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CrossMark

The physical distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic led individuals to
increasingly utilize modern communication technologies, particularly social
networks, where slacktivists, as users of these networks, expressed their
concerns. The aim of this study is to identify the primary, secondary, and
organizing themes of the critical factors raised by slacktivists concerning the
COVID-19 crisis in Iran. The approach of this research is qualitative, with data
collected through exploratory interviews until theoretical saturation was
reached, involving 10 experts in communication and health. The thematic
analysis method was used for data analysis. Six organizing themes were
identified: "government performance, lack of statistical and informational
dissemination from official networks and institutions, dissemination of non-
scientific content, rumors, lack of oversight on individuals' activities in
cyberspace, and the weakness of specialized and responsible groups in
providing accurate information." Slacktivists specifically criticized the
government's failures in controlling the spread of COVID-19. They pointed out
that some countries were able to respond more effectively to the pandemic.
These critiques are grounded in the belief that structural challenges in the
health and social systems, along with the weakness of responsible institutions
in providing accurate information, contributed to the inadequate control of the
COVID-19 crisis.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed societal, political, and economic structures worldwide,
leading to unprecedented changes across all sectors. One of the major shifts observed has been the rise of
digital activism, often termed “slacktivism." This study explores how virtual supporters or slacktivists
responded to the COVID-19 crisis in Iran through social media platforms ("Selectivism - Click and Hashtag
Activism,"). The authors argue that slacktivists, while sometimes dismissed as inactive or uncommitted,
played a crucial role in raising awareness and influencing public discourse during the pandemic. This
research aims to identify the primary, secondary, and organizing themes behind the criticisms expressed
by slacktivists during the COVID-19 crisis, shedding light on the intersection of social media activism
and crisis management in a global health emergency.

The methodology of this study is qualitative, relying on exploratory interviews with 10 experts in
communication and health. The researchers employed a thematic analysis approach to evaluate the data
collected from these interviews until theoretical saturation was reached. The findings revealed six critical
organizing themes identified by slacktivists in their critiques of the Iranian government's handling of the
pandemic. These themes include government performance, lack of statistical and informational
dissemination from official networks and institutions, dissemination of non-scientific content, rumors,
lack of oversight in cyberspace, and the weakness of specialized groups in providing accurate information.
Slacktivists’ critiques centered on the perceived structural deficiencies in the government’s crisis
management strategies and the role of social media in circulating misinformation, which exacerbated
public confusion and fear.

One of the central themes highlighted by the study is the critique of the government's inability to
control the spread of the virus effectively. This was often compared to other countries' successful
containment strategies, which slacktivists used as a benchmark to measure Iran's performance. The failure
to provide timely and accurate information to the public, particularly in the early stages of the pandemic,
was a significant source of criticism. The spread of misinformation or lack of reliable data from official
channels contributed to widespread confusion, which, in turn, led to rumors and conspiracy theories
gaining traction online (Chalabi, 1994). As noted in the study, slacktivists called for greater transparency
and accountability in the government's public communication efforts, advocating for clearer and more
frequent updates from health authorities.

The study also discusses the role of slacktivists in combatting non-scientific content that
proliferated across social media platforms. During the pandemic, many individuals turned to alternative
sources of information, including unverified home remedies and conspiracy theories about the virus's
origins. Slacktivists criticized both the government’s failure to regulate the dissemination of such content
and the general public's willingness to engage with these false narratives. The slacktivists highlighted the
need for stronger regulatory measures to prevent the spread of misleading information, particularly when
it posed a direct threat to public health. This theme underscores the growing influence of social media in
shaping public perceptions during crises, where the lack of oversight can have dangerous consequences.

Another critical finding of the study is the inadequacy of oversight in cyberspace. The authors
emphasize that slacktivists were vocal about the need for stricter regulation of online activities, especially
when it came to disseminating non-scientific content. While social media provided a platform for
individuals to express their concerns and share information, the absence of effective monitoring
mechanisms allowed harmful content to spread unchecked. This included rumors about the virus’s
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transmission and the efficacy of vaccines, which undermined public trust in the healthcare system and
contributed to vaccine hesitancy. The slacktivists' criticism was not limited to the government's failure to
curb misinformation but also extended to the ineffectiveness of health organizations in countering these
narratives with credible scientific information.

The study concludes by examining the broader implications of slacktivism in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic. While slacktivists are often portrayed as passive participants in social movements,
the findings of this research suggest that their role in amplifying public concerns and holding the
government accountable was significant. Slacktivists used social media platforms not only to critique the
government’s response to the pandemic but also to promote solidarity and community resilience in a time
of crisis. The authors argue that while slacktivism may not result in direct political action, it serves an
important function in shaping public discourse and influencing the flow of information during
emergencies.

In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive analysis of the critical factors that shaped
slacktivists' responses to the COVID-19 crisis in Iran. By identifying the key themes of their critiques, the
research highlights the potential for digital activism to impact public policy and crisis management. The
findings suggest that while slacktivism may be seen as a low-cost form of activism, its ability to raise
awareness and challenge official narratives makes it a valuable tool in times of crisis. This study
contributes to the growing body of literature on the role of social media in political and social movements,
offering insights into how virtual communities can influence real-world outcomes during global
emergencies
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