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Extended Abstract

INTRODUCTION

Social capital, as a fundamental indicator of public trust and institutional
legitimacy, holds particular importance for military organizations responsible
for national security. In recent decades, the proliferation of social media
platforms has transformed the public sphere into a highly dynamic and often
contested arena for state entities’ representation and public discourse. This
digital landscape challenges conventional approaches to assessing public
opinion and demands the development of novel, computational analytical
methods. While prior research within the Iranian context has evaluated the
Army’s social capital using traditional methodologies such as surveys or
focused predominantly on the influence of legacy state media, a clear gap
remains. Specifically, no longitudinal, data-driven study has computationally
quantified and tracked the temporal dynamics of the Army’s social capital
within the complex environment of digital social platforms. This study aims
to address this gap by developing and validating an innovative computational
mixed-methods model designed to monitor and interpret fluctuations of this
crucial intangible resource.

METHODOLOGY
Adopting a computational social science framework, this research applies a
longitudinal mixed-methods design to investigate two primary questions:

(1) What is the quantitative measurement of the Army’s social capital as

reflected on major social media platforms?
(2) What are the main factors driving its temporal fluctuations between
2022 and 2024?

Large-scale datasets were systematically collected over the specified three-
year period from three influential social media platforms: Twitter, Instagram,
and Telegram. Data analysis proceeded through a multilayered approach:
thematic analysis was utilized to identify dominant narratives; sentiment
analysis quantified the polarity of opinions; and emotion analysis, grounded
in Plutchik’s psychoevolutionary model, examined the affective dimensions
of public discourse. The study’s key methodological advancement lies in an
integrative computational model that computes a comprehensive social
capital index. This model synthesizes sentiment scores with empirically
derived weighting coefficients assigned to each platform reflecting their
respective influence, and normalizes outcomes by user engagement metrics
including likes, shares, and comments, thus yielding a contextually sensitive
and robust measure of public perception dynamics.
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RESULTS

The extensive evaluation of over 11 million social media posts revealed that
the Army’s social capital is highly dynamic and contingent on sociopolitical
contexts. The aggregate social capital index over the entire period was
estimated at 52.95%, representing an overall neutral-to-positive stance.
Crucially, the index exhibited significant volatility: it declined sharply to
44.08% amid widespread domestic protests in 2022, indicating heightened
fragility. A partial recovery and stabilization followed in 2023, with the index
rising modestly to 45.71%. A marked upswing occurred in 2024, during a
phase of heightened external military tensions, when the index peaked at
64.41%This temporal pattern corresponds with shifts in public discourse
themes. Thematic aggregation uncovered seven meta-themes shaping
narratives: the 2022 downturn was dominated by the "Army’s Response to
Civil Demands" theme (constituting 18.2% of discourse), characterized by
criticism regarding perceived institutional inertia. Conversely, the 2024 surge
reflected an ascendancy of the "Military Capability and Performance"
narrative (21.8%), which emphasized national security and defense.
Persistent themes also included "Nostalgic Collective Memory" (16.5%) and
"The Army's Role within Political Power Structures" (15.1%), which framed
evaluative judgments consistently. Emotionally, the discourse was polarized,
sustaining a delicate affective balance. Positive emotions such as Trust
(19.6%) and Joy (13.2%) summed to 32.8%, nearly offset by negative
sentiments including Anger (16.1%), Sadness (12.4%), and Disgust (4.6%)
totaling 33.1%. Neutral content comprised 21.1%, mainly informational
posts, while Anticipation accounted for 9.7%, denoting hopes and
expectations about future military actions.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

These findings confirm that military social capital is not a static or inherent
attribute but a fluid, context-dependent construct, significantly influenced by
internal political crises and external threat perceptions. The pronounced
increase in social capital during 2024 exemplifies the rally-round-the-flag
effect, whereby a common external threat fosters temporary social cohesion
and shifts collective narratives from domestic discontent toward nationalistic
solidarity. This dynamic can be further interpreted through two theoretical
lenses. Firstly, within Bourdieu's framework, the public sphere acts as
a "Field" where the Army's "Symbolic Capital" is contested. The "rules of the
game" in this field shifted from "civil responsiveness" in 2022 to "military
effectiveness" in 2024, allowing the Army to reclaim symbolic capital. The
observed fragility stems from this duality in the public's judgment framework.
Secondly, this aligns with Hall’s (1997) encoding/decoding theory,
suggesting that official messages of "security" are decoded oppositionally
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during domestic unrest but dominantly during foreign confrontations.
Methodologically, the study’s computational model represents an innovative,
scalable, and near real-time tool for assessing public opinion relevant to
defense futurism and strategic communication. It offers nuanced insights
surpassing traditional surveys by integrating large-scale digital data. A key
limitation is the non-representativeness of social media users. Future research
should explore hybrid approaches combining this model with conventional
survey data to enhance generalizability. In conclusion, in an age of pervasive
digital connectivity, military institutions’ social capital is perpetually
renegotiated within public digital spaces, necessitating adaptive, platform-
tailored, and context-aware communication strategies to maintain legitimacy
and public trust.
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