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Abstract:

This study aimed to develop and contextualize a political marketing strategy—based model using smart data to enhance political participation
in South Khorasan Province. This applied study adopted a qualitative approach using qualitative content analysis. Data were obtained from
three complementary sources: scientific literature and previous studies, documentary and media content related to elections and political
participation, and semi-structured interviews with experts in marketing, political science, media, communication, electoral behavior, election
administration, data analysis, and political sociology. Experts were selected purposively according to their academic expertise, professional
experience, relevant practical background, and familiarity with the local electoral context, and interviewing continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed following Graneheim and Lundman’s qualitative content analysis procedure, progressing from
identification and condensation of meaning units to initial coding, categorization into subthemes, and abstraction of overarching themes.
Trustworthiness was ensured using Lincoln and Guba’s criteria of credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability. Inductive
analysis revealed a three-stage process model for enhancing political participation. The pre-competition stage comprised political market
analysis and monitoring, target-market selection, and political relationship marketing. The competition stage incorporated political branding,
electoral media management, integrated political marketing communications, and content marketing. The implementation stage centered on
the management and execution of the electoral process through improved voting experience, electoral transparency, and process
mechanization. The inferred relationships among the themes indicated that systematic audience and public-opinion analysis, voter
segmentation, trust building, message consistency, favorable candidate positioning, differentiated and measurable political content, and a
transparent, accessible, and reliable voting experience operate sequentially and synergistically to strengthen political participation. Thus,
participation emerged as the outcome of an interconnected strategic chain extending from voter understanding to trust formation and
ultimately to a credible electoral experience. Sustainable and informed political participation requires a process-oriented, data-driven, and
human-centered approach integrating political marketing activities across the pre-competition, competition, and electoral implementation
stages; accordingly, the proposed model provides a locally grounded and practical framework for designing strategies to strengthen political
participation.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Political participation is one of the central indicators of the vitality, legitimacy, responsiveness, and effectiveness of political
systems. In contemporary political science, participation is no longer restricted to voting or formal party membership; rather,
it encompasses a broad spectrum of behaviors, attitudes, and forms of civic engagement through which citizens attempt to
influence public decisions, electoral outcomes, public policies, and political priorities. Accordingly, political participation is
increasingly conceptualized as a multidimensional and dynamic phenomenon that includes conventional and unconventional,
formal and informal, and offline and online forms of engagement (Sairambay, 2020; Van Deth, 2014). Changes in citizenship
norms have further demonstrated that younger generations often attach importance not only to electoral participation but also
to civic engagement, expressive participation, and new forms of political involvement (Dalton, 2020). Political participation
must therefore be understood within a broader institutional and public-affairs environment in which citizens, political actors,
interest groups, and public institutions continuously interact (The Palgrave Encyclopedia of Interest Groups, Lobbying and
Public Affairs, 2022).

Previous studies have consistently shown that political participation is shaped by a complex combination of social,
economic, cultural, psychological, and institutional determinants. Research conducted in Iran has highlighted the roles of
socioeconomic conditions, political awareness, social capital, trust, educational status, perceived political efficacy, cultural
characteristics, and social networks in shaping political participation (Abbasi & Hashemi, 2019; Ghaedi, 2019; Masoudnia et
al., 2012). Studies focusing on younger populations have likewise demonstrated that family, friends, education, place of
residence, socialization processes, and broader social environments can affect political involvement (Behnampour &
Javanmard, 2017; Jafari Kalarijani et al., 2020; Mirzaei & Allahdadi, 2023). Similar findings have been reported internationally,
where political awareness, institutional trust, voting motivation, and socialization have been identified as important

determinants of electoral participation (Alelaimat, 2023; Panleaw et al., 2025). These findings suggest that participation cannot
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be effectively strengthened through undifferentiated political messaging because different groups of voters respond to different
motivations, social influences, and political concerns.

