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Abstract

This research investigates the differences in the promotion of free-thinking and open
family environments through social networks among married women residing in
Tehran, Iran, and Istanbul, Turkey. With the rapid growth and pervasive presence of
social networks, their influence on social and personal dimensions of life,
particularly among women in traditional societies, warrants deep examination. This
study explores how these digital platforms impact women’s social interactions,
family dynamics, and cultural values within two culturally and religiously similar but
geographically distinct cities.

The research employs a descriptive-survey methodology with a focus on women
aged 30 to 55 years who are active users of social networks in Tehran and Istanbul. A
total sample of 384 participants, equally divided between the two cities, was selected
using convenience sampling through popular social media applications such as
WhatsApp, Instagram, Telegram, Facebook, and Twitter. A researcher-developed
questionnaire comprising 55 items was used to collect data related to participants’
social media use, perceptions of family and social values, and their experiences with
social network interactions. The questionnaire's validity and reliability were

confirmed by pilot testing, expert reviews, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (0.93).
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The study’s main hypothesis examined differences in the promotion of free-
thinking and open family environments on social networks between the two groups
of women. Subsidiary hypotheses explored distinctions in access to unrestricted
communication with non-family males, attitudes toward mixed-gender interactions
and dress codes on social media, and beliefs regarding the normalization of immoral
behaviors and infidelity through social networks.

Findings indicate that social media platforms have become critical spaces for
women to express themselves, build friendships, acquire information, and fulfill
social and emotional needs beyond the constraints of traditional society and
geographic boundaries. Women in both Tehran and Istanbul showed significant
interest and engagement in social media, with a notable proportion of participants
being employed and possessing higher educational levels, which correlated with
their social media activity.

Despite the empowering aspects of social media, such as enhanced self-
confidence and increased social participation, the study highlights persistent cultural
and religious constraints on women’s freedom of expression. Both groups of women
experience limitations rooted in patriarchal traditions; however, social networks
provide an avenue to partially overcome these barriers, facilitating wider social
interactions and a degree of autonomy in voicing opinions.

In terms of the main hypothesis, the study found notable differences between
women in Tehran and Istanbul. Tehranian women reported more frequent and
easier unrestricted communication with non-family males via social networks than
their Istanbul counterparts. However, this communication was not overwhelmingly
pervasive but still marked a significant difference between the two cities. Both
groups recognized mixed-gender interactions and varying degrees of dress modesty
on social media as socially acceptable to some extent, showing similar attitudes
towards these behaviors.

Conversely, Istanbul women were more likely than Tehran women to believe that
social networks promote and normalize immoral behaviors and infidelity. This belief
appeared to reduce their willingness to engage in interactions with men on social
platforms. Although both groups acknowledged that social networks could facilitate
such behaviors, Istanbul women’s stronger belief suggests different social

perceptions or sensitivities to these issues.

The research also aligns with previous studies illustrating the dual nature of

social media use. For example, excessive internet use has been linked to marital
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dissatisfaction and emotional fatigue, echoing findings from Iranian researchers that
internet addiction correlates positively with marital disengagement among women.
Similarly, the study corroborates concerns about the erosion of family values, time
wastage, and virtual addiction raised in prior religious and social analyses.

Importantly, this study emphasizes the protective role of cultural and religious
values in mitigating the negative impacts of social media on family cohesion among
Iranian and Turkish women. Both societies share Islamic principles that delineate
boundaries for acceptable social behavior, which act as a moderating influence on
social media interactions and reduce the risk of social harm.

This research contributes valuable insights into the intersection of technology,
gender, culture, and family in Muslim-majority urban contexts. It underscores the
transformative potential of social networks to enhance women’s social capital and
agency while also cautioning against uncritical adoption of digital practices that may
undermine traditional social structures and values.

Based on the findings, the study recommends the following:

Purposeful Use of Social Networks: Encourage targeted and responsible use of
social media to maximize benefits such as information sharing and social
connectivity while minimizing risks to personal privacy and family stability.

Media Literacy Education: Implement media literacy programs aimed
particularly at women and girls to empower them with critical skills for navigating
social media safely and constructively, aligned with cultural and religious norms.

Culturally Sensitive Technology Design: Promote the development of social
media applications that integrate local cultural values and norms, fostering an
environment that supports both modern social engagement and traditional values.

In conclusion, while social media offers unprecedented opportunities for women
in Tehran and Istanbul to engage socially and intellectually, it also poses challenges
related to cultural identity, family values, and social boundaries. The balance
between these dynamics is influenced by religious, cultural, and socio-political
factors unique to each city. Continued research and policy efforts are necessary to
support positive outcomes for women’s empowerment and social well-being in the

evolving digital landscape.
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