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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a governance model for Public Relations and
International Affairs in scientific diplomacy institutions. In the contemporary
knowledge-based world, scientific diplomacy has become an important mechanism
for strengthening international scientific cooperation, enhancing soft power, and
improving the global visibility of scientific institutions. Accordingly, the effectiveness
of public relations and international affairs units increasingly depends on their ability
to integrate strategic communication, knowledge management, digital
transformation, and international engagement. Despite the growing importance of
this field, a comprehensive and context-sensitive governance model for managing
public relations and international affairs in scientific diplomacy institutions has
remained underexplored.

This study adopted a qualitative research design based on the Grounded Theory
methodology of Strauss and Corbin. Data were collected through 30 semi-structured
interviews with experts, senior managers, and practitioners involved in public
relations, international affairs, scientific diplomacy, and international scientific
cooperation. Participants were selected through purposive sampling, and data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis was
conducted through open, axial, and selective coding.

The findings identified “Smart, Data-Driven, and Learning-Oriented Governance of

Public Relations and International Affairs” as the core category of the study. Based on
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this central phenomenon, a comprehensive governance model was developed
consisting of six interrelated dimensions: communication governance and strategic
leadership, data-driven management and intelligent evaluation, digital transformation
and communication intelligence, human capital and professional competencies,
knowledge management and organizational learning, and scientific diplomacy and
international image management.

The findings suggest that effective governance of public relations and international
affairs requires a transition from traditional, operational, and reactive practices
toward a strategic, intelligent, data-driven, and learning-oriented framework. The
proposed model provides an indigenous and evidence-based framework for
strengthening scientific diplomacy, enhancing international reputation, improving
organizational learning, and supporting informed decision-making in scientific
institutions.

Keywords: Public Relations and International Affairs; Scientific Diplomacy;

Communication Governance; Grounded Theory; Organizational Learning.

Background and Introduction

In recent decades, science, technology, and innovation have increasingly transcended
their conventional role as sources of knowledge and academic development and have
become important components of national power, international influence, and global
reputation. In the contemporary international environment, scientific capacity is not
determined solely by the production of scientific publications, technological
innovation, or research outputs. It is also reflected in the ability of countries and
scientific institutions to transform knowledge and scientific achievements into
diplomatic, communicative, and symbolic capital. From this perspective, scientific
capacity can contribute to soft power by influencing international perceptions,
facilitating transnational cooperation, and supporting broader foreign policy
objectives (Melissen, 2005; Nye, 2004).

International scientific cooperation, joint research programs, academic exchanges,
and transnational scientific networks have therefore acquired functions that extend
beyond conventional academic and educational activities. Such interactions can create
opportunities for dialogue, trust-building, multilateral engagement, and the
strengthening of international relationships (Flink & Schreiterer, 2010). Within this
context, the concept of science diplomacy has gained increasing importance at the
intersection of science and technology policy, foreign affairs, international

cooperation, and public diplomacy.
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Science diplomacy is commonly understood through the complementary dimensions
of science for diplomacy, diplomacy for science, and science in diplomacy. The report
New Frontiers in Science Diplomacy emphasizes that scientific capabilities can become
instruments of international engagement when they are appropriately organized
through institutional, communicative, and policy mechanisms (Royal Society &
AAAS, 2010). Consequently, science diplomacy cannot be reduced to signing
memoranda of understanding, organizing scientific meetings, or implementing
individual cooperation programs. Its effectiveness depends substantially on
institutional architecture, coordination mechanisms, decision-making processes,
information flows, communication capacities, and the ability to construct credible
scientific narratives.

Recent international scholarship has similarly emphasized the governance dimension
of science diplomacy. Science diplomacy is a multidimensional and multi-actor
phenomenon involving scientific ~communities, governmental institutions,
international organizations, policymakers, universities, research institutions, and
other stakeholders. The governance framework developed within the S4D4C project,
for example, highlights the importance of coordination, institutional arrangements,
information flows, and governance mechanisms in enabling science diplomacy to
address complex international challenges (Aukes et al., 2019; S4D4C Consortium,
2021). Amoretti and Fracchiolla (2023) likewise emphasize the relationship between
governance and science diplomacy in the context of global public policy.

