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ABSTRACT

Background: Declining student mental health is a growing concern, with over 60% of college
students experiencing mental health issues, such as depression, exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic. Social capital is known to buffer against mental health challenges by promoting
connection and support. This study aimed to examine the latent construct of online social capital
in the context of COVID-19 and further test the relationship between multidimensional online
social capital and mental health among university students at Shiraz University.

Methods: A quantitative study was conducted with 600 students at Shiraz University. Data were
collected using questionnaires measuring online social capital (number of networks, usage, and
activity level) and mental health. Likert scales were used, with lower scores indicating better
mental health. Statistical analyses included Pearson correlation coefficient, path analysis, and
regression analysis.

Results: A significant negative correlation was found between online social networks (r=-0.137,
P<0.05) and mental health, suggesting that higher engagement in these networks is linked to
better mental health. Trust (=-0.129, P<0.05) and social support (r=-0.027, P<0.05) within online
networks showed negative correlations with mental health, indicating that increased trust and
support are associated with improved mental health. Path analysis revealed that all dimensions
of online social capital influence mental health, with trust and social support identified as the
strongest predictors.

Conclusion: The research underscores the importance of universities fostering online social
Article info: :  networks and initiatives to enhance student mental health by cultivating social support and trust.
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Introduction

he COVID-19 pandemic significantly

worsened mental health worldwide; this

has led to increased focus on identifying

‘stress-buffering’ characteristics that may

have mitigated the pandemic’s negative
effects on mental well-being, especially among univer-
sity students, who face unique challenges during this
time. With the shift to remote learning and social isola-
tion, many students have experienced heightened stress,
anxiety, and depression. These pressures, compounded
by academic demands and the transition to indepen-
dence, place students at a higher risk for mental health
issues. Exploring the role of social capital, particularly
in the digital realm, becomes essential. Online social
capital offers valuable insights into how virtual support
networks can foster resilience and help students navigate
these unprecedented challenges [1-4].

Previous studies have shown that the pandemic crisis
has negatively affected the mental health of university
students, leading to increased rates of depression, anxi-
ety, and suicidal ideation in this

population. However, the precise impact of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic on the mental health and suicidal ide-
ation of Iranian university students has been less studied.
Iran was among the countries with a high rate of COV-
ID-19 cases. In response to this situation, Iranian schools
and universities were closed. Soon after, face-to-face ed-
ucation turned to online education, which caused a vari-
ety of challenges for university students. These difficul-
ties included technological issues, such as slow internet
connection in certain regions of Iran caused significant
disruption to online learning, resulting in inconsistent
access to course material, difficulty in participating in
live virtual classes, and overall academic anxiety and
personal problems, such as unfamiliar online education
system, lack of access to a laptop, being forced to leave
dormitories and being separated from their classmates,
lack of access to lecturers, and other factors, including
financial insecurity, increased family responsibilities,
and heightened uncertainty about future academic pros-
pects [5-9]. The switch from face-to-face to online learn-
ing caused by COVID-19 is likely to negatively affect
university students’ mental health (2, 5, and 7). Students’
isolation from their friends and university may result in
behavioral and psychological problems. The anticipated
impact of these changes on students’ mental health is
expected to manifest through increased levels of stress,
anxiety, and depressive symptoms, as indicated by previ-
ous studies [1-9], since the incidence of emotional disor-
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ders in this population is high even in normal times [10].
Recent reports on Iranian universities showed that the
new situation has affected the psychosocial aspects of
university students’ lives. Given the potential for adverse
mental health outcomes, there is a pressing need for ev-
idence-based strategies to support students’ well-being.”
Globally, studies demonstrate that social capital can play
the critical role of a “silver bullet” during public health
crises and contribute to better mental health across com-
munities and populations [11-14]. In this study, social
capital was defined as the resources available to an indi-
vidual through their social networks. This encompasses
both the structural aspect, referring to the size and den-
sity of an individual’s online networks, and the cognitive
aspect, which involves perceptions of trust, support, and
reciprocity within these networks [15-19]. Hence, the
current situation has an enormous impact on the social
interaction of people, especially university students. Dif-
ferent types of digital media, such as smartphones, chat
rooms, Email, and social media, have played a dominant
role in communications with other people beyond the
home. This research focused specifically on social capi-
tal generated through online platforms, such as What-
sApp, Instagram, and online forums utilized by Shiraz
University students. These virtual spaces facilitate syn-
chronous and asynchronous interactions, creating unique
pathways for relationship building and information ex-
change during periods of social distancing.

While previous research has explored the role of social
capital on mental health, a critical gap remains in un-
derstanding the nuanced relationships between specific
dimensions of online social capital and the mental well-
being of Iranian university students in the context of
the pandemic. Understanding the relationship between
different dimensions of online social capital and mental
health is crucial in this new landscape. Therefore, this
study aimed to explore the latent construct of online
social capital in the context of COVID-19 and exam-
ine how multidimensional online social capital relates
to mental health among university students at Shiraz
University. This research aimed to investigate the extent
to which specific dimensions of online social capital —
namely, network size, perceived trust, and social support
— predict mental health outcomes among Shiraz Univer-
sity students during the COVID-19 pandemic, while also
examining the mediating role of cognitive social capital
in this relationship.

