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Abstract
The objective of this study was to identify the role of social networks in shaping the future of

political participation and to determine how digital environments influence citizens’ political
engagement. A mixed-method design was used. In the qualitative phase, in-depth interviews
with experts were conducted and analyzed interpretively. In the quantitative phase, a
researcher-made questionnaire was administered to 384 academics and specialists in political
and digital communication fields. Instrument validity was confirmed through expert judgment,
and reliability was measured using Cronbach’s alpha. Data analysis included the Kolmogorov—
Smirnov test, linear regression, and Pearson correlation. The findings showed that the data
followed a normal distribution and that the regression model explained a significant proportion
of variance in the dependent variable. Significant positive correlations were found between
political participation and several factors, including discursive capacity of social networks,
governmental facilitation, dominant political discourse, platform type, information blockage,
digital facilitation, and the political functions of social networks. The results demonstrate that
social networks will play a decisive role in the future development of political participation,
functioning as key arenas for public discourse and political action. Strategic and informed use
of digital spaces can enhance participation levels, strengthen political culture, and improve
collective decision-making processes.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The rapid expansion of social networks has profoundly transformed political behavior, reshaping how
citizens access information, engage in public discourse, and participate in political processes. In
contemporary societies, digital platforms function not only as communication channels but also as
arenas for identity formation, political mobilization, and civic engagement (Weiss, 2020). Research
demonstrates that youth and digitally literate populations increasingly rely on online networks for
political learning and participation, making social media a central component of twenty-first-century
political life (Boulianne & Theocharis, 2020; Theocharis et al., 2023). In particular, the accessibility,
immediacy, and interconnectedness of digital platforms have widened the scope of political
participation and enabled new modes of collective expression.
Empirical findings across countries highlight that social networks stimulate engagement by
facilitating exposure to political content, mobilizing users, and creating opportunities for dialogue
(Andreeva, 2019; Jost et al., 2018). At the same time, political participation is deeply shaped by the
structure of discourse within these platforms and the quality of interactions between users. Cross-
national analyses show that political disagreement and cross-cutting exposure can either enhance
democratic deliberation or lead to disengagement, depending on the communicative environment
(Barnidge, 2016; Lu et al., 2016; Matthes et al., 2019). Similarly, studies emphasize that patterns of
media consumption and the communicative mediation model play central roles in predicting
engagement levels across societies (Chan et al., 2017; Gil de Zaniga et al., 2019).
In Iran, the significance of social networks in shaping political participation has been increasingly
recognized. Research indicates that social media influence the political attitudes and behaviors of
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students, citizens, and various demographic groups, serving as an alternative space for expression
and engagement (Ebrahimi et al., 2019; Shams, 2020). Moreover, analyses reveal that political
participation in Iran is affected not only by technological factors but also by sociocultural and
institutional conditions such as political discourse, information availability, and restrictions within the
public sphere (Rahbar Ghazi et al., 2017; Reysi Dehkardi & Rezvani Pour, 2015). In contexts where
traditional media are constrained, social networks often become the primary arena for political
communication, debate, and mobilization (Majlesi, 2020).

The literature also demonstrates that future studies and scenario-based analyses are vital for
understanding the evolving dynamics of social networks and their implications for political
development (Akhavan Kazemi & Nikoonahad, 2019; Najafi & Chabaki, 2016; Wirth et al., 2014). As
digital behavior becomes increasingly intertwined with everyday life, scholars argue that anticipating
future trajectories of social media’s influence is essential for policymakers and researchers
(Yavarzadeh & Rezaei Kalaj, 2014). Furthermore, global research indicates that digital spaces play a
dual role: they enable citizens to organize movements, share grievances, and build political efficacy,
while also exposing them to misinformation, polarization, or institutional pressures (Arabi et al., 2023;
Kenesov, 2024; Kharel & Bhakta, 2024).

Another important dimension noted in contemporary studies is that platform affordances—such as
visibility, interactivity, and virality—fundamentally shape how users participate politically (Theocharis
et al., 2023; Waeterloos et al., 2021). Users’ engagement is also influenced by the type of network
used, whether open social platforms or more private messaging services (Xenos et al., 2014). The
continued use of social networking sites for political participation has been documented in various
Arab contexts as well, where political discussions and online expression significantly influence civic
behavior (Chen et al., 2019).

