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Abstract

Purpose: The present study aimed to explore the experiences and perceptions of active digital media users
living in Tehran regarding the impact of digital media on their cultural identity.

Methodology: This study was conducted using a qualitative design and an inductive thematic analysis
approach. The study population consisted of active digital media users residing in Tehran who used social
networks, messaging applications, video platforms, online news media, and other digital environments on a
daily basis. Participants were selected through purposive sampling with maximum variation in gender, age,
educational level, occupational status, and intensity of digital media use. A total of 24 participants were
included in the study, and sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected
using semi-structured interviews. Each interview lasted between 35 and 70 minutes. After obtaining informed
consent, the interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed through inductive thematic
analysis. To enhance the trustworthiness of the findings, peer review, participant checking, repeated revision
of codes, rich description, and documentation of analytical decisions were used.

Findings: Data analysis led to the identification of six main themes: redefinition of cultural belonging,
encounter with global culture, transformation of language and cultural symbols, change in lifestyle and cultural
consumption, identity conflict and duality, and cultural agency and reconstruction. The findings showed that
digital media influence users’ cultural identity through continuous exposure to diverse cultures, cultural
comparison, transformation of communicative language, changes in taste and lifestyle, and new opportunities
for self-representation. The results also indicated that the impact of digital media is dual in nature: it may
increase cultural awareness and strengthen conscious cultural belonging, while it may also create identity
tension, confusion, and distance from some traditional cultural elements.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that the impact of digital media on cultural identity is multidimensional,
dynamic, and context-dependent. Digital media are neither merely a threat to cultural identity nor simply a
tool for strengthening it; rather, they provide a space in which cultural identity is continuously reconsidered,
negotiated, and reconstructed.
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Detailed Abstract

Introduction

Digital media have become one of the most influential cultural environments
applications, video-sharing platforms, online news media, digital advertising, interacti
platforms have transformed how individuals encounter culture, communicate with others, represe

belonging. In this context, media are no longer merely channels for transmitting information; ra

environments in which identities are produced, negotiated, displayed, challenged, and reconstructed. ural identity, as a
multidimensional construct involving language, values, traditions, collective memory, lifestyle, national belonging, social norms, and
symbolic practices, is therefore increasingly shaped through digital interactions. Previous studies have emphasized that media use is closely
associated with the formation and transformation of cultural and social identity among young people, particularly because users are
continuously exposed to competing cultural narratives, lifestyles, and value systems (Heydari et al., 2013; Javadi Yeganeh & Azizi,

2008; Motahari et al., 2024).

The importance of digital media for cultural identity lies in their transnational, interactive, and highly personalized nature. Users do not
simply receive media messages passively; they like, share, comment, produce content, follow influencers, participate in online
communities, and compare their own cultural background with global cultural patterns. This continuous exposure may broaden cultural
awareness and increase openness to difference, but it may also create identity tension, cultural ambiguity, and distance from traditional
forms of belonging. Social media environments may amplify differences, intensify comparison, and reshape the boundaries of personal
and collective identity (Balick, 2023). In addition, the cultural logic of digital capitalism suggests that online platforms do not distribute
cultural content neutrally; rather, they organize visibility through algorithms, commercial incentives, branding mechanisms, and
attention-driven interaction patterns (Térnberg & Uitermark, 2021). As a result, cultural identity in digital environments is influenced
not only by interpersonal communication, but also by platform structures, advertising systems, and market-oriented cultural

representations.

Digital advertising and platform-based branding are particularly significant in this process. Contemporary digital advertisements do not
merely promote products; they also circulate images of beauty, success, lifestyle, gender, ethnicity, body ideals, social status, and cultural
desirability. Studies have shown that digital advertising, brand communication, and social media marketing increasingly rely on cultural
symbols, visual narratives, user language, and identity-based appeals to influence audiences (Carah & Brodmerkel, 2021, 2022;
Garganas, 2024; Kuo et al., 2021). Such processes affect how users evaluate themselves and others, how they define modernity and
tradition, and how they interpret the desirability of local or global cultural models. Research on cultural representation in digital and
advertising contexts further indicates that media images may reproduce cultural hegemony, racialized or ethnicized representations, and
unequal symbolic hierarchies, while also providing opportunities for resistance, self-representation, and cultural rearticulation (Chan &

Yuen, 2022; Hidayanto & Akbar, 2022, Kefala, 2024; Ouédraogo, 2021).

