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Abstract

Purpose: This Editor’s Note seeks to explain the transition from protest to violence during the events of January
2026 in Iran from the perspective of Generation Z’s Social and Collaborative Information-Seeking. The text aims to
demonstrate how patterns of information interaction within an information-saturated ecosystem can redirect
collective action from civic demands toward violence. The primary focus is not political judgment, but rather an
analysis of the informational mechanisms influencing individual and collective decision-making among young people.
Methodology: The article adopts an analytical-interpretive approach grounded in Shah’s (2017) theoretical framework
of Social and Collaborative Information-Seeking. In addition to reviewing international scholarship on the infodemic,
misinformation and disinformation, and networked collective action, the study draws upon empirical data from a
university-based field study on Generation Z’'s information behavior (a sample of 368 undergraduate students at the
University of Tabriz). These data were collected in September 2025, prior to the January 2026 events, and therefore
provide a non-reactive depiction of the ordinary information behavior patterns of young adults.

Findings: The findings indicate that Generation Z demonstrates high levels of informational activity and interaction,
yet exhibits relative weakness in analytical information use, flexibility of participatory roles, and the strength of stable
social ties. The combination of high activity, rapid decision-making, weak social bonds, and network-driven emotional
pressure can create conditions conducive to the rapid transition from protest to violence. A strong sensitivity to social
justice, when confronted with polarized narratives or disinformation, may generate cognitive vulnerability. These
patterns suggest that the recent crisis was less a purely political phenomenon and more a reflection of instability within
the informational ecosystem.

Conclusion: The analysis demonstrates that the quality of information and the manner in which it is utilized directly
affect the quality of social action. In the absence of critical information literacy and effective information governance
mechanisms, digital participation may reproduce emotionally driven and high-cost cycles of collective behavior.
Managing social crises in the networked age requires strengthening critical thinking, enhancing transparency of official
information, establishing institutionalized channels for youth participation, and rebuilding authentic social bonds. The
central challenge is not Generation Z’s presence within digital networks, but rather the absence of structures capable of
channeling their informational energy toward responsible civic action.

Value: By linking the theory of Social and Collaborative Information-Seeking Behavior to a contemporary social event,
this article offers a novel framework for analyzing collective violence in the digital age. Its contribution lies in shifting the
discussion from political contestation to informational architecture and the cognitive mechanisms shaping youth
behavior. This approach may inform educational, cultural, and information governance policymaking in networked
societies and contribute to a preventive understanding of future crises.
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1. Introduction

January 2026 once again demonstrated that social crises in the digital age are
no longer merely street-level events; rather, they are the direct extension of struggles
that take shape within the informational sphere. Protests that could initially be
interpreted within the framework of socio-economic demands rapidly escalated into
widespread violence, infrastructure damage, and significant human casualties.
According to the official report of the Foundation of Martyrs and Veterans Affairs,
“the recent incidents resulted in 3,117 fatalities” (Foundation of Martyrs and
Veterans Affairs, February 2026).

Furthermore, based on a report issued by the Deputy Office for Public
Outreach of the Seminary, drawing on data collected from a sample of 11,252
individuals detained during the January 2026 events in Iran, 77% of those detained
were under the age of 30, and 27% were under 18 years old (Aftab News Agency,
February 2026). These figures indicate how, in a social crisis largely involving
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In today’s world, information is no longer merely a tool for awareness; it can

become a weapon. The global experience of the COVID-19 crisis marked a turning

point in this understanding. For the first time, the World Health Organization warned

that humanity was confronting an “infodemic” (World Health Organization, 2020),

Issue 4 an epidemic of information capable of spreading as destructively as a virus.
Misinformation and disinformation not only distort public perception but can

Serial Number 14  directly lead to loss of life. This is no longer a metaphor; it is a lived global
experience.

Today’s younger generation, particularly Generation Z, has grown up in an
environment where the boundary between reality, narrative, and media
representation has become increasingly blurred. They have been exposed, more than
any previous generation in history, to vast volumes of information, images, and
competing narratives. In such an ecosystem, the primary challenge is not scarcity of
information, but the absence of effective mechanisms for filtering, regulating, and
rationally applying information. When information escapes control, individual and
collective decision-making drifts away from rational deliberation.

The recent events cannot be adequately understood solely through political or
security analyses. At a deeper level, what occurred reflects an informational crisis, a
crisis in the ways information is received, interpreted, shared, and translated into
action. The young individuals at the center of these events largely operate within
environments where social action is organized through social media, emotion often
precedes analysis, and the speed of information circulation diminishes opportunities
for reflection. Under such conditions, protest can quickly transition into violence,
not necessarily because of the intrinsic nature of the demands, but because of the
informational architecture through which those demands circulate.

