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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and explain media literacy gaps among Iranian adolescents, with particular attention to gender differences,
media consumption patterns, and related educational—social outcomes. A sequential exploratory mixed-methods design was employed;
qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 60 school staff members and 30 parents and analyzed using Braun
and Clarke’s thematic analysis, while quantitative data from 120 students and 40 experts were gathered via questionnaires and a two-
round Delphi process and analyzed using inferential statistics (independent t-tests, chi-square tests, and exploratory factor analysis).
Inferential analyses revealed significant gender differences in daily media consumption (p<<0.05) and showed that only 38% of students
demonstrated adequate critical evaluation skills; exploratory factor analysis extracted three core dimensions explaining 83% of the variance
(critical cognitive skills, digital safety and protection, and digital well-being), and Delphi consensus prioritized critical thinking, parent
education, and fake news identification. The results indicate a tripartite gap of high consumption, low skills, and high concern,
underscoring the need for localized, gender-sensitive, and family-based educational programs to enhance adolescents’ media literacy in
Iran.

Keywords: Media literacy; mixed-methods research; gender differences; exploratory factor analysis; family-based education.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital technologies, social media platforms, and algorithm-driven information
environments has fundamentally reshaped how adolescents access, interpret, and produce information. In
contemporary societies, media literacy is no longer confined to technical skills of media use; rather, it
represents a multidimensional competence encompassing critical analysis, ethical judgment, emotional
regulation, and informed participation in digital spaces (Chryssanthopoulou, 2025; Potter, 2016).
Adolescents, as intensive users of digital media, are particularly exposed to the opportunities and risks
associated with this transformation, including information overload, misinformation, social comparison, and

technology-mediated behavioral changes (Livingstone et al., 2017; Rideout & Robb, 2019).



Global research consistently demonstrates a widening gap between high levels of media consumption and
relatively low levels of critical media literacy among young people. This gap has been linked to decreased
psychological well-being, reduced family interaction, and increased vulnerability to online manipulation
(McDaniel & Radesky, 2018; Twenge & Campbell, 2018). Frameworks developed by international
organizations emphasize that media and information literacy is a core civic competence required for active and
responsible citizenship in digital societies (Grizzle et al., 2021; Unesco, 2013). Nevertheless, empirical studies
indicate that access to digital tools does not automatically translate into the ability to critically evaluate
information, identify biased or false content, or understand the socio-technical mechanisms shaping online
environments (Cen et al., 2018; Wineburg et al., 2016).

Recent technological developments, particularly the rise of generative artificial intelligence, have further
complicated the media ecosystem. Al-generated texts, images, and videos increasingly blur the boundary
between authentic and fabricated information, posing new challenges for adolescents’ evaluative skills (Li,
2025; Metanova & Velinova, 2025). Scholars warn that without targeted educational interventions, Al may
intensify information disorder rather than empower users (Rohman et al., 2025; Verma & Rohman, 2024).
At the same time, social media affordances such as likes, shares, and algorithmic personalization reinforce
emotional engagement and habitual use, often at the expense of reflective processing (Sherman et al., 2016;
Sundar & Limperos, 2013).

Another critical dimension highlighted in the literature is gender-based variation in media use and associated
risks. Evidence suggests that boys and girls differ significantly in their dominant digital practices and
corresponding vulnerabilities. Boys are more likely to engage in intensive gaming and exhibit symptoms of
problematic gaming behavior, whereas girls are more exposed to social comparison, body image concerns, and
influencer-driven consumer culture (Gentile et al., 2011; King & Delfabbro, 2018; Peter & Valkenburg,
2016). These differences imply that uniform media literacy interventions may fail to address the specific needs
of diverse adolescent groups (Sultan et al., 2023; Taibi et al., 2023).

Family and educational contexts also play a decisive role in shaping adolescents’ media literacy. Parental
mediation strategies, teachers’ preparedness, and the integration of media literacy into formal curricula
significantly influence young people’s digital experiences (Ferrari & Brecko, 2022; Livingstone et al., 2012).
However, research indicates that many parents and educators feel inadequately equipped to guide adolescents
in navigating complex digital environments, particularly in relation to emerging technologies such as artificial
intelligence (Cho et al., 2024; Ckpunka, 2025).

