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Abstract:

This study aimed to develop and explain a model of citizens’ electoral participation by emphasizing the capacities, opportunities, and
challenges of social networks and identifying the mechanisms through which electoral engagement is shaped and strengthened within the
digital environment. This applied qualitative study employed grounded theory based on the systematic approach of Strauss and Corbin. The
participants consisted of 10 experts from political science, sociology, communication, media management, information technology, social
psychology, and public policy, selected through purposive and theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed concurrently with data collection. Analysis was conducted through open, axial,
and selective coding. During axial coding, the extracted categories were organized within a paradigmatic framework comprising causal
conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, consequences, and the core phenomenon. The analysis yielded 35 main
indicators and 118 sub-indicators. The analytical findings indicated that electoral participation in social networks emerges from the interaction
of several mechanisms, including the shift of political exposure from traditional media to digital platforms, reconstruction of political identity,
perceived political agency, linkage of everyday experiences with politics, political-media literacy, platform architecture, and structures of
trust. Conversely, polarization, echo chambers, information pollution and misinformation, legal and technical restrictions, and cognitive-
emotional pressure were identified as factors capable of undermining the quality of participation. Social networks can facilitate electoral
engagement by expanding access to information, political interaction, reconsideration of preferences, and social mobilization; however, under
weak media governance, they may also intensify distrust, polarization, and reactive forms of political engagement. Electoral participation in
the digital era is a multidimensional and network-based phenomenon that cannot be explained solely by the extent of social media use. Rather,
interaction quality, media literacy, trust, platform characteristics, and institutional conditions jointly shape electoral engagement.
Accordingly, using social networks to facilitate electoral participation requires a balanced approach that simultaneously considers their
informational and mobilizing capacities and their potential risks related to misinformation, polarization, and erosion of trust.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Electoral participation is one of the most institutionalized forms of political participation and constitutes an important
mechanism through which citizens articulate preferences, express political demands, evaluate public institutions, and influence
the direction of governance. Nevertheless, electoral participation cannot be reduced to the act of voting alone. Contemporary
political participation encompasses a broader process involving political information seeking, discussion of public issues,
development of political attitudes, political self-expression, trust formation, perceived political efficacy, and interaction within
formal and informal social networks. Recent studies increasingly conceptualize political participation as a multidimensional
phenomenon resulting from interactions among individual resources, psychological orientations, social relationships,
institutional conditions, and communication environments. From this perspective, political behavior is shaped by complex
combinations of personal and contextual determinants rather than by any single explanatory factor (Ahlskog et al., 2025;
Goetting & Becker, 2025).

Social and cultural resources constitute another important dimension of political participation. Social capital, interpersonal
trust, social networks, neighborhood relations, and collective ties can facilitate citizens’ access to political information and
strengthen their willingness to become involved in public affairs (Aliakbari et al., 2024; Liu et al., 2024). Similarly, studies
conducted in different social settings have demonstrated that political participation is embedded in broader socioeconomic and
cultural contexts and may vary according to citizens’ social experiences, opportunities, and perceived constraints (Amoozadeh
et al., 2024; Panleaw et al., 2025). Gender-related studies likewise indicate that institutionalized political participation is
conditioned by social, cultural, informational, and contextual factors, suggesting that participation patterns cannot be assumed
to be uniform across different population groups (Jiang et al., 2024; Soltani et al., 2024). Political values, civic orientations,
educational experiences, and cognitive frameworks also contribute to citizens’ political engagement. Civic education can
facilitate active participation by strengthening political knowledge and civic competence, while value systems and
philosophical orientations may influence the manner in which individuals interpret political responsibility and participation (Al-
Ansari et al., 2025; Rahmani, 2025). Electoral structures may further shape opportunities for participation, particularly among
younger citizens (Akhlaghi, 2026).

