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Abstract

Public diplomacy is one of the tools of foreign policy that, through a novel
approach to advancing goals and safeguarding national interests, has gained
increasing significance in the foreign policies of states. This modern approach
to diplomacy responds to the demands of a changing global environment, where
new actors and populations play a major role in shaping norms, international
rules, and global governance. Based on this context, the main question of this
article is: What are the opportunities for strengthening public diplomacy
between Iran and China, with particular emphasis on the policies of the Seventh
Development Plan in their bilateral relations? The research hypothesis is that
Iran and China can expand and strengthen bilateral relations by leveraging their
cultural, civilizational, scientific, educational, political, and economic
capacities. The present research is qualitative and employs a descriptive-
analytical method to examine the topic. Data were collected from library sources
and official documents, while theoretical foundations of public diplomacy were
applied to explain and interpret the findings. The research findings indicate that
Iran and China can create a platform for dialogue between civilizations, enhance
cultural exchanges and scientific collaborations, and strengthen urban
diplomacy and economic cooperation. By effectively utilizing their soft power
capacities within the framework of the Silk Road, both countries can establish a
foundation for the development of bilateral relations and the advancement of
mutual national interests.
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

Public diplomacy has emerged as a key instrument of foreign policy,
enabling states to advance their national interests through non-coercive
means and engagement with foreign publics. In an era where new actors and
transnational networks influence international norms and global
governance, Iran and China possess significant soft power resources that can
be leveraged to strengthen bilateral relations. Grounded in the General
Policies of Iran’s Seventh Development Plan, this study examines the
opportunities to enhance Iran—China public diplomacy across cultural,
civilizational, scientific-educational, political, and economic dimensions.
The main objective is to identify the determinants and mechanisms through
which public diplomacy can expand cooperation and mutual national
interests between the two countries.

Design/methodology/approach

The study employs a qualitative, descriptive-interpretive design and utilizes
qualitative content analysis to examine library sources, official documents,
and online materials, including the Seventh Development Plan. Textual
units—paragraphs, phrases, or entire documents—were purposively
selected based on their relevance to the research objectives. Data were
analyzed through categorization, coding, and thematic inference to identify
patterns and relationships among variables. The approach follows a
predominantly abductive orientation, integrating theory and evidence to
develop an interpretive framework for public diplomacy in Iran—China
bilateral relations.

Findings

The analysis identifies multiple avenues for advancing bilateral cooperation
through public diplomacy. In the economic sphere, the Silk Road and New
Silk Road initiatives provide strategic frameworks for trade, investment, and
transit partnerships. In the cultural-social sphere, civilizational dialogue,
religious exchanges, tourism, translation of literary works, and cultural
exhibitions offer platforms for fostering mutual understanding. In the
scientific-educational sphere, initiatives such as language instruction,
student exchanges, Iranology and Sinology centers, and joint research
programs can enhance knowledge and innovation collaboration. In the
political and foreign policy sphere, urban and subnational diplomacy,
including sister-city programs, can facilitate decentralized yet impactful
engagement. Collectively, these mechanisms enable both countries to
strengthen soft power, expand mutual influence, and support the
achievement of shared national interests.

Research limitations/implications

The study is based on secondary data and document analysis, which limits
the ability to capture the full spectrum of on-the-ground interactions. While
qualitative content analysis provides rich insights, the absence of primary
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fieldwork constrains empirical generalization. Future research could
incorporate interviews, surveys, or case studies to validate and
operationalize the proposed framework for Iran—China public diplomacy.
Comparative studies with other states employing public diplomacy can also
deepen theoretical understanding.

Practical implications

The findings provide actionable guidance for policymakers seeking to
enhance Iran—China relations. Recommended initiatives include facilitating
trade flows, reducing bureaucratic barriers, promoting civilizational
dialogue, leveraging tourism as a soft power tool, co-producing media
content, advancing digital platforms, fostering language learning and
academic exchange, and developing subnational diplomatic programs such
as sister-city partnerships. These interventions can expand people-to-people
engagement, strengthen bilateral trust, and enhance resilience in economic,
cultural, and information domains.

Social implications

By fostering cultural, educational, and civilizational exchanges, public
diplomacy initiatives can enhance mutual understanding between Iranian
and Chinese citizens, reduce stereotypes, and build social capital. Tourism,
media cooperation, and joint academic programs contribute to stronger
societal engagement and regional collaboration. Through sustained people-
to-people interaction, public diplomacy can promote inclusive, peaceful, and
culturally aware bilateral relations that support long-term societal and
regional stability.

Originality/value

This study provides a novel, multidimensional framework for public
diplomacy between Iran and China, integrating economic, cultural,
educational, and political strategies within the context of the Seventh
Development Plan. Unlike prior research that addresses isolated dimensions
of bilateral cooperation, this framework highlights the synergistic potential
of soft power and civilizational engagement as a driver of sustained bilateral
and regional influence. The findings offer practical insights for
policymakers, diplomats, and researchers seeking to operationalize public
diplomacy in complex international environments.
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