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Political identity is key to maintaining social cohesion and political stability. At present,
when political apathy among Chinese youth prevails, the Chinese government
regards social media as a significant threat to political identity. However, the impact
of user-generated social media content on political identity has not been fully
explored, especially in the context of epidemic corruption. This study examines
how four dimensions of social media content, information sharing, building new
relationships, self-presentation, and enjoyment, shape the political identity of
Chinese university students, and how perceptions of corruption moderate these
relationships in an authoritarian context. Data were collected through a simple
random sample survey of 633 students and analyzed using structural equation
modeling and hierarchical regression. Results show that information sharing, self-
presentation, and enjoyment significantly strengthen political identity, whereas
building new relationships has no direct effect. Moreover, corruption perception
weakens the positive associations between social media content and political
identity. By clarifying the differentiated effects of social media content and the
contextual role of corruption, this study integrates Social Identity Theory and
Relative Deprivation Theory into political identity research within an authoritarian
context, offering new theoretical insights. Practically, the findings suggest that
improving political transparency and tolerance can help unlock the positive potential
of social media, fostering broader political identity and social cohesion.
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1 Introduction

Political identity is crucial in sustaining social cohesion, guiding political participation,
and maintaining regime legitimacy (Qin and Li, 2024). It shapes individuals’ self-conception
as political community members, helps them recognize dissenting views and external threats,
and influences their trust, loyalty, and involvement in political institutions (Malka and Lelkes,
2010; Castiglione, 2009). Conversely, weak or fragmented political identity can lead to political
apathy, social division, and even instability in pluralistic societies (Omidi and Roustaei, 2025;
Vasist et al., 2024; Martianv, 2024). The global waves of social movements and political change
over the past decade have further heightened concerns about identity formation (Alharahsheh
and Pius, 2020). As a result, examining the mechanisms through which political identity is
constructed has become a key focus in academic research and policy-making.

In the digital era, social media has become a key arena for the construction and
contestation of political identity (Qin et al., 2023; Ismail et al., 2025). Unlike top-down
traditional media, social media breaks the state’s monopoly over information and political
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expression. User-generated content enables personalized political
expression and decentralised participation, facilitating bottom-up
political interaction (Bennett, 2012; Chapman, 2023). Although the
role of social media in shaping political behavior has been well
established, most studies have focused on elite groups (Prior, 2013;
Weismueller et al., 2022). For ordinary citizens, social media allows
individuals to express political values and demonstrate group
belonging, making them important factors influencing identity.
However, prior research has rarely examined the relationship between
user-generated content and political identity at the individual level. In
addition, some scholars argue that social media promotes political
expression and enhances identity (Qin et al., 2023), while others warn
that it can lead to community fragmentation and undermine identity
(Elsayed, 2021). These inconsistent findings highlight the need to
explore the conditions under which social media content shapes
political identity.

Corruption is an important contextual factor in this discussion.
As a global challenge, corruption exists in all societies. It hinders
investment, slows economic growth, distorts public spending,
strengthens the informal economy, and contributes to poverty, income
inequality, and public disillusionment with political institutions
(Damijan, 2023). Corruption is often closely linked to culture and
tradition; in some regions, it is viewed as a cultural practice or survival
strategy (Walton, 2013). Some scholars have highlighted the potential
positive effects of culturally rooted corruption (Pertiwi, 2022). As a
result, debate continues over whether corruption leads to social
dysfunction or plays a constructive role.

China offers a unique context for examining the interaction of
factors that shape political identity. On the one hand, young people
are the primary targets of political socialization and the key population
for constructing political identity. However, recent surveys reveal a
certain degree of political apathy among contemporary Chinese
youth. Data from the 2021 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS)
show that only 13.7% of young people have participated in grassroots
democratic elections. A 2024 survey by People’s Forum further reports
that only 40.7% of university students consider political identity
important. These findings have drawn considerable attention from
scholars and policymakers to the issue of youth political identity. On
the other hand, globalisation, digitalisation, and profound
socioeconomic transformation have broken the state’s monopoly over
information dissemination, creating new opportunities for public
oversight, social criticism, and political participation (Bennett, 2012;
Chapman, 2023). Social media has become an important platform for
youth to explore identity and engage in civic learning, providing a new
space for practizing political identity. However, online discourse is
often marked by misinformation, emotional rhetoric, and polarization,
particularly during public crises, which can undermine political
identity and threaten social stability. In response, the Chinese
government has strengthened online governance, using opinion
guidance and content regulation to maintain political order and
stability, thereby creating a tension between state control and social
media dynamics (Bennett, 2012; Chapman, 2023).

Within this dual context, whether young people’s content on social
media strengthens or weakens their political identity remains an open
empirical question. In particular, corruption remains sensitive and
highly relevant as an essential element of Chinese political culture
(Keliher and Wu, 2016). Against this backdrop, investigating how
social media content influences political identity under the moderating
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effect of corruption perception is theoretically significant and of
pressing practical importance.

