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Abstract

This study aims to develop an optimal media and cultural policy strategy for water
demand management through a case study of the Islamic Republic of Iran
Broadcasting (IRIB), proposing a context-sensitive and measurable framework for
harnessing the public broadcaster’s capacity to influence citizens’ consumption
behavior. The theoretical framework integrates core communication theories—
agenda-setting, framing, social marketing, social norms, and the theory of planned
behavior—with Fred R. David’s strategic management model, operationalizing a
coherent cycle of strategy formulation, implementation, and evaluation. Adopting a
qualitative design, the study collected data via fifteen in-depth, semi-structured
interviews with senior managers, experts, and academics in media and policy at
IRIB, selected purposively and continued to theoretical saturation. Data were
analyzed using the SWOT technique to identify internal strengths and weaknesses
and external opportunities and threats, and the SPACE matrix to determine the
organization’s strategic posture. Findings indicate that internal weaknesses outweigh
strengths, whereas environmental opportunities exceed threats, positioning the
broadcaster in the “conservative” quadrant of the SPACE matrix. This configuration

implies a need to reduce internal deficiencies while leveraging external
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opportunities. Accordingly, the recommended strategy is “conservative with focus,”
comprising: (i) drafting a strategic roadmap and communication annex for water
demand management; (ii) strengthening two-way engagement with audiences; (iii)
developing creative, multi-format content (documentaries, animation, and multi-
channel campaigns); and (iv) fostering cross-sector collaboration with the Ministry
of Energy and water utilities. The proposed approach can shift the broadcaster from
a reactive stance to an active policy actor in sustainable water governance and offers
a transferable model for other environmental domains.

Keywords: media strategy; cultural policy; water demand management; IRIB; SWOT
analysis.

Introduction

Water scarcity has become one of the most pressing environmental and socio-
political challenges facing Iran, particularly in urban areas where unsustainable
consumption patterns persist despite decades of infrastructural investment and
public awareness campaigns. While technical solutions such as supply augmentation,
leakage control, and tariff reforms remain necessary, growing evidence suggests that
the core of the problem lies in behavioral, cultural, and communicative dimensions
of water use. Household water consumption is deeply embedded in everyday
routines, social norms, and cultural expectations, rendering purely technical or
regulatory approaches insufficient.

In this context, mass media—especially IRIB—play a critical role in shaping public
understanding, priorities, and behavioral orientations toward water use. As Iran’s
most influential media institution, the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB)
possesses unparalleled reach, legitimacy, and agenda-setting power. However, its
role in water demand management has often been fragmented, episodic, and
reactive, lacking a coherent strategic framework aligned with broader environmental
governance goals.

This study addresses this gap by developing an optimal media and cultural policy
strategy for water demand management, using IRIB as a case study. Rather than
treating media as a mere channel for information dissemination, the study
conceptualizes IRIB as a potential policy actor capable of shaping norms,
motivations, and collective responsibility. By integrating communication theory
with strategic management tools, the research seeks to provide a context-sensitive,
operational, and evaluative framework that can transform media engagement from

short-term campaigns into sustained behavioral influence.
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Theoretical Framework and Previous Research

The theoretical framework of this study is built on an interdisciplinary synthesis of
communication theories and strategic management models, reflecting the complex
nature of water demand management as both a behavioral and governance
challenge. At the core of the framework are five complementary communication
perspectives.

First, agenda-setting theory explains how media attention elevates certain issues—
such as water scarcity—from background concerns to public priorities. In the
context of water management, sustained media salience is crucial for preventing the
normalization of scarcity and countering issue fatigue. Second, framing theory
highlights how the interpretive lenses used by media shape public understanding of
water issues, influencing whether water scarcity is perceived as a temporary crisis, a
technical failure, or a shared societal responsibility.

Third, social marketing theory provides tools for designing audience-centered
interventions that go beyond information provision to address motivations, barriers,
and incentives for behavior change. Fourth, social norms theory emphasizes the
power of perceived collective behavior in shaping individual consumption patterns,
suggesting that media can play a key role in normalizing conservation-oriented
lifestyles. Fifth, the theory of planned behavior offers an integrative behavioral
model linking attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control to actual
water-use practices.

These communication perspectives are operationalized through Fred R. David’s
strategic management model, which structures organizational action into three
interconnected phases: strategy formulation, strategy implementation, and strategy
evaluation. This model enables the translation of abstract communication goals into
concrete policy actions, institutional arrangements, and performance indicators.
Previous research in water demand management has increasingly recognized the
importance of communication and media. Studies on social marketing and
behavioral interventions demonstrate the effectiveness of norm-based messaging,
feedback mechanisms, and audience segmentation. Research on environmental
communication underscores the limitations of crisis-driven narratives and one-way
messaging. Meanwhile, media policy and governance studies highlight the need for
public broadcasters to align their content strategies with societal challenges.
However, existing literature often treats media either as external communicators or
as neutral platforms, rarely examining their internal strategic capacities and

organizational constraints. This study contributes to the literature by bridging this
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gap, analyzing IRIB not only as a message producer but as an institution whose
strategic posture, internal weaknesses, and external environment fundamentally

shape its effectiveness in water demand management.

