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Abstract

This study aimed to design and validate a comprehensive and context-specific smart public relations model for Iran’s food
industry by examining the causal relationships among its key components. The research is applied and quantitative in nature,
employing structural equation modeling; data were collected through a researcher-developed questionnaire with 48 items
across 12 constructs from 400 public relations managers and experts in the food industry and analyzed using LISREL
software. The results indicated that digital infrastructure, digital skills training, and ethical governance significantly predict
interactive engagement and sentiment analysis, data-driven decision-making positively affects real-time responsiveness and
message personalization, and brand trust plays a significant mediating role in influencing media crisis management and
communication effectiveness assessment, while crisis management and effectiveness assessment directly enhance digital
competitive advantage, with the overall model demonstrating good fit indices. The validated model provides an integrated
and empirically supported framework for advancing smart public relations and guiding digital transformation strategies in
organizational communication within Iran’s food industry.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Public relations has undergone a profound transformation over the past decades, evolving from a
predominantly tactical and message-oriented function into a strategic, data-informed, and relational discipline
embedded within organizational decision-making structures. In classical perspectives, public relations was
primarily associated with information dissemination, publicity, and reactive crisis handling, often positioned
at the periphery of organizational power structures (Cutlip et al., 2000). However, the growing complexity of
stakeholder environments, coupled with rising expectations for transparency, responsiveness, and
accountability, necessitated a fundamental rethinking of public relations roles and models.

A pivotal theoretical shift occurred with the introduction of two-way symmetrical communication, which
conceptualized public relations as a dialogic process based on mutual understanding and adaptive
organizational behavior (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). This paradigm laid the foundation for relationship
management theory, emphasizing trust, commitment, and long-term relational outcomes as core indicators of
public relations effectiveness (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). These theoretical developments reframed public
relations as a strategic management function rather than a technical communication activity.

The emergence of digital media and social networking platforms further accelerated this transformation.
Digital environments disrupted traditional sender—receiver models by empowering stakeholders to actively
produce, circulate, and contest organizational narratives in real time (Wright & Hinson, 2017). As a result,
public relations practices increasingly rely on continuous monitoring, interactive engagement, and rapid
response mechanisms. Scholars have argued that this shift requires organizations to develop systematic
listening capabilities and data-driven decision processes to remain communicatively effective (Macnamara,
2016).

Within this context, the concept of Smart Public Relations has emerged as an integrative framework combining
strategic communication, advanced digital technologies, and analytical competencies. Smart public relations
leverages tools such as big data analytics, sentiment analysis, artificial intelligence, and real-time feedback
systems to enhance organizational responsiveness and strategic alignment (Zerfass et al., 2016). Rather than
focusing solely on content production, this approach prioritizes insight generation, predictive analysis, and
evidence-based communication planning (Gregory, 2020).

Recent scholarship situates smart public relations within the broader field of strategic communication,
highlighting its role in organizational value creation, reputation management, and competitive positioning
(Zerfass et al., 2018). Studies indicate that public relations functions capable of integrating digital
infrastructure, ethical governance, and analytical expertise are more likely to influence top management
decisions and contribute to organizational performance (Adama et al., 2025). Moreover, interactive digital
engagement has been empirically linked to increased trust, stakeholder involvement, and communicative
legitimacy (Saffer et al., 2013).
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At the same time, the expansion of data-driven communication raises critical concerns regarding dialogue
quality, power asymmetries, and ethical responsibility. Scholars caution that digital interaction alone does not
constitute genuine dialogue unless supported by transparency, organizational learning, and ethical commitment
(Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2012). Consequently, ethical policy frameworks and responsible data
governance are increasingly viewed as integral components of smart public relations systems.

