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Abstract

This study aimed to explain and validate the components of strategic public relations planning and crisis communication in the National
Iranian Gas Company. This applied study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, 18
university faculty members, senior public relations and organizational communication managers, and crisis management, safety, and
passive-defense experts were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected using semi-structured interviews and analyzed
through thematic analysis. In the quantitative phase, the population consisted of managers, heads, and experts employed in relevant units
of the National Iranian Gas Company and its subsidiaries. A total of 240 participants were selected using proportional stratified sampling.
Data were collected through a 60-item researcher-developed questionnaire. Exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory factor analysis,
Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, convergent validity, and the Friedman test were performed using SPSS 27 and AMOS 26. The
qualitative analysis yielded 230 final codes, 48 subthemes, and 12 main components. The Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin value was 0.936, and
Bartlett’s test of sphericity was statistically significant. Exploratory factor analysis confirmed a 12-factor structure that explained 74.45%
of the total variance, with factor loadings ranging from 0.59 to 0.87. The second-order measurement model demonstrated satisfactory
fit, with x2/df=1.21, CF1=0.96, TLI=0.95, RMSEA=0.030, and SRMR=0.041. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from 0.84 t0 0.92,
while the total-scale coefficient was 0.96. The Friedman test indicated statistically significant differences among the component rankings,
with organizational message and narrative management receiving the highest rank. The validated model demonstrated that strategic public
relations planning and crisis communication constitute an integrated multidimensional construct. The framework can provide a valid basis
for policymaking, communication preparedness, interdepartmental coordination, message management, misinformation control, trust
restoration, and communication performance evaluation within the National Iranian Gas Company.

Keywords: Stmtegic p]anning, public relations, crisis communication, message management, misinformation management, National Iranian Gas
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Public relations has evolved from a primarily informational and media-oriented function into a strategic
organizational capability responsible for managing relationships, institutional legitimacy, stakeholder trust,
and communication continuity. This transformation becomes particularly important in large infrastructure
organizations whose activities directly affect public welfare, economic stability, environmental safety, and
national security. In such organizations, crisis communication cannot be treated as an improvised response
activated only after an incident occurs. Rather, it should be embedded within strategic planning, organizational
governance, risk management, stakeholder engagement, and post-crisis learning. Previous studies have shown
that the effectiveness of public relations in crisis situations depends on its access to decision-making structures,
the clarity of communication responsibilities, the availability of reliable information, and the existence of
previously developed crisis plans (Rumman & Alzeyadat, 2021; Zimal & Aysar, 2021; CrijaHoBcKa, 2022).
Strategic public relations planning refers to a systematic process through which an organization analyzes its
communication environment, identifies emerging issues, defines communication objectives, prioritizes
stakeholders, develops messages and channels, allocates responsibilities, and evaluates communication
outcomes. In the context of crisis management, strategic planning reduces uncertainty, prevents fragmented
responses, facilitates organizational coordination, and improves the speed and consistency of decision-making.
Organizations that engage in scenario development, establish communication teams, prepare message
templates, train spokespersons, and conduct regular drills are generally better equipped to respond to disruptive
events (Bryson et al., 2023; Hamza et al., 2023; Haupt & Azevedo, 2021). Therefore, strategic planning and
crisis communication should not be regarded as separate managerial domains; rather, they should operate as
integrated components of organizational resilience.

Crisis communication encompasses the processes through which an organization collects, verifies, interprets,

and disseminates information before, during, and after a threatening event. Its main purposes are to reduce



uncertainty, protect affected stakeholders, guide public behavior, prevent misinformation, maintain operational
legitimacy, and preserve organizational credibility. Effective crisis communication is generally associated with
speed, accuracy, transparency, consistency, empathy, and audience adaptation. In contrast, delayed responses,
contradictory statements, overly technical language, and limited access to information can create an
information vacuum that is rapidly filled by speculation, unofficial sources, and competing narratives
(Kodatska et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2023; Muhammad et al., 2022). Crisis communication is therefore not
limited to message transmission; it also involves the management of public interpretation, emotion, trust, and
perceived responsibility.

