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ABSTRACT
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. . . 3, 6, and 16 of Tehran. This qualitative study employed thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s
First Available: 11 Oct 2026 six-phase framework. Data were collected through 15 in-depth semi-structured interviews with
Final Publication: 23 Jul 2027 experts, university academics, researchers, and individuals knowledgeable about social issues residing
in Districts 3, 6, and 16 of Tehran. Participants were purposively selected until theoretical saturation
was achieved. Following transcription, the interviews were analyzed through open, axial, and selective
Keywords coding. Trustworthiness was enhanced through member checking and inter-coder agreement. The
inter-coder Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.85 indicated a high level of coding agreement. The
thematic analysis demonstrated that social indifference emerged through the interaction of two major
Thematic analysis; Institutional mechanisms: institutional—structural conditions and the value—cultural consequences of modernism.
Institutionally, inefficiency of formal institutions, erosion of social capital, and perceived injustice
reduced interpersonal and institutional trust, perceived efficacy, and motivation for collective
Consumerism; Tehran. participation. Culturally, excessive individualism and anomie, instrumental rationality and calculative
orientations, desacralization and spiritual disengagement, and consumerism and materialism shifted
priorities toward personal interests and weakened sensitivity to collective concerns. Cross-district
comparison revealed distinct configurations: institutional inefficiency and desacralization were more
prominent in District 3; consumerism, excessive individualism, and weakened social capital
characterized District 6; whereas perceived injustice, relative deprivation, and institutional
inefficiency were particularly salient in District 16. Social indifference in Tehran is a
multidimensional phenomenon generated by the interaction between institutional weaknesses and
modern value transformations. Effective responses therefore require context-sensitive and district-
specific interventions that strengthen institutional accountability and effectiveness, reduce inequalities
in urban service distribution, rebuild social capital, and reinforce norms of civic responsibility,
solidarity, and collective participation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Social indifference has emerged as a significant sociological concern in
contemporary urban societies because it affects civic participation, social solidarity,
interpersonal trust, and citizens’ sense of responsibility toward collective affairs. Rather
than representing merely an individual psychological disposition, social indifference can
be understood as a socially embedded condition in which individuals become less
responsive to public problems, the needs of others, community participation, and shared
social responsibilities. Previous studies in Iran have shown that social indifference is
associated with weakened social trust, a sense of powerlessness, declining participation,
individualism, and the erosion of social bonds (1, 2). This phenomenon becomes
particularly important in metropolitan environments, where social heterogeneity, economic
competition, unequal access to resources, high mobility, and impersonal relationships
coexist with expanding opportunities for communication and social participation. In such
settings, individuals may become increasingly connected to broader networks while
simultaneously experiencing weaker neighborhood ties and a diminished sense of
belonging to local communities. Studies on social indifference among students and urban
populations have similarly suggested that declining social responsibility and reduced
sensitivity to collective issues are closely connected to broader institutional and cultural
conditions (3, 4). Therefore, understanding social indifference requires attention not only
to personal attitudes but also to the structural and cultural transformations associated with
modern urban life,

Modernism, as the cultural and value-oriented dimension of modernity, has
substantially transformed patterns of identity, social interaction, consumption, authority,
and individual choice. Greater emphasis on autonomy, self-realization, personal
preference, and reflexive identity formation can produce positive outcomes by expanding
individual freedom and weakening rigid traditional constraints. However, under conditions
of institutional weakness and uneven development, these same transformations may also
intensify alienation, excessive individualism, and withdrawal from collective life. Studies
of modernism and alienation in post-revolutionary Iran have suggested that when modern
aspirations develop faster than institutional capacities and social opportunities, individuals
may experience tensions between expectations and lived realities (5, 6). Research on urban
youth has likewise indicated that modernism is reflected in changing lifestyles, values, and
orientations toward individuality within urban culture (7). Accordingly, modernism should



not be treated simply as an abstract cultural phenomenon; rather, it is manifested in
everyday decisions concerning consumption, relationships, civic participation,
responsibility, and the relative priority assigned to personal versus collective interests.

One of the most consequential dimensions of these changes is the rise of consumer
culture and the growing association between social identity and material acquisition. In
consumer societies, consumption increasingly functions not only to satisfy material needs
but also to communicate identity, status, and lifestyle. Featherstone argues that late-modern
consumer culture blurs the boundaries between need, identity, distinction, and symbolic
consumption (8). Similarly, the cultural logic of late capitalism intensifies the role of
commodification, representation, and market values in shaping everyday life (9). When
economic success and material achievement become dominant indicators of social worth,
collective commitments may lose relative importance. Individuals may begin to assess
participation and helping behavior through calculations of personal benefit, cost, and risk.
Media systems can reinforce this orientation by repeatedly presenting particular forms of
consumption and material success as desirable and socially prestigious (11). At the same
time, postmodern cultural globalization contributes to value pluralization and the
weakening of some common normative frameworks, creating both opportunities for
tolerance and risks of fragmentation and relativism (10). These cultural conditions may
influence the extent to which individuals continue to perceive collective responsibility as
morally binding.