At the same time, the field of public relations has undergone a significant conceptual
transformation. Public relations is no longer adequately understood as a primarily
operational function concerned with news dissemination, media relations, event
organization, or ceremonial activities. Strategic approaches to public relations
emphasize its role in organizational decision-making, stakeholder management,
environmental scanning, relationship building, and the development of long-term
organizational legitimacy and trust. Grunig (1992) argues that effective public
relations should have a strategic position within organizations and contribute to
decision-making and stakeholder relationships. The Excellence perspective further
emphasizes the managerial and strategic dimensions of public relations and
communication management (Grunig & Grunig, 2008).

This transformation becomes particularly significant in institutions operating within
scientific diplomacy. Such institutions interact simultaneously with universities,
research centers, governmental agencies, embassies, international organizations,

scientific networks, specialized media, researchers, and domestic and international



audiences. Accordingly, public relations and international affairs in these institutions
cannot be restricted to the dissemination of information or the coordination of formal
events. Rather, they need to function as an integrated mechanism for scientific
communication governance, international engagement, organizational coordination,
reputation management, and support for science diplomacy.

Digital transformation has further intensified these requirements. Social media, digital
platforms, networked communication, large-scale data, and intelligent technologies
have transformed the environment in which international communication and public
diplomacy operate. Digital diplomacy has increased the speed and complexity of
information flows while simultaneously creating new opportunities for interaction,
monitoring, narrative construction, and audience engagement (Bjola & Holmes, 2015;
Cull, 2019). More recent scholarship has emphasized that digitalization has
fundamentally altered the concepts, practices, and challenges of public diplomacy
(Manor & Huang, 2022; Manor, 2024). Consequently, international public relations
increasingly requires continuous environmental monitoring, data analysis, digital
content management, international image monitoring, interactive communication,
and organizational learning.

In Iran, the growing importance of science and technology in national policy has also
increased attention to science diplomacy and international scientific relations. The
Comprehensive Document on the International Scientific Relations of the Islamic
Republic of Iran emphasizes the need to organize international scientific relations and
utilize scientific and technological capacities to strengthen the country's international
position (Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution, 1396). Previous Iranian studies
have also examined the role of science and technology diplomacy in national interests
and foreign policy (Ghadimi, 1396), Iran's science diplomacy in Central Asia (Koulaei,
1397), and Iran's scientific relations with Georgia (Koulaei & Azizi, 1396). Other
research has addressed the factors affecting international scientific cooperation from
the perspective of experts in science and technology diplomacy (Vaziri et al., 1401)
and the relationship between science and technology diplomacy and Iran's regional
development (Yazdanpanah et al., 1402).

Despite these contributions, the existing literature has paid comparatively less
attention to the organizational and communicative mechanisms through which a
national institution can effectively govern public relations and international affairs in
support of science diplomacy. In particular, there remains a need for a context-
sensitive and evidence-based model that integrates communication governance,

digital transformation, data-driven evaluation, human capital, knowledge
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management, organizational learning, science diplomacy, and international image
management. The present study addresses this gap by focusing on the Center for
International Science and Technology Studies and Cooperation, an institution
positioned at the interface between Iran's scientific system and international scientific

networks.

Research Objective

The main objective of this study was to develop a comprehensive model for the
governance of public relations and international affairs at the Center for International
Science and Technology Studies and Cooperation using a Grounded Theory
approach. More specifically, the study sought to identify the dimensions, components,
conditions, strategies, and consequences associated with effective governance of
public relations and international affairs in a scientific diplomacy institution.

The central research problem was not simply how to increase the volume of
communication activities, but how to establish an integrated governance system
capable of connecting communication decision-making, data, technology, human
capital, knowledge management, organizational learning, and science diplomacy. The
study therefore conceptualized public relations and international affairs as a strategic
organizational capability rather than as a purely operational or media-oriented

function.

Methodology

The study employed a qualitative research design and used the systematic Grounded
Theory methodology developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). This methodological
approach was selected because the purpose of the research was to develop a
conceptual and explanatory model grounded in the experiences and perceptions of
individuals directly involved in public relations, international affairs, scientific
diplomacy, and international scientific cooperation.

The participants consisted of three main groups: academic and professional experts,
managers and policymakers, and practitioners working in areas related to public
relations, international communication, science diplomacy, and international
scientific cooperation. Participants were selected through purposive sampling based
on their relevant professional knowledge, experience, or managerial responsibilities.
Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. In total, 30 semi-

structured interviews were conducted.



