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Abstract

Virtual media are internet-based applications that allow users to create
and exchange content. The free and easy access to these media has led
to intense competition for audience attention and revenue. This
research aims to diagnose the issues within the competitive system of
Iran's virtual media structure. It is exploratory in terms of its applied
purpose and approach, and it utilizes qualitative data analysis. To
design the model based on the grounded theory method, a group of
media experts, university professors, executive managers, and
consultants were selected and interviewed in depth. The sampling
method was purposeful, and this process continued until theoretical
saturation was reached, resulting in 15 interviews. The research results
led to the creation of a process model outlining the challenges related
to the competitive system in Iran's virtual media structure. The
hypothetical relationships within the model were tested and
confirmed. The challenges identified include legal obstacles (unstable
laws and policies, regulatory problems), infrastructure issues, filtering,
software and hardware equipment challenges, shortcomings of
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existing business models, resistance to digitalization, changing needs,
and evolving media technologies. Given the global nature of media
competition, this research aims to identify local challenges and
contribute to a deeper understanding of competitive phenomena within
the virtual media field in a national context. By comparing these
findings with international experiences, the research provides
policymakers and practitioners in this field with more innovative and
comprehensive insights.

Extended Abstract:

Introduction and Problem Statement

Virtual media, as one of the most influential communication tools of
the modern era, play a pivotal role in shaping public opinion,
disseminating information, and facilitating social interactions. The
proliferation of the internet and the rise of social networks have
fundamentally transformed the media landscape, intensifying
competition among media outlets, especially in virtual environments.
While this competition has led to improved content quality, increased
transparency, and greater public participation, it has also introduced a
range of challenges and vulnerabilities that can undermine
professional media structures and erode public trust.

In Iran, due to its unique local and structural characteristics, the
competitive system within virtual media faces numerous obstacles and
challenges. Identifying and analyzing these issues is particularly
important for policymakers, media managers, and practitioners. This
study aims to diagnose the pathologies of the competitive system in
the structure of Iran’s virtual media, offering a conceptual model and
explicating the dimensions and components that contribute to these
vulnerabilities.

Comepetition in the virtual media landscape, while offering
opportunities for greater awareness and transparency, also poses
threats such as diminished public trust, the emergence of corruption
and rent-seeking, and even the formation of media mafias. The advent
of social media and digital platforms has blurred traditional media
boundaries, expanding competition beyond domestic outlets to the
global stage.

In Iran, the absence of stable regulations, inadequate regulatory
policies, weak technical infrastructure, pervasive filtering, software
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and hardware limitations, and resistance to digital transformation are
among the key factors threatening the competitive system of virtual
media. Given the importance of these issues and the scarcity of
comprehensive studies in this area, the present research seeks to fill
this gap by providing practical and localized solutions.

This study defines virtual media as internet-based platforms that
enable users to produce and exchange content. Features such as rapid
dissemination, easy accessibility, content diversity, interactivity, and
low production costs distinguish virtual media from traditional forms.

The media value chain, comprising processes and activities that
collectively create value for the end consumer, is central to this
research. In the virtual space, this value chain is reshaped by the
presence of multiple actors and more complex interactions, pushing
competition to unprecedented levels.

The competitive system in the virtual environment is
characterized by network effects, market dynamism, and platform-
based business models, presenting new challenges for media
organizations. Success in this arena depends on the ability of media
outlets to leverage competitive advantages, innovate, and respond to
the evolving needs of their audiences.

Research Methodology

This study is applied in purpose, qualitative in nature, and exploratory
in approach. The grounded theory method was employed to design the
pathology model. The research population consisted of media experts,
university professors, executive managers, and consultants. Using
purposive sampling, in-depth interviews were conducted until
theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in 15 interviews. The
collected data were coded and analyzed, leading to the extraction of
key concepts and categories.

Findings and Results
The analysis yielded a process model outlining the challenges
associated with the competitive system in Iran’s virtual media
structure. The hypothetical relationships within the model were tested
and confirmed. The primary pathologies identified include:

Legal and Policy Barriers: Instability in laws, lack of cohesive
policies, and regulatory challenges create confusion among media
practitioners and dampen innovation.
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Infrastructure Issues: Weak technical infrastructure, limited
bandwidth, low internet speed, and inadequate equipment restrict the
possibility of healthy competition.

Filtering and Access Restrictions: Extensive filtering and the
absence of intelligent content management systems reduce audience
trust, drive users to foreign platforms, and weaken domestic media.

Software and Hardware Deficiencies: Shortages and inadequacies
in equipment, especially among smaller and newer media outlets,
diminish their competitive capacity.

Business Model Shortcomings: Many virtual media outlets lack
sustainable and profitable business models; reliance on advertising or
government support renders them vulnerable.

Resistance to Digitalization: Some media organizations and
managers, due to traditional mindsets or fear of change, resist
adopting new technologies.

Changing Needs and Media Technologies: The rapid pace of
technological change and evolving audience needs challenge media
organizations to continuously adapt and update.

Discussion and Interpretation

The findings indicate that the pathologies of Iran’s virtual media
competitive system are multidimensional and interlinked. The absence
of clear and stable regulations has created confusion and instability in
the media space, while weak infrastructure and inadequate equipment
have deprived many outlets of equal competition opportunities.

Moreover, filtering and access restrictions have not only reduced
audience trust but also prompted users to migrate to international
platforms, further weakening domestic media. The lack of sustainable
business models and dependence on unstable financial resources
render media organizations vulnerable to economic crises and market
fluctuations.

Resistance to digitalization and failure to keep pace with
technological advancements hinder innovation and growth, while the
rapidly changing needs of audiences necessitate ongoing
responsiveness and adaptation from media organizations.

Comparative studies reveal that many of the challenges identified
in this research are also present globally, such as platform regulation,
media monopolies, and data privacy concerns. However, in developed
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countries, supportive policies, robust infrastructure, and diverse
business models have mitigated these vulnerabilities significantly.

In Iran, learning from successful international experiences and
adapting these solutions to the local context can strengthen the
competitive system and reduce its vulnerabilities.

Conclusion and Recommendations

By identifying and analyzing the pathologies of Iran’s virtual media
competitive system, this research demonstrates that addressing these
challenges requires a comprehensive, multi-level approach.
Recommendations include:

« Reforming laws and policies to provide clarity and stability.

« Strengthening technical infrastructure.

« Designing sustainable business models.

o Training and empowering media managers and staff.

o Developing intelligent content management systems.
Additionally, fostering a healthy and transparent competitive
environment, supporting media innovation and entrepreneurship, and
leveraging international best practices can enhance the status of
domestic virtual media and increase public trust.

Ultimately, this research provides a foundation for future studies and
policy decisions in the field of virtual media in Iran.

Keywords: Pathology, Competitive System, Media Structure,
Grounded Theory, Virtual Media.
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