Therefore, to understand why and how protest transitions into violence, it is
necessary to turn to frameworks that analyze human behavior within informational
contexts. Theories and models of Social and Collaborative Information Seeking,
particularly the model proposed by Shah?® (2017), make it possible to examine
Generation Z’s actions not merely as political reactions, but as patterns of interaction
with information. This perspective enables us to address a central question: how can
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2 . Generation Z refers to individuals born between 1997 and 2012, who are generally between 13 and 28 years
old. This generation is considered the first to have grown up entirely in the Internet era (Eldridge, 2026).
3 . https://ischool.uw.edu/people/faculty/profile/chirags



patterns of informational participation, the strength of social ties, levels of
interaction, and modes of information use shape the trajectory of collective action
toward either violence or dialogue?

This Editor’s Note represents an effort to examine the recent events through
the lens of Social and Collaborative Information Seeking, an effort to demonstrate
that the present crisis is fundamentally an informational crisis. If we do not
understand how young people receive, interpret, and translate information into
action, any social or cultural policymaking will, at best, remain incomplete.
Understanding these mechanisms is essential not only for analyzing past events, but
also for planning, policymaking, and action in the future.

2. Social and Collaborative Information Seeking: A Framework for
Understanding Generation Z Action

To analyze collective action in the networked age, we must first understand
how contemporary individuals search for information, interpret it, and translate it
into social action. In information science, one of the key frameworks for explaining
this process is the model of Social and Collaborative Information Seeking proposed
by Chirag Shah (2017), a scholar of information science at the University of
Washington. This model is grounded in the premise that information seeking is no
longer an isolated, individual activity; in the digital world, it has become inherently
social, collaborative, and networked.

Within this framework, individuals obtain information not only from formal
sources but also through interaction with others, social networks, online
communities, and shared narratives. Decision-making in such environments is not
the product of a solitary mind but the outcome of a shared informational ecosystem.
Put simply, we no longer think primarily alone; we increasingly think through
networks.

Shah’s model suggests that social and collaborative information behavior can
be examined through several key dimensions, dimensions that are directly related to
the formation of collective action.

2.1 Intention

This dimension refers to the degree of conscious entry into the information-
seeking process. Does an individual actively search for information with a defined
purpose, or are they passively exposed to information through the fluid streams of
networks? In digital environments, a large portion of information acquisition occurs
unintentionally and without clear purpose, a condition that encourages rapid, low-
reflection responses.

2.2 Activity Level

Activity level reflects the extent to which individuals actively produce,
redistribute, and participate in information exchange. Generation Z typically
demonstrates high activity levels; they are not merely consumers of information but
also producers and distributors. This characteristic carries both the potential for
awareness-building and the risk of amplifying collective emotional escalation.

2.3 Temporality

This dimension concerns the synchronicity of informational interaction. Social
networks compress decision-making into the immediacy of the present moment. The
gap between receiving information and reacting socially becomes minimal. Under
such conditions, opportunities for reflection, verification, and critical evaluation are
reduced.

2.4 Co-location
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Today, many forms of collective action emerge without physical co-presence.
Individuals located in separate spaces engage simultaneously within a shared
informational environment. As a result, gatherings and movements are often
organized in networks before they appear in physical public spaces.

2.5 User Roles

In a healthy informational ecosystem, individuals assume diverse roles:
analyst, critic, questioner, or content producer. In polarized environments, however,
roles tend to collapse into emotionally driven amplification. Reduced role flexibility
contributes to echo chambers, single-voiced narratives, and the erosion of dialogue.

2.6 Awareness

This dimension refers to the degree to which individuals remain informed
about the actions of others in a network. Continuous awareness of collective
behavior generates social pressure , pressure that may push individuals to align with
dominant trends even when they harbor personal doubts.

2.7 Interaction and Communication

High-intensity network interactions accelerate the transmission of emotion.
Information in such environments does not merely circulate; its emotional charge is
multiplied. This amplification of affect is a critical factor in the rapid transition from
protest to violence.