The following sections explore three key concepts cen-
tral to this study:
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A) Internet use and social capital: Putnam’s theory highli-
ghts the potential for technology to negatively impact social
capital by displacing social activities, promoting individua-
lized leisure, homogenizing experiences, and weakening
the social skills and trust necessary for community building.
While his focus was primarily on television, his arguments
raise broader questions about the social consequences of
technology and the importance of fostering social connection
in an increasingly digital world. Contrary to Putnam’s state-
ment that technology may transform leisure activities in ways
that reduce the social capital of individuals [20], researchers
have recently explicitly recognized the role of electronic
networks, such as the Internet, in the development of social
capital [21]. In addition, as weak and strong ties with people
(across the network) who are not geographically close can
be enhanced through the internet, it can be considered a tool
for building and maintaining social capital [22]. The Internet
also offers consumers opportunities to express themselves
and build social capital, even if they are not able to capitalize
on such opportunities offline. Through this virtual commu-
nity, people are able to share knowledge, seek information,
and obtain social support [23]. Mutual communication and
perceived social support facilitated by online interactions are
beneficial for trust building. Hence, getting involved in on-
line interactions creates trust within those online networks,
which in turn encourages people to expand their connections
with people across them. In the current situation caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic, this study followed the premise
that, by using the Internet, people can maintain close rela-
tionships and build new connections [22]. The internet is an
appropriate means, during the pandemic, by which people
can maintain contact with family members or friends. The
most important characteristic of the Internet is its open cy-
berspace where people from different backgrounds can com-
municate.

Covariate

Age Online
Structural

Gender Social Capital

Marital

Status

Figure 1. Theoretical model of the effects of the online social capital dimensions on mental health
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B) Cognitive social capital, structural social capital, and
mental health: Putnam et al. argued that the concept of social
capital is one of the most important ways to look at the rela-
tionship between society and mental health [20]. Many stu-
dies globally have confirmed the relationship between social
capital and mental health [11, 12, 15, 16, 24]. More specific
studies also revealed that the higher the level of university
students’ social capital, the better their mental health [17, 25,
26]. Extensive research on social capital and health shows
the importance of the topic and the value of social capital in
improving the health of people in society [27]. Studies show
that social capital is a critical factor in the life satisfaction
and happiness of young people [28]. It is also the main fac-
tor in solving health and treatment problems [29], improving
self-esteem [30] and performance [31], and reducing the
symptoms of depression [32, 33].

Social networks provide resources for individuals to meet
their needs by receiving a variety of support through rela-
tionships with whom they share ties, even weak ties [11, 24,
27], and this can build more trust within the network. In re-
turn, as the level of trust improves, people will be more likely
to participate in different networks (online or offline). Within
this mechanism, different dimensions of social capital rein-
force one another. Accordingly, as is shown in Figure 1, this
study argues that promoting structural social capital (online
social networks) will be associated with the development of
cognitive social capital (trust and social support). Therefore,
the study will test the direct effect of social capital dimen-
sions on mental health, as well as the mediation role of cogni-
tive social capital in the relationship between structural social
capital and mental health among university students. Addi-
tionally, the current study focused on an individual’s level of
social capital. Whilst studies of individual-level social capital
were uncommon when this concept was first introduced into

Cognitive

Social

Capital

Trust

Mental
Health

Social
Support
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Khosravi R, et al. Online Social Capital Contribution to Mental Health. JRH. 2025; 15(5):471-482.

473



http://jrh.gmu.ac.ir

September & October 2025. Volume 15. Number 5

474

public health research, conceptualizing social capital as an
individual attribute has increasingly gained recognition [16,
17,27].

C) Online social capital and mental health: Along with
the previous literature that recognized the importance
of social capital for mental health, recent studies have
placed emphasis on the role of online social capital in
helping individuals attain information, social support,
trust, and a sense of belonging that are relevant to their
mental health [13]. Online social networks facilitate
communication among people and can be considered a
pathway where individuals freely discuss their concerns.
When people are unable to engage in face-to-face inter-
actions, online social capital may serve as a solution for
combating loneliness and achieving emotional and infor-
mational support.

Methods

A quantitative survey method was applied in this study
in order to collect data atShiraz University. In the cur-
rent study, there were 16,643 undergraduate full-time
students across all undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral
levels at Shiraz University. Using Sample Power soft-
ware, Cochran’s formula was applied with a margin of
error of 5% to estimate the sample size, resulting in an
estimated sample size of 600 individuals. Then, the share
of each class was determined using proportional strati-
fied sampling, and in the next step, samples from each
class were selected using a simple random method. A to-
tal of 600 students completed an online structured ques-
tionnaire in November of the academic year 2021-2022.

The study focused on students from Shiraz University,
for whom a comprehensive list was accessible through
the university’s records. However, due to the widespread
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant
absence of students on campus, a systematic random
sampling method was employed. This approach allowed
us to ensure a representative selection of participants
despite the challenges posed by the pandemic, enabling
the study to effectively capture the experiences and per-
spectives of students during this unprecedented time. By
utilizing systematic random sampling, we aimed to min-
imize biases and enhance the reliability of our findings,
ensuring that the sample adequately reflected the diverse
student population at Shiraz University.

Demographic variables, such as age, gender, and mari-
tal status, were included as control variables. Online
structural social capital, trust, and social support were
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considered independent variables, while mental health
was a dependent variable.

