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Decoding the media coverage strategies of opposition media outlets regarding
the rival discourses of the Islamic Revolution is the objective of this study. The
sudden announcement of gasoline price increases in Iran on November 15,
2019, triggered a wave of protests. Consequently, BBC Persian and Radio
Farda news websites, aiming to launch a media offensive against the Islamic
Republic of Iran, published 744 news reports on their websites within a 48-day
period. The primary research question is why BBC Persian and Radio Farda
played an extensive role in providing real-time coverage of the protests against
the gasoline price hike in Iran. To achieve the research objective, the content
analysis method was employed. The main research hypothesis posits that the
strategy of highlighting challenges in Iran was adopted to gradually distance
the public from the government in the long term. The findings indicate that
these news websites, after identifying the challenges within Iranian society,
utilized agenda-setting and framing techniques to disproportionately amplify
the incidents in Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The emergence of modern communication technologies in the 1990s significantly increased the
influence of social movements in shaping and directing global public opinion. The rapid transmission of
data through virtual space has played a crucial role in the success of movements in mobilizing protests
and challenging governments. Virtual space serves as both a platform for political and social actors and a
tool for promoting and disseminating political, social, and cultural symbols. This dual role has contributed
to the widespread use of terms such as "global village" and "end of geography" in contemporary discourse.
In this context, the media landscape has become an essential component of political processes,
necessitating that governments engage with civil society in a responsive and responsible manner.

The 2019 gasoline price hike in Iran serves as a critical case study to explore the role of media in
shaping public perception. The sudden announcement of price increases led to widespread protests across
the country, drawing significant attention from international media outlets, particularly BBC Persian and
Radio Farda. These media organizations published 744 news reports over 48 days, employing various
strategies to frame the protests and influence public sentiment. The primary research question of this study
is to examine why BBC Persian and Radio Farda extensively covered the gasoline price protests and how
their media policies contributed to the broader discourse surrounding the Islamic Republic of Iran.

The theoretical framework of this study is based on the agenda-setting theory, which posits that
media influence the public by highlighting specific issues and shaping perceptions (Badiei, 1998; Bagheri-
Hoshi et al., 2013; Dearing & Rogers, 2006). Previous studies have demonstrated that foreign media tend to
exaggerate internal issues in Iran, focusing on human rights, economic challenges, and political dissent
(Bagheri-Hoshi et al., 2013; Forghani & Taqavipur, 2019; Iranianpour-Nozari, 2009; Majidi & Nourizadeh, 2011;
Naderloo, 2007). This research aims to build on existing literature by providing a comprehensive analysis
of the media strategies employed by BBC Persian and Radio Farda during the 2019 gasoline crisis.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative content analysis method to examine the media strategies of BBC
Persian and Radio Farda. The research analyzed 744 news articles published by these outlets within a 48-
day period following the announcement of the gasoline price increase. Data collection focused on
identifying recurring themes and patterns in media coverage, including agenda-setting techniques, framing
strategies, and the use of persuasive language.

The analysis process involved categorizing news content into various themes such as economic
grievances, government inefficiency, public dissent, and human rights violations. The data was
systematically coded and analyzed to identify key narratives and their impact on public perception. Special
attention was given to the frequency of coverage, tone, and the sources cited in the news reports.

Findings

The findings reveal that BBC Persian and Radio Farda employed a range of media strategies to
amplify the protests and shape public perception. The analysis of the 744 articles indicated a strong
emphasis on the economic hardships faced by the Iranian public, portraying the government as inefficient
and disconnected from the needs of its citizens. The following key findings emerged from the content
analysis:

1. Framing Techniques: Both media outlets predominantly used crisis framing, highlighting the
hardships caused by the gasoline price hike and presenting the protests as a widespread national
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movement. The use of emotionally charged language and images played a significant role in

shaping public sentiment.

2. Agenda-Setting Strategies: BBC Persian published 395 reports and Radio Farda 349 reports, with
a notable focus on key cities such as Tehran and Mahshahr. The emphasis on protests in specific
regions aimed to amplify the perception of national unrest.

3. Themes and Narratives: The most frequently covered topics included the sudden nature of the
price increase, the government's lack of transparency, and allegations of human rights abuses
during the protests. The repetition of these themes reinforced the narrative of government failure
and societal dissatisfaction.

4. Social Media Amplification: Both media outlets leveraged social media platforms to extend their
reach and engage with audiences. User-generated content, such as videos and personal testimonies,
were frequently incorporated into their reporting to enhance credibility and emotional appeal.

5. Comparison with Official Narratives: The study found significant discrepancies between the
narratives presented by BBC Persian and Radio Farda and those of Iranian state media. While the
opposition media focused on protester grievances and government repression, state media
emphasized the necessity of the price hike and efforts to maintain order.

Discussion and Conclusion

The analysis of BBC Persian and Radio Farda's coverage of the 2019 gasoline protests reveals a
concerted effort to influence public perception and challenge the legitimacy of the Iranian government.
The agenda-setting and framing techniques employed by these outlets were instrumental in shaping the
discourse surrounding the crisis. By emphasizing themes of economic hardship, government inefficiency,
and human rights violations, these media organizations sought to create a narrative of widespread
dissatisfaction and unrest.

The findings underscore the significant role of media in shaping public opinion, particularly in
times of crisis. The extensive coverage by opposition media outlets contributed to the amplification of
public discontent and reinforced perceptions of government incompetence. Furthermore, the strategic use
of social media allowed these outlets to bypass traditional media gatekeepers and engage directly with
audiences, increasing their influence and reach.

From a policy perspective, the study highlights the need for governments to adopt proactive
communication strategies to address public concerns and counteract negative media narratives.
Transparency, responsiveness, and engagement with civil society are crucial elements in building public
trust and mitigating the impact of opposition media coverage.

In conclusion, the 2019 gasoline crisis in Iran provides a compelling case study of the power of
media in shaping public perception and influencing political discourse. The findings of this study
contribute to a deeper understanding of media strategies and their implications for governance and public
trust. Future research could explore the long-term impact of media coverage on public attitudes and policy
responses, as well as comparative analyses of media strategies in different geopolitical contexts.
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