Vol 4 2.8 Tie Strength
Issue 4 Weak and temporary ties, characteristic of many digital relationships, expand
participation but reduce personal accountability. In large, anonymous collectives,
Serial Number 14  individuals may engage in behaviors they would never enact within close and stable
social relationships.
2.9 Benefit Balance
Perceived fairness or unfairness in the distribution of outcomes plays a central
role in shaping collective action. Social networks can intensify or distort these
perceptions, reinforcing narratives of injustice or grievance.
2.10 Information Use
The most critical dimension concerns the capacity to analyze and rationally
apply information. Exposure to abundant information without the skills to interpret
and use it responsibly can lead to dangerous decision-making. It is at this point that
an information crisis transforms into a social crisis.
This model allows us to interpret social events not merely as political reactions
but as outcomes of patterned interactions with information. If we understand how
younger generations operate within these dimensions, we can better explain how a
network narrative can rapidly evolve into street action , and, under certain
conditions, into violence.
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3. Research Findings and Analysis of the Risks in Generation Z’s
Information Behavior

To move beyond general analyses and toward an evidence-based
understanding of young people’s position within today’s informational ecosystem,
reference can be made to the findings of a university-based field study that directly
examined the Social and Collaborative Information Seeking of Generation Z. The
data are drawn from a Master’s thesis in Knowledge and Information Science by Ms.
Roghayeh Mahmoudi, entitled “An Examination of Participatory Information
Behavior among Generation Z with Emphasis on Social Search: A Case Study of
Undergraduate Students at the University of Tabriz.” The author of the present
editorial served as the thesis supervisor, with Dr. Afshin Hamdi-Pour as advisor. The



thesis was defended in October 2025 in the Department of Knowledge and
Information Science at the University of Tabriz.

The data were collected in September 2025, prior to the January 2026 events.
In other words, they reflect the ordinary, everyday information behavior of students
and were not gathered under the influence of the subsequent crisis. The study
population consisted of undergraduate students at the University of Tabriz between
the ages of 18 and 26 (corresponding to the age range typically associated with
Generation Z). From a population of 8,759 students, 368 participants were selected
through stratified random sampling. The research instrument was a questionnaire
based on Shah’s (2017) model of Social and Collaborative Information Seeking.

The findings of this study present a cautionary picture of Generation Z’s
information behavior, summarized as follows:

3.1. High Level of Activity, Low Level of Information Use

The Generation Z participants in this study scored close to 4 out of 5 on the
“level of informational activity” component, indicating a high degree of engagement
in searching, sharing, and interacting with information. In contrast, the “information
use” component received the lowest mean score, remaining close to the midpoint of
the scale.

This gap between high activity and lower analytical use represents one of the
most significant vulnerabilities. International research likewise suggests that
extensive digital participation without critical information literacy can contribute to
the spread of misinformation and emotionally driven collective behavior (Bennett &
Segerberg, 2012; Sunstein, 2018; Livingstone, 2019). Under such conditions, users
become caught in cycles of resharing rather than engaging in evaluative judgment.

3.2. Weak Social Ties and Networked Diffusion of Responsibility

The study found that the “strength of social ties” within Generation Z’s
information interactions was below the desirable average. This indicates that many
digital relationships are temporary, surface-level, and situational (Boyd, 2014).
Granovetter’s theory of weak ties suggests that while such networks increase the
breadth of information diffusion, they simultaneously reduce individual
responsibility (Granovetter, 1973).

Within protest contexts, this characteristic may facilitate the formation of
large-scale gatherings in which individual actions dissolve into the crowd, and
individuals feel less personally accountable for the ethical and human consequences
of their behavior.

3.3. High Speed, Limited Reflection

The “temporality” component revealed that the participants demonstrated a
strong tendency toward synchronous and immediate interaction. This pattern aligns
with the architecture of social media platforms, where decisions are made in real
time. The reduced interval between receiving information and acting upon it limits
opportunities for critical reflection (Shah, 2017).

In social crises, such a pattern may accelerate the transition from protest to
violence. Decisions that would ordinarily require prolonged consideration may be
made within seconds in emotionally charged online environments.

3.4. High Sensitivity to Justice and Vulnerability to Polarized Narratives

One positive finding of the study was the relatively high mean score for the
“balance of interests” component. The participants exhibited considerable sensitivity
to issues of justice and fairness in the distribution of benefits. However, this same
sensitivity, when confronted with polarized information or disinformation, may
transform into exaggerated perceptions of injustice.
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Research on false information demonstrates that emotionally charged and
moralized narratives spread more rapidly than neutral information (Vosoughi, Roy,
& Avral, 2018). In such an environment, young individuals may make decisions based
on distorted perceptions rather than verified realities.