Against this backdrop, there is a growing need for context-sensitive, mixed-methods research that captures not
only levels of media use but also underlying skills, perceptions, and socio-cultural dynamics. The present study
addresses this need by examining media literacy gaps among adolescents, with particular attention to
consumption patterns, critical evaluation skills, gender differences, and the roles of family and educational

actors in a rapidly evolving digital landscape.



Methods and Materials

This study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with school staff and parents to explore perceived challenges related to adolescents’
media use, critical thinking, and digital behavior. Participants were selected through purposive sampling to
ensure diverse professional roles and parental experiences. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and subjected to thematic analysis following a systematic coding process. Inter-coder agreement was
established to enhance analytical rigor.

Based on the qualitative findings, a quantitative phase was designed. Data were collected from adolescent
students using a structured questionnaire assessing media consumption patterns, evaluative strategies, and
perceived benefits and risks of digital media. In parallel, a Delphi survey was administered to a panel of experts
in media literacy, education, psychology, and digital technologies to identify and prioritize key components of
effective media literacy education. The Delphi process was conducted in multiple rounds to achieve consensus.
Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and inferential tests, including independent samples
t-tests, chi-square analyses, and exploratory factor analysis. Reliability and validity of the instruments were
assessed through pilot testing, content validation, and test-retest procedures. Ethical considerations, including
informed consent and confidentiality, were strictly observed throughout the research process.

Findings

The findings revealed that adolescents devote a substantial portion of their daily time to digital media,
significantly exceeding time spent on face-to-face family interaction, physical activity, and non-academic
reading. Statistical analyses demonstrated significant gender differences in media consumption patterns, with
boys reporting higher engagement in digital gaming and girls reporting more intensive use of social networking
platforms.

Despite high levels of media exposure, only a minority of adolescents demonstrated adequate critical
evaluation skills. Many participants relied on superficial cues such as popularity metrics or peer sharing to
judge information credibility, while a considerable proportion reported no systematic strategy for verifying
online content. Inferential analyses confirmed that critical evaluation skills were not proportionate to overall
media use.

Exploratory factor analysis identified three core dimensions underlying media literacy competencies. The first
dimension, critical cognitive skills, accounted for the largest share of explained variance and encompassed
abilities related to source evaluation, bias detection, and analytical reasoning. The second dimension, digital
safety and protection, included awareness of privacy risks, phishing, and information security. The third
dimension, digital well-being, reflected competencies related to managing screen time, emotional regulation,
and balancing online and offline activities. Together, these dimensions explained a substantial proportion of

variance in media literacy indicators.




Results from the Delphi study indicated strong expert consensus on prioritizing critical thinking, parental
education, and fake news identification in media literacy programs. Experts emphasized experiential learning
methods, such as case analysis and project-based activities, over traditional lecture-based instruction.
Qualitative findings complemented quantitative results by highlighting widespread feelings of parental and
educational helplessness in managing adolescents’ digital behaviors. Parents reported tensions within family
relationships linked to excessive media use, while educators described challenges in maintaining students’
attention and engagement in classrooms increasingly shaped by digital habits.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the existence of a pronounced media literacy gap characterized by high
media consumption, limited critical skills, and growing psychosocial concerns. The disconnect between
adolescents’ intensive engagement with digital media and their relatively weak evaluative competencies
suggests that mere exposure to technology does not foster informed or reflective media use.

Gender-specific patterns observed in the findings reinforce the argument that media literacy is not a uniform
construct but one deeply intertwined with socialization processes and identity development. The differentiated
vulnerabilities identified among boys and girls highlight the necessity of tailored educational interventions that
address distinct forms of risk and engagement.

The identification of three underlying dimensions of media literacy provides an integrative framework for
understanding adolescents’ digital competencies. Critical cognitive skills emerged as the most influential
dimension, indicating that the ability to analyze and question media messages remains central to effective
media literacy. However, the prominence of digital safety and well-being dimensions reflects the expanding
scope of media literacy in response to evolving technological and psychosocial challenges.

The expert consensus achieved through the Delphi process emphasizes that effective media literacy education
must extend beyond students to include parents and educators as active participants. Family-based and school-
based approaches are essential for creating coherent support systems that reinforce critical media practices
across contexts.

In conclusion, the findings suggest that addressing media literacy gaps requires a comprehensive, context-
sensitive strategy that integrates critical thinking, digital safety, and well-being within educational and familial
frameworks. Such an approach is particularly vital in an era marked by rapid technological change and the

increasing influence of artificial intelligence on information ecosystems.
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