The interview data were analyzed through three systematic stages of Grounded
Theory coding: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. During open coding,
concepts were extracted from the interview data. During axial coding, related
concepts were grouped into broader categories and subcategories. Finally, selective
coding was employed to identify the core category and integrate the major categories
into an explanatory model.

Findings

The findings demonstrated that governance of public relations and international
affairs at the Center is a multidimensional and interdisciplinary phenomenon that
cannot be adequately explained through conventional notions of information
dissemination, ceremonial activities, or administrative coordination. Analysis of the
interviews revealed a central challenge: the absence of an integrated system capable of
connecting communication governance, data and technology, human capital,
knowledge management, science diplomacy, and international image management.
The open coding stage demonstrated important differences in emphasis among the
three groups of participants. Experts primarily interpreted public relations and
international affairs from the perspectives of scientific governance, soft power,
perception management, and science diplomacy. Managers and policymakers
emphasized organizational position, communication policymaking, decision-making
mechanisms, delegation of authority, performance indicators, and international image
management. Practitioners focused more heavily on operational realities, including
process ambiguity, bureaucratic procedures, manual coordination, data
fragmentation, weak documentation, insufficient practical training, workload, and the
need for integrated technological systems. Despite these differences, the three groups
converged around a common issue: the existing strategic capacities of public relations
and international affairs have not been fully realized because of weaknesses in
governance structures, data systems, technology, documentation, evaluation, and
organizational processes.

Axial coding resulted in eight major categories: (1) governance and structural
arrangements of international communication; (2) data management, evaluation, and
organizational learning; (3) human capital and professional competencies; (4) digital
transformation and communication intelligence; (5) science diplomacy and
international image management; (6) interdepartmental coordination and operational
processes; (7) strategic policymaking and foresight; and (8) organizational culture and

communication coherence.
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The first category, communication governance and structural leadership, revealed
problems associated with ambiguity of responsibilities, overlapping decision-making,
bureaucratic procedures, limited executive authority, managerial instability, and the
gap between policymaking and implementation. These findings indicate that public
relations and international affairs have not yet been fully institutionalized as strategic
components of organizational governance.

The second category, data management, evaluation, and organizational learning,
highlighted the predominance of activity-oriented and quantitative reporting. The
findings showed that indicators such as the number of news items, meetings,
correspondence, or agreements cannot, by themselves, demonstrate the quality of
trust-building, the sustainability of scientific cooperation, the impact of international
narratives, or changes in international image. Fragmented data, inadequate databases,
weak feedback mechanisms, insufficient documentation, and repeated mistakes were
identified as barriers to institutional learning.

The third category, human capital and professional competencies, emphasized the
need for multidisciplinary and multi-skilled personnel. According to the participants,
effective international public relations requires competencies in intercultural
communication, specialized language, data analysis, media literacy, negotiation, crisis
management, international content production, and digital technologies. At the same
time, insufficient practical training, excessive workload, multitasking, occupational
exhaustion, and weaknesses in incentive systems were identified as constraints on
human-capital development.

The fourth category, digital transformation and communication intelligence,
demonstrated that effective governance increasingly depends on integrated
technological infrastructures. The participants identified the absence of integrated
systems, limited automation, manual media monitoring, fragmented information,
inadequate data analysis, lack of managerial dashboards, and insufficient use of
artificial intelligence as major barriers. These findings are consistent with the broader
literature on digital diplomacy, which emphasizes the growing significance of digital
communication technologies, networked media, and data analysis in international
engagement (Bjola & Holmes, 2015; Cull, 2019; Manor & Huang, 2022).

The fifth category, science diplomacy and international image management,
represented the international and strategic communication dimension of the model.
The findings indicated that the organization needs to transform scientific
achievements into credible, understandable, and audience-sensitive international

narratives. Weak narrative construction, literal translation of messages, difficulties in



building international trust, and the importance of the experience of foreign
audiences were among the principal issues identified.

The sixth category concerned interdepartmental coordination and operational
processes. Fragmented organizational structures, duplication of activities, dependence
on interpersonal relationships, insufficiently standardized procedures, and weaknesses
in crisis management were identified as important constraints. These findings suggest
that the strategic role of public relations and international affairs depends partly on
effective information exchange and coordination across organizational units.

