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Abstract

The digitalization of public diplomacy constitutes one of the most significant
transformations in contemporary foreign policy. The United States, as a pioneer in
this field, has employed diverse instruments such as virtual embassies and Twitter
diplomacy to influence Iranian public opinion. Employing a qualitative approach and
thematic analysis with data triangulation strategy, this study conducts a comparative
analysis of public diplomacy digitalization strategies in the U.S. Virtual Embassy in
Tehran and the tweets of U.S. leaders concerning Iran. Findings reveal that the
Virtual Embassy operates at a strategic level, aiming for sustained engagement,
narrative production, and trust-building, whereas Twitter diplomacy functions at a
tactical level, focusing on agenda-setting and real-time public opinion management.
These two instruments complement each other within a unified ecosystem. Based on
the findings, five strategic imperatives for developing the Islamic Republic of Iran's
digital public diplomacy are extracted, including national digital governance,
development of virtual embassies, digital cultural diplomacy, data-driven diplomacy,
and training digital diplomats.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The rapid expansion of information and communication technologies has transformed
diplomacy from a predominantly state-centered and one-way communication process
into a dynamic, interactive, and networked practice. Digital diplomacy has emerged as
an essential component of contemporary foreign policy, enabling governments to
influence international public opinion beyond conventional diplomatic institutions.
Among leading adopters of this transformation, the United States has integrated digital
platforms into its public diplomacy toward Iran, particularly through the U.S. Virtual
Embassy and Twitter diplomacy. Examining these complementary instruments
provides valuable insight into the strategic evolution of contemporary digital public
diplomacy.

Research Question

How can the strategic functions of the U.S. Virtual Embassy and Twitter diplomacy
toward Iran be interpreted within the framework of New Public Diplomacy, and what
strategic implications do they provide for developing the digital public diplomacy of
the Islamic Republic of Iran?

Research Hypothesis

The U.S. Virtual Embassy and Twitter diplomacy represent complementary
components of an integrated digital public diplomacy strategy in which long-term
institutional engagement, interactive communication, and real-time narrative
management collectively enhance strategic influence, strengthen soft power, and shape
foreign public perceptions toward Iran-related issues.

Methodology (and Theoretical Framework)

This study employs a qualitative comparative methodology using thematic analysis to
identify and interpret strategic patterns embedded in the United States' digital public
diplomacy toward Iran. Documentary sources, official governmental publications,
Virtual Embassy materials, official statements, and social media content constitute the
primary research data. Data triangulation enhances the credibility and reliability of the
findings through the integration of multiple evidence sources. The theoretical
framework combines the concepts of New Public Diplomacy, Digital Diplomacy,
Twiplomacy, and Hybrid Diplomacy to explain the transformation of diplomatic
communication from hierarchical state-centered practices toward interactive, digitally
mediated, and network-oriented communication.

Results and Discussion

The comparative analysis demonstrates that the United States has developed a coherent
digital public diplomacy ecosystem in which the Virtual Embassy and Twitter
diplomacy perform complementary rather than competing functions. Although both
instruments pursue the broader objective of influencing perceptions and strengthening
American strategic communication, they differ considerably in communication logic,
operational priorities, temporal orientation, and target audiences.

The U.S. Virtual Embassy primarily functions as a long-term institutional platform
designed to compensate for the absence of formal diplomatic representation in Iran. Its
communication strategy emphasizes continuity, credibility, and sustained interaction
through the dissemination of official information, educational opportunities, consular
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guidance, cultural initiatives, and policy explanations. Rather than serving solely as an
informational website, the platform contributes to strategic narrative construction,
relationship building, and the projection of American soft power among Iranian
audiences over an extended period.

Twitter diplomacy, in contrast, represents a flexible and highly responsive
communication mechanism capable of influencing public debate in real time. The
findings indicate that American political leaders employ Twitter not merely to
distribute official statements but to shape media agendas, frame political events,
respond rapidly to crises, and compete over strategic narratives concerning Iran. This
form of communication enables simultaneous engagement with domestic audiences,
Iranian citizens, and the broader international community while reducing dependence
on conventional diplomatic channels.

The findings further indicate that digital diplomacy has evolved from technological
innovation into an institutional transformation of diplomatic practice. Communication
increasingly relies upon interaction, audience participation, networked
communication, and strategic storytelling rather than unilateral information
dissemination. Consequently, the United States integrates institutional digital
platforms with social media communication to maximize political influence across
multiple communication environments.

The comparative evidence also suggests that successful digital public diplomacy
depends not only on technological infrastructure but also on coherent strategic
planning, institutional coordination, professional digital communication, and
continuous adaptation to rapidly changing information environments. Based on these
findings, the study identifies several strategic implications for the Islamic Republic of
Iran, including the formulation of a comprehensive national digital public diplomacy
strategy, the expansion of virtual diplomatic platforms, greater investment in digital
cultural diplomacy, systematic analysis of digital public opinion, enhanced utilization
of big data in foreign policy decision-making, and the professional training of digitally
competent diplomats capable of effectively managing communication within
contemporary digital ecosystems.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the U.S. Virtual Embassy and Twitter diplomacy constitute
complementary pillars of an integrated digital public diplomacy strategy rather than
isolated communication tools. Their combined operation demonstrates that effective
digital diplomacy requires strategic coordination, institutional innovation, and
interactive communication. The findings provide a practical framework for
strengthening the Islamic Republic of lIran's digital public diplomacy through
integrated governance, digital capacity-building, data-informed policymaking, and
sustained international engagement in the evolving digital communication
environment.
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