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The objective of the present study was to propose a model for political candidate marketing
in Iran through social networks. In terms of purpose, the research method was
“developmental-applied”; regarding data type, it was an “exploratory mixed-methods”
study (qualitative-quantitative); in terms of data collection time, it was “cross-sectional”;
and regarding the data collection method and the nature and approach of the study, it was
“survey-based.” The statistical population in the qualitative phase included experts and
senior managers from political parties and supervisory organizations in national elections,
such as the Guardian Council of the Constitution, as well as university professors in
political science and marketing. To determine the sample and select these experts, a non-
random purposive sampling method was used. The second group in the statistical
population consisted of all members and employees of political parties and supervisory
bodies in national elections, such as the Guardian Council. Due to the nature of the
population in the quantitative section, Cochran’s formula and stratified random sampling
were used, resulting in a sample of 384 participants. Data were collected using semi-
structured interviews and a researcher-made questionnaire. To ensure the validity of the
instruments in the qualitative phase and to guarantee the accuracy of findings from the
researcher’s perspective, feedback was obtained from experienced professors and academic
experts knowledgeable in this field. For the questionnaire, content and construct validity
were applied, and reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and
composite reliability—both of which were confirmed. Data analysis in the qualitative
section employed the fuzzy Delphi method. In the inferential and quantitative phase,
statistical tests such as Pearson’s correlation, one-sample t-test, and structural equation
modeling (confirmatory factor analysis) were applied using SPSS-v21 and Lisrel-v8.8
software. The results of the study indicated that economic, political, cultural, and social
conditions; competitors; candidate personalities; lifestyle; and beliefs and perceptions of
the candidates are among the factors influencing political candidate marketing on social
networks. Furthermore, the key components include service, distribution, cost,
communication quality, news quality, budget allocation, parallel campaigning, and
coherent management. Accordingly, the proposed model in this study can serve as an
appropriate strategy for organizing coherent political candidate activities in virtual spaces.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In contemporary political systems, elections constitute a pivotal mechanism for implementing
democratic principles and enabling citizens to exercise political choice. Over the past two decades,
political actors have increasingly turned to marketing strategies to shape public perception and mobilize
electoral support (Hajipour et al., 2016). Political marketing, as conceptualized in modern scholarship,
entails efforts to preserve or transform the public's opinions and attitudes toward a candidate, party, or
ideology, using systematic, communicative, and persuasive tools (Tofani Asl, 2014). This strategic turn has
aligned politics more closely with consumer behavior paradigms—where image, branding, and targeted
messaging are central to success. Political marketing originally emerged in Western democracies such as
the United Kingdom and the United States before being adapted globally, including in non-Western
settings (Danesh & Mahdian, 2014). Within this framework, social networks now play an indispensable role.
Unlike traditional media, social networks offer cost-effective, interactive platforms that facilitate two-way
communication between candidates and the electorate, often fostering emotional connectivity and rapid
dissemination of campaign narratives (Kipper, 2018).

Moreover, social network marketing promotes long-term, reciprocal relationships between
institutions and their audiences, enhancing customer loyalty and political commitment (Safiullah et al.,
2017; Sharifi et al., 2015). Scholars argue that maintaining continuous engagement—not merely during
election seasons—has become essential to building political legitimacy and sustaining trust (Harrison,
2000). Yet, in the Iranian context, there is limited scholarly exploration of how these practices are
operationalized among political candidates. The present study addresses this gap by proposing a
comprehensive and empirically validated model for political candidate marketing through social networks
in Iran, taking into account cultural, economic, and institutional particularities.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design, consisting of qualitative and
quantitative components. Initially, the research conducted a literature review to identify theoretical
foundations and extract primary components of political candidate marketing in social networks. In the
qualitative phase, 30 political experts and senior managers—ranging from party officials to marketing
scholars—were interviewed using semi-structured protocols. Participants were selected via purposive
sampling. The Delphi fuzzy technique was applied to analyze expert consensus and to refine constructs
and indicators. These constructs served as the basis for a 52-item researcher-developed questionnaire
administered in the quantitative phase.

For the quantitative stage, a sample of 384 respondents was selected using Cochran’s formula and
stratified random sampling among members of political parties and supervisory organizations such as the
Guardian Council. Descriptive statistics were computed, and Pearson correlation coefficients were
calculated to assess relationships among identified variables. Structural equation modeling (SEM) using
LISREL 8.8 and SPSS 21 was employed to test the confirmatory factor structure and overall model fit.
Reliability was assessed through Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability, while construct and content
validity were verified by experts.

Findings

Qualitative interviews revealed seven major influencing factors in political candidate marketing:

economic conditions, political conditions, socio-cultural conditions, competitors, candidate personality
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traits, candidate lifestyle, and voters’ perceptions and beliefs about candidates. Quantitative results
indicated high internal consistency across scales (Cronbach’s a. > 0.78) and strong factor loadings for all
items in confirmatory factor analysis (all loadings > 0.70, t-values > 12.00). Descriptive statistics showed
that the mean values for most factors ranged from 2.85 to 3.71, with low skewness and kurtosis, indicating
normal data distribution.

Pearson correlations confirmed statistically significant and strong positive relationships between
all influencing factors and political marketing outcomes (e.g., r = 0.791 between economic conditions and
marketing; r = 0.765 for political conditions). SEM results affirmed the model’s goodness-of-fit: Chi-
square/df =2.32, RMSEA = 0.064, CFI1 = 0.98, GFI = 0.94. All path coefficients from influencing factors
to political marketing were statistically significant, ranging from 0.47 (lifestyle) to 0.56 (competitors),
suggesting robust predictive relationships.

Furthermore, eight key components of the political marketing model were identified: service,
distribution, cost, communication quality, news quality, budget allocation, parallel campaigning, and
coherent management. Each was validated through factor analysis and demonstrated high reliability and
explanatory power. The model's structure was divided into three levels: input (contextual and personal
factors), process (strategic and operational components), and output (marketing efficacy).

Discussion and Conclusion

This study contributes a systematic, empirically grounded model for political candidate marketing
through social networks in Iran, integrating both contextual and operational dimensions. The findings
confirm the critical roles of economic, political, and socio-cultural contexts in shaping marketing
effectiveness. Notably, political campaigns in Iran cannot be reduced to mere communication tactics; they
must reflect an intricate balance between strategic planning, institutional trust, and cultural resonance. The
identification of competitors and voters’ subjective interpretations as influential factors echoes broader
findings in political sociology that emphasize the relational and comparative nature of electoral decision-
making.

Additionally, the model emphasizes that campaign components such as coherent management,
parallel media strategies, and targeted messaging are not isolated actions but must function synergistically
to enhance candidate visibility and credibility. This holistic approach aligns with earlier studies that stress
the continuous, long-term nature of political branding beyond election cycles. Campaign strategies should
incorporate emotional appeals, symbolic capital, and socio-cultural cues to effectively mobilize voters.

The study also underscores the transformative potential of digital platforms in electoral politics.
Compared to traditional media, social networks offer immediacy, interactivity, and personalization—
features particularly valuable in complex political environments. This digital shift necessitates not only
technological adaptation but also a deep understanding of content dynamics, user behavior, and ethical
considerations.

Overall, the model proposed by this study offers a comprehensive framework for practitioners and
researchers interested in political communication, campaign design, and democratic participation. It
highlights the interplay between structural determinants and individual agency in shaping political
behavior. Future applications of the model can support more responsive and strategically sound political
campaigns, fostering higher levels of political engagement and informed participation.
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