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Abstract

In the digital age, the concept of "leisure” among Iranian adolescent girls has
undergone a fundamental redefinition. While in Islamic tradition and Iranian
culture leisure was recognized as a time for self-development, reflection, and the
strengthening of family relationships, the expansion of digital technologies,
gender-based restrictions, and cultural changes have shaped a new meaning of
leisure. The aim of this study is to qualitatively investigate how leisure is
experienced and redefined among urban adolescent girls.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 17 girls aged 13 to
18 years in Tehran and were analyzed using thematic analysis (open, axial, and
selective coding). The findings revealed three main patterns of leisure
experience: 1) unhealthy individualism, in which virtual space serves as a refuge
for escaping family and social pressures; 2) proportionate collectivity, which
includes activities such as listening to music, reading novels, and spiritual
exchange in virtual space with limited but meaningful relationships; and 3)
adaptive sociality, in which girls, by utilizing limited cultural spaces, transform
leisure into an arena for strengthening identity and social belonging. The results
indicated that virtual space, at semi-collective and collective levels, can provide
a platform for the formation of "digital modesty" (haya) and the reproduction of
moral values. Ultimately, the research concludes that the main issue is not the
nature of technology itself, but rather the lack of safe and meaningful leisure
spaces for adolescent girls. By integrating the approaches of social sociology,
Islamic feminism, and the ethics of technology, this study offers a new
framework for understanding leisure as a moral and creative process.

Keywords: Leisure, Adolescent Girls, Unhealthy Individualism, Digital
Modesty (haya), Adaptive Sociality, Proportionate Collectivity
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Extended abstract

Objective

Leisure time constitutes a vital dimension of adolescent life, profoundly
shaping mental well-being, identity formation, and social interactions. In the
digital age, the concept of "leisure” among Iranian adolescent girls has
undergone a fundamental redefinition. While in Islamic tradition and Iranian
culture leisure was recognized as a time for self-development, reflection,
and the strengthening of family relationships, the expansion of digital
technologies, gender-based restrictions, and cultural changes have shaped a
new meaning of leisure. For Iranian teenage girls, who navigate a complex
interplay of traditional expectations, gender-specific limitations, and the
pervasive influence of virtual environments, leisure patterns emerge as a
critical arena for understanding psychological resilience and social
integration. The expansion of virtual spaces has coincided with restricted
access to healthy recreational facilities in many urban and semi-urban areas
of Iran. Public spaces for physical activities, cultural programs, and safe
social gatherings are often limited by economic factors, regulatory
frameworks, and prevailing sociocultural norms. Consequently,
adolescents—especially girls—have gravitated toward more individualistic
and passive forms of entertainment. This transition raises pressing concerns
about the erosion of communal bonds, the rise of sedentary lifestyles, and
the potential exacerbation of mental health challenges such as anxiety,
depression, and diminished self-esteem. Given this context, this study
adopts an approach "from individuality to leisure" to explore how these
patterns influence mental health and social behaviors, with a particular focus
on the dual-edged role of cyberspace. The central research questions revolve
around identifying dominant leisure patterns among teenage girls,
delineating their psychological and social ramifications, and elucidating the
mediating influence of virtual platforms.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative design using thematic analysis to capture
the nuanced, lived experiences of participants. Data were gathered through
semi-structured interviews with 17 Iranian teenage girls aged 13 to 18 years,
selected via purposive sampling to ensure diversity in socioeconomic
backgrounds, educational levels, and residential settings (urban and
suburban). Interviews were conducted in Persian, lasting approximately 45—
60 minutes each, and focused on daily leisure routines, preferred activities,
perceived barriers, emotional experiences, and interactions within virtual
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and offline spheres. The analysis process, following Braun and Clarke's
guidelines for thematic analysis, involved iterative phases of open coding
(identifying initial concepts), axial coding (establishing relationships
between codes), and selective coding (integrating themes into a coherent
narrative). To enhance trustworthiness and rigor, several strategies were
implemented: peer debriefing among researchers, member checking with
participants for validation of interpretations, and maintenance of an audit
trail for transparency. Ethical considerations, including informed consent,
confidentiality, and sensitivity to the participants' developmental stage, were
strictly observed.

Findings
The analysis uncovered three primary leisure patterns characterizing the
lived realities of these adolescent girls:

1. Individual Patterns (Unhealthy Individualism): Dominated by solitary
activities, particularly extensive engagement with smartphones, social
media (Instagram, Telegram, and TikTok), online gaming, and passive
content consumption such as streaming series or scrolling feeds. Many
participants described spending several hours daily in isolation, using
virtual spaces as a refuge from real-world pressures, including family
tensions and social expectations. This pattern was strongly associated
with feelings of loneliness, heightened anxiety, disrupted sleep
patterns, and social withdrawal.

