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Obijective: This study aims to validate a model of public relations in enhancing the public
mental image of automotive companies and examine the relationships among its
influencing variables.

Methodology: This study employed a quantitative approach using a survey method. The
statistical population consisted of customers of automotive companies residing in Tehran
who had purchased vehicles within the past five years. A convenience sampling method
was used, and based on Morgan’s table and Cochran’s formula, 384 questionnaires were
collected. The data collection instrument was a questionnaire derived from a grounded
theory model. Its validity was confirmed through face and content validity, and its
reliability was verified using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (above 0.7 for all variables).
Structural equation modeling (SEM) was applied using SPSS and PLS software to
analyze the data and test the hypotheses.

Findings: The results revealed that public opinion pressure, brand competition intensity,
and media and reputational challenges have significant positive effects on public
relations. Public relations significantly influence transparent and crisis-oriented
communication as well as social branding. Ownership structure, organizational culture,
institutional context, social and media capital, and public media literacy significantly
affect mediating variables. Furthermore, transparent communication and social branding
significantly enhance the public mental image of automotive companies and increase
consumer loyalty and social support.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that public relations plays a strategic role in enhancing
the public mental image and strengthening consumer loyalty in the automotive industry
through transparent communication, crisis management, and social branding.

Keywords: Public Relations, Mental Image, Automotive Companies, Social Branding,
Transparent Communication
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In today’s highly competitive and communication-driven environment, organizations increasingly
rely on intangible assets such as reputation, trust, and public mental image to sustain their performance
and legitimacy. The public mental image of an organization represents a complex cognitive and emotional
construct shaped by stakeholders’ perceptions, experiences, and interpretations of organizational behavior.
It is not merely a reflection of objective performance but rather a socially constructed phenomenon
influenced by communication processes, symbolic interactions, and contextual factors (Spagnaet al., 2021).
Within this framework, public relations has emerged as a central strategic function responsible for
managing organizational narratives, facilitating stakeholder engagement, and shaping public perceptions.

Public relations has evolved from a tactical communication tool into a strategic management
function that plays a pivotal role in building and maintaining organizational reputation and image.
Contemporary research emphasizes that effective public relations is grounded in the management of
organization—public relationships, where mutual trust, transparency, and responsiveness are key
determinants of positive image formation (Ma et al., 2023). Moreover, the integration of public relations
into strategic decision-making processes has enhanced its capacity to influence not only external
perceptions but also internal organizational alignment (Zaki et al., 2023). Empirical studies have
consistently demonstrated that organizations with strong public relations practices are more successful in
cultivating favorable public images and sustaining stakeholder trust (Lee, 2022).

The rapid advancement of digital technologies and the proliferation of social media platforms have
further transformed the landscape of public relations. In the digital era, communication is no longer
unidirectional; instead, it is interactive, dynamic, and co-created by organizations and their audiences.
Social media platforms enable stakeholders to actively participate in shaping organizational narratives,
thereby amplifying both positive and negative perceptions (Yulianto, 2024). Research indicates that
strategic use of social media can significantly enhance corporate image by fostering engagement,
transparency, and emotional connection with audiences (Yosef & Setyanto, 2024). Additionally, digital
platforms such as Facebook have been shown to play a critical role in building and reinforcing institutional
image among diverse audience groups (Mokrab & Bouyahia, 2025).

At the same time, organizations face increasing challenges in managing their public image due to
the rise of misinformation, rapid information dissemination, and heightened public scrutiny. Crisis
situations, in particular, can severely damage organizational reputation if not managed effectively. Public
relations functions as a critical mechanism for crisis communication, enabling organizations to respond
promptly, control narratives, and restore public trust (Gasana, 2024). Studies have highlighted that
transparent and timely communication during crises significantly contributes to mitigating reputational
damage and maintaining stakeholder confidence (Susilo & Prayudi, 2022).

In the automotive industry, the importance of public mental image is especially pronounced due
to the sector’s high visibility, technological complexity, and direct impact on consumer safety and
environmental sustainability. Automotive companies operate in a highly competitive environment where
product quality, brand reputation, and consumer trust are critical determinants of success. However, many
automotive firms face challenges related to negative public perceptions stemming from issues such as



product quality inconsistencies, environmental concerns, and inadequate customer service. In this context,
public relations serves as a strategic tool for managing these challenges and enhancing the public image
of automotive brands (Handayani et al., 2023).

Another critical dimension influencing public mental image is corporate social responsibility
(CSR). CSR refers to organizational actions that extend beyond economic objectives to address social and
environmental concerns (Sheehy, 2015). In recent years, CSR has become an integral component of
branding and communication strategies, as consumers increasingly expect organizations to demonstrate
ethical and socially responsible behavior. Empirical evidence suggests that CSR initiatives positively
influence brand image, corporate reputation, and customer loyalty (Nazari, 2022). In the automotive sector,
CSR activities related to environmental sustainability, safety, and community engagement play a
significant role in shaping positive public perceptions (Brahmi et al., 2025). Furthermore, the effective
communication of CSR messages through public relations and social media platforms enhances
stakeholder engagement and strengthens brand image (Dong et al., 2025).