Among young voters specifically, research shows that social media have direct and indirect effects
on political participation by influencing information flows, motivation, and orientation toward political
issues (Arfan et al., 2023; Tariq et al., 2022). Furthermore, studies conducted in Iran reveal that media
space, ethnicity, and contextual sociopolitical conditions directly shape patterns of online and offline
engagement (Arabi et al., 2023).

Given these multilayered interactions, understanding how social networks contribute to the
development of political participation in Iran requires an integrated analytical approach. Future
studies frameworks help identify driving forces, uncertainties, and pathways through which digital
platforms may influence political involvement in the coming years. These considerations underscore
the necessity of examining network affordances, discourse structures, institutional facilitators or
barriers, and users’ sociopolitical identities as key determinants of political participation (Ahmadi,
2019; Alavi & Ebrahimi, 2017; Anbarloo & Simchi, 2016).

This study contributes to the expanding body of research by providing empirical evidence on the
influence of social networks on the future development of political participation in Iran through a
mixed-method approach, integrating qualitative expert insights with quantitative analysis. By
capturing both structural and behavioral dimensions, the study offers a comprehensive perspective
on how digital communication shapes political engagement and what future trajectories may emerge
in the lranian context.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-method design consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the
gualitative phase, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with experts in political
science, communication studies, and digital media. The Delphi approach was used to refine thematic

AArd



Sl Jg% 3 53p drugi

categories and validate conceptual components. Qualitative data were analyzed through interpretive
thematic analysis to identify core drivers and inhibitors of political participation in social media
environments.

In the quantitative phase, a researcher-made questionnaire derived from the qualitative findings was
administered to a sample of 384 participants, including university faculty members and specialists in
political and digital communication. The sampling method was convenience-based. The reliability of
the questionnaire was confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha, and validity was supported through
expert review. Inferential statistical analyses, including the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test, linear
regression, and Pearson correlation, were performed using SPSS 26 to examine relationships
between variables. Descriptive statistics were also utilized to profile respondents.

Findings

Findings from the qualitative phase indicated that social networks function as a central arena for
political expression and identity formation in Iran. Experts emphasized that online spaces have
become the primary setting for constructing public opinion, especially among youth and educated
populations. They highlighted that suppressing political engagement in digital environments can
intensify public distrust, whereas encouraging open communication can deepen trust and stimulate
constructive participation. Experts also noted that the type of platform, level of media literacy, and
quality of political discourse significantly influence political behavior.

Quantitative analysis revealed that all data were normally distributed based on the Kolmogorov—
Smirnov test. Linear regression analysis showed that political development had a significant
predictive effect on the dependent variable, future political participation through social networks. The
model explained 59% of the variance, indicating strong explanatory power. Pearson correlations
demonstrated significant positive relationships between political participation and multiple factors,
including discursive capacity, governmental facilitation, political discourse, platform type, news
blockage in traditional media, digital facilitators, and political functionality of social networks. Among
these, digital facilitation and political functionality exhibited the strongest correlations. Demographic
analysis showed a diverse sample in terms of age, education, and occupation, enabling a robust
understanding of social network usage patterns.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that political participation in Iran is increasingly shaped by digital
interactions and that social networks are becoming essential components of the political landscape.
The strong relationships identified in this study indicate that sociopolitical structures, platform
characteristics, and user experiences collectively shape digital political engagement. The predictive
strength of political development suggests that institutional frameworks and governance strategies
play a critical role in shaping how citizens participate both online and offline.

The results also highlight that when traditional media environments restrict information, citizens turn
to social networks as alternative channels for political communication. This shift underscores the
importance of transparency and open media environments for fostering trust and inclusive
participation. Additionally, the strong role of discursive capacity and political functionality suggests
that social networks are evolving from platforms of passive consumption into active spaces for
deliberation, mobilization, and collective action.

Overall, the study concludes that social networks hold significant potential for strengthening political
participation in Iran. However, realizing this potential requires fostering open digital environments,
enhancing media literacy, supporting constructive discourse, and aligning governance strategies
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with citizens’ evolving communication practices. The future trajectory of political participation will
depend heavily on how these digital, social, and institutional factors interact in the coming years.
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