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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the components and dimensions influencing the empowerment of Iraqi users to foster cultural
consensus on social networks and to propose a paradigm model for this process. This qualitative exploratory study used
semi-structured in-depth interviews with 12 media and cultural managers, experts, and researchers in Iraq during 2023—
2024, selected through purposive sampling. Data were analyzed through grounded theory using open, axial, and selective
coding in MAXQDA software to extract the final model. Analysis led to 83 unique initial codes grouped into 16 main
categories and then condensed into 6 core codes: causal conditions (virtual knowledge: media, cultural, and information
literacy), contextual conditions (strategic platforms: environmental and digital platforms), intervening conditions (media
anomalies: media invasion, cultural discrimination, filtering, globalization), strategies (digital cultural development: cultural
convergence and local platform development), consequences (cultural consensus: cultural and social cohesion), and the
central category (user empowerment: operational, normative, and media empowerment). Findings revealed that empowering
users by increasing virtual knowledge, developing local digital platforms, and mitigating media anomalies can effectively
enhance cultural and social consensus. This study presented a comprehensive model for empowering Iraqi users on social
networks, which can serve as an effective framework for cultural planning, promoting social cohesion, reducing ethnic-
religious divides, and fostering active user participation in the development of Iraq’s national culture.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the contemporary digital age, social networks have become a pivotal platform for social interaction, identity
expression, and cultural exchange. Beyond their role as communication tools, these networks increasingly
shape collective norms, values, and cultural structures, functioning as arenas of symbolic power that can either
foster or fracture social cohesion (Patel, 2023; van de Ven & Chateau, 2025). In culturally plural societies
like Iraq, where ethnic, linguistic, and religious diversity are pronounced, this dual potential of social networks
is particularly salient. While they offer opportunities to bridge cultural divides, they also risk reinforcing
stereotypes, polarization, and cultural marginalization (Allah Moradi et al., 2022).

Several studies emphasize the enabling role of social media in empowering marginalized groups and
amplifying local identities. For instance, digital media have been shown to enhance the visibility and cultural
capital of Indigenous and minority groups through creative content and community-based storytelling (Coté &
Evans, 2025; Estrella, 2025). Similarly, the use of social media has supported tribal and rural communities
in the Gulf and Iraq by fostering cultural participation and economic inclusion (Alnaghaimshi & Pearson,
2023; Haider et al., 2023). However, without sufficient media, cultural, and information literacy, users may
be vulnerable to disinformation and manipulative content, which erodes trust and undermines the potential for
constructive engagement (Cai & Zhang, 2023; Mirbik Sabzevari et al., 2024).

Empowerment has therefore become a central concern in digital culture studies, encompassing operational
skills, normative awareness, and media literacy. It enables users to navigate social networks responsibly,
critically evaluate content, and engage in intercultural dialogue. Empowered users can actively contribute to
cultural convergence and consensus building, while dissmpowered users are more likely to perpetuate divisive
narratives (Berraies et al., 2024; Khatoon et al., 2024). Furthermore, supportive structural conditions such
as local digital infrastructures and safe cultural platforms are crucial to facilitate inclusive participation and
mitigate the influence of global cultural homogenization (Ozer & Kamran, 2023; Yulianti et al., 2023).

This study aimed to develop a paradigm model that delineates the causal, contextual, and intervening
conditions, as well as strategies and consequences, involved in empowering Iraqi social network users to foster
cultural consensus. Building on previous theoretical and empirical insights, it sought to address the gap in
localized empowerment frameworks for culturally diverse, post-conflict societies like Iraq (Fallahi & Kafashi,
2019; Savari & Haghighatian, 2024).

Methods and Materials

The study adopted a qualitative, exploratory design grounded in the principles of grounded theory. Data were
collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 12 Iraqi experts, practitioners, and researchers in
the fields of media and culture between 2023 and 2024. Participants were selected using purposive sampling
to ensure diversity in expertise and professional background. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding with MAXQDA software. Constant
comparative analysis was employed to refine categories, and theoretical saturation was achieved after 12
interviews.

Findings

Data analysis generated 83 initial codes, which were clustered into 16 main categories and subsequently
integrated into 6 core categories.



