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Abstract

The development of cyberspace and international relations has become pivotal
in transforming national security dynamics, particularly in developing countries
such as Iran. Cyberspace creates opportunities for cyber diplomacy and
strengthening national identity while simultaneously generating challenges,
including cyberattacks and misinformation. This study employs an exploratory
mixed-methods approach to examine their impacts on Iran’s national security
and propose strategies for leveraging opportunities and mitigating threats. In
the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured interviews
and focus group discussions and analyzed using thematic analysis. In the
quantitative phase, strategies were prioritized using the Quantitative Strategic
Planning Matrix (QSPM). Findings identified three primary themes: (1) cyber
diplomacy and international relations, offering opportunities to promote the
national narrative but constrained by coordination deficiencies; (2)
cybersecurity and emerging threats, emphasizing indigenous technologies to
counter attacks on critical infrastructure; and (3) social and identity-related
impacts, highlighting cyberspace’s dual role in fostering national cohesion. The
QSPM identified developing cyber diplomacy, strengthening infrastructure, and
formulating comprehensive regulations as top priorities. Recommendations
include establishing a digital diplomacy unit, investing in indigenous technologies,
and promoting media literacy education to enhance Iran’s national security in
the digital era, and strengthening institutional coordination and resilience
against evolving digital security challenges.
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Relations, Cyberspace.

* This article is derived from a doctoral Thesis focused on the " The Strategic
Pattern of Cyberspace Management in Iran with an Emphasis on Sustaining National
Security and International Relations" The research is being conducted under the
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The rapid expansion of cyberspace has transformed the nature of
national security and international relations, particularly in developing countries
such as Iran. Cyberspace creates opportunities for cyber diplomacy, international
communication, promoting national narratives, and strengthening national identity,
while also generating challenges such as cyberattacks, misinformation, threats to
critical infrastructure, and technological dependency. These developments
demonstrate that national security can no longer be understood solely through
traditional military and territorial threats. In Iran, the growing interaction between
cyberspace and international relations therefore requires strategic approaches that
can capitalize on digital opportunities while reducing emerging vulnerabilities.
Accordingly, this study examines the interconnected relationship between
cyberspace, international relations, and national security in Iran and identifies
strategies for managing the opportunities and threats associated with the digital
environment.

Research Question: The study asks: How can cyberspace be effectively employed
to strengthen Iran’s international relations and national security, and how can cyber,
social, and political threats arising from cyberspace be managed within Iran’s
national security framework? More specifically, it examines how digital diplomacy
can strengthen Iran’s international position, how cyberattacks and technological
dependency affect national security and critical infrastructure, and how cyberspace
influences national identity and social cohesion.

Research Hypothesis: The study proceeds from the proposition, implicit in its
research objectives, that the expansion of cyberspace has a dual and interconnected
effect on Iran’s national security: it can strengthen international relations, cyber
diplomacy, and national identity when strategically managed, but it can
simultaneously increase vulnerability through cyberattacks, misinformation,
technological dependency, and social polarization. Accordingly, an integrated and
coordinated policy framework is expected to improve the balance between these
opportunities and threats.

Methodology and Theoretical Framework: An exploratory mixed-methods design
was employed, consisting of a qualitative phase followed by a quantitative phase. In
the qualitative stage, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 30
senior managers, policymakers, academics, and cybersecurity and digital-diplomacy
experts, together with four focus group discussions involving 6—8 participants per
session. Participants were selected through purposive snowball sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. The data were analyzed in MAXQDA through
open, axial, and selective coding. Triangulation, member checking, and three Delphi
rounds were used to validate and refine the themes. A seven-point Likert scale was
employed in the Delphi process, and high expert agreement was confirmed by
Kendall’s W = 0.85 (p < 0.01); intercoder reliability exceeded 0.80. In the
quantitative phase, qualitative findings were organized through SWOT analysis and
translated into IFE and EFE matrices. The Quantitative Strategic Planning Matrix
(QSPM) was then used to prioritize strategic alternatives according to weighted
attractiveness scores (STAS). The theoretical framework integrates the concept of
national security with cyberspace studies and three major international-relations
perspectives: realism, liberalism, and constructivism. It is further informed by
Castells’s network society, Harvey’s space-time compression, and media diplomacy.
Realism explains cyber competition and deterrence; liberalism highlights
technological cooperation and multilateral governance; constructivism addresses
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identity, norms, and social meanings;, while network society and space-time
compression explain the structural and operational effects of digital connectivity.
Research Findings: Qualitative analysis produced more than 150 initial codes, 25
axial codes, and three principal themes. The first theme, cyber diplomacy and
international relations, shows that platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, and
Telegram can facilitate direct communication with global audiences, promote Iran’s
national narrative, support public diplomacy, reduce the costs of traditional
diplomacy, and enable rapid responses to international crises. However, weak
institutional coordination and restrictions on access to global platforms limit these
benefits. The second theme, cybersecurity and emerging threats, identifies
cyberattacks against critical infrastructure, technological dependency, shortages of
specialized personnel, digital espionage, and phishing as major vulnerabilities. At
the same time, artificial intelligence, big data, indigenous cybersecurity
technologies, and security operations centers offer important defensive
opportunities. The third theme, social and identity-related impacts, demonstrates
cyberspace’s dual influence on national cohesion. Digital campaigns can strengthen
national and cultural identity and civic participation, whereas misinformation, anti-
cultural content, weak media literacy, and social polarization can undermine trust
and unity. Delphi validation confirmed strong agreement among experts regarding
these themes. QSPM results ranked cyber diplomacy development first (STAS =
6.8), strengthening cybersecurity infrastructure and indigenous technologies second
(STAS =6.5), and comprehensive digital-content regulation and media literacy third
(STAS = 6.2). International cooperation on cyber norms ranked fourth (5.9), while
artificial intelligence for cyber-threat detection ranked fifth (5.7). Sensitivity analysis
indicated that moderate changes in cyber-threat attractiveness scores did not alter the
ranking.

Conclusion: The study concludes that cyberspace is neither inherently a security
opportunity nor an exclusive source of threat; rather, its effects depend on
governance, institutional coordination, technological capacity, and strategic
integration with foreign policy. The findings demonstrate that cyber diplomacy can
enhance Iran’s international communication and narrative capacity, while
indigenous cybersecurity capabilities can reduce vulnerabilities associated with
attacks and technological dependence. Comprehensive regulation and media literacy
are also necessary to address misinformation and social fragmentation. The study
therefore recommends establishing a specialized digital-diplomacy unit within the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, strengthening cooperation with non-state actors,
investing in indigenous cyber technologies and specialized training, establishing
security operations centers for critical infrastructure, developing comprehensive
digital-content regulations, expanding media-literacy programs, and participating in
international cyber coalitions. Overall, the research argues for coherent, integrated
cyberspace governance capable of converting digital opportunities into sustainable
national-security capabilities while reducing cyber, social, and political
vulnerabilities.

Keywords: National Security, Cyber Security, Sustainibility, International
Relations, Cyberspace.
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