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Deep Dive

Policies Must Keep People in Focus
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Why campaigns succeed or fall flat

What brings people on board?

A NALYS SIS

The call for the public to cut
back on water, electricity, and
gas consumption has been a fix-
ture in official media program-
ming for years, cropping up in
everything from music videos
and news bulletins to children’s
shows and subtle cues in TV se-
ries. Yet, a culture of responsible
consumption has yet to take root
in Iranian society at large.

At times, various governments
have turned to the public for
support, often coming up
against mixed results. One of
the most telling episodes un-
folded when senior officials of
the Hassan Rouhani government
urged citizens who did not need
subsidies to voluntarily opt out
of receiving them. Despite the
administration’s strong social
capital during the fever pitch of
nuclear negotiations — an era
dubbed “Thank You, Rouhani” —
only a small fraction went along
with the request.

New wave of campaigns
underway

One of the latest efforts to drum
up public participation was the
“Two Degrees Lower” campaign.
According to IRNA, after the
president, in late 2024, released
a video urging everyone to turn
down their heaters by two de-
grees as temperatures dropped
— citing air pollution and its
adverse effects on the society’s
health — other officials, busi-
ness leaders, and civil society
groups quickly came on board
through their own video mes-
sages or practical actions.
Shortly after, the “No to Acci-
dents” campaign kicked off.
Its impact sparked debate,
but when the Nowruz travel
season wrapped up in early

April 2025, the campaign’s
spokesperson announced an
8.5% drop in road fatalities
compared to the previous year,
calling the initiative “a sig-
nificant step towards cutting
down on road deaths”.

Factors behind success or
failure of campaigns
Iranian sociologist Nader Sade-
ghian stressed the need to break
down the reasons for public re-
sponse to campaigns. Structur-
ally and politically, he pointed
to two key factors: First, a weak
culture of participation, which
paves the way for widespread
distrust. Second, a lack of polit-
ical development directly chips
away at social trust.

Looking at the long haul, Sa-
deghian argued that the per-
sistence of poor structures
throughout history has bred
deep-seated distrust. Failing
to set up real opportunities for
participation leaves people feel-
ing powerless.

On the media front, Sadeghian
noted that unless state media
shake up their approach and
open the door to criticism and
engagement, trust cannot be
rebuilt. The gulf between the
concerns and language of the
younger generation and what of-
ficial bodies put out only drives
a wedge between youth and in-
stitutions.

“How authorities deal with so-
ciety — how transparent, ac-
countable, and respectful they
are, and whether they make
room for genuine participa-
tion — are decisive factors,” he
stressed.

Role of social media,
generational shifts
Sadeghian argued that social
media can, for a time, shape

public opinion and bolster a
culture of criticism. However,
he warned that these platforms
often stir up polarization and,
unless official media change tack
and allow for criticism, overall
trust will continue to ebb away:.
“The younger generation’s
sources of information and ref-
erence groups stand apart from
those of their elders. The lack
of reflection of young people’s
mindset and language in official
media has widened the gap and
eroded their trust” in state-led
campaigns.
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Campaigns at odds with
civil solidarity

Social researcher Somayeh Sara-
fraz, offering a complementary
perspective, emphasized the
importance of social and media
analysis in understanding the
fate of state-led campaigns. She
argued that modern campaigns
are a relatively new phenome-
non, and that social change, cul-
tural shifts, and the role of vari-
ous media outlets weigh heavily
on their outcomes. “Case studies
from recent decades,” she said,
“shed light on how people inter-

Ll S

-

Children stand beside a mas-
cot of the National Iranian
Gas Company (NIGc) as they
are being introduced into a
campaign to help regulate
gas consumption at home, in
Alborz Province, Iran.
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Sociologist Nader
Sadeghianargued
thatsocial media
can,foratime,shape
publicopinionand
bolsteraculture of
criticism. However,
hewarnedthatthese
platforms often stir
up polarizationand,
unlessofficial media
changetackand
allowfor criticism,
overalltrustwill
continuetoebb
away.

act with these initiatives.”

“While authorities have tried
to tap into campaigns to patch
up social rifts and rally the
public, opposition groups have
also seized on these tools for
their own ends. These opposi-
tion campaigns typically center
around shared grievances or
clear goals for change, which
fire up motivation and visibility.”
Sarafraz added that opposition
groups make the most of social
media to get around the lim-
its of official channels and get
their message across to a wider
audience. The appeal of protest
content, international support,
and media coverage, as well as a
focus on government shortcom-
ings, all help boost the visibili-
ty of opposition campaigns. In
contrast, state campaigns often
struggle to catch on due to pub-
lic distrust, vague goals, reliance
on restricted official media, and
a lack of authentic engagement.

Spontaneous campaign
model

Sarafraz identified a sense of ur-
gency to solve a real problem as
the core driver behind success-
ful campaigns. She argued that
people only get behind a cam-
paign when it speaks to their
concerns and needs.

She maintained that the ability
to reach out to a broad audience
is crucial for any campaign’s suc-
cess. The message must be clear,
visually engaging, and delivered
on popular platforms to strike a
chord with people’s daily lives
and foster empathy.

Sarafraz pointed to the success
of grassroots campaigns during
crises as a blueprint for earn-
ing public trust in official insti-
tutions. “Such campaigns show
trust is only won over when
honesty, efficiency, and genuine
participation are at play,” she
concluded, stressing that offi-
cial bodies must take a leaf out
of these campaigns’ book and
overhaul their own approach.

The full article first appeared in
Persian on IRNA.
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Gazan children hold up aid food donated by millions of Iranians within a national campaign, titled “Iran Hamdel”. The campaign was launched on October 5, 2025, in response to the
Iranian Leader’s call and gained unprecedented support from Iranians for the people of Gaza.
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