based Social Networks, Cognitive Resilience, Distorted Content, Digital Literacy, Structural

Equation Modeling.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital communication technologies has transformed the way individuals access,
interpret, and disseminate information. Among contemporary digital platforms, Instagram has emerged as one
of the most influential image-based social networks, shaping social perceptions, cultural values, political
attitudes, and everyday decision-making processes. Unlike traditional media environments, Instagram relies
heavily on visual communication, enabling users to consume and share information through images, videos,
stories, reels, and multimodal narratives. While these affordances facilitate engagement and participation, they
also create fertile conditions for the dissemination of misinformation, manipulated visual content, deceptive
narratives, and algorithmically amplified distortions. Consequently, the challenge facing contemporary
societies is no longer limited to information access but extends to the capacity of individuals to critically
evaluate and resist misleading content (Borges et al., 2024; Masur et al., 2023; Moreno et al., 2024).

The growing prevalence of misinformation, fake news, and visual manipulation across social media platforms
has highlighted the importance of media literacy as a fundamental competency in the digital age. Research has
demonstrated that digital literacy and media literacy play essential roles in helping users evaluate online
information, identify misleading content, and engage more responsibly in digital environments (Astuti et al.,
2023; Fardiah et al., 2023; Safira & Anggraini, 2023). However, recent scholarship suggests that
conventional media literacy frameworks may be insufficient to address the complexities of contemporary
image-based platforms. Critical media literacy extends beyond technical skills and emphasizes the ability to
analyze power relations, identify ideological assumptions, evaluate source credibility, and critically interpret
multimodal messages (Dias-Trindade & Moreira, 2021; Hyun et al., 2022; Undrum, 2022). In visual social
networks such as Instagram, critical media literacy requires competencies related to image interpretation,
recognition of manipulation techniques, understanding of algorithmic systems, and awareness of the persuasive
strategies employed by influencers and content creators (Balaban et al., 2022; Vizcaino-Verdu et al., 2023;
Zitmane & Vorkule, 2022).

The importance of critical media literacy becomes even more evident when considering the concept of
cognitive resilience. Cognitive resilience refers to an individual's capacity to maintain rational judgment,
critically reassess information, resist cognitive manipulation, and adapt to complex informational
environments. Individuals with higher cognitive resilience are less susceptible to misinformation and are better
able to evaluate competing claims, recognize biases, and revise inaccurate beliefs. Previous studies have
indicated that digital literacy, health literacy, and media literacy can strengthen cognitive capacities associated
with informed decision-making and critical evaluation of information (Erlandsson et al., 2025; Wood &
Salman, 2022). Moreover, research on multimodal literacy and critical learning environments has emphasized

the role of reflective thinking and critical engagement in fostering resilience against misleading narratives



(Payant & Kim, 2022; Sun & Hicks, 2022). Despite these developments, there remains a significant gap in
the literature regarding comprehensive and validated models specifically designed for critical media literacy
in image-based social media environments and their relationship with cognitive resilience.

Instagram represents a particularly relevant context for such investigation because of its visual orientation,
algorithmic personalization, influencer culture, and widespread use among young adults. Studies have
demonstrated that visual narratives on Instagram significantly influence users’ perceptions of health, politics,
social norms, body image, and public discourse (Ahadzadeh et al., 2022; Castro-Lemus et al., 2025; Hudia
& Affandi, 2022). Furthermore, research has shown that visual rhetorical literacy and multimodal critical
literacy are increasingly necessary for understanding how digital content shapes social realities (Molek-
Kozakowska & Kampka, 2021; Undrum et al., 2024). Therefore, developing a validated model of critical
media literacy capable of enhancing users’ cognitive resilience against distorted content represents both a
theoretical and practical necessity. Accordingly, the present study aimed to design and validate a critical media
literacy model for Instagram and examine its role in explaining users’ cognitive resilience against distorted
content (Kurniawan et al., 2022; Marwantika et al., 2023; Tarin-Pell6 et al., 2026).

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-method design. The qualitative phase focused on
identifying the dimensions and components of critical media literacy in image-based social networks. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 18 experts in media literacy, communication studies, educational
sciences, digital culture, and media psychology. Participants were selected using purposive sampling, and data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Interview transcripts were analyzed using
thematic analysis, leading to the extraction of key dimensions and indicators of critical media literacy relevant
to Instagram.

Based on the qualitative findings and an extensive review of theoretical literature, a researcher-developed
Critical Media Literacy Scale for Instagram was constructed. The preliminary instrument contained 58 items,
which were refined following expert evaluation and psychometric analysis. The final version consisted of 46
items distributed across five dimensions: critical analysis of visual content, evaluation of source credibility,
identification of media distortion and manipulation, awareness of platform algorithms, and cognitive reflection
in response to media content.

