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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: This study aimed to examine the effect of digital identity on loneliness
and risky behaviors among youth, considering the moderating role of emotional security.

Methodology: This descriptive—correlational study employed a cross-sectional design using
structural equation modeling and path analysis. The population consisted of university students in
public universities in Tehran in 2025, from which 200 participants were selected using a combined
sampling method, and 149 valid responses were analyzed. Instruments included the Digital Identity
Scale (DIS), UCLA Loneliness Scale, Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), and Belonging and
Emotional Security Tool (BEST). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 27, SmartPLS
version 4, and JAMOVI version 2.4.14, with a significance level of 0.05.

Findings: Digital identity showed a strong and significant negative effect on loneliness (B =
—0.737, P<0.001) and risky behaviors (f = —0.789, P<0.001). Emotional security did not have a
significant direct effect on these variables; however, its moderating role was significant in
predicting loneliness (f = —0.144, P = 0.015) and risky behaviors (f =—0.123, P<0.001).

Conclusion: Digital identity plays a significant role in reducing loneliness and risky behaviors
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

The rapid expansion of digital technologies has
profoundly transformed the social, psychological, and
relational experiences of adolescents and young
adults. In  contemporary digital ecosystems,
individuals increasingly construct, negotiate, and
express their identities through online platforms,
leading to the emergence of the concept of digital
identity as a central psychological construct. Digital
identity encompasses the ways individuals present
themselves, interact with others, and perceive their
own presence in virtual environments, and it plays a
critical role in shaping both behavioral and emotional
outcomes (EISayary et al., 2024; Matthew & Martin,
2026). Unlike traditional identity formation processes,
digital identity is fluid, multi-layered, and often
influenced by algorithmic feedback, social validation
mechanisms, and networked interactions, which may
intensify both adaptive and maladaptive psychological
patterns (Sohier & Brée, 2018; Zhang & Pan, 2026).

While digital environments provide unprecedented
opportunities for communication, learning, and self-
expression, they also introduce  complex
psychological risks. One of the most salient outcomes
associated with digital engagement is loneliness,
defined as a subjective feeling of social isolation or
lack of meaningful interpersonal connections.
Paradoxically, increased connectivity through digital
platforms does not necessarily translate into enhanced
relational satisfaction; rather, it may exacerbate
feelings of disconnection when interactions lack depth
or authenticity (Martin-Barrado & Gomez-Baya, 2025).
Empirical studies have demonstrated that phenomena
such as fear of missing out (FOMO), excessive social
media use, and digital comparison processes
contribute to heightened loneliness among adolescents
(Kogyigit & Tirk, 2025; J. Wang et al, 2025).
Furthermore, loneliness has been linked to a range of
adverse outcomes, including depression, anxiety, and
suicidal ideation, underscoring its significance as a
public health concern (Lee & Lee, 2026; Soni et al.,
2026).

In parallel, risky behaviors in digital contexts have
emerged as another critical domain of concern. These
behaviors include exposure to harmful content,
engagement with strangers, disclosure of personal
information, and participation in  potentially
dangerous online activities. Such behaviors can have
serious implications for adolescents’ psychological
well-being and developmental trajectories (Carcelén-

Garcia et al., 2025). Research indicates that exposure to
online risks is associated with increased vulnerability
to emotional disturbances and behavioral problems,
often mediated by factors such as digital dependence
and cognitive-emotional dysregulation (Lv et al., 2025).
Additionally, individual differences, including
personality traits and psychological vulnerabilities,
may predispose some adolescents to engage in higher
levels of risky behaviors (Bakhshani, 2013; Zhao et al.,
2026).

Despite the growing body of research on digital
engagement, relatively limited attention has been paid
to the role of digital identity as a foundational
explanatory construct linking digital experiences to
psychological outcomes. Digital identity may
influence  how individuals interpret  online
interactions, regulate their behavior, and maintain
emotional well-being. A coherent and positive digital
identity may foster a sense of belonging and agency,
thereby reducing loneliness and discouraging
engagement in risky behaviors.  Conversely,
fragmented or unstable digital identities may
contribute  to  confusion, vulnerability, and
maladaptive coping strategies (Li et al., 2026; Zhou et
al., 2023).

Another important dimension in understanding these
relationships is emotional security, conceptualized as
the individual’s perception of safety in expressing
thoughts, emotions, and identity without fear of
rejection or judgment. Emotional security has been
identified as a protective factor that facilitates
adaptive emotional regulation, promotes positive
social interactions, and buffers against psychological
distress (Frey et al., 2008; Shadaei et al., 2016). In digital
contexts, emotional security may moderate the effects
of digital identity on psychological outcomes by
enhancing resilience and reducing susceptibility to
negative experiences. Studies have shown that
psychological safety can mitigate the adverse effects
of digital stressors and support healthier engagement
with online environments (van Casteren, 2025; H. Wang,
S. Zhang, et al., 2025).