The questionnaire comprised the respondents’ back-
ground characteristics (5 questions) and three compo-
nents of social capital: Online structural social capital
(3 questions), trust (2 questions), and social support (2
questions). Specifically, structural social capital was
measured through online social networks, while cogni-
tive social capital was assessed through trust and social
support.

The original questionnaire was used to give a quanti-
tative measure of the online social capital of each par-
ticipant in this research. The online structural social
capital was measured through 3 questions, including the
number of networks, daily use of networks, and activity
level (very little, little, much, and very much). Also, the
concept of trust consisted of two items: Trust in social
networks itself, along with trust in people in the social
networks. Furthermore, social support was assessed us-
ing 2 items in the questionnaire: Helping virtual friends
and receiving support from them.

The short version of the instrument GHQ-28 has been
validated to measure the mental health of university stu-
dents in Iran [29]. The GHQ-28 contains four 7-item
subscales (namely, somatic symptoms, anxiety/insom-
nia, social dysfunction, and severe depression). For each
item, there are 4 possible answers (1-not at all, 2-no
more than usual, 3-rather more than usual, and 4-much
more than usual). In the current study, the Likert scoring
procedure (1, 2, 3, and 4) was applied, and the total scale
score ranges from 28 to 112. A lower score indicates bet-
ter mental health for the participants.

To assess the validity of the questionnaire, a combina-
tion of face validity and content validity was employed.
Face validity refers to the extent to which the theoretical
concept aligns with its measurement tool. Content valid-
ity, on the other hand, ensures that the items included are
representative of the entire construct being measured. To
achieve this, the questionnaire was thoroughly reviewed
and approved by experts in sociology, demographics, so-
cial work, and health.

Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s a for the
overall scale and each subscale. The overall Cronbach’s
o was 0.821, while it was 0.781 for the subscale of trust
and 0.851 for the subscale of social support. Cronbach’s
o>0.7 indicate satisfactory internal consistency [34, 35].

Khosravi R, et al. Online Social Capital Contribution to Mental Health. JRH. 2025; 15(5):471-482.
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The general health questionnaire (GHQ-28) was ap-
plied to analyze mental health. According to a compre-
hensive review by De Silva et al. the GHQ is one of the
common questionnaires used in research regarding so-
cial capital and mental health [36, 37].

The collected data were analyzed by SPSS software,
version 20. Prior to analyzing the data, the normality
of the questionnaire was checked using Skewness and
Kurtosis statistics. Skewness and kurtosis were equal to
0.122 and 0.081, respectively, which indicated the nor-
mal distribution of the collected data.

To examine the theoretical model (Figure 1), two tests
were used: 1) Pearson correlation coefficient to examine
the relationship between each independent variable and
mental health, separately, and 2) Path analysis to deter-
mine the direct and indirect effects of dimensions of on-
line social capital and to test which of them have a more
significant effect on mental health.

The assumptions underlying the analysis and tests con-
ducted were that the data follow a normal distribution,
the dependent variable is quantitative, the observations
are independent of one another, and the variance within
the statistical population is homogenous.

Results

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the sample.
The findings of the table indicate that the average age of
the respondents was 24.18 years, with about 48% being
18-22 years old, close to 37% being 22-30 years old, and
14.5% being aged 30-47. Furthermore, about 56% of the
sample were female. In addition, 84% of the surveyed
students were never married. Approximately 65% of the
participants were undergraduates, 28% were master’s
students, and about 7% were PhD students. According to
the table, 7% of the students were members of an online
social network, 25.8% were in 2 networks, 28% were in
3 networks, 17.5% were in 4 networks, and 21.5% were
in 5 or more online social networks. Table 1 indicates
that over 50% of the surveyed students spent between 2
to 6 hours online each day. Close to 25% of the respon-
dents stated that they are highly active in online social
networks.

It is important to keep in mind that a higher score on the
mental health scale indicates a worsening mental health
condition. Based on the Pearson correlation coefficient to
examine the relationship between each independent vari-
able and mental health, a statistically significant negative
correlation was observed between online social network us-

September & October 2025. Volume 15. Number 5

age (-0.137) and mental health, indicating that increased en-
gagement with social networks is associated with improved
mental health status. Additionally, the findings revealed a
statistically significant negative correlation between trust
(-0.129), social support (-0.027), and mental health status.
Specifically, increased trust and social support within on-
line social networks were associated with improved mental
health, suggesting that higher levels of these factors contrib-
ute to better mental health outcomes.

Figure 2 and Table 2 present the results of the path analy-
sis test. The path analysis involved three sequential linear
regression models: the first examining the direct impact of
online structural social capital, trust, and social support on
mental health; the second exploring the effects of online
structural social capital on trust; and the third exploring the
effects of online structural social capital on social support.
Each regression analysis controlled for age, gender, and
marital status. As presented in Figure 2, each relationship
between the variables was found to be statistically signifi-
cant at P<0.05, supporting the hypothesized positive asso-
ciations among the constructs within the model. The results
of the path analysis demonstrated that higher online struc-
tural social capital was associated with better mental health,
indicated by a negative direct effect of f=-0.155. Addition-
ally, it showed a negative total effect of -0.188, including
the mediating effects of trust and social support. Specifical-
ly, each unit increase in online structural social capital was
found to lead to a 0.155 decrease in negative mental health.
However, the total negative impact of the online structural
capital was 0.188 when we account for its impact on trust
and social support in relation to mental health.

As shown in Table 2, online structural social capital
had a negative impact on mental health. Increasing on-
line structural social capital led to better mental health.
Rising trust in online social networks resulted in im-
proved mental health.