The quantitative phase involved 420 active Instagram users residing in Tehran. Participants were selected
through multistage cluster sampling. Eligibility criteria included being at least 18 years old, residing in Tehran,
having at least one year of continuous Instagram use, and spending a minimum of 30 minutes daily on the
platform. Cognitive resilience was measured using a standardized Cognitive Resilience Scale consisting of 25
items rated on a five-point Likert scale.

Data analysis proceeded in several stages. Qualitative data were analyzed through thematic coding procedures.

Quantitative data were screened for normality, missing values, and outliers. Exploratory factor analysis and



confirmatory factor analysis were conducted to assess construct validity. Reliability was examined through
Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and average variance extracted. Structural equation modeling was
employed to test the relationships between the dimensions of critical media literacy and cognitive resilience.
Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 29 and AMOS version 26.

Findings

The sample consisted of 420 Instagram users, including 228 women and 192 men. The mean age of participants
was 29.84 years. Psychometric analyses confirmed the adequacy of the proposed model. Confirmatory factor
analysis demonstrated that all five dimensions exhibited satisfactory factor loadings ranging from 0.76 to 0.84.
Composite reliability values ranged from 0.87 to 0.93, while average variance extracted values exceeded the
acceptable threshold of 0.50 for all dimensions, indicating strong convergent validity and internal consistency.
Descriptive analyses revealed that all dimensions of critical media literacy and cognitive resilience were above
the midpoint of the scale. Significant positive correlations were observed among all variables. The strongest
correlation emerged between identification of media distortion and cognitive resilience (r = 0.71), followed by
cognitive reflection and cognitive resilience (r = 0.69).

The structural model demonstrated satisfactory fit to the data. Model fit indices indicated excellent adequacy,
including y*/df = 2.31, GFI = 0.93, AGFI = 0.91, CFI = 0.96, IFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.056, and
SRMR = 0.048. All structural paths were statistically significant. Identification of media distortion emerged
as the strongest predictor of cognitive resilience (f = 0.38), followed by cognitive reflection (B = 0.33), critical
analysis of visual content (p = 0.24), evaluation of source credibility ( = 0.19), and awareness of platform
algorithms (B = 0.14). Collectively, the five dimensions explained 68% of the variance in cognitive resilience
(R?=0.68), indicating substantial predictive power.

The findings confirmed that critical media literacy in Instagram is a multidimensional construct composed of
interrelated analytical, evaluative, and reflective competencies. Furthermore, the results demonstrated that
higher levels of critical media literacy are associated with greater cognitive resilience against distorted content,
misinformation, and manipulative visual narratives.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings provide strong empirical support for the proposed critical media literacy model and demonstrate
its relevance within image-based social media environments. The emergence of five interrelated dimensions
highlights the complexity of media literacy in contemporary digital ecosystems. Rather than representing a
single skill, critical media literacy encompasses analytical competencies, evaluative judgments, algorithmic
awareness, and reflective thinking processes that collectively empower users to navigate complex
informational environments.

The results suggest that the ability to identify media distortion is particularly important in protecting users

from cognitive manipulation. In image-based platforms such as Instagram, visual content often carries

persuasive power that exceeds textual information. Consequently, individuals capable of recognizing visual



manipulation, misleading framing, and deceptive representations are better equipped to maintain rational
judgment and resist misinformation. Similarly, the strong influence of cognitive reflection indicates that
resilience against distorted content depends not only on identifying problematic information but also on
actively reassessing initial assumptions and beliefs.

The positive effects of source evaluation and algorithmic awareness further emphasize the importance of
understanding how digital information ecosystems operate. Users who recognize the mechanisms behind
content distribution, personalization, and visibility are less likely to accept information uncritically. Likewise,
the ability to evaluate source credibility serves as an essential safeguard against exposure to unreliable or
intentionally misleading content.

The substantial proportion of explained variance in cognitive resilience demonstrates that critical media
literacy functions as a powerful protective factor in digital environments. These findings suggest that
educational institutions, media organizations, and policymakers should prioritize the development of critical
media literacy competencies as part of broader digital citizenship initiatives. Educational programs should
move beyond technical digital skills and focus on cultivating analytical reasoning, reflective judgment, visual
literacy, and awareness of algorithmic influence.

In conclusion, the present study successfully developed and validated a comprehensive critical media literacy
model for Instagram and demonstrated its significant contribution to users’ cognitive resilience against
distorted content. The findings underscore the necessity of equipping social media users with advanced critical
competencies capable of fostering informed, reflective, and resilient engagement in increasingly complex
digital information environments. Such competencies are essential for promoting individual autonomy,
protecting cognitive well-being, and strengthening society’s collective capacity to respond effectively to

misinformation and media manipulation.
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