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Abstract

In the contemporary digital order, computer games have evolved from
entertainment products into strategic assets of the digital economy, soft power,
cultural security, and national security. This study comparatively examines
governance and regulatory models for computer games in China, the United
States, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, and Iran, with the aim of identifying
the strategic foundations of these models and developing a context-sensitive
policy framework for Iran. The study employs a qualitative, structured-focused
comparative approach based on documentary analysis of primary and
secondary sources, complemented by source triangulation. Its theoretical
framework integrates digital governance theory, the Copenhagen School’s
securitization approach, and Joseph Nye’s concept of soft power. The findings
reveal substantial strategic divergence among the selected cases: China follows
a security-centered and state-directed model; the United States relies primarily
on market mechanisms and industry self-regulation; Turkey has adopted a
hybrid model balancing industrial development with regulatory intervention;
and the UAE pursues a developmental and technocratic approach. Iran, by
contrast, is characterized by an imbalanced form of semi-governance marked
by institutional fragmentation and predominantly restrictive policies. The study
concludes that Iran requires a balanced governance model integrating cultural
security, economic development, and digital soft power within a coherent
institutional framework.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: In the contemporary digital order, computer games have evolved from
entertainment products into strategic components of the digital economy, cultural
security, national security, and soft power. Unlike traditional media, digital games
are interactive environments in which users actively engage with narratives, values,
and symbolic representations. They can therefore contribute to political
socialization, cultural influence, public diplomacy, and international competition.
This transformation has encouraged governments to develop different governance
and regulatory arrangements reflecting their particular understandings of security,
culture, economic development, and the relationship between the state and the
market.

The Islamic Republic of Iran faces a complex policy challenge in this field. Although
the country possesses a large and dynamic user market and considerable potential for
developing a domestic game industry, its governance system is characterized by
institutional fragmentation, overlapping responsibilities, and a predominantly
restrictive approach. The study therefore seeks to identify the strategic foundations
of different national governance models and determine how relevant international
experiences can inform a context-sensitive model for Iran. The research argues that
the governance of computer games should not be reduced either to cultural control
or to economic liberalization, but should integrate security, development, and soft-
power objectives within a coherent framework.

Research Question: The central research question is: How should an appropriate
model of security policy-making and regulation for computer games in the Islamic
Republic of Iran be formulated in light of international experiences and the country’s
indigenous political, cultural, economic, and security requirements? This question
seeks not merely to describe regulatory differences among countries, but to explain
how governments’ perceptions of security and their strategic understanding of
computer games shape their institutional arrangements, policy instruments, and
regulatory outcomes.

Research Hypothesis: The research is based on the hypothesis that there is no single
universal model of computer-game governance and regulation; rather, regulatory
arrangements must be adapted to the political, cultural, economic, and security
conditions of each national context. Accordingly, Iran cannot effectively reproduce
either a highly centralized security-oriented model or a predominantly market-
oriented model. Instead, an appropriate Iranian framework should selectively draw
on international experiences while being adapted to domestic requirements and
institutional realities.

Methodology and Theoretical Framework: The study employs a qualitative
structured-focused comparative approach, drawing on the methodological logic of
comparative case analysis. Five countries—China, the United States, Turkey, the
United Arab Emirates, and Iran—are examined because they represent significant
variation in governance philosophies and regulatory practices. Data were collected
through documentary analysis of primary and secondary sources, including
legislation, policy documents, institutional arrangements, official policy statements,
industrial reports, and relevant academic literature. Source triangulation was used to
strengthen the credibility of the findings by comparing policy documents with
industrial and scholarly sources. The theoretical framework integrates three
complementary perspectives: digital governance theory, securitization theory
associated with the Copenhagen School, and Joseph Nye’s theory of soft power.
Digital governance theory explains the choice among alternative regulatory
mechanisms, including hierarchical regulation, self-regulation, and smart regulation.
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Securitization theory explains how computer games may be constructed as security
issues and thereby become subject to exceptional regulatory intervention. Soft-power
theory, meanwhile, conceptualizes games as potential instruments of cultural
attraction, international influence, and public diplomacy.

The study develops an integrated analytical model in which the process begins with
the state’s perception of computer games as either a security threat or an ordinary
cultural and economic activity. This perception influences their position within the
state’s soft-power strategy and subsequently determines the preferred logic of digital
governance and regulatory intervention. Thus, the final governance model is
understood as the outcome of a sequential relationship between security perception,
strategic orientation, governance logic, and policy instruments.