The digital communication environment has further intensified the complexity of crisis communication. Social
media platforms have reduced organizational control over information flows and enabled employees, citizens,
journalists, activists, and anonymous users to participate directly in the production and circulation of crisis-
related content. Under such conditions, misleading claims, manipulated images, and unverified reports may
spread more rapidly than official information. Consequently, public relations units must develop capabilities
in real-time monitoring, digital engagement, rapid verification, multi-channel communication, and coordinated
content production (Anagusti et al., 2024; Babatunde, 2022; Umar, 2022). Planning for social media
communication requires predefined objectives, clear operational responsibilities, continuous audience
analysis, and systematic evaluation of feedback (Balogun et al., 2026; Febriani et al., 2023).
Misinformation and fake news constitute particularly serious threats during crises. A delayed or ambiguous
official response may allow inaccurate narratives to become dominant and may increase public distrust.
However, not every rumor requires the same degree of organizational intervention. Effective public relations
therefore depends on the ability to distinguish between limited misinformation that requires watchful
monitoring and high-risk falsehoods that demand an immediate, evidence-based response (Lambert et al.,
2024). Media framing also shapes public interpretations of organizational responsibility, competence, and
credibility, which means that organizations must actively manage not only the factual content of messages but
also the broader narrative within which the crisis is understood (Lin & Liu, 2024; Najib & Bahfiarti, 2023).
The National Iranian Gas Company is a large, geographically dispersed, and strategically important
infrastructure organization. Its operations involve multiple technical, safety, environmental, social, and
reputational risks. Disruptions in gas production, transmission, distribution, or public service can produce
consequences beyond the immediate technical event, including anxiety, dissatisfaction, reputational damage,
political pressure, and reduced stakeholder trust. For this reason, the company requires a comprehensive and
context-sensitive framework that integrates environmental scanning, strategic direction, stakeholder
management, command coordination, preparedness, message management, media relations, misinformation
control, digital communication, internal communication, trust restoration, and performance evaluation.
Although previous studies have examined crisis communication in governmental, commercial, educational,

tourism, transportation, and public-service contexts (Amin et al., 2024; Awaloedin et al., 2024; Calilao et al.,



2024; Pratiwi et al., 2022), fewer studies have developed and empirically validated an integrated strategic
public relations and crisis communication framework for a national energy organization. Accordingly, this
study aimed to explain and validate the components of strategic public relations planning and crisis
communication in the National Iranian Gas Company.

Methods and Materials

This applied study used an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design and was conducted in two qualitative
and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, participants included university faculty members, senior
public relations and organizational communication managers, crisis management specialists, and experts with
professional experience in strategic planning, media management, safety, passive defense, and the energy
sector. Participants were selected through purposive sampling based on relevant education, professional
experience, familiarity with the organizational structure of the gas industry, and direct involvement in
communication or crisis-management activities. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached,
resulting in 18 semi-structured interviews. The qualitative sample consisted of 6 university faculty members,
7 senior public relations or communication managers from the National Iranian Gas Company and its
subsidiaries, and 5 experts from crisis management, safety, or passive defense units.

The interviews focused on the current state of public relations planning, strategic communication requirements,
stakeholder identification, crisis preparedness, message coordination, media relations, rumor management,
digital communication, internal communication, post-crisis trust restoration, and communication performance
evaluation. Interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes, were audio-recorded with permission, and were
transcribed verbatim. Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Initial codes were extracted from
meaningful units, similar codes were merged, and related concepts were organized into subthemes and main
themes. The credibility of the qualitative findings was strengthened through member checking, peer review,
independent coding, constant comparison, and documentation of analytical decisions. MAXQDA 2022 was
used to organize and retrieve qualitative data.

