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Abstract

This study aimed to design and validate an indigenous model of social media capital by identifying its dimensions, components, and
indicators within the socio-cultural context of Northern Iran. A sequential qualitative design was employed. In the model-development
phase, thematic analysis based on the six-step framework of Braun and Clarke was utilized. Participants included university faculty
members in media management, communication sciences, cultural studies, sociology, and public relations, as well as senior media
practitioners and communication experts. Twenty-one experts were selected through snowball sampling and participated in semi-
structured interviews until theoretical saturation was achieved. In the validation phase, sixteen experts were selected purposively and
participated in a three-round Delphi process using an expert evaluation checklist. Qualitative data were analyzed using Atlas software,
while Delphi data were examined through descriptive statistics in SPSS. The analysis generated 513 initial codes, which were refined into
119 final indicators, 24 subthemes, and 6 overarching themes. The final model consisted of network capital, relational-trust capital,
cognitive-content/symbolic capital, participatory-action capital, technological-infrastructural and digital competency capital, and
institutional-governance/ contextual capital. Delphi results confirmed all 24 subthemes identified during the qualitative phase. Among the
most influential components were network diversity (Mean=3.96), social support (Mean=4.04), message transmissibility and retellability
(Mean=3.88), interactive participation (Mean=3.91), privacy and security (Mean=3.96), and formal media regulations (Mean=3.91).
High Kendall’s coefficients across Delphi rounds indicated strong consensus among experts regarding the validity of the proposed model.
The findings demonstrate that social media capital is a multidimensional construct emerging from the interaction of network, relational,
cognitive, participatory, technological, and institutional factors. The proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for
policymakers, media managers, and social planners to strengthen social capital and optimize the use of social media in Northern Iran.
Furthermore, it offers a foundation for future regional and comparative studies on social media capital.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital communication technologies has transformed the nature of social interactions
and significantly altered the ways individuals create, maintain, and utilize social relationships. Among these
technologies, social media platforms have emerged as one of the most influential environments for
communication, collaboration, information exchange, and community building. As social interactions
increasingly migrate to digital spaces, the concept of social capital has also evolved beyond traditional face-
to-face relationships and become deeply intertwined with online networks and media environments. Social
capital generally refers to the resources embedded in social relationships, including trust, norms, reciprocity,
cooperation, and social networks that facilitate collective action and social cohesion (Meshkini & Bahrami,
2025; Zarei, 2025).

Recent studies have emphasized the growing importance of social capital in promoting sustainable
development, community participation, social trust, and collective well-being. Social capital has been
recognized as a critical factor in rural development, urban regeneration, tourism development, and institutional
effectiveness (Meshkini & Bahrami, 2025; Sabit & Khaksar, 2025; Zarei, 2025). In the digital era, however,
social capital is increasingly generated, maintained, and reproduced through social media platforms. These
platforms facilitate interactions among geographically dispersed individuals and communities, allowing users
to establish networks, exchange information, seek support, and participate in collective activities
(Akhtarmohagheghi et al., 2021; Kakavand et al., 2022).

Research has demonstrated that social media can significantly contribute to the development of social capital
by enhancing communication, trust, collaboration, and knowledge sharing. Social media usage enables
individuals to access diverse networks, strengthen interpersonal relationships, and engage in meaningful social
exchanges (Kumar & Rani, 2024; Sidhu et al., 2023). In educational settings, online interactions and
collaborative learning environments have also been found to foster social capital and improve learning
outcomes (Samuel-Azran et al., 2025). Furthermore, social media platforms provide opportunities for value
co-creation, community engagement, and organizational development through networked communication
processes (Hallock et al., 2019; Zarezadeh Baghdadabad & Kahrizi, 2024).

Despite these opportunities, social media also presents challenges. Excessive or inappropriate use may weaken
traditional social ties, facilitate misinformation, reduce trust, and contribute to social fragmentation.
Consequently, understanding the dimensions and mechanisms through which social media influences social

capital has become an important area of inquiry (Bavandpouri et al., 2022; Niazi et al., 2023; Zeinlipour,



2019). Existing studies have often examined specific aspects of the relationship between social media and
social capital; however, comprehensive and context-specific models explaining social media capital remain
limited.

In Iran, the widespread adoption of social media has generated new forms of communication and social
interaction. Previous studies have confirmed the relationship between social media usage and social and
cultural capital among different populations (Sajedi Raeisi et al., 2022). Research has also highlighted the
role of social networks in strengthening social capital, facilitating knowledge exchange, and improving
organizational and community outcomes (Khosravi et al., 2024; Paknahad et al., 2020). Nevertheless, little
attention has been devoted to developing an indigenous model of social media capital that incorporates the
unique cultural, social, and economic characteristics of specific regions.

The northern provinces of Iran represent a particularly important context for such investigation. These
provinces possess distinctive cultural identities, strong local communities, tourism-based economies, and
extensive social interactions. Social media platforms play an increasingly significant role in shaping social
relationships, community participation, and information dissemination in these regions. Therefore, identifying
the dimensions and components of social media capital in northern Iran can contribute both to theoretical
development and practical policymaking.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to design and validate a comprehensive model of social media capital in
the northern provinces of Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a sequential qualitative research design consisting of two main phases: model
development and model validation.

