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Abstract

This study aims to explain generational differences with an emphasis on changes
influenced by virtual social media. Adopting a qualitative approach and grounded
theory methodology, data were collected through structured in-depth interviews with
21 experts in media and cultural studies. The findings reveal that virtual social
media plays a fundamental role in reconstructing worldviews, belief systems, social
agency, and individual outcomes across generations, ultimately contributing to the
formation of new identity and behavioral patterns.

In recent years, the expansion of the Internet and the rapid growth of social
media have brought about profound cultural transformations within Iranian society.
These technological developments have significantly reshaped patterns of
interaction, socialization, and identity formation among adolescents and young
adults, contributing to emerging forms of generational differentiation. The primary
aim of this study is to identify and conceptualize the key indicators of generational
differences with an emphasis on changes influenced by virtual social media, and to
develop a systematic conceptual model explaining these differences. To achieve this
objective, a qualitative research design based on grounded theory methodology was
employed. Data were collected through in-depth interviews with experts in
psychology, culture, and media studies, and were analyzed using open, axial, and
selective coding procedures. The findings reveal that generational differences can be

analytically organized into three core dimensions: mental frameworks, social
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agency, and individual outcomes. The dimension of mental frameworks consists of
four interrelated sub-components: worldview and ideology, structuring of beliefs
and cognitive attitudes, goal prioritization, and motivation—expectations. The
dimension of social agency encompasses two key components: social behavior and
social adaptation, reflecting patterns of social engagement and norm negotiation.
Individual outcomes were conceptualized through two components: emotional and
affective patterns and patterns of selection, consumption, and self-presentation.
Finally, the study identifies several moderating conditions—including global
transformations, cultural and social contexts, proximal social environments, and
individual and family characteristics—that shape and mediate the formation of
generational differences. Based on these findings, a comprehensive conceptual

model of generational differentiation influenced by virtual social media is proposed.

Keywords: Generational differences, Cultural change, Social media, Virtual social

networks, Internet.

Introduction

Generational differences have long been a subject of interest in sociological and
cultural studies. These differences emerge from variations in historical experiences,
social conditions, and dominant cultural forces that shape the worldview and
lifestyle of each generation. In contemporary societies, the rapid expansion of
communication technologies—particularly virtual social media—has intensified
these differences by transforming patterns of interaction, value formation, and
identity construction.

From the perspective of media generations theory, each generation is deeply
influenced by the dominant media technologies encountered during its formative
years. Generation Z, often referred to as the social media generation, has grown up
in an environment characterized by constant connectivity, user-generated content,
and algorithm-driven communication. In contrast, older generations experienced
media transitions more gradually, resulting in distinct cognitive, cultural, and
behavioral orientations.

Within the Iranian socio-cultural context, these transformations have led to
noticeable shifts in beliefs, social norms, family relationships, and patterns of social
participation. Accordingly, the present study seeks to conceptualize generational
differences influenced by virtual social media through an in-depth, theory-driven

qualitative analysis.
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Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative, exploratory research design based on grounded
theory methodology. The research was applied in terms of purpose and exploratory in
nature, aiming to generate a conceptual model grounded in empirical data. The study
population consisted of experts and specialists in the fields of media and culture.

Data were collected through structured, in-depth interviews conducted with 21
participants selected using theoretical sampling. Interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Each interview was transcribed verbatim and
analyzed systematically.

Data analysis followed the three main stages of grounded theory coding: open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Initially, 94 open codes were extracted
from the interview data. These codes were then organized into 22 axial categories
based on conceptual similarities and relationships. Finally, through selective coding,
the categories were integrated into eight core concepts and three central dimensions:
mental frameworks, social agency, and individual outcomes. These dimensions
provide an integrated analytical structure for recognizing and explaining the
underlying mechanisms and sub-components of generational differentiation.

Results and Discussion

The analysis of the interview data revealed that virtual social media significantly
contributes to the construction of generational differences at multiple levels. At the
cognitive level, social media influences worldviews and ideological orientations by
reshaping perceptions of religion, morality, culture, and socio-political values.
Differences in belief systems were found to be closely linked to patterns of media
consumption and exposure.

In terms of social agency, the findings indicate that social media affects social
behaviors, social adaptation, and patterns of participation. Changes were observed in
family relationships, social commitments, marriage patterns, career aspirations, and
civic engagement. Younger generations demonstrated greater individualism,
flexibility, and selective participation in social norms compared to older generations.

At the level of individual outcomes, social media was found to shape emotional
experiences, motivational structures, and consumption patterns. Emotional
expression, identity performance, and symbolic consumption were particularly

prominent among younger media generations. These findings are consistent with
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previous research highlighting the role of media in the social construction of

generational identities.

Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that virtual social media plays a decisive role in
shaping generational differences by influencing mental frameworks, social agency,
and individual outcomes. The findings suggest that generational gaps should not be
understood solely as age-based phenomena but rather as outcomes of differential
media experiences and socio-cultural conditions.

By providing a grounded conceptual model of generational differences, this
study contributes to a deeper understanding of the cultural and social implications of
social media in contemporary society. The results may inform policymakers,
educators, and cultural institutions seeking to address intergenerational challenges

and promote social cohesion in the digital age.
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