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Abstract

This study adopts a qualitative and interpretive approach to examine the governing
logics of digital family policy, with particular emphasis on the distinction between
default futures and Created futures. The data were collected at two complementary
levels: first, a purposive analysis of national and international policy documents
related to family, technology, and digital governance; and second, sixteen semi-
structured interviews with experts in policy-making, family studies, media, and
technology. Data were analyzed using a flexible thematic analysis approach
grounded in the Miles and Huberman framework, moving through open, axial, and
selective coding to generate seven final themes. The findings indicate that existing
policies remain largely reactive and risk-oriented, focusing mainly on harm
reduction, cybersecurity, privacy, and the negative consequences of technology,
while giving limited attention to future-oriented, mission-driven, and co-creative
capacities. In contrast, the article argues that a transition toward a made future
requires a transformation in governance logic, strengthened strategic foresight
capacities, structural platform regulation, systematic coordination among relevant
institutions, and genuine participation of families and civil society actors in the
policy-making process. The results also suggest that families should be understood
not merely as technology consumers, but as active stakeholders and co-designers of
the digital future. Overall, the study proposes an analytical framework for digital
family policy and highlights the need to move from crisis management toward
anticipatory, future-oriented, and mission-driven governance.
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Extended abstract
Purpose

In the contemporary era, digital transformations are no longer merely auxiliary
tools; they have fundamentally reshaped the ecosystem of the family. Today's
family has become a technologically mediated ecosystem. The central problem
of this study is that current policymaking in response to this transformation has
fallen into what can be described as the "default future trap." In this situation,
policymakers treat the future as predetermined and inevitable, focusing
primarily on controlling its risks and harms—such as internet addiction,
generational gaps, and cybersecurity threats. This reactive approach reduces the
family to a passive consumer and neglects the potential for active, future-
shaping governance. The principal purpose of this study is therefore to identify
these underlying policy logics through a reinterpretation of upstream policy
documents and expert perspectives, and to clarify the path toward mission-
oriented governance. To this end, the paper pursues three questions: (1) what
dominant logics and assumptions underlie digital family policymaking in Iran;
(2) how is the family represented within policy discourse; and (3) what
transformations are necessary to move from reactive, risk-oriented governance
toward future-oriented, mission-driven governance?

Design/Methodology/Approach

This research was conducted using a qualitative approach within an interpretive
paradigm. To achieve the research objectives, two data collection methods were
employed. First, document analysis involved a purposive review of major
upstream policy documents of the Islamic Republic of Iran—such as the
Fundamental Transformation Document and the Comprehensive Scientific Map
of the Country—along with relevant international documents. Second, in-depth
interviews were conducted through sixteen semi-structured interviews with
experts in public policymaking, family studies, communication sciences, and
cyberspace governance. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis following
the coding strategy of Miles and Huberman. The validity and reliability of the
study were ensured through participant validation and expert supervision.
Findings

The analysis led to the extraction of seven key themes that explain the dominant
logics of digital family policymaking: (1) dominance of a reactive and risk-
oriented approach, whereby many policies have been formulated in response to
crises, with greater emphasis on harm control than on opportunity development;
(2) the family as consumer rather than actor, as policy documents often portray

the family as an entity to be protected from technology rather than as an
institution capable of shaping technological trajectories; (3) lack of strategic
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foresight, as policies lack scenario planning for rapid technological
developments such as artificial intelligence and the metaverse; (4) institutional
fragmentation and lack of coordination, as overlapping responsibilities among
different institutions have weakened coherent governance of the digital family;
(5) emphasis on individual media literacy instead of structural regulation, as the
responsibility for managing cyberspace is largely placed on parents while the
accountability of digital platforms receives less attention; (6) neglect of the
digital divide and justice, as economic and cultural differences among families
in access to and use of digital technologies are insufficiently addressed; and (7)
need for participatory governance, as findings highlight the necessity of
involving civil society institutions and families themselves in the policymaking
process.

Research Limitations/Implications

This research has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the
study focuses on the analysis of "official discourse" and "written texts,"
providing a depiction of "what ought to be"; therefore, its results should not be
directly extrapolated to the current reality on the ground in Iran's digital family
policies. Second, the reliance on document analysis and expert interviews, while
providing rich qualitative insights, may not capture the full diversity of
perspectives across different stakeholder groups, including families themselves.
Third, the study's focus on the Iranian context means that findings may not be
directly transferable to other countries with different institutional, cultural, and
technological environments. Fourth, the rapidly evolving nature of digital
technologies means that the proposed framework may require periodic revision
as new technological developments emerge. Accordingly, it is suggested that
future research conduct empirical studies examining the gap between high-level
policy documents and executive regulations within relevant institutions, explore
through field methods—such as surveys and focus groups—how families
experience and perceive digital technologies and existing policies, test the
proposed framework through comparative studies across different countries, and
conduct longitudinal research examining how digital family policies evolve over
time in response to technological changes.

Practical Implications

The findings of this research are of significant importance for cultural
policymakers, cyberspace regulators, and family institutions. The study
demonstrates that escaping the "default future trap" requires three major
transformations: transition from a control-based to a facilitative and empowering
approach, including investment in education, support for family-oriented local
content, and the strengthening of digital competencies; placing the family at the
center of digital governance by actively involving families in policymaking
processes; and strengthening legal infrastructures to ensure platform
accountability, including algorithmic transparency and child protection
standards. Implementing this approach could contribute to revising major
cultural and social policy documents and encourage institutions such as the
Supreme Council of Cyberspace to mandate a "family impact assessment™ in
technological development plans. The proposed model advocates a shift from a
reactive interventionist state to a strategic, forward-looking guiding state.
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Social Implications

From a social perspective, this research reveals that current digital family
policies in Iran remain largely reactive and risk-oriented, focusing mainly on
harm reduction, cybersecurity, privacy, and the negative consequences of
technology, while giving limited attention to future-oriented, mission-driven,
and co-creative capacities. The findings highlight that families should be
understood not merely as technology consumers but as active stakeholders and
co-designers of the digital future. Socially, implementing the proposed shift
toward future-oriented governance could reduce parental anxiety regarding
digital technologies and strengthen families' agency and digital literacy. At the
level of overall policy, the central recommendation is to move from crisis
management toward anticipatory, future-oriented, and mission-driven
governance. This shift requires redefining the roles of the state, families, and
platforms within a multi-level framework in which policymaking actively steers
the digital future toward family empowerment. Within this perspective,
policymaking should employ tools such as futures studies, scenario planning,
and participatory governance to guide society toward desirable futures, with the
family positioned as a central axis of future governance.

Originality/Value

The primary innovation of this article lies in offering the first comprehensive
interpretive analysis of digital family policy in Iran that explicitly distinguishes
between "default futures” and “created futures” as competing governance
paradigms. In contrast to prior studies, which have either addressed digital
family policies in general terms or applied Western frameworks without
considering the Iranian context, this research provides a systematic and
culturally grounded analysis based on a rigorous review of upstream policy
documents and expert interviews. The identification of seven key themes
explaining the dominant logics of digital family policymaking, and the proposal
of a framework for transitioning from reactive risk management to future-
oriented governance, offer a novel contribution to the literature. The proposed
model provides an analytical framework for digital family policy and highlights
the need to move from crisis management toward anticipatory, future-oriented,
and mission-driven governance. Its value accrues to cultural policymakers,
cyberspace regulators, family institutions, researchers interested in digital
governance and family studies, and civil society actors concerned with the well-
being of families in the digital age.
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