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Abstract

This article examines the role of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) as a mid-level institution
in redefining institutional power relations between the state and society in contemporary Iran (2001-2025). The
main research question asks: How has ICT, by functioning as a mid-level institution, redefined the structure of
power between the state and society? Addressing a significant gap in the institutional literature on ICT in Iran,
the study seeks to explain how these technologies have reshaped the interaction between state and societal
capacities.

Adopting a qualitative, grounded theory approach, data were collected through in-depth interviews with
governmental and civil society elites, policy document analysis, and international ICT development indicators.
The findings reveal that ICT has operated as a mid-level institution, generating an asymmetrical and unstable
reconfiguration of power. This process unfolds through three main mechanisms: visibility (enhancing
transparency and symbolic pressure), networking and social mobilization (reducing organizational costs and
strengthening collective agency), and control nodes (maintaining institutional capacities to regulate information
flows). The interplay among these mechanisms enables the redefinition of power between the state and society
and exposes underlying institutional tensions.

By conceptualizing ICT as a mid-level institution, this study makes a significant theoretical contribution to new
institutionalism and the analysis of networked societies. It also offers practical recommendations for evidence-
based policymaking, institutional transparency, and sustainable digital participation, while paving the way for
comparative research and more effective ICT governance in similar contexts.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Over the past two decades (2001-2025), the rapid diffusion of information and communication
technologies (ICTs) in Iran has emerged as a transformative force, reshaping not only economic and
cultural landscapes but also the intricate relations between the state and society. Beyond their
technological or infrastructural role, ICTs function as meso-level institutions, mediating interactions
between macro-level state structures and micro-level societal actors. This study examines how ICTs
reconfigure the rules of institutional power in a networked society, focusing on the asymmetrical and
unstable redistribution of authority between government and social actors. By integrating new
institutionalism, which emphasizes the regulatory and normative role of formal and informal rules,
with network society theory, highlighting the decentralizing and connective capacity of digital
networks, the research offers a theoretically grounded framework to analyze the dual role of ICTs as
both enablers of social agency and instruments of state control.

Methodology

The research adopts a qualitative grounded-theory approach, following Strauss and Corbin’s three-
stage coding procedure: open, axial, and selective coding. Data sources include:

1. Semi-structured interviews with 22 experts in politics, ICT policy, and communications,
selected for their direct experience with policy-making, regulation, or civic mobilization;

2. Policy documents and official reports, including legislation, ministerial directives, and reports
from the Communication Regulatory Authority (CRA, 2025), providing insights into state
strategies and regulatory frameworks;

3. International ICT indices, particularly the ICT Development Index (IDI), ITU, and World
Bank reports, enabling contextualization of Iran’s technological trajectory within global
trends.

A theoretical sampling strategy was employed, prioritizing data richness for developing core
conceptual categories. Triangulation across sources, participant validation, peer review, and theoretical
saturation were used to enhance credibility, rigor, and internal validity of findings.

Results&Discussion
Analysis identifies ICTs as a meso-level institution that actively shapes the interplay between state and
society. Three interrelated mechanisms mediate this dynamic:

1. Visibility — Enhanced transparency and symbolic exposure create normative and reputational
pressure on formal institutions, fostering episodic accountability without guaranteeing
systemic reform.

2. Networked Mobilization — Digital platforms reduce organizational costs and enable rapid,
decentralized collective action, amplifying civic engagement and grassroots advocacy.

3. Control Nodes — Despite the decentralizing effects of ICTs, institutional actors (government
regulators, platform operators, and infrastructure authorities) maintain selective control over
information flows, preserving asymmetrical power structures.

These mechanisms operate simultaneously, producing a fragile and contingent balance between state
authority and social empowerment. The findings resonate with North’s path-dependence framework,
demonstrating how historical institutional structures constrain the consolidation of new digital
practices, and with Acemoglu and Robinson’s “narrow corridor” thesis, illustrating that ICTs both
empower society and reinforce state capacities, maintaining an inherently unstable institutional
equilibrium. By linking grounded empirical evidence with institutional and network theories, this
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study highlights ICTs’ role in reshaping the institutional rules of engagement, revealing a dual,
oscillating pattern of power redistribution.

Conclusion

ICTs in contemporary Iran transcend their technological function, operating as meso-level institutions
that mediate and redefine the relations of institutional power. The study demonstrates that ICTs
simultaneously expand social agency and strengthen state oversight, producing a dynamic, conflictual,
and asymmetrical redistribution of power. Conceptualizing ICTs as meso-level institutions contributes
to new institutionalist scholarship and network society theory, offering actionable insights for
evidence-based policy-making, institutional transparency, and sustainable digital civic participation.
This framework also provides a foundation for comparative and longitudinal research on ICT-
mediated governance in contexts characterized by rapid digital transformation and complex state-
society interactions.
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