Social indifference is also shaped by transformations in family systems, educational
institutions, and socialization processes. Cultural values are transmitted and reproduced
through family relations, schools, communities, and civic institutions, and changes in these
structures can alter the meaning of responsibility and belonging (12). If traditional forms of
solidarity weaken without being replaced by effective civic institutions and participatory
norms, individuals may become increasingly oriented toward private concerns. Education
therefore plays a critical role in cultivating social values, responsibility, tolerance, and
active citizenship. Recent studies have emphasized the importance of teaching civic
responsibility and social values as part of broader citizenship education (13). Likewise, the
internalization of tolerance in multicultural educational environments has been identified
as an important strategy for preventing social conflict and strengthening social coexistence
(14). The integration of multicultural values into educational curricula can also contribute
to respect, social responsibility, and cooperative behavior (15). These findings suggest that
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social indifference is partly determined by the strength or weakness of institutions that
cultivate collective responsibility.

Contemporary digital environments further complicate these processes. Social
media platforms have transformed the boundaries between public and private life and have
created new forms of identity, interaction, and citizenship. Iranian digital natives
increasingly construct cultural identity and social participation through networked
environments, and social media use is closely connected to changing cultural values and
forms of digital citizenship (16). Digital spaces can increase awareness of public issues and
facilitate participation, but they can also produce fragmented attention, superficial
engagement, and repeated exposure to crises without corresponding action. Thus,
contemporary social indifference may be reproduced both offline and online, particularly
when exposure to social problems becomes routine but does not generate meaningful
opportunities for intervention.

Historical evidence further demonstrates that social indifference is not exclusively a
modern phenomenon, although its forms and causes vary across periods. Research on the
theoretical foundations of social indifference in the Seljuk period indicates that social
withdrawal and reduced sensitivity toward collective concerns can also emerge under
historical conditions shaped by political, institutional, and cultural circumstances (17).
What distinguishes the modern context is the interaction of institutional inefficiency, urban
inequality, individualization, consumerism, pluralization of values, and weakened local
ties. Therefore, social indifference in a metropolis such as Tehran should be examined as
a multidimensional outcome of both structural and cultural transformations. The present
study was conducted to explore the institutional—structural contexts and value—cultural
consequences of modernism in the formation of social indifference and to explain
variations in this phenomenon across Districts 3, 6, and 16 of Tehran.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s six-
phase procedure. The study population consisted of experts, university academics, social
researchers, public officials, and other individuals knowledgeable about social issues who
resided in Districts 3, 6, and 16 of Tehran. Participants were selected through purposive
sampling according to predefined criteria, including residence in one of the three selected
districts, sufficient familiarity with the social context of the area, demographic diversity, a
minimum period of residence in the district, and willingness to participate in an in-depth
interview. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached after 15 interviews.



Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interview
guide consisted of three broad sections. The first section addressed general experiences of
metropolitan life and participants’ perceptions of social change. The second explored
dimensions associated with modernism, including individualism, instrumental rationality,
consumerism, materialism, weakening of traditional beliefs, mistrust, and value
pluralization. The third focused directly on participants’ experiences and interpretations of
social indifference, civic withdrawal, helping behavior, and participation in collective
affairs. Interviews lasted approximately 45-60 minutes and were audio-recorded with
informed consent.

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed through an iterative coding
process. The analysis included familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes,
identification of preliminary categories, development of subthemes and major themes,
review and refinement of themes, and preparation of the final thematic structure. Coding
proceeded through open, axial, and selective stages. The credibility of the analysis was
enhanced through member checking and independent intercoder review. Intercoder
agreement was assessed using Cohen’s kappa, which reached 0.85 and indicated a high
level of agreement. Ethical procedures included voluntary participation, informed consent,
confidentiality, anonymity, explanation of research objectives, and the right to withdraw at
any stage.

FINDINGS

The thematic analysis yielded two major themes, seven subthemes, and 21
conceptual codes. The first major theme was labeled institutional-structural contexts of
social indifference and consisted of three subthemes: inefficiency of formal institutions,
weakening of social capital, and perceived injustice. The second major theme was labeled
value—cultural consequences of modernism and included four subthemes: excessive
individualism and anomie, instrumental rationality and calculative orientation,
desacralization and spiritual disengagement, and consumerism and materialism.

