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Abstract:

To provide a comprehensive SWOT-based assessment of Iraq’s digital media ecosystem in confronting the escalating drug crisis. This
qualitative study employed the SWOT analytical framework. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 13 media experts
and senior anti-narcotics officers. All interviews were fully transcribed and analyzed through thematic coding (open, axial, and selective).
Internal and external factors shaping Iraq’s digital media performance were categorized into strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats
to develop strategic directions. The analysis revealed that Iraqi digital media possess key strengths such as extensive youth reach, digital
monitoring infrastructures, institutional support, and influencer-based dissemination capabilities. However, weaknesses included the absence
of a unified media strategy, limited analytical and psychological content-design skills, financial constraints, dominance of security-centric
narratives over health-oriented approaches, and low media literacy among audiences. Environmental evaluation showed opportunities in
international collaboration, increased youth digital participation, and emerging technologies, contrasted with threats such as covert harmful
content, legal gaps, psychological operations by external actors, cyber risks, economic pressures, and widespread public distrust. Integrating
these factors led to SO, WO, ST, and WT strategic recommendations to enhance the preventive and educational performance of Iraq’s digital
media. The findings indicate that strengthening Iraq’s digital media role in addressing drug abuse requires a comprehensive media policy,
improved health-centered messaging, enhanced media literacy, technological innovation, greater transparency, and rebuilding public trust.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital media ecosystems has fundamentally reshaped patterns of communication, knowledge
exchange, and social behavior across different societies. In contexts affected by political instability, socio-economic pressures,
and public health crises, digital media environments assume an even more influential role in shaping public awareness and
behavioral choices. Iraq represents one of the most challenging cases in this regard, as the country faces a dramatic rise in drug
use, trafficking, and addiction-related harm—phenomena intensified by weak institutional oversight, porous borders,
widespread unemployment, and enduring post-war trauma (Rahim, 2022). Scholars have emphasized that the psychological,
social, and behavioral consequences of drug use—ranging from identity disruption to social isolation—are significantly more
severe in societies grappling with prolonged instability (Mohammad Shaaban, 2017). As a result, the role of media, especially
digital media, in countering drug consumption has become a national priority.

Existing literature demonstrates that media systems can significantly influence public health outcomes when their
interventions follow theoretical communication frameworks and public health messaging principles. Theories of public
communication campaigns highlight that segmentation, message tailoring, and narrative coherence are essential for ensuring
that media interventions affect attitudes and behavior (Atkin & Rice, 2013). Systematic evidence also shows that mass-media
campaigns can reduce drug use when messages are scientifically grounded and targeted appropriately (Allara et al., 2015).
However, research indicates that many media systems in transitional societies employ fear-based messages, fragmented
narrative strategies, and security-oriented frames that limit their preventive impact (Razagholizadeh, 2014).

Iraq reflects this pattern. Studies on Iraqi media show that communication about drugs is often dominated by depictions of
raids, arrests, and political scandals rather than health-centered explanations or preventive guidance (Al Dulaimi, 2015). At the
same time, reports indicate that networks of traffickers and dealers have begun exploiting social media platforms to recruit
customers, normalize drug use, and market substances using covert digital techniques (Tzanetakis & South, 2023). Moreover,
allegations of political and administrative complicity in drug networks have intensified public distrust and undermined the
credibility of official communication channels (Al Sadr, 2025). These findings align with analyses of ethical vulnerabilities in
Iraqi journalism, which highlight long-standing challenges related to narrative accuracy, professional responsibility, and public
accountability (Majid, 2007).

Despite these challenges, digital media in Iraq presents substantial opportunities. Studies indicate that young Iraqis rely
heavily on digital platforms as their main source of information, identity formation, and peer interaction (Husniati et al., 2023).
Reviews of digital-based preventive interventions suggest that social media can amplify health-promotion messages and
encourage youth engagement, provided that content is designed with persuasive, participatory, and culturally grounded
approaches (Chen & Li, 2022). Similar findings from psychological and educational research show that media-based prevention

can be as effective as, and in some cases more effective than, face-to-face training in influencing attitudes toward risky
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behaviors (Jajarmi, 2020); and that interventions combining family education, institutional engagement, and media outreach
produce stronger outcomes (Khandani, 2021).