This study examines the relationship between individual social
media content and political identity in China’s unique sociopolitical
context and the moderating role of corruption perception. By doing
so, it seeks to clarify how social media shapes political identity under
perceived corruption and address the gaps in existing research. This
approach reveals the mechanisms through which digital practices
construct political identity under different institutional settings and
extends the application of Social Identity Theory and Relative
Deprivation Theory. The findings are expected to offer theoretical
insights and policy implications for enhancing political tolerance,
promoting civic participation, and strengthening social stability. Thus,
this research addresses the following questions:

1 What is the impact of social media content on political identity?
2 To what extent does corruption perception affect the impact of
social media content on political identity?

2 Literature review and hypotheses
development

2.1 Political identity

The concept of “identity” originates from Erikson’s 1950s
psychological research, which conceptualised it as a developmental
process that shapes individuals’ worldviews, behaviors, and even social
power structures (Weiner and Tatum, 2021). Influenced by psychology
and sociology, political scientists in the 1990s began to examine how
identity affects political behavior and institutional functioning (Chen
and Urminsky, 2019). Today, political identity is an analytical and
theoretical lens for understanding how individual identity interacts
with broader ideologies and institutional structures (Weiner and
Tatum, 2021).

In developmental and social psychology, political identity is a
dual-dimensional concept. It is both an internal self-concept and an
external social expression. Individuals continuously interpret and
present themselves within a political community, and these
orientations are shaped and reconstructed through ongoing social
interactions (Gentry, 2018). This duality of internal self and external
interaction explains why identification with a party or a specific
ideology carries strong emotional resonance while also constrained by
social norms (Huddy, 2001). Political identity, therefore, is neither
purely self-constructed nor entirely externally imposed; instead, it
emerges through the dynamic interplay between self-categorization
and external recognition. This interactive nature leads scholars to
distinguish between personal and social identities as two analytical
paths for studying political identity, though the two are not entirely
independent (Malka and Lelkes, 2010). From this perspective, political
identity is both subjective and relational; an individual’s self-
understanding only gains meaning in contrast to others, which helps
explain why political identity often takes on a polarized dimension. In
democracies, this polarization is commonly expressed through the
“liberal” and

“conservative” signify not only ideological differences but also

left-right political spectrum. Labels such as

important markers of identity (Bennett, 2012). However, theoretical
frameworks derived from Western contexts cannot be uncritically
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transplanted to other societies. In China, socialist ideology serves as
the dominant framework for political identity construction.
Individuals’ political belonging is not expressed along a left-right
continuum but rather through their acceptance or distancing from the
core socialist values systematically embedded in the education system
and broader ideological discourse. This highlights that the
construction of political identity is profoundly shaped by the
institutional and cultural context in which it occurs.

Consequently, political identity must be understood within its
institutional framework. It is simultaneously a product of individual
construction and reflects political institutions and ideology. For Chinese
youth, political identity cannot be captured by “liberal-conservative”
ideological typologies. Instead, it is embedded in state-led socialist
ideological education and influenced by social factors such as digital
media practices and corruption perception. Accordingly, this study
treats socialist ideology as a key indicator of political identity. It explores
how youth political identity is shaped in the context of everyday digital
media use and perceptions of corruption.

2.2 Social media content and political
identity

For a long time, the media have been regarded as a core political
apparatus (Boomgaarden and Schmitt-Beck, 2019). By shaping and
disseminating political narratives, audiences can internalise these
narratives as “common sense,” thereby influencing political identities
(Chahal, 2023). Traditional media typically plays a dual role; on the
one hand, it reinforces political cognition by controlling the content
of information; on the other, it acts as a “gatekeeper;” selecting issues
and suppressing alternative viewpoints to maintain homogeneity of
identity (Qin et al., 2023). Scholars once hoped the media would fulfil
its “fourth estate” function by supervising government and ensuring
transparency (Amodu et al., 2014). However, growing criticism
highlights that corporate and state control over media restricts
viewpoint diversity and deepens ideological bias (Street, 2010). As
public trust in traditional media declines and audiences drift away, its
influence has further weakened (Hariyanto et al., 2025). Against this
backdrop, social media has reshaped the landscape of political
communication. Unlike the passive audiences produced by traditional
media, digital media has enabled interactive participation, turning
users into consumers and producers of political content. Individuals
can freely express their views, mobilise around issues, and take
personalized action without relying on traditional political
institutions. This transformation has facilitated a shift from collective,
institutionalized participation to more individualised and networked
forms of engagement (Bennett, 2012). However, a key question
remains: if traditional media once functioned as a political tool, can
decentralised, fragmented, user-driven social media still play the
same role?

This debate is particularly salient in authoritarian contexts. The
state maintains strict control over traditional media in China, using
it as an important channel for political socialization and ideological
dissemination (Street, 2010). Social media complicates this landscape.
Although not entirely free, it still allows for bottom-up interaction,
user-generated content, and personalized political communication
(Shao and Wang, 2017). Based on self-disclosure and social
interaction on social networks, Cheung et al. (2015) classified social
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media content into four dimensions: information sharing, building
new relationships, self-presentation, and enjoyment. Later studies
confirmed that these dimensions represent the core drivers of social
media use (Jacobson et al., 2020). While initially applied to media
consumption and diffusion studies, these behavioral patterns are
equally relevant in political contexts. In digital political
communication, information sharing facilitates the dissemination of
political narratives and ideological cues; building new relationships
enables individuals to connect with like-minded others; self-
presentation allows individuals to visualize and express their political
identities; and entertainment sustains political engagement through
emotional and symbolic practices. These four dimensions are thus
not merely general patterns of social media use but also mechanisms
through which political identity is expressed, reinforced, and
negotiated in online spaces. Even under conditions of tight control,
such “micro-spaces” supplement, complicate, and sometimes
challenge state-led ideological socialization.