At the same time, digital media can strengthen cultural identity by enabling users to access cultural heritage, local history, native language,
traditional arts, religious and national symbols, and community-based narratives. Digital platforms can support the representation of
collectivist identity, cultural branding, tourism identity, and local lifestyles in new communicative formats (Marta et al., 2022;
Menayang & Marta, 2020; Putri & Sunesti, 2021). Therefore, the impact of digital media on cultural identity should not be
understood as inherently destructive or inherently constructive. Rather, it depends on users’ media literacy, family background, peer
networks, education, type of consumed content, intensity of use, and ability to critically interpret and selectively appropriate cultural
meanings. Based on this conceptual background, the present study aimed to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of active digital

media users in Tehran regarding the impact of digital media on their cultural identity.

esearch design with a thematic analysis approach. The qualitative design was selected because

understanding of users’ lived experiences, interpretations, and subjective meanings

igital media on cu . The study population consisted of active digital media users living in Tehran.

um variation in terms of gender, age, education, occupation, and level

ted through purposive sampli

se. The inclusion criteria were residence 1 ¢ between 18 and 40 years, daily use of digital media for at least

, willingness to participate in the study, and ability to onal experiences related to culture, media use, identity,
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lifestyle, language, values, and social belonging. The exclusion criteria included withdrawal from the study, incomplete interview

participation, or providing responses that were too brief or unrelated to the research topic.

A total of 24 participants took part in the study. The sampling process continued until theoretical saturation was reached, meaning that
the final interviews did not produce new conceptual insights or additional themes. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews. The interview guide was developed based on the purpose of the study, the conceptual literature on digital media and cultural
identity, and expert review. The questions addressed participants’ patterns of digital media use, exposure to local and global cultural
content, changes in language and communication, lifestyle and consumption patterns, sense of cultural belonging, relationship with
traditions, and perceptions of cultural identity in digital environments. Interviews were conducted either face-to-face or online according
to participant preference and availability. Each interview lasted approximately 35 to 70 minutes. With participants’ consent, interviews
were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. A demographic information form was also used to collect data on age, gender, education,
occupation, and daily digital media use. Field notes were recorded during and after interviews to document contextual observations and

preliminary analytical reflections.

Data were analyzed using inductive thematic analysis. After transcription, the interview texts were read several times to achieve
immersion in the data. Meaningful units related to the impact of digital media on cultural identity were identified and coded. Initial codes
were then compared, refined, and grouped into subthemes and main themes. The coding process was iterative and continued through
constant comparison across interviews. To enhance trustworthiness, peer review, participant checking, rich description, documentation
of analytical decisions, and repeated revision of codes and themes were used. The analysis continued until the final thematic structure

provided a coherent and conceptually meaningful explanation of participants’ experiences.
Findings

The participants included 13 women and 11 men, aged between 18 and 40 years. Their educational levels ranged from diploma and
associate degree to doctoral education. Participants included students, employed individuals, freelancers, homemakers, and unemployed
individuals. Daily digital media use ranged from 2 to 9 hours. Most participants reported frequent use of social networks, messaging

applications, video platforms, online news sources, search engines, and digital entertainment platforms.

The analysis of the interviews led to the extraction of six main themes: redefinition of cultural belonging, encounter with global culture,
transformation of language and cultural symbols, change in lifestyle and cultural consumption, identity conflict and duality, and cultural
agency and reconstruction. The first theme, redefinition of cultural belonging, showed that digital media encouraged participants to
reconsider their relationship with Iranian culture, family traditions, collective values, and local customs. For some participants, exposure
to other cultures strengthened appreciation of their own cultural roots. For others, it created a more critical attitude toward certain

traditional practices. Thus, cultural belonging appeared as a reflective and selective process rather than a fixed inherited condition.