Within the Iraqi context, researchers have emphasized that digital media strategies must be grounded in the lived realities
of young people, the socio-cultural environment, and the emerging forms of digital interaction. For instance, communication
scholars argue that strategic public health messaging in Iraq requires coordinated planning, narrative consistency, and multi-
layered digital engagement (Lakzaei, 2025a). Other analyses highlight that Iraq’s digital sphere has untapped potential for
strengthening social awareness and providing youth-centered preventive content, especially as virtual platforms become
increasingly integrated into daily life (Lakzaei, 2025b). At the same time, several Iraqi studies show that news coverage related
to drug issues in national newspapers, including Al-Mada and Sada Iraq, tends to emphasize sensational or political aspects
rather than preventive or educational ones (Kazem Qureshi, 2023).

Still, there have been positive developments. Some reports suggest that governmental and religious institutions have
launched awareness campaigns targeting youth to improve media literacy on drug issues (Al-Yasiri, 2024). International sources
have also highlighted Iraq’s intensification of anti-drug efforts in recent years, though the accuracy and comprehensiveness of
these claims remain contested (Shafagna, 2023). Meanwhile, regional and global studies reveal that perceptions, motivations,
and behavioral patterns of drug users are increasingly mediated through online interactions and digital communication spaces
(Ahmed, 2025). This aligns with analyses of illicit digital drug markets, which show that online environments have become
key spaces for distribution, networking, and identity formation (Tzanetakis & South, 2023).

Drug-related harm is deeply intertwined with social and psychological processes, and evidence shows that prevention must
integrate educational, cultural, and communication-based strategies. Educational research demonstrates that preventive
interventions are more effective when they enhance self-esteem, social competence, and decision-making skills among youth
(Bagheri et al., 2014). Furthermore, analyses of Iraqi official media highlight that coordination among security institutions,
ministries, and digital communication departments is crucial for achieving coherent preventive messages (Mohammad Abdul
Kather, 2023). Academic perspectives emphasize the importance of research-based planning, methodological rigor, and
accurate understanding of audience segments in shaping policy and communication frameworks (Saadi Pour, 2014).

Overall, existing evidence suggests that Iraq requires a comprehensive, data-driven, and digitally grounded preventive
communication framework. Thus, the present study aims to conduct a detailed SWOT analysis of the strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats surrounding Iraq’s digital media ecosystem in addressing the rising drug crisis.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative design using a SWOT analytical framework to evaluate the existing strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats affecting digital media engagement with drug-prevention efforts in Iraq. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 13 experts, including digital media practitioners, public communication specialists, and senior officers
from the anti-narcotics sector. Interviews were transcribed, coded through open, axial, and selective thematic procedures, and
analyzed to extract internal and external factors influencing the performance of digital media systems. Analytical rigor was
ensured through iterative coding, researcher triangulation, and continuous comparison of categories until theoretical saturation
was achieved.

Findings
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The analysis revealed several strengths: wide youth engagement with digital platforms, rapid dissemination capabilities,
existing governmental support for awareness campaigns, and potential partnerships with influencers and civil society actors.
Weaknesses included lack of unified media strategy, low media-literacy levels among audiences, insufficient psychological
and communication skills among media workers, overreliance on security-centered narratives, and limited financial resources.
Opportunities comprised increased youth participation in online spaces, technological expansion, international collaboration
potential, and growing regional awareness of drug-related risks. Threats identified involved covert online drug promotion,
cyber-security vulnerabilities, distrust in official media, fragmented institutional coordination, politicization of drug discourse,
and ongoing allegations of corruption linked to drug networks.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings show that Iraq’s digital media landscape sits at a critical intersection of potential and vulnerability. The
strengths identified suggest that social media can play a transformative preventive role if supported by strategic planning,
professionally designed narratives, and psychologically oriented messaging. However, the weaknesses reveal significant
structural challenges: without professional training, coordinated strategies, and credible communication practices, preventive
messages may remain fragmented, non-persuasive, or even counterproductive. The opportunities highlight that Iraq possesses
diverse avenues for building effective digital interventions, particularly through youth engagement and technology-driven
communication. Yet the threats underscore the fragility of the digital sphere, especially in relation to illegal online drug
networks, institutional distrust, and socio-political instability.

Taken together, the results indicate that Iraq requires a comprehensive, multi-layered, and research-driven digital
communication model that integrates preventive education, cross-sectoral cooperation, trust-building measures, and sustained
public engagement. Strengthening institutional coordination between health, education, and security sectors, along with
enhancing media professionalism and narrative coherence, will be essential for transforming digital media into an effective tool
for combating the escalating drug crisis. A holistic approach rooted in evidence-based communication practices and youth-

centered strategies is necessary to ensure that preventive messaging achieves lasting social impact.
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