Gender and sociocultural context represent additional dimensions of this complexity. Studies on women’s political
participation have shown that social norms, family relations, economic circumstances, cultural expectations, trust, and
opportunities for political involvement can shape both willingness and actual participation (Hashemi, 2015; Sheikh Zakariaei
et al., 2016; Siamian Gorji et al., 2020; Soltani et al., 2024). Evidence from parliamentary elections outside Iran has similarly
demonstrated that legal, cultural, social, and electoral conditions influence women’s participation (Nahar & Humaidan, 2013).
Moreover, even the operational organization of elections can generate participation gaps among demographic groups, indicating
that participation is partly influenced by how citizens experience the electoral process itself (Vall-Prat & Rodon, 2025). These
findings reinforce the need for context-sensitive and segmented strategies rather than homogeneous approaches to political
mobilization.

Political marketing provides one potential framework for responding to this complexity. Modern political marketing extends
beyond short-term electoral advertising and treats voters as differentiated audiences with distinct expectations, values,
preferences, and information needs. Contemporary political marketing communication therefore emphasizes a citizen-centered
approach in which political actors attempt to understand audiences, develop meaningful value propositions, build trust, maintain
relationships, and coordinate messages across communication channels (Antoniades, 2020; Nicos, 2020). From this
perspective, the effectiveness of political marketing depends on systematic political market analysis, voter segmentation, target-
market selection, political relationship marketing, branding, media management, integrated communication, and content
strategy.

Political branding is especially important because voters form cognitive and affective evaluations of candidates that extend
beyond individual campaign promises. Previous Iranian research has demonstrated that political brand personality can influence
political participation and that advertising activities, political endorsements, party-related actions, and perceived candidate
characteristics contribute to the development of political brand perceptions (Nargesiyan & Amini Kasbi, 2015). More recent
work has also indicated that political branding consists of a complex network of interrelated factors rather than a single image
or slogan (Mousavi et al., 2024). Internationally, candidate brand equity dimensions such as awareness, associations, perceived
quality, and loyalty have been associated with voting intention (Gutiérrez-Rodriguez et al., 2023). Thus, coherent branding may
provide an important mechanism through which political communication is translated into voter preference and participation.

Media and content strategies have also become increasingly significant. Political communication now takes place in an
environment characterized by intense information flows, social media interaction, continuous message competition, and rapid
audience feedback. Political content must therefore be distinctive, credible, relevant, comprehensible, and responsive to voter
concerns. Political marketing has been described as an influential force in political campaigning precisely because it can
organize communication strategically and connect political offerings with audience expectations (Veronica, 2023). Empirical
evidence further suggests that political marketing affects electoral decision-making and that voter perceptions of political
marketing activities can shape electoral choices (Vargas-Merino et al., 2025). Perception, satisfaction, and trust have also
emerged as important determinants of voting decisions, indicating that electoral behavior depends not only on information

exposure but also on how voters evaluate and experience political communication (Ferreira et al., 2025).
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The expansion of social media has accelerated the transition toward interactive and data-driven political marketing.
Systematic reviews of political social media marketing have shown that digital platforms are increasingly used for audience
segmentation, engagement, image management, content distribution, and campaign targeting (Abid et al., 2025; Aman et al.,
2023). At the same time, the notion of data-driven campaigning has developed into a distinct field concerned with the systematic
collection and analysis of voter information for targeting, personalization, prediction, and campaign evaluation (Dommett et
al., 2024). The growing use of big data and artificial intelligence in political marketing has further increased the importance of
behavioral analysis, influence mechanisms, and political trust (Saifeddine & Abdellatif Chakor, 2024).

However, access to large volumes of data does not automatically produce effective political decisions. The distinction
between big data and smart data is therefore crucial. Smart data refers to data that have been cleaned, integrated, contextualized,
and analyzed in ways that make them actionable for decision-making (lafrate, 2014). The strategic value of data lies in
converting raw information into usable knowledge and measurable insights rather than merely accumulating large datasets
(Marr, 2015; Souifi et al., 2021). Contemporary data science similarly emphasizes the extraction of patterns and decision-
relevant knowledge from complex information environments (Sarker, 2021). Applied to political marketing, smart data can
potentially support more accurate public-opinion monitoring, voter segmentation, message design, media strategy, and
evaluation of electoral experience.

