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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the cultural and cognitive challenges affecting users’ use of foreign social networks. This study employed an
exploratory qualitative design. Participants included university professors, researchers, and specialists in communication sciences, cultural
studies, media studies, cyberspace, cognitive psychology, sociology of communication, media management, and related fields. Participants
were selected through purposive sampling, and recruitment continued until data saturation was achieved. A total of 15 semi-structured
interviews were conducted. After recording and verbatim transcription, the interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The
analytical process included familiarization with the data, initial coding, extraction of concepts, development of subthemes, review and
refinement of themes, and definition of the final overarching themes. MAXQDA software was used to organize, manage, and retrieve the
qualitative data throughout the analytical process. The analysis identified six major cultural challenges affecting users’ engagement with
foreign social networks: value conflict, cultural identity challenge, discursive challenge, normative conflict, representational challenge,
and cultural inferiority. Six major cognitive challenges were also identified: information overload, filter bubbles, reduced attention span,
confirmation bias, fear of missing out (FOMO), and cognitive fatigue. The findings further indicated that cultural and cognitive challenges
were interconnected rather than independent. Cognitive mechanisms influenced how users received, evaluated, and interpreted culturally
embedded messages, while cultural backgrounds and value systems affected the selection, interpretation, and processing of information
encountered on foreign social networks. The use of foreign social networks is a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the interaction
of users’ cultural contexts, cognitive processes, and platform mechanisms. Identifying these challenges can provide an empirical basis for
developing educational and cultural interventions aimed at promoting more conscious, critical, balanced, and cognitively sustainable
engagement with foreign social networks.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of social media has transformed the ways in which individuals communicate, obtain
information, construct identities, interpret social realities, and participate in cultural exchanges. Social
networking platforms are no longer merely technical tools for interpersonal communication; rather, they
function as complex sociocultural environments in which values, norms, lifestyles, identities, ideologies, and
behavioral patterns are continuously produced, circulated, negotiated, and reproduced. The transnational nature
of many social media platforms has further intensified this process by exposing users to content originating
from cultural, political, and institutional contexts that may differ substantially from their own. Consequently,
the use of foreign social networks should be understood not only as a technological behavior but also as a
cultural and cognitive phenomenon shaped by the interaction between users, platforms, social structures, and
broader systems of meaning. Research on global digital environments has demonstrated that although digital
platforms weaken geographical boundaries, they do not necessarily eliminate national, cultural, and
institutional differences. Instead, these differences may persist or become more visible within global platform
ecosystems (Kontareva & Kenney, 2023; Meyer et al., 2023).

Foreign social networks provide important opportunities for intercultural communication, informal learning,
information access, creativity, professional networking, and participation in global communities. At the same

time, they expose users to values, discourses, lifestyles, and representational systems that may not fully



correspond to their local cultural environment. Studies of cross-cultural communication have shown that social
media can facilitate adaptation and intercultural interaction, yet its effects are not uniformly positive and may
also create psychological and cultural tensions when users encounter unfamiliar or conflicting norms and
meanings (Hu et al., 2025; Min & Shapii, 2025). Similarly, social media can serve as an important
environment for informal cultural and linguistic learning, while the quality and outcomes of such experiences
depend on users' motivations, cultural backgrounds, and patterns of engagement (Zhang & Forteza, 2024).
These findings indicate that exposure to global content is not a neutral process; users actively interpret such
content through pre-existing cultural frameworks and personal cognitive structures.

One particularly important issue concerns cultural identity. Continuous exposure to global lifestyles, value
systems, and forms of self-presentation may encourage users to reassess their own cultural and national
identities. While such exposure can broaden perspectives, it may also generate identity duality, cultural
uncertainty, or tension between local and global forms of belonging. This issue is especially relevant in the
Iranian context, where foreign and domestic social media may influence national identity in different ways
(Taheri-Zangeneh & Rezaeian, 2025). Differences in application use across culturally proximate populations
have also demonstrated that digital environments can contribute to the formation of distinct and relatively
separate virtual communities (Tseung et al., 2024). Accordingly, users may experience a continuous
negotiation between local cultural expectations and globalized digital identities.