The seventh category, strategic policymaking and foresight, reflected the need to move
beyond short-term and reactive decision-making toward greater attention to global
trends, future communication developments, forward-looking indicators, and realistic
strategic planning. The eighth category, organizational culture and communication
coherence, demonstrated that fragmented organizational thinking, weak
transparency, inadequate information sharing, organizational distrust, and multiple

external voices can undermine the coherence of international communication.

Core Category and Emergent Model

Selective coding demonstrated that the major categories were conceptually integrated
around the core category of “Smart, Data-Driven, and Learning-Oriented Governance
of Public Relations and International Affairs.” This core category possessed the
greatest explanatory power for integrating the challenges, requirements, strategies,
and expected consequences associated with governance of the field.

The emergent model consists of six interconnected dimensions: communication
governance and strategic leadership; data-driven management and intelligent
evaluation; digital transformation and communication intelligence; human capital
and professional competencies; knowledge management and organizational learning;
and science diplomacy and international image management.

The first dimension, communication governance and strategic leadership, emphasizes
the strategic position of public relations and international affairs, participation in
organizational decision-making, coordination of external communication, delegation
of authority, reduction of bureaucracy, and transparent decision-making processes.
The second dimension, data-driven management and intelligent evaluation, requires a
transition from activity-based reporting to impact-oriented evaluation. Data should
not merely document activities; rather, it should support the analysis of cooperation
networks, monitoring of international image, assessment of interaction quality, and

strategic decision-making.

Journal of Cultural
Studies and
Communication
344
Serial 82,
Volume 22,
Issue 1, Spring
2026



Journal of Cultural
Studies and
Communication

345
Serial 82,
Volume 22,
Issue 1, Spring
2026

The third dimension, digital transformation and communication intelligence,
includes integrated systems, managerial dashboards, intelligent media monitoring,
databases of international partners, and the use of artificial intelligence for data
analysis and communication management. The fourth dimension, human capital and
professional competencies, emphasizes the development of multi-skilled personnel
capable of managing intercultural communication, specialized languages, data
analysis, negotiation, crisis management, media literacy, international narrative
construction, and technological tools.

The fifth dimension, knowledge management and organizational learning,
emphasizes documentation of experiences, recording lessons learned, transforming
tacit knowledge into institutional knowledge, and establishing continuous feedback
and improvement mechanisms. The sixth dimension, science diplomacy and
international image management, represents the strategic international outcome of
the model and focuses on scientific narrative construction, scientific branding,
international trust-building, management of foreign audiences' experiences, scientific

networking, and organizational soft power.

Paradigmatic Structure of the Model

The findings were further organized according to the paradigmatic logic of Grounded
Theory. The central phenomenon was identified as smart, data-driven, and learning-
oriented governance of public relations and international affairs.

The causal conditions included weaknesses in communication governance,
bureaucratic structures, the absence of effective data and evaluation systems,
insufficient coordination, international environmental pressures, technological
changes, and weaknesses in international narrative construction. The contextual
conditions included fragmented organizational culture, resource limitations,
managerial instability, insufficient human capital, traditional administrative
structures, and the absence of a shared organizational language.

The intervening conditions included political developments, international restrictions
and sanctions, managerial changes, communication crises, cultural differences, and
the sensitivities associated with science diplomacy. The principal strategies included
communication intelligence, establishment of data-driven systems, development of
organizational learning, strengthening science diplomacy, specialized training,
integration of information systems, delegation of authority, and development of
knowledge management. The expected consequences included greater

communication agility, improved international credibility, enhanced organizational



coordination, more intelligent decision-making, stronger soft power, increased

international trust, and improved effectiveness of external communication.

Discussion

The findings provide evidence that public relations and international affairs in
scientific diplomacy institutions should be repositioned from a predominantly
operational and reactive function to a strategic governance capability. This finding is
consistent with the strategic perspective of public relations, particularly the Excellence
perspective, which emphasizes the participation of public relations in organizational
decision-making, stakeholder management, and strategic communication (Grunig,
1992; Grunig & Grunig, 2008).

A central implication of the study is that public relations should participate in
decision-making before organizational decisions are finalized rather than merely
communicating decisions after they have been made. Such participation is particularly
important in scientific diplomacy institutions because organizational decisions can
have scientific, cultural, media, and international consequences. Therefore, the
strategic contribution of public relations and international affairs involves not only
communicating organizational decisions but also anticipating and managing their
communicative and reputational implications.

