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Abstract

Digital technologies, as drivers of socio-cultural change, are reshaping
the configuration and relations between generations and redefining the
emotional, moral, and cognitive order of their users. This article
adopts a descriptive-analytical approach and employs secondary
analysis of some major national surveys as well as a systematic review
of existing quantitative and qualitative research to examine the
attitudes and behaviors of different generations toward digital
technologies in Iran. Findings indicate that although unequal access
and digital divides at the household level do not necessarily translate
into overt family tensions, at the macro and structural levels they
contribute to the reinforcement and reproduction of social, cultural,
and political cleavages. Emphasizing the relative predominance of
intergenerational cooperation over conflict, the article argues that
digital technologies simultaneously possess both bonding and divisive
capacities. Policy recommendations are organized around three axes:
equitable and universal digital infrastructure coverage, leveraging
family and local community capacities for intergenerational digital
literacy training, and developing critical digital literacy through civil
society and educational institutions.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction and Problem Statement

The paper addresses the multifaceted impact of digital technologies —

including hardware (smartphones, computers), software (social media

platforms, algorithms), networks (the Internet), and digital media

(streaming, virtual reality) — on generational relations in Iran. It argues

that these technologies are not neutral tools; they fundamentally

reconfigure spatial and temporal orders, communicative practices,

identity formation, and political participation. While such

transformations are global, their manifestations in Iran are shaped by

specific demographic, cultural, and political-economic conditions: a

large youth population highly enthusiastic about new media, near-

universal Internet penetration (79.6%), intensive social media use

(52.2%), and a contested policy environment characterized by periodic

filtering, moral panics, and restricted access due to sanctions.

The article poses three research questions:

(@) How have digital technologies affected intergenerational relations
in Iran?

(b) What are the main sources (contexts) of intergenerational tension
in the digital space?

(c) What policies can reduce cultural gaps while preserving public
cultural values?

2. Methodology

The study employs a descriptive-analytical design based on secondary
analysis of four major national surveys conducted by the Iranian
Research Institute for Culture, Art and Communication (2019-2021):
the National Survey on Children and the Internet (ages 9-17), the
National Survey on Cultural Goods Consumption, and the National
Youth Values and Attitudes Survey (ages 18-35). These are
complemented by a systematic review of 14 qualitative studies (in-
depth interviews, netnography) published between 2016 and 2024.
The combination of large-scale quantitative data and thick qualitative
description enables both mapping of behavioral patterns and
interpretation of the meanings users attach to their digital practices.

3. Findings
The paper documents persistent and substantial differences across age
groups in access, skills, and usage patterns. For instance, 59.1% of



v | Digital Technologies and Generational Relations in Iran ... | Zokaei

children aged 9-17 began using the Internet before age 10; 74.4% use
mobile phones as their primary connection device; 61% are online
more than two hours daily. Young people (15-29) watch foreign
series online four times more often than adults aged 41-64. Among
youth (18-35), 76.9% rank social messaging apps as their most
important leisure activity.

Drawing on these data and qualitative studies, the article
constructs a generational typology of technology relations in Iran:

Generation Key Primary Mode of
(Approx. Age) Characteristics Platforms Relation
Pre- Low digital WhatsApp, .
Revolution literacy, rely on state TV, local D';'S;g;?te
(60+) family for help apps
Pragmatic use for Telegram,
Revolutionar work/family, email, Pragmatic
y (45-60) distrust of social e-government users
media services
Post-War Bridge between . Instagram, Adaptive
(30-45) past and future Linkedin, I_ocal users
apps (Rubika)
High digital VPN-dependent Digital
Gen Z (<30) flueqcy, pol!tlcal , online gaming, pioneers
dissent via Instagram, with critical
memes/subcultures TikTok activism

The typology, while heuristic, is methodologically grounded in cross-

tabulation of survey indicators and thematic synthesis of qualitative

findings. For better results it is suggested that intra-generational

variations by gender, class, and locality be taken into account.