In recent years, however, one of the most significant transformations in electoral participation has emerged from the
expansion of digital communication and social networking platforms. Social media have altered the conventional relationship
between political actors, citizens, and information by enabling users to simultaneously receive, interpret, produce, redistribute,

and evaluate political content. Digital environments have consequently become important spaces for civic engagement,
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especially among younger generations whose political experiences increasingly occur within networked environments (Bolanle
et al.,, 2026; Faryal, 2024). Social media may influence participation through several mechanisms, including political
information acquisition, self-expression, identity reinforcement, interaction with other users, and exposure to political
discussion. Evidence has indicated that social viewing of news can contribute to political participation through information
acquisition, political self-expression, and identity-related mechanisms (Wang et al., 2024).

At the same time, online political participation has become increasingly intertwined with the architecture of digital
platforms. Algorithms, recommendation systems, data-based communication, and interactive features can influence the
visibility of political content, patterns of exposure, and opportunities for engagement. Consequently, digital participation is not
determined solely by individual motivation but also by the technological structures within which interaction occurs (Tutar,
2025; Vaz, 2024). These developments are particularly important because political participation in digital spaces can generate
both opportunities and risks. Social media may facilitate access to diverse political information, lower participation costs,
enhance citizens’ sense of political agency, and provide new channels for mobilization. Conversely, they may also encourage
information overload, misinformation, emotional polarization, selective exposure, and declining trust. Furthermore, the
relationship between political participation and institutional trust remains complex and potentially reciprocal, particularly
among younger citizens and groups whose political participation is strongly mediated by digital communication (Mubeen,
2025). Differences in media use, social context, identity, and political experience may therefore produce heterogeneous
consequences for political behavior (zhu, 2023).

Despite the growing literature on social media and political participation, many studies have focused on isolated
relationships between variables such as social capital, trust, media use, political efficacy, or participation intention. Less
attention has been given to developing an integrated process model explaining how electoral preferences are formed, refined,
and expressed within interactive social-media ecosystems. Accordingly, the present study sought to develop a qualitative model
of citizens’ electoral participation by identifying the causal, contextual, intervening, strategic, and consequential dimensions
through which social networks shape electoral engagement.

Materials and Methods

The study was applied in purpose and qualitative in approach and was conducted using grounded theory based on the
systematic paradigm of Strauss and Corbin. The qualitative design was selected because electoral participation in social
networks represents a complex, context-dependent, and socially constructed phenomenon requiring an in-depth understanding
of participants’ experiences, interpretations, and evaluations. Participants consisted of 10 experts in political science, sociology,
communication, media management, information technology, social psychology, and public policy. The sample included five
men and five women aged 34 to 52 years. Eight participants held doctoral degrees and two held master’s degrees. Their
professional experience ranged from 9 to 25 years, with an average of approximately 16 years, providing substantial theoretical
and practical familiarity with elections, political participation, media, and digital networks.

Participants were initially selected through purposive sampling to identify information-rich individuals and subsequently
through theoretical sampling as categories emerged during analysis. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was
reached. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted either in person or virtually. The interviews focused
on participants’ experiences and interpretations concerning electoral participation, political communication, social-media use,
determinants of electoral preferences, and the role of digital interaction in political decision-making. With participants’ consent,

interviews were recorded and transcribed in full.
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Data collection and analysis proceeded concurrently. Analysis followed three stages: open coding, axial coding, and
selective coding. During open coding, interview transcripts were examined line by line to identify initial concepts and meaning
units. During axial coding, related concepts were integrated into categories and organized according to causal conditions,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, consequences, and the core phenomenon. Selective coding involved
integrating the principal categories around the central category and constructing the final conceptual model.

Findings

Qualitative analysis resulted in 35 main indicators and 118 sub-indicators, which formed the empirical foundation of the
final grounded-theory model. The findings indicated that citizens’ electoral participation in social-media environments
develops through a dynamic process rather than as a single behavioral response.