Social Identity Theory (SIT) provides a theoretical foundation for
understanding the relationship between social media content and
political identity. SIT emphasises that individual identity derives from
membership in social groups, including political communities. Social
media offers a crucial arena for expressing, forming, and reinforcing
such identities. Specifically, information sharing provides shared
narrative resources that strengthen cognitive and emotional cohesion
within the group while sharpening group boundaries and
distinguishing “us” from “them.” Building new relationships allows
individuals to transcend geographic and social boundaries, expand
group networks, and broaden the reach of political identity. Self-
presentation enables individuals to display their political stance and
values, achieving self-categorization and making identity more visible,
reinforcing group-based identification. Enjoyment allows users to
engage with politics in a light and approachable way, normalizing
political expression, lowering participation thresholds, and sustaining
political identity through affective practice.

Existing research shows that social media exerts a positive
influence on political identity. Through self-expression online,
individuals make their political views visible, connect with others, and
enhance their “political visibility,” strengthening their sense of identity
and willingness to participate (Bennett, 2012). Even among Chinese
small-town youth, often regarded as politically apathetic, social media,
especially short-video platforms, has stimulated political interest and
identification (Qin et al., 2023). Therefore, social media is not merely
a channel for political information dissemination but a complex arena
where political identity is constructed, negotiated, contested, and
reinforced. For Chinese youth, social media plays a dual role; it
complements state-led ideological socialization while enabling
individuals to be seen and connected in broader communities, thereby
strengthening political identity.

Building on SIT and previous research, this study proposes the
following hypotheses:

HIa: Information sharing positively affects political identity.
H2a: Building new relationships positively affects political identity.
H3a: Self-presentation positively affects political identity.

H4a: Enjoyment positively affects political identity.
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2.3 Corruption perception as a moderator

Corruption is commonly defined as using public power for private
gain (Sampford, 2006), but its impact extends far beyond this narrow
definition. It undermines democratic principles such as justice,
transparency, and accountability, erodes citizens’ trust in political
leaders and institutions, and profoundly shapes individuals political
attitudes (Jameel et al., 2019). Therefore, it is not merely an economic
or administrative problem but an important contextual factor
influencing political attitudes and behavior.

In China, corruption has persisted and become more widespread
due to economic reforms and large-scale privatization of state-owned
enterprises (Dong and Torgler, 2013; Shivakumar, 2005). It has
reached epidemic proportions since the reform and opening-up era,
fueling discontent with political identity (He and Jiang, 2020; Orjuela,
2017). Scholars have further emphasised that corruption is culturally
embedded, functioning both as a widespread social problem and a
phenomenon rooted in cultural practices (Keliher and Wu, 2016).
Measuring corruption is a key challenge in corruption research.
Unlike direct indicators such as conviction rates, corruption
perception captures how citizens evaluate public power for private
benefit, reflecting individual experience and broader social narratives
(Charron, 2016; Melgar et al., 2010). When corruption perception is
high, norms of fairness are weakened, political trust declines, and
identification with dominant political values is reduced. Given its
corrosive effects, the Chinese government has conducted sustained
since 2012. These efforts,
investigating and punishing corrupt officials to launching educational

anti-corruption campaigns from
and publicity initiatives, aim to rebuild public confidence in the ruling
party and the political system.

Existing empirical studies on the relationship between social
media and political attitudes and behaviors have produced inconsistent
findings. Some research highlights the positive effects of social media,
arguing that online self-expression enhances individuals’ political
visibility, thereby strengthening their sense of identity and willingness
to participate (Bennett, 2012). For example, studies show that even
Chinese small-town youth, often considered politically apathetic, can
gradually develop political interest and a sense of identification
through platforms such as short video apps (Qin et al., 2023). However,
other studies have revealed adverse effects. Social media news use has
been found to correlate with increased political cynicism (Song et al.,
2021), and some research indicates that social media use may harm
political attitudes and even erode trust in political institutions (Kiratli,
2023). To explain these conflicting findings, researchers have begun to
examine moderating effects. For instance, Zhu et al. (2019) explored
the moderating role of online political expression in the relationship
between social media use and political participation. Other studies
have investigated moderators such as gender (Alodat et al., 2023) and
content type (Matthes et al.,, 2023). Lorenz-Spreen et al. (2023)
emphasised that these relationships often vary across national contexts,
suggesting that country-specific factors may function as important
moderators. Corruption, a significant feature of the political context,
has also been shown to moderate political outcomes. Empirical
evidence suggests that corruption weakens the ability of e-government
initiatives to build political trust (Jameel et al., 2019). Following this
logic, corruption perception may also dampen the positive influence
of social media content on political identity. Although online practices
such as information sharing can promote the construction of a shared
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political identity, their positive effects may be offset by perceptions of
injustice when corruption is widely perceived, potentially leading to
political alienation rather than identification.