A core argument of the paper is that digital technologies

simultaneously act as bridges and sources of tension between

generations.

Bridging functions are evident in several domains:

o Family online groups (especially on Telegram and WhatsApp)
enhance emotional support, maintain extended family ties across
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national borders, and serve as arenas for sharing daily life, thus
strengthening intergenerational solidarity.

e Reverse socialization: youth frequently assist parents and
grandparents with digital tasks (e-banking, e-government
services, installing apps), thereby reducing the skills gap and
fostering mutual respect.

« Cosmopolitan orientations: digital media connect Iranian youth to
global cultural flows and the diaspora, nurturing a rooted
cosmopolitanism that, while sometimes contested, also
reinforces national pride during crises (e.g., COVID-19, the
2025 Israel-Iran conflict).

Sources of tension also operate at multiple levels including:

o Value changes: conservative discourses associate social media
with secularization, moral relativism, consumerism, and
individualism. Surveys show that 25.4% of adolescents report
conflicts with family over Internet use, and 22.7% link it to
academic decline.

o Political dissent: platforms like Telegram (before its 2018
filtering) and Instagram (filtered in 2022) became sites for
hashtag activism, youth-led protests (2019, 2022), and critique
of older generations' political quietism.

o Digital divide as structural inequality: beyond age, the digital
divide intersects with locality (rural/urban), gender, and class.
Table 2 in the paper reveals sharp gaps: 85.5% of 15-25
year-olds have Internet access versus 37% of 41-64 year-olds;
activities like downloading films/music are predominantly
youthful.

The paper introduces a novel subsection on Al and intergenerational

relations, identifying four emerging fault lines:

V. Epistemic divide: youth use generative Al (ChatGPT, Midjourney)
for knowledge production and creativity, while many adults
distrust its reliability and view it as a shortcut undermining
effort.

Y. Redefinition of skill and creativity: parental emphasis on gradual
mastery conflicts with children's Al-assisted productivity,
breeding pedagogical tensions.
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Y. Care and companionship: conversational chatbots increasingly
serve as confidants for adolescents and the elderly, raising
concerns about substitution of human empathy.

¢, Employment anxiety: Gen Z fears job displacement by
automation, a worry less salient among older generations.

The paper advocates a shift from prohibitionist stances toward critical
Al literacy through joint parent-child learning programs in
schools and community centers.

5.Policy Recommendations

The policy section is organized into the following three interrelated

axes:

A)Maximizing equitable digital coverage: this involves invest in
rural broadband, subsidize access for low-income groups, and
support local digital talent.

B) Family- and community-based interventions: National adult
digital literacy campaigns with intergenerational learning
components, positive media representation of intergenerational
digital collaboration and digital detox” initiatives within family
groups, analog leisure activities, and shared Al workshops in
municipal centers arte the initiatives suggested in this section.

C) Community-centered education: This involves utilizing mosques,
schools, and public libraries as hubs for critical digital literacy,
especially in underserved areas.

6. Conclusion
The paper concludes that the digital generation gap in Iran is less a
biological or life-cycle phenomenon than a manifestation of unequal
political economy of infrastructure, education, and skills. At the
micro level, cooperation (especially through reverse mentoring and
family groups) tends to outweigh overt conflict, although this
cooperation should not be equated with value convergence; often it is
a form of agentic adaptation to structural constraints. At the macro
level, however, digital divides and asymmetric usage patterns
reproduce and amplify existing social and political cleavages.
Dominant academic and policy discourses in Iran remain trapped
in  atechno-determinist, pathology-oriented paradigm  that
overemphasizes threats and neglects empowering potentials. The
article calls for a paradigm shift toward enabling, future-oriented
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policies that treat digital literacy as a citizenship right. Key research
gaps include intersectional studies of intra-generational diversity

(gender, ethnicity, class) and anticipatory research on AI’s long-term
impact on family dynamics.
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