In the quantitative phase, the study population included managers, heads, senior experts, and specialist staff
working in public relations, organizational communication, crisis management, safety, passive defense,
strategic planning, and related units of the National Iranian Gas Company and its subsidiaries. Stratified
proportional sampling was used to ensure representation from headquarters, provincial gas companies, gas-
refining companies, and the gas-transmission company. A total of 260 questionnaires were distributed, and
after eliminating incomplete or invalid responses, data from 240 participants were analyzed.

A researcher-developed questionnaire was constructed from the qualitative themes and initial codes. The
preliminary version included 72 items. Face and content validity were evaluated by 12 experts in public
relations, crisis communication, strategic management, media management, and research methodology.

Following expert review, ambiguous or redundant items were removed or revised, and a final 60-item

instrument was developed. Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1, strongly



disagree, to 5, strongly agree. A pilot study was conducted with 30 eligible participants who were not included
in the final sample. The preliminary Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale was 0.94.

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory factor
analysis, reliability assessment, convergent and discriminant validity testing, and the Friedman ranking test.
SPSS 27 was used for descriptive and exploratory analyses, while AMOS 26 was used for confirmatory factor
analysis and model-fit assessment. The significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

In the qualitative phase, the mean age of participants was 46.72 years with a standard deviation of 6.84, and
their mean professional experience was 19.28 years with a standard deviation of 5.93. Thematic analysis
generated 642 initial codes, which were reduced through comparison, refinement, and conceptual integration
to 230 final codes, 48 subthemes, and 12 main themes. The resulting themes were environmental
communication analysis and issue monitoring; strategic goals and orientations; stakeholder identification and
management; communication command structure and coordination; communication preparedness and
prevention; organizational message and narrative management; media and public relations; rumor and
misinformation management; digital technologies and media; internal communication; post-crisis trust and
reputation restoration; and communication performance monitoring and evaluation.

In the quantitative phase, 240 participants were included in the final analysis. Of these, 54 were managers or
unit heads, 76 were senior experts, and 110 were specialist employees. The sample included 182 men and 58
women. The mean age was 42.36 years with a standard deviation of 7.91, and the mean organizational tenure
was 16.48 years with a standard deviation of 7.03. Regarding education, 63 participants held bachelor’s
degrees, 143 held master’s degrees, and 34 held doctoral degrees.

The mean scores of the 12 components ranged from 3.65 to 4.14. Organizational message and narrative
management had the highest mean score at 4.14 with a standard deviation of 0.61. Rumor and misinformation
management ranked second with a mean of 4.08, followed by post-crisis trust and reputation restoration with
a mean of 4.02 and media and public relations with a mean of 3.97. Strategic goals and orientations had the
lowest mean score at 3.65. Nevertheless, the mean score of every component exceeded the theoretical midpoint
of the scale.

Internal consistency was satisfactory. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the components ranged from 0.84 to
0.92, and the coefficient for the total questionnaire was 0.96. Composite reliability values ranged from 0.87 to
0.94, and all average variance extracted values exceeded 0.50, indicating adequate convergent validity. The
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure was 0.936, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant, with a chi-square
value of 7846.52, 1770 degrees of freedom, and p<0.001. These findings confirmed the suitability of the data
for factor analysis.

Exploratory factor analysis supported a 12-factor structure. Factor loadings ranged from 0.59 to 0.87, and the

12 factors jointly explained 74.45% of the total variance. Organizational message and narrative management



accounted for the largest proportion of explained variance at 14.03%, followed by rumor and misinformation
management at 9.35% and communication preparedness and prevention at 8.12%.

Confirmatory factor analysis supported a second-order measurement model in which the 12 first-order
dimensions loaded significantly on the overall construct of strategic public relations planning and crisis
communication. Standardized second-order factor loadings ranged from 0.68 to 0.91 and were all significant
at p<0.001. Organizational message and narrative management had the highest loading at 0.91, followed by
rumor and misinformation management at 0.89, communication preparedness and prevention at 0.87, and
communication command structure and coordination at 0.85.