Relative Deprivation Theory (RDT) provides a theoretical
framework for understanding this dynamic. RDT argues that
individuals evaluate their social status through comparison with
others. When resources and opportunities are perceived as unfairly
distributed or misused, individuals experience a strong sense of
injustice, which reduces their sense of belonging. When corruption
violates the socialist ideals of fairness and justice, citizens' value
identification and political identity may be undermined. In this way,
corruption is not merely a background variable but a key condition
shaping how political identity is formed and sustained. The conceptual
framework of the current study is shown in Figure 1.

Building on RDT and previous research, this study proposes the
following hypotheses:

H1Ib: Corruption perceptions moderate the relationship between
information sharing and political identity, such that this
relationship is weaker when perceived corruption is high.

H2b: Corruption perceptions moderate the relationship between
building new relationships and political identity, such that this
relationship is weaker when perceived corruption is high.

H3b: Corruption perceptions moderate the relationship between
self-presentation and political identity, such that this relationship
is weaker when perceived corruption is high.

H4b: Corruption perceptions moderate the relationship between
enjoyment and political identity, such that this relationship is

weaker when perceived corruption is high.

3 Methodology
3.1 Research design

This study adopts a positivist paradigm and employs a quantitative
research design to examine the relationships among variables, aiming
to provide scientific evidence for objective facts (Park et al., 2020;
Sarantakos, 2017; Quick and Hall, 2015). Specifically, data were
collected through a questionnaire survey. In the data analysis stage,
this study combines Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and
hierarchical regression analysis to test the direct and moderating
effects among variables. This design allows for assessing the reliability
and validity of the measurement instruments and provides robust
statistical estimates for the hypothesised relationships proposed in
this study.

3.2 Sample design and data collection

University students are a key group in political socialization, and
a combination of civic education, digital environments, and broader
social contexts shapes their political identity. To enhance the study’s
external validity, undergraduate students from a comprehensive
university in central China were selected as the survey population.
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FIGURE 1
Conceptual framework of the current study.

This region has been designated a priority area for addressing systemic
and collective corruption during China’s anti-corruption campaign,
making it typical and contextually significant. It thus provides a
unique setting for examining the relationship between social media
use, corruption perception, and political identity.

The university has a total student population of 20,189. To ensure
statistical power and representativeness, the target sample size was
determined following Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) sample size table
and Christopher Westland (2010) minimum sample size formula, with
arequirement that it exceed 377 and meet the “five-times rule” relative
to the number of scale items.

A simple random sampling method was employed, and
questionnaires were distributed in class between September 11, 2024,
and September 19, 2025. Before distribution, the university’s ethics
committee reviewed and approved the research protocol to ensure
compliance with academic research standards. Informed consent was
obtained from all participants. A total of 700 questionnaires were
collected, and after data cleaning and screening, 633 valid responses
were retained for analysis. The effective response rate was 90%, which
meets the requirements of statistical research.

3.3 Measurement

All variables in this study were measured using five-point Likert
scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The scales were
adapted from well-established instruments in prior literature, and
their reliability and validity were confirmed through back-translation
and pilot testing. The final questionnaire consisted of 18 items and
included basic demographic information at the end.

The social media content scale was adapted from Jacobson et al.
(2020) and comprised four dimensions: information sharing (IS),
sample item as “Social media is convenient for informing all my
(IS);
relationships(BNR), sample item as “I connect to new people who

friends about my ongoing activities” building new
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share my interests through social media’; self-presentation(SP),
sample item as “I try to make a good impression on others on social
media” (SP); and enjoyment, sample item as “When I am bored,
I often go to social media”

Political identity was measured using a scale adapted from Yang and
Stening (2012), which has been further validated in studies on political
socialization in China. The scale reflects ideological commitment to
socialist principles and measures core ideological orientations in the
Chinese context. Items were directly drawn from the writings and
speeches of Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, representing the core of
their political and economic philosophies. For instance, Maoist items
emphasise values such as “distribution according to need” and a sample
item is “Everyone should contribute according to ability and
be rewarded according to need” Whereas post-Maoist items reflect the
pragmatism of the reform era and endorse values such as “allowing
some people to get rich first” and a sample item is “To be rich by one’s
efforts is glorious” Importantly, this study operationalises political
identity as an ideological commitment rather than a behavioral
outcome. This choice reflects the Chinese institutional and cultural
context, where political identity is manifested more through value
alignment and ideological commitment than overt political behavior, as
authoritarian regimes often restrict direct citizen participation in the
public sphere (Astrom et al.,, 2012). The final political identity scale
contained three items, with a Cronbach’s & above 0.70.

In corruption research, scholars typically distinguish between
“grand corruption” (high-level corruption) and “petty corruption”
(everyday corruption) (Heinrich and Hodess, 2011). For university
students with limited exposure to complex political and economic
processes, petty corruption, particularly bribery, is the most salient
and directly perceived form. Thus, the corruption perception scale was
adapted from Gbadamosi and Joubert (2005) and focused on bribery
and informal payments, with items such as “Individuals pay bribes
and tips to get things done” This operationalisation has high clarity
and face validity and aligns well with students’ direct experiences
of corruption.
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All scales demonstrated strong internal consistency, with
Cronbach’s o coefficients exceeding 0.80. Confirmatory Factor
(CFA) further
discriminant validity.

