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This study aimed to qualitatively identify and explain the dimensions of the pathologies in the
performance of the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB) in attracting citizens’ political
participation, with a focus on the Eleventh and Twelfth Islamic Consultative Assembly elections.
This qualitative study was conducted using grounded theory based on the systematic approach
of Strauss and Corbin. Participants included media managers and experts, political
communication specialists, university academics, public opinion researchers, political analysts,
and citizens with experience of participation or nonparticipation in the elections under study.
Participants were selected through purposive and judgmental sampling. Data collection
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, and 17 in-depth semi-structured interviews
were included in the final analysis. After verbatim transcription, the data were analyzed through
open, axial, and selective coding and organized using MAXQDA 2024. The analysis revealed
three overarching themes: “media governance and power structure,” “professional and content-
related performance of national media,” and “trust capital and patterns of political participation.”
Centralized decision-making, limited professional autonomy, and weak transparency and
accountability were found to reinforce perceptions of institutional dependence and political bias.
Selective coverage, insufficient news fairness, limited diversity of viewpoints, weaknesses in
debates, promotional content, and inadequate attention to citizens’ real-life concerns were
associated with declining audience trust and greater reliance on alternative news sources.
Importantly, reduced trust did not necessarily result in complete electoral withdrawal; rather, it
could shift participation from informed engagement toward duty-based, strategic, identity-based,
or protest-oriented forms. IRIB’s effectiveness in attracting political participation depends less
on increasing the volume of electoral programming than on improving media governance,
strengthening professional autonomy, ensuring fairness and diversity in coverage, promoting
genuine political dialogue, and rebuilding public trust.

Keywords: Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting, Political Participation, Media Trust,
Parliamentary Elections, Media Governance, Grounded Theory
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Political participation is a central component of contemporary political life and a major indicator
of the relationship between citizens and political institutions. It encompasses a broad range of activities,
including following political affairs, expressing political opinions, engaging in public debate, participating
in civic organizations, and taking part in elections. Electoral participation is particularly important because
it represents one of the most institutionalized mechanisms through which citizens communicate political
preferences and influence representative institutions. However, political participation is not determined
solely by individual motivation; rather, it is shaped by a combination of social, institutional, cultural,
economic, and communicative factors (Abolhasani, 2019; Haji Jamal, 2017; Najafi, 2015; Salimi, 2018).
Contemporary transformations in citizenship also indicate that younger generations increasingly value
independent judgment, access to diverse information, critical engagement, and nontraditional forms of
political action, making the quality of political participation as important as its numerical level (Dalton,
2020). Within this environment, mass media constitute a major intermediary between political institutions
and citizens. Media organizations do not merely transmit political information; through agenda-setting,
framing, selection, repetition, and interpretation, they participate in constructing citizens’ understanding
of political reality (McNair, 2018; Salehi Amiri & Yazdannia, 2015; Zarei & Rahimi, 2015). In the Iranian
political communication environment, the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB), because of its
national reach, official status, and historical role in political communication, has occupied a particularly
important position (Izadi, 2016; Khaniki, 2016). During elections, this role becomes more salient because
citizens require accessible, balanced, credible, and sufficiently diverse information for evaluating political
choices. Previous studies have demonstrated that media can influence political participation by increasing
political awareness, highlighting electoral issues, encouraging political discussion, and affecting citizens’
willingness to participate (Ahmadi, 2018; Goudarzi, 2017; Masoumi & Heydari, 2020). At the same time, the
effectiveness of media communication depends heavily on public trust. When audiences perceive a media
organization as balanced, transparent, professionally competent, and responsive, its electoral messages are
more likely to be accepted; conversely, perceived bias, selective representation, or insufficient
transparency can weaken its persuasive capacity (Ebrahimi, 2019; Karimi, 2022; Mousavi, 2017). Studies of
IRIB election programming have also drawn attention to neutrality, diversity of viewpoints, agenda-
setting, framing, and perceived bias as important dimensions of media performance (Bahrami & Mousavi,
2021; Ghasemi & Bagheri, 2022; Keshavarz, 2020; Rahmani, 2022). Limited representation of competing
views may additionally reduce citizens’ sense of representation and contribute to communication
environments in which some opinions are perceived as marginal or insufficiently legitimate (Hosseini &
Razavi, 2019). The development of digital media has intensified these challenges. Social networks and
online news platforms have reduced the informational monopoly of traditional broadcasting and enabled
audiences to compare competing narratives almost instantaneously. Consequently, media authority
increasingly depends on professional credibility rather than exclusive access to information (Ahmadi et al.,
2023). In such an environment, political communication based primarily on one-way persuasion may be
less effective, particularly among younger and digitally connected audiences. A public media organization
is therefore expected not only to encourage electoral participation but also to provide conditions for
informed choice through diversity, responsiveness, issue-oriented programming, and meaningful political
dialogue (Khaleghi, 2016; Khazzamani, 2016; Roshan, 2016). Moreover, public opinion is shaped through
continuous comparison between media narratives, lived experience, and interpersonal communication; a