Overall, the path analysis results revealed that all di-
mensions of online social capital contributed to the pre-
diction of mental health. Among the various dimensions
of online social capital, trust (3=-0.182) and social sup-
port (B=-0.017) were the strongest predictors of mental
health, as indicated by their direct effects. Specifically,
for each unit increase in trust, there is a decrease of 0.182
in negative mental health, while for social support, there
is a decrease of 0.017. This suggests that in this research,
these two factors play the most significant role in an in-
dividual’s mental health.

Khosravi R, et al. Online Social Capital Contribution to Mental Health. JRH. 2025; 15(5):471-482.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the participants” demographic characteristics and online social network engagement patterns (n=600)

Variables No. (%)
18-22 289(48.2)
Age (y) .
MeanSD: 24.18+5.48 22-30 224(37.3)
30-47 87(14.5)
Male 265(44.2)
Gender
Female 335(55.8)
Never married 504(84.0)
Marital status

Married 96(16.0)
Undergraduate student 388(64.7)
Education Master student 168(28.0)

PhD student 44(7.3)

2013-2014 19(3.2)
2015-2016 132(22.0)

Year of university entrance
2017-2018 183(30.5)
2019-2020 266(44.3)
1 42(7.0)
2 155(25.8)
Frequency of membership in online social
networks 3 169(28.2)
4 105(17.5)
>5 129(21.5)
Very little 189(31.5)
Little 264(44.0)
Activity level in online social networks

Much 115(19.2)

Very much 32(5.3)

<1 9(1.5)

1-2 33(5.5)
2-4 155(25.8)
Daily online social networks use (hour) 4-6 169(28.2)
6-8 105(17.5)

8-10 87(14.5)

>10 42(7.0)

P<0.05.
LAt
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Figure 2. Path analysis model of the association between online social capital and mental health. notes: only standardized coef-

ficients are reported (two-tailed)

P<0.05.

Table 2. Decomposition of the effects of online structural social capital, trust, and social support on mental health into direct,

indirect, and total effects

Independent Variables Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect
. . . 0.167x(-0.182)=-0.030
Online structural social capital -0.155 0.223x(-0.017)= 0.003 -0.188
Trust -0.182 - -0.182
Social support -0.017 - -0.017
LAt

Discussion

This study aimed to explore the latent construct of on-
line social capital in the context of COVID-19 and ex-
amine how multidimensional online social capital relates
to mental health among university students at Shiraz
University.

While several prior studies have reported mixed re-
sults on the association between structural social capital
and mental health, these inconsistencies might be at-
tributed to methodological differences (type of instru-
ment used to measure social capital, study populations,
or contexts). Our study, which focused on the online
environment during the COVID-19 pandemic, found
a positive association. This suggests that during peri-
ods of heightened social isolation, online platforms be-
come increasingly important in fostering social capital

and consequently improving mental health [17, 35, 36,
38-40]. In situations where face-to-face interactions are
limited, online social networking serves as a vital means
for individuals to maintain contact and build supportive
virtual communities. These platforms provide spaces
for communication, enabling individuals to share con-
cerns, exchange information, and offer mutual support,
effectively combating loneliness exacerbated by social
distancing measures.

These findings can be examined through the lenses of
both social displacement and social compensation theo-
ries. Specifically, our findings seem to support the com-
pensation theory; during the pandemic, as opportunities
for in-person interactions were constrained, digital inter-
actions may have provided a crucial resource for social
connection and support, thereby mitigating the potential
negative consequences highlighted by the social dis-
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placement hypothesis. This perspective raises concerns
about the adverse effects of relying too heavily on digital
interactions, emphasizing the risk of developing feelings
of loneliness and disconnection from real-world rela-
tionships.

Conversely, the social compensation theory posits that
the Internet can serve as a crucial resource for enhanc-
ing mental health by providing social and psychological
support. Research aligned with this theory indicates that
as individuals engage more in online social networks,
they often experience increased feelings of connection
and belonging, which can enhance their self-confidence
and overall mental well-being [41]. This perspective em-
phasizes the positive role that online communities can
play, particularly for those who may find it challenging
to connect in traditional social settings.

Besides, additional findings of the current study re-
vealed a relationship between social capital dimen-
sions, indicating that online structural social capital has
a positive impact on trust and social support variables.
In simpler terms, increased engagement with online so-
cial networks facilitated more frequent interactions and
information sharing, thereby fostering a sense of famil-
iarity and reciprocity. This, in turn, allowed students to
form more trusting relationships, leading to a greater
perception of social support, which could enhance men-
tal well-being.

The structure of online social networks facilitates com-
munication and support because users can readily initi-
ate discussions, share emotional responses, and receive
feedback in real-time or asynchronously from various
individuals. These mechanisms create a more acces-
sible and less intimidating space for seeking support and
building trust, compared to traditional face-to-face inter-
actions.

Ultimately, the findings indicate that a high level of
online structural social capital not only enhances trust
among users but also creates a nurturing environment
where emotional support thrives. This is particularly
important in mitigating loneliness, as students can rely
on these digital interactions to maintain connections and
seek help during times of stress. By fostering trust and
promoting supportive relationships online, social net-
works play an essential role in enhancing overall mental
well-being, demonstrating their value as integral compo-
nents of modern social life [23].