Methodology

The study adopts a qualitative, applied research design aimed at developing a
practical and contextually grounded policy strategy. Data were collected through
fifteen in-depth, semi-structured interviews with senior managers, policy experts,
content producers, and academics affiliated with or knowledgeable about IRIB and
environmental governance. Participants were selected using purposive sampling to
ensure diversity of perspectives, and interviews continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved.

Interview questions focused on perceptions of IRIB’s current role in water demand
management, organizational capacities and constraints, inter-institutional
coordination, audience engagement practices, and strategic priorities. Data were
analyzed using thematic analysis, with codes and categories systematically identified
and refined.

The extracted themes were subsequently reorganized within a SWOT framework to
identify internal strengths and weaknesses and external opportunities and threats.
To determine IRIB’s overall strategic position, the findings were further analyzed
using the SPACE (Strategic Position and Action Evaluation) matrix, providing a
structured basis for strategy formulation.

Findings

The findings reveal a complex and often contradictory picture of IRIB’s role in water
demand management. Internally, the organization possesses several significant
strengths. These include its nationwide reach, high levels of public recognition,
symbolic authority as a national institution, and extensive production infrastructure
capable of generating diverse content formats. Interviewees also noted the presence
of experienced media professionals and the broadcaster’s potential to influence
cultural norms through entertainment, drama, and long-form programming.
However, these strengths are overshadowed by substantial internal weaknesses. A
recurring theme was the absence of a clear, organization-wide strategic framework
for environmental communication. Water-related content is often produced in a
fragmented manner, driven by short-term directives or seasonal crises rather than

long-term policy objectives. Limited audience research, weak evaluation
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mechanisms, and insufficient training in behavioral communication further
constrain effectiveness. Several participants emphasized the dominance of one-way,
didactic messaging that fails to resonate with everyday practices of water use.
Externally, the environment presents notable opportunities. Rising public concern
about water scarcity, increased policy attention to demand-side management, and
growing interest in environmental issues among younger audiences create favorable
conditions for media intervention. Advances in digital platforms and interactive
media also offer new channels for engagement beyond traditional broadcasting.
Furthermore, the presence of specialized institutions—such as the Ministry of
Energy and water utilities—creates potential for collaboration and knowledge
exchange.

At the same time, significant threats were identified. These include declining public
trust in official messaging, audience fatigue caused by repetitive crisis narratives,
institutional fragmentation among water governance actors, and competing media
platforms that dilute IRIB’s influence. Political sensitivities surrounding water issues
and regional inequalities also complicate message design.

When mapped onto the SWOT matrix, internal weaknesses were found to outweigh
strengths, while external opportunities exceeded threats. The subsequent SPACE
matrix analysis positioned IRIB in the “conservative” quadrant. This strategic
posture suggests that the organization should avoid aggressive expansion or radical
transformation and instead focus on reducing internal deficiencies while cautiously
leveraging external opportunities.

Participants broadly agreed that without addressing internal strategic gaps—such as
the lack of coordination, evaluation, and audience-centered design—IRIB cannot
effectively capitalize on favorable external conditions. The findings thus underscore
the need for a focused, internally grounded strategy that aligns media practices with

behavioral and policy objectives in water demand management.

Analysis

The strategic analysis highlights a fundamental misalignment between IRIB’s
structural capacities and its operational practices in the domain of water demand
management. While the broadcaster has the institutional legitimacy and
communicative power to act as a central policy actor, its current approach remains
largely reactive and fragmented. The conservative position identified by the SPACE
matrix reflects a context in which cautious, incremental change is both necessary

and feasible.
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Rather than pursuing high-risk, resource-intensive initiatives, IRIB’s optimal path
lies in strategic consolidation: clarifying objectives, standardizing communication
frameworks, and embedding behavioral insights into routine production processes.
The analysis also suggests that media effectiveness cannot be separated from
governance arrangements. Without stable collaboration with water-sector
institutions and mechanisms for audience feedback, even well-designed messages are
unlikely to produce sustained behavioral change.

Thus, the analytical findings reinforce the argument that water demand
management is not merely a communication challenge but a strategic governance

issue requiring institutional learning and coordination.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that effective water demand management requires a
reconceptualization of the role of IRIB from a passive information provider to an
active participant in environmental governance. Through an integrated theoretical
and strategic framework, the research shows that IRIB’s current limitations stem less
from a lack of resources than from the absence of a coherent, evaluative, and
audience-centered strategy.

The identification of a conservative strategic position underscores the importance of
internal reform as a prerequisite for external impact. By aligning communication
theories with strategic management tools, the study provides a structured pathway
for transforming media engagement with water issues from episodic campaigns to
sustained cultural influence.

Beyond the Iranian context, the findings contribute to broader debates on media
policy and environmental communication, offering a transferable model for public
broadcasters operating in resource-constrained and politically complex
environments. Ultimately, sustainable water governance depends not only on
infrastructure and regulation but also on the strategic mobilization of

communicative institutions.

Recommendations

Based on the findings, four key recommendations are proposed. First, IRIB should
develop a formal strategic roadmap and communication annex dedicated to water
demand management, aligned with national water policies. Second, audience
engagement should be strengthened through interactive formats, feedback

mechanisms, and digital platforms. Third, content strategies should diversify beyond
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crisis messaging to include narratives of shared benefit, everyday practices, and
positive social norms. Finally, institutionalized collaboration with the Ministry of
Energy, water utilities, and research centers should be established to ensure

coherence, credibility, and continuous learning.
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