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Abstract

Cinema, as one of the most influential cultural products, plays an important role
in shaping behaviors, attitudes, and social interactions of individuals. This study
aims to examine the role of Iranian narrative cinema (1380-1395) in social
participation from the perspective of culture and art experts as a strategy in line
with paragraph 18 of the general policies of the Seventh Plan. The present study,
using qualitative and content analysis methods, through semi-structured
interviews with 12 experts in the field of sociology of art, cultural policymaking,
and cinema productions, aims to analyze cinema in a multifaceted way for
participation in social contribution. The findings show that cinema has an impact
on participation through three main paths: first, films through social media,
promote collective values and encourage participation in civic action; second,
the experience of being in the cinema creates social connections and strengthens
interpersonal bonds; and third, the influence of cultural cinema through
discursive formation and participation in social content. The research findings
suggest that cinema can help promote awareness, rational decision-making,
practical participation, and social satisfaction by portraying social issues,
fostering a sense of belonging, and motivating participation. However,
challenges such as policy-based restrictions and limited access limit the
sustainable impact of cinema. This research suggests that the capacity of cinema
to strengthen social participation should be utilized by producing diverse
content, developing cinematic events, and reducing production barriers.

Keywords: Cinema, social participation, awareness-raising, social interactions,
cultural engineering.
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Extended abstract
Purpose

Social participation is widely recognized as a fundamental component of social
well-being and sustainable development. It encompasses not only involvement
in civic, voluntary, and cultural activities but also broader processes such as
awareness of collective issues, rational decision-making, social belonging, and
satisfaction derived from social interactions. In contemporary societies, cultural
industries play a significant role in shaping these dimensions by influencing
public attitudes, values, and behavioral orientations. Among these industries,
cinema occupies a particularly influential position due to its capacity to combine
narrative, emotional engagement, visual representation, and collective
experience. Iranian narrative cinema has long served as a major cultural platform
through which social realities, public concerns, and collective values are
represented and debated. The period between 2001 and 2016 (1380-1395 in the
Iranian calendar) is especially important because it witnessed the production of
numerous socially oriented films and the expansion of public discourse
surrounding social issues. During this period, cinema functioned not only as a
form of entertainment but also as a medium for cultural communication and
social reflection. The principal purpose of this study is therefore to examine how
Iranian narrative cinema between 1380 and 1395 contributed to strengthening
social participation and through which mechanisms this influence occurred. To
this end, the paper pursues three questions: (1) how does cinematic content
promote social awareness and encourage participation; (2) how do cinema-going
experiences and cinematic events strengthen social interactions and collective
engagement; and (3) what opportunities and challenges affect the capacity of
cinema to enhance social participation in contemporary Iranian society?

Design/methodology/approach

This study employed a qualitative research design using thematic analysis as the
principal analytical framework. The research focused on Iranian narrative
cinema produced during the period 1380-1395 and examined its relationship
with social participation through expert perspectives. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 12 purposively selected participants.
The sample included sociologists of art, cultural experts, cultural policymakers,
filmmakers, screenwriters, and cinema producers. Participants were selected
according to predefined criteria, including a minimum of ten years of
professional experience in culture, media, or cinema, familiarity with
sociological and communication theories, and demonstrated professional
involvement in cinema-related activities. Data analysis followed Braun and
Clarke's thematic analysis procedure: (1) interview transcripts were repeatedly
reviewed to ensure familiarity with the data; (2) meaningful statements were
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identified and coded; (3) related codes were clustered into conceptual categories;
(4) categories were integrated into broader themes representing recurring
patterns across participants' narratives; and (5) the themes were interpreted in
relation to the theoretical framework and existing literature. To enhance
trustworthiness, several validation procedures were employed, including
member checking with selected participants, triangulation with prior studies and
policy documents, and intercoder reliability assessment conducted by
independent analysts. Drawing upon the theoretical perspectives of Max
Weber's social action theory, Putnam's social capital theory, and McCombs and
Shaw's agenda-setting theory, this study investigates how Iranian narrative
cinema contributes to strengthening social participation.

Findings

The analysis revealed four overarching themes and eight major components
describing the relationship between cinema and social participation. The first
theme, "cinema as an awareness-building and motivational industry,"
highlighted the educational and transformative role of film content. Participants
emphasized that socially oriented films increase awareness of poverty,
inequality, environmental concerns, addiction, and other collective challenges.
Through narrative engagement and emotional identification with characters,
films encourage audiences to reconsider social issues and develop a stronger
sense of civic responsibility. Experts further argued that cinematic storytelling
can motivate participation in voluntary activities, community initiatives, and
public-interest actions. The second theme, "cinema as a bridge for social
interaction,” focused on the collective nature of cinema-going. According to
participants, attending cinemas creates opportunities for dialogue, strengthens
interpersonal relationships, reduces social distance, and reinforces feelings of
belonging. Cinematic events, particularly film festivals and public screenings,
were identified as spaces that facilitate networking, cultural exchange, and
public discussion of shared concerns. The third theme, "cinema as a driver of
social discourse and advocacy,” demonstrated the agenda-setting capacity of
films. Participants indicated that cinema can elevate public attention toward
neglected social issues, shape social norms, stimulate public debate, and
encourage demands for policy reform. Films addressing topics such as family
violence, social inequality, environmental degradation, and administrative
inefficiency were viewed as catalysts for long-term attitudinal change and civic
awareness. The fourth theme, "opportunities and constraints affecting cinema’s
social influence,” revealed significant structural challenges. Participants
identified content restrictions, insufficient policy support, limited genre
diversity, declining theater attendance, rising ticket costs, and competition from
digital platforms as major obstacles. Nevertheless, experts also emphasized
substantial opportunities, including the development of educational films,
expansion of local film festivals, broader access to public screenings, and greater
utilization of Iran's cultural resources. Overall, the findings indicate that cinema
contributes positively to four dimensions of social participation: awareness,
rational decision-making, practical participation, and social satisfaction.
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Research limitations/implications