Despite the growing body of international literature, significant gaps remain in the development of empirically
validated, integrative models that explain the causal relationships among technological, human, relational, and
strategic dimensions of smart public relations. Existing studies often examine isolated components such as
social media engagement, leadership, or analytics without modeling their structural interdependencies
(Macnamara & Gregory, 2018). This limitation is particularly evident in non-Western organizational contexts,
where cultural, institutional, and managerial conditions may shape the implementation and outcomes of smart
public relations differently (Laskin & Freberg, 2024).

Addressing this gap, the present study develops and empirically validates a comprehensive structural model of
smart public relations that captures the causal pathways from foundational digital and human resources to
strategic communication outcomes.

Methods and Materials

The study adopted a quantitative, applied research design using Structural Equation Modeling. The statistical
population consisted of public relations managers and senior communication experts working in organizational
settings. A sample of 400 respondents was selected using purposive sampling to ensure adequate professional
experience and familiarity with digital communication practices.

Data were collected through a researcher-developed questionnaire comprising 48 items grouped into 12 latent
constructs. All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from very low to very high. The
instrument was developed based on an extensive review of theoretical and empirical literature and refined
through expert validation.

Data analysis was conducted using LISREL software. The analytical procedure included confirmatory factor
analysis to assess construct validity, reliability testing using Cronbach’s alpha, and structural equation
modeling to evaluate hypothesized causal relationships. Model fit was assessed using multiple indices,
including RMSEA, GFI, NFI, NNFI, IFI, and chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio.

Findings

The results demonstrated satisfactory measurement properties for all constructs, with acceptable factor
loadings and reliability coefficients exceeding recommended thresholds. The structural model exhibited strong
overall fit, indicating that the proposed relationships adequately represented the observed data.

Analysis revealed that digital infrastructure, digital skills training, and ethical policy governance exerted
significant positive effects on interactive engagement and sentiment analysis. These foundational components
collectively explained a substantial portion of variance in analytical and dialogic capabilities.

Data-driven decision-making showed strong direct effects on real-time responsiveness and message
personalization, indicating that analytical capacity functions as a key mechanism translating data into
actionable communication strategies. Interactive engagement and personalization, in turn, contributed to
enhanced brand trust.

Brand trust played a significant mediating role in linking operational communication processes to higher-level
outcomes. Specifically, trust significantly influenced both media crisis management effectiveness and
communication effectiveness assessment.

At the strategic outcome level, media crisis management and communication effectiveness assessment exerted
direct and significant effects on digital competitive advantage. The findings indicate a clear causal chain from
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technological and human inputs to strategic organizational benefits mediated by relational and evaluative
processes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide empirical support for conceptualizing smart public relations as a multi-level,
causally structured system rather than a collection of isolated digital practices. The validated model
demonstrates that technological readiness and human capital development are necessary but insufficient
conditions for achieving strategic communication outcomes. Their effectiveness depends on intermediate
processes such as data-driven decision-making, interactive engagement, and trust-building mechanisms.

The results underscore the central role of analytical capabilities in contemporary public relations. Data-driven
decision-making emerged as a pivotal construct linking foundational resources to responsive and personalized
communication. This suggests that organizations seeking to implement smart public relations must move
beyond data collection toward institutionalized analytical interpretation and strategic application.

The mediating role of brand trust highlights the relational core of smart public relations. Even in highly
digitized environments, trust remains the key mechanism through which communication practices translate
into crisis resilience and competitive advantage. This finding reinforces the view that technological
sophistication does not replace relational ethics but amplifies their importance.

At the strategic level, the demonstrated impact of crisis management and communication effectiveness
assessment on competitive advantage confirms that public relations contributes directly to organizational
performance. Smart public relations thus represents not merely an operational upgrade but a strategic
transformation that repositions communication as a source of sustained value creation.

In conclusion, the study offers a validated, integrative framework for understanding and implementing smart
public relations. By clarifying the causal pathways among infrastructure, competencies, processes, and
outcomes, the model provides both theoretical advancement and practical guidance for organizations
navigating increasingly complex digital communication environments.
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