The second theme, encounter with global culture, indicated that digital media expanded participants’ cultural horizons by exposing them
to diverse lifestyles, values, languages, fashion patterns, artistic products, and social norms. Participants frequently compared Iranian
cultural patterns with global models. This comparison sometimes increased tolerance and cultural awareness, but it also produced

dissatisfaction with some local restrictions or traditional expectations.

The third theme, transformation of language and cultural symbols, revealed that digital communication had changed participants’ everyday
language. Many participants referred to the use of English words, online slang, emojis, stickers, memes, abbreviations, and mixed-
language expressions in daily communication. These changes were interpreted as signs of a new hybrid digital culture that reshapes how

users express emotions, humor, criticism, identity, and social belonging.

The fourth theme, change in lifestyle and cultural consumption, showed that digital media influenced participants’ choices in clothing,
entertainment, music, film, shopping, decoration, travel preferences, and leisure activities. Participants stated that many of their tastes
and consumer decisions were affected by online content, influencers, advertisements, video platforms, and digital trends. This finding
showed that cultural identity is reconstructed not only through beliefs and values, but also through everyday consumption and lifestyle

practices.

The fifth theme, identity conflict and duality, reflected the tensions participants experienced between family expectations, local traditions,
personal desires, and global digital models. Some participants described confusion or pressure regarding issues such as marriage, success,
gender roles, appearance, independence, and social behavior. This theme suggested that digital media may intensify conflict between

traditional cultural frameworks and new models of individual self-expression.



The sixth theme, cultural agency and reconstruction, showe were not merely passive recipients of digital influen

participants actively used digital media to follow cultural pages, shar ut Iranian history, music, food, architec

rated that digital media can

and rituals, and challenge stercotypical representations of culture. This th

for cultural preservation, creative representation, and conscious identity reconstr
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that the impact of digital media on cultural identity is multidim

dependent. Digital media expose users to a wide range of cultural meanings and symbolic resources, but user et and appropriate

these meanings in different ways. The same digital environment may lead one user to feel greater attachment to local culture and another
user to feel distance from traditional norms. Therefore, cultural identity in the digital age should not be understood as simply weakened

or strengthened; rather, it is continuously negotiated through comparison, selection, resistance, adaptation, and reconstruction.

One of the most important conclusions of the study is that digital media transform cultural identity by changing the conditions under
which individuals experience belonging. In traditional contexts, cultural identity was often transmitted through family, school,
community, and local institutions. In digital contexts, however, users encounter multiple cultural references simultaneously. This
multiplicity creates opportunities for broader awareness and self-reflection, but it can also produce uncertainty and tension. The findings
suggest that Tehran users experience cultural identity as a fluid and reflective process shaped by local traditions, global media flows, peer

interactions, family expectations, and personal choices.

The study also shows that language, lifestyle, and consumption are central to the reconstruction of cultural identity. Participants’
experiences revealed that digital media change not only what people think about culture, but also how they speak, what they consume,
how they present themselves, and how they evaluate cultural desirability. Digital platforms influence identity through images, trends,
advertisements, influencers, entertainment, and everyday communicative habits. As a result, cultural identity is increasingly performed

through digital language, visual self-presentation, lifestyle choices, and selective participation in online communities.

Another important conclusion is that users possess cultural agency. Although digital media may create pressure to conform to global
trends or dominant representations, users can also critically select content, resist unwanted influences, and use digital spaces to preserve
and represent their own culture. This finding is especially important for cultural policy and education. Instead of viewing digital media
only as a threat, cultural institutions, educators, and families should recognize their potential as tools for cultural dialogue, creative

expression, and identity development.

Overall, this study concludes that digital media are among the most significant contemporary arenas for the formation, transformation,
and reconstruction of cultural identity among urban users. Their impact depends on the interaction between platform content, user
agency, media literacy, family and peer environments, educational background, and type of media consumption. Strengthening media
literacy, supporting high-quality cultural content, encouraging critical engagement with digital representations, and creating attractive
spaces for the representation of local culture can help users benefit from digital media while reducing identity confusion and cultural

alienation.
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