Journal Website

Article history:

Received 02 February 2025
Revised 24 February 2025
Accepted 12 March 2025
Published online 21 March 2025

Journal of Social-Political Studies of Iran’s

Culture and History

In Press

Examining the Impact of Social Media on Iran’s International Image and
Its Utilization for Enhancing Soft Power

Mahyar. Hanafi'*

1 Master of Social Communication, Faculty of Culture and Communication, Imam Sadegh University, Tehran, Iran

* Corresponding author email address: mehryar.hanafi@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Original Research

How to cite this article:

Hanafi, M. (IN PRESS). Examining
the Impact of Social Media on Iran’s
International Image and Its Ultilization
for Enhancing Soft Power. Journal of
Social-Political Studies of Iran’s
Culture and History.

© 2024 the authors. This is an open
access article under the terms of the
Creative  Commons  Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC
BY-NC 4.0) License.

CrossMask

The emergence of social media has played an unparalleled role in shaping public
opinion, fostering cultural norms, and influencing international relations. These
platforms, due to their extensive reach, persuasive power, and ability to simultaneously
reflect social realities, have provided an opportunity to highlight the soft power of
nations. The objective of this study is to examine the impact of social media on Iran’s
international image and to elucidate the role of soft power in enhancing Iran’s global
standing. This research is quantitative in nature and employs a survey method. The
statistical population consists of 190 experts and specialists in communications and
political science from the University of Tehran, Shahid Beheshti University, and the
School of International Relations of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Based on
Morgan’s table, a sample of 44 participants was selected. The data collection tool was
a researcher-designed questionnaire, whose validity was confirmed by experts, and
reliability was verified using Cronbach’s alpha (0.78). The findings indicated a
significant and positive relationship between the soft power of the Islamic Republic of
Iran and its impact on social media (correlation coefficient = 0.815). Additionally, soft
power demonstrated a direct and strong correlation with components such as
awareness-raising (0.758), agenda-setting (0.655), opinion expression (0.585), and the
creation of national and transnational solidarity (0.805). The results revealed that
strengthening soft power in social media facilitates increased public awareness,
reinforces national and transnational cohesion, and counters biased narratives.
Therefore, policymaking in this domain can contribute to enhancing Iran’s
international position.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The advent of social media has revolutionized the way public opinion is shaped, cultural norms
are fostered, and international relations are influenced. These platforms, with their extensive reach,
persuasive power, and ability to reflect social realities simultaneously, have provided nations with an
unprecedented opportunity to highlight their soft power (Elyasi, 2018). Soft power, as opposed to hard
power, relies on attraction and persuasion rather than coercion or force, making it a crucial tool in the
modern geopolitical landscape (Hosseini & Mobini, 2021). The Islamic Republic of Iran, with its rich
cultural and historical heritage, possesses significant potential to leverage social media to enhance its
international image and strengthen its soft power (Bafghi, 2018).

The traditional equations of power have shifted with the rise of the internet and digital media,
leading to new dynamics in global relations (Abolfathi & Noori, 2019). Social media platforms, in particular,
have become powerful tools for shaping public opinion and influencing political, economic, and cultural
narratives worldwide (Beigi, 2008). In this context, Iran's ability to utilize social media to project its cultural
values, counter biased narratives, and foster national and transnational solidarity is of paramount
importance (Hejazi, 2018).

This study aims to examine the impact of social media on Iran's international image and elucidate
the role of soft power in enhancing Iran's global standing. By focusing on the perspectives of experts in
communications and political science, the research seeks to provide insights into how Iran can strategically
use social media to strengthen its soft power and improve its international reputation (Shahramnia et al.,
2019).

Methods and Materials

This research employs a quantitative approach, utilizing a survey method to gather data from a
sample of 44 experts and specialists in communications and political science from the University of
Tehran, Shahid Beheshti University, and the School of International Relations of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs. The sample size was determined using Morgan's table, ensuring a representative subset of the
statistical population of 190 individuals.

The data collection tool was a researcher-designed questionnaire, which was validated by experts
and tested for reliability using Cronbach's alpha, resulting in a reliability coefficient of 0.78. The
questionnaire was divided into sections addressing key variables such as awareness-raising, agenda-
setting, opinion expression, and the creation of national and transnational solidarity. Data analysis was
conducted using descriptive and inferential statistics, with SPSS software employed for statistical
computations. Correlation coefficients, including Spearman, Kendall's Tau-c, and Gamma, were used to
assess the relationships between variables.

Findings

The findings of this study reveal a significant and positive relationship between the soft power of
the Islamic Republic of Iran and its impact on social media, with a correlation coefficient of 0.815. This
indicates that strengthening Iran's soft power through social media can lead to increased public awareness,
enhanced national and transnational cohesion, and the ability to counter biased narratives.

The analysis also identified strong correlations between soft power and specific components of
social media influence. Awareness-raising showed a correlation coefficient of 0.758, agenda-setting
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0.655, opinion expression 0.585, and the creation of national and transnational solidarity 0.805. These
results suggest that social media platforms are effective tools for disseminating information, prioritizing
key issues, and fostering unity both within Iran and across international borders.

