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Objective: This study aims to identify and rank the key components influencing
Iran's strategic model of trade diplomacy in World Expo exhibitions.

Methodology: The research adopts a mixed-methods approach. Initially, the
components of Iran’s trade diplomacy in World Expo exhibitions were identified
through a literature review and semi-structured interviews with experts. The
interviews were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding, resulting in 33
categories and eight key components. These components include cultural showcase,
presentation of trade and economic opportunities, trade negotiation, resource
management, national branding, private sector participation, development of a trade
diplomacy framework (clear articulation of trade diplomacy policy), and research and
development (R&D). In the quantitative phase, an interpretive structural modeling
(ISM) approach was employed to develop Iran’s trade diplomacy model for World
Expo exhibitions based on input from 15 stakeholders, including trade diplomats,
business professionals, academics, and Expo organizers. Subsequently, MICMAC
analysis was utilized to assess the influence and dependency levels of these
components.

Findings: The results indicated that private sector participation ranks at the highest
level in Iran's strategic trade diplomacy model for World Expo exhibitions. Following
this, national branding and the development of a trade diplomacy framework occupy
the next level. Research and development, along with trade negotiation, were
identified at the third level, while cultural showcase and the presentation of trade and
economic opportunities were positioned at the fourth level. Resource management
was placed at the lowest level of the strategic trade diplomacy model.

Conclusion: Using interpretive structural modeling, the position of these factors was
mapped in a variable scatterplot with the help of MICMAC analysis, allowing for the
identification of key wvariables’ roles and interrelations within the strategic
framework.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Trade diplomacy, as a pivotal aspect of economic policy, serves as a bridge to facilitate
international trade and investment. Thrall (2024) categorizes trade diplomacy into macro and micro
perspectives. At the macro level, it encompasses trade agreements and diplomatic representation to
support national businesses, while at the micro level, it focuses on fostering trade, attracting foreign
investment, and enabling foreign ventures (Thrall, 2024). Ahmed and Gupta (2021) highlighted
globalization's role in reshaping trade relationships, transitioning from insular to liberalized approaches.
In this context, World Expo exhibitions emerge as strategic platforms where nations can showcase their
cultural, economic, and trade strengths (Ahmed & Gupta, 2021).

Recent studies underscore the critical role of trade and cultural diplomacy in fostering international
cooperation. For instance, Zarei and Siyah Sarani Kajouri (2023) proposed a systemic model for
sustainable exports among knowledge-based firms, emphasizing structured input-output feedback
mechanisms (Zarei & Siyah Sarani Kajouri, 2023). Similarly, Engelland-Gay (2023) analyzed the UAE's
strategies during Expo 2020 Dubai, illustrating how cultural diplomacy reinforces national branding.
These examples highlight the multidimensionality of trade diplomacy, integrating cultural representation
and economic engagement (Engelland-Gay, 2023).

This study focuses on identifying and structuring the key components of Iran's trade diplomacy in
World Expo exhibitions. Leveraging interpretive structural modeling (ISM) and MICMAC analysis, the
research maps the influence and interdependence of these components, providing a framework to enhance
Iran's international trade presence.

Methodology

This mixed-methods research employed qualitative and quantitative approaches to achieve its
objectives. Initially, a thematic analysis of literature and semi-structured interviews with 15 experts in
trade diplomacy was conducted. These experts included trade diplomats, business professionals,
academics, and Expo organizers with at least a decade of experience.

The qualitative data underwent open, axial, and selective coding, identifying 33 subcategories and
eight primary components: cultural showcase, presentation of trade and economic opportunities, trade
negotiation, resource management, national branding, private sector participation, trade diplomacy
framework development, and research and development.

The quantitative phase utilized interpretive structural modeling (ISM) to construct the strategic
model, followed by MICMAC analysis to assess the influence and dependency of each component.

Findings

The study revealed a hierarchical structure of components within Iran’s strategic trade diplomacy
model. At the highest level, private sector participation emerged as the most influential component.
National branding and the development of a trade diplomacy framework followed at the second level.
Research and development, alongside trade negotiation, occupied the third tier. The fourth level included
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cultural showcases and the presentation of trade and economic opportunities, while resource management
was positioned at the lowest level of influence.
The MICMAC analysis illustrated varying levels of dependency and influence among the
components:
o Private sector participation was identified as a cornerstone, driving strategic initiatives.
« National branding and framework development acted as pivotal connectors within the model.
« Resource management, while critical, demonstrated a higher dependency on other components
for effective implementation.
This hierarchical structuring provided clarity on the roles and interactions of these components,
offering actionable insights for policymakers and stakeholders.

Discussion and Conclusion

Trade diplomacy plays a crucial role in enhancing economic and trade relations between countries
at global events like World Expo exhibitions. These exhibitions offer nations a unique platform to
showcase their products, services, and culture to a global audience. A strategic approach to trade
diplomacy in such events starts with clearly defined objectives, such as promoting exports, attracting
investments, and strengthening economic ties. Following this, comprehensive market and competitor
analysis is essential for developing effective strategies. Key components include the creative and attractive
design of national pavilions to highlight strengths like advanced technologies, key products, and rich
cultural heritage. Effective event management, including organizing seminars, workshops, and
networking opportunities, can facilitate meaningful engagements with international stakeholders.
Additionally, targeted media campaigns and advertising through digital and traditional channels
significantly contribute to enhancing brand recognition. Post-event evaluations and data collection help
identify strengths and weaknesses, enabling countries to refine strategies for future international
exhibitions. Sustained engagement and follow-up after the event ensure long-term economic and trade
relationships, making strategic management a continuous necessity.

The qualitative analysis in this study identified key components of Iran’s strategic trade diplomacy
model for World Expo exhibitions, including cultural showcases, trade and economic opportunities, trade
negotiations, resource management, national branding, private sector participation, a clearly defined trade
diplomacy framework, and research and development. Using the Structural Self-Interaction Matrix
(SSIM) and interpretive structural modeling (ISM), the relationships among these components were
mapped. The private sector's role emerged as the most critical, followed by national branding and policy
framework development. Trade negotiations and R&D occupied the third tier, while cultural showcases
and trade opportunities were in the fourth. Resource management was placed at the lowest level. The
findings align with previous research (Ahmad & Esfandabadi, 2020; Akbariyeh et al., 2019; Pacheco & Matos,
2021; Tabatabai, 2009), emphasizing the importance of skilled trade diplomats and strategic preparation to
achieve sustainable exports. Recommendations include investing in training, effective pavilion design,
and leveraging data for strategic improvements. These efforts ensure that countries maximize the unique
opportunities offered by global exhibitions, fostering stronger trade and economic partnerships.
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