substantial gap between these domains can weaken the perceived credibility of official media (Javadi
Yeganeh, 2018; Varaei, 2015). Political participation itself is also multidimensional and cannot be attributed
to media exposure alone, as recent Iranian research has emphasized the simultaneous influence of social,
cultural, institutional, and political factors (Miri et al., 2025). Against this background, an integrated
qualitative examination of governance structures, professional media practices, trust, and patterns of
political participation can provide a deeper understanding of the difficulties faced by IRIB in mobilizing
citizens during parliamentary elections. Accordingly, the present study aimed to qualitatively identify the
dimensions of the pathologies of IRIB performance in attracting political participation, with specific
reference to the Eleventh and Twelfth Islamic Consultative Assembly elections.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a purely qualitative, exploratory design based on grounded theory and the
systematic approach of Strauss and Corbin. The qualitative design was selected because the study sought
to identify and explain the institutional, professional, communicative, and perceptual dimensions
underlying IRIB performance in attracting political participation rather than measuring predetermined
variables. Participants were selected through purposive and judgmental sampling on the basis of their
professional expertise, direct experience, or informed involvement in media, political communication,
elections, public opinion, or electoral participation. The participant group included IRIB managers and
political-program personnel, media and communication specialists, university academics in
communication and political science, public-opinion and political-behavior researchers, political analysts,
and citizens with experience of participation or nonparticipation in the Eleventh and Twelfth
parliamentary elections. Sampling and analysis proceeded simultaneously and continued until theoretical
saturation was reached. Saturation was achieved after the sixteenth interview, and one additional interview
was conducted to confirm that no substantively new concepts or categories were emerging; thus, the final
sample comprised 17 participants. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
focusing on perceptions of IRIB electoral performance, governance and decision-making structures,
professional autonomy, news balance, diversity of viewpoints, electoral programming, public trust,
audience relations, and political participation. Interviews were recorded with participants’ consent,
transcribed verbatim, repeatedly reviewed, and anonymized before analysis. Data analysis involved open,
axial, and selective coding. During open coding, meaningful units were identified and conceptually
labeled; during axial coding, related concepts were grouped and relationships among categories were
examined; and during selective coding, the major categories were integrated around the central
phenomenon. Constant comparison was used throughout the analysis. MAXQDA 2024 was employed to
organize, retrieve, compare, and manage qualitative data. Credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability were strengthened through repeated coding review, examination by individuals experienced
in qualitative research, documentation of the analytical process, variation in participant backgrounds, and
cross-checking of selected coded interviews.

Findings

The analysis generated three overarching themes that explained the principal perceived pathologies
of IRIB performance in attracting political participation: “media governance and power structure,”
“professional and content-related performance of national media,” and “trust capital and patterns of
political participation.” The first overarching theme concerned centralized governance, institutional
control, perceived political dependence, limited professional autonomy, insufficient transparency, and