Digitalization also influences participation itself. Online political participation in smart governance contexts demonstrates
how digital environments may create new channels for civic interaction and political engagement (Vaz, 2024). Nevertheless,
technology contributes to participation only when it is accompanied by trust, meaningful opportunities for involvement, and
responsive institutional structures. Research on political-social participation in development processes similarly suggests that
institutional arrangements, social capital, and participatory opportunities must work together for meaningful engagement to
emerge (Eraghieh Farahani et al., 2021). In Iran, official turnout reports from the Twelfth Islamic Consultative Assembly
election and the first and second rounds of the Fourteenth Presidential Election also indicate fluctuating participation levels,
underscoring the continuing importance of identifying more effective strategies for strengthening electoral participation
(Election Headquarters of, 2023, 2024).

Despite the substantial literature on determinants of political participation, political branding, digital campaigning, and smart
data, these domains have often developed separately. Existing studies have extensively identified factors associated with
participation, yet fewer studies have integrated such factors into a process-oriented political marketing framework that links
voter analysis, relationship building, campaign communication, and the actual electoral experience. Therefore, the present study
aimed to develop a locally grounded model based on political marketing strategies for increasing political participation through
the use of smart data in South Khorasan Province.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in terms of research approach. Qualitative content analysis was
used to identify, explain, and contextualize political marketing strategies that could contribute to increasing political
participation in South Khorasan Province. Multiple data sources were incorporated to achieve a comprehensive understanding
of the phenomenon and to support triangulation across different forms of evidence.

The first source consisted of scientific literature, including journal articles, academic studies, theses, books, and other

scholarly documents related to political marketing, political participation, elections, political advertising, campaigns, political

oo ®

sl 48,5 & j90 (CC BY-NC 4.0) (2165 b Gollas 3151 puo yiawd g0y dlia oyl i) .l oimg 5 4 (laio lio ) ,Lii] Goi> oles VoY © 1t 5> g 5900



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

\f'fdb‘(}wﬂ)k&&d}le)}i

communication, social media, and electoral behavior. Domestic and international databases were searched, and relevant
materials published within the predefined study period were purposively selected according to their direct relevance, academic
credibility, accessibility, and analytical usefulness.

The second source consisted of documentary and media materials. These included national and provincial official websites,
reputable news agencies, analytical media, local media, executive documents, official social-media content, and election-related
promotional materials. These sources were selected purposively based on thematic relevance, credibility, content diversity, and
their capacity to reflect the local political and electoral context of South Khorasan Province.

The third source consisted of semi-structured interviews with experts in marketing, political science, media, communication,
electoral behavior, election administration, data analysis, and political sociology. Participants were recruited through purposive
sampling and were selected on the basis of academic expertise, professional experience, practical familiarity with elections,
and knowledge of the local context. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Participant identities were
coded to preserve confidentiality.

Data were collected using a textual data registration and classification form and a semi-structured interview guide. The
textual form was used to extract and organize relevant concepts, initial meanings, and thematic material from scientific,
documentary, and media sources. The interview guide provided a common structure while allowing follow-up questions and
deeper exploration of participants’ responses.

Data analysis followed an inductive qualitative content-analysis process. All texts were read repeatedly to achieve
immersion in the data. Relevant passages were identified as meaning units, condensed without changing their essential
meaning, and assigned initial codes. Codes with conceptual similarity were compared and clustered into subthemes. Through
further abstraction and integration, broader themes were developed. The analytical hierarchy therefore progressed from raw
data to meaning units, initial codes, subthemes, and overarching themes. Credibility, transferability, confirmability, and
dependability were addressed through the use of multiple data sources, systematic documentation of coding and analysis, expert
review of findings, and detailed description of the research context and procedures.

Findings

The analysis produced a process-oriented model consisting of three major stages: pre-competition, competition, and
implementation. Each stage contained distinct but interconnected strategic components that together explained how political
marketing, supported by smart data, could contribute to political participation.

