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Abstract:

This study aimed to examine the role of the successes of the Iraqi national volleyball team in explaining national identity among lIragi youth,
with particular emphasis on sports media consumption, social identification, national pride and cohesion, and the ethnic-religious context.
This applied study used a quantitative, descriptive-analytical, correlational design. The study population consisted of Iraqgi youth aged 18-35
years, from whom 400 participants were selected through multistage cluster sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-developed
questionnaire scored on a five-point Likert scale. Face and content validity were assessed by experts, and construct validity was evaluated
through the measurement model. Data were analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS, with partial least squares structural equation modeling
applied to test the hypothesized relationships. Sports media consumption did not significantly predict national identity (=0.210, p=0.064),
social identification (f=0.463, p=0.109), or national pride and cohesion ($=0.208, p=0.477). Social identification had no significant effect on
national identity ($=-0.318, p=0.120) or national pride and cohesion (f=-0.124, p=0.488). The direct effect of national pride and cohesion on
national identity was also nonsignificant ($=0.094, p=0.422). In contrast, national pride and cohesion significantly predicted the ethnic-
religious context (=0.698, p<0.001), and the ethnic-religious context had a strong positive effect on national identity ($=0.732, p<0.001).
The model explained 71.4% of the variance in national identity (R?=0.714). National identity among Iraqi youth appears to be influenced
more strongly by underlying social and cultural contexts, particularly ethnic-religious factors, than by direct sports media exposure or
identification with the national volleyball team. Accordingly, using sporting achievements to strengthen national identity requires linking
such achievements to inclusive and shared national narratives.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

National identity is a multidimensional social construct through which individuals perceive themselves as members of a
broader national community and develop emotional, cognitive, and symbolic attachments to their country, its cultural heritage,
social values, collective history, and shared future. The formation of national identity is particularly important among young
people because youth represents a developmental and social period during which collective affiliations, political orientations,
cultural identifications, and perceptions of belonging are continuously negotiated and reconstructed. In ethnically, religiously,
and culturally diverse societies, the formation of a shared national identity becomes even more complex because national
identification develops in interaction with other forms of belonging, including ethnic, religious, regional, and cultural identities.
Previous research has demonstrated that ethnic factors may play a substantial role in shaping either convergent or divergent
patterns of national identification among young people (Najafpour et al., 2023). Consequently, national identity should not be
regarded as an isolated individual characteristic, but rather as the outcome of interactions among social institutions, cultural
structures, media environments, collective experiences, and identity-related policies (Farrokhi & Ghalibaf, 2024).

Sport represents one of the most visible social domains through which collective identity can be expressed and reinforced.
National sports teams are not merely competitive organizations; they can become symbolic representatives of the nation,
particularly during international competitions. Their achievements may generate shared emotional experiences among citizens,
produce collective pride, reinforce perceptions of national prestige, and temporarily reduce the salience of internal social
boundaries. Sports heroes may also become national symbols through whom collective values and national narratives are
represented and communicated (Tehrani, 2018). At a broader level, sport can serve as an instrument of soft power, contributing
to national image-building and the pursuit of cultural and geopolitical objectives (Hadian & Karimi, 2021). These characteristics

make sporting success potentially relevant to the construction and reinforcement of national identity.

=z ®

ol 48,5 &yg0 (CCBY-NC 4.0) Lales b illas 331 oy ygos dllia ol L]l odi g5 4 Blaie dllie pl Ll Goi> (olos VF+0 © Dl 3> g jore



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

\f'b JLquJQA)Lm&g(}we))J

Social identity mechanisms provide an important theoretical framework for understanding this relationship. Identification
with a sports team can create a sense of psychological membership in a larger group, allowing supporters to experience team
achievements as collectively meaningful accomplishments. Research on sports consumers has shown that social identity is
closely associated with team loyalty and sport-related behavioral intentions (Kural, 2023). Likewise, team identity, regional
identity, and religious identity may interact in shaping the national identity of sports fans (Naghipour Givi & Asadi, 2015). The
identity and perceived character of a sports team can further strengthen attachment and loyalty among supporters (Keshtidar et
al., 2018). Research on athletic identity likewise indicates that sport can become an important component of individual and
collective self-definition (Maher, 2016), while studies of professional athletes demonstrate that sport organizations and sporting
environments can profoundly shape identity formation and regulation (Andrijiw, 2020). Such identities may remain
psychologically consequential even after participation in elite sport has ended (Aston et al., 2022).

Media consumption is another important mechanism through which sporting events acquire broader social meanings.
Contemporary young people experience national sport not only through direct attendance or television broadcasting but also
through social media, digital fan communities, athlete-generated content, online discussions, and interactive platforms. Social
media can influence cultural identity formation among young people (Motahari et al., 2024), while domestic and foreign media
may exert different effects on national identity (Taheri-Zangeneh & Rezaeian, 2025). Digital fan culture can also connect athlete
visibility and sporting celebrity with wider discourses of national identity (Su et al., 2025). At the same time, the effects of
media exposure are unlikely to be automatic. They may depend on identification with athletes or teams, perceived congruence
between sporting symbols and personal values, and the social meanings attached to sporting achievements (Linsner et al., 2021).
Sporting competitions can create identity-based psychological connections that subsequently influence attitudes and behavioral
loyalty (Pan & Phua, 2020).