Analysis supported good convergent and

3.4 Data analysis procedure

This study employed a series of data analysis procedures to ensure
the rigor and reliability of the results. First, before formal analysis, the
raw data were preprocessed and subjected to quality control, including
the treatment of missing values, detection of outliers, and tests for
normality, to ensure data integrity. Second, to address potential
common method bias (CMB), Harman’s single-factor test and the
Unmeasured Latent Method Construct (ULMC) technique were
applied to the measurement model to statistically control for method
effects and enhance the study’s internal validity. Third, Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted using Amos 26 to assess the
latent constructs’ convergent and discriminant validity, ensuring the
measurement model’s stability. Fourth, Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) was employed to examine the direct effects of the four
dimensions of social media content on political identity. Finally,
hierarchical regression analyses were performed using the PROCESS
macro v2.4 in SPSS 28 to test the moderating role of corruption
perception. The significance of the AR? values for the interaction
terms was used to evaluate the existence and robustness of the
moderation effects, thereby strengthening the explanatory power and
credibility of the findings.

4 Results

Several measures were taken to control for potential spurious
relationships caused by common method bias (CMB). At the
procedural level, steps were implemented to minimise social
desirability and censorship effects. The study ensured respondent
anonymity, emphasised voluntary participation, and provided clear
instructions to encourage honest responses. In the Chinese context,
where students may hold concerns about engaging with political
topics, questionnaires were collected anonymously, and teachers
were not directly involved in the process, effectively reducing
potential bias and enhancing the robustness of the results. In
addition, CMB was statistically assessed. Harman’s single-factor test
results showed that the first factor accounted for 44% of the total
variance, below the 50% threshold (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The
Unmeasured Latent Method Construct (ULMC) technique was
applied, comparing a method-factor model with the structural one.
The improvement in model fit was negligible (ACFI = 0.006;
ARMSEA = 0.004), falling short of the criteria typically used to
indicate severe CMB (ACFI > 0.01; ARMSEA > 0.015) (Cheung and
Rensvold, 2002). These results suggest that CMB did not seriously
threaten this study.

A total of 633 respondents were included in the final sample,
consisting of 272 males and 361 females. The sample structure
conforms to this university’s male-to-female ratio of 2:3. Table 1
summarizes the descriptive statistics for the key variables in the study,
including the mean, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum
values. These statistics provide an overview of the data distribution
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and variability, laying the groundwork for subsequent hypothesis
testing and empirical analysis.

Reliability and validity analyses were conducted to ensure the
robustness and applicability of the measurement scales. Internal
consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s « coefficients. As shown in
Table 2, all variables, including Information Sharing (IS), Building
New Relationships (BNR), Self-Presentation (SP), Entertainment
(EM), Political Identity (PI), and Corruption Perception (CP), had
Cronbach’s « values exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70
(Pallant, 2020), indicating good internal consistency and reliability.
Accordingly, the measurement instruments used in this study were
deemed reliable and appropriate for examining the relationships
among social media content, corruption perception, and
political identity.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted to assess the
fit of the measurement model and evaluate factor loadings, variances,
covariances, and validity metrics (Hox, 2021). Fit indices for the final
measurement model are presented in Table 3. Key indicators confirm
acceptable model fit: ChiSq/df is 3.006, below the recommended
threshold of 5; Comparative Fit Index (CFI) is 0.972, exceeding the
recommended minimum of 0.90; and Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) is 0.056, below the maximum acceptable
threshold of 0.08 (Hair et al., 2017). Thus, the measurement model
demonstrates good data fit, providing a reliable foundation for
hypothesis testing. The CFA model is shown in Figure 2.

The CFA results show that all factor loadings exceed 0.5, indicating
an adequate representation of each construct. Additionally, Average
Variance Extracted (AVE) values surpass 0.5, meeting convergent
validity criteria (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Composite Reliability
(CR) values for all constructs exceed 0.7, confirming the internal
consistency and reliability of the scales (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). As
illustrated in Table 4, the square root of each constructs AVE is greater
than or equal to its correlations with other variables, satisfying the
Fornell-Larcker criterion and establishing discriminant validity
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

In summary, CFA confirms the measurement model’s reliability
robust constructs suitable for

and validity, establishing

hypothesis testing.

4.1 Direct effects

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was employed to test the
hypothesised relationships between the dimensions of social media
content and political identity. As shown in Table 5, three dimensions,

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics (n = 633).

Construct  Minimum Maximum Mean Std.
Deviation

BNR 1.00 5.00 3.39 0.85

Sp 1.00 5.00 3.37 0.82

EM 1.00 5.00 3.51 0.81

CP 1.00 5.00 2.68 0.96

PI 1.00 5.00 3.56 0.77
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TABLE 2 Factor loading, CR, AVE, Cronbach Alpha.

