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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

The family, as one of the most fundamental social institutions, functions not only as a biological or legal unit but also as a symbolic,
emotional, cultural, and relational structure through which individuals experience identity, security, intimacy, responsibility, and
continuity. In sociological terms, the family can be understood as a “realized category” in which social meanings, power relations, gender
expectations, kinship norms, and emotional commitments are reproduced in everyday life (Bourdieu, 1996). Historically, the family
has undergone substantial transformation from extended, kinship-based, and tradition-oriented structures toward more nuclear,
individualized, and negotiation-based forms, and this transition has deeply affected spousal roles, marital expectations, and patterns of
belonging (Segalen, 1991). In this context, the sense of belonging between spouses becomes a key sociological construct because it
reflects the extent to which husband and wife perceive themselves as emotionally, practically, cognitively, and socially connected within

the shared structure of family life.

Sense of belonging is closely associated with psychological functioning, social participation, emotional security, and the perception of
being valued and accepted by significant others (Hagerty et al., 1996). Within the family, belonging provides meaning, stability, and
relational purpose, and studies have shown that family belonging can strengthen meaning in life and subjective well-being (Goodman et
al., 2019). Conversely, thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness may weaken attitudes toward life and contribute to
psychological vulnerability (Bokani 2019). The significance of belonging is also evident in educational and social settings, where
belonging is associated with motivation, rejection sensitivity, and adaptive engagement (Ghasemi Joo, 2023). Therefore, marital

belonging should be viewed as part of a broader human need for meaningful attachment, recognition, and participation in relational

systems .

In contemporary societies, marital belonging is increasingly challenged by rapid cultural change, economic pressure, shifting gender roles,

media influence, and changing attitudes toward divorce. Divorce is not merely a legal event but a multidimensional process involving
emotional, social, economic, and psychological separation (Bohannan, 2014). Recent sociological studies have also emphasized the
increasing rate of divorce and its consequences for family stability and social development (Ojen, 2025), while research on family

estrangement has highlighted how emotional exits may occur even before formal separation (Nica, 2025). In Iran, studies on family

power structure and marital conflicts show that transformations in authority, gender expectations, and decision-making patterns can

intensify marital tensions when traditional norms and modern expectations collide (Saeidian & Navabinejad, 2010). Broader social
conditions, including urban insecurity, public trust, and social support systems, also influence family relations and the capacity of couples

to maintain stable bonds (Ghaderi, 2011).

The transformation of gender roles is especially important in explaining the changing nature of spousal belonging. New expectations
regarding women’s education, employment, economic independence, domestic participation, and decision-making have altered the
traditional division of labor and the meaning of marital commitment (Gorlatykh, 2025). Studies on family transformations in Iranian
urban contexts similarly indicate that families are experiencing changes in lifestyle, authority patterns, intergenerational relations, and
gendered responsibilities (Farahoudeh et al., 2025). At the same time, culture, religion, and family education continue to shape moral
expectations, intergenerational respect, and relational responsibilities within family systems (Altintas, 2025). The family can also support
women’s agency and success when cultural and familial resources function as enabling rather than restrictive forces (Kurniawan et al.,

2025). Thus, marital belonging in modern families emerges at the intersection of continuity and change, tradition and negotiation,

dependence and autonomy.

Previous research has shown that intimacy, attachment, forgiveness, and seclf-esteem are deeply related to marital belonging, particularly
among married Iranian women (Farahmand et al., 2021). Marital satisfaction can also be understood as a resilient process shaped by
couples’ ability to maintain adaptive bonds over time (Surijah et al., 2024). During the transition to parenthood, couples face new
relational challenges that require emotional regulation, shared responsibility, and relational adjustment (Lévesque et al., 2020).
Moreover, low perceived family support has been identified as a social marker associated with vulnerability and maladaptive outcomes
(Lemos et al., 2012), while family functioning and parenting patterns have been linked to depressive reactions and emotional adjustment
among adolescents (Matejevic et al., 2015). These findings collectively demonstrate that belonging within the family is not an isolated

emotional state but a complex relational process with psychological, social, and developmental consequences.



The contemporary media environment has added anothe omplexity to family belonging. Social media has

imes reduced face-to-face emotional int

communication patterns, increased comparison, altered expectation

families (Chatterjee et al., 2025). Infertility and other culturally sensiti eriences may also creat

sociologically, with attention to cultural, economic, emotional, gendered, and communicative dimen

study aimed to sociologically examine the dimensions of sense of belonging among spouses in traditional and n families in Tehran

and to identify its causal, contextual, intervening, strategic, and consequential components (Elson, 2000; Swartzman et al., 2017).
Methods and Materials

This study was conducted using a qualitative design based on grounded theory methodology. The research field consisted of married
women and men in Tehran, and participants were selected through purposive sampling according to their relevance to the research topic
and their ability to provide rich descriptions of marital and family experiences. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved. The main data collection technique was in-depth semi-structured interviewing. The interview questions focused on the lived
and interpreted experiences of participants regarding marital belonging, family structure, emotional relations, kinship interactions,
marital expectations, gender roles, decision-making, conflict, support, and the differences between traditional and modern family

patterns .