Team sports may be particularly important in this regard because they emphasize cooperation, collective goals, shared
success, and group representation. Social identity within teams emerges through ongoing interaction, collective norms,
leadership, and a shared sense of “we,” and coaches can play an important role in constructing such collective identities (Pellet
etal., 2025). Nevertheless, the relationship between sport and national identity is likely to depend strongly on the wider cultural
context. Traditional sport, for example, can become intertwined with ethnic cultural identity and serve as a mechanism for
reproducing group-specific meanings (Xia, 2022). Religious beliefs may likewise contribute substantially to identity formation
and individuals’ sense of purpose (Njine & Anthoney, 2024). Moreover, participation in sport itself can be affected by
sociocultural factors and identity-related perceptions (Norozi et al., 2018). Therefore, the relationship between national sporting
achievements and national identity should be examined within the broader ethnic, religious, cultural, and media environment
in which individuals interpret sporting experiences.

This issue is particularly relevant in Irag, where young people develop their national identities within a socially
heterogeneous environment characterized by multiple ethnic and religious affiliations. Although national sports teams may
provide symbolic opportunities for shared identification, the extent to which sporting success directly strengthens national
identity remains unclear. It is also necessary to determine whether sports media consumption, social identification with the
national team, national pride and cohesion, and the ethnic-religious context contribute to this process. Accordingly, the present

study aimed to examine the role of the successes of the Iragi national volleyball team in explaining national identity among
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Iragi youth, with particular attention to sports media consumption, social identification with the national team, national pride
and cohesion, and the ethnic-religious context.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and quantitative, descriptive-analytical, and correlational in design. Structural
equation modeling based on the partial least squares approach was employed to examine the relationships among the study
constructs. The statistical population consisted of Iragi young people aged 18-35 years, from whom 400 participants were
selected through multistage cluster sampling. Different geographical areas were initially considered as clusters, followed by
the selection of settings such as universities, educational centers, and other social environments in which young people were
accessible. Data were collected primarily through an online questionnaire distributed through social networks, commonly used
messaging platforms, and shared electronic links. Participation was voluntary, and respondents were informed that their
responses would remain confidential and would be analyzed exclusively for research purposes.

Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire based on the theoretical framework of the study and
previous literature related to national identity, sports, social identification, media consumption, national pride, and social
context. The instrument included demographic questions and items assessing the principal constructs of the study. The
measurement model ultimately included sports media consumption (EXO1), social identification with the national team
(MEDZ1), national pride and cohesion (MED2), national identity (ENDQ), and ethnic-religious context (MOD). Items were
rated using a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Face and content validity were evaluated
by five experts. Reliability was initially assessed using Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability. The measurement model
was subsequently evaluated using indicator loadings, Cronbach's alpha, rho_A, composite reliability, average variance
extracted, and the Fornell-Larcker criterion.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and SmartPLS. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data, and
distributional characteristics were evaluated through normality tests. Because the primary inferential analysis was PLS-SEM,
structural relationships were estimated without requiring multivariate normality. Collinearity was examined through variance
inflation factors. Structural paths were evaluated using standardized path coefficients, t statistics, and p values obtained through
bootstrapping. Coefficients of determination (R2) were calculated to assess explanatory power, while f2 values were used to
determine the effect size of individual predictors. Overall model characteristics were further examined using SRMR, d_ULS,
d_G, chi-square, and NFI.

Findings

The preliminary reliability analysis showed satisfactory internal consistency for the initial questionnaire. Cronbach's alpha
and composite reliability were 0.89 and 0.91 for national team success, 0.85 and 0.89 for social identification, 0.87 and 0.90
for media consumption, 0.90 and 0.92 for national pride, and 0.84 and 0.88 for national identity. For the full 30-item
questionnaire, Cronbach's alpha was 0.94 and composite reliability was 0.96. Formal normality tests were statistically
significant for all observed indicators (p<0.001), indicating departures from normality.