Moreover, broader socio-psychological frameworks
emphasize the interactive nature of individual and
contextual factors in shaping behavior and emotional
outcomes. Digital identity, emotional security, and
environmental influences operate in a dynamic
interplay, influencing how adolescents navigate
digital spaces and respond to associated challenges
(Setiadi, 2026; Simos & Katsinis, 2026). Although prior
research has examined loneliness and risky behaviors
separately, there is a need for integrated models that




simultaneously address these outcomes and their
underlying mechanisms. Accordingly, the present
study aims to examine the effect of digital identity on
loneliness and risky behaviors among youth, with a
particular focus on the moderating role of emotional
security.

Methodology

This study employed a descriptive—correlational
design with a cross-sectional approach, utilizing
structural equation modeling and path analysis to
examine the relationships among variables. The
statistical population consisted of university students
enrolled in public universities in Tehran during a
defined academic period. A total of 200 participants
were initially selected using a combined sampling
strategy involving stratified random sampling and
convenience sampling. After data screening and
removal of incomplete or invalid responses, 149
questionnaires were retained for final analysis.

Data were collected using four standardized
instruments: the Digital Identity Scale (DIS), the
UCLA Loneliness Scale, the Youth Risk Behavior
Survey (YRBS), and the Belonging and Emotional
Security Tool (BEST). These instruments assessed
digital identity, perceived loneliness, engagement in
risky behaviors, and emotional security, respectively.
Participants completed the questionnaires in a
supervised setting after providing informed consent.

Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses were
conducted using SPSS wversion 27. Structural
relationships among variables were analyzed using
SmartPLS version 4, which is suitable for non-
normally distributed data and complex path models.
Moderation analysis was performed using JAMOVI
version 2.4.14 to examine the interaction effects of
emotional security. The significance level for all
statistical tests was set at 0.05.

Findings

The results of the structural equation modeling
indicated that digital identity had a strong and
statistically significant negative effect on loneliness (8
=-0.737, T = 9.092, P < 0.001) and risky behaviors
(B =-0.789, T = 8.479, P < 0.001). These findings
suggest that higher levels of digital identity are
associated with lower levels of perceived loneliness
and reduced engagement in risky behaviors among
youth.

In contrast, emotional security did not demonstrate a

significant direct effect on loneliness (B = —0.091, T =
0.990, P = 0.322) or risky behaviors (f =—0.029, T =
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0.318, P = 0.750). This indicates that emotional
security alone may not directly predict these outcomes
in the absence of other interacting variables.

However, the moderation analysis revealed that the
interaction between digital identity and emotional
security was statistically significant in predicting both
loneliness (B = —0.144, T = 2.426, P = 0.015) and
risky behaviors (B = —0.123, T = 3.592, P < 0.001).
These results indicate that emotional security
strengthens the negative relationship between digital
identity and the outcome variables, such that
individuals with higher emotional security benefit
more from positive digital identity in reducing
loneliness and risky behaviors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the central role of
digital identity in shaping psychological outcomes
among Yyouth in digital environments. The significant
negative associations between digital identity and
both loneliness and risky behaviors suggest that a
well-developed and coherent digital identity may
serve as a protective factor against adverse
psychological and behavioral outcomes. Individuals
with stronger digital identities are likely better
equipped to navigate online interactions, maintain
meaningful connections, and regulate their behavior
in potentially risky situations.

The absence of a direct effect of emotional security on
the outcome variables underscores the importance of
considering contextual and interactive processes in
psychological research. Emotional security appears to
function not as an independent predictor but as a
moderating factor that enhances the beneficial effects
of digital identity. This finding aligns with theoretical
perspectives that emphasize the interplay between
individual traits and environmental conditions in
determining psychological well-being.

The significant moderating role of emotional security
indicates that individuals who feel safe in expressing
themselves and engaging with others are more likely
to leverage their digital identity in adaptive ways.
Emotional security may provide a psychological
buffer that reduces vulnerability to negative online
experiences and promotes resilience. Consequently,
interventions aimed at improving youth well-being in
digital contexts should not only focus on enhancing
digital competencies but also prioritize the
development of emotional security.

Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of
literature on digital psychology by offering an
integrated model that simultaneously examines digital
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identity, loneliness, risky behaviors, and emotional in understanding and promoting healthy digital
security. The findings underscore the importance of engagement among youth.
addressing both identity-related and emotional factors
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