Research Findings: The comparative analysis demonstrates substantial strategic
divergence among the selected countries. These differences are rooted less in
technological capabilities than in different political philosophies and understandings
of security, culture, markets, and state—society relations in the digital era.

China represents a security-centered and centralized governance model. Computer
games are simultaneously perceived as potential threats to domestic social stability
and as instruments of international influence. The Chinese approach therefore
combines strong state control, content regulation, and institutional oversight with
support for the domestic digital industry.

The United States represents a predominantly market-oriented and self-regulatory
model. Direct governmental intervention in game content is comparatively limited,
while industry-based mechanisms perform important regulatory functions.
Nevertheless, the American model cannot simply be interpreted as non-intervention.
Governmental attention has increasingly focused on issues such as data security,
privacy, foreign ownership, and cybersecurity. Computer games are primarily
understood as components of the digital economy rather than direct threats to cultural
identity.

Turkey demonstrates a hybrid governance model that combines industrial
development with selective legal, ethical, and security intervention. The government
encourages investment, production, and exports while maintaining regulatory
authority concerning sensitive content, child protection, personal data, and online
gambling. This model reflects an attempt to balance economic development with
cultural and regulatory concerns.

The United Arab Emirates follows a development-oriented and commercially
focused model, incorporating the game industry into broader strategies of economic
diversification, digital development, investment attraction, and international
reputation-building. In this approach, games are primarily regarded as an economic
and technological opportunity and as an instrument of national development and
global visibility.

Iran, by contrast, is characterized by what the study identifies as imbalanced semi-
governance. The principal problem is not the absence of a consumer market or
human potential, but institutional fragmentation and the lack of a coherent strategic
framework. Several institutions participate in decision-making and regulation, while
their responsibilities and approaches are not sufficiently integrated. This
fragmentation weakens policy coherence and reduces the effectiveness of regulatory
intervention.

A particularly important finding is the emergence of a security paradox. Restrictive
policies and the blocking of global distribution platforms have encouraged some
users toward unofficial markets, circumvention tools, and modified or pirated games.
Consequently, policies intended to strengthen cultural and cybersecurity may
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generate unintended effects, including reduced governmental oversight of user data,
increased cybersecurity risks, and weakened domestic producers. Iran has therefore
neither fully achieved its cultural-security objectives nor developed a globally
competitive game industry.

The comparative evidence consequently indicates that the central challenge in Iran
is a governance-model crisis. Effective policy-making requires a balanced
framework capable of managing cultural security, economic development, and
digital soft power simultaneously rather than treating them as competing objectives.
Conclusion: The study concludes that technological globalization has not resulted
in convergence in computer-game governance. Instead, national models reflect
different political perceptions of security, culture, economic development, and soft
power. China, the United States, Turkey, and the UAE demonstrate distinct
governance trajectories, whereas Iran remains characterized by fragmented and
imbalanced semi-governance.

For Iran, neither comprehensive state control nor unrestricted market liberalization
provides an adequate solution. The study therefore proposes a transition toward
balanced digital governance, integrating cultural security, economic development,
and public diplomacy within a coherent institutional framework. The first
requirement is the formulation of a comprehensive national document on computer-
game governance that clearly defines and prioritizes security, cultural, economic,
and technological objectives. Institutional responsibilities should subsequently be
integrated through a specialized cross-sectoral regulatory authority with clearly
defined powers, accountability, and continuous interaction with the private sector.
The study further recommends replacing excessive reliance on filtering and
prohibition with smart, transparent, and information-based regulation, particularly
through the redesign of age and content-rating systems, parental education, and
greater industry responsibility. Cultural-security policies should also be
accompanied by targeted support for domestic developers, intellectual-property
protection, export promotion, and access to international markets.

Ultimately, the appropriate Iranian approach is a context-sensitive hybrid
governance model that combines strategic state oversight, market incentives,
institutional coordination, smart regulation, domestic industrial support, and
international cultural engagement. Such a model can transform computer games
from an object of predominantly restrictive security policy into a strategic component
of digital economic development, cultural security, and national soft power.
Keywords: Computer Games, Digital Governance, Regulation, Securitization,
Islamic Republic of Iran.
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