weak organizational accountability. Participants indicated that highly centralized decision-making could
restrict the discretion of journalists, editors, producers, and program units and reduce the organization’s
flexibility in responding to rapidly changing electoral circumstances. Perceived political dependence was
considered especially important because audiences could interpret even professionally justified editorial
decisions through an existing framework of suspected institutional alignment. Insufficient transparency
regarding editorial criteria, delayed correction of errors, and defensive responses to criticism were
described as additional mechanisms through which distrust could intensify. The second overarching theme
concerned professional and content performance. Participants identified selective news coverage, one-
sided agenda-setting, imbalanced representation of political actors, restricted diversity of viewpoints,
weaknesses in political debates, limited opportunities for critical questioning, low attractiveness of some
election programs, and insufficient correspondence between media content and citizens’ everyday
concerns. Electoral content was sometimes perceived as overly promotional, repetitive, formal, and
insufficiently problem-oriented. Participants emphasized that news fairness involved more than equal
airtime; it also included equal opportunities to explain positions, comparable questioning standards,
balanced visual representation, and appropriate opportunities for response. The third overarching theme
concerned the consequences of these structural and professional problems for trust and political
participation. Participants described a shift from stable institutional trust toward conditional or
instrumental trust, in which citizens might continue to use IRIB for official information while verifying
or interpreting that information through other sources. This process was associated with multi-source news
consumption, greater use of social media, reduced analytical reliance on IRIB, and stronger generational
distance among younger audiences. Importantly, low trust was not found to correspond automatically to
complete electoral withdrawal. Participants distinguished among informed participation, duty-based
participation, identity-based participation, interest-based or strategic participation, protest-oriented
participation, and nonparticipation. Thus, electoral turnout could persist despite limited trust in national
media because citizens might participate for religious, national, local, familial, strategic, or negative-
choice reasons. The findings therefore suggested that the effect of media performance is more visible in
the quality, meaning, and sustainability of participation than in turnout alone.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that IRIB’s difficulties in attracting political participation cannot be
adequately explained as a simple problem of program quantity, technical production, or insufficient
electoral publicity. Rather, they form a multilevel chain in which governance arrangements shape
professional practices, professional practices influence public trust, and trust affects how citizens receive,
interpret, and act upon political messages. The first major implication concerns media governance.
Centralized decision-making and perceived political dependence may reduce professional flexibility and
reinforce the perception that political content is institutionally predetermined. In an election environment,
this perception can be especially consequential because audiences evaluate not only the factual accuracy
of individual reports but also the fairness of the broader communication system. Professional autonomy,
transparency, and accountability therefore function as conditions of credibility rather than merely internal
organizational matters.

The second implication concerns the distinction between publicity and persuasion. Repeatedly
inviting citizens to vote does not necessarily generate informed or durable political participation.
Persuasive political communication requires acknowledgment of citizens’ concerns, presentation of



credible information, meaningful comparison among political alternatives, and the possibility of critical
questioning. When election coverage is perceived as selective, repetitive, or disconnected from lived
social and economic concerns, citizens may interpret the media as speaking at them rather than with them.
In such circumstances, increasing the amount of election programming may have limited influence unless
the content becomes more balanced, dialogical, and issue-oriented.

The third implication concerns trust as the principal mediating mechanism linking media
performance to political participation. The present findings suggest that public trust is not simply present
or absent; it can become conditional, selective, and task-specific. Citizens may trust a national broadcaster
for official procedural information while distrusting its political interpretation or agenda. This
fragmentation of trust explains why continued media use should not automatically be interpreted as strong
media credibility. It also helps explain why electoral participation can coexist with relatively low trust in
national media. Citizens may participate for reasons unrelated to media persuasion, including identity,
duty, local interests, strategic considerations, or opposition to an undesired electoral outcome.

The findings further suggest that evaluating media success solely through turnout statistics can be
misleading. A more meaningful assessment should include the quality of citizens’ political knowledge,
their perception of fairness, their sense of representation, their confidence in available information, their
perceived political efficacy, and the sustainability of their engagement. In this respect, informed
participation differs fundamentally from participation produced primarily by obligation, habit, short-term
mobilization, or strategic calculation. A national public broadcaster can make its strongest contribution
when it creates conditions in which citizens understand political alternatives, feel that diverse social voices
are represented, and believe that political questions can be discussed openly and fairly.

Overall, the study concludes that the principal pathologies of IRIB performance in attracting
political participation are rooted in the interaction among governance centralization, limited professional
autonomy, selective or insufficiently diverse content, weak dialogical communication, and erosion of
public trust. Improving electoral communication therefore requires more than increasing campaign-related
broadcasting. It requires structural and professional reforms that strengthen editorial autonomy,
transparency, accountability, news fairness, diversity of viewpoints, issue-oriented debate, responsiveness
to citizens’ concerns, and adaptation to contemporary digital media practices. Under such conditions,
national media can move beyond short-term electoral mobilization and contribute more effectively to
informed, voluntary, sustainable, and higher-quality political participation.
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