Similarly, our findings also showed that increased so-
cial support was associated with better mental health.
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Online social networks provide resources for individu-
als to meet their needs by receiving a variety of support
through relations with whom they share ties, even weak
ties [16, 17]. In general, social support can lower peo-
ple’s anxiety as a positive psychological resource [42].
Also, recent evidence has shown that social support buf-
fers the detrimental effects of acute stress reactions on
COVID-19 anxiety among Chinese people [43].

Trust was also one of the predictors of mental health
among the university students. As a key aspect of cogni-
tive social capital, trust has been measured in several stud-
ies, with a significant association found with mental health
[24]. High levels of trust not only reflect good-quality so-
cial relationships but also promote meaning in life and pos-
itive thoughts. These factors are important for improving
mental health levels [12]. Consistent with previous studies,
individuals who lack network ties have been shown to be
at risk of developing mistrust and mental illness [7, 11].

Furthermore, in light of the findings from this study,
it is essential to challenge the longstanding preconcep-
tion that online interactions are inherently inferior to
face-to-face interactions. Contrary to the idea in some
studies highlighting the negative effects of social media
on mental health, this research demonstrated that social
capital cultivated in virtual spaces can positively influ-
ence the mental well-being of university students. Dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, the dependence on online
interaction increased significantly among students. The
pandemic led to the closure of educational institutions,
including universities, and necessitated a shift to online
platforms for all teaching and assessment activities.

Our findings indicated that this reliance on online en-
gagement during social distancing has created opportu-
nities to build and maintain social connections that are
typically established face-to-face, which can positively
influence mental well-being during a period of height-
ened stress and isolation.

Ultimately, this study emphasized the importance of
approaching social capital as a multidimensional and
multilevel concept. Researchers must adopt a more re-
fined approach toward studying social capital, recog-
nizing that its dimensions are not interchangeable. For
example, structural social capital, which focuses on the
number of links and participation in online networks, can
provide access to a broad range of resources and connec-
tions, whereas cognitive dimensions, like trust and social
support might be crucial for the quality of those connec-
tions and their impact on mental health, especially dur-
ing a time of crisis, like a pandemic.
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Conclusion

This study found that online structural social capital has
a significant positive impact on the mental health of uni-
versity students during a period of crisis. This study sug-
gests that universities should take measures to organize
online social networks for the benefit of their students,
which would promote their overall mental well-being.
According to the results, social capital, as an effective
factor in facing disasters, can help university students
experience less damage. Since this pandemic has led to
many changes in social relations, the members of dif-
ferent societies can better cope with this situation by
strengthening social capital and resilience. Furthermore,
the findings expand our knowledge of online social capi-
tal and its impact on mental health among the univer-
sity student population, which, in turn, substantiates the
scholarly work on online social capital and mental health
theory. Importantly, the present study illustrates how so-
cial capital theory can be applied during critical times
such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

In contrast to previous studies that concluded structural
social capital has no significant association with mental
health, our findings revealed a groundbreaking insight:
online structural social capital emerges as the strongest
predictor of mental health among the various dimensions
of social capital. This novel discovery challenges exist-
ing paradigms and highlights the importance of reevalu-
ating how researchers and practitioners understand the
role of online social networks in mental well-being. By
emphasizing the significance of online structural social
capital, our study not only advances theoretical frame-
works but also carries important practical implications
for developing targeted interventions aimed at enhancing
mental health through online community engagement.

As a result, planners and policymakers need to under-
stand that any ineffective planning that erodes commu-
nity trust will directly influence social capital, resilience,
and the mental well-being of university students. Con-
sidering their demographics and awareness, planners
are expected to utilize the vast potential of students to
strengthen social capital and resilience. Studies show
that by recognizing shared objectives and developing
skills and understanding of the circumstances, commu-
nity members can experience less psychological and so-
cial harm in response to the pandemic.

Universities should establish and promote dedicated
online social networks by actively providing resources
and training to support students in creating a sense of
community and engagement that will lead to better so-
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cial capital and improved mental well-being. This could
be achieved through providing moderated online fo-
rums, organizing online events, or creating student sup-
port networks.

Future research should explore the long-term impacts
of online social capital on mental health across diverse
populations and life stages. Furthermore, cross-cultural
comparative studies should be conducted to determine
whether these findings hold across different sociocul-
tural contexts. Lastly, developing crisis response frame-
works that utilize online social capital strategies will en-
able the quick mobilization of support during heightened
mental health concerns, ensuring that students have the
resources they need in times of crisis.

Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be taken
into consideration when interpreting the findings. First,
the distinction between bonding and bridging social
capital could have enhanced the analysis of social capi-
tal’s effect on mental health. In this research, only social
capital as a whole was explored. This limitation has af-
fected the findings, as the different types of social capital
can have varying impacts. Furthermore, this study em-
ployed a cross-sectional design, which means that the
causal relationship between structural social capital and
cognitive social capital cannot be tested in the current re-
search. Although a theoretical discussion is provided for
the mediation model, more longitudinal studies should
be conducted in this promising area to further examine
the interplay between cognitive social capital, structural
social capital, and mental health, as well as their trajec-
tory patterns.

Moreover, it is certainly vital to focus on developing
interventions to sustain or improve the mental health of
university students during the COVID-19 pandemic. Fu-
ture research should differentiate between bonding and
bridging social capital to understand their specific effects
on mental health. By analyzing these types separately,
researchers can gain deeper insights into how each con-
tributes to the overall relationship between social capital
and mental well-being.