Each interview was conducted individually and lasted approximately between one hour and one and a half hours, depending on the
participant’s willingness, narrative depth, and the amount of information obtained. Alongside the core interview questions, demographic
information such as age, gender, education, occupation, and marital status was recorded. After data collection, interviews were
transcribed and analyzed through the three major stages of grounded theory coding: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In
open coding, meaningful units were extracted from the interview texts and labeled conceptually. In axial coding, related concepts were
organized into broader categories around conceptual axes. In selective coding, the central category was identified and the relationships
among causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences were integrated into a paradigmatic
model. Credibility was enhanced through participant review, continuous comparison of raw data with emerging concepts, and prolonged

analytical discussion among researchers and experts.
Findings

The findings indicated that sense of belonging among spouses is a multidimensional and process-oriented phenomenon. The central
category extracted from the data was “subjective and objective sense of belonging.” Objective belonging referred to visible, practical, and
behavioral dimensions of marital connection, including financial and material support, informational support, behavioral cooperation,
participation in decision-making, shared responsibility, and practical presence in family life. Subjective belonging referred to the
emotional, psychological, and interpretive dimensions of the relationship, including love, intimacy, emotional attachment, mutual trust,

acceptance of differences, emotional validation, patience during conflict, and the feeling of being recognized and valued by one’s spouse.

The causal conditions influencing marital belonging included the degree of limitation or expansion of kinship relations, conflict or
agreement in behavioral patterns, the role of dowry in controlling male instability, preferred patterns of spouse selection, mutual family
trust between couples, and inconsistency between attitudes and actual practices. In traditional families, belonging was more strongly
linked to kinship-based empathy, cultural compatibility, fulfillment of basic financial needs, acceptance of family rules, agreement on
spouse selection, and trust between families. In modern families, belonging was more strongly associated with romantic relations, mutual

commitment, financial independence, participation in domestic affairs, democratic management, and changing family values.

ded the traditional or modern structure governing family relations, the elements that sustain family
to support the family, dominance of sexual need over other criteria in spouse selection, expansion
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The strategies identified in the data included reducing family interference, strengthening cultural compatibility between spouses,
developing emotional relations based on equal opportunities, reaching mutual understanding in expectations, changing the traditional
division of labor, becoming aware of differences, accepting change, and searching for new patterns of family life. These strategies led to
important consequences, including changes in marital interactions, increased solidarity, greater desire for empathy and companionship,
stronger commitment, and greater responsibility during hardship. Overall, the model showed that marital belonging is produced through

the interaction of structural, cultural, emotional, economic, and relational factors.
Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study show that sense of belonging among spouses is not a simple emotional attachment but a complex sociological
phenomenon shaped by the interaction of individual experiences, family structures, cultural expectations, gender roles, economic
conditions, kinship relations, and patterns of communication. The identification of subjective and objective belonging as the central
category indicates that marital belonging requires both emotional connection and practical participation. Emotional intimacy alone is
insufficient when couples do not experience cooperation, responsibility, financial support, informational sharing, and behavioral
involvement. Similarly, practical coexistence alone cannot produce belonging when emotional recognition, trust, acceptance, and mutual

respect are absent.

The distinction between traditional and modern families was one of the most important findings. In traditional families, belonging was
largely supported by kinship networks, shared cultural norms, clear gender roles, collective decision-making, and the moral disapproval
of divorce. These elements could provide stability, predictability, and social support, although they could also restrict individual
autonomy. In modern families, belonging depends more on negotiation, equality, emotional intimacy, mutual expectations, and adaptive
role-sharing. This means that modern marital belonging is less guaranteed by structure and more dependent on the couple’s relational

skills, communicative capacity, and ability to manage change.

The findings also suggest that economic pressure, media influence, rapid cultural change, and altered attitudes toward divorce have made
marital belonging more fragile. Couples today must simultancously manage personal autonomy, emotional expectations, financial
insecurity, family interference, gender role transformation, and external cultural influences. When these pressures are not managed
constructively, they may weaken trust, reduce empathy, intensify conflict, and create emotional distance. Conversely, when couples are
able to accept differences, negotiate expectations, reduce destructive interference, and build equal emotional relations, the sense of

belonging becomes a protective factor for marital stability and family cohesion.

In conclusion, marital belonging should be considered a key indicator of family health in transitional societies. It connects the emotional
life of spouses with broader social structures and reflects the quality of interaction between tradition and modernity in family life.
Strengthening this sense of belonging requires attention to both subjective and objective dimensions: couples need emotional intimacy,
respect, and trust, but they also need cooperation, shared responsibility, financial and informational support, and fair participation in
family decisions. The grounded theory model developed in this study provides a sociological framework for understanding how marital

belonging is formed, weakened, maintained, and transformed in contemporary families.
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