2. Semi-Collective Patterns (Proportionate Collectivity): These involved
limited, often technology-mediated interactions, such as listening to
music (alone or with headphones), reading novels, brief online chats
with close friends, spiritual exchange in virtual spaces, or occasional
family-oriented digital activities. While offering some emotional relief
and a sense of connection, these interactions were described as
fragile—Ilacking depth, limited but meaningful, and vulnerable to
miscommunication or external interruptions.

3. Social Patterns (Adaptive Sociality): The least prevalent but most
positively evaluated category included group-based sports (when
permitted), participation in school cultural clubs, religious gatherings,
family outings, and utilizing limited cultural spaces to transform
leisure into an arena for strengthening identity and social belonging.
These activities fostered a sense of belonging, reinforced national and
religious identity, and contributed to improved mood and self-
confidence. However, they were frequently curtailed by gender norms,
safety concerns, and scheduling conflicts.

A compelling finding was the presence of a dynamic, often vicious cycle
linking these patterns. Unhealthy individualism tended to breed social
withdrawal and emotional distress, which in turn weakened the quality of
semi-collective ties and restricted opportunities for meaningful
socialization. Virtual spaces emerged as a powerful amplifier: while
providing entertainment and information, they intensified individualistic
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tendencies, exposed users to idealized portrayals of life that fueled
dissatisfaction, and occasionally facilitated risky behaviors such as sharing
personal content or engaging with unvetted online communities.
Importantly, the results also indicated that virtual space, at semi-collective
and collective levels, can provide a platform for the formation of "digital
modesty" (haya) and the reproduction of moral values. Participants
frequently articulated how cultural and structural limitations—ranging from
parental restrictions and school regulations to the scarcity of girl-friendly
public recreational centers—pushed them toward digital individualism. At
the same time, positive instances of social leisure were linked to stronger
family support and access to supervised community programs, highlighting
the protective role of these factors.

Limitations

Since this study was conducted as a qualitative research project with a
relatively small sample size (17 participants) focused on Tehran, the
findings are context-specific and may not be directly generalizable to
adolescent girls in other provinces, rural areas, or different sociocultural
contexts within Iran. Additionally, the cross-sectional nature of the data
collection captures leisure patterns at a specific point in time, limiting the
ability to observe how these patterns evolve longitudinally. The reliance on
self-reported data from interviews may also be subject to social desirability
bias. Future research should include larger and more diverse samples across
multiple provinces.

Suggestions

To further expand research in this domain, it is recommended that
comparative studies be conducted across different provinces and cultural
contexts within Iran to identify regional variations in leisure patterns and
their impact on mental health. Longitudinal research is also suggested to
track changes in leisure behaviors over time and in response to policy
interventions or technological developments. Additionally, quantitative
testing of the identified leisure patterns through large-scale surveys would
help validate and refine the three proposed patterns (individual, semi-
collective, and social). Mixed-methods studies combining interviews with
digital ethnography (e.g., analyzing actual social media use) could provide
richer insights. Finally, intervention studies examining the effectiveness of
specific programs—such as media literacy education, creation of girl-
friendly recreational spaces, or family-based leisure initiatives—on
enhancing healthy socialization are recommended.

Implications

Given that leisure patterns among lIranian teenage girls are not merely
personal choices but are deeply embedded within broader sociocultural and
technological contexts, this study provides a valuable framework for
policymakers, educators, social managers, and families. Virtual space
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occupies a paradoxical position: it democratizes access to information and
peer networks yet risks deepening isolation when unregulated. Targeted
media literacy programs could empower girls to navigate these platforms
more critically and constructively. Policymakers should prioritize the
development of inclusive recreational infrastructure—safe parks, girls-only
sports facilities, and culturally sensitive cultural centers—that accommodate
gender-specific needs while promoting active socialization. Strengthening
familial and institutional support systems is equally vital. Families equipped
with awareness of leisure's developmental significance can play a facilitative
role, while schools and NGOs might integrate structured leisure education
into curricula. By fostering greater access to diverse, healthy recreational
opportunities, implementing comprehensive media literacy initiatives, and
reinforcing supportive networks, it is possible to rebalance these patterns
toward more enriching, socially integrated experiences. Ultimately,
investing in the quality of adolescent leisure time represents an investment
in the psychological health and societal vitality of the next generation. By
integrating the approaches of social sociology, Islamic feminism, and the
ethics of technology, this study offers a new framework for understanding
leisure as a moral and creative process, concluding that the main issue is not
the nature of technology itself, but rather the lack of safe and meaningful
leisure spaces for adolescent girls.
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