Furthermore, the study found that the use of social media for political, cultural, and religious
propaganda also positively correlates with Iran's soft power, with a correlation coefficient of 0.695. This
highlights the potential of social media to serve as a platform for promoting Iran's cultural and ideological
values on a global scale.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the critical role that social media can play in enhancing Iran's
soft power and improving its international image. By leveraging the extensive reach and persuasive
capabilities of social media platforms, Iran can effectively communicate its cultural values, counter
negative narratives, and foster a sense of national and transnational solidarity. The strong correlations
between soft power and various components of social media influence, such as awareness-raising, agenda-
setting, and opinion expression, suggest that a strategic approach to social media can yield significant
benefits for Iran's global standing.

One of the key findings of this research is the importance of awareness-raising in strengthening
soft power. By increasing public awareness of Iran's cultural and historical heritage, social media can help
to reshape international perceptions and challenge biased narratives. This is particularly important in a
global context where media narratives are often dominated by Western perspectives (Taverner, 2023). The
study also highlights the role of social media in agenda-setting, allowing Iran to prioritize issues that align
with its national interests and values.

The creation of national and transnational solidarity through social media is another significant
finding. By fostering a sense of unity and shared purpose, both within Iran and among the global Iranian
diaspora, social media can help to strengthen Iran's internal cohesion and its influence on the international
stage. This is particularly relevant in the context of Iran's geopolitical challenges, where maintaining
national unity and international support is crucial (Hejazi, 2018).

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that social media is a powerful tool for enhancing Iran's soft
power and improving its international image. By strategically utilizing social media platforms to raise
awareness, set agendas, express opinions, and foster solidarity, Iran can effectively project its cultural
values and counter negative narratives. The findings of this research provide valuable insights for
policymakers and media strategists, highlighting the need for a coordinated and strategic approach to
social media in order to maximize its potential for strengthening Iran's global standing.

The study also suggests several practical recommendations for leveraging social media to enhance
Iran's soft power. These include developing targeted communication strategies, investing in media literacy
and training for social media managers, and promoting the production of culturally relevant content that
resonates with both domestic and international audiences. By adopting these strategies, Iran can harness
the full potential of social media to strengthen its soft power and improve its international reputation.
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Model Summary

Adjusted R Std. Error of the
lodel R R Square Square Estimate
1 848" 720 713 3.5884
a. Predictors: (Constant), 4Suws
ANOVA®:
lodel Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Siq.
1 Regression 1321.094 1 1321.094 102.647 000"

Residual 514.811 40 12.870
Total 1835.905 41

a. Predictors: (Constant), «Susl

b. Dependent Variable: = 4
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Model Summary

Adjusted R Std. Error of the
podel R R Square Square Estimate

1 B139 662 B53 3.941

a. Predictors: (Constant), %1

ANOVA"
L1Dda| Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regrassion 1214 654 1 1214654 78.207 0009
Residual 621.251 40 15.531
Total 1835905 41

a. Predictors: (Constant), a8l

b. Dependent Variabde: < 4
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Model Summary

Adjustad R Std. Error of the
Pilodal R R Square Square Estimate

1 Ly A79 466 4 5Oy

a. Predictors: (Constant), 4

AMOVA®:
Pdodal Sum of Squares df Mean Sguare F Sig.
1 Regression B70.487 1 B70.487| 36.783 0009
Residual 056.418 40 23.010
Total 1835905 41

a. Predictors: (Constant), < x

b. Depandent Variabda: < 4
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Model Summary

Adjusied R Std. Ermor of the
el R R Square Square Estimata

1 :xliy 3497 Aa2 5261

a. Prediciors: (Constant], .

ANOVA®
Jodel Sum of Squares df Mzan Square F Sia.
1 Regression 728921 1 728.921 26.330 0007
Residual 1106983 a0 27675
Total 1835 905 41

a. Predictors: (Constant), s

b. Dependent Variabla: = &
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Modeal Summary

Adjusted R Std. Ermor of the
Plodel R R Square Square Estimate

1 B39 704 68T 3.689

a. Predictors: (Constant], Saues

ANOVA"
Aodal Sum of Squares dff Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regrassion 1292 865 1 1292 865 95.232 0007
Residual 543040 40| 13.576
Tatal 1835.905 41

a. Pradiciors: (Consiant), s

b. Dependent Variable: 2 &
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b3 5057 5 (ANOVA) a8, G il )l Joloni (y305] ol

ANOVA Table
Sum of Squares of Mean Square F Sig.
e ol ekl Between Groups (Combined) 45200.430 14 3228 602 381.413 000
Linearity 38224.085 1 38224.085 4_516E3 000
Deviation from Linearity BATE.345 13 536.642 63.307 000
Within Groups 9089.702 1075 B.4B5
Total 54300.132 1089
R R Squared Eta Eta Squared
oy B39 704 812 832
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