The findings also support the need to move from activity-based evaluation toward
impact-oriented and data-driven evaluation. Counting news items, meetings,
correspondence, or formal agreements does not necessarily demonstrate the quality of
international relationships, trust, reputation, scientific networks, or narrative
influence. This perspective is compatible with the broader understanding of science
diplomacy as a mechanism whose effectiveness depends on the quality and
consequences of international engagement rather than merely on the number of
formal activities (Royal Society & AAAS, 2010).

The importance of digital transformation identified in this study is also consistent
with the literature on digital diplomacy. Digital communication technologies have
altered the speed, structure, and dynamics of international communication and have
increased the importance of networked interaction, data analysis, audience
understanding, and narrative construction (Bjola & Holmes, 2015; Cull, 2019). The
findings therefore suggest that international public relations without integrated digital
infrastructure and data capabilities is likely to remain reactive rather than becoming

anticipatory and decision-supportive.
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Another significant finding concerns human capital. The multidimensional nature of
science diplomacy requires personnel who can combine communication,
intercultural, linguistic, analytical, technological, negotiation, and crisis-management
competencies. In this respect, human capital should not be understood simply in
terms of staff numbers but in terms of the professional capabilities required to operate
in a complex international and scientific environment.

The study further demonstrates the central importance of knowledge management
and organizational learning. Experiences associated with negotiations, international
events, foreign partners, crisis situations, and interactions with international
audiences represent valuable organizational knowledge. If these experiences are not
documented, analyzed, and incorporated into institutional memory, organizations
may become dependent on individuals and repeatedly encounter similar problems.
Accordingly, knowledge management should be regarded as an integral component of
strategic international public relations rather than as a separate administrative
function.

Finally, the findings reinforce the significance of science diplomacy and international
image management as strategic outcomes. Scientific achievements do not
automatically generate international reputation. They need to be translated into
credible narratives, communicated in culturally and contextually appropriate ways,
and supported by sustained interaction and trust-building. This finding is compatible
with the broader literature on science diplomacy and soft power, which emphasizes
the importance of trust, credibility, sustained engagement, and international
relationships (Melissen, 2005; Nye, 2004; Royal Society & AAAS, 2010).

Theoretical and Practical Contributions

The study makes three principal theoretical contributions. First, it reconceptualizes
public relations and international affairs within scientific diplomacy institutions as
components of organizational governance rather than as merely operational
communication functions. Second, it establishes a conceptual relationship among
strategic public relations, communication governance, digital transformation, science
diplomacy, and international image management. Third, it incorporates knowledge
management and organizational learning into the governance model, demonstrating
that sustainable international communication requires institutional memory,
documentation, feedback, and continuous learning.

From a practical perspective, the model suggests that the Center for International

Science and Technology Studies and Cooperation should pursue simultaneous



changes at several levels. These include strengthening the strategic position of public
relations in decision-making, establishing impact-oriented evaluation mechanisms,
developing integrated data systems and managerial dashboards, strengthening
specialized and intercultural training, documenting organizational experiences,
improving international scientific narrative construction, and establishing effective
mechanisms for interdepartmental coordination. Such changes can help transform
public relations and international affairs from a reactive operational unit into a

strategic organizational capability supporting science diplomacy.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that effective governance of public relations and
international affairs in scientific diplomacy institutions requires a transition from an
activity-oriented and reactive logic toward a strategic, smart, data-driven, and
learning-oriented governance model. The proposed model indicates that
communication governance, data and intelligent evaluation, digital transformation,
human capital, knowledge management, and science diplomacy should not be treated
as isolated components. Their effectiveness depends on their systematic integration
within an organizational governance framework.

The core category—Smart, Data-Driven, and Learning-Oriented Governance of
Public Relations and International Affairs—therefore provides an integrated
explanation of the conditions, strategies, and consequences identified through the
Grounded Theory analysis. The model suggests that the strategic effectiveness of
public relations and international affairs depends not simply on increasing
communication activities, but on improving the quality of decision-making, data
utilization, technological infrastructure, professional competencies, institutional
learning, international narrative construction, and trust-building.

Accordingly, the proposed model can provide an evidence-based and context-
sensitive framework for strengthening the governance of public relations and
international affairs at the Center for International Science and Technology Studies
and Cooperation and potentially in comparable scientific diplomacy institutions. Its
principal contribution is to demonstrate that international public relations can
function as a strategic bridge connecting scientific capacity with international
communication, institutional credibility, scientific diplomacy, organizational

learning, and soft power.
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