Evaluation of the PLS measurement model showed that national identity had indicator loadings ranging from 0.641 to 0.874.
For sports media consumption, loadings ranged from 0.322 to 0.845, with item 04 demonstrating a comparatively weak loading.
Social identification had loadings ranging from 0.173 to 0.806, with item b3 showing the weakest loading. National pride and
cohesion generally showed strong indicator performance, with loadings ranging from 0.454 to 0.962, whereas loadings for the

ethnic-religious context ranged from 0.461 to 0.876.
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Cronbach's alpha values for national identity, sports media consumption, social identification, national pride and cohesion,
and ethnic-religious context were 0.900, 0.690, 0.583, 0.895, and 0.794, respectively. Corresponding composite reliability
values were 0.920, 0.794, 0.731, 0.923, and 0.851. AVE values were 0.593 for national identity, 0.454 for sports media
consumption, 0.337 for social identification, 0.675 for national pride and cohesion, and 0.547 for ethnic-religious context. Thus,
convergent validity was satisfactory for national identity, national pride and cohesion, and ethnic-religious context, whereas
sports media consumption and social identification did not reach the conventional AVE threshold. The Fornell-Larcker analysis
also indicated incomplete discriminant validity for some construct pairs, particularly national identity and ethnic-religious
context.

All structural VIF values ranged from 1.000 to 2.079, indicating no serious collinearity problem. Sports media consumption
did not significantly predict national identity ($=0.210, t=1.855, p=0.064), social identification (f=0.463, t=1.602, p=0.109),
or national pride and cohesion (f=0.208, t=0.712, p=0.477). Social identification did not significantly predict national identity
(B=-0.318, t=1.555, p=0.120) or national pride and cohesion (f=-0.124, t=0.694, p=0.488). National pride and cohesion also
had no significant direct effect on national identity ($=0.094, t=0.803, p=0.422). In contrast, national pride and cohesion
significantly predicted the ethnic-religious context (f=0.698, t=8.353, p<0.001), and the ethnic-religious context significantly
predicted national identity (§=0.732, t=6.253, p<0.001).

The model explained 71.4% of the variance in national identity (R2=0.714; adjusted R2=0.702), 21.4% of the variance in
social identification (R?=0.214), 3.5% of the variance in national pride and cohesion (R?=0.035), and 48.8% of the variance in
ethnic-religious context (R?=0.488). The largest effect sizes were observed for national pride and cohesion on ethnic-religious
context (f2=0.951) and ethnic-religious context on national identity (f2=0.901). The estimated model had an SRMR of 0.095,
while NFI was 0.583, suggesting that overall model fit should be interpreted cautiously.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the relationship between national sporting experiences and national identity among Iragi youth is
more complex than a straightforward direct effect. Sports media consumption did not significantly predict national identity,
social identification, or national pride and cohesion. This suggests that exposure to volleyball-related media content alone may
not be sufficient to strengthen national belonging. Media consumption may produce meaningful identity consequences only
when sporting content is interpreted through broader emotional, cultural, and social frameworks.

Social identification with the national team also failed to demonstrate significant direct effects on national identity or
national pride and cohesion. This finding suggests that identification with a particular national sports team should not
automatically be equated with identification with the nation as a whole. Young people may follow or support the national
volleyball team without transferring this attachment to a broader and more stable sense of national identity. The result is
especially plausible in a heterogeneous society in which national belonging exists alongside strong ethnic, religious, regional,
and cultural affiliations.

The most substantial result concerned the ethnic-religious context, which demonstrated a strong positive relationship with
national identity and represented the most influential predictor of national identity in the structural model. This finding suggests
that national identity among Iraqi youth is deeply embedded in the social and cultural contexts through which individuals
understand their collective membership. Rather than operating independently of ethnic and religious identities, national identity

appears to be formed through interaction with these existing layers of belonging.
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National pride and cohesion did not directly predict national identity, but they were strongly related to the ethnic-religious
context. This pattern suggests that the emotional consequences of collective experiences may acquire national significance only
when they are integrated into the deeper cultural structures through which young people interpret membership, solidarity, and
belonging. Therefore, the potential of national sport to strengthen national identity may depend on whether sporting success is
presented and experienced as inclusive of different ethnic, religious, and regional groups.

The high R2 value for national identity indicates that the model had substantial explanatory power, although this result
should be considered alongside limitations in the measurement model. Some indicators had weak factor loadings, convergent
validity was insufficient for sports media consumption and social identification, and discriminant validity was not fully
established between some constructs. Consequently, the strength of certain structural relationships, particularly those involving
the ethnic-religious context and national identity, should be interpreted cautiously.

Overall, the study demonstrates that the success of the Iragi national volleyball team cannot be considered an independent
or automatically effective mechanism for strengthening national identity. Sporting achievements may provide symbolic
opportunities for collective pride and shared experience, but their broader identity consequences depend on how these
experiences interact with the social and cultural structure of Iragi society. Programs that seek to use national sport as a vehicle
for strengthening national identity should therefore move beyond merely publicizing sporting success. They should emphasize
inclusive representations of the national team, participation across ethnic and religious groups, shared national narratives, and
opportunities for young people from different backgrounds to experience sport as a genuinely common social space. In
conclusion, national identity among Iraqi youth appears to be shaped less by direct exposure to sports media or identification
with the national volleyball team than by the broader ethnic-religious context within which sporting success, national pride,

and collective belonging are interpreted.
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