Construct  Item Factor CR AVE Cronbach
loading Alpha

1S IS1 0.59 0.825 | 0.617 0.8
152 0.858
1S3 0.876

BNR BNRI 0.88 0902 | 0.755 0.9
BNR2 0.855
BNR3 0.871

Sp SP1 0.853 091 | 0771 0.9
SP2 0.872
SP3 0.909

EM EMI 0.821 0904 | 0.759 0.9
EM2 0.888
EM3 0.902

PI PI1 0.853 0843  0.641 0.8
PI2 0.765
PI3 0.782

cp CP1 0.914 0905 | 0.762 0.9
CP2 0.952
Cp3 0.738

Information Sharing (IS), Self-Presentation (SP), and Entertainment
(EM), were found to exert significant and positive effects on Political
Identity (PI). These results support Hypotheses H1, H3, and H4.
Specifically, when individuals actively share political information,
express their political values online, and derive enjoyment from
these activities, they are more likely to develop a stronger
political identity.

Information sharing promotes the accumulation of collective
knowledge and strengthens group narratives, consolidating group
boundaries and encouraging political self-categorization. Self-
presentation allows individuals to publicly express and communicate
their political positions, reinforcing the alignment between personal
attitudes and group identity. Enjoyment is an affective amplifier; the
positive emotions associated with online participation motivate
sustained engagement and consolidate political identity over time.
Together, these findings suggest that political identity formation in the
digital era is not a passive cognitive process but a dynamic one shaped
by online interaction and emotional experience. Social media provides
users with information and offers positive emotional feedback,
creating a virtuous cycle that reinforces political identity.

However, an important finding of this study is that the
hypothesised relationship between Building New Relationships (BNR)
and political identity was not supported (see Table 5). This result
appears to contradict the general expectation of Social Identity Theory
(SIT), which posits that building relationships strengthens group
belonging and identification. A plausible explanation is that relational
activities on social media are often oriented toward personal or
entertainment-related purposes rather than political goals (Caldeira
et al., 2020). Consequently, the new connections formed tend to
be weak ties or non-political, limiting their direct capacity to reinforce
political identity. Furthermore, political risk and censorship pressures
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make young people cautious about forming overtly political
relationships online (Lopez-Fraile and Alonso Guisande, 2025),
reducing BNR’s effectiveness as a vehicle for political identity
formation. These findings suggest that BNRs role in constructing
political identity is more complex than SIT might predict. In the
present model, BNR’s effects may operate through indirect pathways,
such as mediation by political discussion or trust, that were not
directly captured, resulting in a statistically nonsignificant direct effect.

In summary, the current findings highlight that specific forms of
social media, particularly information sharing, self-presentation, and
enjoyment, may play a meaningful role in shaping political identity.
However, other dimensions of social media activity, such as creating
new relationships, do not directly influence political identity.

4.2 Moderating effect of corruption
perception

This study used the PROCESS v2.4 macro to conduct hierarchical
regression analysis and test the moderating role of corruption
perception (CP) in the relationship between social media content
(SMC) and political identity (PI). The results show significant
interaction effects on PI between CP and all four dimensions of SMC,
information sharing, building new relationships, self-presentation,
and enjoyment (see Table 6). The confidence intervals for all
interaction terms excluded zero, indicating that the moderation effects
were robust. Simple slope analyses (see Figures 3-6) further revealed
that when individuals reported high levels of CP, the positive effects
of SMC on PI were significantly weaker. When CP was low or at the
mean level, the positive effects of these SMC dimensions on PI were
stronger and more pronounced. These findings suggest that CP plays
a critical “contextual gatekeeping” role in constructing political
identity. It diminishes the identity-strengthening effect of social media
and reduces the likelihood that young people will build political trust
and value resonance through digital platforms. In other words,
although social media provides interactive space and informational
resources for identity formation, its positive function depends on
individuals’ perceptions of institutional justice and social fairness.

This result is consistent with the Relative Deprivation Theory
(RDT). RDT holds that when people perceive corruption as
widespread, they interpret political content with suspicion and a sense
of injustice, leading to political apathy and alienation. This ultimately
limits social media’s positive role in constructing political identity.
These findings imply that improving institutional transparency and
credibility may be necessary for unlocking social media’s potential in
political education and fostering political identity among youth.

Overall, the results support Hypotheses H1a, H3a, H4a, H1b, H2b,
H3b, and H4b. Expressive and participatory forms of social media, such
as information sharing, self-presentation, and enjoyment, are more
conducive to forming political identity. In contrast, relationship-oriented
use (BNR) shows limited effects, which may be closely linked to
censorship pressures in the Chinese cultural context. In addition,
corruption perception, as a key indicator of the sociopolitical
environment, significantly weakens the positive role of social media in
constructing political identity. These findings suggest that the digital
construction of political identity depends on institutional credibility and
a shared sense of social fairness. They deepen our understanding of the
mechanisms of political identity formation under authoritarian conditions
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CFA model.

TABLE 3 Model fit indices.

Indices Measurement model Structural model Recommended value Recommended value
1At 3.006 2.97 <3 Hair et al. (2017)

CFI 0.972 0.971 *0.5

GFI 0.941 0.939 >0.8

TLI 0.964 0.964 *0.8

RMSEA 0.056 0.056 <0.08

and highlight the need to consider both platform characteristics and
governance context when designing digital civic education initiatives and
youth ideological guidance strategies.

