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Abstract

The present study aimed to sociologically explain the effect of virtual
social networks on the formation of urban protest movements, with an
emphasis on the mediating role of online social capital. Drawing on
Resource Mobilization Theory and Social Capital Theory, the study
examined how digital interactions affected users’ social and political
mobilization capacities. The research employed a descriptive-analytical
design and a survey method for data collection. The statistical population
consisted of active users of Instagram, Telegram, and Twitter residing in
the metropolis of Tehran, from whom 350 participants were selected
using non-probability purposive sampling. Data were collected using a
researcher-made Virtual Social Networks and Protest Movements
Questionnaire, developed by the researcher in 2026, and were analyzed
using SPSS and SmartPLS through structural equation modeling. The
findings showed that the use of virtual social networks had a positive and
significant effect on users’ willingness to participate in urban protest
movements. Online social capital also played a significant mediating role
in the relationship between virtual social network use and participation in
urban protest movements, while network-based interactions strengthened
trust, social cohesion, and interactive norms among users. The results
indicated that virtual social networks, beyond their information-
dissemination function, provided considerable capacity for facilitating
organization and strengthening solidarity among social actors. Therefore,
greater attention to online social capital and the promotion of media
literacy could contribute to the effective management of the social and
political consequences of networked collective action.
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