The overall model demonstrated good fit. The chi-square value was 1842.73 with 1526 degrees of freedom,
and the chi-square-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio was 1.21. The goodness-of-fit index was 0.91, the comparative
fit index was 0.96, the incremental fit index was 0.96, and the Tucker-Lewis index was 0.95. The root mean
square error of approximation was 0.030, with a 90% confidence interval of 0.025 to 0.035, and the
standardized root mean square residual was 0.041.

The Friedman test showed statistically significant differences among the mean ranks of the components, with
a chi-square value of 286.74, 11 degrees of freedom, and p<0.001. Organizational message and narrative
management received the highest mean rank of 8.91. Rumor and misinformation management ranked second
at 8.47, followed by post-crisis trust and reputation restoration at 7.86. Strategic goals and orientations had the
lowest mean rank at 4.54, while communication performance monitoring and evaluation ranked second-lowest
at 4.98.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that strategic public relations planning and crisis communication in the National Iranian
Gas Company should be understood as an integrated organizational capability rather than a narrow media
function. The validated 12-component model demonstrates that effective crisis communication depends on the
interaction of strategic, structural, operational, technological, relational, and evaluative dimensions. No single
component can independently ensure communication effectiveness. Environmental monitoring without
coordinated message production is insufficient, just as rapid messaging without stakeholder analysis, internal
coordination, and post-crisis evaluation may produce only short-term results.

The prominence of organizational message and narrative management reflects the central importance of
controlling the quality, speed, coherence, and credibility of official communication. During a crisis,
stakeholders require information that is understandable, verified, timely, and relevant to their immediate
concerns. The high loading and ranking of this component suggest that participants regarded narrative
coordination as the core mechanism through which the organization can reduce uncertainty, prevent
contradictory interpretations, and maintain public confidence.

The importance of rumor and misinformation management reflects the increasing influence of digital media

on crisis development. In the absence of prompt and credible official communication, unverified information



may become dominant and intensify reputational damage. The findings therefore imply that the organization
should maintain active monitoring systems, rapid verification procedures, and clearly authorized digital
response teams.

Communication preparedness and command coordination also emerged as central dimensions. This result
highlights the need for predefined responsibilities, spokesperson protocols, interdepartmental coordination,
scenario planning, message banks, and simulation exercises. Crisis communication cannot be effectively
designed after an emergency has already begun. Preparedness reduces delay, prevents multiple voices, and
allows technical and communication units to operate within a common decision structure.

The validated role of stakeholder management, media relations, internal communication, and post-crisis trust
restoration further demonstrates that communication must be adapted to diverse audiences and must continue
after operational control has been achieved. Employees, consumers, government agencies, local communities,
media organizations, and contractors require different levels and forms of information. Moreover, trust
restoration requires transparent reporting, explanation of corrective actions, and sustained engagement with
affected groups.

Although strategic goals and communication evaluation received lower rankings, their factor loadings
remained significant. Their lower rank may indicate that respondents perceived operational crisis activities as
more immediate and visible. However, these dimensions remain essential because strategic objectives provide
direction, while evaluation converts crisis experience into organizational learning. Without them,
communication activities may remain reactive, fragmented, and difficult to improve.

In conclusion, the study developed and empirically validated a comprehensive model of strategic public
relations planning and crisis communication for the National Iranian Gas Company. The model consists of 12
interrelated components and demonstrates strong reliability, construct validity, and model fit. It provides a
practical framework for policy development, organizational assessment, managerial training, crisis
preparedness, and communication performance improvement. The findings suggest that the National Iranian
Gas Company should institutionalize crisis communication as a continuous strategic process that begins with
environmental monitoring and planning, continues through coordinated response and stakeholder engagement,

and concludes with trust restoration, evaluation, and organizational learning.
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