Another important cultural dimension concerns representation. Social media platforms circulate selective and
sometimes stereotypical representations of nations, cultures, and social groups. Influencers, commercial actors,
media organizations, and ordinary users all participate in shaping these representations. Research has shown
that foreign influencers' narratives can differ considerably from official representations of a country and
thereby influence how audiences perceive its culture and identity (Nazir, 2023). Social media also affects
destination images, travel motivations, and behavioral decisions, illustrating the broader power of digital
representation in shaping attitudes and perceptions (Kishnani & Sharma, 2024; Lee & Yen, 2024). At the
same time, global content creators often negotiate between platform affordances and local cultural
expectations, demonstrating that digital communication is inherently shaped by tensions between global and
vernacular forms of expression (Bhatia et al., 2024).

In addition to cultural issues, the cognitive characteristics of social media environments represent another
major area of concern. Contemporary platforms expose users to an enormous volume of rapidly changing
information, images, short videos, notifications, advertisements, and opinions. This density of information can
place substantial pressure on users' attention and information-processing capacities. The management of
information across different platforms has therefore become an important component of digital behavior,
particularly when users migrate between platforms or attempt to maintain multiple information environments
simultaneously (Yan, 2025). Algorithmic personalization further shapes what users encounter by prioritizing

content that corresponds to previous interests and behaviors. Although this may increase relevance and



convenience, it can also restrict exposure to alternative viewpoints and reinforce pre-existing beliefs. Even
professional users operating across global and national media environments must negotiate institutional
constraints and platform logics when accessing and circulating information (Wang-Hai & Lin, 2025).

The cognitive consequences of platform design may also extend to attention, judgment, and decision-making.
Fast-paced feeds, short-form content, persistent notifications, and continuous scrolling can encourage
fragmented patterns of information consumption. Platform characteristics, perceived usefulness, and ease of
access have been identified as important factors in continued user adoption (Tk, 2024). Influencer-generated
content has also been shown to affect the decision-making processes of younger users, indicating that the
structure and presentation of digital content can influence evaluation and choice (Nadanyiova & Sujanska,
2023). Social media use may additionally affect creativity and professional behavior, demonstrating that its
cognitive consequences are multidimensional rather than exclusively negative (C et al., 2024). More broadly,
digital platforms play increasingly important roles in cross-border business, international marketing,

communication, and cultural industries (Dallocchio et al., 2024; Fiaz, 2024; Licong & Ghosh, 2023; Olivieri
& Testa, 2024; Rocha et al., 2024). Organizations also adapt their social media strategies in response to
changing social and environmental conditions (Liu & Zheng, 2025). In Iran, policies aimed at replacing foreign
social media with domestic alternatives have faced a range of social, behavioral, and implementation
challenges, indicating that platform choice cannot be explained solely by regulation or technical availability
(Askari et al., 2023). Furthermore, individual psychological characteristics may shape communication
behavior in complex environments, as demonstrated by research on social anxiety and communication-related
difficulties (Aziz, 2023). Taken together, these studies suggest that cultural and cognitive factors are central
to understanding users' experiences in foreign social media environments. Therefore, the present study aimed
to identify the cultural and cognitive challenges affecting users' use of foreign social networks.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design with an exploratory orientation. The research focused
exclusively on identifying and interpreting cultural and cognitive challenges associated with users' engagement
with foreign social networks. The participants consisted of university professors, researchers, and specialists
with expertise in communication sciences, cultural studies, media studies, cyberspace studies, cognitive
psychology, educational psychology, sociology of communication, media management, media literacy, and
information technology management. Participants were selected using purposive sampling based on their
professional knowledge, research background, familiarity with foreign social networks, and willingness to
participate. Sampling continued until data saturation was achieved, at which point additional interviews no
longer produced substantially new concepts or themes. A total of 15 experts participated in the study.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interview guide included open-ended questions
addressing participants' perceptions of cultural and cognitive difficulties associated with the use of foreign

social networks. Cultural questions focused on issues such as values, identity, social norms, cultural



representations, and exposure to unfamiliar discourses. Cognitive questions explored information processing,
attention, judgment, exposure to excessive information, algorithmic content selection, and patterns of repeated
platform use. Follow-up and probing questions were used to obtain deeper explanations whenever necessary.
Interviews were recorded with participants' consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim. Data collection
and analysis proceeded concurrently to allow emerging concepts to inform subsequent interviews.

The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The researchers repeatedly read the transcripts to
become familiar with the data and identify meaningful units. Initial codes were assigned to statements relevant
to the study objectives. Similar codes were compared, merged, and organized into broader conceptual
categories. These categories were subsequently grouped into subthemes and overarching themes. The final
analytical structure was organized into two main domains: cultural challenges and cognitive challenges.
MAXQDA software was used to facilitate the organization, coding, retrieval, and comparison of qualitative
data. Credibility was enhanced through repeated review of the transcripts, constant comparison across
interviews, examination of the consistency between codes and participants' statements, and documentation of
analytic decisions.