To establish causal relationships, a longitudinal design
would allow researchers to observe changes over time
and better understand the dynamics between structural
social capital, cognitive social capital, and mental health.
Incorporating qualitative methods, such as interviews or
focus groups, could provide richer contextual insights
into how social capital influences mental health and re-

Khosravi R, et al. Online Social Capital Contribution to Mental Health. JRH. 2025; 15(5):471-482.

479



http://jrh.gmu.ac.ir

September & October 2025. Volume 15. Number 5

480

veal nuances that quantitative data might miss. Expand-
ing the sample size and diversity can enhance the gen-
eralizability of the findings. Investigating other factors
that may mediate or moderate the relationship between
social capital and mental health could provide a more
comprehensive understanding of this complex interplay.
The current study is one of the first attempts to exam-
ine the role of social capital in influencing mental health
among Iranian university students in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The findings propose that social
capital can play a vital role in both intervention and pre-
vention programs concerning mental health in a univer-
sity setting. Finally, as the scope of this study was to as-
sess social capital at an individual level, there is a call for
future studies to examine social capital from a collective
level in the context of COVID-19. Researchers should
remain mindful of the multidimensional and multilevel
nature of social capital and recognizing that its various
dimensions can have differing effects across populations
and contexts.

Ethical Considerations
Compliance with ethical guidelines

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee
of Shiraz University of Medical Sciences, Shiraz, Iran
(Code: IR.SUMF.REC.1399.1090). Also, verbal in-
formed consent was sought from all participants before
data collection.

Funding

This research did not receive any grant from funding
agencies in the public, commercial, or non-profit sectors.

Authors' contributions

Conceptualization, study design, methodology, vali-
dation, data analysis, data management, supervision:
Roghayeh Khosravi; Methodology, validation, data
analysis: Serajeddin Mahmoudiani and Jonathan Parker;
Data collection, review & editing: Shuresh Lotfi; Writ-
ing the original draft and final approval: All authors.

Conflict of interest
The authors declared no conflicts of interest.
Acknowledgments

The authors would like to acknowledge all the partici-
pants involved in the study.

Tosnal of Roscqarch £ Hoalth
JAVACVWIT I GV G ANV 7 79V } ALV eLiLil

References

[1] KangL,Ma$, ChenM, YangJ, Wang Y, LiR, et al. Impact on
mental health and perceptions of psychological care among
medical and nursing staff in Wuhan during the 2019 novel
coronavirus disease outbreak: A cross-sectional study. Brain,
Behavior, and Immunity. 2020; 87:11-17. [DOI:10.1016/j.
bbi.2020.03.028] [PMID]

[2] Wang X, Hegde S, Son C, Keller B, Smith A, Sasangohar
F. Investigating mental health of US college students dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic: Cross-sectional survey study.
Journal of Medical Internet Research. 2020; 22(9):e22817.
[DOI:10.2196/22817] [PMID]

[3] Tayyib NM. An action plan to address the mental health im-
pact of COVID-19 on communities: Five effective strategies.
Psychological Services. 2022; 19(Suppl 2):5-16. [DOI:10.1037/
ser0000575] [PMID]

[4] Boden M, Zimmerman L, Azevedo K], Ruzek JI, Gala S,
Magid HS, et al. Addressing the mental health impact of
COVID-19 through population health. Clinical Psychol-
ogy Review. 2021; 85:102006. [DOI:10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102006]
[PMID]

[5] Cao W, Fang Z, Hou G, Han M, Xu X, Dong J, et al. The
psychological impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on college
students in China. Psychiatry Research. 2020; 287:112934
[DOI:10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112934] [PMID]

[6] Wang C, Zhao H. The impact of COVID-19 on anxiety in
Chinese university students. Frontiers in Psychology. 2020;
11:1168. [DOI:10.3389/ fpsyg.2020.01168] [PMID]

[7] Son C, Hegde S, Smith A, Wang X, Sasangohar F. Effects of
COVID-19 on college students” mental health in the United
States: Interview survey study. Journal of Medical Internet
Research. 2020; 22(9):21279. [DOI:10.2196/21279] [PMID]

[8] Sotaquira L, Backhaus I, Sotaquira P, Pinilla-Roncancio M,
Gonzélez-Uribe C, Bernal R, et al. Social capital and lifestyle
impacts on mental health in university students in Colom-
bia: An observational study. Frontiers in Public Health. 2022;
10:840292. [DOI:10.3389/ fpubh.2022.840292] [PMID]

[9] Snel E, Engbersen G, de Boom J, van Bochove M. Social
capital as protection against the mental health impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Frontiers in Sociology. 2022; 7:728541.
[DOI:10.3389/ fsoc.2022.728541] [PMID]

[10] Bruffaerts R, Mortier P, Kiekens G, Auerbach RP, Cuijpers
P, Demyttenaere K, et al. Mental health problems in college
freshmen: Prevalence and academic functioning. Journal
of Affective Disorders. 2018; 225:97-103. [DOI:10.1016/].
jad.2017.07.044] [PMID]

[11] Sun Q, Lu N. Social capital and mental health among old-
er adults living in urban China in the context of COVID-19
pandemic. International Journal of Environmental Research
and Public Health. 2020; 17(21):7947. [DOI:10.3390/ijer-
ph17217947] [PMID]

