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Abstract

Activity in virtual social networks has become an inseparable part of women’s lives.
Based on content shared on social media, court news, and feedback from online
activists, the breadth and diversity of activities in these networks, along with the
specific sensitivities related to women’s presence, have made security one of the
major challenges in the virtual space. The aim of this research is to explore the
experiences of active women on social media and derive strategies from their
experiences, as one of the most effective methods for formulating related policies.
This study, using a qualitative approach, conventional content analysis method, and
semi-structured interviews, examines the experiences of active women on social
media. Thirty-two online activists, selected based on the number of followers and
content views, were interviewed. After conducting the coding process and obtaining
confirmation from the interviewees, the findings were finalized. The results of the
study show that individuals with continuous activity on social media have
experienced at least one form of harassment and believe that, depending on
individuals' personalities and the continuation of harassment, women may decide to
refrain from participating in social media. Training and empowering women to

reduce the awareness gap, creating independent and secure reporting platforms,
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reforming laws, and improving systems for reporting violations and combating the
normalization of online violence are the most important strategies for increasing

security in social media.

Keywords: Sense of security, women, social networks, SWOT.

Introduction

In recent years, social media has become a crucial tool for communication,
information exchange, and civic participation, offering new opportunities for women
to amplify their voices and expand their educational, professional, and social
engagements. However, this digital expansion also brings about significant risks—
particularly concerning women's security in cyberspace. Online harassment, threats,
and privacy violations are persistent challenges that can limit women’s participation
and affect their mental health, autonomy, and sense of agency. This study explores
women’s lived experiences of security on social media platforms in Iran, focusing
on their perceptions of threats, impacts on their behavior, and strategies they adopt
for coping and self-protection.

Materials & Methods:

The study adopts a qualitative research design to delve deeply into women’s
personal experiences. Given the limited prior research on this subject in the Iranian
context, a qualitative approach was deemed most suitable to explore the nuanced
emotional and contextual dimensions of security in virtual spaces.

Participants were selected through purposive theoretical sampling, focusing on
women with significant presence and engagement on platforms such as Instagram,
Twitter, and Facebook. Criteria for inclusion included a minimum of three years of
continuous activity, more than 5,000 followers, and high engagement rates (e.g.,
posts with over 500 likes or reels with over 5,000 views.) A total of 32 in -depth
interviews were conducted, achieving theoretical saturation .Data were analyzed
using conventional content analysis. Categories and themes were inductively derived
from the interview transcripts through iterative reading, coding, and clustering.
Member checks were used to validate interpretations, with participants reviewing
and confirming the derived findings.
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Discussion & Results

The study identified four key thematic domains: types of threats and harassment,
factors affecting the sense of security, consequences of perceived insecurity, and
proposed solutions for enhancing digital safety.

Women reported experiencing various forms of online abuse, including verbal
harassment (insults, humiliation, hate speech), sexual harassment (unsolicited
messages, image-based abuse), online violence (doxing, identity theft, physical
threats), cyberstalking, privacy violations, and gender-based discrimination. These
recurring patterns of digital aggression significantly impacted their psychological
well-being and online participation.

Several elements contributed to women’s perceived safety. These included
platform design, clarity of privacy policies, responsiveness of reporting and blocking
tools, and the influence of content algorithms. Media and digital literacy empowered
women to manage risks more effectively. Support systems—family, peers, advocacy
groups, and legal channels—also shaped the degree of safety. Social norms and the
level of tolerance for violence against women further influenced the
digital environment.

Perceived insecurity led to serious personal and social consequences. Women
described anxiety, depression, low confidence, and self-censorship. Many withdrew
from social media or reduced activity to avoid harm. This decreased visibility
limited their role in public discourse, widened the digital gender divide, and
weakened democratic engagement. Economically, participants reported lost
opportunities, reduced productivity, and the financial burden of legal or mental
health support. Daily routines and relationships were also disrupted.

Participants proposed multi-level solutions: enhancing digital literacy and
privacy practices at the individual level; raising public awareness and support
systems socially; improving algorithmic moderation and privacy controls
technically; and reforming cybercrime laws with stronger enforcement legally.
Coordinated efforts among platforms, legal bodies, and advocacy groups were
viewed as essential to building safer digital spaces for women.

Conclusion

This research provides critical insights into the multifaceted nature of digital
insecurity experienced by women on social media in Iran. Unlike previous studies
that often relied on quantitative data or generalized perspectives, this work is rooted

in the voices and narratives of women who have directly encountered virtual threats.
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The findings confirm that perceived security is shaped by a constellation of
personal, structural, technological, and sociocultural variables.

Moreover, the study underscores the urgent need for multi-level interventions—
ranging from user education to systemic reforms—to create safer digital
environments. By identifying both the psychological consequences and the systemic
barriers to digital participation, this research contributes not only to academic
literature but also offers actionable knowledge for policymakers, tech developers,
legal professionals, and advocacy groups seeking to empower women in the digital
age. If adequately addressed, online safety can be a foundational enabler of women's
full participation in the socio-economic and political spheres—both online

and offline.
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