This research has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the
reliance on expert perceptions, while providing rich and in-depth insights, may
not fully capture the lived experiences and perspectives of cinema audiences
themselves. Second, the study's focus on a specific historical period (1380—
1395) means that findings may not be directly applicable to contemporary
cinema or to other periods with different social and political contexts. Third, the
qualitative nature of the research and the use of purposive sampling may limit
the generalizability of findings to broader populations or to other cultural
industries. Fourth, the study does not empirically measure the actual behavioral
effects of cinematic engagement on audiences, relying instead on expert
assessments of cinema's potential influence. Accordingly, it is suggested that
future research incorporate audience-based investigations to validate and extend
the findings, conduct comparative studies across different cultural industries
(such as television, theater, and digital media) to identify sector-specific
mechanisms of social influence, employ mixed-method approaches capable of
examining the long-term behavioral effects of cinematic engagement, and
expand the temporal scope to include contemporary cinema and examine how
digital platforms have transformed the relationship between cinema and social
participation.

Practical implications

The findings of this research are of significant importance for cultural
policymakers, filmmakers, and educational institutions. The study demonstrates
that Iranian narrative cinema possesses significant potential to strengthen social
participation through awareness enhancement, social interaction, discourse
formation, and civic motivation. At the policy level, the findings suggest the
need for greater support for socially relevant productions, expanded cinematic
events, and improved accessibility to increase cinema's contribution to social
development. The identification of structural challenges—including content
restrictions, insufficient policy support, limited genre diversity, declining theater
attendance, rising ticket costs, and competition from digital platforms—provides
actionable insights for policymakers seeking to enhance cinema’'s social role.
The opportunities identified, including the development of educational films,
expansion of local film festivals, broader access to public screenings, and greater
utilization of Iran's cultural resources, offer practical pathways for strengthening
cinema's contribution to social participation. Therefore, enhancing cinema’s
social influence requires a multidimensional approach and simultaneous
attention to content development, infrastructure improvement, and policy
support.

Social implications

From a social perspective, this research reveals that cinema functions as a
multidimensional cultural institution capable of influencing social participation
through cognitive, relational, and cultural mechanisms. The awareness-building
function identified in the study corresponds closely with Weber's conception of
informed social action, suggesting that cinematic narratives can facilitate the
transition from passive observation to purposeful engagement. Similarly, the
social interaction dimension aligns with Putnam's social capital framework by
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demonstrating how collective viewing experiences contribute to interpersonal
trust, social networks, and communal bonds. The findings also reinforce agenda-
setting theory by illustrating cinema's capacity to prioritize social concerns and
shape public discourse. Unlike previous studies that primarily examined general
media effects or audience responses, this research provides a more
comprehensive explanation of how cinema influences participation through
interconnected mechanisms involving content, experience, and cultural
discourse. The study underscores that cinema's social influence is evident across
multiple dimensions of participation, although structural barriers currently limit
the translation of awareness into sustained collective action.

Originality/value

The primary innovation of this article lies in offering a comprehensive analysis
of how Iranian narrative cinema contributed to strengthening social participation
during the period 1380-1395, using an integrated three-theory analytical
framework. In contrast to prior studies, which have either examined general
media effects without focusing on cinema specifically or have applied single
theoretical perspectives without considering the broader cultural context, this
research provides a systematic and theoretically grounded analysis based on the
integration of Weber's social action theory, Putnam's social capital theory, and
McCombs and Shaw's agenda-setting theory. The identification of four
overarching themes—cinema as an awareness-building and motivational
industry, as a bridge for social interaction, as a driver of social discourse and
advocacy, and the opportunities and constraints affecting cinema's social
influence—offers a novel contribution to the literature. The study also provides
a nuanced understanding of how cultural production contributes to social
development and civic engagement in the specific context of Iranian narrative
cinema. Its value accrues to cultural policymakers, filmmakers, cinema
producers, educational institutions, researchers interested in cultural studies and
social participation, and practitioners working in the cultural industries.
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1. Social Capital Theory
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1. Agenda-Setting Theory
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1. Thematic Analysis
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