In the pre-competition stage, three major themes were identified: political market analysis and monitoring, target-market
selection, and political relationship marketing. Political market analysis and monitoring included political market auditing,
public-opinion assessment, and competitor assessment. The extracted indicators included the number and diversity of political
currents, the frequency of electoral debates, dominant economic and social demands, the visibility of campaign activities,
voters’ demand for operational plans, expectations of transparency, and the organizational and media capacity of competing
candidates. These findings indicated that political actors require systematic information about the political environment before
formal campaign activities begin.

Target-market selection included voters’ demographic characteristics, the influence of reference groups, and the candidate’s
mental positioning. Relevant indicators included age, marital status, education, income stability, urban residence, social
standing, political-news consumption, and engagement in everyday political discussions. Reference-group influence appeared

through family recommendations, discussions with friends, workplace political environments, local leaders, religious figures,
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political parties, and online political groups. Candidate positioning was reflected in the repeated association of a candidate with
specific areas of expertise, central slogans, policy priorities, and recognizable political identities.

Political relationship marketing consisted primarily of electoral attitudes, electoral trust, and participation motivation.
Indicators included belief in the effectiveness of voting, perception of elections as a civic responsibility, confidence in electoral
integrity, trust in vote counting and official information, personal responsibility for national outcomes, support for social values,
identity alignment with candidates, and encouragement of others to participate.

The competition stage consisted of four major themes: political branding, electoral media management, integrated political
marketing communications, and content marketing. Political branding included the candidate’s personal brand and public
image. Important indicators were management experience, previous executive positions, consistency in fulfilling commitments,
absence of financial misconduct, visibility among different social groups, national recognition, managerial competence,
independence from narrow partisan interests, ability to offer clear economic solutions, and behavioral consistency.

Electoral media management included both the professional and informational functions of the media. Relevant indicators
included balanced coverage of candidates, complete broadcasting or publication of debates, equal opportunities to present
programs, accurate publication of voting information, voters’ ability to recall candidates’ plans, increased certainty after
observing debates, and active comparison of programs through news sources.

Integrated political marketing communications involved campaign-headquarters activities and campaign management.
Important indicators included establishing campaign centers in different areas, organizing face-to-face meetings, mobilizing
volunteers, producing daily digital content, maintaining consistent colors and slogans across campaign materials, scheduling
content publication, organizing issue-based events, and using prominent supporters strategically.

Content marketing consisted of electoral-message differentiation and electoral cognitive perception. The findings
emphasized repetition of central keywords, presentation of time-bound programs, quantitative and measurable solutions,
explicit differentiation from competitors, voters’ ability to distinguish between slogans and operational programs, verification
of information sources, and comparison of candidate programs before making electoral decisions.

The implementation stage centered on management and execution of the electoral process and contained three major
components: voting experience, electoral transparency, and mechanization of the process. Voting experience included clear
step-by-step guidance, limited waiting times, accessible polling locations, and timely announcement of results. Electoral
transparency included the presence of observers, publication of constituency-level statistics, transparent procedures for
handling complaints, and official reporting of vote-counting processes. Mechanization included electronic identity verification,
digital registration of voter information, electronic counting systems, and online transmission of information from polling
stations.

Overall, the findings demonstrated a sequential logic. Smart-data-supported political participation begins with
understanding the political environment and voter characteristics, proceeds through relationship building and targeted
communication, develops during competition through branding, media, communication, and content strategies, and is
consolidated through a transparent, accessible, and trustworthy electoral experience.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that political participation should be approached as the outcome of an integrated strategic process
rather than as a short-term reaction to electoral advertising. The three-stage structure identified in this study shows that

participation is gradually constructed through cognitive, relational, communicative, and institutional mechanisms. Political
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actors must first understand citizens and their social environment, then establish trust and relevance, subsequently manage
competitive communication effectively, and finally ensure that the actual voting experience supports rather than contradicts
the messages communicated during the campaign.

The importance of political market analysis indicates that successful participation strategies begin with diagnosis rather than
persuasion. Without a detailed understanding of voter priorities, political concerns, reference groups, competitor positioning,
and local conditions, campaign messages are likely to remain generic and disconnected from citizens’ lived realities. Smart
data strengthens this stage by enabling heterogeneous information to be transformed into actionable patterns. In this sense, the
proposed model shifts political marketing from intuition-based decision-making toward evidence-informed strategy.

