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This study aims to examine the role of virtual space in political activism and electoral
participation among Iranian youth born in the 1990s, analyzing the changes in political
and social participation patterns influenced by social media platforms. This research
utilized a qualitative methodology with semi-structured interviews as the primary data
collection tool. A total of 24 participants from Tehran, all born in the 1990s, were
selected through purposive sampling. The interviews focused on their experiences with
political activism and electoral engagement through virtual platforms. Theoretical
saturation was reached after 24 interviews. NVivo software was used for qualitative
data analysis, employing open, axial, and selective coding to identify emerging themes
and patterns. The findings revealed that social media has significantly transformed
political participation among young Iranians. Participants reported that online
platforms increased access to political information, facilitated political discussions,
and enabled digital activism through campaigns, petitions, and hashtags. However,
they also highlighted challenges such as government restrictions, censorship,
misinformation, and algorithmic bias that shape political discourse. While many young
people engage in virtual activism, some expressed skepticism regarding its real-world
impact and emphasized the gap between online discourse and policy-making.
Additionally, some participants noted a shift from traditional forms of political
participation, such as street protests, to digital engagement. This study confirms that
social media plays a pivotal role in shaping political activism and electoral engagement
among Iranian youth. While it provides opportunities for mobilization and
participation, challenges such as misinformation, censorship, and surveillance hinder
its full potential. The findings suggest the need for further research on the long-term
effects of digital political engagement and the development of educational programs to
enhance critical media literacy among young users.

Keywords: Political activism, electoral participation, social media, Iranian youth,
digital engagement, online political behavior, virtual space.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In recent decades, cyberspace has emerged as one of the most important platforms for political and
social engagement, particularly among young people. Social networks and other digital platforms have
facilitated rapid, widespread, and decentralized participation, playing a crucial role in political processes,
especially among the youth. In Iran, for the generation born in the 1970s, who grew up during the digital
revolution, social networks have become tools for expressing political opinions, electoral participation,
social mobilization, and even protest activism (Pourmohammadi et al., 2020). With the rise of digital
technologies, traditional concepts of political participation have been altered. Platforms such as Telegram,
Twitter, and Instagram have become central for political information dissemination and electoral
mobilization. Studies have shown that social media not only provides a platform for political discussions
but also creates mechanisms for forming protest movements and influencing electoral decisions (Jafari &
Jafari, 2022). Additionally, as pointed out by Hamid et al. (2022), social media has increased political
awareness among young people by providing access to diverse information compared to traditional media
(Hamid et al., 2022). Despite these positive outcomes, challenges such as the spread of misinformation and
fake news remain prevalent, influencing voter behavior and fostering distrust in official systems (Madraki
et al., 2021). This study investigates the role of cyberspace, particularly social media, in shaping the
political activism and electoral participation of young people in Iran, focusing on the impact of these
platforms on evolving patterns of political and social engagement.

Methods and Materials

This study adopts a qualitative approach, utilizing semi-structured interviews with 24 young adults
born in the 1970s, residing in Tehran. The sample consists of 13 males (54%) and 11 females (46%), with
varying educational backgrounds (42% holding a bachelor's degree, 33% a master's degree, and 25%
having a diploma or associate degree). Participants' employment status varied, with 63% employed, 25%
students, and 12% unemployed. The majority (75%) of the participants reported spending over four hours
daily on social media, while 25% spent between two to four hours online. Data analysis was performed
using thematic coding, which identified key themes related to political awareness, political activism, and
the evolving nature of political participation. The study also explored challenges such as misinformation,
censorship, and self-censorship, which significantly impact online political engagement in Iran.

Findings

The results of the study reveal several important trends in the political engagement of young
Iranians through cyberspace. First, participants reported an increase in political awareness facilitated by
the accessibility of real-time news and alternative media sources. These platforms have allowed users to
bypass traditional media, often seen as less trustworthy. Participants highlighted the growing role of social
media in enhancing political literacy, with individuals being encouraged to critically analyze news and
compare sources. The spread of alternative news channels and the influence of political influencers were
also cited as crucial factors in broadening political perspectives. However, the study found that algorithms
on social media platforms often create echo chambers, where users are exposed primarily to information
that aligns with their existing beliefs, which could reinforce cognitive biases. Additionally, the prevalence
of fake news was identified as a significant challenge. Participants expressed the need for increased fact-
checking and verification efforts to counter misinformation’s impact on political decision-making.
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Political activism through social media also emerged as a dominant form of engagement, with
participants actively participating in digital protests, virtual campaigns, and hashtag movements. Social
media platforms, particularly in times of political unrest, have become essential tools for organizing and
amplifying protest messages. Moreover, multimedia content, such as videos, podcasts, and infographics,
was noted as an effective means of conveying political messages and mobilizing supporters. Regarding
electoral participation, social media was seen as a valuable tool for encouraging voting and organizing
electoral campaigns, with participants emphasizing the role of digital spaces in facilitating political debate
and comparison of candidates’ policies. However, concerns about digital security and the risk of
surveillance were widespread, with many participants acknowledging the potential consequences of
expressing political views online, including account suspensions and digital tracking.

The study also identified shifts in political participation patterns, with many participants indicating
that online engagement has replaced physical participation in protests and street demonstrations. Online
petitions, digital surveys, and virtual activism were seen as more accessible and safer alternatives.
Additionally, the personalization of political engagement was prominent, with individuals expressing their
political views based on personal concerns, rather than collective group ideologies. Peer influence,
particularly in online groups and among friends, was recognized as a significant factor in shaping political
behavior. At the same time, a growing distrust in formal political institutions was noted, with many
participants feeling disillusioned by the lack of meaningful change and increasingly turning to informal
or independent groups for political engagement.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study highlights the significant role of social media in shaping the political behavior and
electoral participation of young people in Iran, particularly among those born in the 1970s. The findings
underscore the transformative potential of cyberspace as a platform for political expression, information
sharing, and social mobilization. Social media has not only enhanced political awareness but has also
empowered individuals to take part in political activism and protest movements, providing an alternative
space for marginalized voices. However, despite the advantages, the study reveals challenges such as
misinformation, censorship, and the psychological effects of digital activism, including political fatigue
and anxiety. These findings align with existing literature that emphasizes both the positive and negative
aspects of digital political engagement, especially in contexts with limited political freedoms.

The findings suggest that while social media platforms have facilitated increased political
participation, they have also introduced new forms of manipulation, such as the spread of fake news and
the influence of political propaganda. This duality reflects the complexities of using digital spaces for
political change, as seen in other global contexts. Moreover, issues such as self-censorship and the fear of
surveillance pose significant barriers to fully leveraging social media for political engagement in Iran. As
a result, there is a need for greater digital literacy and fact-checking initiatives to empower young users to
navigate the complexities of the digital information landscape.

In conclusion, social media has undeniably become a key tool for political participation and
activism among young Iranians. However, its impact is shaped by a range of factors, including government
censorship, the spread of misinformation, and the psychological toll of digital activism. Moving forward,
further research is needed to explore how young people can effectively navigate these challenges and
continue to engage in meaningful political participation. This study contributes to the growing body of




literature on digital political participation, offering insights into the evolving patterns of political
engagement in Iran and providing recommendations for enhancing the positive potential of social media
in fostering political change.
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