AL drwgi § Sty (b 3g0T

Causal conditions were grouped under the concept of virtual knowledge, encompassing media literacy,
cultural literacy, and information literacy. These capacities were identified as foundational for users to
critically assess content, resist manipulative media, and appreciate cultural diversity.

Contextual conditions referred to strategic infrastructures, including environmental and digital platforms.
Safe and locally relevant platforms were seen as critical to promote trust and engagement among users from
different cultural backgrounds.

Intervening conditions included various media anomalies such as media invasion, cultural discrimination,
excessive filtering, and the cultural pressures of globalization. These factors were perceived as undermining
cultural trust and discouraging inclusive participation.

Strategies were summarized under digital cultural development, which involved fostering cultural
convergence through dialogue-based campaigns and developing localized platforms that prioritize indigenous
cultural narratives.

Consequences involved the emergence of cultural consensus manifested in cultural and social cohesion,
mutual trust, and reduced interethnic tensions.

The central category identified was user empowerment, conceptualized in three dimensions: operational
empowerment (skills to produce and manage content), normative empowerment (internalization of cultural
values and respect for diversity), and media empowerment (critical thinking and evaluation of media content).
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore that empowering Iraqi users on social networks can act as a catalyst for cultural
consensus in a fragmented society. The centrality of virtual knowledge aligns with prior research indicating
that media and cultural literacy are critical shields against disinformation and polarization (Cai & Zhang, 2023;
Mirbik Sabzevari et al., 2024). Empowered users are more likely to challenge divisive content and foster
inclusive discourses, a dynamic consistent with evidence that media literacy promotes critical engagement and
reduces vulnerability to manipulative narratives (Kunst & Mesoudi, 2024).

The significance of strategic infrastructures reinforces the view that digital environments shape cultural
participation. Local, culturally sensitive platforms can serve as trusted spaces for intercultural interaction,
supporting findings that localized digital infrastructures boost participation and social capital (Cao et al., 2025;
Yulianti et al., 2023). Without such infrastructures, Iraqi users risk exposure to culturally alienating content
that exacerbates identity conflicts.

Media anomalies were confirmed as major obstacles to cultural consensus. The infiltration of external media
narratives can erode cultural trust and foster instability, echoing concerns that social networks amplify
difference and weaken cohesion (Balick, 2023). Similarly, cultural discrimination and stereotyping discourage
minority participation, which resonates with evidence on the psychological toll of racism and the need for
empowerment strategies to counteract it (Jacob et al., 2023). Overregulation through filtering, without
providing safe alternatives, can further displace users to unregulated spaces, reducing institutional trust—an
effect also noted in studies on restrictive social media policies (Hosseini & Alizadeh, 2023). Moreover,
globalization’s cultural homogenization pressures can marginalize local identities, supporting claims that
managing life skills is crucial for navigating cultural pluralism (Ozer & Kamran, 2023).

The strategic pathways of digital cultural development identified in this study—promoting cultural
convergence and building local platforms—highlight how empowerment can transform social networks into
vehicles of cultural solidarity. Similar evidence shows that digital platforms can foster cultural convergence
by linking subcultures and reducing historical cleavages (Coté & Evans, 2025), while localized platforms have
preserved tribal cultural values in Gulf societies (Alnaghaimshi & Pearson, 2023).

Ultimately, the model suggests that user empowerment integrates operational, normative, and media capacities
to produce cultural consensus. This conceptualization mirrors the positive links found between empowerment,
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knowledge sharing, and organizational trust (Berraies et al., 2024; Khatoon et al., 2024), as well as between
social capital and collective agency (Tang & Chan, 2024). The demonstrated ability of social networks to
empower marginalized groups such as women in Iraq and Saudi Arabia further affirms the inclusive potential
of digital empowerment (Gangwani et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2023; Lavilles et al., 2023; Mohammad,
2016).

In conclusion, this study contributes a grounded model showing how empowering Iraqi social network users
can cultivate cultural consensus. By strengthening virtual knowledge, building culturally sensitive
infrastructures, and countering media anomalies, it is possible to transform fragmented online spaces into
platforms of cultural cohesion. This model offers a practical framework for policymakers, educators, and
cultural organizations to promote social solidarity and national cultural development in Iraq and similarly
diverse societies.
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