Findings

Fifteen experts participated in the study, including eight men and seven women. Their professional experience
ranged from 10 to 22 years, and they represented a diverse range of academic and research institutions. The
variety of disciplinary backgrounds enabled the phenomenon to be examined from cultural, communicative,
psychological, sociological, and media-related perspectives.

The thematic analysis identified six major cultural challenges. The first was value conflict, referring to tensions
between values frequently represented in foreign social networks, such as individualism, consumerism, and
certain forms of personal freedom, and locally dominant religious, collective, and traditional values. The
second theme was cultural identity challenge, characterized by identity duality, uncertainty, and tension
between Iranian-Islamic identity and global or Westernized forms of identity. The third theme was discursive
challenge, referring to users' exposure to unfamiliar or competing ideological and social discourses and the
resulting semantic uncertainty. The fourth theme was normative conflict, reflecting inconsistency between
behavioral norms promoted online and socially accepted norms in users' offline environment. The fifth theme
was representational challenge, involving exposure to negative, stereotypical, or distorted representations of
Iranian culture and identity. The sixth theme was cultural inferiority, referring to feelings of cultural
inadequacy or lower cultural worth arising from comparisons with idealized representations of other societies.
Six major cognitive challenges were also identified. Information overload referred to the excessive volume of
information that reduced users' ability to process, evaluate, and analyze content effectively. The filter bubble
described the algorithmically restricted information environment in which users were repeatedly exposed to
content consistent with their existing preferences. Reduced attention span referred to difficulties in sustained

concentration associated with rapid and fragmented consumption of short-form content. Confirmation bias



involved users' tendency to seek, accept, and circulate information that reinforced previously held beliefs while
avoiding contradictory evidence. Fear of missing out, or FOMO, referred to anxiety about missing important
information, events, or interactions and the resulting tendency to check social networks repeatedly. Finally,
cognitive fatigue reflected the mental exhaustion associated with continuous exposure to large quantities of
information, rapid content switching, and constant cognitive demands.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the use of foreign social networks is shaped by a complex interaction between
cultural context and cognitive processes. Cultural challenges were primarily associated with the coexistence
of competing systems of values, identities, norms, and representations. Users are not merely passive recipients
of foreign content; they continuously interpret, compare, accept, reject, or negotiate what they encounter in
relation to their own cultural background. This process may enrich users' perspectives, but it can also generate
identity tension, normative inconsistency, and confusion when local and global cultural frameworks diverge
sharply.

The findings further suggest that cultural representation is a particularly important dimension of users'
experiences. Repeated exposure to idealized images of other societies alongside negative or stereotypical
representations of one's own culture may encourage asymmetrical cultural comparison. Such comparisons may
contribute to feelings of cultural inferiority or dissatisfaction with local cultural identity. At the same time,
exposure to new discourses can expand users' conceptual horizons, suggesting that cultural challenge should
not automatically be interpreted as cultural harm. The critical issue is whether users possess sufficient
interpretive capacity to evaluate unfamiliar values and narratives without unreflective acceptance or rejection.
The cognitive findings indicate that the architecture of social media platforms is equally important. Information
overload, reduced attention, algorithmic filtering, confirmation bias, FOMO, and cognitive fatigue reflect an
environment characterized by constant stimulation, rapid content turnover, and personalized information
flows. These mechanisms can interact with one another. For example, algorithmic personalization may
strengthen confirmation bias, while information overload and reduced attention can weaken users' ability to
critically evaluate culturally sensitive content. Similarly, FOMO may increase the frequency of platform use
and thereby intensify cognitive fatigue.

Overall, the findings suggest that cultural and cognitive challenges should not be treated as independent
dimensions. Cognitive limitations can influence how cultural messages are interpreted, while cultural
expectations can shape how users select, evaluate, and respond to digital information. Understanding the use
of foreign social networks therefore requires an integrated perspective that considers the user, cultural
environment, and technological platform simultaneously. The study concludes that the major cultural
challenges affecting users include value conflict, cultural identity challenge, discursive challenge, normative
conflict, representational challenge, and cultural inferiority, while the major cognitive challenges comprise

information overload, filter bubbles, reduced attention span, confirmation bias, FOMO, and cognitive fatigue.




Identifying these challenges provides a foundation for developing educational and cultural interventions that

promote more critical, balanced, and cognitively sustainable engagement with foreign social networks.
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