[12] Wong AS, Kohler JC. Social capital and public health:
Responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. Globalization and
Health. 2020; 16(1):88. [DOI:10.1186/512992-020-00615-x]
[PMID]

[13] Pitas N., Ehmer C. Social Capital in the Response to COV-
ID-19. American Journal of Health Promotion. 2020; 34(8):942-
4. [DOI:10.1177/0890117120924531] [PMID]

Khosravi R, et al. Online Social Capital Contribution to Mental Health. JRH. 2025; 15(5):471-482.



http://jrh.gmu.ac.ir
https://gsia.sums.ac.ir/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.03.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.03.028
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32240764
https://doi.org/10.2196/22817
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32897868/
https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000575
https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000575
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34323534/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102006
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33714167/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112934
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32229390
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01168
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32574244
https://doi.org/10.2196/21279
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32805704
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.840292
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35646771/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2022.728541
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35516815/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2017.07.044
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2017.07.044
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28802728/
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17217947
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17217947
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33138131/
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-020-00615-x
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32977805/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0890117120924531
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32394721/

Imm'! ng o !i’! aalth
ovu Il Ul ey va e Tavdnens

[14] Esmaeilpour Eshkaftaki M. [The prediction of students’
social support based on components of social capital and
psychological capital in corona epidemic (Persian)]. Social
Psychology Research. 2020; 10(39):179-63. [DOI:10.22034/
spr.2020.247618.1553]

[15] Miao J, Zeng D, Shi Z. Can neighborhoods protect resi-
dents from mental distress during the COVID-19 pandemic?
Evidence from Wuhan. Chinese Sociological Review. 2021;
53(1):1-26. [DOI:10.1080/21620555.2020.1820860]

[16] Rodela TT, Sultana A, Mckyer ELJ, Bhattacharya S, Hos-
sain MM. Social capital and mental health during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic. 2020; 1-8. [Link]

[17] Giavrimis P, Nikolaou SM. The Greek university student’s
social capital during the covid-19 pandemic. European Jour-
nal of Education Studies. 2020; 7(8):1-16. [Link]

[18] Bian Y, Miao X, Lu X, Ma X, Guo X. The emergence of a
COVID-19 related social capital: The case of China. Interna-
tional Journal of Sociology. 2020; 50(5):419-33. [DOI:10.1080/
00207659.2020.1802141]

[19] Makridis CA, Wu C. How social capital helps commu-
nities weather the COVID-19 pandemic. Plos One. 2021;
16(1):e0245135. [DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0245135] [PMID]

[20] Putnam RD. Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of
American community. New York: Simon and Schuster Press;
2000. [Link]

[21] Vanden Abeele MMP, Antheunis ML, Pollmann MMH,
Schouten AP, Liebrecht CC, van der Wijst PJ, et al. Does Fa-
cebook use predict college students’ social capital? A replica-
tion of Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe’s (2007) study using the
original and more recent measures of Facebook use and social
capital. Communication Studies. 2018; 69(3):272-82. [DOI:10.
1080/10510974.2018.1464937]

[22] Su CC, Chan NK. Predicting social capital on Facebook:
The implications of use intensity, perceived content desirabil-
ity, and Facebook-enabled communication practices. Com-
puters in Human Behavior. 2017; 72:259-68. [DOI:10.1016/].
chb.2017.02.058]

[23] Gonzales AL. Disadvantaged minorities” use of the Internet
to expand their social networks. Communication Research.
2017; 44(4):467-86. [DOI:10.1177/0093650214565925]

[24] Khosravi R, Azman A, Ayasreh EAM, Khosravi S. Can a
building social capital intervention improve the mental health
of international students? A non-randomized quasi-experi-
mental study. International Social Work. 2019; 62(5):1384-403.
[DOI:10.1177/0020872818797996]

[25] Bye LA, Muller F, Oprescu F. The impact of social capi-
tal on student wellbeing and university life satisfaction: A
semester-long repeated measures study. Higher Education
Research & Development. 2020; 39(5):898-912. [DOI:10.1080/
07294360.2019.1705253]

[26] Koutra K, Roy AW, Kokaliari ED. The effect of social
capital on non-suicidal self-injury and suicidal behaviors
among college students in Greece during the current eco-
nomic crisis. International Social Work. 2020; 63(1):100-12.
[DOI:10.1177/0020872818776726]

September & October 2025. Volume 15. Number 5

[27] Moore S, Kawachi I. Twenty years of social capital and
health research: A glossary. Journal of Epidemiology and
Community Health. 2017; 71(5):513-7. [DOI:10.1136/jech-
2016-208313] [PMID]

[28] Addae EA. The mediating role of social capital in the re-
lationship between socioeconomic status and adolescent
wellbeing: Evidence from Ghana. BMC Public Health. 2020;
20(1):20. [DOI:10.1186/ s12889-019-8142-x] [PMID]

[29] Martinez-Martinez OA, Rodriguez-Brito A. Vulnerability
in health and social capital: A qualitative analysis by levels
of marginalization in Mexico. International Journal for Equity
in Health. 2020; 19(1):24. [DOI:10.1186/512939-020-1138-4]
[PMID]

[30] Han S. Longitudinal association between social capital and
self-esteem: A matter of context. Psychiatry Research. 2015;
226(1):340-6. [DOI:10.1016/j.psychres.2014.12.070] [PMID]

