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Abstract

This study employs a qualitative meta-synthesis approach to analyze the relationship
between internet-based social media and political participation in Iran. The research
examines how social media influence political participation in Iran and how these
influences vary across different political periods. Thirty-five scientific research
articles meeting specific criteria (publication in peer-reviewed journals, use of
empirical methods, coverage of the period 1380-1402 in the Iranian calendar) were
analyzed through a three-stage process: initial coding, categorization based on four
political crisis periods (2009, 2017, 2019, 2022), and structural synthesis within the
framework of the "network—power—trust interaction" model. Findings reveal that the
relationship between social media and political participation in Iran is dualistic and
context-dependent. Under conditions of relatively high political trust (periods 2009
and 2017), social media enhance formal participation (voting); however, under
conditions of declining political trust (periods 2019 and 2022), social media
primarily lead to increased unconventional participation (online protests). The
findings also challenge the claim of “civil society expansion™ and propose the
concept of "transition from institution to network," wherein digital communicative
action has expanded but remains in a state of "structural suspension"—expanded yet
unstable, active yet without institutional consolidation. This structural suspension
stems from weak bridging social capital, declining political trust, class and
geographical digital divides, and Iran's digital governance structure. The "network—
power—trust interaction” model is presented as an analytical framework that
integrates three layers: global (Castells' network society), intermediate (political
economy of platforms and Habermas' public sphere), and indigenous (Iran's digital
governance and Putnam's social capital). The model demonstrates that social media
in Iran function not as automatic engines of democratization nor as mere instruments
of political passivity, but as mediating variables within Iran's networked power
structure, whose effects are entirely shaped by macro-structural variables.
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Extended Abstract
Purpose

In the digital age, internet-based social media have emerged as powerful
agents in shaping political participation. However, analyzing the
relationship between these media and political participation in Iran faces
theoretical and methodological challenges, including the linear application
of Western theories without considering indigenous structures, neglecting
Iran's digital power structure, failure to distinguish between different
political periods, and exaggeration in the claim of “civil society expansion."
This study aims to address these gaps by examining how social media
influence political participation in Iran and how these influences vary across
four distinct crisis periods (2009, 2017, 2019, 2022). The principal purpose
of this study is therefore to analyze the dualistic and context-dependent
nature of the relationship between social media and political participation
within Iran's socio-political structures. To this end, the paper pursues three
questions: how do social media influence political participation in Iran; how
do these influences vary across different political periods; and what
theoretical framework can best explain the relationship between social
media and political participation in the Iranian context?

Design/methodology/approach

Employing a qualitative meta-synthesis approach, this study analyzed 35
scientific research articles related to the relationship between social media
and political participation in Iran. Selection criteria included publication in
peer-reviewed journals, use of empirical methods, coverage of the period
2001-2023 (1380-1402 in the Iranian calendar), and focus on the Iranian
context. The analytical process unfolded in three stages: initial coding
(extraction of independent, mediating, and dependent variables),
categorization based on four political crisis periods (2009, 2017, 2019,
2022), and structural synthesis within the "network—power—trust
interaction" model. To enhance validity, the study employed independent
coding by two researchers (Kappa coefficient = 0.83), examination of
duplicate publications, and sensitivity analysis. The theoretical framework
integrates three analytical layers: global (Castells’ network society),
intermediate (political economy of platforms and Habermas' public sphere),
and indigenous (Iran's digital governance and Putnam's social capital).

Findings

The findings reveal that the relationship between social media and political
participation in Iran is dualistic and context-dependent. During the 2009 and
2017 periods, when political trust was relatively high, social media enhanced
formal participation (voting); whereas during the 2019 and 2022 periods,
characterized by declining political trust, social media primarily led to
increased unconventional participation (online protests). Furthermore, the
findings demonstrate that digital communicative action in Iran exists in a
state of "structural suspension"—expanded yet unstable, active yet lacking
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institutional consolidation. This structural suspension stems from weak
bridging social capital, declining political trust, class-based and
geographical digital divides, and Iran's digital governance structure.
Analysis across the four crisis periods confirms that media effects are
fundamentally shaped by macro-structural variables including political trust,
economic conditions, and electoral competitiveness. By challenging the
claim of "civil society expansion" in Iran, this study proposes the concept of
"transition from institution to network" as an alternative analytical
framework.

Research limitations/implications

As a qualitative meta-synthesis study, the research relies on existing
published articles rather than primary empirical data, which may introduce
publication bias (studies with significant or novel findings may be
overrepresented). The focus on Persian-language articles and a specific time
period (2001-2023) may exclude relevant research published in other
languages or outside this timeframe. Additionally, the meta-synthesis
approach, while rigorous, cannot capture real-time dynamics of social media
influence as they unfold. Accordingly, it is suggested that future research
complement the present findings with primary quantitative and qualitative
studies, expand the scope to include articles in other languages (e.g.,
English, Arabic), conduct comparative studies across different countries in
the region, and employ longitudinal designs to track changes in the
relationship between social media and political participation over time.

Practical implications

Building on the empirical findings, the study offers practical implications
for Iranian policymakers, media regulators, and civil society organizations.
The findings carry policy implications for enhancing constructive political
participation in Iran, including developing digital and media literacy
programs to help citizens critically evaluate online content, reducing the
class-based and geographical digital divide through infrastructure
investment, strengthening bridging social capital through community-based
initiatives, and designing intelligent strategies for managing cyberspace that
balance security concerns with citizens' participatory rights. The "network—
power—trust interaction” model is presented as an analytical framework that
can inform future policy-making in this domain. Additionally, recognizing
the dualistic nature of social media effects suggests that blanket approaches
to regulation (either full restriction or full openness) are unlikely to be
effective; instead, context-sensitive policies tailored to specific political
periods and conditions are recommended.

Social implications

The study reframes the relationship between social media and political
participation in Iran not as a simple cause-and-effect mechanism but as a
complex, context-dependent phenomenon shaped by macro-structural
variables including political trust, social capital, and digital governance. For
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Iranian society, the findings highlight the importance of distinguishing
between "digital communicative action" and "sustainable civil institutions."
The concept of "structural suspension” describes a condition in which digital
activism has expanded in volume but remains unstable and lacks
institutional consolidation. This understanding challenges both exaggerated
claims of "civil society expansion" and dismissive views of digital activism
as inconsequential. At the level of overall policy, the central
recommendation is to move beyond binary framings of social media as
either democratizing or destabilizing, and instead recognize them as
mediating variables whose effects are shaped by the broader political and
social context.

Originality/value

The novelty of the paper lies in offering a comprehensive meta-synthesis
that specifically examines the relationship between social media and
political participation in Iran across four distinct political crisis periods,
using an integrated "network—power-trust interaction” model. In contrast to
prior domestic studies, which have either applied Western theories linearly
without considering indigenous structures, neglected Iran's digital power
structure, or failed to distinguish between different political periods, this
research provides an empirical synthesis grounded in Iranian-specific
contextual variables. The proposed concepts of "structural suspension™ and
"transition from institution to network" offer alternative analytical
frameworks to the claim of "civil society expansion.” Its value accrues to
political sociologists, media scholars, policymakers, and civil society
activists interested in understanding the dynamics of digital political
participation in non-Western, digitally governed contexts.
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