In addition to CSR, brand identity and communication strategies are essential factors in shaping
public mental image. Brand identity elements, including organizational values, symbols, and
communication messages, contribute to the formation of consumer perceptions and emotional connections
(Andrli¢ et al., 2024). Promotional strategies and corporate communication efforts also play a crucial role
in influencing public image by conveying consistent and compelling narratives (Shamran et al., 2025).
Moreover, the integration of digital technologies into communication strategies enables organizations to
deliver personalized and engaging experiences that enhance public perception (Alaei et al., 2024).

Organizational and contextual factors, such as ownership structure, organizational culture, and
institutional environment, further shape the effectiveness of public relations and its impact on public
mental image. Corporate governance mechanisms influence the transparency and accountability of
communication practices, thereby affecting stakeholder trust (Gole, 2024). Similarly, organizational
culture determines the extent to which organizations adopt open, participatory, and stakeholder-oriented
communication approaches. Social and media capital, as well as public media literacy, also play
significant roles in shaping how organizational messages are received and interpreted (Shoul, 2025).
Additionally, individual cognitive and emotional processes influence perception formation, highlighting
the importance of audience-centered communication strategies (Razavian et al., 2024).

Despite the growing body of research on public relations and corporate image, there remains a
need for comprehensive models that integrate multiple influencing factors and examine their
interrelationships within specific industries. In the automotive sector, particularly in developing contexts,
the application of such models is limited. Therefore, this study aims to validate a comprehensive model
of public relations in enhancing the public mental image of automotive companies by examining the
relationships among key variables influencing this process.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a mixed-methods approach, with a primary focus on the quantitative phase for
model validation. The research design in the quantitative phase was descriptive-survey and grounded in a
positivist paradigm. The statistical population consisted of customers of automotive companies who had
purchased vehicles within the last five years and resided in Tehran. A convenience sampling method was
employed, and based on Cochran’s formula, a sample size of 384 respondents was determined. Data were
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collected using a structured questionnaire developed based on the conceptual model derived from the
qualitative phase. The questionnaire’s validity was confirmed through face and content validity, and its
reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, all of which exceeded the acceptable
threshold. Data analysis was conducted using structural equation modeling (SEM) with SPSS and PLS
software to test the hypothesized relationships among variables.

Findings

The results of the structural equation modeling indicated that all hypothesized relationships in the
model were statistically significant. Public opinion pressure, brand competition intensity, and media and
reputational challenges were found to have significant positive effects on public relations. These findings
suggest that environmental and contextual pressures play a critical role in shaping the performance and
strategic orientation of public relations functions.

Public relations, as the central construct in the model, demonstrated significant positive effects on
both transparent and crisis-oriented communication and social branding. This indicates that effective
public relations practices enhance the organization’s ability to communicate transparently and manage
crises, while also contributing to the development of socially responsible brand identities.

The analysis further revealed that contextual variables, including ownership structure,
organizational culture, institutional and regulatory environment, social and media capital, and public
media literacy, significantly influence the mediating variables of communication and social branding.
These findings highlight the importance of organizational and environmental factors in determining the
effectiveness of public relations strategies.

Moreover, transparent and crisis-oriented communication was found to have significant positive
effects on both the enhancement of public mental image and consumer loyalty and social support.
Similarly, social branding exhibited a strong positive impact on these outcomes, with a higher path
coefficient compared to communication. This suggests that socially responsible branding initiatives play
a particularly important role in shaping public perceptions and fostering long-term relationships with
stakeholders.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide empirical support for the central role of public relations in
enhancing the public mental image of automotive companies. The results demonstrate that public relations
functions as a strategic mechanism through which organizations can manage environmental pressures,
engage with stakeholders, and shape public perceptions. The significant effects of public opinion pressure,
competition, and media challenges on public relations underscore the importance of external factors in
driving the evolution of communication strategies.

The study also highlights the critical role of transparent and crisis-oriented communication in
building trust and maintaining a positive public image. In an era characterized by rapid information
dissemination and increased public scrutiny, organizations must prioritize transparency and
responsiveness in their communication practices. The strong impact of social branding further emphasizes
the importance of integrating social responsibility into corporate strategies and effectively communicating
these efforts to stakeholders.

Additionally, the influence of contextual variables such as organizational culture and media
literacy underscores the need for a holistic approach to public relations that considers both internal and



external factors. Organizations must not only develop effective communication strategies but also create
supportive environments that enable the successful implementation of these strategies.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the literature by providing a comprehensive model that
integrates multiple dimensions of public relations and examines their combined impact on public mental
image in the automotive industry. The findings underscore the strategic importance of public relations in
managing organizational reputation and highlight the need for continuous adaptation to the evolving
communication landscape.
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