5 Discussion

In the digital era, social media has become a central political
expression and participation platform, significantly influencing

Frontiers in Political Science

political identity construction. This study empirically examined how
four dimensions of social media content, IS, SP, EM, and BNR, affect
PI under conditions of perceived corruption.

The results show that IS, SP, and EM significantly positively affect
PI, consistent with Social Identity Theory (SIT) expectations. These
findings suggest that these dimensions can effectively strengthen
individual political identity on social media platforms. IS provides
shared political narratives that enhance cognitive consistency and
group emotional bonds. This result is consistent with prior research
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TABLE 4 Pearson correlation coefficient and discriminant validity.

Construct CP IDEO EM SP  BNR IS
Cp 0.873

PI -0.226 | 0.801

EM -0.043 | 0562 | 0.871

SP 0.014 0546 | 0.692  0.878

BNR 0.062 0.453 0653 = 0821  0.869

IS 0.020 0.541 0738 0743 0760 | 0.785

Note(s): Square root of AVE in bold on diagonals, off diagonals are Pearson correlation of

constructs.

TABLE 5 SEM direct effects.

10.3389/fp0os.2025.1659804

showing that information sharing on social media can positively
influence political attitudes and offline participation (Lane et al.,
2017). Self-presentation makes political positions visible and gives
individuals a sense of presence and alignment within the group. Such
expressions are not merely displays but part of an identity-building
process, in which repeated articulation of similar themes gradually
produces a stable self-concept (Nilsson, 2012). In authoritarian
settings, however, information sharing and self-presentation are
subject to censorship and surveillance. Young Chinese users must
navigate the tension between strengthening their identity and
avoiding political risk. This often leads to symbolic or indirect forms
of “strategic presentation” While such presentations may appear

Hypothesis Hypothesis path Path coefficient Final remarks
Hla PI<--- IS 0.219 0.11 2.719 0.007 Supported
H2a PI <--- BNR —0.123 0.079 —1.462 0.144 Not Supported
H3a PI <--- SP 0308 0.084 3.725 s Supported
Hia PI <---EM 0.259 0.068 4019 s Supported

*#%p < 0.001.

TABLE 6 Moderating the role of corruption perception to social media content and political identity.

Hypothesis = Hypothesis Coefficient SE t-value p-value LLCI Final
path remarks
Hib PI<--- IS*CP 0.188 0.030 6.385 0.000 0.130 0.246 0.044 Supported
H2b PI<--- BNR*CP 0.159 0.027 5913 0.000 0.106 0.212 0.041 Supported
H3b PI<--- SP*CP 0.144 0.027 5.442 0.000 0.092 0.197 0.032 Supported
H4b PI<--- EM*CP 0.109 0.026 4.208 0.000 0.058 0.160 0.019 Supported
4.5
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FIGURE 3
Interaction effect of CP and IS on PI.
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superficial, they can reinforce political identity through emotional
resonance and value alignment. Enjoyment also plays an important
role. Identity is constructed through symbols and discourse and
supported by emotion. Enjoyment provides the affective “grip” that
makes political content less risky, allowing it to enter daily

Frontiers in Political Science

conversation in humorous and lighthearted forms such as memes.
This lowers the threshold for participation and sustains emotional
bonds over time (Kolvraa, 2018). Enjoyment, therefore, is not mere
diversion but an important medium for maintaining and expanding
political identity in constrained environments.
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This study also found no significant direct relationship between BNR
and PI, a result that does not fully align with SIT or some earlier studies.
Although relational ties are often viewed as critical resources for identity
formation, enhancing status and broadening collective belonging (Zhao
etal,, 2008; Stoeckel, 2016), the findings suggest that the Chinese context
introduces additional complexity. New relationships on social media are
often oriented toward entertainment or instrumental goals rather than
explicitly political purposes (Caldeira et al., 2020). Moreover, given the
sensitivity of political networks and censorship pressures, young Chinese
users remain cautious about forming overt political ties online (Lemaire,
2024). They prefer reinforcing identity within existing, lower-risk
networks rather than forming new political relationships. This implies
that the effect of BNR may operate indirectly, for example, through
network trust, rather than directly shaping political identity.

Moderation analysis further revealed that corruption perception
(CP) significantly weakens the positive effects of social media content
on PI Individuals with high CP are more likely to interpret political
discourse with suspicion and perceive injustice, thereby limiting the
identity-building effects of social media. This finding is consistent with
the Relative Deprivation Theory (RDT), which argues that when
individuals
disappointment alienation, weakening their
identification. Although the moderation effects in this study were

expectations and reality diverge, experience

and political
statistically significant but small, explaining an additional 2 to 4% of
variance, their importance should not be underestimated. Cohen
(2013) and Funder and Ozer (2019) argue that minor effects in social
science research can accumulate over time and across populations to
produce substantial social consequences. Even slight declines in
political identity, when aggregated across millions of young people,
may have far-reaching implications for political stability. Interestingly,
some cultural research, such as Pertiwi (2022), suggests that corruption
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may function positively within relational cultures such as guanxi.
However, this study finds no such positive effect. Instead, our findings
align with Jameel et al. (2019) and Ghura et al. (2020), confirming that
corruption primarily undermines constructive political processes.
This study highlights the complex interaction between social
media content, corruption perception, and political identity. In China’s
authoritarian context, where surveillance and censorship are pervasive,
information sharing, self-presentation, and entertainment should not
be dismissed as superficial engagement. Instead, they represent
important avenues for maintaining and strengthening political identity
under restrictive conditions. At the same time, CP acts as a contextual
constraint that significantly reduces the effectiveness of digital identity
construction. These findings enrich the theoretical understanding of
political identity formation and suggest that future research should
explore how platform mechanisms, cultural factors, and governance
environments jointly shape the political socialization of youth.