3.5. The Gap Between Interaction and Critical Thought

Generation Z participants scored highly on interaction and communication
components, indicating active and expansive networks. However, flexibility of roles
was relatively low. This suggests that many users primarily function as resharing
agents rather than analytical contributors. In a healthy informational ecosystem, the
presence of analytical roles is essential to prevent escalation and extremism. The
absence of such roles may transform digital spaces into echo chambers,
environments in which divergent voices are marginalized and extreme narratives are
amplified (Sunstein, 2018).

3.6. From Informational Pattern to Human Consequence

When these findings are considered alongside the official statistics on fatalities
from the recent protests, it becomes clear that the issue extends beyond academic
analysis. If left without critical literacy and supportive institutional structures,
Generation Z’s information behavior may lead to consequences whose costs are
borne by society in human lives.

This study demonstrates that Generation Z is not an apathetic generation;
Issue 4 rather, it is highly active, sensitive, and participatory. The risk does not lie in these

characteristics themselves. The risk lies in the absence of mechanisms capable of
Serial Number 14  channeling this informational energy toward analysis, dialogue, and social
responsibility.
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4. Discussion and Conclusion: The Crisis of Information, the Crisis of Action

Bringing together the research findings, the analysis of Generation Z’s
information behavior, and the events of January 2026 reveals that contemporary
society is confronting a dual crisis: a crisis within the informational sphere and a
crisis in the transformation of information into social action.

In the networked age, information is no longer merely a representation of
reality; information itself becomes social reality. What individuals see, read, and
share shapes the framework through which they perceive the world. Castells (2015)
describes this condition as the power of networks to construct reality. Generation Z
is the first generation to have grown up entirely within this informational
architecture. For this generation, the boundary between lived experience and
mediated experience is remarkably thin.

The referenced university study indicates that Generation Z demonstrates a
high level of informational participation but shows relative weakness in the
analytical application of information. This gap represents precisely the point at
which an informational ecosystem can shift from being awareness-enhancing to
crisis-generating. Widespread participation without evaluative competence creates
fertile ground for the dissemination of disinformation. Global research has shown
that false information spreads faster, more broadly, and more deeply than accurate
information (Vosoughi, Roy, & Aral, 2018). In such environments, highly active
users may inadvertently become engines of distorted narrative propagation.

When this cycle intersects with collective emotion, network pressure, and
weak social ties, the result can be the rapid transition from protest to violence
(Twenge, 2017). This phenomenon is not unique to Iran; it reflects a broader global
pattern observable in networked societies (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012). However,



in each society, the severity of consequences depends on its level of preparedness in
managing informational crises.

Official statistics regarding the fatalities of the recent events demonstrate that
the issue has moved beyond theoretical discussion and become a human crisis. These
figures raise a fundamental question: how can information lead to death?

The answer lies in recognizing that information is not merely content;
information generates action. During the COVID-19 crisis, the World Health
Organization warned of an “infodemic,” a condition in which misinformation could
cost lives. That warning now finds relevance in the realm of social action. We live
under the influence of the information we consume, and the quality of that
information determines the quality of our decisions.

If young people grow up in an environment where speed prevails over
accuracy, emotion over analysis, and resharing over critical reflection, society will
inevitably experience recurring cycles of crisis. The core problem is neither the
existence of social media platforms nor the inherent nature of Generation Z. Rather,
it is the absence of an effective information governance system capable of
systematically strengthening information literacy, networked responsibility, and
critical thinking.

From this perspective, the recent protests can be interpreted as a warning signal
of a deeper structural issue. A society that fails to manage its informational
architecture will ultimately pay the cost in its public spaces.

5. Policy and Practical Recommendations: Redefining Generation Z’s
Relationship with the Information Ecosystem

If the findings of this study are interpreted within Shah’s model of Social and
Collaborative Information Seeking, a dual image of Generation Z emerges: a
generation characterized by high levels of informational activity, interaction, and
participation, yet exhibiting relative weaknesses in analytical information use, stable
social ties, and flexibility of participatory roles. This combination does not indicate
a deficit of social energy; rather, it reflects a surplus of energy without guiding
structures. Therefore, the central issue is not Generation Z itself, but how this
generation is positioned within the broader social, informational, and governance
architecture.

5.1. Recommendations for Generation Z

The findings indicate that Generation Z scored highly on the components of
“level of activity,” “interaction,” and “intensity of communication.” This suggests
that the capacity for participation, content creation, and network presence constitutes
a genuine strength of this generation. Reform efforts should not aim to suppress these
qualities; rather, they should seek to channel them toward informed and responsible
participation. The observed weakness in the “use of information” component
indicates that the core challenge lies in the quality of information processing rather
than its quantity.