The significance of target-market selection further demonstrates that voters should not be treated as a homogeneous
audience. Different demographic, social, occupational, cultural, and communicative groups may respond to different messages
and channels. Segmentation therefore allows political communication to become more relevant while avoiding the inefficiency
of uniformly addressing all citizens. However, the model also implies that segmentation should be used to improve relevance
and responsiveness rather than to fragment the electorate or manipulate vulnerable groups.

Political relationship marketing emerged as another central mechanism because participation depends heavily on trust and
perceived efficacy. Citizens are more likely to engage when they believe that their participation matters, that the electoral
process is credible, and that political actors recognize their concerns. Relationship marketing therefore represents a long-term
orientation. Trust cannot be produced exclusively during a short campaign period; it develops through repeated experiences of
consistency, responsiveness, transparency, and credible interaction.

During the competition stage, political branding was found to be closely connected to perceptions of competence, integrity,
consistency, and practical capacity. A credible political brand is therefore not simply a visual identity or memorable slogan. It
represents the cumulative interpretation of a candidate’s background, behavior, promises, communication, and demonstrated
capability. When these elements are coherent, the candidate may become cognitively easier to evaluate and distinguish from
competitors. When they are inconsistent, branding efforts are likely to lose credibility.

Media management and integrated communication also play essential roles because contemporary voters encounter political
information through multiple overlapping channels. Inconsistent messages across speeches, campaign headquarters, traditional
media, social media, and promotional content can produce confusion and weaken trust. Integrated communication addresses
this problem by ensuring that campaign messages, visual identities, public behavior, and policy commitments reinforce rather
than contradict one another. The findings further show that media effectiveness depends not only on exposure but also on
whether media content helps voters understand, compare, and evaluate competing political options.

Content marketing occupies a particularly important position because political participation requires cognitive engagement
as well as emotional mobilization. Voters who can distinguish operational programs from slogans, identify measurable
proposals, compare alternatives, and verify information sources are more likely to make informed decisions. Therefore, political
content should not merely seek visibility; it should improve comprehension and decision quality. This has particular relevance
in highly saturated media environments where attention is scarce and voters are exposed to large amounts of repetitive or
conflicting information.

The implementation stage extends the model beyond the traditional boundaries of political marketing. The findings show
that the electoral process itself forms part of the citizen’s political experience. Accessible polling locations, shorter waiting

times, clear instructions, transparent procedures, credible supervision, and timely reporting can reinforce perceptions of fairness
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and competence. Conversely, a disorganized or opaque voting process can undermine trust that has been built during earlier
stages. In this respect, electoral implementation may be understood as the final experiential confirmation of the political
system’s communicated promises of legitimacy, fairness, and responsiveness.

Mechanization and digitalization can also strengthen electoral administration when they improve accuracy, accessibility,
transparency, and efficiency. Nevertheless, the value of technological tools depends on whether citizens perceive them as
trustworthy and understandable. Technology should therefore support rather than replace institutional accountability. Smart
systems are most effective when they reduce uncertainty, improve traceability, simplify procedures, and enhance citizens’
confidence in the integrity of the electoral process.

The overall contribution of the proposed model lies in integrating political participation, political marketing, smart data, and
electoral administration within a single process-oriented framework. Rather than treating voter analysis, relationship
management, branding, media, content, and election administration as independent domains, the model shows how they operate
sequentially and interactively. Smart data provides the informational infrastructure, political marketing translates insight into
communication and relationship strategies, and electoral implementation converts those strategies into a concrete citizen
experience.

In conclusion, sustainable political participation requires more than intensive campaign advertising. It requires continuous
political market intelligence, differentiated understanding of voter groups, trust-based relationships, coherent political
branding, professional media management, integrated communications, meaningful content, and a transparent and accessible
electoral process. The proposed model provides a locally grounded framework for organizing these components across the pre-
competition, competition, and implementation stages and demonstrates how smart data can support more informed,

coordinated, and citizen-centered strategies for strengthening political participation.
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