[31] Amemiya A, Saito ], Saito M, Takagi D, Haseda M, Tani Y,
et al. Social capital and the improvement in functional ability
among older people in Japan: A multilevel survival analysis
using JAGES data. International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health. 2019; 16(8):1310. [DOI:10.3390/
ijerph16081310] [PMID]

[32] Lee HJ, Lee DK, Song W. Relationships between social
capital, social capital satisfaction, self-esteem, and depres-
sion among elderly urban residents: Analysis of secondary
survey data. International Journal of Environmental Re-
search and Public Health. 2019; 16(8):1445. [DOI:10.3390/
ijerph16081445] [PMID]

[33] Han KM, Han C, Shin C, Jee HJ, An H, Yoon HK, et al.
Social capital, socioeconomic status, and depression in com-
munity-living elderly. Journal of Psychiatric Research. 2018;
98:133-40. [DOI:10.1016/j.jpsychires.2018.01.002] [PMID]

[34] Bland JM, Atman DG. Statistic Note: Cronbach Alpha.
BM]J (Clinical research ed.) 1997; 314(7080):572. [DOI:10.1136/
bmj.314.7080.572] [PMID]

[35] Wu C. Social capital and COVID-19: A multidimensional
and multilevel approach. Chinese Sociological Review. 2021;
53(1):27-54. [DOI:10.1080/21620555.2020.1814139]

[36] De Silva MJ, Huttly SR, Harpham T, Kenward MG. Social
capital and mental health: A comparative analysis of four low
income countries. Social Science & Medicine. 2007; 64(1):5-20.
[DOI:10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.08.044] [PMID]

[37] Taghavi S. [Validity and reliability of the general health
questionnaire (ghg-28) in college students of shiraz university
(Persian)]. The Journal of Psychology. 2002; 5(4):381-98. [Link]

[38] Lu N, Jiang N, Lou VWQ, Zeng Y, Liu M. Does gender
moderate the relationship between social capital and life sat-
isfaction? Evidence From Urban China. Research on Aging.
2018; 40(8):740-61. [DOI:10.1177/0164027517739032] [PMID]

[39] Ehsan A, Klaas HS, Bastianen A, Spini D. Social capi-
tal and health: A systematic review of systematic reviews.
SSM-Population Health. 2019; 8:100425. [DOI:10.1016/].
ssmph.2019.100425] [PMID]

[40] Yip W, Subramanian SV, Mitchell AD, Lee DT, Wang ],
Kawachi I. Does social capital enhance health and well-being?
Evidence from rural China. Social Science & Medicine. 2007;
64(1):35-49. [DOI:10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.08.027] [PMID]

Khosravi R, et al. Online Social Capital Contribution to Mental Health. JRH. 2025; 15(5):471-482.



http://jrh.gmu.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.22034/spr.2020.247618.1553
https://doi.org/10.1080/21620555.2020.1820860
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/343266492_Social_capital_and_mental_health_during_the_COVID-19_pandemic
https://oapub.org/edu/index.php/ejes/article/view/3175/5811
https://doi.org/10.1080/00207659.2020.1802141
https://doi.org/10.1080/00207659.2020.1802141
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0245135
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33513146/
https://communistcaucus.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Bowling-Alone.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2018.1464937
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2018.1464937
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.02.058
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.02.058
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650214565925
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020872818797996
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2019.1705253
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2019.1705253
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020872818776726
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2016-208313
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2016-208313
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28087811/
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-019-8142-x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31910835
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12939-020-1138-4
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32041618
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2014.12.070
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25660664
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16081310
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16081310
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31013681
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16081445
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16081445
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31018623/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychires.2018.01.002
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29351862/
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.314.7080.572
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.314.7080.572
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9055718/
https://doi.org/10.1080/21620555.2020.1814139
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.08.044
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17045716/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Mohammad-Taghavi/publication/256840200_Validity_ane_Reliability_of_the_General_Health_Questionnaire_GHQ-28_in_College_Students_of_Shiraz_University/links/5509c15a0cf20ed529e20b01/Validity-ane-Reliability-of-the-General-Health-Questionnaire-GHQ-28-in-College-Students-of-Shiraz-University.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0164027517739032
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29357747
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2019.100425
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2019.100425
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31431915
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.08.027
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17029692

- S—
September & October 2025. Volume 15. Number 5 me:mt!’l'mq

[41] Galea S, Merchant RM, Lurie N. The mental health conse-
quences of COVID-19 and physical distancing: The need for
prevention and early intervention. JAMA Internal Medicine.
2020; 180(6):817-8. [DOI:10.1001/jamainternmed.2020.1562]
[PMID]

[42] Lee PC, Xu ST, Yang W. Is career adaptability a double-
edged sword? The impact of work social support and career
adaptability on turnover intentions during the COVID-19
pandemic. International Journal of Hospitality Management.
2021; 94:102875. [DOI:10.1016/].ijhm.2021.102875] [PMID]

[43] Guo T, Fan Y, Chen M, Wu X, Zhang L, He T, et al. Car-
diovascular implications of fatal outcomes of patients with
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). JAMA Cardiology.
2020; 5(7):811-8. [DOI:10.1001 / jamacardio.2020.1017] [PMID]

Khosravi R, et al. Online Social Capital Contribution to Mental Health. JRH. 2025; 15(5):471-482.



http://jrh.gmu.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2020.1562
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32275292/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2021.102875
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34785848
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamacardio.2020.1017
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32219356/