Generation Z requires a transition from emotional participation to reflective
participation. This transition can occur when young individuals become aware that
every act of resharing contributes to the construction of social reality. Within the
model of Social and Collaborative Information Seeking, intentionality constitutes a
foundational element of informational action. Strengthening intentionality means
transforming immediate reaction into responsible decision-making. Generation Z
must learn that pause is not passivity; rather, it is an integral component of
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meaningful participation. In a high-speed digital environment, the capacity to delay
reaction becomes a cognitive virtue.

Furthermore, the weakness identified in “role flexibility” suggests that many
members of Generation Z have had limited opportunities to experience diverse social
roles. Practicing varied roles through collaborative projects, volunteer activities, and
tangible social responsibilities can compensate for this limitation. The aim of this
recommendation is not to constrain Generation Z, but to translate digital
participation into social maturity.

5.2. Recommendations for Families

The study indicated that the “strength of social ties” among Generation Z is
lower than desirable. The family represents the primary institution capable of
repairing this weakness. However, strengthening social bonds does not occur
through control; it occurs through dialogue. The family should become an
environment in which information is analyzed rather than merely consumed.

When Generation Z engages in discussion at home about news, rumors, and
circulating narratives, the “awareness” component within the social information
behavior model is reinforced. Individuals learn to view information within a network
of perspectives rather than along a single linear path. This process enhances
analytical capacity and reduces emotionally driven reactions.

The deficit in role flexibility can also be addressed at the family level. When
young individuals are given opportunities to act as decision-makers, advisors, or
coordinators of small projects within the family context, they develop the ability to
navigate shifting social roles. Such experiences transfer directly to behavior in
broader social arenas. In this sense, the family functions as the first laboratory of
participatory governance.

5.3. Recommendations for Governance

The findings demonstrate that Generation Z is strong in “participatory intent”
and “level of activity,” yet this energy lacks a clearly defined place within formal
institutional structures. When participation is not institutionalized, it risks
transforming into explosive action. Therefore, the challenge of governance should
not be framed as controlling Generation Z, but rather as creating formal channels
through which their participation can be constructively integrated.

Governance systems should move Generation Z from being the object of
policy to becoming an actor within policy. Youth advisory councils, official digital
participation platforms, legally protected mechanisms for civic protest, and direct
dialogue with decision-making institutions represent preventive tools for crisis
mitigation. Such mechanisms strengthen the “balance of interests” component,
allowing young people to perceive themselves as stakeholders in the distribution of
voice and power.

At the same time, the weakness in “use of information” is not solely an
individual issue; it reflects deficiencies in the circulation of official information.
When official information is delayed or lacks transparency, disinformation fills the
vacuum. Information governance entails increasing the speed, transparency, and
credibility of official communication. The cumulative outcome of these measures is
the production of social capital.

Moreover, the weakness in “strength of connection” suggests that society
requires new collective spaces, spaces where genuine collaboration replaces purely
digital connection. Cultural policy, without the reconstruction of tangible
participatory environments, cannot effectively guide the networked behavior of



young people. Generation Z must experience concrete cooperation, shared projects,
and real social responsibility.

Ultimately, the present generation, with its particular characteristics,
capacities, and challenges, requires a fundamental redesign of both formal and
informal educational systems. Such systems must structurally place information
literacy, critical thinking, media maturity, reflective decision-making skills, and
responsible participation within the digital ecosystem at the center of educational
planning.

6. Conclusion

The recent crisis demonstrated that the central issue facing society is not
Generation Z’s presence in digital networks; rather, it is the absence of structures
capable of transforming this generation’s informational energy into sustainable
social action.

A generation characterized by high levels of activity but limited analytical
application of information, if left unsupported, is prone to emotionally driven
reactions. A generation lacking stable social bonds may exhibit riskier behavior
within anonymous crowds. A generation without a recognized role within formal
institutional structures may come to view the street as a substitute for institutional
participation.

Yet, if that same generation is acknowledged within formal structures, if it is
granted meaningful roles, provided with credible information, and enabled to
experience authentic social bonds, it can become one of the most powerful engines
of social capital.

The challenge, therefore, is not to restrain Generation Z, but to redesign the
informational, social, and institutional architecture in which it operates. Only
through such structural recalibration can informational energy be redirected from
crisis toward constructive civic engagement.
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