Causal conditions included the shift of citizens’ primary political exposure from official media toward digital platforms,
continuous and immediate exposure to electoral content, transformation from program-oriented politics toward more emotional
and symbolic forms of political communication, reconstruction of political identity in digital environments, an increased sense
of agency, and the linkage of everyday socioeconomic experiences to electoral judgments. Citizens frequently connected
livelihood concerns, social dissatisfaction, prior political experiences, and perceptions of injustice with electoral evaluations.

Contextual conditions included political-media literacy, analytical capacity, platform architecture, algorithmically directed
exposure to content, trust structures, peer networks, and increasingly personalized political experiences. Participants
emphasized that users differed substantially in their capacity to identify bias, distinguish substantive analysis from superficial
platform content, evaluate the credibility of information, and recognize campaign techniques.

Intervening conditions included political polarization, echo chambers, informational pollution, misinformation, declining
source credibility, filtering and access restrictions, perceived surveillance, self-censorship, cognitive overload, emotional
exhaustion, and the perceived social or occupational costs of political expression. These conditions could strengthen, weaken,
or redirect electoral engagement.

Citizens employed several strategies to navigate electoral information. These included issue-oriented information seeking,
transferring public content to trusted private groups, discussing information with family members or colleagues, comparing
supportive and opposing narratives, combining official and unofficial sources, limited cross-checking of information, relying
on trusted individuals or opinion leaders, using interactive indicators such as likes and comments as credibility cues, regulating
political self-presentation, and modifying media-consumption patterns.

The consequences were also multidimensional. Positive consequences included increased political awareness, stronger
citizen monitoring, greater demands for accountability, and an enhanced sense of political agency. Negative consequences
included erosion of institutional trust, transfer of trust from institutions to individuals, political frustration, intensified
polarization, weakened public dialogue, superficial political discussion, digital populism, reduced quality of long-term political
judgment, security concerns, and conservative withdrawal from visible participation.

The core category was identified as the “network-centered process of formation, refinement, and expression of citizens’
electoral preferences within the interactive ecosystem of social media.” This central category indicated that electoral
preferences emerge through continuous exposure to networked content, are gradually refined through discussion, trust, and
validation within close social circles, and are ultimately expressed through digital behavior and electoral decisions.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings demonstrate that electoral participation in contemporary digital environments should be understood as a
process of political decision construction rather than merely as the final act of voting. Social networks function not simply as
channels through which electoral messages are transmitted, but as interactive environments in which citizens encounter
competing narratives, express identities, negotiate meanings, evaluate credibility, and continuously reconstruct their political
preferences.

A central contribution of the study is the identification of a networked and reflexive pattern of electoral participation.
Citizens do not necessarily accept political messages passively. Instead, they selectively search for information, compare
sources, discuss content within trusted networks, and revise their positions. However, this reflexivity is neither universal nor
automatically rational. The same environment that facilitates comparison and political awareness can simultaneously intensify
emotional reactions, selective exposure, misinformation, and identity-based polarization.

The results further indicate that the political effects of social media depend heavily on contextual and intervening conditions.
Media literacy, trust, social capital, perceived security, access conditions, and platform architecture determine whether digital
participation develops into informed engagement or into confusion, withdrawal, reactive behavior, and distrust. Accordingly,
greater social-media activity should not automatically be interpreted as higher-quality political participation.

The dual nature of the identified consequences is especially important. Social networks can strengthen awareness,
accountability, political monitoring, and perceived agency while simultaneously weakening institutional trust, deepening
polarization, increasing cognitive fatigue, and encouraging superficial forms of political communication. Thus, the democratic
significance of social media lies not merely in increasing opportunities for participation, but in the quality of information,
interaction, trust, and deliberation that accompany such participation.

Overall, the grounded-theory model developed in this study conceptualizes electoral participation as a multidimensional,
socially embedded, and technologically mediated process in which political preferences are formed, refined, and expressed
through the interaction of citizens, social networks, trusted interpersonal relationships, platform structures, and broader political
conditions. The model therefore extends the understanding of electoral participation beyond voting behavior and highlights the
importance of examining the entire social-media-mediated process through which political decisions are constructed in the

digital era.
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