The first structural subtheme, inefficiency of formal institutions, reflected
participants’ perceptions that public institutions were insufficiently responsive to citizens’
demands and that civic participation frequently failed to produce meaningful outcomes.
Participants referred to lack of accountability, limited effectiveness of voting or formal
complaints, and weak enforcement of regulations. Repeated experiences of ineffectiveness
appeared to reduce motivation for participation and contributed to a sense that collective
action was unlikely to produce change.
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The second structural subtheme, weakening of social capital, involved declining
interpersonal trust, reduced neighborhood interaction, weakened solidarity, and lower
levels of civic cooperation. Participants described limited familiarity with neighbors,
reduced willingness to participate in community initiatives, and a broader sense that social
relationships had become more fragmented. These experiences contributed to a decline in
perceived obligation toward others and weakened commitment to collective well-being.

The third structural subtheme, perceived injustice, was especially prominent among
participants from District 16. Participants frequently referred to unequal distribution of
urban services, class differences, disparities in access to facilities, and relative deprivation.
These conditions generated frustration and reinforced the perception that efforts to demand
change were ineffective. Perceived inequality therefore functioned not only as an economic
Issue but also as a mechanism that weakened trust and participation.

Within the value—cultural theme, excessive individualism and anomie were reflected
in the growing prioritization of personal interests over collective responsibilities.
Participants described a shift from “we” toward “I,” with personal life increasingly viewed
as separate from community concerns. Instrumental rationality was expressed through
cost—benefit calculations in social interaction, including decisions about whether helping
or participating would involve personal risk, inconvenience, or insufficient benefit.

Desacralization and spiritual disengagement were reflected in the perceived
weakening of shared religious and moral frameworks that had previously encouraged
altruism, mutual assistance, and social obligation. Participants also described growing
value relativism and uncertainty about common moral standards. Consumerism and
materialism constituted another major subtheme. Participants emphasized that financial
achievement, acquisition of goods, and competition for a higher standard of living
increasingly absorbed attention and energy that might otherwise be directed toward
collective concerns.

Cross-district comparison revealed substantial variation in the dominant pattern of
social indifference. In District 3, institutional inefficiency, desacralization, and
instrumental rationality were more prominent. In District 6, consumerism, excessive
individualism, and weakening of social capital were the dominant themes. In District 16,
perceived injustice, relative deprivation, and institutional inefficiency were most salient.
These differences indicated that social indifference was shaped by the specific
socioeconomic and cultural configuration of each district rather than following a uniform
metropolitan pattern.



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings indicate that social indifference in Tehran is best understood as the
outcome of an interaction between institutional conditions and changing cultural values.
The results do not support a single-factor interpretation. Instead, they show that
institutional inefficiency, reduced social capital, and perceived injustice interact with
individualism, instrumental rationality, spiritual disengagement, and consumerism to
produce different forms of withdrawal from collective life. Social indifference therefore
emerges through both external and internal processes: institutions shape citizens’
expectations about whether participation is worthwhile, while cultural transformations
shape how individuals define responsibility, risk, success, and social obligation.

The prominence of institutional inefficiency suggests that repeated experiences of
ineffective participation can generate learned withdrawal. When citizens perceive that
voting, complaint, civic involvement, or collective action produces little change,
disengagement can become a rational response. At the same time, weakening neighborhood
ties and interpersonal trust reduces the relational foundations upon which collective action
depends. The findings on perceived injustice further demonstrate that inequality becomes
socially consequential when it is interpreted as unfair, persistent, and resistant to change.
Under such conditions, participation may be replaced by resignation.

The value—cultural findings complement this structural interpretation. Excessive
individualism reduces the symbolic importance of collective responsibility, while
instrumental rationality introduces cost—benefit calculation into domains previously
governed by moral obligation or solidarity. Desacralization does not necessarily imply that
declining religiosity automatically produces indifference; rather, the findings suggest that
when older moral frameworks weaken without effective civic alternatives, shared
expectations of responsibility can become less stable. Consumerism intensifies this process
by directing attention toward personal achievement, material comparison, and private
aspirations.

The district-level differences are particularly important because they demonstrate
that social indifference is context-dependent. In more advantaged areas, withdrawal may
be more closely connected to cultural individualization, secularization, and distrust of
institutions. In areas characterized by consumer-oriented lifestyles, competition and
weakening neighborhood ties may be more influential. In less advantaged districts,
inequality and relative deprivation may play a stronger role. Therefore, city-wide
interventions should not assume that the same mechanism operates everywhere.
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Overall, the study concludes that social indifference in Tehran is a multidimensional
and context-sensitive social phenomenon rooted in the interaction of institutional weakness
and value transformation. Reducing social indifference requires simultaneous attention to
institutional accountability, equitable urban development, social trust, neighborhood ties,
civic education, and the reconstruction of shared norms of responsibility. Policies that
focus only on changing individual attitudes without addressing institutional performance
and inequality are unlikely to be sufficient. Likewise, structural reforms without attention
to cultural and relational dimensions may fail to restore meaningful participation. A
comprehensive response should therefore combine institutional reform, place-sensitive
social policy, community-level participation, and cultural strategies aimed at strengthening
solidarity, responsibility, and civic engagement.
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