6 Conclusion, contributions, and
implications

This study empirically examined the effects of four dimensions of
social media content, information sharing (IS), self-presentation (SP),
entertainment (EM), and building new relationships (BNR), on
political identity (PI), and explored the moderating role of corruption
perception (CP). The results show that IS, SP, and EM significantly
positively affect PI, underscoring the critical role of expressive and
participatory forms of social media use in shaping political identity.
At the same time, CP significantly moderates the relationship between
social media content and PI, revealing the importance of broader
sociopolitical contexts in identity construction.
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These findings must be interpreted within China’s unique
sociopolitical environment, where state surveillance and ideological
education play pivotal roles. State monitoring, including algorithmic
tracking, content censorship, and restrictions on political networks,
creates an environment in which young people remain cautious about
forming explicit political relationships online. This dynamic helps
explain why BNR does not significantly predict PI in the present
model. Chinese youth are more likely to reinforce political identity
within existing, lower-risk networks rather than by forming new
political ties. In addition, ideological education provides a robust
top-down framework for identity construction. The state instils
ideological commitment and affective attachment through systematic
curricula, patriotic rituals, and symbolic practices. These top-down
and bottom-up mechanisms contextualise the study’s findings,
showing how political identity in China is simultaneously constrained
in scope yet intensified.

Theoretically, this study contributes by differentiating the
mechanisms through which distinct forms of social media use
influence political identity and emphasising CP as a key contextual
moderator. It demonstrates that in authoritarian settings, information
sharing, self-expression, and enjoyment are not merely superficial
behaviors but essential means of maintaining and reinforcing political
identity under constraint. This enriches the theoretical framework for
understanding political identity construction. Practically, the findings
offer several insights for policy and education. First, the moderating
effect of CP suggests that high perceptions of corruption weaken the
positive impact of social media on PI. Policymakers should strengthen
anti-corruption efforts, regulate the conduct of public officials, and
enhance transparency to build institutional trust and a sense of
fairness, critical foundations for fostering political identity and social
stability. Second, the findings suggest that regulatory frameworks
should not focus solely on risk suppression and content censorship.
Instead, they should create institutionalized spaces for legitimate and
diverse political expression, balancing preventing extremist discourse
with encouraging rational and constructive debate. Such an approach
may foster political tolerance and align with China’s goal of building
a “pluralistic yet unified political community.” Third, given that CP
and institutional frameworks condition the effects of social media,
civic education should go beyond ideological indoctrination and
include the cultivation of critical media literacy. By helping students
critically evaluate online information and understand political
divergence, civic education can strengthen youths’ political reasoning,
political tolerance, and capacity for stable identity formation.

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First,
the sample consists exclusively of university students, a relatively
homogeneous group in age, education, and life experience. The
findings should therefore not be overgeneralized to the broader
population. In addition, political identity formation in China is
shaped by the digital divide, urban-rural disparities, and differences
in political knowledge. To improve external validity, future studies
should include more diverse samples and incorporate these structural
variables for in-depth exploration to more comprehensively reveal the
formation mechanism of political identity among Chinese youth.
Second, the cross-sectional survey design limits the ability to capture
the dynamic evolution of political identity and restricts causal
inference. Third, the measure of CP used in this study primarily
reflects perceptions of petty corruption and does not fully capture
systemic corruption or institutional distrust, which may also influence

Frontiers in Political Science

10.3389/fpos.2025.1659804

PI and should be addressed in future research. Fourth, this study did
not conduct a retest reliability test, and future research should further
verify this through longitudinal or repeated measurement designs.

Future work could extend these findings in several ways. First,
additional moderators such as political cynicism, institutional trust,
and media literacy could be incorporated to better specify the
boundary conditions of the SMC and PI relationship. Second,
longitudinal and experimental designs should be employed.
Longitudinal studies can track changes in political identity over time,
while experimental designs can manipulate contextual cues to
establish causal mechanisms, providing more substantial evidence for
the study’s conclusions. Third, qualitative approaches such as in-depth
interviews, focus groups, or digital ethnography could complement
quantitative data by capturing identity construction’s cognitive,
emotional, and social nuances, revealing micro-level mechanisms that
survey data may overlook. Fourth, in future research on corruption
perception, scholars may move beyond the focus on “petty corruption,”
such as bribery, and include institutional distrust, such as systemic
inequality and cronyism. This approach can provide a more
comprehensive understanding of how corruption perception shapes
political identity.
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