The first phase adopted an interpretive qualitative approach using thematic analysis based on the six-step
framework proposed by Braun and Clarke. Participants included university faculty members specializing in
media management, communication studies, cultural studies, sociology, public relations, and public
management, as well as senior managers and experts working in media, communication, and public relations
sectors within governmental and private organizations.

Snowball sampling was used to recruit participants for the qualitative phase. Data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in interviews with 21 experts. Semi-structured interviews served
as the primary data collection instrument. Interview transcripts were analyzed through multiple coding stages,
including initial coding, theme development, and theme refinement. Atlas software was utilized to facilitate
qualitative data analysis.

The second phase focused on validating the identified themes and components using the Delphi technique.
Sixteen experts were purposively selected to participate in three Delphi rounds. A structured expert evaluation
checklist was developed based on the findings of the qualitative phase. Participants evaluated the importance

and relevance of the identified components using a five-point scale.




To ensure trustworthiness, credibility was established through expert review, confirmability through
participant verification, and reliability through intercoder agreement procedures. In the validation phase,
content validity was confirmed by academic and professional experts. Test-retest reliability was calculated at
0.84, indicating satisfactory reliability. Descriptive statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS software.
Findings

The thematic analysis process initially generated 513 primary conceptual codes extracted from the interview
data. Following the removal of duplicate and overlapping codes, 119 final indicators remained. These
indicators were subsequently organized into 24 subthemes and six major themes.

The first major theme, Network Capital, consisted of network diversity, network density and cohesion,
bridging among different communities, and multi-platform communication. Delphi results indicated that
network diversity received the highest importance rating among these components.

The second major theme, Relational-Trust Capital, included interpersonal trust, digital reputation and
credibility, interaction norms, and social support. Among these components, social support achieved the
highest mean score during the validation process.

The third major theme, Cognitive-Content/Symbolic Capital, comprised framing and meaning-making,
knowledge quality and credibility, local symbols and narratives, and message transmissibility. Message
transmissibility emerged as the most highly rated component within this dimension.

The fourth major theme, Participatory-Action Capital, included interactive participation, collective content co-
creation, collective action and resource mobilization, and online community management. Interactive
participation received the highest importance rating among the four components.

The fifth major theme, Technological-Infrastructural and Digital Competency Capital, consisted of access and
connectivity quality, digital multi-skilling, algorithmic and analytical knowledge, and privacy and security.
Privacy and security emerged as the most important component in this category.

The sixth major theme, Institutional-Governance and Contextual Capital, included formal media regulations,
self-regulation and media ethics mechanisms, inter-institutional coordination, and socio-cultural-economic
contextual factors. Formal media regulations achieved the highest level of importance among these
components.

Across all Delphi rounds, experts demonstrated high levels of consensus regarding the identified themes and
subthemes. Kendall’s coefficients of concordance indicated substantial agreement among participants,
supporting the validity and stability of the proposed model. Ultimately, all 24 subthemes and 119 indicators
were confirmed and retained within the final social media capital model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that social media capital is a multidimensional construct shaped by the interaction
of network, relational, cognitive, participatory, technological, and institutional factors. The proposed model

extends existing understandings of social capital by integrating traditional dimensions of trust, networks, and



participation with emerging dimensions related to digital infrastructure, media governance, algorithmic
literacy, and online community management.

The identification of network capital as a major dimension underscores the importance of diverse and
interconnected relationships in digital environments. Social media platforms create opportunities for
individuals to establish both strong and weak ties, facilitating access to information, resources, and
collaborative opportunities. Similarly, the prominence of relational-trust capital highlights the continuing
importance of trust, credibility, and social support in online interactions. Despite technological advancements,
human relationships remain the foundation upon which digital communities are built.

The cognitive-content dimension illustrates that social media capital depends not only on social connections
but also on the quality, credibility, and cultural relevance of information. Meaningful content, local narratives,
and transferable messages contribute to collective understanding and strengthen community bonds. At the
same time, participatory-action capital reflects the active role of users in content production, resource
mobilization, and collective action, emphasizing that social media users are not merely consumers but also
contributors and community builders.

The emergence of technological and digital competency factors highlights the growing significance of digital
literacy, privacy protection, and technological accessibility in contemporary social interactions. Effective
participation in digital environments increasingly requires advanced competencies and confidence in
technological infrastructures.

Finally, the institutional-governance dimension demonstrates that social media capital is influenced by broader
regulatory, cultural, and organizational contexts. Formal regulations, ethical frameworks, and institutional
coordination shape the conditions under which social media interactions occur and determine their contribution
to social development.

Overall, the study provides a comprehensive indigenous model of social media capital tailored to the socio-
cultural context of northern Iran. The model offers valuable theoretical insights into the evolving nature of
social capital in digital environments and provides a practical framework for policymakers, media managers,
and community leaders seeking to strengthen social cohesion, trust, participation, and sustainable development
through social media. The findings also establish a foundation for future empirical investigations and

comparative studies examining social media capital across different regions and cultural contexts.
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